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Introducing VisualsSpeak
Your VisualsSpeak Building Great Teams System can be used to explore a full 
range of topics related to team building. From initial formation to conflict 
resolution to celebrating success and planning for the future, Building Great 
Teams System will help increase performance and insight.

Each team exists for different reasons in unique circumstances. The best team 
building activity works within the constraints of the organization or purpose 
the group has been formed to serve. In addition to having a mission and vision, 
organizations have unique collective cultures and values. Teams live within these 
confines, and are affected by the larger whole.

The building of great teams is not a singular event. While you can begin to 
explore many of the elements necessary for building a great team in a single day 
long session or even a two-hour facilitation, it is only through consistent effort 
over time that teams achieve great performance. 
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Why Use Images for Team Building?

The use of images in facilitation can bring many benefits: 

• Create more engaging processes
• Increase participation
• Connect the dots
• Level the playing field for non-native speakers
• Inspire storytelling
• Increase learning through fun
• Break out of habitual patterns

Create more engaging processes
Photographs have a natural way of getting people to look and ask questions. 
There are usually stories attached to them. Think about the last time you were 
around someone showing pictures of a recent trip or of their family to a group 
of people. What happens? Stories get told, people ask questions and the lookers 
begin to tell stories of their own, because the combination of stories and pictures 
spark connections for them. People are engaged!

This is very similar to the process that will happen if you use photographs for 
your team building. People will be engaged. And when they get engaged, they 
participate.

Increase participation
Because you are using a visual-based tool, you have helped people to engage with 
the process. This kind of engagement develops a synergy. When one person “gets 
it,” the others are soon to follow. Even people who had no inclination or desire to 
participate when they arrived are much more inclined to do so when others get 
actively involved. Who wants to be the odd one out?

Connect the dots
Images help participants get below the surface quickly. They create a door 
between the conscious and subconscious, giving your groups the ability to make 
associations and connections to information that is not always directly accessible. 
This linkage allows them to take leaps in their thinking by getting them out of 
their literal, analytical minds.
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Level the playing field for non-native speakers
If your group consists of non-native speakers of the dominant language, then 
using images gives them another way to express themselves. The photographs 
will allow these participants to literally show their thoughts and gives them ways 
to communicate other than just in words. This has the added benefit of helping 
them feel included and empowered to share more. As a result, visual methods are 
used successfully across a wide range of intercultural settings.

Inspire storytelling
Stories are everywhere. They are the basis of communication regardless of culture. 
Every day we are bombarded with stories in the form of advertisements, movies, 
news, books, radio, songs and more. Even financial reports are stories told in 
the language of mathematics! Images help unlock the inner storyteller in your 
participants.

Increase learning through fun
Searching through stacks of images is a process that invokes fun in participants. 
They will compare and share stories about them, and engage in creative dialogues 
and find new ways to express themselves. Don’t ever doubt the power of increased 
learning through having fun—especially when it comes to adults!

Breaking out of habitual patterns
It is easy to fall into routines of thinking—it’s actually how we develop our 
expertise! Most of the time this is very helpful, but it can also tip into patterns 
that do not allow for new possibilities. Using images to spark associations can 
lead us to new ideas and insights that are beyond what we think about with 
words alone. The brain processes pictures faster and in larger chunks, so we can 
further open the possibility of making leaps in our thinking by using images.  
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Designing Your 
Session
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Designing Your Building Great 
Teams Session

The best design will be the one that takes the particular participants, the 
environment they are expected to function within, and what they hope to 
accomplish into account. Once you are comfortable with using VisualsSpeak 
Building Great Teams, feel free to make changes to the suggested formats to 
customize the processes. The more relevant the pieces are to the situation, the 
better your results will be. 

Consider these steps in designing your session:

Step 1: Identify the most important characteristics of your participants and 
the desired outcome of the session.

Step 2: Select the area of focus that most closely matches the desired 
outcome of the session.

Step 3: Assess whether the participants in the group are ready to focus on 
this area.

Step 4: If the participants are not ready to focus on the desired outcome, 
what area of focus would move them toward that outcome?

Step 5: Choose a sequence that fits into the time allotted.

Step 6: Select the starting prompt from the area of focus. Make any 
adjustments to customize for your audience. 

Step 7: Plan suggestions for carrying the session content back into the 
workplace.

Step 8: Gather materials needed and make logistical arrangements, including 
seating layout. 
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Knowing Your Participants
VisualsSpeak® allows you to create effective team-building sessions because you 
can easily customize the exercises for your particular group. Participants are more 
engaged and report better outcomes when they are doing things that relate to 
their particular context. Have you ever heard someone moan, “Why are we doing 
this?” You can avoid hearing this with some simple preparations. 

There are three things to get clear about as you select your team building 
activities:

• Who is coming? 
• Why are they coming to the session?
• What is the history with the topic?

It would be wonderful if there were a step-by-step list that guaranteed a successful 
outcome every time.  In reality, there are many factors that contribute to success. 
Sometimes you have access to detailed information about the group, and other 
times it is more general.  Occasionally you have the opportunity to work with 
a high-performing team focused on taking performance to new heights. More 
often, you will be doing team building because the team is new or struggling. 

You can increase the success of your events by preparing as much as you can. 
Begin by having conversations with the person who has invited you or a selection 
of the participants. 

Who is coming?
Here are some of the factors that can be helpful to ask about:

• Occupations and roles
• How long they have been together
• Existing conflict
• How they communicate (quality and format)
• Native languages 
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Occupations and roles
Knowing the occupations of your participants will help you decide on how to 
approach them with the exercises you have planned. If you are dealing with a 
group that is primarily linear/analytical, such as engineers, then you will want 
to spend some time at the beginning laying a theoretical foundation for what 
you have planned. Alternatively, if you are working with an HR department or a 
marketing group, then you are probably safe jumping right in. 

It’s also important to know if the group consists of people with more or less equal 
job titles. If one member ranks higher than the rest, this affects the dynamics. 
You can talk with the leader and decide what role they want to take in the 
session. Group members will tend to follow the leader unless they are offered the 
opportunity to make another choice.

How long they have been together
If you have a new group, or a new group member, it’s important to do something 
that begins to build relationships and trust. Most people want to feel like they 
belong, so they’ll be looking for similarities they have with others. Once they 
start to feel comfortable, they are more apt to participate in discussions. 

If you are working with a team that has known each other for a while, then you 
can start with more in-depth exercises because trust and rapport have already 
been established.

Existing conflict
In general, if there is conflict in the group, the stated objectives become 
secondary. If you want to help a group achieve its objectives, deal with the 
conflict first. The presence of conflict invariably means there is a lack of safety 
and trust that lessens the chances of having respectful dialogues. Safety, trust and 
respect are the basic building blocks of successful interactions and outcomes.

Is this a group that has healthy processes and structures for resolving conflict? If 
so, you may be able to address the issue of conflict directly. If it is a group that 
avoids conflict, you may need to approach it indirectly by talking about respect 
or trust.

How they communicate
Is this a group that regularly sees each other face-to-face? Or do they use 
technology to work over a distance?  Is there a sense they have successful 
communication? Or is there a sense that something isn’t quite right? The timing 
and patterns of a group’s communication can greatly affect all of the work of the 
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team. If there is a potential difficulty here, you may want to begin by focusing 
your work in this area.

Native languages
Do some participants speak the common language of the group more fluently 
than others? You may have to adjust your time allotment depending on the 
language proficiency of the participants to allow for additional explanations or 
to help people verbalize their thoughts. Because of the visual nature of this tool, 
you should find that it helps level the playing field between non-native and native 
speakers. Images provide an additional way for people to communicate their 
ideas, thus helping them to feel more apart of the group.

Why are they coming to the session?
There is a reason a group (or perhaps a group member) decided to have the 
team-building session, so you should know why. You should also know what that 
person or group expects to get out of it. The clearer you are about the desired 
outcome, the more successful your design will be. It’s possible there will be more 
than one reason, and more than one desired outcome. Try to narrow it down as 
much as possible, and identify what concrete indicators of the outcome(s) will be 
present at the end for the session to be considered a success. 

Your team-building session should have a purpose. Building an effective team is 
not simple or quick. Be realistic about what can be accomplished. A two-hour 
session is not going to solve the problems of an underperforming team. It might 
get a new team off to a good start. Or it might begin to delve into one aspect that 
is affecting a team. It takes commitment from the participants and leadership to 
achieve success. 

It is also important to be realistic about the limitations of a team-building session. 
The team-building process addresses group dynamics. Team building is not a 
solution for individual performance issues. If an individual is not doing their 
job or is having personal problems, it should be dealt with through appropriate 
channels, not by putting the team through an intervention. A particularly sticky 
issue arises when the individual problems rests with the leader or person who is 
asking for the team-building session. It’s often very helpful to get more than one 
perspective on the stated problem before making final commitments and plans 
for a session. 
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What is the history with the topic? 
Many teams have done a variety of forms of team building in the past. Some of 
those experiences may not have been ideal. It’s helpful to know something about 
what has been tried and the level of success achieved.  Since there are a variety of 
factors that contribute to success or failure, don’t necessarily make decisions or 
generalizations about which interventions to choose based on past experiences.

Individuals will respond to the exact same activity differently. Team building that 
works with a sales team may not work with the accounting department. Use your 
discretion as well as the input you can gather from team members and leaders. 

Be prepared for participants to make assumptions about the session and your 
team-building approach, and tell them what you have done to make your session 
different. Ask them to help you make it more successful. Team building takes 
participation—invite people into the process. Whatever you do, don’t totally 
avoid the topic if you know the team had a bad experience. You can often dispel 
the anxiety and apprehension with acknowledgement. You do not have to open 
the topic up for complaining or revisiting in doing so, either.
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Selecting a Focus Area
After you have gathered information from team leaders and members, you 
need to pick a starting place, while always keeping the end point in mind. The 
focus areas are the bridge between the participants and what the session is to 
accomplish. 

Because teams may not frame their needs in terms of the intervention they are 
looking for—and because teams often mis-diagnose the issues they are having—
we have outlined a list of indicative team situations. Review the lists below and 
on the following pages as you talk with the members of the team prior to the 
session. Focus your session on the area(s) where you see the most linkage.

Note that there are many potential overlaps between the team focus areas, and 
you may see slightly different versions of the situations and behaviors than those 
listed. Each piece of information adds to your collective understanding. You’ll 
need to look at all the information together and use critical thinking as well 
as intuition and experience to guide you in designing your session. The focus 
areas can also be combined for longer team building sessions, as well as used in 
succession over time. 

More about the Focus Areas will be discussed on page 35.

Focus Area: Building Relationships

Situations
• There are new team members
• The whole team is new
• The team is meeting face-to-face when they usually work 

over technology
• People are not clear about who has skills and knowledge in 

particular areas
• There is not a sense of belonging to the team
• Team members do not show concern for one another
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Focus Area: Enhancing Communication

Situations
• Information is not being shared
• Team members do not feel valued or appreciated
• Team members are not participating in meetings
• People do not listen to one another
• Lack of understanding about style differences
• Communication channels that are provided are not being 

utilized
• People routinely ignore the established communication 

channels
• Meetings are inefficient
• People are guessing instead of clarifying when they don’t 

understand
• Decisions are not being shared

Focus Area: Developing Trust

Situations
• Team members do not feel respected
• Team members are afraid to talk
• Team members pass judgment on each others personal 

choices
• People take on other team members’ work, often without 

their knowledge
• There is an attitude of, ‘it’s easier just to do it myself ’
• New ideas are not coming forward
• Team members do not trust each other
• There has been an ethics breach
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Focus Area: Managing Conflict

Situations
• Silence is interpreted as agreement
• Painful issues are avoided
• Team goes along with ideas without thinking critically about 

them
• Team members don’t get along
• Team members avoid each other
• Team members regularly go outside the group to solve 

problems
• Team can’t work through differences
• Differences in interpretation and perception are met with 

suspicion
• Team members complain or gossip about each other
• More conversation about the meeting happens outside the 

meeting than during

Focus Area: Embracing Transition and Change

Situations
• Low productivity 
• Team is inefficient 
• There is high turnover on the team 
• A new initiative has been delivered from leadership 
• There have been layoffs, reorganization, merger or takeover
• A team member has died
• A major tragedy has occurred 
• The team has gone through change after change 
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Focus Area: Understanding Tasks

Situations
• Team has been given a new major project
• Errors in decision-making
• Team is missing deadlines
• People are more concerned with individual results than team 

results
• Team goals are not the focus of the workday
• People are busy, but unproductive
• Team members cannot articulate the goals, mission, or work  

of the team
• Team members don’t seem to be working on the same goals
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Assessing the Participant/Outcome 
Balance

Once you have gathered information about the team members and identified 
which focus area seems to match the information, the next question is whether 
the focus area matches the stated goal of the session that you received from the 
leader. If there is a match, move to the next step and start designing the agenda 
for the session.

If instead you have identified a focus area that is different from the desired 
outcome, you have several options. Depending on the amount of time you have 
for your session, you may be able to do a session with multiple focus areas in 
sequence. Some topics work better in sequence with each other, so think about 
whether you can make a smooth transition between the segments. If you don’t 
have enough time to shift the focus over the time you have available, you may 
have to renegotiate the outcome. It can be helpful to talk with the leader, sharing 
your impression and why you would like to shift the outcome to something you 
believe you can achieve. You may be able to renegotiate the desired outcome. 
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Choosing a Sequence
Once a focus area has been selected and the time parameters of the session are 
known, it is imperative to consider what facilitation sequence you will employ. 
The VisualsSpeak facilitation sequence is explored in greater detail later in this 
guide, but consists largely of six components:

• Starting the Conversation
• Deepening the Conversation
• Narrowing the Conversation
• Assessing the Conversation
• Applying the Conversation
• Debriefing the Conversation

Each of these elements can be lengthened or contracted, depending on the time 
you have available for the session and for the focus area. Later in this guide, we 
have outlined sample agendas for each of the focus areas. From each, you can see 
where the emphasis of time is best placed. Feel free to alter the emphasis based on 
the needs and the idiosyncrasies of the group.

When choosing a sequence, keep in mind that times on paper and the actual 
times doing a session with a group may vary significantly. Until you have worked 
with the VisualsSpeak process several times, you may want to pad the agenda 
slightly. That way, if one component of the facilitation sequence takes a bit longer 
than anticipated, you will not short-change the other components.

Also, keep in mind that the size of the group will affect the time required to work 
through the agenda. The larger the group, the more time necessary for discussion 
and debrief. Thus, you may need to adjust the agenda accordingly if your group is 
particularly large or small.
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Selecting a Starting Prompt
The most important part of the session is the starting prompt. The prompt is 
a question or statement that initiates the conversation, and is the basis for the 
activities and for all of the discussion that follows. Its purpose is to generate 
interest and enthusiasm, and to begin to bring out the dialogue.

A well-chosen starting prompt is open-ended—typically a question—with no 
right, wrong, or known answer. Later in this guide, we have listed common 
prompts for each of the focus areas of team building. Select the one that is most 
likely to move your participants toward the desired result.

If you decide to use a starting prompt different from those listed in this 
facilitator’s guide, tread carefully. The prompts in the guide have been honed over 
many years of refinement. In addition to ensuring the prompt is open-ended, you 
must also ensure that there are no hidden assumptions in the prompt. That is, 
even an open-ended question can be leading—and that hinders its effectiveness.

As with every portion of the facilitation, ensure that the starting prompt 
is appropriate for your group. For example, if your group of participants is 
particularly literal, asking them to “create a picture of their ideal workplace” may 
evoke physical descriptions of desks, chairs, and other elements of a workspace. 
Instead, you may wish to reframe the question to ask, “What does the ideal 
workplace feel like to you?”

Because of the high-stakes nature of the starting prompt and the difficulty of 
framing a simple, open-ended, value-neutral question, we strongly suggest 
choosing from the prompts in the facilitator’s guide until you are very 
comfortable with the VisualsSpeak• facilitation process.
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Planning the Follow-up
TThe process of effectively building a team, whether already high-performing or 
experiencing cohesiveness issues, is not a one-time event. Often what separates 
the typical facilitation from the memorable one that generates lasting change is 
the portion that occurs after the session is over: the follow-up.

The frequency of follow-up depends in part on the amount of progress made 
during the session. If the group was particularly successful during the session, you 
may be able to prescribe a less frequent follow-up cycle. On the other hand, if the 
group proceeded more slowly, you may want to suggest a more rigorous follow-
up regimen, perhaps including a full follow-up session for the whole group.

Regardless of frequency, the first follow-up should take place fairly quickly—
within days—of the initial session. This initially rapid revisitation of the images 
helps cement the content of your session, and helps build a routine of follow-up 
for the participant. This can be as simple as sharing photos of the images created 
in the session. 

A common challenge is for participants to apply the things they learned in a 
team building session once they are back doing the work of the group. It helps to 
have the group leader committed to revisiting and checking in with these topics 
consistently over time. Ask for the specific ways the team plans to continue the 
work and get commitment for who will be responsible for making it happen. 
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Making Final Arrangements
Materials to Gather
One way to help your participants get more out of the exercises is to give them a 
piece of paper on which they can arrange their images in response to the prompt. 
This background paper serves as another visual tool to help them explore and 
define their answer.

If you are using a two-part prompt, such as, “What does the team look like today 
and what do you want it to look like a year from now?”, then give each person 
two pieces of paper so they can better delineate their responses to each part of the 
prompt. You can use standard 8 ½ x 11 or A4 paper. 

Depending on the details of your session design, you may also need paper for 
taking notes, flip charts or a whiteboard, sticky notes, painters masking tape, 
digital recorder, video camera or a digital camera for recording results.

Arranging the Space
Set your room up in a way that facilitates small group discussion. Each person 
needs space in front of them for their background paper with some room to 
spread out their images. About three linear feet per person is ideal. Round tables 
also work, and make discussions easy. 

If you have space, it helps to create clusters of tables for small groups of 5-8 
people, or to seat them at rounds with several feet between them. You want space 
for people to freely walk around and to cluster behind each person when sharing. 
Be mindful of any mobility issues of participants, and be sure to leave space for 
assistive devices. 
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VisualsSpeak 
Facilitation Process
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Introducing the Session
There are a number of logistical details you may want to share in the introduction 
to the session:

• Location of the bathrooms
• Emergency/fire exit(s), if applicable
• Overview of agenda
• Goals for the session

Beyond logistics, the purpose of an introduction is to begin to get people 
interacting with each other in a way that is non-threatening. Select activities 
where everyone can be successful. 

Visual icebreakers are an effective way to start a process and get people 
accustomed to using images. You can download a free icebreaker, the Heart 
Image, on our website at www.VisualsSpeak.com.

Many more icebreakers, including those designed specifically for use with 
VisualsSpeak• Building Great Teams, can be found in the VisualsSpeak Visual 
Icebreaker Kit, available separately. This tool comes complete with an assortment 
of exercises and a complete guide that helps you select the one most appropriate 
to your needs.
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Facilitating the Main Focus Areas
There are seven steps in facilitating the focus areas. You may go through these 
steps once, or you may do several rounds, depending on the design of your 
session. The steps are designed to facilitate a dialogue between the participants. 

1. Selecting the Opening Prompt
2. Starting the Conversation
3. Deepening the Conversation
4. Narrowing the Conversation
5. Assessing the Conversation
6. Applying the Conversation
7. Debriefing the Conversation

For each stage, there is a list of questions you can ask to help the participants 
move through the process.  These are just suggestions and the types of questions 
we find helpful at these stages. Feel free to adjust them to fit your particular 
situation. The most powerful conversations will emerge if you are present to 
what is happening, listening deeply, and responding at opportune moments 
with questions that relate to what is going on in the conversation at the time.                                                                                                                                            

1. Selecting the Opening Prompt
As discussed previously, the opening prompt is the cornerstone of the session. As 
a result, it is imperative to select judiciously. Below are lists of opening prompts 
appropriate for each focus area. If you wish to design one of your own, please 
refer to the discussion on page 21.

Building Relationships
• Who am I and what do I bring to the team?
• What motivates me?
• What is unique about me?
• Why am I here?

Enhancing Communication
• What do I need to be effective?
• What does support look like?
• What is responsibility?
• What does being heard look like?
• What does listening look like?
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Developing Trust
• What is trust?
• What’s important to me?
• What is respect?
• What is honesty and integrity?
• Create an image of an ideal team.
• What is important in our work today?
• What do you hope to get from the session today?

Managing Conflict
• What is conflict?
• What does conflict look like at work?
• What supports the team and what holds it back?
• What is constructive feedback?
• What does collaboration look like?

Embracing Transition and Change
• What have I appreciated about the team/person?
• What does change look like? Transition?
• What does resistance look like?
• What makes an effective workplace?
• Create an image of the team now and in the future.
• Create an image before event/during the transition/after the event.

Understanding Tasks
• Create images of the present and future.
• What skills do I bring to the table?
• What does the problem/task/challenge look like?
• In the context of task/team/session, what does success look like? 
• How can we make a difference?
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2. Starting the Conversation
In the first part of this stage, you share the opening prompt you have selected and 
give instructions to the participants. They select their images and arrange them in 
front of them. 

In this stage of the process, you are starting to get people talking or thinking 
about the topic, and surfacing stories. It is a stage where you are increasing 
the information. The goal is to generate a lot of conversation or ideas that are 
different than the day-to-day types of stories the group is used to hearing. Most 
of the exploration at this stage is getting as much information as possible from 
an individual. The questions are used to probe for more detail to explore what is 
sparked by the ideas shared. 

As the facilitator at this stage, ask questions of the participants that expand the 
conversation.

Suggestions include:

• Can you tell me more?
• What did you notice?
• What else does it mean?
• What values are showing here?
• What is your reaction to seeing/hearing this?
• How did you/we get here?
• What else do you know?
• How do I/we contribute?
• What is your initial response?
• What stood out?
• What’s another way to say this?
• Has anyone had similar experience?
• What else do you know?
• What else might you hope to give or receive?
• What part is the most rewarding? 
• What elements can we work with?
• What did you hear that is interesting?
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3. Deepening the Conversation
In this stage, you are asking participants to reflect on what they have heard. This 
may be unfamiliar to many people. Often, there is a tendency to want to jump 
right into finding a solution or focusing on a problem. Encourage the group to 
hold back and allow the conversation to develop and the ideas to influence each 
other.

One of the goals of a team-building session is to have a different kind of 
communication than what normally occurs, so this stage is critical for that 
outcome. In this phase, participants are beginning to talk to each other, to 
explore how what they have shared comes together and where they are distinct. 
New possibilities have the potential to surface. 

As the facilitator at this stage, ask questions of the participants that help them 
listen deeply and begin to see what can emerge from combinations.

Suggestions include:

• Did I understand?
• What’s an example?
• Is there another way to look at it?
• What else might this mean?
• Is there tension?
• What pieces are missing?
• What have you learned that could contribute to the 

conversation?
• What questions does this raise?
• How does this remind you of something you already know?
• Where are the crossroads?
• What else could this look like?
• What else does this remind you of?
• What else do you see?
• What’s the possible impact?
• What ideas naturally go together?
• What ideas seem far apart?
• Where can we build bridges?
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4. Narrowing the Conversation
In this stage, you are asking participants to begin making choices, focusing the 
conversation and deciding how to move forward. This can happen through 
conversation, or you can use other sorting methods like sticky notes or index 
cards. 

As the facilitator at this stage, ask questions of the participants that help gather 
the information from the conversation and think critically about it.

Suggestions include:

• What are the steps?
• What is the new story?
• What do we want?
• What is priority?
• What pieces are missing?
• What are we choosing?
• What is the most important piece?
• What are the key points?
• What can we do to be more effective?
• What is most important?
• Can we live with our choices?
• What are the consequences?
• What factors influence our next steps?
• Where can we find alignment?
• What can help us focus?
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5. Assessing the Conversation
In this stage, the main question is whether you have succeeded in moving the 
group toward the desired outcome. If the answer is yes, you can move into 
creating action steps and assigning responsibilities. If no, what additional 
questions were raised? You may need to repeat the cycle with a new approach and 
possibly a new opening prompt. 

As the facilitator at this stage, ask questions of the participants that help 
determine if they have made progress.

Suggestions include:

• Are we ready to take the next steps?
• What moves us toward action?
• Did we surface new questions that need to be asked?
• Do we need more information?
• What implication does this have?
• What are the next steps or applications?
• What choice can I make today that will impact the future?
• Are we ready to move to concrete action steps?

6. Applying the learning
How will we apply this back on the job?

Team building is not effective if nothing is different when everyone returns to the 
normal workday. Change is difficult. Everything in the environment supports the 
old behavior unless there is a concerted effort to make a lasting change. 

Ask people to talk about what they are going to do to change. Make sure they are 
not planning to merely add things to already full schedules. Ask them how they 
can support each other. Have them make commitments aloud to each other and 
in writing. Set up agreements and accountability. 
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7. Debriefing the Conversation
At this stage, you are helping participants create meaning from the conversations 
and reflect on what they have learned. This can be the most important part of the 
conversation, so make sure you leave enough time for it. It is really easy to allow 
the earlier parts to run long and cut into this section. Resist that temptation at all 
costs. 

Each individual section of your session should include debriefing questions that 
apply to that section. For longer programs with multiple focus areas, there should 
also be an overall debrief of the whole program. 

As the facilitator at this stage, ask questions of the participants that help them 
make connections between the session and the rest of their work.

Suggestions include:

• What was the process like for you?
• What did you notice?
• Was anything particularly interesting or surprising?
• Did you notice any patterns or trends?
• Do you have any new insights?
• Anything else to add?
• What happened?
• How did you feel?
• What did you learn?
• Does does this remind you of anything in other parts of 

your life/work?
• What are you taking away?

The most effective questions will always be the ones that rise from the 
conversation in the room. The list here is to give you ideas about the type of 
questions you are likely to use and to give you a quick list of possibilities to scan 
in the moment to spark ideas. 
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Team-Building     
Focus Areas
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Overview

There are many factors that contribute to effective teams. In the VisualsSpeak  
Building Great Teams tool, we have focused on six areas that we have found to be 
the most helpful for increasing team performance: 

• Building Relationships
• Enhancing Communication
• Developing Trust
• Managing Conflict
• Embracing Transition and Change
• Understanding Tasks

Start with the area that most closely matches the outcome you hope to get out of 
your session. What do you think the group needs most? Of course, all of the areas 
are important, and may all need attention. 

Often in the rush to get things done, team members start with trying to 
understand what they are supposed to do. They are given a job description. 
Understanding what the details of the job are is important, but without a 
foundation provided by the other areas, it is difficult to be successful. Teams 
do need to spend time on who is doing what and how, but if the team is 
underperforming or new, ask if the other elements are in place first. 

All of these elements interrelate. You may begin working on one of them 
when it becomes obvious that another area is affecting or hiding beneath the 
one you started with. The VisualsSpeak process will help you uncover a lot 
more information about the team as the process unfolds. You can use this new 
knowledge to shift the design as you go, or to inform additional sessions and 
plans in the future. 

For more information on selecting the appropriate focus area(s) for your session, 
please refer to the discussion on page 15

Building Great Teams
Relationships

 
Communication
 

Trust
 

Conflict
 

Transitions

Tasks
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Building Relationships
A foundation of team building is the formation of relationships between the 
members. It’s an ongoing process where people get to know one another better 
over time and needs to be revisited when new members are added. Relationship-
building can also be helpful when a team is coming together in a new format—
for instance, when a remote team is meeting together face-to-face. 

There is a balance between the personal and professional in this area that will 
vary depending on the culture of the organization and the members of the team.  
Some individuals and contexts are more comfortable than others with a deeper 
level of personal sharing. We’ve all been around people who share too many 
personal details, and felt the resulting awkwardness.  On the other hand, if no 
personal details are offered, there isn’t the same opportunity for bonding that 
happens when people discover common interests. 

Using photographs will lead people to select things that are important to them. 
Participants will also be naturally curious about the photos selected by others. 
Many conversations will spring up around how different people see various things 
in the same images. All of this will help people get to know each other in a much 
deeper way than if they are just asked for their names and titles. 

One question on participants’ minds may be, “Who is on board?”

Focus on this area when:

• Getting to know each other
• Creating a sense of belonging
• Deepening existing connections

Building Great Teams
Relationships
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Enhancing Communication
Once team members get to know each other a bit, they need to learn how to 
effectively communicate with each other. There are many kinds of differences on 
teams that have the potential to create challenges. Many of these can be improved 
through effective communication processes combined with good listening skills. 

How members respond when faced with differences has a huge effect on team 
performance. Listening to one another with an open mind, being willing to 
consider what the other is saying, and responding with respect are interpersonal 
skills. Team members will have differing levels of competence and familiarity with 
these skills.

Using the natural curiosity many people have about photos as well as the focus 
they provide, the VisualsSpeak• process itself offers a lot of support for fostering 
curiosity and listening. Having conversations directed at the differences in, or 
interpretations of, photographs is much easier than conversations directed at an 
individual. It is naturally more supportive and reduces the tension around talking 
about the patterns and styles individuals find difficult. 

One question on participants’ minds may be, “Can we get along?” 

Focus on this area when:

• Learning to greet difference with curiosity
• Increasing listening skills
• Sharing information better

Building Great Teams
Communication
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Developing Trust
Trust between team members is critical for performance. Trust is a value that 
many people share, but how they demonstrate it and when they offer it varies 
widely. Even if people say they trust each other in general, there are often 
conditions where that trust can erode and become an unspoken barrier that 
affects the team. 

When listening to people talk about trust, be particularly aware of the behaviors 
they identify as demonstrating trust. This is a fundamental place where 
misunderstandings occur. Most people value trust, but the behaviors they use to 
show it can be different and even opposite. In addition, some people show trust 
differently depending on where they are. What they do at home or with family 
may not be what they do at work. Identifying and talking about the implications 
of these behaviors is the first step toward discovering acceptable ways to deal with 
differences. 

Questions on participants’ minds may be similar to “Who are you?” or “Can I 
trust you?”
 
Focus on this area when:

• Encouraging respect
• Defining integrity
• Reinforcing honesty

Building Great Teams

Trust
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Managing Conflict
There are differing styles for approaching conflict, which creates challenges for 
teams. Many people are afraid of conflict so they avoid it, resulting in unnamed 
tension.  Others find conflict exciting, and see it as intellectually stimulating. 
Using images can provide a method to talk about conflict in an indirect way, 
surfacing the underlying issues in a way that feels safer to many people. The 
conversation shifts to focus on the photographs rather than on the other people. 

It’s possible that a team will contain people who have never learned healthy ways 
to address conflict. Others may assume that what they learned in their families 
is what everyone does. This is an area where there may be many assumptions 
without a lot of common language to talk about it. Using the images to drill 
down and see each other’s differences can be very helpful sorting this out. 

One question on participants’ minds may be,  “How can we get along better?”

Focus on this area when:

• Respecting conflict styles
• Developing healthy problem solving
• Engaging constructively

Building Great Teams
Communication
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Embracing Transitions and Change
Teams experience continual change. This can be team members coming and 
going, projects beginning and finishing, as well as organization-wide strategic 
direction shifts. Change is easier for some people than others, so getting those 
differences on the table helps teams see what needs to be done to support the 
whole. 

You can help your team with a transition or change by addressing it directly. By 
allowing people to share their feelings about the change, you will help them to 
embrace it and move on to the next phase. Teams get in trouble when they don’t 
acknowledge whatever transition has occurred, because the unspoken feelings 
remain and may act as a barrier to forward momentum.

One question on participants’ minds may be,  “What’s going to happen now?”

Focus on this area when:

• Creating rituals for welcoming and ending
• Learning from experiences
• Celebrating success

Building Great Teams

Transitions
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Understanding Tasks
Teams form for a purpose. Each person brings a set of skills and experiences to 
the tasks of the group. Understanding why everyone is there and what they are 
responsible for allows the group to align and move in a productive direction. 

Part of the goal here is to make sure everyone has the same understanding of what 
the team is doing, how individual members contribute, and where responsibility 
lies. There are a lot of individual parts; some people will want to focus on the 
small pieces, while others will want a big-picture overview. 

One question on participants’ minds may be,  “How can we make this work 
best?”

Focus on this area when:

• Clarifying skills and roles
• Working with strengths and weaknesses
• Setting clear expectations and accountability
• Aligning goals

Building Great Teams

Tasks
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Sample Agendas
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Agendas and Timing
In this chapter, you will find sample agendas for each of the team-building focus 
areas, along with a section of putting multiple focus areas together. You may, 
however, find yourself with less time available than what is outlined in the sample 
agenda. Alternatively, you may want to go deeper, or work with a larger group—
in which case, you would need a greater amount of time.

The following tables show time allotments for the sample agendas, along with a 
shortened version of each. You can use the same time distribution principles to 
adapt the agendas for a longer session.

Session 
Total Intro Icebreaker Starting Deepening

Building 
Relationships

Sample 
Agenda

90 min. 10 min. 5 min. 17 min. 10 min.

Short 
Agenda

30 min. — — 10 min. 2 min.

Enhancing 
Communication

Sample 
Agenda

90 min. 10 min. 5 min. 17 min. 10 min.

Short 
Agenda

30 min. — — 10 min. 2 min.

Developing
Trust

Sample 
Agenda

120 min. 10 min. 5 min. 23 min. 10 min.

Short 
Agenda

45 min. — — 12 min. 3 min.

Managing 
Conflict

Sample 
Agenda

120 min. 10 min. 5 min. 23 min. 15 min.

Short 
Agenda

45 min. — — 12 min. 3 min.

Embracing 
Transition

Sample 
Agenda

180 min. 10 min. 5 min. 30 min. 40 min.

Short 
Agenda

60 min. — — 20 min. 5 min.

Understanding 
Tasks

Sample 
Agenda

180 min. 10 min. 5 min. 30 min. 40 min.

Short 
Agenda

60 min. — — 20 min. 5 min.
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Narrowing Assessing Applying Debriefing Closing
15 min. 6 min. 12 min. 10 min. 5 min. Sample 

Agenda Building 
Relationships5 min. 3 min. 5 min. 5 min. — Short 

Agenda
12 min. 8 min. 15 min. 8 min. 5 min. Sample 

Agenda Enhancing 
Communication2 min. 3 min. 8 min. 5 min. — Short 

Agenda
20 min. 10 min. 25 min. 12 min. 5 min. Sample 

Agenda Developing
Trust5 min. 5 min. 15 min. 5 min. — Short 

Agenda
15 min. 15 min. 20 min. 12 min. 5 min. Sample 

Agenda Managing 
Conflict5 min. 5 min. 15 min. 5 min. — Short 

Agenda
30 min. 20 min. 30 min. 10 min. 5 min. Sample 

Agenda Embracing 
Transition10 min. 5 min. 15 min. 5 min. — Short 

Agenda
20 min. 30 min. 30 min. 10 min. 5 min. Sample 

Agenda Understanding 
Tasks10 min. 5 min. 15 min. 5 min. — Short 

Agenda
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Sample Agenda: Building 
Relationships

Time Needed:  90 minutes 

Purpose:  For participants to learn things about each other and
    to make connections beyond name and job title

Materials:  A piece of blank paper and Small Group Set per person
   Paper and pen for taking notes

Set-up:   Sit at tables where people have about 3 linear feet
    of space

Session Introduction (10 minutes)
• Welcome to the session
• Location of the bathrooms
• Nearest emergency/fire exit
• Overview of agenda
• Goals for the session

Icebreaker (5 minutes)
Select a visual icebreaker to begin the session and get participants accustomed to 
working with images.
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Select your opening prompt
Here are some prompts that have been successfully used for building 
relationships. Choose one:

• Who am I and what do I bring to the team?
• What motivates me?
• What is unique about me?
• Why am I here?

Starting the Conversation (17 minutes)
2 minutes for instruction
5 minutes for creating images
10 minutes for sharing

Ask participants to quickly go through their image sets to find pictures that speak 
to the opening prompt:

• Who am I and what do I bring to the team? (or alternative selection)

There are no rules about how participants can go about this part of the process. 
They can select as few or as many photos as they wish, and assemble them any 
way they wish on the sheet of paper in front of them. The only limitation is time; 
they should finish selecting and arranging their images within five minutes. 

Next, use the next ten minutes to have participants share a brief story of their 
images. Ask them to listen carefully to each person’s response and notice the 
similarities and differences between group members. The amount of time each 
participant has to share their story will vary with the size of the group and your 
time constraints.

As participants are sharing their stories, ask clarifying questions if they are 
needed. You can do this yourself, or explain the types of questions that 
participants are welcome to ask of each other and allow them to become active 
questioners. Some examples include:

• Can you tell me more?
• What would be another example? 
• Is this what you mean?

Building Relationships   
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Deepening the Conversation (10 minutes)
Ask participants to begin to discuss what they have heard from each other. Some 
suggested questions:

• What strengths do we have together?
• What are we missing?
• How can we use our strengths better?

Narrowing the Conversation (15 minutes)
Ask participants to create an image together of their team. Once again, there 
are no rules about how they do this except one: they must include input from 
everyone. The process they come up with to complete the exercise, and the 
conversations they have while doing it, contain as much information as the 
product they will create. Suggest they pay attention to both process and product. 
Some good questions include:

• What are we choosing?
• What are the most important pieces?
• Where are we aligned?

After they are finished creating the image, ask them to tell the group’s story in 
some way. 

Assessing the Conversation (6 minutes)
Now it’s time to find out what people’s thoughts are after having done a large-
group exercise. How did they experience it? Was it difficult to negotiate the 
process as a group?

Ask the participants questions like these:

• Do you have any different sense of what you can contribute to the 
team?

• What implication does this have?
• Do you feel a part of the larger group image?

Building Relationships   



49

Applying the Conversation (12 minutes)
Ask participants to discuss how they might apply this information going forward. 
Try questions such as:

• How can we apply what we discovered to our workdays?
• What might we do to leverage the strengths of the team?

Debriefing the Conversation (10 minutes)
The debriefing section is where you help the group pull together everything they 
have done. It is a critical step and worth every minute invested.

Ask questions such as:

• What did you notice about the process?
• What was it like to create your own image versus creating one with 

others?
• What are you taking away?

Closing (5 minutes)
At the end of the session, provide guidance to the participants about how to carry 
the work forward after the session. Conduct a session evaluation.

Building Relationships   
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Sample Agenda: Enhancing 
Communication

Time Needed:   90 minutes 

Purpose:   For participants to improve communicating across
    differences

Materials:   A piece of blank paper and Small Group Set per person
   Flipchart/whiteboard and paper/pen for taking notes

Set-up:   Sit at tables where people have about 3 linear feet of
    space

Session Introduction (10 minutes)
• Welcome to the session
• Location of the bathrooms
• Nearest emergency/fire exit
• Overview of agenda
• Goals for the session

Icebreaker (5 minutes)
Select a visual icebreaker to begin the session and get participants accustomed to 
working with images.
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Select your opening prompt
Here are some questions that have been successfully used for enhancing 
communication:

• What do I need to be effective?
• What does support look like?
• What is responsibility?
• What does being heard look like?
• What does listening look like?

Starting the Conversation (17 minutes)
2 minutes for instruction
5 minutes for creating images
10 minutes for sharing

Ask participants to quickly go through their image sets to find pictures that speak 
to the opening question:

• What do I need to be effective? (or alternative selection)

This question is designed to get people talking about their needs, which they will 
be invested in.

There are no rules about how participants can go about this part of the process. 
They can select as few or as many photos as they wish, and assemble them any 
way they wish on the sheet of paper in front of them. The only limitation is time; 
they should finish selecting and arranging their images within five minutes. 

Next, use the next ten minutes to have participants share a brief story of their 
images. Ask participants to listen carefully to each person’s response and notice 
the similarities and differences. The amount of time each participant has to share 
their story will vary with the size of the group and your time constraints.

As different people share, there will be differences revealed as individuals talk 
about what is important to them. It’s setting up a conversation that is likely to 
have differences that will need to be accommodated. This is an indirect way of 
getting a topic on the table where good communication skills will be needed. 
There isn’t right and wrong, just differences, which is the type of conversation 
where people can practice accommodating each other in new ways. 

Enhancing Communication
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As participants are sharing their stories, ask clarifying questions if they are 
needed. You can do this yourself, or explain the types of questions that 
participants are welcome to ask of each other and allow them to become active 
questioners. Some examples include:

• Can you tell me more?
• What would be another example? 
• Is this what you mean? (then restate in your words)

Deepening the Conversation (10 minutes)
Ask participants to begin to discuss what they have heard from each other. Some 
suggested questions:

• What questions has this raised for you?
• Where are the similarities?
• How can we use our strengths better?
• What are the areas that are harder? 

Narrowing the Conversation (12 minutes)
Ask participants to call out what they heard that other people need to be effective 
on the team. Write them on a flipchart or whiteboard. Put stars next to the ones 
that are heard multiple times.

Ask these types of questions:

• What are the key points to remember?
• Where can we find alignment?
• What pieces are missing?

Assessing the Conversation (8 minutes)
Ask participants to identify which needs are being met effectively and underline 
them. Circle any they think may need to be improved. 

Enhancing Communication
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If there are differing opinions about whether needs are met or not, have a 
conversation to explore where the differences are. Ask questions such as:

• Is it differing personal needs? 
• Are there differences in resource allocation? 
• What implication does this have?

Applying the Conversation (15 minutes)
Ask participants what they can do to help the group get more of their needs met. 
What steps would need to happen to make the changes? If they can’t meet the 
whole need, what is one step they can take toward making it happen? What are 
they willing to give up or change to make space for new things?

Make a list of commitments to be copied for distribution to the group. Ask how 
they are going to follow up to make sure the commitments are kept. 

Debriefing the Conversation (8 minutes)
The debriefing section is where you help the group pull together everything they 
have done. It is a critical step and worth every minute invested.

Ask questions such as:

• Did you notice anything interesting about what you need?
• Were you surprised by anything you heard?

Closing (5 minutes)
At the end of the session, provide guidance to the participants about how to carry 
the work forward after the session. Conduct a session evaluation.

Enhancing Communication
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Sample Agenda: Developing Trust
Time Needed:  120 minutes 

Purpose:  For participants to begin to identify behaviors that
    demonstrate trust to various people

Materials:  A piece of blank paper and Small Group Set per person
   Flipchart/whiteboard and paper/pen for taking notes

Set-up:   Sit at tables where people have about 3 linear feet of
    space

Session Introduction (10 minutes)
• Welcome to the session
• Location of the bathrooms
• Nearest emergency/fire exit
• Overview of agenda
• Goals for the session

Icebreaker (5 minutes)
Select a visual icebreaker to begin the session and get participants accustomed to 
working with images.
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Select your opening prompt
Here are some questions that have been successfully used for developing trust:
 

• What is trust?
• What’s important to me?
• What is respect?
• What is honesty and integrity?
• Create an image of an ideal team.
• What is important in our work today?
• What do you hope to get from the session today?

Starting the Conversation (23 minutes)
2 minutes for instruction
5 minutes for creating images
16 minutes for sharing

Ask participants to quickly go through their image sets to find pictures that speak 
to the opening prompt:

• What is trust at work? (or alternative selection)

There are no rules about how participants can go about this part of the process. 
They can select as few or as many photos as they wish, and assemble them any 
way they wish on the sheet of paper in front of them. The only limitation is time; 
they should finish selecting and arranging their images within five minutes. 

Ask individual participants to share a brief story of their images. As each person 
shares, ask other participants to listen carefully to each individual and notice how 
people describe behaviors that demonstrate trust.  After each member is finished 
talking, have the others call out the kind of behaviors they heard.  Have someone 
make a list for each person. 

Developing Trust
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As participants are sharing their stories, ask clarifying questions if they are 
needed. You can do this yourself, or explain the types of questions that 
participants are welcome to ask of each other and allow them to become active 
questioners. Some examples include:

• Can you tell me more?
• What would be another example? 
• Is this what you mean? (then restate in your words)

Deepening the Conversation (10 minutes)
Ask participants to begin to discuss what they have heard from each other. Some 
suggested questions:

• What questions has this raised for you?
• Where are the similarities?
• How often do we see the most common behaviors? 
• How often do we see the least common behaviors?
• What’s the possible impact?

Narrowing the Conversation (20 minutes)
Collect the lists of behaviors that demonstrate trust. Mix them up and pass them 
back to the group so each person has one. Work first in small groups of 3-4 to 
begin looking for categories of what trust is at work, with the ultimate goal of 
integrating the lists into one.  Add stars to any items that appear multiple times. 
Underline categories that contain the most starred items. 

While recording the responses on the wall on a flipchart or whiteboard, ask the 
small groups to share the categories of behaviors that are underlined first, starring 
those that are identified by multiple groups. Continue until there are no more 
new categories from the small groups. 

Use questions to help narrow the information such as:

• What are the most important behaviors expressed consistently?
• What are the key points?
• What is priority?

Developing Trust
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Assessing the Conversation (10 minutes)
Ask participants if they believe the list covers everything that is important. Talk 
about what might be missing. Add anything the group thinks is important. 

Applying the Conversation (25 minutes)
Ask participants what they can do to show trust more effectively at work. Use 
questions such as:

• What can you do to demonstrate trust to your colleagues? 
• What are things that happen inadvertently that can erode trust?
• What can we do to minimize trust erosion?
• What can we do to rebuild trust when it is damaged?
• What can we commit to doing that maintains and builds trust? 

Make a list of ideas and commitments to be copied for distribution to the group. 
Ask how they are going to follow up to make sure that the commitments are 
kept. 

Debriefing the Conversation (12 minutes)
The debriefing section is where you help the group pull together everything they 
have done. It is a critical step and worth every minute invested.

Ask questions such as:

• Did anything stand out to you about trust? 
• Did you gain any insights?
• Were you surprised by anything you heard?
• Did you notice anything you could easily do to make it easier for 

someone else?

Closing (5 minutes)
At the end of the session, provide guidance to the participants about how to carry 
the work forward after the session. Conduct a session evaluation.

Developing Trust
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Sample Agenda: Managing Conflict
Time Needed:  120 minutes 

Purpose:  For participants to begin to identify how conflict
    differs between people 

Materials:  A piece of blank paper and Small Group Set per person
   Flipchart/whiteboard and paper/pen for taking notes

Set-up:   Sit at tables where people have about 3 linear feet of
    space

Session Introduction (10 minutes)
• Welcome to the session
• Location of the bathrooms
• Nearest emergency/fire exit
• Overview of agenda
• Goals for the session

Icebreaker (5 minutes)
Select a visual icebreaker to begin the session and get participants accustomed to 
working with images.
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Select your opening prompt
Here are some questions that have been successfully used for managing conflict:

• What is conflict?
• What does conflict look like at work?
• What supports the team and what holds it back?
• What is constructive feedback?
• What does collaboration look like?

Carefully consider your group when selecting the opening question for managing 
conflict. You can use the process for proactive prevention all the way through 
using it for groups with high levels of conflict. For some groups, you’ll want 
to take a more indirect route than others. For example, if people have been 
unsuccessfully fighting, they may be exhausted and frustrated and not want to 
talk about their perceived issues any more. Other groups may get angry if they 
feel you are avoiding the issue. The assessment phase of your preparation is 
critical.

If you are getting a range of input that is inconsistent, you may have widely 
differing conflict styles. In that case, start with a question like, “What is 
conflict?” or “What does conflict look like at work?” Clearly state that you want 
participants to focus on the topic of conflict, not the specificity of the conflict 
they are experiencing. Some people will not be able to separate the two, but 
that’s just more information to work with, and may show some of the underlying 
factors that are perpetuating the conflict. 

Starting the Conversation (23 minutes)
2 minutes for instruction
5 minutes for creating images
16 minutes for sharing

Ask participants to quickly go through their image sets to find pictures that speak 
to the opening prompt:

• What is conflict? (or alternative selection)

There are no rules about how participants can go about this part of the process. 
They can select as few or as many photos as they wish, and assemble them any 
way they wish on the sheet of paper in front of them. The only limitation is time; 
they should finish selecting and arranging their images within five minutes. 

Managing Conflict



60

Next, ask individuals participants to share a brief story of their images. As each 
person shares, ask participants to listen carefully to each member and notice how 
people describe conflict similarly and differently. 

As participants are sharing their stories, ask clarifying questions if they are 
needed. You can do this yourself, or explain the types of questions that 
participants are welcome to ask of each other and allow them to become active 
questioners. Some examples include:

• Can you tell me more?
• What would be another example? 
• Is this what you mean? (then restate in your words)

Deepening the Conversation (15 minutes)
Working in small groups of 3-4, ask participants to begin to discuss what they 
have heard from each other. With the most stressed groups, have them talk in 
pairs. Some suggested questions:

• What did I hear that is similar to me?
• What did I hear that is different from my perspective?
• How might these similarities and differences affect my experience of 

conflict?
• What’s the possible impact?
• What does this remind me of? 

Narrowing the Conversation (15 minutes)
Working in small groups of 3-4, ask them to continue talking about different 
ways the overall group handles conflict. Did they hear differences in approach? 
Behavior? Values? Ideas?  Work together to decide three to five important things 
to consider when approaching conflict at work. 

Use questions to help narrow the information such as:
• How have we been choosing to address conflict?
• What are the consequences? 
• What are other alternatives?
• Where can we find alignment?

Managing Conflict
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Assessing the Conversation (15 minutes)
Ask each group to share one important thing about conflict at work. Write them 
on a flipchart or whiteboard. Continue to share ideas that have not yet been 
heard until there are none left.  

Ask participants if they believe the list covers everything that is important. Talk 
about what might be missing, and add anything the group thinks is important. 
Ask questions such as:

• What can we do differently?
• What needs to change to make it possible? 

Applying the Conversation (20 minutes)
Ask participants to discuss what they can do to make conflict easier to manage 
at work. How can they take the things that are important and make them 
actionable?

Make a list of ideas and commitments to be copied for distribution to the group. 
Ask how they are going to follow up to make sure that the commitments are 
kept.

Debriefing the Conversation (12 minutes)
The debriefing section is where you help the group pull together everything they 
have done. It is a critical step and worth every minute invested.

Ask questions such as:

• Did anything stand out to you about conflict? 
• Did you gain any insights?
• Were you surprised by anything you heard?
• Did you notice anything you could easily do to make it easier for 

someone else?

Closing (5 minutes)
At the end of the session, provide guidance to the participants about how to carry 
the work forward after the session. Conduct a session evaluation.

Managing Conflict
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Sample Agenda: Embracing 
Transitions and Change

Time Needed:  180 minutes 

Purpose:  For participants to begin to identify the effects
    of transition and to assess what is working and
    what could be done differently

Materials:  3 pieces of blank paper per person
   One Small Group Set per person
   Flipchart/whiteboard for taking notes
   Several packages of 3 different colors of sticky notes

Set-up:   Sit at tables where people have about 3+ linear feet of
    space, with free wall space for sticky notes

Session Introduction (10 minutes)
• Welcome to the session
• Location of the bathrooms
• Nearest emergency/fire exit
• Overview of agenda
• Goals for the session

Icebreaker (5 minutes)
Select a visual icebreaker to begin the session and to get participants accustomed 
to working with images.
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Select your opening prompt
Here are some questions that have been successfully used for embracing transition 
and change:

• Create image of before event/during the transition/after the event.
• What have I appreciated about the team/person?
• What does change look like? Transition?
• What does resistance look like?
• What makes an effective workplace?
• Create an image of the team now and in the future.

Starting the Conversation (30 minutes)
2 minutes for instruction
8 minutes for creating images
20 minutes for sharing

Ask participants to quickly go through their image sets to find pictures that speak 
to the prompt:

• What was it like before (specify event), during (specify event), and 
after (specify event)? (or alternative selection)

Adjust the prompt to fit a situation the group is collectively experiencing, like 
before the layoffs, during the layoffs, and after the layoffs. Each piece of blank 
paper represents one phase of the process. 

There are no rules about how participants can go about this part of the process. 
They can select as few or as many photos as they wish, and assemble them 
any way they wish on the sheet of paper in front of them. The only limitation 
is time; they should finish selecting and arranging their images within eight 
minutes. If the situation you have chosen to address is very emotional or painful 
for participants, you may need to give them a bit more time to complete their 
images, but not more than a couple of minutes.

Next, ask participants to share a brief story of their images. Be sure to tell them 
how long you have planned for everyone to complete this part of the process, so 
they can get a sense of how much time each person has to share. If there is a lot 
of emotion around the topic, you may have to add time to this section. 

Embracing Transitions and Change
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As each person shares, ask participants to listen carefully to each member and 
notice how people describe what is helpful around transition and what makes it 
difficult. Allow people to ask clarifying questions such as:

• Do I understand this correctly? (state understanding)
• Did you find that helpful or would you describe it differently?

Deepening the Conversation (40 minutes)
Includes 10-minute break

Ask participants to begin to discuss what they have heard from each other about 
what is helpful in transitions and things that are not helpful. Some suggested 
questions include:

• What did you hear that was helpful in managing the transition?
• What makes transitions more difficult?
• What ideas naturally go together?
• What ideas seem far apart?

As participants are talking, ask them to write things that are helpful on one color 
of sticky note, and things that are not helpful on another color. If there is mixed 
opinion about whether something is helpful or not, write it on a third color. 
Place the sticky notes on the wall in no particular order. 

Narrowing the Conversation (30 minutes)
Ask participants to walk around and look at the sticky notes on the wall. 
Without talking, have them start to place the notes in categories. Don’t offer any 
guidelines about how to sort—let the wisdom of the group emerge. Allow people 
to move the sticky notes around if the positioning doesn’t make sense to them, 
even if someone else has put it in a particular place. 

When the moving around has stopped, ask people to describe each category. Ask 
questions such as:

• What is the common thread between these sticky notes?
• What do these things have in common?
• Does the way the categories are set up make sense to everyone?
• What are the key points?
• What is important?

Embracing Transitions and Change
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Have the group come up with labels for each category. Using these categories, 
along with anything else they have learned from their discussion, come up with 
a list of strategies on a flipchart or whiteboard that contribute to making change 
easier before, during, and after a change event. 

Assessing the Conversation (30 minutes)
Includes 10-minute break

Put stars next to each strategy the team is using successfully to work with 
transition and change. Underline places that could use work. Ask questions such 
as:

• What choice can I make today that will impact the future?
• Are we ready to move to concrete action steps?
• What moves us toward action?
• Do we need more information?

Applying the Conversation (30 minutes)
Ask participants to discuss what they can do individually and collectively to make 
transition easier to manage at work. How can you take things that are important 
and make them actionable?

Make a list of commitments to be copied for distribution to the group. Ask how 
they are going to follow up to make sure that the commitments are kept.

Debriefing the Conversation (10 minutes)
The debriefing section is where you help the group pull together everything they 
have done. It is a critical step and worth every minute invested.

Ask questions such as:

• Did anything stand out to you about managing transition? 
• Did you gain any insights? What are they?
• Does this discussion remind you of any other places in your life?
• Did you notice anything you could easily do to make it easier for 

someone else?

Closing (5 minutes)
At the end of the session, provide guidance to the participants about how to carry 
the work forward after the session. Conduct a session evaluation.

Embracing Transitions and Change
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Sample Agenda: Understanding 
Tasks

Time Needed:  180 minutes 

Purpose:  For participants to begin to identify the steps they
    need to take to work together effectively

Materials:  2 pieces of blank paper per person
   One Small Group Set per person
   Pen/paper for individual notes
   Sticky notes for each person
   Flipchart/whiteboard for taking group notes

Set-up:   Sit at tables where people have about 3+ linear feet of
    space, with wall space for sticky notes

Session Introduction (10 minutes)
• Welcome to the session
• Location of the bathrooms
• Nearest emergency/fire exit
• Overview of agenda
• Goals for the session
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Icebreaker (5 minutes)
Select a visual icebreaker to begin the session and get participants accustomed to 
working with images.

Select your opening prompt
Here are some prompts that have been successfully used for understanding what 
we are doing together:

• Create images of the present and future
• What skills do I bring to the table?
• What does the problem/task/challenge look like?
• In the context of task/team/session, what does success look like? 
• How can we make a difference?

Starting the Conversation (30 minutes)
2 minutes for instruction
8 minutes for creating images
20 minutes for sharing

Ask participants to quickly go through their image sets to find pictures that speak 
to the question:

• What does our team’s work look like now? What might it look like in 
the future (state when)? (or alternative selection)

Adjust the prompt to fit an appropriate timeline for the group. Each piece of 
paper represents one question.

There are no rules about how participants can go about this part of the process. 
They can select as few or as many photos as they wish, and assemble them any 
way they wish on the sheet(s) of paper in front of them. The only limitation 
is time; they should finish selecting and arranging their images within eight 
minutes. 

Next, ask participants to share a brief story of their images. Be sure to tell them 
how long you have planned for everyone to complete this part of the process, so 
they can get a sense of how much time each person has to share. 

Understanding Tasks
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As each person shares, ask participants to listen carefully and notice how people 
describe the work of the team.

Deepening the Conversation (40 minutes)
Includes 10-minute break

After everyone has a chance to tell their story, ask the group to make one image 
together that show’s what the groups work as a whole looks like now and what 
they’d like it to look like in the future.

Ask the participants to pay attention to the process of creating the team image 
as well as the result. They can use one person’s deck of images, some of the same 
images they used individually, or new ones. The only rule is to make sure that 
everyone gets to participate in the process. 

Narrowing the Conversation (30 minutes)
Includes 10-minute break

Ask the group to discuss, and list on the flipchart or whiteboard, what they 
would like to bring forward from now, what they want to leave behind, and 
what steps they need to take to move from now toward the desired future. Ask 
questions such as:

• What are we choosing?
• What is the most important piece?
• What are the key points?
• What can we do to be more effective?
• What factors influence our next steps?

Assessing the Conversation (10 minutes)
Ask the group to discuss what they believe will support them in this process and 
what might hold them back.  Ask questions such as:

• Are we ready to take the next steps?
• What moves us toward action?
• Did we surface new questions that need to be asked?
• Do we need more information?

Understanding Tasks
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Applying the Conversation (30 minutes)
Ask the participants to discuss what the next steps are that they can take to move 
toward their desired future. Depending on how much time you have, this can 
be done as a detailed action plan for each person, or as a more general overview 
for the group. Either way, be sure to consider current workloads and what might 
have to be put aside to accommodate new tasks. 

Make a list of commitments to be copied for distribution to the group. Ask how 
they are going to follow up to make sure that the commitments are kept.

Debriefing the Conversation (10 minutes)
The debriefing section is where you help the group pull together everything they 
have done. It is a critical step and worth every minute invested.

Ask questions such as:

• What did you notice about this process?
• Did you gain any insights?
• Was anything particularly interesting or surprising? 
• What are you taking away?

Closing (5 minutes)
At the end of the session, provide guidance to the participants about how to carry 
the work forward after the session. Conduct a session evaluation.

Understanding Tasks
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Putting Focus Areas Together
It is possible to thread a number of different focus areas together to create a 
longer team-building program where each segment builds on the previous one.  
The conversations are longer, enabling you to spark deeper discussions.

To design the agenda, first think about which focus areas you want to cover. 
Rather than going through the process of starting, deepening, narrowing, etc. 
with each individual focus area separately, you emphasize each focus area in the 
segment of the design that supports it best. 

In general, building relationships, enhancing communication and developing 
trust align with the parts of the facilitation where the conversation is expanding. 
These parts are the starting, deepening, and narrowing steps. You are asking 
people to consider new possibilities and to become open to other viewpoints. 

Managing conflict, embracing transitions & change, and understanding what we 
are doing together align with the parts of the facilitation where the conversation 
is focusing. These are the assessing, applying, and debriefing steps. You are asking 
people to select from a range of possibilities.

When selecting an opening prompt, select one most appropriate to the focus 
area you are starting with. From there, for each of your focus areas that are 
in the expanding category, add time to the conversation starting, deepening, 
and narrowing portions of the agenda. For each of your focus areas that are in 
the focusing category, add time to the conversation assessing, applying, and 
debriefing portions of the agenda. Ideally, each segment builds on the previous 
one. You can incorporate selections from the sample agendas in this guide if you 
wish, or add your own.
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In the beginning of the agenda, focus on getting participants to create individual 
images. In this phase, they are offering up the individual pieces that will create 
the pool of information that will be used to have the later conversations. This also 
ensures participation and gets everybody contributing to the dialogue. 

As you move through the session, get the group making images together. There 
is a lot of information available at this point for the group to use their wisdom to 
sort through. Watch how participants go about working together and call their 
attention to the processes they are collectively using to go about the task. There is 
often more information that is critical to successful outcomes in the process than 
in the product the group creates.

As an example, an agenda focusing on building relationships and on managing 
conflict may orient the opening prompt, starting the conversation, deepening the 
conversation, and narrowing the conversation areas primarily toward relationship 
building, while starting to bring conflict-management pieces in as the session 
progresses. Similarly, during the group activities in the second half of the session, 
you may want to orient primarily toward conflict management, with more 
occasional references to relationship building to reinforce the earlier discussions.

Starting the Conversation
Deepening the Conversation
Narrowing the Conversation

Assessing the Conversation
Applying the Conversation

Debriefing the Conversation

Building Relationships
Enhancing Communication

Developing Trust

Managing Conflict
Embracing Transitions & Change

Understanding What We’re Doing Together
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Some Final Notes
Facilitating a conversation
When you are leading a session with VisualsSpeak•mini Building Great Teams, 
the focus is on facilitating a dialogue between the participants. This is different 
than delivering information to them through a lecture. Your role is to get them 
talking to each other, surfacing the wisdom that is in the room. There are times 
where it can feel like you aren’t doing anything, but listening to the conversation 
is more important than saying anything. Your role is to monitor and ask 
questions at strategic points to keep the conversation moving forward toward the 
desired outcome, while making sure that everyone gets a chance to participate. 

Time Limits
In general, you will achieve superior results by asking participants to select photos 
quickly, within prescribed time limits. This may seem counter-intuitive. When we 
first started testing our approach, we gave people as much time as they wanted to 
complete the exercises. The result was that this allowed them to intellectualize the 
process where they told the same old surface-level stories they always had.

The big breakthroughs came when we greatly shortened the time allowed to 
complete the exercises. People had no time to ‘think’ their way through or to 
allow the intellect to judge the process. They were ‘forced’ to go with their 
intuition which helped unleash their creative problem-solving abilities and 
tapped into insights lying below the surface.

Sometimes you may have to be benevolent and give your groups an extra 30 
seconds or even a minute to complete the task. But at least until you become very 
familiar with how this tool works, we encourage you to stick to the stated time-
limit. Your results will be better and your participants will get more from the 
process.

Restricting the Number of Images
Unless stated otherwise, do not restrict the number of images that your team can 
use to do an exercise. No time is saved with this kind of limit and your results can 
be adversely affected. The goal is to empower people by letting them create their 
own answer to the challenge that is presented. Encourage your group to do the 
exercise in any way that makes sense to them.

Final Notes on Use
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Some Final Notes
Facilitating a Conversation
When you are leading a session with VisualsSpeak  Building Great Teams, the 
focus is on facilitating a dialogue between the participants. This is different than 
delivering information to them through a lecture. Your role is to get them talking 
to each other, surfacing the wisdom that is in the room. There are times where 
it can feel like you aren’t doing anything, but listening to the conversation is 
more important than saying anything. Your role is to monitor and ask questions 
at strategic points to keep the conversation moving forward toward the desired 
outcome, while making sure that everyone gets a chance to participate. 

Time Limits
In general, you will achieve superior results by asking participants to select photos 
quickly, within prescribed time limits. This may seem counter-intuitive. When we 
first started testing our approach, we gave people as much time as they wanted to 
complete the exercises. The result was that this allowed them to intellectualize the 
process where they told the same old surface-level stories they always had.

The big breakthroughs came when we greatly shortened the time allowed to 
complete the exercises. People had no time to ‘think’ their way through or to 
allow the intellect to judge the process. They were ‘forced’ to go with their 
intuition which helped unleash their creative problem-solving abilities and 
tapped into insights lying below the surface.

Sometimes you may have to be benevolent and give your groups an extra 30 
seconds or even a minute to complete the task. But at least until you become very 
familiar with how this tool works, we encourage you to stick to the stated time-
limit. Your results will be better and your participants will get more from the 
process.

Restricting the Number of Images
Unless stated otherwise, do not restrict the number of images that your team can 
use to do an exercise. No time is saved with this kind of limit and your results can 
be adversely affected. The goal is to empower people by letting them create their 
own answer to the challenge that is presented. Encourage your group to do the 
exercise in any way that makes sense to them.
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How VisualsSpeak  Differs from Collage
VisualsSpeak takes the randomness of results and the time-consuming nature of 
traditional collage processes out of the equation. The images you are using have 
been tested in advance and pre-selected for accessibility and effectiveness across a 
broad range of topics. We spent years researching the underlying visual language 
of images and how that translates into creating processes that will engage your 
groups and transform their conversations. 

Also, your time will not be wasted by having to collect materials and clean up 
after the process is over. Your participants will not be spending precious time by 
having to clip images from magazines. Unlike traditional collage, VisualsSpeak is 
the opposite of a design process, because the emphasis is on rapidly selecting and 
arranging the photos, which engages the intuitive part of the brain. What this 
means to you is that you are helping your groups to bypass the linear/intellectual 
and delve into the fertile levels of imagination and creativity.

Supporting the Learning
Teams have to function in their work environment, not just in a facilitated 
session. Sometimes it can be refreshing to get away from the office, but it can 
also make it hard to make the connection between the fun event and the work 
you return to. Plan to support people in applying what they learn and make 
suggestions about how to carry the learning back to work. 


