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ABSTRACT (ENGLISH) 
The aim of this thesis is to investigate how is facilitation enacted in 

creative phases of the innovation process and to develop a theoretical 

understanding of its key aspects. The current literature on the topic has 

been, to a great extent, experience-based and practice-oriented, and thus 

the specific mechanisms and processes behind facilitation have not been 

previously explained. Further, due to a number of disparate descrip-

tions, the conceptualisations of facilitator’s role often lack clarity and 

include many inconsistencies, posing challenges for both researchers 

and practitioners. In response to this gap, the main themes explored in 

this thesis are: facilitator’s neutrality, as a central feature of facilitation 

distinguishing it from other similar roles, the mechanisms behind facil-

itation as a process, to provide a more in-depth understanding of the 

practice, as well as the influence of facilitation on teams during creative 

workshops within innovation, New Product Development (NPD) and 

design. These research topics are addressed through a mix of qualitative 

and quantitative methods within the three articles that constitute the 

core of this thesis. The qualitative research methods are prevailing be-

cause of their suitability for theory building purposes and gaining a 

thorough understanding of the phenomenon under study, and include a 

single in-depth case study and a multiple case study combined with a 

protocol analysis of conversation patterns. The quantitative methods in-

clude a repeated-measures experiment, conducted to test some elements 

of the framework proposed in the single case study. The findings con-

firm previous research on facilitation as well as offer novel contribu-

tions that extend the current literature and add to the development of 

the field. First, a new conceptualisation of neutrality in facilitation is 

proposed, which I term the ‘pro-active’ neutrality model, according to 

which facilitators are never entirely neutral but build a perception of 

neutrality over time by an active management of impartiality, equidis-

tance and fairness across the three output dimensions: process, people 

and product (content). Importantly, while the criticality of neutrality in 
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facilitation is acknowledged, it does not contradict the possibility of fa-

cilitators occasionally contributing to the content, which might often be 

inspiring and beneficial for the team. Second, facilitator’s neutrality ex-

pressed as low equidistance and high impartiality is shown to have a 

greater positive impact on perceived trustworthiness and cooperative 

behaviours of team members as the determinants of team trust, com-

pared to the opposite approach. At the same time, the effects of facili-

tator’s approach to neutrality on members’ trust to the facilitator and 

team potency were not significant. Third, the findings reveal a set of 

structures within facilitated creative workshops which are used by the 

facilitator to manage the process. A clear distribution of teamwork and 

taskwork between the facilitator and the team is displayed and the role 

of facilitator’s positive affect in transitions between the two is empha-

sised. Overall, the thesis contributes substantially to extending the the-

oretical knowledge on facilitation, primarily in the creative contexts of 

innovation and NPD, as well as offers a number of practical implica-

tions. It makes a first step towards establishing a comprehensive facili-

tation theory and supports the development of facilitation as a research 

field. Moreover, through the discussions of facilitation with respect to 

team processes and emergent states, it also adds to team research in 

general. Finally, by combining theories and concepts from different 

streams of literature, the findings can be considered rather universal and 

may be applied in other related fields such as mediation or leadership. 

From the practitioners’ perspective, the importance of neutrality in fa-

cilitation as well as the awareness of facilitator’s impact on the team are 

highlighted. Professional facilitators are also advised to use specific 

workshop structures as well as positive affect to enhance the process, 

while organisational leaders and managers are encouraged to look at 

both internal and external facilitation as equally viable options. 
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RESUMÉ (DANSK) 
Formålet med denne afhandling er at undersøge, hvordan kreativ 

facilitering gennemføres i innovation management, og at udvikle en 

teoretisk forståelse for dens vigtigste forhold. Den aktuelle litteratur om 

emnet er i vid udstrækning erfaringsbaseret og praksisorienteret, og de 

specifikke mekanismer og processer bag facilitering er derfor ikke 

tidligere blevet forklaret. Desuden mangler konceptualiseringerne af 

facilitatorens rolle ofte klarhed på grund af en række helt forskellige 

beskrivelser og indeholder mange uoverensstemmelser, der giver 

udfordringer for både forskere og praktikere. Som svar på dette mangel 

er hovedtemaerne, der undersøges i denne afhandling: facilitatorens 

neutralitet, som et centralt træk i facilitering, der adskiller det fra andre 

lignende roller, mekanismerne bag facilitering som en proces, for at 

give en mere dybdegående forståelse af praksis, samt påvirkning af 

facilitering af teams ved kreative workshops inden for innovation, NPD 

(New Product Development) og design. Disse forskningsemner 

behandles ved en blanding af kvalitative og kvantitative metoder i de 

tre artikler, som er hovedbestanddelen af denne afhandling. De 

kvalitative forskningsmetoder er fremherskende på grund af deres 

egnethed til teoriopbyggende formål og får en grundig forståelse for det 

undersøgte fænomen og inkluderer et enkelt dybdegående casestudie og 

et multiple casestudie kombineret med en protokolanalyse af 

samtalemønstre. De kvantitative metoder inkluderer et gentaget-

målseksperiment, der udføres for at teste nogle elementer i rammerne, 

der er foreslået i det enkelte casestudie. Resultaterne bekræfter tidligere 

forskning af facilitering og tilbyder nye bidrag, der udvider den aktuelle 

litteratur og bidrager til udviklingen på dette område. Først foreslås en 

ny konceptualisering af neutralitet i facilitering, som jeg benævner den 

'pro-aktive' neutralitetsmodel, ifølge hvilken facilitatorer aldrig er 

fuldstændig neutrale, men med tiden opbygger en forståelse for 

neutralitet ved en aktiv styring af saglighed, ækvidistance og 

retfærdighed på tværs af de tre output-dimensioner: proces, mennesker 

og produkt (indhold). Det er vigtigt, at selvom kritikken af neutralitet i 
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facilitering godkendes, er det ikke i modstrid med muligheden for, at 

facilitatorer lejlighedsvist bidrager til indholdet, hvilket ofte er 

inspirerende og gavnligt for teamet. For det andet viser facilitatorens 

neutralitet, udtrykt ved lav ækvidistance og høj uvildighed, at have en 

større positiv indflydelse på den opfattede troværdighed og 

samarbejdsadfærd hos teammedlemmer som afgørende faktorer for 

teamtillid sammenlignet med den modsatte fremgangsmåde. Samtidig 

var effekten af facilitatorens tilgang til neutralitet til medlemmers tillid 

til facilitatoren og teamets styrke ikke markant. For det tredje afslører 

resultaterne nogle strukturer inden for mulige kreative workshops, som 

benyttes af facilitatoren til at styre processen. Der vises en klar 

fordeling af teamwork og arbejde mellem facilitatoren og teamet, og 

rollen som facilitatorens positive indflydelse ved overgang mellem de 

to fremhæves. Generelt set bidrager afhandlingen i væsentlig grad med 

teoretisk viden om facilitering, primært i kreative innovationssammen-

hænge og ved NPD samt giver en række praktiske konsekvenser. Det 

tager et første skridt hen imod etablering af en omfattende 

faciliteringsteori og understøtter udviklingen af facilitering som et 

forskningsområde. Desuden bidrager det gennem diskussioner om 

facilitering med hensyn til teamprocesser og emergent states til 

teamforskning generelt. Endelig kan resultaterne, ved at kombinere 

teorier og koncepter fra forskellige litteraturstrømme, betragtes som ret 

universelle og kan anvendes på andre beslægtede områder som for 

eksempel mediation eller ledelse. Fra udøvernes perspektiv fremhæves 

betydningen af neutralitet i facilitering såvel som bevidstheden om 

facilitatorens indflydelse på teamet. Professionelle facilitatorer tilrådes 

også at bruge specifikke workshopstrukturer såvel som positiv 

påvirkning for at forbedre processen, mens organisatoriske ledere og 

chefer opfordres til at se på både intern og ekstern facilitering som lige 

mulige options. 
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PREFACE 
This thesis has been written to fulfil the requirements for a PhD degree 

at the Department of Technology, Management and Economics at the 

Technical University of Denmark. The work was conducted during the 

period of three years, from September 2016 to September 2019. During 

this time, I was involved in a range of research activities, including 

fieldwork, four international conferences, as well as external research 

collaboration with TU Delft, all of which provided me with the neces-

sary knowledge and experience to write this thesis and the constituting 

journal articles.  

The focus of the thesis is facilitation of creative processes in innovation 

management. The project was initiated based on my own research pro-

posal, as a continuation of my Master thesis at the University of South-

ern Denmark. I was particularly inspired by the course in Participatory 

Innovation run by prof. Henry Larsen. When conducting workshops 

with participants from diverse backgrounds, not only professionally – 

company representatives, governmental organisations, users – but also 

culturally, I realised the value and the increasing need for facilitation in 

all the contexts where teamwork, creativity and innovation are in-

volved. In the light of rather limited literature on the topic, I am happy 

and honoured to present this theoretically grounded and structured re-

search to my readers. I believe that it will turn out interesting and useful 

to other academics as well as practitioners, especially in the field of 

facilitation, creativity, and innovation management. 

I would like to thank DTU Management and the Technical University 

of Denmark for funding this research as it would not be realised without 

this support. I hope you enjoy reading.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Creativity and innovation are increasingly important determinants of 

successful New Product Development (NPD) and organisational per-

formance (Anderson, De Dreu and Nijstad, 2004; Anderson, Potočnik 

and Zhou, 2014). Idea generation and implementation processes have 

become a source of competitive advantage for companies that want to 

survive in a dynamic and fast-changing business environment (Ander-

son et al. 2014; Anderson et al. 2004). While there are still some dis-

cussions on defining creativity and innovation and differentiating be-

tween the two, it is generally accepted that creativity refers to genera-

tion of novel and potentially relevant or useful ideas, and innovation to 

the following stage of implementing and commercialising those ideas 

(Oldham and Cummings, 1996; Hennessey and Amabile, 2010). At the 

same time, current conceptualisations of innovation see it as an itera-

tive, non-linear process with continuous interactions between its differ-

ent stages (Cooper, 2008). Thus, creativity also appears throughout the 

entire process, even though the early phases are typically the most cre-

ativity-intensive (Paulus, 2002). Since “all innovation begins with cre-

ative ideas” (Amabile et al., 1996, p. 1154), creativity should be culti-

vated in the workplace and advocated by leaders and managers (Ama-

bile et al., 1996; Caniëls and Rietzschel, 2015). Yet, the inherent com-

plexity in creativity and its interplay with innovation require skilful 

leadership and facilitation in order to be effective and to bring firms the 

most benefits (Anderson et al. 2014; Zhang et al. 2014). Some authors 

suggest, that even though companies search for creative ideas, the un-

certainty of those ideas makes it difficult to accept and implement them 

in organisations, and many people hold a personal bias against creativ-

ity (Mueller, Melwani and Goncalo, 2012). Therefore, companies look 

for effective ways of managing creativity and generating novel ideas 

which would also support acceptance and ownership of those ideas and 

allowing them to become innovations within organisations. 
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One of the most critical approaches to support and enhance creative 

processes in firms is group facilitation, commonly referred to as ‘crea-

tive facilitation’ as it is often linked to creative and innovative processes 

in firms. A skilled facilitator has been previously mentioned as one of 

the success criteria for creativity workshops (Geschka, 1986), and in 

particular brainstorming sessions (e.g. Offner, Kramer and Winter, 

1996; Isaksen and Gaulin, 2005), as well as more recently also in deci-

sion-making meetings in the NPD context (Zhang, Basadur and 

Schmidt, 2014). The importance of facilitative skills in the industry is 

also reflected in the literature by emergence of roles such as ‘facilitative 

leader’ or ‘facilitative consultant’ (Schwarz, 2002). However, despite 

the increasing interest in facilitation and its clear importance to creativ-

ity and innovation management, there is no consensus in the literature 

on the role of the facilitator and on what factors contribute to effective 

facilitation. 

Facilitation as a practice has been existing for decades, yet as a named 

profession only since the 70’s. Practitioners identifying themselves to-

day as professional facilitators would earlier also be referred to as pro-

cess consultants or moderators. Even though the early works on facili-

tation come from the 70’s and 80’s (Schein, 1978; Briggs, 1985; Ges-

chka, 1986), it seems that the research on facilitation was rather discon-

tinuous over the years. At the same time, the practical field has evolved, 

with the creation of The International Association of Facilitators in 

19941, and thus the vast majority of knowledge on facilitation to date 

comes from experience. Even though applicable in industry, it lacks 

theoretical background and support for most practices. In addition, the 

absence of academic research in the field resulted in many disparate 

descriptions of facilitation and several areas which lack clear defini-

tions, leading to different understandings and lack of consequence in 

performing the job. Therefore, to get a full picture of the field of facili-

tation and to be able to conduct research in this area, this thesis draws 

 
1  About the IAF. (2019, September 9). Retrieved from: https://www.iaf-

world.org/site/about 
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on all forms of literature available. This does not only include scholarly 

articles but also practitioners’ books and guides as well as industry-tar-

geted articles. 

Prior literature (both academic and industry-based) agrees that the main 

role of the facilitator is to provide help and guidance for a team in reach-

ing desired outcomes and to improve their effectiveness while doing so 

(Stewart, 2006) – it is simply “helping groups do better” (Schuman, 

2005, p. xi). In particular, it is achieved by bringing structure and pro-

cess to interactions within the team (Schwarz, 2002; Bens, 2012). While 

managing the process, the facilitator is expected to remain neutral to-

wards participants and content (Rasmussen, 2011). However, the cur-

rent conceptualisation of facilitation brings up several questions. First, 

what does it mean to be neutral, in the facilitation context? Similarly to 

the mediation field, neutrality is set in the centre of facilitator’s role, yet 

unlike in mediation (e.g. Cohen, Dattner and Luxenburg, 1999; Astor, 

2007), it has not been described in detail or conceptualised theoreti-

cally. Second, the scope of facilitator’s responsibility and decision-

making authority also remains somewhat undefined. For example, 

Schwarz (2002, p. 5) describes the facilitator as a person “(…) who is 

substantively neutral, and who has no substantive decision-making au-

thority (…)” without giving a clear explanation of what ‘substantive’ 

means. Third, Stewart (2006) also raises a question of what does it mean 

for the facilitator to act effectively, and to what extent the facilitator is 

able to control the external factors affecting the group? She argues that 

this would depend on the competencies of the facilitator and the process 

itself. However, while she proposes an overall competency model for 

facilitators (Stewart, 2006, p. 431), the facilitation process is unpredict-

able and thus the outcome might depend to a high extent on the facili-

tator’s behaviours in specific situations, which is dependent not only on 

their competencies but also the contextual factors and the process de-

sign. However, the structure of the facilitation process has not been 

studied in detail before (besides the method selection guides for work-

shops etc.), which leaves many aspects of the practice unknown. Fourth, 
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how does facilitation affect the team? There is no doubt about the pos-

itive effect of the facilitator on team idea generation (e.g. Offner, Kra-

mer and Winter, 1996; Kramer, Fleming and Mannis, 2001), yet other 

possible effects have not been studied in the facilitation context. Some 

studies made a step towards positioning facilitation in the input-pro-

cess-output (IPO) framework and showing that in fact facilitation is 

likely to have a moderating effect on team processes and emergent 

states (Seeber, Maier and Weber, 2014), however, there are none or 

very few empirical studies in this research direction. Again, this is sur-

prising considering the amount of work on team processes, effective-

ness and engagement done within leadership literature. Fifth, it also 

raises a question whether we can talk about ‘facilitative leadership’ 

styles (Schwarz, 2002; Rickards and Moger, 2006), without a clear the-

oretical conceptualisation of facilitation and the lack of common under-

standing of this practice? While many leadership theories might resem-

ble facilitation in one way or another, for example shared leadership or 

follower-centric theories (Dinh et al., 2014), leadership literature re-

mains a separate stream and does not refer to facilitation as a practice 

explicitly, likely because facilitation as a research field is not suffi-

ciently developed yet, especially compared to the growth of the leader-

ship domain in the past two decades (Gardner et al., 2010). That makes 

it challenging to investigate the possible differences and overlaps be-

tween the two, and to understand what ‘facilitative leadership’ would 

mean in practice. 

The questions raised above highlight the inconsistencies, or sometimes 

lack of depth, in prior descriptions of facilitation. The lack of this theo-

retical clarity regarding the key elements of facilitation poses chal-

lenges for both scholars and practitioners. From the theoretical perspec-

tive, it hinders development of the field and prevents it from being in-

formed of the latest trends in facilitation practice. Facilitation as a prac-

tical phenomenon is conducted ad-hoc and needs systematic research to 

evaluate its effectiveness. Finally, in the current state of affairs it is also 

difficult to differentiate facilitation from more traditional fields like 
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leadership and mediation, and thus to make it well-established among 

other disciplines in general.  

In the light of the above questions, this PhD thesis aims to create a more 

in-depth understanding of the process of group facilitation, its elements 

as well as mechanisms behind it, in the context of innovation process. 

A special emphasis is put on ideation and creativity phases of the inno-

vation and NPD processes, as these phases are the prerequisites and de-

terminants of organisational innovativeness, which has been previously 

linked to business success (e.g. Hult et al. 2004). The outcomes of this 

research are relevant to both academics – by broadening the available 

knowledge on the topic, as well as practitioners – by deepening the 

knowledge about how companies can facilitate more effectively, which 

is likely to bring improvements to their innovation processes. The next 

sections explain in more detail the theoretical background of my work 

as well as the overall research aim of this thesis, indicating the specific 

research questions addressed.

1.1 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
This section provides a short explanation to the theoretical background 

of my research, the key literature it is based on, as well as some of the 

terminology used throughout the thesis. It is not a literature review and 

should not be treated as such, but read as a general explanation of the 

field, the phenomenon in question, and the context it is studied in. A 

more detailed and topic-specific literature reviews can be found in each 

of the three articles constituting the core of this thesis (see Chapters 3 

to 5), according to the thesis structure presented later in this chapter. 

1.1.1 FACILITATION 

The main theoretical concept studied in this thesis is facilitation, 

throughout the document also referred to as creative facilitation or 

group facilitation. As explained above, current literature on facilitation 

is rather limited, and in most parts practice-oriented. Most authors agree 

on some key aspects of facilitation, i.e. the helping and guiding role of 

the facilitator to support team problem solving, decision making and 
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other objectives, and their responsibility to manage the process while 

being neutral towards the content and people involved (Kramer, Flem-

ing and Mannis, 2001; Schwarz, 2002; Rasmussen, 2011; Bens, 2012). 

At the same time, many of these central aspects mentioned in the ma-

jority of definitions, for example neutrality, responsibility or authority, 

lack sufficient explanation in the facilitation context and thus current 

theoretical understanding of facilitation is limited. Therefore, as a start-

ing point of studying facilitation in my thesis I do not use any of the 

existing definitions but combine them to create my initial conceptuali-

sation of facilitation in the innovation management and NPD context: 

Facilitation is an interpersonal role, in which a  

context-neutral person enables a team to achieve their 

goals in an effective manner by providing relevant meth-

ods as well as guidance and support throughout the pro-

cess, usually in the New Product Development (NPD) and 

innovation context. 

According to the above conceptualisation, I focus on facilitation as a 

practice used within the fields of product innovation and NPD, as well 

as creativity and design, seeing as they are inherent parts of the innova-

tion and NPD processes (see Figure 1-1 on the next page).  

This does not mean that facilitation is not or cannot be used in other 

areas, but it establishes the scope of my thesis and positions it with re-

spect to other works. In addition, it should also be mentioned that 

throughout this thesis I discuss human facilitation, i.e. performed solely 

by human facilitators, as opposed to technology-supported or auto-

mated facilitation (Wong and Aiken, 2003; Seeber, Maier and Weber, 

2014). This fact puts the facilitator as a person at a central position in 

human facilitation practice, and thus my work revolves around facilita-

tor’s role as a key influence in the facilitation process.  
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Figure 1-1. Facilitation across contexts: Creativity, Innovation, Design and NPD. 

There is certainly a number of other individual, team and organisational 

factors that can have an effect on the facilitation process, yet a detailed 

investigation of these is outside the scope of this thesis. In my research, 

I considered the most typical ones from facilitation and team perfor-

mance perspectives, i.e. team composition including cultural and pro-

fessional diversity, age, gender, knowledge and experience of team 

members, task complexity and interdependence, contextual factors such 

as workplace environment, workshop setting and company culture, as 

well as methods used by the facilitator (e.g. Mathieu, Maynard, Rapp, 

& Gilson, 2008; Schuman, 2005; Stewart, 2006; Wardale, 2013). These 

factors have been taken into account when designing my studies, and 

discussed in the respective articles when appropriate. In general, this 

was done in two ways, depending on the method used: in the experi-

ment, those factors were controlled for by choosing the task, the meth-

ods, the setting and the participants (both facilitators and team mem-

bers) in a way that minimized variability across the groups, while in the 

case studies (as there is no possibility to control real-life cases), this was 

done by choosing the most representative case for the study purpose, 

confirming representativeness of the case with the study participants, 

asking the participants about their perceptions of the methods, setting, 
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facilitator, and other factors, and then providing a detailed and thorough 

description of these insights and the context to the reader. 

1.1.2 CREATIVITY, DESIGN, INNOVATION AND NPD 

As mentioned in the above section, creativity, design, innovation and 

NPD constitute the main context for my thesis. Here I provide a basic 

description of these areas and connections between them. 

First, creativity is a concept that receives a lot of attention in the current 

literature, and it has been analysed at individual (e.g. Guo, Su, & Zhang, 

2017), team (e.g. Anderson, Potočnik, & Zhou, 2014), and organisa-

tional (e.g. Woodman, Sawyer, & Griffin, 1993) level, as well as from 

different philosophical perspectives (e.g. Glăveanu, 2018). Creativity 

as defined by Hennessey and Amabile (2010) is “the generation of prod-

ucts or ideas that are both novel and appropriate” (p. 570), but some 

authors argue that more criteria are needed (e.g. Boden, 2004) or that to 

define what is creativity we need to know what is uncreative as well 

(Simonton, 2016). Creativity is central for the design activity (Dorst & 

Cross, 2001) as well as innovation (Anderson, Potočnik, & Zhou, 2014) 

and New Product Development (Burroughs, Dahl, Moreau, Chatto-

padhyay, & Gorn, 2011). 

Innovation can be defined as “(…) the stage of implementing ideas to-

ward better procedures, practices, or products” (Anderson, Potočnik, & 

Zhou, 2014, p. 1298) and “(…) represents the process of doing some-

thing new” (Baskaran & Mehta, 2016, p. 4).  There are different con-

ceptualisations of how innovation actually works in the organisational 

context, from standard process models to open models, including ex-

change of information across organisation’s boundaries, such as open 

innovation (Bogers, Chesbrough, & Moedas, 2018; West & Bogers, 

2017). Innovation can refer to products, processes, and services. Prod-

uct innovation can also be associated with New Product Development 

(NPD), and while both refer to the same process, there is a separate 

community formed around each, and thus there is not that much ex-

change between the fields. In my thesis, I consider product innovation 
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and NPD as the same process, yet due to different audiences, the articles 

use one or the other term depending on the targeted journal. In this 

work, I also focus on the early innovation stages or so called “front end 

innovation”, where the initial product idea is created or a new market 

opportunity is discovered (Eling & Herstatt, 2017). While this is also 

the most ‘creativity-heavy’ stage of innovation process where the most 

of creative facilitation takes place, creativity as such can be present at 

all stages of innovation (e.g. Paulus, 2002). Figure 1-2 on the next page 

illustrates symbolically how innovation, NPD and creativity interact to-

gether. 
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Figure 1-2. Interplay between innovation, NPD, and creativity, inspired by Chesbrough (2003). 
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1.1.3 NEUTRALITY 

The next theoretical concept I describe, which is central to facilitation 

and consequently also to my work, is neutrality. Since the discussions 

on neutrality in facilitation have not been as advanced as in other, re-

lated fields, the understanding of neutrality in this thesis is primarily 

based on the mediation literature. The most important point about neu-

trality is that “(…) it is not singular in nature” (Cohen, Dattner and 

Luxenburg, 1999) but combines a number of concepts. Because of this, 

it is difficult to define, especially that some of the concepts it comprises 

might be seen as contradictory – like in the case of impartiality and 

equidistance. While they are two important parts of neutrality (Rifkin, 

Millen and Cobb, 1991), each of them holds different assumptions, 

where “impartiality implies a commitment to aid all the parties 

[equally] as opposed to a single party (…)” (Cooks and Hale, 1994, pp. 

63–64) and equidistance means a possibility to “create more opportuni-

ties for the weaker party (…)” (Van Gramberg and Teicher, 2006, p. 

202) in order to reach an equal outcome. While both have the same aim, 

the approach behind them is different, raising contradictions and chal-

lenges in practice. In addition to impartiality and equidistance, another 

aspect mentioned in literature is fairness or justice (used interchangea-

bly in this thesis). Even though it seems to be a well-grounded concept, 

some use it interchangeably with impartiality and neutrality (Van 

Gramberg and Teicher, 2006), while others see neutrality and fairness 

as conflicting, since being neutral does not always yield a fair outcome. 

In the organisational context, fairness (justice) is divided into distribu-

tive – relating to the fairness of an outcome, and procedural – relating 

to the fairness of procedures that led to that outcome (Gilliland, 1993). 

In summary, mediation, jurisdiction, organisational science and even 

philosophy offer numerous perspectives on neutrality, yet lack an 

agreement on the topic. Therefore, for the purpose of this thesis I am 

initially refraining from making any conclusive statements about neu-

trality, but when conducting my research I take into account the main 

points suggested by other scholars, including the importance of neutral-

ity and its complexity as a construct, and acknowledge that all the 
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above-mentioned dimensions are connected, yet relationships between 

them remain unclear. 

1.1.4 TEAM PROCESSES AND EMERGENT STATES 

Furthermore, my work is closely linked to the team processes and emer-

gent states literature, both as a context and a subject of my studies. 

Team processes “(…) describe [team] members’ interactions directed 

toward task accomplishment” (Mathieu et al., 2008, p. 412) and team 

emergent states “(…) describe cognitive, motivational, and affective 

states of teams (…)” (Marks, Mathieu and Zaccaro, 2001, p. 357). Team 

processes and emergent states are crucial to study as they contribute to 

the overall team effectiveness, as in McGrath’s input-process-outcome 

(IPO) model (1964), further developed into IMOI model by Ilgen et al. 

(2005) and its other variations by different authors. Within team pro-

cesses and emergent states a number of mechanisms and team charac-

teristics can be distinguished, including team cohesion, trust, confi-

dence (including efficacy and potency), satisfaction and others (Gross-

man, Friedman and Kalra, 2017). While a more detailed explanation of 

the relevant concepts can be found in the respective articles in this thesis 

(Chapters 3 to 5), it is essential to mention that facilitation is likely to 

impact team processes and emergent states (Seeber, Maier and Weber, 

2014), seeing as its purpose by definition is enhancing team perfor-

mance and effectiveness. However, besides the contribution by Seeber 

et al. (2014), facilitation has not been discussed in this context before, 

and therefore the mechanisms and processes behind it and how it can 

support teams in being effective remains unclear.  

1.1.5 OTHER CONCEPTS 

Finally, there are other concepts and specific terminology that I use in 

the thesis, which come from both literature and practice2. They are not 

central to my studies but important for reading the thesis, as some of 

 
2 The explanations that follow this part are based on my own knowledge and experi-

ence, not on the literature as such. Hence, they are true in the context of this thesis but 

should not be treated as universal definitions. 
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them might be understood in different ways depending on the context. 

The main ones include: a (creative) workshop, a (process) consultant, 

and a design task (problem). When talking about workshops in this 

work I also use other terms interchangeably, including creative work-

shop, creative session, and at times also creative phase, when referring 

to a workshop that is a part of a bigger innovation or NPD process. By 

this I understand an event where a group of people, usually connected 

through an organisation they work in, e.g. a project team, meet to solve 

a complex problem (typically requiring the competences of more than 

one person) or find creative ideas for new products, processes, and the 

like. It is different from a meeting in a way that it is interactive, has a 

clear goal and requires collaboration between the participants. The du-

ration can vary from 1-3 hours to a whole day or even several days, 

depending on the purpose of the workshop. In my research, such work-

shops are typically facilitated by a professional facilitator, which in 

practice means a process consultant or an innovation consultant who is 

a professional specialising in conducting and facilitating creativity- and 

innovation-related workshops for client companies. Finally, in some 

parts of the thesis I also mention a ‘typical’ design task or problem, 

which should be understood as a usually complex problem requiring 

creativity and varying competences to solve, and related to the innova-

tion, NPD or design process in a company. 

1.2 RESEARCH AIM 
Based on the identified gap in the literature as well as the industry need 

for more in-depth knowledge of facilitation, the overall research ques-

tion addressed in this thesis is the following: 

How is facilitation enacted  

in creative phases of the innovation process? 

Specifically, I focus on the role of the facilitator in the creative process 

and their impact on the team processes and emergent states, in order to 

improve the overall understanding of different aspects of facilitation 
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during the early, creative stages of innovation and NPD process. Be-

cause of the deliverable of this PhD project being a paper-based thesis, 

the main research question was further divided into more specific sub-

questions, corresponding to the three thesis articles presented below. 

The first study, constituting the foundation for Article I, was planned to 

be of an exploratory character to provide a better understanding of fa-

cilitation as a research subject. In particular, it aimed to investigate the 

concept of facilitator’s neutrality and its conceptualisation in the crea-

tive facilitation context, through a single in-depth case study. While 

considered one of the key aspects of facilitator’s role, neutrality has not 

been researched in this setting before, hence causing a lack of theoreti-

cal clarity about facilitation and hindering the development of the field. 

Therefore, the research questions to be addressed in the first study were: 

RQ1a: How is facilitation performed and perceived in the innovation 

context? 

RQ1b: How is neutrality enacted by facilitators and what are its key 

elements and mechanisms? 

Following the first study and its outcomes, the second study was de-

signed. During the exploratory case study it was observed that facilita-

tor’s neutrality plays an important role in the creative process and af-

fects the way the team works together. While the effects of facilitation 

on the team have not been studied before, facilitator’s interventions are 

likely to influence the team and affect also future teamwork. Thus, to 

explore this relationship, I conducted an experiment which tested the 

effects of facilitator’s neutrality on team’s emergent states, including 

trust and potency, as major antecedents of team effectiveness. Specifi-

cally, the three hypotheses predicted that facilitator’s impartiality and 

equidistance – the two co-existing but contradictory elements of neu-

trality – have different effects on team trust, potency, and members’ 

trust to the facilitator. If formulated as a research question, this study 

and the corresponding Article II address the following issue: 
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RQ2: How do different types of facilitator’s neutrality impact team 

emergent states, and in particular team trust, potency, and members’ 

trust to the facilitator? 

Finally, the third study was also inspired by the initial case, and its pur-

pose was to investigate how facilitators shape team processes during a 

creative design process. I chose to take a process approach using a case 

study and protocol analysis to identify the underlying interaction mech-

anisms and process structures of facilitation. This included the distribu-

tion of work between the facilitator and the team as well as the interac-

tions between teamwork, taskwork and affect as the key team processes. 

I considered both internal and external facilitation (with a facilitator 

from inside vs. outside of the company) seeing as each of them could 

result in a potentially different approach to team processes and interac-

tions. This study and the respective Article III complemented the pre-

vious two by adding a detailed account of the team processes during 

facilitation and thus confirming and extending prior literature descrip-

tions. It aimed to answer the following research questions: 

RQ3a: How does facilitation shape team processes in the context of 

design creativity? 

RQ3b: How are the interactions between specific team processes: 

teamwork, taskwork and affect, managed by the facilitator during the 

creative design process? 

Together, each of the three studies carried out within the scope of this 

thesis was designed to answer some specific sub-questions as presented 

above. These sub-questions allowed for a deeper understanding of dif-

ferent aspects of facilitation, and collectively they contributed to an-

swering the overall research question addressed by this thesis, of how 

facilitation is enacted in creative phases of the innovation process. 
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1.3 THESIS STRUCTURE 
This thesis comprises six chapters, which are structured as follows. In-

troduction is included as Chapter 1, in which I give an overview of the 

concept of facilitation and the brief theoretical background for the the-

sis, as well as position my work across different research streams and 

emphasise its importance. 

Next, in Chapter 2, I present the overall methodology of the thesis, ex-

plaining my philosophical standpoint and outlining the research meth-

ods used to address each of the research questions stated in the previous 

section. Furthermore, I position the articles in this thesis according to 

the paradigms of theory building and theory testing (Cash, 2018), justi-

fying my methodological choices in each of the articles, and showing 

how the chosen methods complement each other to reach the thesis ob-

jectives. As the thesis in general applies mixed methods approach, the 

details of each method, including data collection and analysis, are pre-

sented in the respective articles. 

Chapters 3 to 5 consist of the articles, which represent the core empiri-

cal work done within this PhD thesis and answer the respective sub-

questions to the main research question of the thesis, as described 

above. Table 1-1 on the next pages illustrates the theme of each article, 

the addressed research questions, the applied methodology, and the 

main contributions. It also provides information about the journal and 

status of the submission for each of the papers. 

Finally, the results of the three articles are brought together and dis-

cussed with respect to the relevant literature in Chapter 6. In this chap-

ter, I outline the joint contribution of the journal papers to both theory 

and practice within facilitation and innovation management. Further-

more, I discuss the limitations of my work and possible directions for 

future research, as well as provide final conclusions from my work. 
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Table 1-1. The overview of the thesis articles, representing the empirical work within this PhD 

project. 

Figure 1-2 on the next page represents visually the structure of the thesis 

and can be used as a reading guide. 
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Figure 1-3. The overview of the structure of the thesis. 
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1.4 OTHER WORK 
Besides the work presented in this thesis, I have been involved in a 

number of initiatives, some of which are going to be continued after my 

PhD. First, during my PhD project I actively participated in four inter-

national conferences, each resulting in a scientific paper. Three of those 

papers are the early versions of the journal articles presented in this the-

sis. Namely: Article I in development was presented at the ISPIM In-

novation Conference 2017 in Vienna, Austria; the prior draft of Article 

II was presented at IPDMC (Innovation and Product Development 

Management Conference) 2019 in Leicester, UK; and the working pa-

per being the basis for Article III was presented at ISPIM Innovation 

Conference 2019 in Florence, Italy. In addition, a conceptual paper on 

facilitation during the later stages of NPD process, such as development 

and testing, was developed and presented at the IPDMC 2018 in Porto, 

Portugal. The theoretical model presented in the paper assumed project 

complexity and uncertainty as the key factors that differentiate facilita-

tion at the early and late stages of NPD, yet it has not been tested em-

pirically, thus it remains one of the suggested areas for future research. 

The paper can be found in Appendix I to this thesis, as an additional 

work. Last, the rich video data gathered in the third study and used in 

Article III has a great potential to be explored further. Currently, an-

other journal article is being developed in collaboration with TU Delft 

on the effect of facilitator’s interventions, including inspiration and mo-

tivation, on team creativity. The manuscript is planned to be submitted 

to Design Studies journal by the end of 2019. 
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2 METHODOLOGY 
In this chapter, I explain the research approach adopted to address the 

overall research question of the thesis, and the methodology chosen for 

each study corresponding to each of the research sub-questions. I start 

with a brief introduction to the underlying philosophical assumptions 

of my work, followed by a discussion of how my thesis and each of the 

included articles can be positioned with respect to theory building and 

theory testing paradigms. I finish with outlining the methodological 

choices in each of the articles and how the applied methods of data col-

lection and analysis complement each other to reach the thesis aim. 

2.1 PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE 
As researchers, our research choices are shaped by the implicit philo-

sophical assumptions we make about the world, the surrounding us re-

ality and the methods we use (Charmaz, 2017). As stated by Charmaz 

(2017, p. 4): 

“The theory of knowledge to which we subscribe or our claim 

to having no theory of knowledge has profound implications 

for which research questions we ask, the data we collect, our 

relationships with research participants, and how we render 

our analyses.” 

As such, this thesis is guided by the post-positivism paradigm, which 

recognizes the criticisms of a traditional positivist approach, and ac-

cepts that even though the one reality exists, it can only be known im-

perfectly due to researcher’s limitations (Robson, 2002, p. 27). At the 

same time, while aiming at objectivity, post-positivists agree that the 

researcher’s background, knowledge, values, and experience may influ-

ence their observations (Reichardt and Rallis, 1994). In terms of ontol-

ogy, post-positivism is generally associated with critical realism (Lin-

coln and Guba, 1994), based on the assumption of an imperfectly com-

prehensible reality, and in this thesis I adhere to this view. It is however 
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worth mentioning that not all sources see critical realism as a manifes-

tation of post-positivism, yet it is always positioned between positivist 

and constructivist paradigms (Robson, 2002; Wynn and Williams, 

2012), which is in line with my assumptions. Looking at the epistemol-

ogy, I consider knowledge to be objective and based on direct experi-

ences and observations, to the extent possible: the one reality is never 

fully known, and holds true until falsified by new knowledge. 

As a consequence of the above philosophical assumptions, the method-

ology chosen to study the phenomenon of facilitation in this thesis is 

based on the qualitative case study approach as well as experimental 

research. In line with the positivist perspectives of Eisenhardt (1989) 

and Yin (2014), I treat a case study approach as means to develop test-

able theories, and agree with the view that it is “(…) one of the best (if 

not the best) of the bridges from rich qualitative evidence to mainstream 

deductive research” (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007, p. 25). Thus, the 

combination of case study research with an experimental approach in 

my thesis is a logical choice, where the experiment is used to test some 

of the hypotheses raised by the case study. The following section pro-

vides a closer explanation of how these two methodological approaches 

– case studies and experiments – are used in the thesis and in the re-

spective articles. 

2.2 THEORY BUILDING OR TESTING? 
This PhD project is based on the foundations of theory-driven research 

(Cash, 2018), where each study and the corresponding article can be 

related to a different step in the theory building/testing cycle, as illus-

trated in Figure 2-1. As introduced in the beginning of this thesis, crea-

tive facilitation is still an under-researched topic, and while the facilita-

tion practice keeps developing, the literature to date is limited, reflect-

ing the insufficiency of theoretical knowledge in the field. Therefore, 

the theory building mode is prevailing in the majority of this work. 
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Figure 2-1. Positioning of the thesis articles on the theory building/testing cycle: adapted from 
Cash (2018). 

The first study (Article I) is a single in-depth case study (Yin, 2014) due 

to the exploratory character of the addressed research questions. It aims 

to deepen our understanding of how neutrality is enacted in facilitation 

and consequently how does it shape the facilitation practice. Thus, this 

study identifies and describes the important issues in facilitation with 

respect to neutrality, and attempts to map the connections and relation-

ships between different concepts which contribute to our understanding 

of it. Because of its descriptive and exploratory character, it is posi-

tioned in the early theory building phase of the cycle (see Figure 2-1).  

The next two studies (described in Article II and Article III) can be 

treated in parallel, as they were designed around the same time and thus 

they are not dependent on each other. However, both are inspired by the 
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first case study and complement it by adding two different perspectives 

on creative facilitation to it. In Article II, the hypotheses regarding the 

effect of two diverse types of facilitator’s neutrality on the team, includ-

ing team trust, potency, and trust to the facilitator, are tested. In other 

words, the previously developed predictions about the relationship be-

tween neutrality and some of the emergent states are verified. Since the 

purpose of the study is theory validation, it is appropriate to use a quan-

titative research methods – in this case an experiment, as advised by 

Handfield and Melnyk (1998, p. 325). While not free from the bias 

caused by a different way of experiencing events in a laboratory setting 

compared to the real world (Robson, 2002, p. 111), experiments are a 

commonly used method in psychology as well as social studies, as they 

allow to test complex human behaviours in a controlled setting. Using 

an experimental research design makes my second study (Article II) the 

only one in my thesis that adopts a theory testing mode, and thus in the 

figure, it is represented on the left side of the (small) cycle. 

Finally, in the last study (Article III) I take a process approach to facil-

itation, with the aim to explicate the underlying mechanisms and struc-

tures behind the facilitator-team interactions in a creative session. In 

particular, the study focuses on distribution of teamwork, taskwork and 

interpersonal processes between the facilitator and the team. Because 

the exploratory character and process focus of the research questions, 

this research is realised through a detailed protocol analysis (Ericsson 

and Simon, 1993), applied to multiple cases of facilitated creative ses-

sions. In a different way than Article II, Article III also adds to the initial 

case study by contributing a process perspective and thus further ex-

tending the theory on facilitation. Hence, in the theory building/testing 

cycle Article III is placed within theory building paradigm. 

The process of developing scientific knowledge is iterative. It means 

that in involves moving back and forth between building and testing 

theory, until the most complete and actual version of it is obtained. It 

also involves smaller loops of building and testing parts of the theory, 
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before it can be viewed as a whole. Together, the three studies and the 

corresponding articles focus heavily on building and extending the the-

ory in facilitation, as well as testing some particular aspects of it. As 

such, this thesis makes a contribution to development of scientific 

knowledge in facilitation by achieving one of those smaller loops on the 

way to establishing a reliable and complete theory of creative facilita-

tion (as shown in Figure 2-1). 

2.3 METHODS AND SCIENTIFIC RIGOUR 
This section provides a summary of the research methods used in this 

thesis, both in terms of data collection and data analysis. I explain 

briefly what scientific rigour means in each of these methods and how 

it is achieved in this work. Overall, the thesis uses a mixed method ap-

proach, meaning that both qualitative and quantitative methods are ap-

plied to address the main aim of the thesis. The main advantages of 

mixed research are its ability to “(…) answer a broader and more com-

plete range of research questions (…)”, and the fact that the two types 

of data: quantitative numbers, and qualitative words, pictures, etc., can 

be used to support each other and give additional depth and explanation 

to the results (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004, p. 21). However, it 

should be noted that I refer to the term ‘mixed method research’ in the 

context of the whole thesis, not within a single study, which would be 

its traditional understanding (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004, p. 17; 

Leech and Onwuegbuzie, 2009). 

2.3.1 CASE STUDY IN BUSINESS AND INNOVATION  
RESEARCH 

As mentioned before, a case study in this thesis is viewed from the pos-

itivist/realist position, which means that it is carried out with a purpose 

of generating novel theoretical knowledge and testable hypotheses. A 

case study has a long tradition in sociology beginning in 1920s and 

1930s, yet its meanings have been changing over decades (Platt, 1992), 

influenced by and associated with different schools of thought, such as 

participant observation (Becker, 1978) or grounded theory (Glaser and 
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Strauss, 1967). Currently, it is a widely used research strategy not only 

is social sciences but also in other fields like international business 

(Piekkari, Welch and Paavilainen, 2009) and innovation management 

(Goffin et al., 2019). However, the discussions on what is a case study 

and how it should be applied are still ongoing. In this thesis, I adopt the 

well-established definition by Yin (2014, p. 16), defining a case study 

as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon 

(“the case”) in depth and within its real-world context, especially when 

the boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clearly 

evident”. Another debated issue with case studies and qualitative re-

search in general is research quality and rigour of the methods. The 

topic has been undertaken by many researchers (Eisenhardt, 1989; 

Baker et al., 2016; Welch and Piekkari, 2017; Goffin et al., 2019), and 

here I only briefly summarise the main points from literature, which 

have also been taken into account in my work and thus show its overall 

quality and ensure the credibility of my results. 

First, an important but seemingly often overlooked indicator of research 

quality is its clear theoretical foundation, meaning that the case study 

methodology should be chosen because it is appropriate for the re-

searched topic, rather than due to personal/institutional preferences 

(Goffin et al., 2019). The reasoning behind choosing a case study ap-

proach in my thesis can be found in the previous section, as well as in 

the concerned articles (Article I and III). Second, what differentiates 

case study from other research strategies is theoretical sampling, as op-

posed to random sampling. It means that the cases to be studied are 

chosen based on their suitability to illustrate a specific phenomenon, 

rather than to be representative of a population (Eisenhardt and Grae-

bner, 2007; Goffin et al., 2019). Third, the case study quality is also 

reflected through the use of multiple sources of evidence, commonly 

referred to as triangulation (Patton, 1999; Yin, 2014; Goffin et al., 

2019). For example, in my first case study (Article I) I combined semi-

structured interviews with direct observations and secondary documen-
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tation to increase validity of the study. In relation to this, validity (con-

struct, internal and external) and reliability and reflecting on those in 

conducted research are the next criteria of quality (Yin, 2014; Goffin et 

al., 2019), not only in case studies but also other types of research. How-

ever, the debate initiated by Welch and Piekkari (2017) shows that judg-

ing qualitative research according to the same criteria as quantitative 

one brings certain risks and automatically puts qualitative research in 

disadvantage. Therefore, in the future the ways of assessing qualitative 

research should be discussed, as qualitative and quantitative approaches 

differ fundamentally in their purpose and procedures. For example, 

while the multiple-case designs are indeed likely to provide a strong 

basis for theory building (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007), I disagree 

that the number of cases as such can be used as a determinant of quality 

of case study research. The multiple cases can provide better statistical 

generalisation, yet what the case study research aims at is rather ‘ana-

lytic generalisation’, as referred to by Yin (2014, p. 68), or in other 

words generalisation to theory (not to the population), consisting of a 

careful “theoretical statement, theory, or theoretical proposition” (Yin, 

2014, p. 68), which can later be tested and generalised in a statistical 

meaning by quantitative studies. Finally yet importantly, researchers 

are asked to be transparent about their research process, including data 

sources and analysis (Bansal and Corley, 2011), making it possible for 

the reader to learn from that process and asses themselves the quality of 

work and the accuracy of the conclusions, as well as allowing for further 

replication of the study by other scholars (Bluhm et al., 2011). 

2.3.2 BRINGING EXPERIMENTS FROM PSYCHOLOGY INTO IN-

NOVATION 

Experimental methods are not a common research approach in the field 

of innovation management, which is dominated by surveys and more 

recently (to some extent) also case studies (Sørensen, Mattsson and 

Sundbo, 2010). However, as suggested by Sørensen et al. (2010), it 

might be a missed opportunity in innovation research, which often deals 
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with complex social structures and interactions, difficult to be fully em-

braced by other methods. Recently, the related fields of marketing, lead-

ership and management have also started to recognise the potential 

strengths of experimental methods, which still are considered ‘underuti-

lized’ (Ryals and Wilson, 2018; Podsakoff and Podsakoff, 2019). Other 

areas, for example design, have a longer history of using experiments 

to study human behaviours and interactions (Cash, Stanković and 

Štorga, 2016) and have adopted and developed own approaches to ex-

perimental research, drawing on what was previously primarily a psy-

chologists’ domain. Although in social sciences experiments are some-

times criticised as a strategy for studying real world due to possible bi-

ases of the participants and the limited resemblance of the experimental 

setting to the real-life context (Robson, 2002), they still constitute a 

powerful methodology for testing theories, especially when human be-

haviour is involved. Since the focus of my research is on the human side 

of facilitation and how the facilitators shape and influence teams they 

interact with, the use of experiment is the most suitable research strat-

egy for theory testing in this context. Furthermore, it complements well 

the preceding case study by determining causal relationships between 

neutrality, as an independent variable, and the dependent variables of 

interest, i.e. trust and potency, which is the main purpose of experi-

mental research designs (Podsakoff and Podsakoff, 2019). 

Based on Robson (2002, p. 110), what differentiates experimentation as 

a research strategy, compared to other approaches, is that it involves the 

following elements: 

“The assignment of participants to different conditions; ma-

nipulation of one or more variables (called ‘independent var-

iables’ [IVs]) by the experimenter; the measurement of the ef-

fects of this manipulation on one or more other variables 

(called ‘dependent variables’ [DVs]); and the control of all 

other variables.” 



Methodology  47 

 

The rigour of this kind of research lies in ensuring a high level of valid-

ity of the study design, so that the drawn conclusions are credible and 

well-founded. Generally, psychologists distinguish three main aspects 

of validity, i.e. ‘construct’, ‘internal’ and ‘external’ validity (Sani and 

Todman, 2006, p. 19). Construct validity refers to how well a variable 

reflects the theoretical construct to be measured. In my experiment, I 

used two standard ways to address it. First, the manipulation checks 

were carried out to ensure that it is facilitator’s neutrality that is being 

manipulated, not something else or nothing at all. Second, to make sure 

that the study measures what it claims to measure, all the measures of 

dependent variables in my experiment were previously validated scales. 

In addition, confirming the internal consistency (reliability) of the 

scales was also an indicator that the results represent what they are in-

tended to. Next type of validity, i.e. internal validity, is about making 

sure that the observed effects on the DVs are in fact caused by the ma-

nipulated IV, not other variables. ‘Laboratory’ experiments, as opposed 

to field or quasi-experiments, provide higher internal validity because 

of the highly controlled setting, and thus make it possible to make 

stronger claims about causality between IV and DVs (Podsakoff and 

Podsakoff, 2019), which was also the case in my experiment (Article 

II). Finally, external validity concerns the level of generalisability of 

the experiment findings to the real-world context. While it is considered 

low or moderate for laboratory experiments compared to other study 

designs, by carefully choosing the participants for the experiment and 

providing them with a task that resembles a real-life problem, I 

achieved a close representation of an actual facilitated workshop and 

thus increased the likelihood that the results will hold true also in a pro-

fessional context, outside of the ‘laboratory’. 

2.3.3 APPROACHES TO DATA ANALYSIS 

All the data collected during my PhD project, in the form of interview 

transcripts, observation notes, and video recordings (case studies) and 

questionnaire responses (experiment), was analysed using qualitative 

and/or quantitative methods as appropriate. The main approaches to 
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data analysis were: thematic analysis, including the coding process, pro-

tocol analysis and statistical analysis. While the respective details can 

be found in each of the thesis articles, a summary of the mentioned ap-

proaches is presented below. 

Thematic analysis is a commonly used method in qualitative data anal-

ysis. There are no clear boundaries between thematic analysis and con-

tent analysis, and the terms are often used interchangeably (Vaismoradi, 

Turunen and Bondas, 2013). As Vaismoradi et al. (2013) explain it, 

some differences lie in the purpose and philosophical background of 

both, resulting in different process of analysis, even though some of the 

steps seem relatable. In this thesis, and especially in Article I (a single 

case study), I primarily refer to thematic analysis as described by Braun 

and Clarke (2006), and in particular theoretical thematic analysis, i.e. 

based on the researcher’s theoretical focus, as opposed to inductive the-

matic analysis. This difference is visible in my coding, which used an a 

priori approach where the initial codes were drawn from literature and 

applied to data (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Blair, 2015). The emergence 

of new codes from the data was allowed if relevant to the research fo-

cus. The remainder of the process followed the standard procedure of 

combining the codes and searching for themes, reviewing those themes 

across the data set and producing the report (Braun and Clarke, 2006; 

Miles, Huberman and Saldaña, 2014). 

Protocol analysis (Ericsson and Simon, 1993) is a method used to ana-

lyse conversation patterns and rich process data, suitable for studying 

complex social contexts and peoples’ behaviours. It was applied in the 

third study (Article III) to the video data collected through the multiple 

cases. The coding of video recordings followed the same procedure as 

the one described above, with the use of pre-defined codes from litera-

ture – so called protocol coding (Miles, Huberman and Saldaña, 2014), 

but in addition to words, the behaviours were coded as well. In the pro-

cess, the definitions of codes were refined to appropriately reflect the 

data and to build alignment between the two researchers coding the data 
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(inter-rater reliability). The results were quantified based on the fre-

quency of occurrence of each code, and the graphs were built to visual-

ise the researched processes and determine patterns in the data. 

Last but not least, quantitative analysis was applied to the experiment 

data (Article II). In particular, non-parametric statistics was used to test 

the causal relationships between the independent variable and the de-

pendent variables (Siegel, 1956). Both IV and DVs were measured ac-

cording to 7-point Likert scales, resulting in ordinal data, which justifies 

the use of non-parametric test, and the design of the study was based on 

related samples (repeated measures experiment), which explains the 

choice of the Wilcoxon signed-rank test (Sani and Todman, 2006). In 

addition, factor analysis was conducted to test the validity of the scales. 

The details of the analysis and the results report can be found in Article 

II.  

Table 2-1 on the next page summarises and at the same time concludes 

the methodology chapter. 
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 Methodology 

Article I Article II Article III 

Philosophy 

of science 
Post-positivism, critical realism 

Research ap-

proach 

Qualitative  

(single case 

study) 

Quantitative  
(experiment) 

Qualitative  
(multiple cases) 

Data  

collection 

methods 

Semi-structured 

interviews,  

direct  

observations,  
secondary  

documentation 

Questionnaires 

Direct  

observations,  

qualitative ques-
tionnaires 

Types of 

data 

Interview tran-
scripts, observa-

tion notes, Pow-

erPoint presenta-

tions, other writ-
ten project  

documentation 

Likert scale  

responses  

(ordinal data) 

Video  

recordings,  

questionnaire 

qualitative  
responses 

Data  

analysis 

Thematic  

analysis,  

including data 
coding 

Non-parametric 
statistics (Wil-

coxon signed-

rank test),  

factor analysis 

Protocol  

analysis,  

including data 
coding 

Table 2-1. A summary of the methodology chapter with relation to the thesis articles. 
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3 ARTICLE I 
TITLE: PRO-ACTIVE NEUTRALITY: THE KEY TO UNDERSTANDING CREA-

TIVE FACILITATION. 

AUTHORS: Agata Wróbel, Philip Cash, Carina Lomberg 

ABSTRACT: Facilitation is a critical means of supporting creative pro-

cesses in teams. Previous studies have shown that neutrality is central 

to effective facilitation but no clear conceptualisation of neutrality has 

been provided to date. The aim of this paper is to explore how neutrality 

is enacted by facilitators, what its key elements and mechanisms are, 

and how it is perceived in the creative facilitation context. We adopt a 

theory building mode and conduct an in-depth case study, following an 

innovation project in the IT sector with a series of facilitated creativity 

workshops. Our results show that neutrality is a multi-dimensional con-

struct that interacts with several outcome dimensions of facilitation, i.e. 

people, process and product. We introduce a pro-active neutrality 

framework, which explains the mechanisms of neutrality in facilitation 

and thereby extend theory on both neutrality and facilitation. We further 

outline a number of propositions that could be explored by future re-

search as well as provide important creativity management implications 

that will enhance creativity and innovation in the workplace. 

 KEYWORDS: creativity, facilitation, neutrality, case study 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 
In a rapidly changing business environment, creativity and innovation 

are key determinants of successful organizational performance and a 

vital source of competitive advantage (Anderson, Potočnik, & Zhou, 

2014). Particularly, creativity management is at the centre of organiza-

tional innovation (Amabile, Conti, Coon, Lazenby, & Herron, 1996) 

and thus its antecedents and enablers have been an ongoing subject of 

investigation (e.g. Caniëls, De Stobbeleir, & De Clippeleer, 2014; 

Chong & Ma, 2010). Whereas prior creativity management research 
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shows that factors such as appropriate methodological support 

(Schöfer, Maranzana, Aoussat, Bersano, & Buisine, 2018) and a spe-

cific design of space (Lewis & Moultrie, 2005) can enhance employees’ 

creativity, it is direct human facilitation, in conjunction with effective 

creativity management, that is critical to the optimal use of these meth-

ods and physical spaces (Lewis & Moultrie, 2005). 

Facilitation is defined as a practice where a people- and content-neutral 

person (Rasmussen, 2011) helps a team to effectively reach a desired 

outcome by bringing process and structure to interactions (Bens, 2012; 

Schwarz, 2002). Although prior studies have shown that groups assisted 

by a trained facilitators (particularly when dealing with creativity) per-

form better (e.g. Isaksen & Gaulin, 2005; Offner, Kramer, & Winter, 

1996; Oxley, Dzindolet, & Paulus, 1996), questions remain regarding 

how facilitation actually mediates team processes in practice. Specifi-

cally, there are several features that characterise facilitation as a general 

practice and are considered core, while not being clearly defined in the 

literature. In particular, it is the concept of facilitator’s ‘neutrality’ that 

allows facilitators to be a ‘third-party’ rather than a member of the team, 

and which has been mentioned by numerous authors as a key differen-

tiating feature of facilitation. Despite forming a defining feature of fa-

cilitation (Rasmussen, 2011), there is no a coherent conceptualisation 

of neutrality able to explain its varied descriptions across the literature, 

and further, little is known about its underpinning elements and mech-

anisms. As such, we aim to extend current understanding of facilitation 

in the innovation context and to reconceptualise facilitator’s neutrality 

to better align with the reality of facilitation in practice.  

We address the research aim via two research questions: How is facili-

tation performed and perceived in the innovation context? and How is 

neutrality enacted by facilitators and what are its key elements and 

mechanisms? This is supported by an in-depth case study. In answering 

the RQ’s we both contribute to theory on creativity and facilitation by 
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reconceptualising neutrality as one of the fundamental concepts in fa-

cilitation, as well as provide important managerial implications. 

3.2 THEORETICAL FOUNDATION 

3.2.1 CREATIVITY AND FACILITATION 

Creativity, understood as the development of novel and useful product, 

service or process ideas, is a key driver for innovation (Amabile et al., 

1996; Woodman, Sawyer, & Griffin, 1993) and occurs throughout the 

innovation process (Anderson et al., 2014; Paulus, 2002). Prior studies 

have explored a range of antecedents for team creativity (e.g. Barczak, 

Lassk, & Mulki, 2010; Caniëls et al., 2014), also in the organisational 

context where creativity is determined by organizational and workplace 

characteristics (Constantine, 2001). In this context, a vital perspective 

is a sociocultural approach, which conceptualises creativity as a social 

construction (Glăveanu, 2015, 2018) that emerges collaboratively over 

time, through encounters between team members (Sawyer, 2012). A 

common and important means for improving team creativity in practice 

is group facilitation (e.g. Hatcher et al., 2018; Oxley, Dzindolet, & 

Paulus, 1996), where a trained facilitator assists the team through the 

creative process. In the light of the organisational and creativity man-

agement literatures, facilitation can be seen as a key means to manage 

and organise creativity in the workplace (Dubina, 2006; Mejias, 2007). 

A skilled facilitator is able to suggest methods, ask questions, and chal-

lenge the team, to help them reach their creative potential (Stewart, 

2006). Through this, he or she can indirectly influence the organisa-

tional climate and culture, or even inspire more facilitative leadership 

styles in management, that foster creativity. Facilitators are often an ex-

ternal third party in order to allow them to remain ‘neutral’ towards the 

team, its members, and their ideas (in comparison to, for example, a 

team leader). At the same time, drawing on the sociocultural view, the 

role of the facilitator in the team is critically important, seeing as their 

presence during the creative process and their active dialogue with the 
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team would affect how ideas are conceptualised (Glăveanu, 2018). Fur-

ther, we expect that this would vary depending on the level of facilita-

tor’s neutrality towards the team, as it regulates the extent of possible 

interventions in the team creative process (Astor, 2007; Kramer, 

Fleming, & Mannis, 2001; Rasmussen, 2011). As such, the concept of 

neutrality is central to facilitator’s role in a creative context and hence 

needs a more detailed understanding in order to support creativity both 

in teams and at the organisational level. This is mirrored by a number 

of calls for further definition of creative support, including facilitation, 

in the creativity management literature more generally (Berman & Kim, 

2010; Dubina, 2006; Mejias, 2007). 

3.2.2 FACILITATION AND NEUTRALITY 

Facilitation is a rather new area of research interest, being only vaguely 

described in current creativity management research (Dubina, 2006; 

Mejias, 2007). Consequently, current theoretical understanding of the 

facilitator’s role is still limited, and while it provides a basic under-

standing of the phenomenon, it also leaves many questions unanswered. 

Scholars generally agree on the supportive role of the facilitator, their 

overall goal of improving group’s effectiveness, focus on influencing 

process, and ‘neutrality’ towards the people and content (Berry, 1993; 

Schwarz, 2002; J. A. Stewart, 2006). However, prior research does not 

specify the scope of facilitator’s neutrality, its link to decision-making 

authority, and the extent this affects their responsibility for outcomes. 

For example, Schwarz (2002) describes the facilitator as a person “(…) 

who is substantively neutral, and who has no substantive decision-mak-

ing authority (…)” (p. 5). Rasmussen (2011) adds to this by stating that 

the facilitator should act person- and content-neutral. Bens (2012) ex-

tends this by linking facilitation to outcome, defining the facilitator as 

“one who contributes structure and process to interactions so groups are 

able to function effectively and make high-quality decisions. (…)” (p. 

5). However, there is no current explanation of neutrality in facilitation 

that captures the range of attributed behaviours, besides pragmatically 

advising the facilitator to be an “external third party” (Schwarz, 2002). 
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This is elaborated by Stewart (2006), who highlights that it is not clear 

what it means for a facilitator to act effectively and to what extent the 

facilitator is able to control the external factors affecting the group. Ul-

timately, this lack of understanding with respect to facilitator’s neutral-

ity is fundamental barrier to further theory development in this area. 

3.2.3 NEUTRALITY IN OTHER FIELDS 

Neutrality is a concept discussed across fields, such as philosophy, pol-

itics, jurisdiction and mediation (e.g. Agius & Devine, 2011; Astor, 

2007). In particular, the mediation literature links to facilitation as con-

ceptualised in the creativity and innovation context, and provides a pos-

sible foundation for understanding the varied aspects of facilitator’s 

neutrality described above.  

Unlike facilitation or mediation, neutrality is not a practice in itself but 

a feature or an attribute that characterises a given practice and allows to 

perform it effectively. The majority of researchers in mediation re-

search agree that neutrality is a complex concept, which is “not singular 

in nature (…); it comprises several parts” (Cohen, Dattner, & Luxen-

burg, 1999), but disagree on its definition (Astor, 2007). Definitions 

include: “(1) Low or no power over the parties, (2) high credibility with 

the parties, (3) focus on the process rather than outcome, and (4) the 

importance of rationality and good information in achieving settle-

ments.” (Bernard, Folger, Weingarten, & Zumeta, 1984 in Cohen et al., 

1999), as well as frequent links to impartiality and equidistance as other 

components of neutrality (Cohen et al., 1999). Here, impartiality is pas-

sive and refers to the lack of engagement on any side and having an 

unbiased relationship with the parties, while equidistance is active and 

refers to equally assisting the parties, in order to create symmetry in the 

process (Cohen et al., 1999). In addition, neutrality is often related to 

fairness, which can be divided into procedural fairness – referring to the 

process, and distributive fairness – referring to the outcome (Gilliland, 

1993). Hence, fairness and impartiality are sometimes seen as conflict-

ing since reaching a fair outcome usually requires intervention, which 

sacrifices impartiality (Astor, 2007). 
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While in both mediation and facilitation neutrality is viewed at the in-

dividual and interpersonal level, there are two important reasons why 

the definitions from mediation cannot be directly transferred to facilita-

tion. First, mediation usually happens at the dyadic or triadic level with 

the aim to improve relationships between the mediated parties (Wall, 

Stark, & Standifer, 2001), while facilitation is commonly applied in 

teams of three or more people but treated collectively (Dolan & Ling-

ham, 2011) rather than as separate parties. Therefore, mediators deal 

with different group dynamics and structure than facilitators (G. L. 

Stewart, 2006). Second, mediation is typical for resolving conflict situ-

ations (Wall et al., 2001), which implies a different relationship be-

tween the mediator and the mediated parties, compared to the facilitator 

and the team. Therefore, it is necessary to reconceptualise neutrality 

with respect to the facilitation context. 

3.2.4 RESEARCH FRAMEWORK 

Drawing on the mediation approach to neutrality, and contrasting it with 

the facilitation literature, we identify seven elements associated with 

current descriptions of facilitator’s neutrality: impartiality, equidis-

tance, fairness, authority/power, focus, responsibility and decision 

making. We explore each of these elements with respect to three core 

dimensions of facilitation, drawn from prior works on creativity man-

agement and innovation: people, process and product (content). By do-

ing so, we aim to determine the elements contributing to facilitator’s 

neutrality and how are they enacted in practice. The research framework 

with the operationalised definitions of the above concepts is presented 

in Table 3-1. 

Impartiality 
Is the facilitator expressing any judgements or opinions about 

people, concepts, ideas etc.? 

Equidistance 

Does the facilitator actively create symmetry in the process, as-

sists participants equally, encourages disclosure of information 

(even if it means temporary support for someone)? 
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Fairness 

Is the facilitation process transparent and honest, with a two-

way communication and the opportunity to participate and give 

feedback? (procedural fairness only) 

Focus 
What is the facilitator focusing on (in speaking/gestures)? Is it 

process-, people- or content-related?  

Responsibility 
What is the facilitator’s responsibility with respect to each di-

mension? 

Decision-mak-

ing 

Does the facilitator have decision-making authority in any of 

these dimensions? What kind of decisions does he or she 

make? 

Power/ 

authority 

Does the facilitator have authority in the process? What is the 

power relationship and hierarchy between him/her and the par-

ticipants? 

People 
Is the facilitator’s action concerning the workshop participants 

directly? Is it personal? 

Process 

Is the facilitator’s action concerning the process? Does it in-

volve method choice, time management, or other organiza-

tional issues? 

Product  

(content) 

Is the facilitator’s action concerning the company’s product or 

the content of the workshop? Does the facilitator refer to ideas 

and solutions being discussed? 

Table 3-1. Research framework including operationalised constructs for the purpose of the case 

study. 

Given the lack of theory on neutrality in facilitation, this study adopts a 

theory building mode and aims to investigate the following research 

questions: 

RQ1: How is facilitation performed and perceived in the innovation 

context? 

RQ2: How is neutrality enacted by facilitators and what are its key el-

ements and mechanisms? 

3.3 METHODOLOGY 
The literature review revealed major theoretical gaps in facilitation. 

Specifically, while acknowledging the importance of neutrality, prior 

empirical research does not explain how neutrality is enacted in the fa-
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cilitation context. Thus, theory building is needed (Eisenhardt & Grae-

bner, 2007). As such, an exploratory approach was adopted using a sin-

gle in-depth case study approach (Yin, 2013), which is especially ap-

propriate for building in-depth understanding of a phenomenon and al-

lows closer investigation of theoretical constructs (Siggelkow, 2007). 

In particular, a single case can provide more depth and richness to the-

ory by unfolding how constructs interact in a specific setting (Dyer & 

Wilkins, 1991). 

3.3.1 CASE SELECTION 

The company chosen for this study was a Danish SME in the IT sector. 

The case was a radical innovation project to develop a new product, 

allowing the company to target new customer groups. The creative 

stage of the project was facilitated by a consultant with education in 

design and innovation as well as seven years of professional experience 

from a well-known Danish consultancy, in facilitation of teams in the 

innovation context, including participatory design, co-creation work-

shops, and user-driven innovation and design. The case was selected for 

the three main criteria: its theoretical suitability for illustrating the ex-

ternal facilitation, the contextual suitability for creativity and innova-

tion, and practical suitability, including accessibility and completeness 

of the case. 

The case project ran in four stages: (1) identifying user needs and first 

ideas, (2) finding the specifications for the concept, (3) product devel-

opment, and (4) testing. The four-stage approach was developed specif-

ically for this project. The company had no prior experience with exter-

nal facilitation in the innovation process. 

The observations took place during the three consecutive workshops in 

the first stage of the project, which was the most open-ended and crea-

tive part, and thus the most suitable for the purpose of our research. In 

this stage, the participants followed a Double Diamond design approach 

(Brown, 2009), which is a method of organising a creative process into 

four divergent and convergent phases: Discover, Define, Develop and 
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Deliver, the two former ones focused on defining the problem and the 

two latter ones on finding a solution3. Since this approach allows for 

observation of both divergent and convergent phases, it was suitable for 

the study as it helped to obtain a more complete picture of facilitator’s 

role in different aspects of the creative process. 

3.3.2 DATA COLLECTION 

Data collection for this study took place over a period of three months, 

from February to April 2017, in which one of the researchers was fol-

lowing the facilitated project workshops in the company. The role of 

the researcher was limited to being a silent observer, and did not involve 

participation in the workshops. As video recording was not allowed, 

reporting was done according to standard procedure for field notes, as 

explained in the section below. The participants were aware of the re-

searcher’s presence in the room during the workshops, however, it has 

not been reported as disturbing by any of them. While it might have had 

a minor influence on the process, it was constant throughout all the 

workshops, and thus we consider it negligible. Furthermore, the confi-

dentiality of data has been secured by an agreement with the case com-

pany prior to data collection. The results of this paper were presented 

to and approved by the key individuals involved in the study. 

Due to the qualitative character of this work, triangulation of methods 

and sources was used to achieve a higher level of reliability and validity 

(Patton, 1999, 2002). We used the three following types of data: obser-

vations of the workshops, semi-structured interviews with the facilitator 

and the participants after the first and last workshop (replaced with a 

qualitative survey after the second workshop), and written documenta-

tion from the project. 

3.3.2.1 Observations 

Direct observation took place during the three consecutive project 

workshops in the case company. The duration of the workshops was 

 
3 Retrieved from: https://www.justinmind.com/blog/double-diamond-model-what-is-

should-you-use/ on October 14th, 2019. 

https://www.justinmind.com/blog/double-diamond-model-what-is-should-you-use/
https://www.justinmind.com/blog/double-diamond-model-what-is-should-you-use/
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from one to two days, ca. six hours per day. The setup included six 

participants from different departments in the company, including sales, 

marketing and software development, and the process was run by a pro-

fessional facilitator from a consulting company. During each workshop 

field notes were taken according to the research framework, and fol-

lowing the standard research practice when direct recordings are not 

possible (Bryman, 2012). This setup allowed for direct observations of 

facilitator’s actions during the sessions and the participants’ responses 

to those actions, as well as the interactions within the team and between 

the team and the facilitator. 

3.3.2.2 Interviews 

Sixteen semi-structured interviews were conducted: four with the work-

shop facilitator, eleven with the participants (the majority of the partic-

ipants were interviewed twice – after the first and last workshop), and 

one follow-up with a company representative six months after the pro-

ject ended. The questions to the facilitator and the participants were tar-

geted at understanding how the experienced facilitation practice and fa-

cilitator’s neutrality were perceived. Since it was not possible to arrange 

interviews after the second workshop, an online questionnaire was sent 

to the participants. It was based on the interview questions and designed 

for qualitative analysis. The purpose was to keep track of how the par-

ticipants’ perceptions changed throughout the project. Finally, the fol-

low-up interview with the company representative focused on the re-

sults of the project and the impact of the facilitated workshops on the 

company. The overview of data collection for the case study is pre-

sented in Table 3-2. 

 



Article I  61 

 

W
o
rk

sh
o
p
 t

h
em

e 

M
et

h
o
d
s 

u
se

d
 

D
u
ra

ti
o
n
 

In
te

rv
ie

w
s 

w
it

h
 t

h
e 

fa
ci

li
ta

to
r 

In
te

rv
ie

w
s 

w
it

h
 t

h
e 

p
ar

ti
ci

p
an

ts
 

Q
u
al

it
at

iv
e 

o
n
li

n
e 

su
rv

ey
 r

es
p
o
n
se

s 

D
ir

ec
t 

o
b
se

rv
at

io
n
 

Workshop 1: 

problem  

definition 

Customer 

journey, fish-

bone diagram, 

personas 

1 day 2 6 - 6 h 

Workshop 2: 

ideation 

Points of 

view, brain-

storming, 

brainwriting 

6-3-5 

2 

days 
1 - 4 12 h 

Workshop 3: 

concept  

development 

Brainstorm-

ing, value 

proposition 

canvas, proto-

typing 

2 

days 
1 5 - 12 h 

Total - 
5 

days 
4 11 4 30 h 

Table 3-2. Overview of data collection for the study. 

3.3.2.3 Secondary Documentation 

The written documentation of the workshops was obtained from the fa-

cilitator and the consulting company. It included the PowerPoint slides 

presented at each workshop and the facilitator’s internal agenda for 

each session, which was not explicitly communicated to the partici-

pants, but contained the exercise flow and the timing. Furthermore, the 

case company provided a documentation of the innovation process to 

be followed, which was part of an agreement between them and the 

consulting firm. This data was used to enhance understanding of the 

facilitation process and the context in which it was taking place. 
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3.3.3 DATA ANALYSIS 

The interviews were transcribed and coded according to the elements 

of the research framework, but allowing for the emergence of new 

codes where needed. The responses to the online questionnaire and the 

field notes from the observations were coded using the same coding 

scheme. The coding was done in Atlas.ti 8 software, and the grouping 

of the codes and the quotes was done in Excel. We used the thematic 

analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Vaismoradi, Turunen, & 

Bondas, 2013), and extracted themes by comparing the researcher’s ob-

servations with participants’ and facilitator’s views across the three 

workshops. The primary coding was done by one researcher, while the 

grouping of codes and theme building involved all co-authors, who 

were familiarised with the data and took active part in interpreting it. In 

practice, this process was done via a number of iterative workshops, 

were one researcher’s interpretations were presented and discussed with 

the other co-authors (independent of data collection). This resulted in 

the refined versions of the themes, which were then confronted with the 

data again, strengthened and further developed to build the final results. 

This followed general case research best practice in ensuring iterative, 

multiple perspectives on the data, the coding the theme development, 

and the final results, as outlined by (Neuman, 1997, pp. 512–514). 

3.4 RESULTS 
This research produced two main results in the facilitation context. 

First, it provided insight into facilitator’s neutrality as a multi-dimen-

sional construct. Second, it revealed an interaction between neutrality 

and outcome dimensions of facilitation, i.e. people, process, and prod-

uct (content). 

3.4.1 FACILITATION IN CONTEXT 

Before coming to the main results it is important to understand that our 

study showed a representative case of external facilitation and followed 

prior descriptions in highlighting neutrality, responsibility, and author-

ity, as essential aspects of facilitation practice, as well as draw attention 
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to the issue of participant’s expectations towards the facilitation pro-

cess. Accordingly, we also discuss the outcomes of the case as a crea-

tive process, which were satisfactory with respect to the current under-

standing of facilitation and its expected effects. 

First, the facilitator faced a range of practical responsibilities, such as 

providing the relevant methods and materials for the workshop, time 

management, and organisation, as well as guiding and assisting the 

team in reaching their goals: “(…) guiding the process so we do the 

different steps and this design thinking process (…)” [Participant 6] and 

“(…) help us reach our different goals or expectations” [Participant 3]. 

The facilitator added that creating a shared understanding and team 

learning were also important: “(…) to move them [the participants], 

(…) I mean I feel it's my responsibility that they have... this is also learn-

ing about design thinking and moving their mind-set”. Most partici-

pants recognised this and found it beneficial to have their views chal-

lenged and to see different perspectives on a problem.  

In terms of responsibility, this was seen either as shared between the 

facilitator and the team: “(…) I don't believe it's only the facilitator's 

job to make us reach our outcome. It's also our own responsibility to 

reach it (…)” [Participant 3] or more on the facilitator side: “I think 

when it's a job she has at COMPANY NAME [she is] of course inter-

ested it leads to something useful (…)” [Participant 6]. Similarly, set-

ting up clear goals and aligning the expectations between the facilitator 

and the participants showed a range of views. While clear for the facil-

itator, the participants found the workshop goals ambiguous: “I'm not 

sure what I expected exactly (…)” and others, when ask what they did 

not like about the workshops, said “Not knowing the complete plan. 

(…)” [From survey]. 

Finally, we also observed that a certain level of authority and power is 

required for the facilitator to be able to run the process smoothly. The 

power relationship between the facilitator and the team evolved 



64  Results 

 

 

throughout the project, and also determined to what extent the facilita-

tor could be neutral, as an external person. For example, the first work-

shop had a very fixed program, with the facilitator acting more as a 

lecturer, presenting the content and strictly guiding the exercises, creat-

ing a visible distance between herself and the participants. In contrast, 

the last workshop was more open with regards to structure, allowing the 

participants to guide the content while the facilitator stepped back. We 

could observe that the need for clear roles and facilitator having more 

power was evident in the beginning of collaboration, and when a certain 

level of respect and authority was established, the atmosphere became 

more open and the participant could act more freely. These findings set 

up the context for understanding the facilitator’s neutrality. 

3.4.1.1 Process outcomes 

An important part of facilitation is the successful outcome of the work-

shop(s), where we understand ‘successful’ as fulfilling the initial agree-

ment between the consultancy or the facilitator and the client i.e. the 

case company. To further ensure that the studied case can be used as a 

representative and successful case of facilitation, we summarised the 

important information regarding the process outcomes. Interestingly, 

the data shows that one of the most important outcomes of facilitation 

is its learning effect on the team, which allows them to develop and 

conduct similar processes within the company in the future, rather than 

the tangible concept developed at the end. The workshops were de-

scribed by some participants as an empowering experience, and the fa-

cilitator highlighted that “[the process] it's not only getting from A to B, 

it's also like seeing them transform (…)”. This is in line with the infor-

mation received from the company via a follow-up interview approxi-

mately six months after the last workshop. This confirmed the above 

points and showed that the concepts developed during the workshops 

with the facilitator were not implemented in the company as such, but 

served as an inspiration to rethink the product development process in 

the firm and to create a target workforce for innovation processes, re-

sulting in a launch of a new product for the customers as soon as two 
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months after concluding the workshops. Importantly, both facilitator 

and company perceived the workshops to be successful. 

Together with the above description of responsibility and authority, 

these findings set up the context for this study. 

3.4.2 PERSPECTIVES ON NEUTRALITY 

Given this context, the first main result was a novel perspective on neu-

trality that linked several previously disparate elements and their appli-

cation along a number of lines in the creativity and innovation context. 

Specifically, we found that neutrality encapsulated a combination of 

impartiality, equidistance and fairness. Specifically, the majority of the 

participants referred to interactions between at least two of these con-

structs when describing neutrality, and all three were observed to inter-

act during each workshop. 

The participants found the facilitator impartial towards the content and 

the outcome of the workshops, seeing her as an external person with no 

personal interest in the discussed product or company. For example, 

Participant 2 explained that the facilitator was impartial “(…) because 

it was someone from outside the company and I didn't think she had any 

interest in controlling the content or ideas towards any specific goal. It 

is not in her interest to affect us in any way I think”. The facilitator 

supported this view by stating: “(…) I don't want to be the one formu-

lating something, interpreting what they said, so when I write on the 

board it has to be the true… most true to what they are saying”. On the 

other hand, while generally perceived as neutral, the facilitator was not 

equally impartial at all times. Despite no explicit interest in the product, 

she did propose some solutions, as illustrated by Participant 3: “I be-

lieve it was only maybe one time, she came into a solution mind, as she 

called it. She kind of came with the solution, on something. It wasn't 

that bad or anything, we didn't have to use it, so sometimes it's fine, she 

can come with ideas as well (…)”. However, the participants did not 

perceive this as a problem and still felt they had freedom in how to pro-

ceed. Similarly, the facilitator was said to be “a bit partial” at times, 
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and to take different sides in the process, but once again it was not re-

garded a problem: “I believe she went a bit into a customer role, and 

that was fine, because we need to know how they are, but not too much, 

so she didn't take any… then she was on the company side for example, 

how we maybe think. So I don't believe she was partial.” [Participant 

3]. Therefore, as long as the facilitator’s attention was distributed 

evenly between different roles, and the intervention in the content was 

moderate, the facilitator was perceived as neutral. It shows that both 

impartiality and equidistance, as purposive action-taking to create sym-

metry in the process, were present during the workshop, and despite 

their contradictory nature both contributed to constituting facilitator’s 

neutrality.  

Other instances of the facilitator acting equidistant were also observed, 

for example, when she asked the participants to take turns while pre-

senting their ideas or actively encouraged them to speak, both verbally 

and through body language. The interviewees highlighted the im-

portance of this kind of facilitator’s support: “I believe she was good to 

make us talk a bit more, asked the right questions, and encouraged us 

to do something, maybe go a bit outside of our boundaries, that's good 

I believe.” [Participant 3], as well as the use of different approaches and 

means of expression (speaking and writing) to involve everyone to 

equal extent: “I'm an introvert person, so I'm not gonna be the one that 

says a lot of stuff around the table, so it felt nice to write your thoughts 

down and be actually forced to contribute.” [Participant 1]. This would 

sometimes compromise the impartiality of the facilitator, when more 

attention was given to a quieter person, allowing them to speak but at 

the same time creating a sort of inequality towards the others. Interest-

ingly, it did not adversely affect the process, as the participants appre-

ciated that everyone could contribute: “I think everybody was heard 

and everybody had a chance to say something” [Participant 2]. 
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Similar to equidistance, fairness received less attention from the facili-

tator than from the participants, who valued consistency and clear pro-

cedures during the process. Only one interviewee stated that the facili-

tator did not have transparent rules, but it did not compromise her fair-

ness: “I don't think she had any clear rules. (…) but I think she was very 

fair” [Participant 6].  Furthermore, one of the participants argued that 

the facilitator “shouldn’t even be considered to be fair because she did 

what we [the company] told her to” [Participant 1], which shows dif-

ferences in perception of what constitutes a fair process or outcome in 

this context. In spite of that, both the interviews and the observations 

revealed extensive two-way communication between the facilitator and 

the participants, giving everyone a chance to reflect on the process and 

give their honest opinion, which was always included in the outcome. 

These results point to a combinatory conceptualisation of neutrality, 

combining impartiality, equidistance and fairness. All three elements 

were found to collectively create the perception of the facilitator as neu-

tral. In addition, they were shown to be directed at different outcome 

dimensions of facilitation depending on the situation, which we discuss 

in the next section. 

3.4.3 NEUTRALITY WITH RESPECT TO FACILITATION OUT-

COME DIMENSIONS 

The second main result was that we observed the three elements of neu-

trality, described above, interacting with three major facilitation out-

come dimensions: people, process and product (content). First, the ob-

servations from the workshops showed that the facilitator was in control 

of, i.e. not neutral towards, the process most of the time and made all 

the relevant decisions about it. Activities such as choice of methods and 

exercises, time keeping and monitoring team’s progress (e.g. deciding 

about additional breaks during workshops 2 and 3) required constant 

judgement of the situation and participant’s inputs by the facilitator, and 

thus compromised her process impartiality. At the same time, the facil-

itator was able to remain impartial towards the content of the workshops 

and refrain from judgement in most situations. For example, in each 



68  Results 

 

 

workshop the facilitator instructed the participants on how to progress 

with the exercise and answered the related questions but avoided com-

menting on the actual problem and content. Similarly, she would always 

treat participants with respect and without favouritism or personal re-

marks. This shows that the facilitator was simultaneously impartial to-

wards some dimensions, for example content and people, while being 

partial towards another dimension – here: process. This applies also to 

the other elements of neutrality, i.e. equidistance and fairness, and their 

relation with people, process and product (content) respectively. For 

example, by actively trying to engage the participants in the process, 

the facilitator was equidistant with respect to content by encouraging 

everyone to share the same amount of information, but at the same time 

compromised her equidistance towards people, since not everyone was 

always given the same time to speak. Accordingly, everyone had a 

chance to state their opinion and ask questions, which indicates fairness 

in the process. Therefore, we found that not only different elements of 

neutrality but also their interplay along the lines of facilitation outcome 

dimensions, i.e. people, process and product, are relevant to understand-

ing facilitator’s neutrality. Specifically, neutrality is constructed via an 

active management of the interactions between: impartiality/equidis-

tance/fairness and people/process/product. Together, this creates a per-

ception of the facilitator as neutral.  

This dynamic approach to neutrality is primarily managed through 

equidistance – as an active creation of symmetry in the process – but 

also its interplay with the other elements. The study revealed that the 

facilitator uses practices such as encouragement, examples, suggestions 

and role-play to get the relevant information from the participants and 

help them solve a task. For example, actively encouraging interactions 

and sharing information between people (as observed in day 2 of work-

shop 2, when the facilitator asked the participants what they thought of 

each other’s ideas) can be seen as a form of equidistance, where the 

emphasis is put on everyone having an opportunity to participate to the 

same extent. On the other hand, by giving examples or suggestions the 
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facilitator intervenes, even if indirectly, in the content of the workshop, 

by affecting the participants’ line of thought and their ideas. A particu-

lar instance was inviting a guest to workshop 3 to give a presentation 

on technological solutions from other industries, to inspire the partici-

pants. Similarly, asking the participants to think outside the box and 

think beyond their current customer groups or products in the initial 

workshop, was both encouraging creativity but also constraining their 

solution space. Furthermore, giving suggestions requires the facilitator 

to make a prior judgement of the participants’ inputs, which compro-

mised content impartiality. For example, during workshop 2 (day 2) the 

participants were formulating ‘How might we…’ questions, and the fa-

cilitator helped them to determine whether the question was appropri-

ate, too narrow, or too broad, to get the results they expected. Finally, 

role play can be seen as both non-neutral, as the facilitator takes sides 

and shares opinions from that perspective (e.g. a company or customer 

perspective, as mentioned by Participant 3), affecting the content of the 

workshop, as well as neutral, since if done evenly, by taking different 

roles throughout the workshops and showing all the relevant perspec-

tives to the same extent (e.g. company, customer, supplier, etc.), the 

facilitator can create symmetry in the process and bring together differ-

ent views.  

Together, these results show that in the creativity and innovation con-

text, facilitator’s neutrality should not be seen in isolation, as solely an 

interplay between impartiality, equidistance and fairness, but also in re-

lation to people, process and product (content), the key outcome dimen-

sions of facilitation. The final perception of neutrality is constructed 

through the interaction between these, and while the facilitator cannot 

always be neutral in all dimensions, the neutrality can be achieved over 

time, for example over the duration of a workshop. 

3.4.4 NEUTRALITY OVER TIME 

As mentioned in the previous section, it is important to consider a time 

perspective when talking about neutrality, particularly because neutral-
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ity is a dynamic process-related construct that requires a temporal, lon-

gitudinal perspective. In our case, we observed that neutrality is not 

only built throughout the duration of a single workshop but also evolves 

from workshop to workshop over the course of the creative process. 

Figure 3-1 on the next page represents the changes in each of the com-

ponents of neutrality, i.e. impartiality, equidistance and fairness, 

throughout the three observed workshops, overlaid with the phases of 

the Double Diamond model (adopted from Brown, 2009). 

First, facilitator’s impartiality increases over time, meaning that in the 

last workshop facilitator’s neutrality is almost solely expressed as im-

partiality, and the participants are given almost absolute freedom in how 

they perform the tasks, discuss and even organise their time. With re-

spect to the outcome dimensions of facilitation, impartiality is ex-

pressed towards people and process, as well as towards the product – 

understood as workshop content. However, the facilitator has a clear 

personal interest in the workshop success and ensuring that the com-

pany is satisfied with the effect, thus in that sense she is not entirely 

impartial towards the outcome. The character of impartiality and its re-

lation with the outcome dimensions of facilitation does not change over 

time. 

Second, equidistance displays the opposite trend to impartiality, i.e. it 

decreases over time. In the first workshop, equidistance is a core part of 

the facilitator’s neutrality and is used in many critical moments to create 

symmetry in the process. Throughout Workshops 2 and 3 the interven-

tions of the facilitator in the process decreased, with increasing impar-

tiality and decreasing equidistance. Equidistance was primarily related 

to the process rather than people and product (content) dimensions. 
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Figure 3-1. The graphical representation of the changes in the key components of ‘pro-

active’ neutrality over time, throughout the creative process (based on Brown, 2009). 
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Finally, fairness was a steady component of neutrality that did not vary 

over time. In each workshop the facilitator displayed a range of behav-

iours, such as asking the participants about their reflections on the pro-

cess or encouraging them to ask questions and thus allowing a two-way 

communication, which illustrate fairness with respect to people, proce-

dures, and product (content). 

In summary, the facilitator’s neutrality displayed dynamic variation 

across the creative process and overall collaboration. In particular, fair-

ness was constantly high, while impartiality and equidistance trade-off 

in importance over time. These results suggest a more complex concep-

tualisation of the dynamic interaction between the various elements of 

neutrality. 

3.5 DISCUSSION 
Based on our results, this paper makes two major contributions to facil-

itation and creativity management. These are based on the fact, that the 

observed case context confirms the general view on facilitation as dis-

cussed in the literature and describes the facilitator’s role in terms of 

their responsibility and authority. First, we elaborate the central role of 

neutrality in creative facilitation, synthesising a number of previously 

disparate conceptualisations. Specifically, we define neutrality as con-

sisting of three interdependent elements: impartiality, equidistance and 

fairness. Second, we show that these elements are directed at three key 

outcome dimensions: people, process and product (content). We link 

these in order to propose the concept of ‘pro-active neutrality’, which 

refers to the active management of interactions between the components 

of neutrality and the above outcome dimensions. Based on this we pro-

pose a pro-active neutrality framework (Figure 3-2), which we use as a 

basis for the discussion. 
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Figure 3-2. The model of 'pro-active neutrality' in facilitation. 

3.5.1 FACILITATION AND FACILITATOR’S ROLE 

Before discussing our pro-active neutrality framework, we will briefly 

discuss our observations of facilitation in context. Importantly, the re-

sults shown that perceptions of the practical responsibilities of the fa-

cilitator are consistent with the facilitation and creativity management 

literatures (Dubina, 2006; Mejias, 2007; Rasmussen, 2011; Rasmussen, 

Hansen, & Jacobsen, 2013). The participants mentioned process help 

and guidance as the key role of the facilitator, as well as a range of 

responsibilities related to workshop organisation: time management, 

method selection, as well as preparation of materials and setting, which 

is in line with the facilitator competency guidelines from Schuman 

(2005) and their further development by Azadegan and Kolfschoten 

(2014). This further aligns with descriptions of facilitation in creativity 

management (Dubina, 2006; Mejias, 2007). In addition, the responsi-

bility for the final outcome was somewhat unclear i.e. it was perceived 
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differently by different interviewees and the statements were often con-

tradictory. While this might appear problematic, it is not uncommon in 

client-consulting relationships (Appelbaum & Steed, 2005), including 

process consulting like facilitation during creativity management 

(Handley, Clark, Fincham, & Sturdy, 2007; Hill & Johnson, 2003). As 

such, although the alignment of expectations is crucial for collabora-

tions (e.g. Schuman, 2005), clients often have preconceived beliefs 

about the process which leads to misunderstandings (Nikolova, Möller-

ing, & Reihlen, 2015). 

We also observed the normally expected power dynamics for an exter-

nal facilitator, who applied some of the typical trust-building practices 

to build a relation with the team, while retaining her credibility and rep-

utation as a process expert (Nikolova, Möllering, & Reihlen, 2015). 

Finally, we have revisited the outcomes of the facilitated creative work-

shops and shown that they were satisfactory, from both the team’s and 

the facilitator’s point of view. Even though the actual results of the 

workshops were not used by the company, it inspired other ideas that 

allowed them to thrive in the market and thus showed an unexpectedly 

high importance of the learning effects of facilitation, consistent with 

descriptions from creativity management which positively link learning 

culture with team creativity and effectiveness (Berman & Kim, 2010; 

Huber, 1998; Mejias, 2007; Yoon, Song, Lim, & Joo, 2010). 

Based on these contextual findings, we can conclude that the observed 

case followed expectations from both facilitation and creativity man-

agement literatures, and forms a theoretically robust foundation for fur-

ther discussion of facilitator’s neutrality. 

3.5.2 MULTI-DIMENSIONAL CONCEPT OF NEUTRALITY 

Previous studies on facilitation emphasise the importance of neutrality 

as a central feature of facilitation (Kramer et al., 2001; Rasmussen, 

2011). However, prior discussions of neutrality have taken a number of 

disparate directions, specifically focusing on impartiality (e.g. 
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Carnevale & Arad, 1996), its combination with equidistance (e.g. 

Rifkin, Millen, & Cobb, 1991), or fairness (e.g. Stulberg, 1998). While 

our study confirms these as individually critical to neutrality in action, 

in explicit contrast prior research, which described these elements stat-

ically in isolation, we show that impartiality, equidistance and fairness 

are both co-existing and dynamically interdependent in constructing 

overall facilitator’s neutrality. 

The first element of our conceptualisation of neutrality is impartiality. 

It is expressed through refraining judgement and treating everyone 

equally, and it was observed at several occasions during the workshops, 

as well as discussed with the interviewees, which is consistent with the 

previous studies (Astor, 2007; Lucy, 2005). However, we also observed 

interactions between this element, equidistance and fairness that have 

not previously been described in the literature. Specifically, impartial-

ity-equidistance relationship was visible in the first two workshops, 

when the facilitator was encouraging the participants to share their ideas 

and the relevant information with others, by frequently asking clarify-

ing or even challenging questions. Such action requires prior judgement 

of the ideas and concepts that have been presented so far in terms of 

novelty, quality, or other criteria, in order to determine who should be 

asked for more contribution, what kind of contribution should be made 

next and how to ask about it. Judgement of ideas, in turn, and provoking 

the team to come up with more, or different ones, or change their focus, 

contradicts the content impartiality, because it makes the facilitator in-

fluence the workshop outcome. Yet, it achieves a positive effect on the 

team. The same happens when the facilitator shows different examples 

to the participants, which is a common practice in facilitation. The ex-

amples can be said or represented in a visual way and can consider ei-

ther a way to do an exercise or a solution used in another industry – no 

matter which is the case, it influences the way in which the team thinks 

about the problem, and in consequence shapes people’s choices and in-

directly influences the result of the workshop. Likewise, the relation-

ship between impartiality and fairness was explicit throughout the 
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workshops. For example, when adjusting the schedule and deciding 

about making breaks which were not initially planned, the facilitator 

intervened in the workshop procedures (referring to fairness) which re-

quired judgement of the workshop progress as well as people’s attitudes 

and needs, which contradicts impartiality in its core meaning, but 

helped to keep an optimal flow of the workshop. 

As mentioned above, the second interacting element was equidistance. 

It was present throughout the workshops, through behaviours like giv-

ing people turns and actively encouraging the quieter (“weaker”) ones 

to speak (for example by asking the participants to present their ideas 

one by one). This is consistent with the literature, which refers to such 

approach in the mediation practice (Cohen et al., 1999; Van Gramberg 

& Teicher, 2006), however, once again we observed additional interde-

pendencies beyond prior descriptions. As exemplified in the previous 

paragraph, both impartiality and equidistance were observed during the 

workshops, even though they contradict each other in theoretical terms: 

the first one is based on complete lack of judgement, while the latter 

assumes assessing information (which involves judgement) in order to 

create symmetry in the process. While they were not observed to exist 

simultaneously, their roles in the observed workshops were interde-

pendent, and by being present in different situations and at different 

points in time overall, they create the process which is perceived as 

neutral. Further, we also observed equidistance and fairness co-existing 

throughout the process. In fact, equidistance could be viewed as sup-

porting fairness: for example, active creation of symmetry in the pro-

cess through asking each of the participants to speak up, one by one (i.e. 

being equidistance) supports the premise of procedural fairness, which 

includes two-way communication and opportunity to perform (Green-

berg & Colquitt, 2005; Johnson, Korsgaard, & Sapienza, 2002). 

The third element of neutrality in our model is fairness. Fairness, espe-

cially with respect to procedures, has been extensively researched in 
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leadership literature, showing a positive effect on trust and team perfor-

mance (e.g. Bstieler, 2006; Korsgaard, Schweiger, & Sapienza, 1995). 

It has also been an area of discussion in mediation, where the im-

portance of fair process and fair outcomes has been emphasised (e.g. 

Shapira, 2012; Stulberg, 1998). Nevertheless, there has been dispute 

around the contradiction between fairness and impartiality, which are 

both critical to the mediator’s role (Astor, 2007). As with the other ele-

ments, we again observed fairness explicitly during the case, in line 

with prior creativity management research (Khazanchi & Masterson, 

2011). In our case, the facilitator expressed fairness by, among others: 

following a certain set of rules during the workshop, allowing two-way 

communication and feedback, as well as explicitly considering partici-

pants’ input. These align well with prior research, as mentioned above 

(e.g. Johnson et al., 2002). However, as exemplified with respect to im-

partiality and equidistance, we also observed specific interdependencies 

between fairness and these elements. Specifically, while the previous 

examples show that fairness might interfere with impartiality, since a 

fair decision in the process requires judgement, fairness and equidis-

tance can support each other as described above, because they both use 

the same active mechanisms to create, for example, symmetry in the 

process (equidistance) or fair outcome perception (fairness). Therefore, 

we consider fairness as one of the elements of neutrality, together with 

impartiality and equidistance, and show that just like these two comple-

ment each other, even if enacted at different points in time, fairness also 

contributes to the overall neutrality perception and the facilitator being 

viewed as neutral.  

Based on these findings, it seems impossible to consider facilitator’s 

neutrality as only attributable to one element as in prior literature. Spe-

cifically, we develop a following proposition: 

Proposition 1: The elements of neutrality: impartiality, equidistance 

and fairness, are interdependent, and fulfil roles that complement each 

other and contribute to building a combinatory neutrality construct. 
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3.5.3 NEUTRALITY AND OUTCOME 

In the previous section, we discussed neutrality as a multi-dimensional 

construct, built on the three main elements: impartiality, equidistance 

and fairness. In this section, we add to this explanation by showing that 

these components are not only interdependent, but also interact across 

three key outcome dimensions: people, process and product (also re-

ferred to as content). In other words, we propose that in facilitation, 

neutrality is created through an active management of impartiality, 

equidistance and fairness directed towards these three outcome dimen-

sions. In addition, we show that how this management is done by the 

facilitator varies from workshop to workshop over the duration of the 

creative process. This again substantially extends prior research in fa-

cilitation and creativity management, which has not connected these 

two aspects, and does not provide a temporal perspective on facilitation 

or neutrality in the creative context (Dubina, 2006; Mejias, 2007). As 

an ‘absolute’, neutrality would mean no effect across any dimension 

(Douglas, 2008), thus we propose ‘pro-active neutrality’, to explain 

how neutrality with respect to one element of the framework can be 

coupled with distinct non-neutrality with respect to another element, in 

order to achieve an overall perception of facilitator’s neutrality. 

From the companies’ perspective, product (content) of the workshop is 

an important dimension because this is where the business value is lo-

cated. According to prior literature, the facilitator should always remain 

content-neutral (Rasmussen, 2011) but this raises two major issues, 

namely: how is this content-neutrality enacted in practice and how is it 

contributing to workshop success, both in terms of effective facilitation 

and team performance. Through our study we observed that certain as-

pects of neutrality with respect to content are in fact purposively com-

promised by the facilitator in order to provide a more effective process 

for the team. For example, the facilitator often used equidistant action 

to actively encourage participants to share information with the team, 

as shown in the example in the previous section, which provokes prior 
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content judgement and compromises facilitator’s impartiality in this di-

mension, but at the same time supports information sharing, which is 

desirable (Hoever, Van Knippenberg, Van Ginkel, Rotterdam, & 

Barkema, 2012; Milliken, Bartel, & Kurtzberg, 2003). Similarly, 

providing examples (such as successful case stories or inspirational ma-

terial like in workshop 2) affects the participants’ thinking patterns and 

ultimately also decision making, which is reflected in the content of the 

workshop. Although not in line with ‘traditional’ content-neutrality, 

this influence can be positive and bring new perspectives to solve a 

problem. Thus, the content impartiality is often compromised, never-

theless, if it serves a purpose of enhancing team’s creativity and produc-

tivity, it is not only harmless but even desired in the facilitation process. 

This explicitly extends prior understanding of facilitator’s neutrality by 

showing a positive aspect of intervening into content, i.e. a positive ef-

fect of non-neutrality in a certain dimension, which at the same time 

does not prevent the facilitator to be perceived as generally neutral, be-

cause he or she can build neutrality through other dimensions, e.g. peo-

ple. 

Furthermore, the literature suggests that the facilitator should be neutral 

towards people, i.e. participants of the workshop, simultaneously with 

being neutral towards content (Rasmussen, 2011). Elaborating this, our 

study shows that although the facilitator is generally trying to keep an 

unbiased relationship with the participants and act as a neutral third 

party, some elements of people-neutrality are purposefully compro-

mised by action directed toward process or product, in order to establish 

a wider perception of neutrality. For example, by being equidistant the 

facilitator might manage the process so that less contributing partici-

pants will get more time to express their ideas. Even though the purpose 

here is to create symmetry in the process, it is likely to be perceived by 

the participants as violating impartiality and fairness rules, as one per-

son is treated differently than others. In our study, participants per-

ceived the facilitator as “a bit partial” at times, and at the same time as 

very objective. As such, they did not see this temporary partiality as a 



80  Discussion 

 

 

disturbance in the process, but rather something that was necessary to 

move forward. In addition, in our case the relationship between the fa-

cilitator and the participants evolved from one workshop to another, 

which means the neutrality towards people has been at different levels 

throughout the process. Last but not least, we found that in agreement 

with the previous studies, facilitators are never truly neutral towards the 

process as they hold the primary responsibility for its guidance and or-

ganisation (Bens, 2012; Rasmussen, 2011). Thus, the following propo-

sitions: 

Proposition 2a: In facilitation practice, there exist interactions between 

the specific elements of neutrality: impartiality, equidistance, and fair-

ness, and the facilitation outcome dimensions: people, process and 

product/content.  

Proposition 2b: Facilitator’s neutrality is built through balancing neu-

tral and non-neutral behaviours across the above elements, to achieve 

the facilitation goal. 

To complement the above propositions, it is important to emphasise that 

our results also show neutrality as varying over time, which is particu-

larity visible in the case of impartiality and equidistance. While they are 

often referred to as conflicting concepts (Cohen, Dattner, & Luxenburg, 

1999; Rifkin et al., 1991; Rock, 2004), we show that it is more of a 

trade-off which is managed dynamically by the facilitator. Depending 

on the stage of the workshop, its goal, and/or the type of facilitator’s 

relationship with the participants, one or the other approach might be 

more effective, which substantially extends prior theory (Astor, 2007; 

Cohen et al., 1999; Rasmussen, 2011). Further, despite the changes in 

impartiality and equidistance, fairness remains a consistently important 

variable, as previously suggested by the literature (Korsgaard, 

Schweiger, & Sapienza, 1995). 

Seeing as neutrality behaviour is dependent on the phase of the creative 

process and the facilitator’s relationship with the team, we find it vital 
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to include a third proposition, which would set facilitator’s neutrality in 

the context of the creative process: 

Proposition 2c: Facilitator’s neutrality varies dynamically depending 

on both the stage of the creative process and the facilitator’s relation-

ship with the team. Specifically, the level of impartiality as a component 

of neutrality increases over time, the level of equidistance decreases, 

and fairness remains at the same level. 

3.5.4 A ‘PRO-ACTIVE’ APPROACH TO NEUTRALITY IN FACILI-

TATION 

Given the interdependencies described in the previous sections, pro-ac-

tive neutrality can be seen as an ‘aggregate’ that changes in time, de-

pending on the task, situation, and the team dynamics in a given mo-

ment. As such, and in contrast to prior literature (Dubina, 2006; 

Rasmussen, 2011; Rasmussen et al., 2013), we conclude that a com-

pletely people- and content-neutral facilitator does not exist in practice, 

because each aspect of our pro-active neutrality framework interacts 

and trades-off with the others: for example, being impartial towards 

people does not always mean reaching a fair result, or being equidistant 

in the process might compromise impartiality towards content. How-

ever, rather than a problem, it is this interdependence that is the actual 

mechanism through which neutrality is created and managed to achieve 

the desired results. In other words, being entirely neutral in all the de-

scribed dimensions at the same time, would not only be impossible but 

also undesirable in facilitation, especially during creativity manage-

ment such as observed in our case. Hence, we confront the view of the 

facilitator only in neutral – non-neutral categories: 

Proposition 3: To achieve the facilitation goals and support effective 

creativity management, facilitators pro-actively manage the neutrality 

framework and the interactions between its elements (impartiality, 

equidistance and fairness) with respect to the different outcome dimen-

sions (people, process and product). 
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While we describe the mechanisms and also the limits of facilitator’s 

neutrality, we take a generally positive stance. We conceptualise neu-

trality as facilitators generally working towards an overall neutral ideal, 

based on both our observations and prior creativity literature. We did 

not observe or conceptualise partisanship i.e. explicitly taking sides to 

support one of the parties or ideas. However, this might have distinct 

consequences for team creativity. While this is substantially outside of 

the scope of this work, it could form the basis for future multi-case or 

contrast-focused studies. 

3.5.5 IMPLICATIONS FOR THEORY AND PRACTICE 

Our study presents a number of theoretical and practical implications. 

First, it contributes to development of theoretical understanding of neu-

trality by providing a new, multi-dimensional definition which draws 

together prior theory and can be applied not only in facilitation but also 

other fields, for example mediation. Second, it extends the theory on 

facilitation in creativity management by advancing the current under-

standing of neutrality, and consequently revealing a novel perspective 

on the facilitator’s role and activities. Last but not least, this paper con-

tributes to the creativity and innovation management literature in gen-

eral, seeing as facilitation is a part of effective creativity management 

directly related to workplace creativity.  

From a creativity management perspective, enhanced understanding of 

the facilitator’s role and the importance neutrality plays in it will allow 

for more effective use and design of the facilitation process by compa-

nies. It also shows why it is beneficial in some cases – for example for 

creativity workshops – to involve an external facilitator, who will bring 

an additional level of neutrality to the process. From the consultants’ 

view, our results will also contribute to more focused and thus effective 

facilitator training. Overall, improved facilitation practices will support 

the management of companies’ innovation processes and workplace 

creativity. 
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3.5.6 LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH 

Despite the rigorous data collection and analysis procedures, our re-

search has certain limitations resulting from the choice of methodology 

and approach. Because it is a single case study, we can support robust 

analytic generalization (Yin, 2013, p. 68), and pose theoretical insights 

as discussed above, however, our results are not statistically generaliza-

ble, i.e. they are specific to the observed case. Furthermore, the focus 

of the study is theory development, and thus testing the proposed rela-

tionships between the elements of neutrality as well as its determinants 

was out of our scope. Future research could focus on developing and 

validating the model through more focused studies, such as experi-

ments, which would help to determine the optimal ‘neutral’ approach 

to facilitation. Researchers could also explore the phenomenon of rela-

tionship development between the facilitator and the team in a long-

term perspective, with neutrality as one of the evolving factors, as well 

as investigate the effect of facilitator’s neutrality on team performance, 

and in particular, team’s creative output. Finally, while neutrality is one 

of the key approaches used by facilitators in the creative process, no 

studies to date explored the opposite approach, i.e. partisanship, and its 

effects on creativity, which could allow further development of theory 

on facilitation and establishing the boundaries of facilitator’s neutrality. 
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3.6 CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, in this paper we introduce a new, multi-dimensional 

framework of facilitator’s neutrality, consisting of impartiality, equidis-

tance and fairness. We link these with three main outcome dimensions 

of facilitation: people, process and product (content). Together, these 

form our ‘pro-active neutrality’ framework. Our findings contribute to 

extending theory on neutrality and facilitation, as well as its general 

understanding in creativity and innovation management. We show how 

via enhanced facilitation practices managers can improve creativity and 

innovation in the workplace. In a broader context, this study not only 

brings a new perspective on facilitator’s neutrality, but also extends the 

general understanding of the facilitator’s role and its underpinning 

mechanisms in real-world situations. We suggest that future research 

could focus on developing and validating the proposed framework and 

investigate facilitator’s neutrality in more contexts and settings.  
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4 ARTICLE II 
TITLE: THE EFFECTS OF FACILITATOR’S NEUTRALITY ON TRUST AND PO-

TENCY IN TEAMS 

AUTHORS: Agata Wróbel, Carina Lomberg, Philip Cash 

ABSTRACT: This study investigates the effects of two different ap-

proaches to facilitator’s neutrality on team trust, trust to the facilitator 

and team potency, as major determinants of team effectiveness. We 

conducted a repeated-measures experiment with a student sample to test 

these effects. Our results show that facilitator’s neutrality expressed as 

low equidistance and high impartiality has a greater positive impact on 

team trust than the opposite approach. There was no significant differ-

ence between the two approaches with respect to team potency and trust 

to the facilitator. Our study contributes to theory on creative facilitation 

and team effectiveness, by showing how facilitation shapes trust and 

potency in teams. From the managerial perspective, we highlight the 

importance of facilitator’s awareness about the process and own neu-

trality, and show how facilitation can benefit teams both in the early, 

creative project phases as well as in the subsequent teamwork. 

KEYWORDS: team effectiveness; emergent states; facilitation; neutral-

ity; trust; potency; experiment 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 
Facilitation is a common practice in innovation management to support 

creativity and idea generation (Carmeli & Paulus, 2015; Geschka, 

1986), often used in early, creative project phases. These formative 

phases are critical for the subsequent project team development and per-

formance (Ericksen & Dyer, 2004). Research shows that emergent 

states, such as trust, cohesion or potency, influence the execution and 

success of teamwork (Marks, Mathieu, & Zaccaro, 2001). Since facili-

tation brings process and structure to team’s interactions (Schwarz, 

2002), it is likely to have a moderating effect on the team processes and 
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emergent states (Seeber, Maier, & Weber, 2014). While several studies 

explored the relation between leadership and trust, empowerment or 

other emergent states (Rickards & Moger, 2006; Srivastava, Bartol, & 

Locke, 2006), the impact of facilitation in this context is rarely studied. 

Unlike leaders, professional facilitators often act as an external third 

party to the organization (Schwarz, 2002) and engage in a collaboration 

for a limited period of time. While it helps them to remain neutral to-

wards participants and content (Rasmussen, 2011), it also implies dif-

ferent team dynamics and character of relationships. Thus, facilitator’s 

neutrality is a critical, understudied determinant of the extent of facili-

tator’s intervention in the process and consequently, of how teams work 

together and perform. 

For the purpose of this study, we conceptualize neutrality as having two 

dimensions: impartiality and equidistance (Cohen, Dattner, & Luxen-

burg, 1999). Impartiality is defined as refraining from expressing judge-

ment about people and ideas, while equidistance means creating sym-

metry and content equality in the process. Since increasing symmetry 

requires the – implicit or explicit – expression of judgement of infor-

mation, it logically follows that high equidistance requires low impar-

tiality, and high impartiality inhibits high equidistance. However, no 

prior work as examined the tradeoff between these two dimensions of 

neutrality in terms of impact on team performance. 

This paper aims to investigate how facilitator’s neutrality – expressed 

either through high equidistance and low impartiality, or through low 

equidistance and high impartiality – influences team’s emergent states 

and consequently, project outcomes. Specifically, we hypothesize that 

these two distinct approaches to neutrality have different effects on 

team trust, trust towards the facilitator, and team potency. By testing 

these hypotheses, we contribute to theory on creative facilitation and 

the wider team effectiveness literature. We demonstrate the impact of 

facilitator’s neutrality on the team during the formative project phases, 
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extending current literature and providing important managerial impli-

cations. 

4.2 THEORY AND HYPOTHESES 

4.2.1 NEUTRALITY, FACILITATION, AND TEAMS 

Team effectiveness has been an ongoing research topic for decades, 

with numerous studies and approaches developed (Mathieu, Maynard, 

Rapp, & Gilson, 2008). One of the most widely adopted models is the 

input-process-outcome (IPO) framework by McGrath (1964) and its 

various modifications (e.g. Hackman & Morris, 1975), including Ilgen 

et al.’s (2005) seminal input-mediator-outcome model (IMO). The con-

ceptual framework for this study is based on the latter, and follows prior 

differentiations between team processes and emergent states (Ilgen et 

al., 2005; Marks et al., 2001). In particular, we focus on the two affec-

tive mechanisms: team trust and potency, which are among the most 

frequently discussed in small-group research (Grossman, Friedman, & 

Kalra, 2017). These mechanisms reflect team’s “(…) motivational 

tendencies, relations among team members, and affective reactions” 

(Kozlowski & Ilgen, 2006). They are particularly critical in the facili-

tation context, since they have been previously linked to team effective-

ness and performance (e.g. Bstieler, 2006; Costa, Roe, & Taillieu, 2001; 

Lee, Farh, & Chen, 2011) and practitioners frequently use help from 

facilitators to enhance team performance and ultimately support inno-

vation processes.  

Facilitation can be defined as a practice of helping groups to be more 

creative and work more effectively (Rasmussen, 2011) by structuring 

and guiding the process (Bens, 2012; Rasmussen, 2011). It is important 

to emphasise that we focus on human facilitation as opposed to auto-

mated facilitation (Seeber et al., 2014). Human facilitation is commonly 

carried out by third-party consultants in a workshop format (Schwarz, 

2002). According to most definitions, a facilitator is a non-member of 

the group who should remain neutral towards people and content during 

the process (Kramer, Fleming, & Mannis, 2001; Rasmussen, 2011). 
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However, neutrality is not well defined in the facilitation context, be-

yond the above explanation. Therefore, we borrow from the mediation 

literature, which describes neutrality as enacted by facilitators in two 

ways: through impartiality or equidistance (Cohen et al., 1999). While 

these are the two dimensions of the same concept, impartiality is based 

on freedom from bias and judgement (Rifkin, Millen, & Cobb, 1991; 

Rock, 2004), while equidistance assumes temporal partiality in order to 

support one side in expressing their views to create process symmetry 

(Cohen et al., 1999). Thus, we operationalise impartiality and equidis-

tance as mutually exclusive in the facilitation context, where impartial-

ity means refraining from judgement and any intervention towards peo-

ple and content, in order to avoid bias, while equidistance allows for 

intervention such as sharing opinions and own ideas with the team if it 

supports the process. Consequently, neutrality enacted as equidistance 

also implies that the facilitator could structure the process to allow equal 

participation and amount of information shared by the team members, 

while neutrality enacted as impartiality implies a less structured pro-

cess, relying more on free discussion, because the facilitator cannot ex-

press judgements about received information from the team, hence 

making it impossible to adjust the process reflexively. 

Since facilitator’s neutrality can be expressed in two distinct ways dif-

fering with the level of intervention, it is likely that these two ways also 

have different effects on the facilitated team. Seeber et al. (2014) show 

that facilitation can impact team processes and emergent states, how-

ever, the details of this interaction have not been studied before and 

little is known about facilitators influence on team effectiveness. Nev-

ertheless, it is crucial to understand the effect of facilitation on the team 

at the early project phases beyond creative performance (Kramer et al., 

2001). In particular, it is essential to take into account the affective 

mechanisms developing in the team, which determine team’s motiva-

tion (Kozlowski & Ilgen, 2006) and can be carried through to the sub-

sequent project phases and affect future teamwork.  
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Figure 4-1 represents our conceptual framework and its key elements, 

as described above. We highlight the facilitator and the team as the key 

inputs into the team development process, and their impact on the team 

emergent states. While contextual factors, fairness, and other aspects of 

team processes are also relevant to team performance, we exclude them 

from the scope of this work in order to focus on the impact of facilita-

tor’s neutrality.  

 

Figure 4-1. Conceptual framework adapted from Mathieu et al. (2001) and Seeber et al. (2014). 

4.2.2 NEUTRALITY AND TRUST 

Trust is central to organizational research (Fulmer & Gelfand, 2012). It 

plays an important role in the process of business creation and operation 

at the individual, group and organisational level (Kohtamaki, Kekale, 

& Viitala, 2004). For the purpose of this study, we draw on the well-

established definition by Mayer, Davis and Schoorman (1995, p. 712), 

describing trust as “the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the 

actions of another party based on the expectation that the other will 

perform a particular action important to the trustor, irrespective of the 

ability to monitor or control that other party”. Furthermore, we high-

light the importance of trust for successful teamwork and project devel-

opment (Müller-Stewens & Möller, 2017). Research shows that trust 

fosters a collaborative climate in teams, which in turn enhances creativ-

ity (Barczak, Lassk, & Mulki, 2010). However, as aptly noticed by 
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Buvik and Rolfsen (2015, p. 1486), the initial conditions in the project 

team, being either trust or distrust, “(…) may trigger both vicious and 

virtuous cycles of behaviour and expectations”. Thus, it is critical for 

the facilitators of creative workshops not only to establish trust with the 

team as in a typical client-consultant relationship (Nikolova, Möllering, 

& Reihlen, 2015) but also to assure that the existing trust between team 

members will not be compromised through the process but rather de-

veloped and strengthened for future collaboration and project continu-

ation. Therefore, both team trust and trust to the facilitator are important 

dimensions for our study. 

4.2.2.1 Team Trust 

At the team level, trust can be decomposed as consisting of propensity 

to trust, perceived trustworthiness, and trust behaviours, including both 

cooperative and monitoring behaviours (Costa et al., 2001). Since we 

are interested in the facilitator’s neutrality and its effect on team trust, 

propensity to trust is out of our scope, since it refers to the individual 

willingness to trust others and depends on one’s personality and expe-

riences (Costa et al., 2001), which cannot be changed in the facilitation 

process. Similarly, we also exclude monitoring behaviours because of 

the short-term character of facilitation, which would not allow teams to 

develop such behaviours. In contrast, facilitator’s neutrality adopted as 

low equidistance and high impartiality, which excludes judgement and 

direct intervention in favour of open team discussion, is likely to in-

crease members’ opportunity to communicate freely and feel more in-

volved in the team activities, thus encouraging cooperative behaviours 

(Costa et al., 2001). Furthermore, it may also foster the spirit of collab-

oration and encourage participants to rely on each other in solving the 

problem, hence increasing task interdependence, which is another ante-

cedent of team trust (Costa, Fulmer, & Anderson, 2018). This leads us 

to our first hypothesis (a): 

Hypothesis 1(a): Facilitator’s neutrality expressed as low equidistance 

and high impartiality has a greater positive impact on team cooperative 



Article II  99 

 

behaviours as a determinant of team trust than neutrality expressed as 

high equidistance and low impartiality. 

A similar reasoning applies to perceived trustworthiness. According to 

the literature, it is based on the belief in other person’s honesty and good 

intentions, as well as fulfilling their commitments without taking ad-

vantage of the trusting party (e.g. Costa et al., 2001). Hence, the more 

opportunity the team members have to communicate, ask each other 

questions and understand each other’s intentions, the higher likelihood 

that they will perceive fellow team members as trustworthy: 

Hypothesis 1(b): Facilitator’s neutrality expressed as low equidistance 

and high impartiality has a greater positive impact on perceived trust-

worthiness as a determinant of team trust than neutrality expressed as 

high equidistance and low impartiality. 

4.2.2.2 Trust to the Facilitator 

As mentioned earlier in this section, effective facilitation requires a cer-

tain level of trust between the team and the facilitator, just like in any 

client-consultant relationship (Maister, Green, & Galford, 2001; Ni-

kolova et al., 2015). This trust is based on how the team perceives the 

facilitator (the trustee) in terms of their “(…) competence, expertise, 

honesty, integrity, benevolence (…)” (Castaldo, Premazzi, & Zerbini, 

2010, p. 663). The leadership literature also suggests that involvement 

in “high-quality exchanges” between the leader and the team can in-

crease perceived trustworthiness of the leader (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 

1995), and that leader’s reliance on the team and sharing important in-

formation with them can have a similar effect (Lee, Gillespie, Mann, & 

Wearing, 2010). If we look at the facilitators through the same lens, the 

higher their involvement in the process, the greater the opportunity for 

team-facilitator information exchange and mutual reliance, also through 

emotional connection, and therefore the higher the trust to the facilita-

tor. In addition, the facilitator’s interventions in the process structure 

and contributions to the discussion can display their competence, ability 

and integrity to the team, also increasing members’ trust towards the 
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facilitator. Since this high level of involvement and structure is only 

possible when neutrality is treated as high equidistance rather than im-

partiality, our second hypothesis is: 

Hypothesis 2: Facilitator’s neutrality expressed as high equidistance 

and low impartiality has a greater positive impact on team’s trust to the 

facilitator than neutrality expressed as low equidistance and high im-

partiality. 

4.2.3 NEUTRALITY AND POTENCY 

Potency in team research is defined as “a collective belief in a group 

that it can be effective (…)” (Guzzo, Yost, Campbell, & Shea, 1993, p. 

87). Together with team efficacy, it is often considered a part of a larger 

category of emergent states – team confidence (Mathieu et al., 2008), 

but some authors see it also as a dimension of team empowerment (Gib-

son, Kirkman, Rosen, & Tesluk, 2004). A difference between team ef-

ficacy and potency is that the former refers to a specific task, and the 

latter covers a more general view of team’s capabilities (Mathieu et al., 

2008). Since in this study we are interested in how facilitator’s inter-

ventions influence the team’s ability to collaborate successfully in the 

future in a general sense not with regards to a specific task, we focus on 

team potency.  

Hu and Liden (2011) demonstrated that goal clarity and process clarity 

are important antecedents of team potency. Therefore, we hypothesize 

that the more structure the facilitator brings to the process, the higher 

the team potency, i.e. the highly equidistant approach will result in 

higher team potency. In addition, servant leadership was also shown to 

support team potency (Hu & Liden, 2011), and is characterised by po-

sitioning the followers above one’s self interest as well as high levels 

of followers’ trust towards the leader (van Dierendonck, 2011). Thus, 

we expect team potency to increase with team’s trust to the facilitator, 

which we hypothesised to be positively influenced by high equidis-

tance. Therefore: 



Article II  101 

 

Hypothesis 3: Facilitator’s neutrality expressed as high equidistance 

and low impartiality has a greater positive impact on team potency than 

neutrality expressed as low equidistance and high impartiality. 

FACILITATOR TEAM

Potency

Impartiality

Equidistance

Facilitator s Neutrality

Team trust: 
cooperative behav.

Team trust: 
trustworthiness

Trust to the 
Facilitator

H1(a)

H1(b)

H2

H3

 

Figure 4-2. A summary of investigated hypotheses. 

Figure 4-2 summarises the hypotheses for this study. 

4.3 METHODS 

4.3.1 SETTING AND DESIGN 

To test our hypotheses, we conducted an experiment, which is a suitable 

method for the theory-testing purposes (Bryman, 2012; Robson & 

McCartan, 2002). We chose to run this experiment with student subjects 

for to two main reasons. First, it allowed us to create new teams without 

history and past experiences and ensure that all teams were at a compa-

rably similar stage of development, which was crucial to the internal 

validity of the experiment and would not be achievable otherwise. Sec-

ond, by using senior students as facilitators, we minimized differences 

in personal facilitation styles and techniques, which would be impossi-

ble to eliminate when employing professional consultants. In this way, 
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we ensured that previous experience of the facilitators does not affect 

our dependent variables. 

In practice, the experiment involved 12 student teams, each consisting 

of four first-semester Bachelor students from a Design and Innovation 

programme. The students did not know each other well, and addition-

ally, the experiment teams were designed such that they combined stu-

dents that had not previously collaborated. Further, each team was as-

signed a Master-level student as a facilitator. This allowed to create a 

hierarchy and give the facilitator the necessary authority to run the task, 

as well as to reflect the external facilitation context. The Master stu-

dents also came from the Design and Innovation study programme, to 

ensure they are familiar with design challenges and creative character 

of the task. Moreover, preceding the experiment, all participating facil-

itators were given a two-hour training in facilitation to provide every-

one with the same background knowledge. Finally, we ensured that the 

facilitators did not have a personal or professional connection with the 

team they were about to facilitate and have never worked together be-

fore. Figure 4-3 on the next page represents our repeated measures 

study design (cf. Sani and Todman, 2006, p. 114). 

4.3.2 PROCEDURE AND TASK 

The study was conducted as a design team challenge, including two dif-

ferent tasks to redesign standard products: a toothbrush in Task 1 and a 

nail clipper in Task 2. Each team carried out both tasks: half of the 

teams started with Task 1 and the other half with Task 2. 

In the first part of each task, team members brainstormed new product 

ideas individually. In the second, facilitated part, the participants were 

asked to share their ideas within the team and decide about the final 

concept. The manipulation took place in the second part of each task, 

where the facilitators, who were accordingly instructed, manipulated 

idea sharing and discussion according to the two experimental condi-

tions. Each team went through both conditions: half of the teams started 

with Facilitation A condition, and the other half with Facilitation B. 
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Each task lasted approximately 30 minutes, including the manipulated 

part of approximately 18 minutes. After completing each task, team 

members were asked to complete a questionnaire about their percep-

tions of the team, the facilitator, and the final decision. 

 

Figure 4-3. Repeated measures experimental design adopted from Sani & Todman (2006). 



104  Methods 

 

 

4.3.3 EXPERIMENTAL MANIPULATIONS 

The experimental manipulation took place in the second part of each 

task, i.e. during the facilitated idea sharing and decision-making pro-

cess. In the first set-up (Facilitation A), we tested for high equidistance 

and low impartiality. To keep the high level of equidistance, the facili-

tators were asked to use a structured approach in which team members 

would present their ideas one by one. It was up to facilitators to decide 

whether everyone expressed the same content, regardless of how much 

time it took for each person. In addition, the facilitators were encour-

aged to offer their opinions and suggestions to the team during the pro-

cess, in this way expressing low impartiality. In the second condition 

(Facilitation B), the facilitators were instructed to keep low equidis-

tance and high impartiality. Thus, the facilitators used an open approach 

and were asked not to structure the process but instead allow for free 

discussion between the team members (low equidistance). Furthermore, 

in this condition the facilitators were asked to refrain from stating any 

personal opinions or judgments about their team’s ideas, ensuring high 

impartiality. 

Since each team went through both experimental conditions, so did the 

facilitators. To aid them in this process, each facilitator was provided 

with a guide according to which they would hold the conversation and 

manipulate the discussion. During the pre-experiment training, the fa-

cilitators were familiarized with the guide to ensure they could confi-

dently carry out the process. The manipulation scripts, which were in-

cluded in the facilitator guides, are available in the Appendix. 

4.3.4 MEASURES 

All measures used in this study were 7-point Likert scales adopted from 

the literature. We used Cronbach’s Alpha (α) as an initial measure to 

assess the reliability and internal consistency of the applied measure-

ment scales. The values for all the scales were at the recommended level 

of 0.7 or higher (DeVellis, 2016; Kline, 2015), as shown below. Fur-

thermore, we conducted factor analysis for each scale, which showed 
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that all questions within a scale load on the same factor, explaining from 

37.68% to 93.98% of the variance. The subsequent principal component 

analysis (PCA) was run on 70 questions from the questionnaire, and 

revealed 19 components that had eigenvalues greater than one, out of 

which a 6-component solution explained 55.97% of the total variance, 

corresponding directly to the six major measures used in this study. As 

such, we conclude from all three analyses (Cronbach’s Alpha, confirm-

atory factor analysis, and exploratory PCA) that the selected scales were 

valid and coherent. 

4.3.4.1 Dependent Variables 

Our dependent variables included perceived trustworthiness and coop-

erative behaviours as determinants of team trust, trust towards the fa-

cilitator, and team potency. 

Perceived trustworthiness (α=0.759) and cooperative behaviour 

(α=0.747) were measured according to the items proposed by Costa and 

Anderson (2011) as part of the scale for measuring team trust, which 

was proven reliable and valid. Perceived trustworthiness and coopera-

tive behaviours elements were chosen as both are relevant to the effec-

tive task performance of the team.  

For measuring trust to the facilitator (α=0.880), which expressed the 

extent to which the team members perceived the facilitator as trustwor-

thy, we adopted the items for perceived trustworthiness from the above-

mentioned scale (Costa & Anderson, 2011). 

Potency (α=0.873) was measured by the three items from the Team Em-

powerment measure (Gibson et al., 2004) and was concerned with the 

team’s confidence in working effectively. 

4.3.4.2 Control Variables 

Since fairness is closely related to neutrality but not the focus of this 

study, we controlled for procedural fairness (α=0.766) during the ex-

periment. The facilitators were asked to be respectful towards the par-

ticipants and show high consideration for members’ inputs, which was 



106  Analysis and Results 

 

 

previously linked to procedural fairness (Korsgaard, Schweiger, & Sa-

pienza, 1995). We measured participants’ procedural fairness percep-

tion after each task, adopting the Procedural Justice scale from John-

son, Korsgaard and Sapienza (2002, p. 1160). 

Furthermore, we controlled for participants’ decision satisfaction 

(α=0.776), to make sure that both conditions resulted in a satisfactory 

outcome according to the team members. Decision satisfaction was 

measured according to the items adopted from Satisfaction with Deci-

sion Instrument (Holmes-Rovner et al., 1996) and expressed how par-

ticipants perceived the final concept chosen by their team in each task. 

Finally, we also controlled for age, gender, education, and working ex-

perience of both the participants and the facilitators. 

4.3.5 MANIPULATION CHECKS 

The manipulation of neutrality was evaluated by four 7-point Likert 

scale items completed by the participants after each task. The items re-

flected both impartial and equidistant behaviours and were concerning 

to what extent the facilitator structured the process and contributed 

opinions on the ideas during the discussion and decision-making part of 

the design task. 

4.4 ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 
The analysis was conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics software Ver-

sion 20. Out of 48 cases, six were excluded from the analysis due to 

structurally missing data. In the remaining data the percent of missing 

values was lower than 5%, and we imputed these using mean imputa-

tion at the item level (Little & Rubin, 2002). The final analysis was 

based on the responses from 42 participants: 28 (66.7%) male and 14 

(33.3%) female. The average age of the participants was 21 years old. 
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4.4.1 MANIPULATION CHECKS  

The analysis of the manipulation check for neutrality was done using 

Wilcoxon signed-rank test, which showed a significant difference be-

tween the two conditions: condition A being high equidistance and low 

impartiality, and condition B low equidistance and high impartiality 

(condition A, Mdn=4.00, condition B, Mdn=5.38, z=4.83, p <0.05). 

4.4.2 HYPOTHESES TESTING 

The Wilcoxon signed-rank test was also used to test our main hypothe-

ses. It was chosen due to its suitability for ordinal data and because the 

study employs two related samples – repeated measures experiment 

(Sani & Todman, 2006). 

Hypothesis 1a, which states that facilitator’s neutrality expressed as low 

equidistance and high impartiality has a positive impact on team coop-

erative behaviours as a determinant of team trust, was supported (𝑧 =

2.38, 𝑝 < 0.05 (𝑝 = 0.017)). Specifically, the participants expressed 

higher level of cooperative behaviours in condition B, where the facili-

tator was highly impartial, than in condition A, where the facilitator was 

highly equidistant but not impartial (condition A, 𝑀𝑑𝑛 = 5.50, condi-

tion B, 𝑀𝑑𝑛 = 5.83). 

Hypothesis 1b, stating that facilitator’s neutrality expressed as low equi-

distance and high impartiality has a positive impact on perceived trust-

worthiness as a determinant of team trust, was also supported (𝑧 =

2.49, 𝑝 < 0.05 (𝑝 = 0.013)). In particular, the participants perceived 

their team members as more trustworthy in facilitation condition B, ex-

pressing low equidistance and high impartiality, than in condition A, 

expressing high equidistance and low impartiality (condition A, 

𝑀𝑑𝑛 = 5.67, condition B, 𝑀𝑑𝑛 = 6.08). 

Hypothesis 2, which predicted that facilitator’s neutrality expressed as 

high equidistance and low impartiality has a positive impact on team’s 

trust to the facilitator, was rejected (𝑧 = 0.662, 𝑝 = 0.508). There was 

no significant difference between the two conditions, i.e. between the 
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two different facilitator’s approaches to neutrality (condition A, 

𝑀𝑑𝑛 = 5.50, condition B, 𝑀𝑑𝑛 = 5.75). 

Hypothesis 3 assumed that facilitator’s neutrality expressed as high 

equidistance and low impartiality would have a positive impact on team 

potency. It was rejected (𝑧 = 0.667, 𝑝 = 0.505), as there was no sig-

nificant difference between the two conditions (condition A, 𝑀𝑑𝑛 =

6.00, condition B, 𝑀𝑑𝑛 = 6.00). 

Table 4-1 summarizes the descriptive statistics for the dependent vari-

ables tested in this study. 

 

Table 4-1. Statistics summary for the investigated dependent variables. 

4.4.3 CONTROL VARIABLES 

The results of the Wilcoxon signed-rank test showed that there was no 

significant difference between procedural fairness perception in the two 

conditions (condition A, 𝑀𝑑𝑛 = 5.88, condition B, 𝑀𝑑𝑛 = 6.00, 𝑧 =

0.403, 𝑝 = 0.687), which is a desirable outcome for our study. Simi-

larly, no significant difference was found for participants’ decision sat-

isfaction (condition A, 𝑀𝑑𝑛 = 6.00, condition B, 𝑀𝑑𝑛 = 6.00, 𝑧 =

0.224, 𝑝 = 0.823), showing that the facilitator’s approach to neutrality 
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did not affect how the team perceived the decision about the final idea 

chosen. 

4.5 DISCUSSION 
In this study, we look at how two different types of facilitator’s neutral-

ity: expressed through either high equidistance or high impartiality, af-

fect trust and potency, as the key determinants of team effectiveness 

(Grossman et al., 2017). The results support our hypotheses related to 

team trust (Hypotheses 1(a) and 1(b)) and do not support the two others, 

concerning trust to the facilitator (Hypothesis 2) and potency (Hypoth-

esis 3). Below we discuss our findings with respect to the literature and 

outline the key implications of the study. 

First, we demonstrate that facilitator’s neutrality expressed as low equi-

distance and high impartiality has a positive impact on team cooperative 

behaviours as a determinant of team trust. High impartiality means that 

the facilitator refrains from judgement (Rifkin et al., 1991; Rock, 2004) 

during team discussions. While considering the team members’ input, 

he or she does not express own opinions about presented ideas, leaving 

the decision entirely to the team and avoiding steering them in any di-

rection. As hypothesised, this results in a higher level of cooperation 

between the team members as compared to the other approach, where 

the facilitator is highly equidistant and more focused on structuring the 

process, but at the same time not impartial due to the judgement re-

quired in that process. This is in line with previous studies which see 

task interdependence and open communication as predictors of team 

trust (Costa et al., 2018, 2001). By leaving more freedom to the team in 

structuring their discussion and how they want to reach a decision, the 

facilitator increases members’ feeling of mutual dependence in com-

pleting the task, which results in a higher level of cooperative behav-

iours and consequently, higher trust to each other. 

We also demonstrate a similar effect on perceived trustworthiness. This 

shows that enacting neutrality through high impartiality has a more pos-
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itive effect on trust within the team than enacting it through high equi-

distance. Perceived trustworthiness builds on the belief in other per-

son’s honesty and good intentions (Costa et al., 2001), and therefore we 

argued that the more time the facilitator leaves for the team to openly 

communicate without imposing fixed structure, the more opportunity 

for the team members to get to know each other and thus get perception 

of each other’s intentions. This prediction found empirical support, see-

ing as facilitator’s neutrality expressed as low equidistance and high 

impartiality resulted in significantly higher perceived trustworthiness 

than in the other approach.  

In contrast to our confirmation of Hypothesis 1a and 1b, we reject Hy-

pothesis 2. We find no significant difference between the two types of 

facilitator’s neutrality in terms of trust to the facilitator. In the beginning 

of this paper, we argued that neutrality expressed as high equidistance 

and low impartiality would result in a higher level of trust to the facili-

tator. It was based on the fact, that such an approach includes more in-

terventions in the process, introduces more structure to the interactions, 

and allows the facilitator to share his or her opinions about the ideas 

with the team. Through that, it gives means for the facilitator to display 

their competence, ability and integrity (Castaldo et al., 2010) to the 

team, which in consequence could lead to a higher level of trust towards 

the facilitator. However, the majority of facilitator’s interventions in our 

experimental design were directed at the team, not at the facilitator 

themselves, which might explain why we saw a difference between the 

two approaches in terms of team trust, but not trust to the facilitator. 

This aligns with facilitation in practice where trust to the facilitator is 

primarily developed outside of the workshop, when the first contact be-

tween the consultant and the client is established (Maister et al., 2001), 

or in the very beginning of the workshop when the facilitator introduces 

him- or herself to the team. This is when the focus is on the facilitator, 

and when their credibility and reliability can be explicitly displayed. 

This was not a part of the task in our experiment, and thus this effect 
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could have been reduced in our design. However, this reveals an im-

portant insight: trust between the facilitator and the team must be built 

up in different ways than through direct facilitation of the team process.  

Finally, we also reject Hypothesis 3. Here, we hypothesised that team 

potency would be higher with the facilitator’s neutrality expressed as 

high equidistance and low impartiality, as compared to low equidis-

tance and high impartiality. Our study did not support this hypothesis, 

i.e. we did not observe a significant difference between the two types 

of facilitator’s neutrality with respect to potency. This might be ex-

plained by the relatively high degree of goal and process clarity pro-

vided by the structured, short timeframe of our experiment design. Both 

goal and process clarity are important antecedents of team potency (Hu 

& Liden, 2011). The experimental design, by necessity for our neutral-

ity manipulation, included detailed instructions for the facilitators and 

the teams, which might have prevented the team from feeling uncer-

tainty about the purpose of the task. Thus the facilitator’s impact on the 

team’s belief that it can perform effectively may have been minimised, 

reducing the subsequent effect on team potency (Guzzo et al., 1993). 

However, it might also be possible that potency depends to a higher 

extent on facilitator’s fairness, which revolves around high considera-

tion and respect for the participants, rather than on neutrality (being it 

either impartiality or equidistance). Since we controlled for procedural 

fairness in our experiment, the differences were not visible. Neverthe-

less, further studies could also replicate our results employing a longer 

time frame or a more complex task. 

4.5.1 IMPLICATIONS FOR THEORY AND PRACTICE 

Our study has important theoretical and practical implications. By 

showing distinctly different effects of the two approaches to facilitator’s 

neutrality on team trust, we contribute to the development of theory on 

creative facilitation and highlight the need for clarity in defining central 

constructs in facilitation, such as neutrality. We demonstrate empiri-

cally that the ‘traditional’ view of neutrality understood as high impar-

tiality, where the facilitator withholds his or her opinions and keeps the 
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intervention in the team processes to the minimum, has a greater posi-

tive impact on team trust. It is also important to note that while the op-

posite approach, of high equidistance and low impartiality, showed a 

significantly smaller effect on team trust, it was still positive. Therefore, 

neutrality can in general be considered a desired feature in facilitation, 

regardless of its form. Furthermore, we also add to the literature on team 

processes, innovation and project management, by demonstrating neu-

trality to be a critical antecedent of trust in a facilitated setting. Since 

trust is critical for team effectiveness, and building trust at the early 

project phases is essential for future teamwork, we show how facilita-

tion – through an appropriate neutral approach – can support team per-

formance in both early and later project phases. 

From the managerial perspective, this paper shows the importance of 

understanding how facilitation can support teams in the innovation pro-

cess through positively influencing trust within the team. Likely, com-

panies can achieve long-term benefits from employing skilled facilita-

tors in the early, creative project phases. From the consultants’ and fa-

cilitators’ point of view, we draw attention to the importance of self-

awareness in the facilitation process, since enacting neutrality in differ-

ent ways can yield different results. Furthermore, some emergent states 

such as trust to the facilitator and potency seem to be developed outside 

the direct workshop facilitation setting, thus it is important to 

acknowledge that key elements of facilitator-team collaboration are 

shaped by the phases preceding a workshop. 

4.5.2 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

In our study, we focused on the effects of facilitator’s neutrality on the 

team during a facilitated discussion session, following an individual 

brainstorming process. While this task is a good representation of an 

actual facilitated workshop, it has also some limitations which need to 

be discussed. First, our experiment covered a short timeframe. This 

might have reduced the longitudinal impact of facilitator’s interven-
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tions, and hampered the measurement of trust to the facilitator or po-

tency due to insufficient time to develop a significant change by task 

end. Despite this, the task length is representative of the majority of 

facilitated workshops, which are often less than one hour and thus forms 

a sound basis for the conclusions drawn here. Future studies could in-

vestigate the effects of facilitator’s interventions over longer 

timeframes found in practice, for example, one- or multi-day work-

shops. Longitudinal studies looking into development of team emergent 

states such as trust over time, for example through different project 

phases, would also bring a new perspective to the topic. 

Second, we used an artificial task which could reduce generalizability 

of our results to real-world facilitation. However, we deliberately se-

lected a typical design task, which was familiar and easy to relate to for 

the participants, which is important for participant understanding and 

ownership as in a real project. Thus, while an artificial task can intro-

duce some limitations it has substantial benefits for internal validity and 

is a well-established aspect of experimental design (Kirk, 2009; Salas, 

Cooke, & Rosen, 2008).  

Finally, our experiment relied on a small student sample, which is both 

a strength and a limitation of our study. This allowed us to control for 

participants’ previous experience, as well as to apply a complex manip-

ulation and experimental design, both of which are essential to main-

taining internal validity in an experimental context (Bello, Leung, 

Radebaugh, Tung, & Van Witteloostuijn, 2009; Druckman & Kam, 

2009). However, using student subjects can also reduce external valid-

ity in comparison to professional design teams and facilitators. As such, 

while the selected sample was adequate to support the reported findings 

future research could aim to replicate our study with professional teams 

and/or larger sample size. 
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4.6 CONCLUSION 
This paper aimed to investigate the effects of facilitator’s neutrality on 

the key determinants of team effectiveness: trust, both within the team 

and to the facilitator, and potency. We hypothesised that neutrality ex-

pressed as low equidistance and high impartiality has a greater positive 

impact on team cooperative behaviours and perceived trustworthiness 

as determinants of team trust, than the opposite approach. The results 

support this hypothesis and show that high facilitator impartiality can 

enhance team trust. This finding has important implications for theory 

in both facilitation and team research, as this is the first study to empir-

ically test the above effect. 

We show that through an appropriate approach to neutrality, facilitators 

can support teams in both the early project phases as well as encourage 

the development of trust in teams and thus creating a positive effect for 

future teamwork and collaboration. At the same time, our results do not 

support hypotheses regarding trust to the facilitator and team potency, 

showing that there is no significant difference between the two ap-

proaches to neutrality with respect to these constructs. We suggest that 

the observed lack of difference could be due to potency and trust to the 

facilitator being primarily developed outside the facilitated workshop 

setting, throughout the entire collaboration between the facilitator and 

the project team. Thus, it is essential for facilitators as well as managers 

to acknowledge the importance of establishing the collaboration in a 

proper way, as its effects can shape how the team works throughout the 

project. In the future, we encourage researchers to look further into the 

topic of facilitation and its effects on teams as well as whole projects. 

Understanding those mechanisms will allow for further development of 

the facilitation field, both in theory and in practice, and help to enhance 

innovation in firms. 
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4.8 APPENDIX: MANIPULATION SCRIPTS 

Facilitation A: High Equidistance and Low Impartiality 

In this task, you are going to assist the team in their decision-making 

process. Your responsibility is that the team completes the assignment 

on time. We want you to use a structured approach that will help to get 

quality information from the team members. You should:  

• Facilitate every team member’s input, even if you do not agree 

with what they are saying.  

• Give each team member a chance to express the same content, 

regardless of the time it takes. It is okay if explaining one idea 

to the same degree takes 1 minute for one person and 5 minutes 

for another – the same for their comments.  

• After each team member finishes talking about his or her idea, 

evaluate the idea and comment on it. You can be positive or 

critical about the idea, but make sure that your comments are 

always constructive and not personal.  

Remember! You are not a team leader and the ultimate decision belongs 

to the team. 

Facilitation B: Low Equidistance and High Impartiality 

In this task, you are going to assist the team in their decision-making 

process. Your responsibility is that the team completes the assignment 

on time. We want you to use an open approach that will help to get 

quality information from the team members. You should:  

• Facilitate every team member’s input, even if you do not agree 

with what they are saying.  

• Let the team members freely discuss and express ideas as they 

wish in the time they have.  

• After a team member finishes talking about his or her 

idea(s)/views, express a neutral comment. You should not judge 
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the ideas or express any opinions about them. You should also 

not make personal comments about team members.  

Remember! You are not a team leader and the ultimate decision belongs 

to the team. 
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5 ARTICLE III 
TITLE: FACILITATING DESIGN CREATIVITY: SHAPING TEAM PROCESSES 

AUTHORS: Agata Wróbel, Martin Johansen, Morten Jørgensen, Philip 

Cash 

ABSTRACT: Facilitation is an increasingly popular practice used to sup-

port design teams in the creative process, yet our understanding of the 

underlying mechanisms of facilitation and its effects on team processes 

is still limited. This paper addresses this gap by investigating how group 

facilitation (both internal and external) shapes team processes with re-

spect to teamwork, taskwork and affect. We use a case study approach 

coupled with protocol analysis to study the effects of facilitator’s ac-

tions on team processes as well as interactions between those processes, 

through a detailed analysis of conversation and behaviour patterns. Our 

results reveal a clear distribution of teamwork and taskwork between 

the facilitator and the team, such that the facilitator guides the teamwork 

while the team focuses on the taskwork. Further, we show how a facil-

itator uses positive affect to mediate interactions between taskwork and 

teamwork during creative design workshops. We contribute to theory 

on facilitation and team processes by offering a novel description of 

how team processes are structured in a facilitated design setting, and 

provide important practical implications for professionals, including fa-

cilitators, designers and managers. 

KEYWORDS: case study; creativity; facilitation; protocol analysis; team 

processes 

RELEVANCE TO DESIGN PRACTICE: The knowledge of distribution and 

structure of team processes and how are they managed through facilita-

tion allows for enhanced support of design teams in the creative process 

as well as for more effective workshop planning to solve complex de-

sign tasks. 
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5.1 INTRODUCTION 
In the increasingly complex and competitive business environments, 

design creativity and innovation are critically important to team effec-

tiveness and performance (Rampino, 2011; Anderson, Potočnik and 

Zhou, 2014; Santos, Uitdewilligen and Passos, 2015). Creativity is es-

pecially important in the early, conceptual phases of design (Dorst and 

Cross, 2001; Bruno, Muzzupappa and Rizzuti, 2003) and new product 

development (NPD), as it motivates the generation of novel ideas and 

solutions (Im, Montoya and Workman, 2013). In response, managers 

and design team leaders increasingly turn to more facilitative leadership 

styles (Rickards and Moger, 2006) and seek support of professional pro-

cess consultants and facilitators (Rasmussen, Andersen, & Borch, 2010; 

Schwarz, 2002). However, little research has examined the mechanisms 

underpinning creative facilitation, especially within design teams. 

Facilitators “…contribute structure and process to interactions…” to 

help teams achieve their goals and take decisions more effectively 

(Bens, 2012, p. 5). However, while the presence of a trained facilitator 

during creative design workshops, especially using brainstorming, has 

been shown to have a positive effect on team performance (Oxley, 

Dzindolet and Paulus, 1996; Kramer, Fleming and Mannis, 2001), the 

specific process structures and interaction mechanisms underpinning 

this effect remain unclear. Specifically, studies to date focus on what 

facilitators should do to support teams in the creative process (Kramer, 

Fleming and Mannis, 2001; Azadegan and Kolfschoten, 2014), but very 

few discuss when and how interactions should happen within the crea-

tive process during a design workshop. Current descriptions are limited 

to ‘before, during and after the workshop’ (Bens, 2012; Wardale, 2013), 

while practical experience shows that the same action can potentially 

bring different effects at different points in time during a creative design 

workshop. Furthermore, the literature on facilitating creativity revolves 

around either the role and competences of the facilitator (e.g. Stewart, 
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2006; Azadegan and Kolfschoten, 2014), or the composition and dy-

namics of the team itself (e.g. Kratzer, Leenders and van Engelen, 2006; 

Hoever et al., 2012), leaving the two somewhat disconnected. Thus, a 

temporal perspective on a facilitated creative process in design where 

both the facilitator and the team are subjects of the study is missing, 

which limits the development of design facilitation, both in terms of 

theory and practice. 

From the team research perspective, facilitators can be seen as an input 

to the input-process-outcome (IPO) model (McGrath, 1964; Mathieu et 

al., 2008), and consequently impact team processes and emergent states 

(Seeber, Maier and Weber, 2014). In particular, team processes provide 

a critical theoretical lens to understanding facilitation in design, since 

they describe team’s action and interaction taken towards achieving a 

goal (Marks, Mathieu and Zaccaro, 2001). In addition, they provide a 

dynamic, temporal perspective on team’s work (Navarro, Roe and Ar-

tiles, 2015; Leenders, Contractor and DeChurch, 2016), consisting of 

teamwork and taskwork (Marks, Mathieu and Zaccaro, 2001; Crawford 

and Lepine, 2013), where the importance of ‘structural configuration’ 

between the two has been emphasised (Crawford and Lepine, 2013). 

This is an essential perspective on complex design work (e.g. Cash, 

Skec and Storga, 2019). Critically, based on observations of practice it 

can be inferred that facilitators help to shape these processes and their 

structural configuration. However, there is currently no research (to the 

authors knowledge) describing dynamic structures in team processes at 

the scale relevant to design facilitation, and further, no prior work has 

examined if or how facilitation actually influences team processes in 

design practice. 

Accordingly, the main aim of this work is to extend the current under-

standing of facilitation by investigating its influence on team processes 

during the creative design process over time. This is addressed by the 

two following research questions: 
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• RQ1: How does facilitation shape team processes in the context 

of design creativity? 

• RQ2: How are the interactions between specific team pro-

cesses: teamwork, taskwork and affect, managed by the facili-

tator during the creative design process? 

The creative design process forms an ideal context for this research as 

it typically involves high intensity teamwork and taskwork and is a fre-

quent facilitation setting. To answer our RQ’s we combine multiple 

case studies (Yin, 2014) with protocol analysis (Ericsson and Simon, 

1993) to obtain a detailed, time-based account of the team processes in 

a facilitated design context. Through explaining facilitation at the pro-

cess level, our work contributes to theory on design facilitation, as well 

as provides important implications for design practice that could lead 

to enhancements in creative and innovative performance of teams and 

companies. 

5.2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

5.2.1 FACILITATION IN DESIGN AND CREATIVITY 

There are numerous definitions of facilitation across different research 

fields. Since group facilitation is typically used in the creative context 

during early design and NPD phases, the majority of relevant descrip-

tions come from creativity and innovation, and are often experience-

based. In this context, the role of the facilitator is defined as providing 

help and support to teams during the creative process, aiming to im-

prove their effectiveness in both problem solving and decision making 

(Schwarz, 2002; Bens, 2012). Facilitators achieve this through a tar-

geted management of team’s activities and interactions (Bens, 2012). 

Similarly in design, facilitators are seen as ‘orchestrators’ coordinating 

the team’s efforts during creative design sessions, such as workshops, 

to stimulate the emergence of a common outcome (Aguirre, Agudelo 

and Romm, 2017). However, despite many authors mentioning differ-

ent facilitation tools and ways of managing teams, the exact processes 
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and interaction mechanisms behind facilitation practice are not explicit, 

and lack a temporal perspective as well as an in-depth understanding of 

facilitator-team relationships. 

Furthermore, Kramer (2001) and Rasmussen (2011) introduce the con-

cept of facilitator’s neutrality, and explain that the facilitator should 

maintain the flow of conversation and guide the creative process with-

out taking sides or getting involved in the workshop content. In prac-

tice, this results in facilitation typically being done by third-party pro-

cess consultants. However, because hiring an external specialist is not 

always an option, and it is also common for design team leaders to take 

a facilitative role during a creative process with their own team. There-

fore, there are two possible types of facilitation: external, where the fa-

cilitator is from outside the company that asked for facilitation support, 

and internal, where the facilitator is a person from inside the company. 

Even though both types of facilitation are commonly experienced in 

practice, they are rarely discussed in the literature, and not beyond the 

description of facilitative roles offered by Schwarz (2002). Due to the 

possible differences between external and internal facilitation, such as 

varying level of facilitator’s experience and training, as well as the char-

acter of the relationships between the facilitator and the team, this di-

mension also requires further research.  

In either context, internal or external facilitation, facilitators work with 

teams and thus their actions can directly influence team processes and 

emergent states, yet only a few studies to date examine the structural 

aspects of these processes (Seeber, Maier and Weber, 2014). While 

many authors focus on what facilitation is – or rather should be, and its 

expected benefits and outcomes, it remains unclear how a facilitator 

shapes team processes when working with a team towards those out-

comes and whether being an external or internal facilitator makes a dif-

ference. Therefore, there is a need for in-depth examination of how dif-

ferent types of facilitation affect team processes and their structure in 

design. 
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5.2.2 TEAM PROCESSES 

Team processes, as defined by Marks et al. (2001, p. 357), refer to “(…) 

members' interdependent acts that convert inputs to outcomes through 

cognitive, verbal, and behavioural activities directed toward organiz-

ing taskwork to achieve collective goals”. Team processes have been 

previously described and categorised in a number of ways (Grossman, 

Friedman and Kalra, 2017), including a distinction between teamwork 

and taskwork. Taskwork refers to what the team is doing with regards 

to the task at hand, whereas teamwork refers to how the team is inter-

acting to complete that task (Marks, Mathieu and Zaccaro, 2001; Craw-

ford and Lepine, 2013). Accordingly, in the facilitation context task-

work would refer to the content-related work done during the workshop, 

while teamwork would cover process-related work to help the team to 

achieve its goals. Despite the potential importance of temporal process 

effects (Navarro, Roe and Artiles, 2015; Leenders, Contractor and 

DeChurch, 2016), the empirical research on team processes is limited 

and often takes a static perspective on team effectiveness (McGrath, 

1993; Marks, Mathieu and Zaccaro, 2001). As such, the dynamic inter-

actions and structural relationships between team processes, including 

teamwork and taskwork, are rarely studied and have never been de-

scribed with respect to facilitation of creative processes in design. At 

the same time, the knowledge of those process structures and interac-

tion mechanisms is crucial to our understanding of facilitation practice 

and its effects on teams.  

Taking a broader perspective, the major team processes can be viewed 

according to three categories: affect, behaviour and cognition, which 

are essential for team effectiveness (Grossman, Friedman and Kalra, 

2017), and thus also for facilitation, which claims to enhance team ef-

fectiveness and creative performance (Kramer, Fleming and Mannis, 

2001; Wardale, 2013). In this paper, we focus on the first two catego-

ries: affect and behaviour, as they represent the explicit actions taken 

by the facilitator and the team to reach the desired outcome, which is 
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the focus of this research and provides the benefits of a manifest analy-

sis approach (Cash and Snider, 2014). Further, these link to wider re-

search on design team processes (e.g. Stempfle and Badke-Schaub, 

2002). We examine behaviour according to teamwork/taskwork distinc-

tion, which covers process- and content-related work as described 

above. To add a people-related view to understanding behaviour, we 

examine affect, as a key component in team processes (Kozlowski and 

Ilgen, 2006). Affective mechanisms refer to those team processes and 

emergent states that express team affect, mood, emotions, motivations 

and relationships between the team members in general (Kozlowski and 

Ilgen, 2006). Positive affect has been previously linked to team perfor-

mance (e.g. Emich, 2014), as well as creative problem solving (Isen, 

Daubman and Nowicki, 1987), cognitive flexibility and communication 

skills (Ashby, Isen and Turken, 1999). In practice, positive affect can 

be expressed through being enthusiastic, energetic, confident or alert 

(Stanimirovic and Hanrahan, 2004). In particular, facilitators often use 

positive affect to create an open atmosphere and positive energy in the 

room, which is crucial to effective facilitation of creative processes and 

can “…carry the group through difficult times…” (Wardale, 2013, p. 

121). Consequently, affect is a vital aspect of facilitation in the creative 

context and complements our understanding of behaviours by explain-

ing certain emotions and motivations behind them. 

5.2.3 RESEARCH FRAMEWORK 

The main aim of this paper is to extend the current theoretical under-

standing of facilitation – beyond the external/internal distinction – and 

investigate how it shapes team processes during a creative design pro-

cess, as well as how interactions between those processes are managed 

by the facilitator. Drawing on the above theoretical insights, our re-

search framework focuses on team processes related to teamwork, task-

work and affect, enacted by both the facilitator and the team. Here, 

teamwork and taskwork refer to process- and content-related work re-

spectively, while affect, both positive and negative, reflects interper-

sonal processes. Through this framework, we complement the current 
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literature by contributing a temporal process view on facilitation in cre-

ative design process. Hence, we aim to answer the following two re-

search questions: 

• RQ1: How does facilitation shape team processes in the context 

of design creativity? 

• RQ2: How are the interactions between specific team pro-

cesses: teamwork, taskwork and affect, managed by the facili-

tator during the creative design process? 

5.3 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHOD 
Given the RQ’s above, the limited theory on facilitation, and the need 

for detailed process characterisation, we found it appropriate to use a 

qualitative case study approach using multiple cases (Handfield and 

Melnyk, 1998; Yin, 2014), which is advised for theory-building pur-

poses (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). We combined this with proto-

col analysis (Ericsson and Simon, 1993) to provide a detailed descrip-

tion of the process structure and team interactions. This is widely used 

in the design and creativity context under study (e.g. Kim et al., 2007; 

D’souza and Dastmalchi, 2016). 

5.3.1 CASE SELECTION 

The case selection followed theoretical sampling (Eisenhardt and Grae-

bner, 2007), resulting in six creative workshop cases being chosen 

based on the following criteria. First, three workshops were conducted 

in Technolution – a consulting company the facilitator was from, hence 

representing internal facilitation, and three in LEO Innovation Lab, a 

client company, representing external facilitation. This allowed for 

comparison across facilitation settings. Second, all workshops were fa-

cilitated by the same facilitator. This helped to remove variations re-

sulting from different personal facilitation styles. Third, both compa-

nies have a reputation as innovative and are familiar with creative de-

sign workshops and team projects in their daily work. This helped to 



Article III  131 

 

mitigate variations resulting from company experience. Fourth, we en-

sured that all the participants were at the same level regarding the topic 

of the workshop and also had the same level of design experience. Fi-

nally, to keep all the workshops within the same area and make sure 

that the facilitator comes with the same level of expertise to facilitate 

both internal and external workshops, we chose Technolution as a con-

sulting company. Technolution specialises in facilitating healthcare in-

novation, and was thus an ideal match sector-wise for LEO Innovation 

Lab. Table 5-1 shows a comparison of the two companies to summarise 

the context of the study. This allowed for the theory-driven selection of 

contrasting cases reflecting internally and externally facilitated design 

work, whilst controlling other relevant factors, providing a strong basis 

for developing analytical and theoretical generalisability (Robson and 

McCartan, 2011, p. 154). 

Criteria Technolution (consulting) LEO Innovation Lab (cli-

ent) 

Industry/sector MedTech HelathTech 

Area of  

expertise 

Product development (physical 

and digital) 

Product development (digi-

tal) 

Size (no. of em-

ployees) 
~20 ~80 

Founded 2003 2015 

Culture/ 

structure 

Flexible, agile, flat  

structure, collaborating and 

knowledge sharing 

Flexible, agile, team-work-

ing, flat structure 

Workshop  

experience 

Often participates in work-

shops and creative sessions; 

ideation on a daily basis – both 

internally and  

externally 

Often participates in work-

shops and creative sessions 

Table 5-1. A comparison of Technolution (consulting) and LEO Innovation Lab (client). 

5.3.2 DATA COLLECTION 

The study used observational data that was collected through a series of 

creative workshops taking place over a period of three months, from 

September to November 2018. Each workshop lasted from one to two 
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hours, which is a standard for the industry. All six workshops concerned 

the design and development of health technology solutions, with five 

focusing on digital and one on physical artefacts. The specific details of 

the design tasks beyond this description cannot be shared due to confi-

dentiality of the data. 

In addition to the workshops, substantial additional information was 

collected in order to support validity and robustness of the study. Prior 

to the workshops, initial information meetings were held with both case 

companies to understand their organisational structure and culture and 

thus ensure their theoretical suitability for the study (Eisenhardt and 

Graebner, 2007). The outcome of the meetings was a rich knowledge 

of the study context, being one of the strengths of case study research 

(e.g. Dubois and Gadde, 2002), which allowed for a comparison be-

tween the companies presented above (see Table 1). Furthermore, the 

facilitator was interviewed about his role and how he perceives it both 

internally, in Technolution, as well as externally, as a consultant and a 

workshop facilitator. The facilitator’s answers showed his experience 

in facilitation of creative workshops (11 years in total, including both 

studies and industry jobs experience) and were in line with general de-

scriptions of the facilitator’s role in current literature. Specifically, the 

facilitator explained that, in his view, the final responsibility for the out-

come should belong to the team and that one of the most important as-

pects of being a facilitator was motivating the team and reaching a de-

sired result relevant for both the workshop participants and the client. 

Thus, the facilitator explicitly identified their role in terms of support-

ing process and content development, whilst helping to shape interper-

sonal processes within the team, in line with our research framework. 

The facilitator and the workshop participants from both Technolution 

and LEO Innovation Lab were asked to answer a short questionnaire 

after each workshop, regarding its representativeness compared to typ-

ical workshops in their experience. The questions also covered how par-

ticipants perceived their relationship with the facilitator and other team 
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members, their familiarity with the topic of the workshop and the level 

of preparation, as well as other possible factors that could have affected 

the creative design process and the collaboration. The results of the 

questionnaire showed that all workshops were considered to be highly 

representative of a typical creative design workshop. Regarding the per-

sonal relationships, in Technolution the facilitator-participants relation-

ship was most often described as ‘colleagues’ and indicated a casual, 

informal tone of collaboration, while in LEO Innovation Lab the facil-

itator and the participants met for the first time during the first work-

shop, thus the relationship was purely professional, but becoming more 

casual from workshop to workshop. This was in accordance with ex-

pectations from the literature on internal versus external facilitation, 

taking into account the different character of facilitator’s involvement 

in the two settings. With respect to the other influencing factors that 

could have affected the workshops, time pressure and tiredness due to 

the time of the day as well as stress due to both personal and work-

related issues were mentioned most often. However, it was mentioned 

equally in both companies and was considered typical for daily work 

life by the participants. Finally, participants expressed positive com-

ments about the facilitation and the ‘good energy’ in the room in both 

settings. Thus, potential confounding differences were not identified in 

any of the factors examined. 

All the above data as well as the results of this study were also presented 

back to the facilitator and the workshop participants in order to ensure 

validity of the findings following best practice for case study research 

(Yin, 2014). 

5.3.3 DATA ANALYSIS 

The video recordings from the workshops were analysed using protocol 

analysis (Ericsson and Simon, 1993), which is suitable for studying 

both verbal communication and physical behaviour, and ideal for de-

veloping theory with respect to team processes (Gero and Tang, 2001; 

Hay et al., 2017). The coding schema was developed based on the re-

search framework and it included four main codes: two relating to team 
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processes, i.e. teamwork and taskwork, and two relating to interpersonal 

processes, i.e. positive and negative affect. Coding was done by two 

researchers, and inter-coder reliability was evaluated via Cohen’s 

Kappa (McHugh, 2012). This resulted in a high degree of reliability for 

all codes, with the average Kappa being 0.89. Coding was done sepa-

rately for the facilitator and the team (without distinguishing between 

the individual team members) for two main reasons: i) to distinguish 

facilitator’s actions and behaviours from those of the team, and ii) to 

evaluate the impact the facilitator and the team have on each other. Ta-

ble 5-2 explains the details of the coding schema. 

The number of code occurrences per minute was computed for each 

code and mapped on a timeline, to obtain a dynamic process view for 

each workshop. We also examined the difference of occurrences be-

tween the facilitator and the team for each code, which allowed us to 

observe the distribution of teamwork, taskwork and affect between the 

facilitator and the team and how the interactions between these key pro-

cesses are managed during the observed workshops. 

Code Definition Example Cohen’s Kappa 

Teamwork Process- and people-

related contribution; 

timekeeping, moder-

ating inputs, intro-

ducing a method, 

talking about skills, 

capabilities, commu-

nication 

Understanding par-

ticipants’ knowledge 

level about the 

method: “Do you 

know the four 

phases [of the pro-

cess] about…? It 

doesn’t make sense 

to go through them 

if you already know 

them" 

0.93 

Taskwork Task-related contri-

bution; sharing a 

problem, solution, 

ideas, functions, fea-

tures as well as sum-

marizing or evaluat-

ing content of these 

Asking a question 

about the task/solu-

tion/idea: “Yes, so 

could it be how we 

improve the number 

of participants [of 

0.84 
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the medial product 

trials]?” 

Positive  

affect 

Verbal or gestural 

expression of being 

enthusiastic, ener-

getic, active, curious 

or alert 

Responding joking 

or laughing when 

discussing an idea: 

“So it’s adequately 
fluffy not to choose, 

ha ha” 

0.81 

Negative 

affect 

Verbal or gestural 

expression of being 

distressed, disen-

gaged, ignorant, hos-

tile or bored 

Looking into a 

phone while being 

spoken to by a facili-

tator (disengaged) 
1 

Table 5-2. Coding schema based on definitions by Crawford and Lepine (2013) and Stanimi-
rovic and Hanrahan (2004). 

5.4 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
The above analysis produced three major results, as presented and dis-

cussed below. First, it showed a specific distribution of teamwork, task-

work, and affect between the facilitator and the team and thus con-

firmed aspects of currently accepted facilitation practice. Second, it re-

vealed repeated process structures and interactions between teamwork 

and taskwork, regardless of external or internal facilitation. Third, it in-

dicated that positive affect was used by the facilitator to support the 

other team processes including teamwork and taskwork, and the inter-

actions between them. Together, these findings substantially extend 

prior descriptions of facilitation. Based on these findings, we propose a 

conceptual model of how facilitation shapes team processes in the con-

text of design creativity, as well as outline the key contributions of this 

work. 

5.4.1 OVERALL PROCESS DISTRIBUTION 

Our results revealed that the key team processes investigated in this 

study, i.e. teamwork, taskwork and affect, are not distributed equally 

between the facilitator and the team. Specifically, we observed that 

while the team is primarily focused on the taskwork, i.e. content-related 

work, the facilitator supports the teamwork, i.e. the process-related 

work. For example, the facilitator was keeping the time and collecting 



136  Results and Discussion 

 

 

ready post-its with ideas and putting them on the whiteboard, while the 

team continued brainstorming new ideas. Even though the distributions 

differ in each workshop, in total the facilitator spends more time on 

managing teamwork than the team, while the team spends more time on 

the taskwork. Interestingly, the facilitator contributes to taskwork to a 

higher extent in the internal workshops, as well as in the last of the ex-

ternal workshops. A breakdown of all the distribution results is given 

in Table 5-3. 

Distribution of teamwork, taskwork, and positive affect  

between the facilitator and the team [% of time spent] 
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LEO_WS_1 17.7% 15.1% 6.1% 5.5% 36.9% 6.8% 

LEO_WS_2 11.1% 9.3% 3.7% 5.2% 61.6% 7.9% 

LEO_WS_3 7.2% 11.1% 6.9% 2.8% 62.3% 8.4% 

TECH_WS_1 7.3% 14.0% 5.4% 2.2% 39.0% 5.0% 

TECH_WS_2 10.9% 22.5% 5.5% 3.0% 52.6% 6.3% 

TECH_WS_3 8.9% 27.6% 6.0% 3.5% 47.9% 7.1% 

TOTAL 10.5% 16.8% 5.5% 3.7% 51.4% 7.0% 

Table 5-3. The summary of distributions between the facilitator and the team in each workshop. 

In addition, affect is distributed according to an approximate s-curve, 

where the facilitator shows a higher level of positive affect in the be-

ginning of the workshop, and the team displays more positive affect 

during the middle and final parts of the workshop. For example, the 

facilitator starts the workshop by giving a short presentation of the task 

while being enthusiastic and energetic about it and the team becomes 

more enthusiastic and active when starting to work on that task later in 

the workshop. In total, facilitator and the team spend a similar amount 

of time expressing positive affect, yet it is distributed differently over 

the workshop duration (see below). Again, the overall distribution is 

given in Table 5-3 above. 



Article III  137 

 

Such distribution of teamwork, taskwork and affect occurred to a simi-

lar extent in all the observed workshops, both externally and internally 

facilitated, with the intensity of taskwork increasing slightly from work-

shop to workshop, especially externally. An example from Workshop 2 

in Leo Innovation Lab (LEO_WS_2) is presented in Figure 5-1 on the 

next page. When the curves are above the x-axis, it means the given 

team process is taken over by the facilitator, while the curves being be-

low the x-axis mean it is taken over by the team. Note that teamwork 

(yellow) is primarily above the x-axis while taskwork (red) is mainly 

below the x-axis, with the only major exceptions being at the start where 

the facilitator contributes to the taskwork by explaining the focus of the 

workshop and giving the initial information about it to the team.  
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Figure 5-1. An example of overall distribution of teamwork, taskwork and affect between the 
facilitator and the team during LEO_WS_2. 
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In addition, the example from Workshop 2 in Technolution 

(TECH_WS_2) in Figure 5-2 shows the specific s-curve distribution of 

positive affect over the workshop duration. 

 

Figure 5-2. An example of the positive affect s-curve pattern during TECH_WS_2. 
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The above findings generally align with the literature and the existing 

definitions of facilitator’s role, which state that the facilitator’s main 

function is to guide the process in order to support teams in performing 

a given task (e.g. Bens, 2012). As such, they serve to confirm prior work 

and support the validity and robustness of the selected workshops as 

representative of facilitation in design, providing a foundation for our 

further results. 

Our results illustrate the critical facilitation focus on process supporting 

teamwork (process-related work), as the actual content-related task-

work is performed by the team members (e.g. Stewart, 2006). In addi-

tion, we found no difference between the internally and externally fa-

cilitated teams in the extent of facilitator’s contribution to teamwork. In 

other words, the facilitator was primarily guiding the process both in-

ternally and externally. This is an interesting finding, since from prac-

tical experience we initially assumed that because of a closer relation-

ship with the facilitator internally, the participants would be more in-

volved in process management and act almost like co-facilitators, which 

was not the case. We also noticed an increase in the intensity of task-

work performed by the team from workshop to workshop, primarily in 

the externally facilitated ones. This corresponds to the progress of the 

team from understanding the problem to finding a solution, or from di-

vergent to convergent work (Brown, 2009); as well as to the natural 

development of the team (Tuckman and Jensen, 1977), which allowed 

the team to take more responsibility over the task with time. As such, 

these results serve to confirm the critical role of the facilitator in man-

aging the process and guiding teamwork during creative design work-

shops, both internally and externally.  

Finally, the observed s-curve distribution of positive affect between the 

facilitator and the team also aligns with previous facilitation research, 

in a sense that it highlights the importance of the facilitator in setting 

the appropriate mood and atmosphere for the workshop to support team 
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creativity and effectiveness (Wardale, 2013). However, although intui-

tive, a similar structure of positive affect distribution has not been 

shown empirically before. Hence, our study provides important evi-

dence for the critical role of positive affect of the facilitator in the early 

stages of a workshop, so that it can be taken over and sustained by the 

team later on, resulting in a positive, happy mood throughout the entire 

workshop, and encouraging creativity (Filipowicz, 2006; Baas, De 

Dreu and Nijstad, 2008). This result extends prior descriptions and pro-

vides a contribution to both facilitation literature and team research, and 

by showing the importance of positive affect in the initial workshop 

stages it also constitutes an important implication for practitioners in 

facilitation and design. 

5.4.2 FACILITATED TEAM PROCESS STRUCTURES 

Our next and key finding identifies three key repeating structures within 

the teamwork and taskwork processes, and the interactions between 

them, namely: an initial structure appearing in the beginning of each 

workshop where the facilitator focuses on all team processes simulta-

neously; an interaction between teamwork and taskwork where the for-

mer is used to facilitate the latter; and process transitions from facilita-

tor to the team and back. 

5.4.2.1 Initial Workshop Structure 

In the previous sections, we described the distribution of teamwork and 

taskwork between the facilitator and the team during the workshops. 

While this holds true overall, we observed that the initial part of each 

workshop exhibits a distinctly different structure. In particular, in the 

beginning of each workshop the facilitator is managing both teamwork 

and taskwork, to a substantially greater extent than the team. Such a 

configuration lasts for a relatively short period of time, before the task-

work is shifted to the team. Simultaneously, in the early workshop 

phases the facilitator also displays a high level of positive affect. An 

example of this initial workshop structure is presented in Figure 5-3. 

Although the example comes from LEO_WS_2 as well, the structure 

was visible in all the six workshops under study. 
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Figure 5-3. Initial workshop structure, with the facilitator managing teamwork, taskwork and 
affect simultaneously during LEO_WS_2. 

Figure 5-3 illustrates the period of time during the workshop when the 

facilitator makes an introduction to the workshop theme, shares what 

he knows about the problem and how it could be approach in terms of 

methods, as well as summarises the outcomes from the previous work-

shop (post-its with ideas), before he gives the details of the task to the 

team and moves the focus to them. 

This combined appearance of teamwork, taskwork and positive affect 

managed by the facilitator is an unexpected but valuable finding, as it 

highlights the importance of facilitator’s presence in the workshop and 

the role he or she plays in shaping team processes. Specifically, it sug-

gests that the facilitator not only starts to manage the process-related 

work immediately at the beginning of the workshop, but also brings in 

the fundamental knowledge and content for the meeting – even though 
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later on the content-related work is preformed almost exclusively by the 

team. Furthermore, while doing so the facilitator maintains a high level 

of positive affect and thus sets the tone for the entire workshop, before 

the initiative is taken over by the team. This extends what we know so 

far about facilitation as a role in the creative design process, and helps 

to explain the claimed positive effect of facilitation on team creative 

and interactive performance and why teams accompanied by highly 

trained facilitators outperform non-facilitated ones in this regard (e.g. 

Oxley, Dzindolet and Paulus, 1996). In other words, highly trained fa-

cilitators are more likely to apply the described initial workshop struc-

ture based on their previous experiences, and thus steer the workshop 

towards a successful outcome from the very beginning. The specific 

identification and description of this structure concretises prior practical 

descriptions of practice, and offers a first step towards theoretical char-

acterisation of the interaction between facilitator and team processes. 

Overall, this result offers a first characterisation of specific process 

structure in the opening stages of a facilitated creative design workshop. 

By drawing attention to existence of such a structure and the fact that it 

repeats in every workshop, externally or internally facilitated, we do not 

only extend the theory on facilitation by explaining the underlying pro-

cess structures behind it, but also contribute to practice, where these 

findings are directly applicable and can enhance the effectiveness of 

facilitation in many contexts. 

5.4.2.2 Facilitator-Team Process Transitions 

Even though teamwork and taskwork are distributed between the facil-

itator and the team most of the time, there are situations that show a 

different team process structure, as the example of the initial workshop 

structure above. Occasionally, it happens that it is not the facilitator but 

the team who is concerned with the process-related work (teamwork), 

and similarly, at certain occasions it is the facilitator contributing to the 

content-related work (taskwork) instead of the team. It is only natural 

that in any context involving humans, the distribution of work is not 

always black and white, yet an interesting finding are the transitions of 
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teamwork and taskwork between the facilitator and the team under cer-

tain circumstances. Namely, whenever the team takes over the process-

related work, it occurs in relation to some previous process-related work 

done by the facilitator. In other words, it is controlled by the facilitator, 

who temporarily gives his power or process responsibility to the team 

and regains it immediately afterwards. An example is shown in Figure 

5-4.  

This finding shows that in a presence of a facilitator in a creative design 

workshop, the facilitator almost completely takes over managing the 

teamwork (process), which is generally in line with what is expected 

from the facilitator according to the literature (e.g. Bens, 2012). Inter-

estingly, this happens both in the externally and internally facilitated 

teams, which might seem counterintuitive due to a different level of 

participants’ engagement internally, as explained in the previous sec-

tions. While this is what we observed, it does not explain what the par-

ticipants’ perception of process responsibility is. Therefore, future stud-

ies could gather additional data through interviews to compare the par-

ticipants’ perceptions with the actual process documentation to provide 

further explanation to this phenomenon. 

In a similar way, the team is primarily responsible for the taskwork and 

the facilitator’s contributions to content-related work are not only rare, 

but in 80% of cases appear in relation to some action coming from the 

team, rather than being stand-alone inputs, as illustrated in Figure 5-4. 

On one side, this finding is in line with previous literature which states 

that the facilitator should not be involved in the workshop content (Kra-

mer et al., 2001; Rasmussen, 2011). On the other, it shows a possibly 

effective way of facilitator’s content interventions, since they are not 

coming entirely from the facilitator but are simply a reaction to some of 

the team’s input, which minimises the bias and keeps the ownership 

within the team. Thus, these findings not only shed the light on how 

team processes are shaped by the facilitator during a creative design 
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workshop but also provide direct solutions for practitioners seeking for 

improvement of their facilitation practices. 

 

Figure 5-4. An example of facilitator-team process transitions (LEO_WS_2). 
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5.4.2.3 Teamwork-Taskwork Interaction 

Another highly important structure found in our study concerns the fa-

cilitated interaction between teamwork and taskwork. Specifically, the 

analysis showed that whenever the facilitator contributes to taskwork 

(which in itself is rather rare as explained throughout the paper), he im-

mediately follows up with a teamwork intervention. To put it simply, 

every content-related contribution from the facilitator is controlled by 

adjusting the process afterwards. For example, whenever it is a facilita-

tor contributing an idea or a solution, it is not a stand-alone input but it 

is immediately incorporated into what the team is working on through 

a process intervention. Figure 5-5 on the next page shows a few exam-

ples from Technolution Workshop 2 (TECH_WS_2), where the facili-

tator uses process contributions (e.g. giving instructions to the team, 

asking questions) to incorporate his content inputs (e.g. own ideas and 

thoughts, other companies’ solutions, practical knowledge, etc.) into 

discussion. In other words, facilitator’s process contributions in this 

case can mean for example immediately following his own input with 

a question or a new exercise, or another way of showing how these in-

puts can be used by the team. 
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Figure 5-5. Examples of facilitator taskwork (content contributions) followed by teamwork 
(process contributions) during TECH_WS_2. 

This adds to our above discussion of facilitator’s contributions to task-

work, emphasising that typically these inputs do not only come as a 

response to the team’s ideas and comments, but they are also mediated 

by an immediate teamwork (process-related) intervention, by which the 

facilitator directly brings the responsibility for the task and content back 

to the team. By doing so, he makes sure that the ownership of the project 

remains in the team, but at the same time, he broadens up their perspec-

tives and a possible range of ideas and solutions. Demonstrating this 

effect empirically brings us closer to understanding how facilitators are 

managing team processes in order to support the goal accomplishment 

by the team, beyond the available descriptions. 
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5.4.3 MEDIATING ROLE OF FACILITATOR’S AFFECT 

Last but not least, our study explains also some aspects of how the fa-

cilitator manages to organise the creative process in a way that the tran-

sitions from the facilitator to the team as well as between the teamwork 

and taskwork are performed smoothly throughout the workshop. Spe-

cifically, we observed that those critical moments are mediated by the 

high positive affect of the facilitator. This means that when the facilita-

tor gives the task to the team, he uses positive affect – for example a 

joke or a praise, to aid the team members in taking over the assignment. 

Thus, the facilitator uses the interpersonal process and through his en-

thusiasm and positive energy encourages the team to perform the actual 

task. It is particularly visible in the early workshop phases when the 

facilitator first manages both teamwork and taskwork himself, and then 

transfers it to the team. An example is presented in Figure 5-6, where 

the facilitator uses positive affect in the beginning of the workshop to 

mediate the transition of the taskwork from the facilitator to the team. 

In this particular case, the facilitator illustrates how to do an exercise 

by giving a funny example to the team, so that they can get an idea of 

what they are about to do, but in an appealing and humorous way, pos-

sibly also making it less ‘scary’ to the participants, who may feel intim-

idated when doing a task or using a certain method for the first time. 
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Figure 5-6. An example illustrating use of positive affect by the facilitator in process transition 
(LEO_WS_2). 
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Such use of positive affect is an important observation from the team 

research perspective, as it extends the current understanding of config-

urations between teamwork and taskwork and shows how the relation 

between them is managed during a creative process. It can also support 

facilitation practice by showing an effective approach to manage the 

workshop, where the positive affect can facilitate certain moments, or 

as suggested in the literature, help the team when feeling stuck during 

the task (Wardale, 2013). 

5.4.4 CONCEPTUAL MODEL 

Based on our results, we propose a theoretical model of how team pro-

cesses are shaped through facilitation during creative workshops. In our 

model (see Figure 5-7), it is both the facilitator and the team who con-

tribute to shaping team processes, but to a different extent, i.e. the fa-

cilitator is primarily concerned with the teamwork while the team fo-

cuses on the taskwork. The interactions between those processes as well 

as the transitions of responsibility between the facilitator and the team 

are mediated by affect, and in particular high positive affect of the fa-

cilitator. It is especially important at the early workshop phases, where 

energy and enthusiasm are used to create a positive atmosphere and set 

the tone for the rest of the workshop, as in the later phases the team 

takes over and maintains the positive mood while working on the as-

signed task. Figure 5-7 illustrates, in a figurative way, the conceptual 

model resulting from this study. 
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Figure 5-7. A conceptual model of interactions between team processes during a facilitated 
creative design process. 

5.4.5 IMPLICATIONS FOR THEORY AND PRACTICE 

This paper has important theoretical and practical implications for de-

sign. Frist, we confirm literature to date in terms of facilitator’s role in 

the creative design process. In particular, by explicitly showing the dis-

tribution of teamwork and taskwork between the facilitator and the 

team, we prove that facilitator’s role is primarily of a supportive and 

guiding character, which is in line with the previous descriptions. Fur-

thermore, we extend prior works by demonstrating empirically how 

team processes are shaped over time through the facilitation practice, 

which is critical to further theory building in facilitation research. We 

provide a detailed account of the creative design process with respect 

to team processes, and distinguish three distinct structures within these 

processes that appear during the workshops, as well as indicate how 

they are managed by the facilitator. These structures include: an initial 

workshop structure, where teamwork, taskwork and affect are managed 

solely by the facilitator; the transitions of team processes from facilita-

tor to the team and the other way round, which are managed by the 

facilitator; and teamwork-taskwork interactions where a process-related 

intervention follows every content-related input of the facilitator. This 

last observation provides an explanation to how facilitators can make 

content contributions – which contrasts with some previous literature – 
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without disrupting the creative process or compromising team effec-

tiveness. Furthermore, we add to the ongoing discussion on team pro-

cesses, and add to the current knowledge by making the interplay be-

tween teamwork and taskwork explicit and showing how they interact 

during a facilitated creative design process. Finally yet importantly, we 

show how positive affect is shaped during creative workshops and used 

by the facilitator to manage the transitions between teamwork and task-

work as well as between the facilitator and the team, which is a relevant 

finding for facilitation research as it uncovers some of the mechanisms 

behind this practice. 

In addition, the above findings provide equally important implications 

for practitioners, including professional facilitators, designers, and 

managers. From the managerial perspective, the important takeaway is 

that our findings hold across all workshops, facilitated both internally 

and externally, which means that in both cases facilitation worked in 

the same way. While there are likely some differences between the two 

that we did not cover due to the study focus and design, we suggest that 

with the appropriate training it is possible for project managers and 

leaders to facilitate effectively within their own companies. As far as 

facilitators are concerned, the awareness of the existing team processes 

and their structure during a creative process is crucial. The guidance 

and support to the team, especially when the taskwork intensity in-

creases, should be prioritized, and special attention should be put on the 

early workshop phases, as those can decide about the success of the 

subsequent work, and they depend to a high extent on the facilitator and 

his or her approach. In relation to this, we also emphasise the critical 

role of positive affect in managing team processes and how it can sup-

port facilitators in performing their job effectively. Last but not least, 

this research provides suggestions for improvements in workshop struc-

ture and planning, offering more effective ways of supporting designers 

in the creative process. 
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5.4.6 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

As most empirical works, our study also has certain limitations. First, 

while covering a range of both externally and internally facilitated 

workshops, we only looked at one facilitator. This allowed us for a de-

tailed comparison between the observed workshops, unbiased by the 

personal facilitation style, however, future research could extend our 

work by adding cases of different facilitators. This would help to gen-

eralize our findings and prove they hold true across different facilitation 

styles. Second, we focused on a healthcare sector which is characterised 

by high innovation performance, and accordingly the facilitated teams 

were used to working in a creative way. It was appropriate for a detailed 

analysis of a typical facilitation process in our study, yet in the future it 

would also be interesting to investigate whether the impact of facilita-

tion on team processes in unexperienced teams differs from our find-

ings. Third, future studies could combine the detailed approach of pro-

tocol analysis with participant interviews to gain more understanding 

of the context and people’s perceptions of team process. This also in-

cludes extending the study by adding a latent approach (Cash and 

Snider, 2014) which would allow to look at team cognition as an addi-

tional layer of analysis of team processes, and thus complement our re-

search. Finally, we encourage researchers to take up a process-oriented 

and longitudinal approach to studying team processes and facilitation, 

which for example could mean following not only a sequence of work-

shops like we did but also the whole innovation projects, carried out 

both internally and externally. 

5.5 CONCLUSIONS 
This paper explored how facilitation shapes team processes during a 

creative design process and how team processes, i.e. teamwork, task-

work and affect are managed by the facilitator, looking at both internal 

and external facilitation. Our study offers three main findings. The first 

one focuses on overall distribution of teamwork, taskwork and affect 

between the facilitator and the team during creative workshops. We 

show that teamwork is to a high extent managed by the facilitator, while 
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the taskwork is managed by the team. If that is not the case, the smooth 

transitions are ensured by the facilitator, who controls the process. The 

second finding refers to three team process structures in more detail, 

including the initial workshop structure, the facilitator-team process 

transitions as well as teamwork-taskwork interactions, where process-

related interventions are used to manage content contributions. Finally, 

our last but important result considers not only the s-curve distribution 

of positive affect during workshops, but also its use to mediate team-

work-taskwork interactions and well and transitions between the facili-

tator and the team. By providing these findings, we explain the process 

structures and interaction mechanisms behind facilitation and we con-

tribute to theory on facilitation of creativity in design as well as to team 

processes research in general. Furthermore, we present some important 

managerial implications within innovation management, creativity and 

design that will enhance the future facilitation practice and its applica-

tion in companies, and specifically in design and NPD teams. , We also 

suggest directions for further research, and highlight the important areas 

to be investigated in order to develop further the knowledge about fa-

cilitation as a process and its effect on teams. 
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6 DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION 
In this chapter, I summarise the results from the three articles compris-

ing this PhD thesis and discuss them in the light of available literature 

on facilitation, creativity, innovation, and other related fields. Further-

more, I outline the main implications of my work with respect to both 

theory and practice, as well as provide considerations on certain limita-

tions of my project and how they could be addressed in the future. 

Based on those constraints as well as the key findings of my PhD pro-

ject, I suggest possible directions for further research, and provide an 

overall conclusion for the thesis. 

As stated in the introduction, the main research aim of this thesis is 

to investigate how is facilitation enacted in creative phases of the inno-

vation process (see Chapter 1: Introduction). Through the three articles 

presented in the previous chapters and the specific sub-questions they 

address, I explore different aspects of facilitation in the context of cre-

ativity, innovation, and design, in an attempt to build a more complete 

picture of this phenomenon in both theory and practice. To achieve this 

goal, I bridge theories from various fields as well as combine different 

research methods, both qualitative and quantitative. The outcome are 

complementary results, which I summarise and discuss below in the 

light of the main aim of this thesis.  

The first of my papers (Article I) deals with facilitator’s neutrality: 

one of the key concepts in facilitation, which makes it distinct from 

other roles and constitutes the core of the practice. Considering the crit-

ical importance that is attributed to facilitator’s neutrality, previous re-

search was not clear about how neutrality is enacted by facilitators and 

what are its key elements and mechanisms, which became a main re-

search question in Article I. Through better understanding of what it 

means for facilitators to be neutral, it was also a goal to expand the 

current knowledge on how facilitation is performed and perceived in 

the creative and innovative context. The results of this first study show 

that neutrality in facilitation can be understood as a combination of 
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three elements: impartiality, equidistance and fairness, enacted across 

three different dimensions: people, process and product – the phenom-

enon I called ‘pro-active neutrality’. According to this proposed con-

cept, facilitators are never entirely neutral in all the possible dimensions 

of the above framework but rather actively manage the interactions be-

tween them to create the perception of neutrality throughout their col-

laboration with the team, for example during a workshop. The ‘pro-ac-

tive neutrality’ model offers a theoretical understanding of neutrality in 

the facilitation context, at the same time being easy to operationalise 

and align with practice, which constitutes a unique contribution as it 

will be discussed later in this chapter.  

The second paper (Article II) extends the first one in a sense that it tests 

the effects of two different approaches to neutrality, namely impartiality 

and equidistance, on team’s emergent states and in particular trust (be-

tween the team members and to the facilitator), and potency. It is im-

portant to mention that only two out of three dimensions of neutrality 

proposed in Article I were tested here for two main reasons. First, in the 

case of multi-dimensional constructs it is a standard procedure to only 

test some of the dimensions while keeping the others stable. Second, 

procedural fairness has been previously linked to trust (Korsgaard, 

Schweiger and Sapienza, 1995), even though in a slightly different con-

text, and thus I decided to only use it as a control measure in my study. 

The results of the experiment supported two of the hypotheses related 

to team trust, showing that neutrality expressed as low equidistance and 

high impartiality has a greater positive impact on perceived trustwor-

thiness and cooperative behaviours as determinants of team trust than 

high equidistance and low impartiality approach. In other words, a ‘tra-

ditional’ view of neutrality, which sees it primarily as being impartial, 

was demonstrated to have a greater positive effect on team trust, which 

has important implications for the future application of facilitation prac-

tice. On the contrary, the two other hypotheses were rejected as no sig-

nificant difference was found between the two approaches to neutrality 

with regards to trust to the facilitator and team potency. 
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The third paper (Article III) takes a complementary perspective on fa-

cilitation and investigates it with respect to team processes and interac-

tions between them, in the context of design creativity. It extends Arti-

cle I as it further explains and confirms facilitator’s role in the creative 

process, and complements the discussion of team’s emergent states in 

Article II by providing a view on team processes, which together with 

the emergent states relate to the broader concept of team effectiveness 

(Grossman, Friedman and Kalra, 2017). The results demonstrate the 

distribution of teamwork and taskwork between the facilitator and the 

team during a creative design process, and show how positive affect is 

used by the facilitator to manage the interactions between the two. In 

addition, three distinct process structures that appear during the work-

shops are also identified and discussed, giving a temporal and detailed 

perspective on how facilitation is actually performed as a process.

Overall, the articles explain the phenomenon of facilitation in the crea-

tive context of innovation, design, and NPD, and provide an in-depth 

theoretical understanding to the (so far) very practical and experience-

based field. When put into perspective, the nature of the findings pre-

sented in this thesis is twofold. First, there are confirmatory findings, 

and while they do not bring the exciting new knowledge into the picture, 

they are crucial as they demonstrate that what is known about facilita-

tion from experience and practice holds true also in theoretical terms. 

This is an important step when it comes to establishing a more universal 

theory on facilitation, seeing as concept, variable and domain clarifica-

tion are essential to theory development (Wacker, 2008). Second, there 

are new and unexpected findings, which are central to my work as they 

provide the new knowledge and contribute to extending the theoretical 

foundations of the field. These novel findings revolve around two over-

arching themes which appear throughout my thesis and to a greater or 

lesser extent are present in each of the three articles, namely: neutrality 

and team processes. The next two sections bring together and discuss 

these key results that I want to draw attention to in my work, as they 
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contribute substantially to both building theory in facilitation, creativity 

and innovation research, as well as to improving facilitation practice. 

6.1 UNDERSTANDING THE BASICS 
The results of my thesis confirm to a high extent what was previously 

described in the available literature to date, including both academic 

work and practitioner-oriented books and guides. First and foremost, I 

confirm that facilitator’s role is, as assumed by many other studies, cen-

tred around process rather than content (e.g. Rasmussen, 2011; Bens, 

2012). While it has been stated several times before, through my work 

and especially Articles I and III I show that this is how creative facili-

tation is enacted in practice, and that in a facilitated setting it is the fa-

cilitator who takes over the teamwork, i.e. all the process-related tasks, 

which could be as diverse as time management, materials and method 

selection, as well as overall workshop structure design and control, and 

thus lets the team to focus solely on the task at hand and content-related 

work (referred to as taskwork). Furthermore, the facilitator’s responsi-

bilities were shown to be in accordance with those previously men-

tioned in the facilitator competency guidelines by Schuman (2005) and 

Azadegan and Kolfschoten (2014), including helping and guiding the 

team through the creative process, as well as a range of organisational 

responsibilities such as time management, material and method selec-

tion and workshop setting arrangement. Finally, a certain level of au-

thority of the facilitator was found necessary to effectively run the pro-

cess and build an initial relationship with the team while remaining 

credible and trustworthy in the eyes of the workshop participants, sim-

ilarly to the consulting practices described by Nikolova and colleagues 

(2015). 

6.1.1 FACILITATING A WORKSHOP OR A PROCESS? 

In addition to the above confirmation of the standard facilitation prac-

tice and thus strengthening the current understanding of the basics of 

facilitation, the results in the three articles suggest a difference between 

facilitation of a single event, such as workshop, and facilitation as a 
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continuous practice taking place over longer periods of time. Many 

practitioner sources show that facilitation is not just something that hap-

pens during a workshop, but also before – including preparation and 

establishing a trusting relationship with a client, and after – following 

up on the collaboration and providing guidelines for further action (e.g. 

Maister, Green, & Galford, 2001; Schuman, 2005). My studies focused 

on facilitation primarily during the event and how facilitators interact 

with teams, and thus all the information about the practice outside of 

the actual workshop were treated as study context. The results suggest 

however, that there is variation in some facilitation aspects such as neu-

trality or responsibility over time. In other words, single or even multi-

ple events separated with a few-week period are closer to the traditional 

view of a neutral, third-party facilitator, like in Article I or II. At the 

same time, some development of the relationship between the facilitator 

and the team was observed, which affected how neutrality was built 

(e.g. through more impartial or more equidistant approach), again as in 

Articles I and III. Further, as pointed out in Article III, there was no 

visible difference between internal and external facilitation in terms of 

team processes and how facilitation process was run. However, it did 

not specifically focus on the facilitator’s neutrality, and thus it would 

be interesting to explore the internal or long-term facilitation process 

compared to the ‘standard’ workshop facilitation. Thus, our focus on 

individual events (workshops) in Article II aligns with the major find-

ings from Article I and III, but must also be contextualised with respect 

to the longer term trends that were evident in these studies. Overall, the 

articles combine the breadth and depth of insights, which collectively 

gives a better overall picture of facilitation practice. 

6.2 FACILITATION IN A NEW LIGHT 
In addition to providing a range of confirmatory findings presented 

above, this thesis makes a number of novel contributions, the majority 

of which revolve around two overarching themes, which have been oc-

casionally mentioned but not explored in-depth in the facilitation liter-
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ature to date, namely: neutrality and team processes. Both offer an in-

teresting perspective on the mechanisms of facilitation as a process, yet 

from slightly different angles, and thus give a more complete under-

standing of what facilitation is as a practice and how it works in creative 

settings. 

6.2.1 FACILITATION AND NEUTRALITY 

Neutrality is considered a central aspect of facilitation that allows facil-

itators perform their role effectively (Kramer, Fleming and Mannis, 

2001; Rasmussen, 2011). As briefly presented in Article I, authors men-

tion that facilitators should be “(…) substantively neutral (…)” 

(Schwarz, 2002, p. 5) and in particular “(…) neutral with respect to par-

ticipants and content” (Rasmussen, 2011, p. 398). However, neutrality 

has not been defined in the facilitation context before and no study to 

date has explained how it is enacted in practice by facilitators. To ad-

dress this gap, I brought together the theories and conceptualisations of 

neutrality from various fields, including mediation (e.g. Cohen, Dattner 

and Luxenburg, 1999; Astor, 2007), jurisdiction (e.g. Pierik and Van 

Der Burg, 2014) and others, where neutrality also plays a critical role, 

and the discussions on this topic are more matured and advanced than 

in facilitation. The result is a novel definition which puts together pre-

viously disparate concepts of impartiality, equidistance and fairness, 

and explains neutrality as an active management of those elements 

across the three output dimensions being product (content), process and 

people. Since the presented model of neutrality is inspired by similar 

discussions in related research streams and each of the elements used in 

it is established on its own, consequently the definition I developed is 

to a great extent universal. This is therefore one of the major contribu-

tions of this thesis, as through the proposed ‘pro-active’ approach to 

neutrality I do not only explain neutrality in the facilitation context but 

also make it possible to test it and apply it in other research fields. 
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Next, I also consider different approaches to neutrality (Article II) and 

show that they can in fact have different effects on teams, and in partic-

ular team trust. Overall, there are two important contributions that 

should be discussed here. First, my work demonstrates that facilitator’s 

neutrality has in fact an impact on the team and therefore it is important 

for the facilitators to be neutral (in one way or another), which at the 

same time shows that there is a reason for which neutrality is considered 

central to facilitation. It is one of the aspects of facilitation that can bring 

tangible improvement to team trust and in consequence team effective-

ness, which is a claimed effect of facilitation as a practice, as mentioned 

for example by Rasmussen who stated that “the facilitators enable 

groups to be creative and to collaborate more effectively” (2011, p. 

398), yet has not been shown with respect to team emergent states be-

fore. Second, I show that the way facilitators enact neutrality matters – 

while there were no negative effects observed, neutrality approached as 

low equidistance and high impartiality displayed a greater positive im-

pact on team trust (represented as perceived trustworthiness and coop-

erative behaviours) and in consequence also on team effectiveness. This 

is a highly important finding because it draws attention to the details of 

facilitation practice and how an in-depth understanding of its aspects – 

in this case neutrality – can change and ideally enhance the way facili-

tation is applied in real-life settings, constituting a relevant contribution 

not only for theory but also for practice. 

Last, it is important to mention that before neutrality in facilitation was 

seen primarily as a ‘feature’ of a third-party such as an external consult-

ant or a facilitator (see e.g. Kramer et al., 2001, mentioning facilitator 

as a “non-group member” – p. 537). However, in my research there was 

no difference observed between internal and external facilitation in 

terms of how the creative process is managed and structured and how 

team processes are affected by the facilitator (as explained in Article 

III). While it might need further investigation due to the limitations of 

my study (such as only observing one facilitator and one particular de-

sign task), my current results suggest that neutrality is not a personal 
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characteristic or a feature but rather refers to person’s actions and how 

they interact with the team, as well as that with a certain level of pro-

fessionalism, coming from both experience and the appropriate train-

ing, it is possible to be neutral for both internal and external facilitators. 

While the character of collaboration might change slightly as different 

interpersonal relations come into play, it is likely more of a context or 

conditions change, and does not alter how facilitation works and affects 

teams and the people involved. If tested and developed further, these 

results can contribute to developing theory in facilitation as well as 

bring more opportunities to practitioners, including both facilitators and 

managers, when applying facilitation in companies. 

Summing up, the above points show how each of my papers contributes 

to the overall discussion of neutrality in facilitation. By taking different 

perspectives on it, I add not only to developing the concept of neutrality 

itself but also to building an in-depth understanding of facilitation and 

how it is enacted in creative contexts, which was of the main objectives 

of my thesis. 

6.2.2 FACILITATION AND TEAM PROCESSES 

Another theme present throughout my work are the team processes and 

emergent states, in a broader context of team effectiveness and team 

research in general (Grossman, Friedman and Kalra, 2017). Figure 6-1 

illustrates how each of the three articles in this thesis fits with the IPO 

model adapted from Mathieu et al. (2008).  
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Figure 6-1. Focus of the articles with respect to the IPO model, adapted from Mathieu et al. 
(2008). 
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Even though Article I is focused more on the person of the facilitator 

and Article II on the team, the thesis is centred on the mechanisms of 

facilitation, so in other words processes and states, rather than inputs 

and outputs of these processes. 

The main contribution to understanding facilitation in the light of team 

processes is made through Article III, which explores in detail how 

teamwork, taskwork and affect – representing process-, content-, and 

people-oriented actions are shaped and structured through facilitation, 

in a creative design context. Specific structures within those team pro-

cesses are identified, offering not only an in-depth understanding of the 

mechanisms of facilitation, namely: initial workshop structure, facili-

tator-team process transitions, and teamwork-taskwork interaction, in 

theoretical terms, but also practical suggestions ready to apply by pro-

fessional facilitators (for example for structuring the creative work-

shops and similar events). 

Further, while the focus of the other two papers is further from the team 

processes perspective on facilitation, they do bring in some additional 

knowledge to this topic as well. Even though Article I is primarily con-

cerned with the person of the facilitator and his or her role during crea-

tive workshops, when neutrality is discussed it is seen as a process ra-

ther than a feature or a personal attribute. It is conceptualised as a ‘pro-

active’ approach, which is focused on facilitator’s actions, what they do 

and how they approach the team and people they work with, to over 

time build a perception of neutrality. Therefore, in its character I con-

sider neutrality as being much closer to the process than the input in the 

IPO model. Similarly, while the team characteristics such as composi-

tion, diversity, background and the like are not investigated in detail in 

my work, my studies focus a lot on how the team members approach 

each other and work together, which is expressed through the emergent 

states such as trust and potency explored in Article II. Together with 

team processes, emergent states are considered the antecedents of team 

effectiveness (Kozlowski and Ilgen, 2006; Grossman, Friedman and 
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Kalra, 2017), therefore in my research, team is also looked at through a 

process perspective and how certain characteristics develop in it, rather 

than only looking at it as an input to the process. The results presented 

in Article II specifically contribute to understanding the process of 

building trust in teams and how facilitation affects it. Interestingly, they 

also show that some other emergent states like potency and trust to the 

facilitator are not affected by facilitator’s approach to neutrality, which 

should also be taken into consideration and explored further, as there 

exists a range of possible explanations to such findings, as mentioned 

in my second paper. The most important point to highlight here would 

be the possibility of certain processes happening outside of the creative 

workshop itself, for example during the first contact of the facilitator 

with the client company or during their introduction to the team, where 

trust to the facilitator is the most likely to develop. Similarly, facilita-

tion might be influencing potency only in long-term projects, and thus 

no effect was detected in my experiment. Hence, further research in this 

direction would help to clarify these and other issues related to building 

trust between the team members, trust to the facilitator, potency, and 

possibly other emergent states in teams.  

Finally, it is clear from Figure 6-1 that the outcomes of facilitation as 

such have not been explored thoroughly in my thesis. At the same time, 

some of the measures such as trust, potency, or decision satisfaction 

could be referred to as a type of an outcome, and in this way Article II 

makes a contribution to exploring the outcomes of facilitation. 

6.3 IMPLICATIONS FOR THEORY AND PRAC-

TICE 
This PhD project has important implications for theory as no scientific 

work to date has explored facilitation in a similar level of detail, as well 

as for practice, since facilitation started as and continues to be a very 

empirical and experience-based field. 
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First and foremost, this thesis contributes to building theory on facilita-

tion which was earlier mainly a practitioners’ domain and thus lacked 

some theoretical depth and scientific explanation behind its main con-

cepts. By proposing a novel conceptualisation of neutrality in facilita-

tion – the ‘pro-active’ neutrality model, then testing the impact of cer-

tain elements of this model (impartiality and equidistance) on team’s 

emergent states, and finally by showing the underlying mechanisms and 

process structures behind facilitation, I make a first step towards for-

mulating an integral theory on facilitation and establishing facilitation 

as a research field that would be recognised similarly to mediation, 

leadership and other related areas. As such, I add to the innovation and 

NPD literature and specifically to the discussions on creative processes 

within those fields, by first demonstrating that facilitation can in fact 

support teams through bringing a certain structure to team processes 

and interactions during creative workshops and similar sessions, and 

thus allow teams to focus on the content and the task at hand, resulting 

in more effective work patterns; and second, by showing that facilita-

tors’ approach to neutrality matters, as if done properly, it can support 

building trust in teams – one of the antecedents of team effectiveness 

and successful collaborations. In addition, this work also has implica-

tions for team research in general, by discussing facilitation in the light 

of team processes, emergent states and broader understood team effec-

tiveness. It shows how facilitation can support these processes, espe-

cially in the creative context, and thus indirectly contributes to extend-

ing knowledge on how teams work and how team performance can be 

enhanced. Finally, my thesis has many possible overlaps with related 

fields besides innovation and team research, including for example de-

sign, mediation, leadership, education, and management, where my re-

sults could be directly applicable and shed some new light on how those 

other practices could be improved, especially in the creative areas or 

where teamwork and project-based work are prioritised. 

Regarding the practical implications of my thesis, the key takeaways 

are directed at professional facilitators and process consultants, but 
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many can also be applied by project managers and leaders within or-

ganisations. In summary, I would like to mention four main contribu-

tions to practice resulting from this PhD project. First, my work con-

tributes to improving facilitation practice by increasing awareness of 

the importance of neutrality as a central feature of facilitation, as well 

as other aspects of facilitator’s role such as responsibility and authority 

which need to be enacted in a proper way to bring the most benefits to 

the team. A direct recommendation here, which could be applied by 

practicing facilitators, would be to be aware of how much influence on 

the team they actually have and how small changes in behaviour can 

impact team processes within a creative process. More specifically, 

neutrality enacted as high impartiality is recommended for building 

trust in teams, but no negative effects were found for other approaches, 

thus they cannot be completely excluded, and might even turn out ad-

vantageous in certain situations. An important note here is that while 

facilitators are advised to act neutral, that does not mean that a con-

trolled intervention in the content would be detrimental to the team ef-

fectiveness – on the contrary, appropriately mediated inputs from the 

facilitator can support the team when feeling lost or stuck during the 

task, which is especially true in the creative design context. Second, my 

research suggests that using specific process structures such as the ‘in-

itial’ workshop structure or following each content contribution with a 

process intervention (as explained in detail in Article III) can help to 

facilitate the workshop. In addition, positive affect can (and should) be 

used as a mediator to manage the team processes during a creative 

workshop. Third, I would like to draw attention to the importance of 

other phases of facilitator-team collaboration besides facilitating the 

workshop itself (such as establishing the first contact with the company 

or facilitator’s introduction to the team), which most likely also support 

teams in working more effectively, yet in different ways or affecting 

other aspects of teamwork. Last but not least, an implication directed 

more towards the organisational leaders and project managers would be 

that there was no visible difference observed in my studies between in-

ternal and external facilitation in terms of process structures and how 
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facilitation was enacted in general. While there might exist differences 

which were not detected in my work, the current results suggest that 

with appropriate training and level of experience both using external 

facilitation or process consultancy and running the workshops inter-

nally within the company could be equally effective. However, it should 

be emphasised that the facilitator’s training and experience might play 

a crucial role here, and depending on the working relationships and the 

culture in the workplace the effects of facilitating internally or exter-

nally could change, which could be investigated by future studies. 

6.4 LIMITATIONS 
This section discusses limitations of my work in the context of the pre-

sented articles as well as the whole thesis. Within the papers, the main 

limitations result from the choice of research methods. The methods 

were selected based on their suitability to address each of the research 

questions, however, each method yields certain consequences for the 

study. First, a single in-depth case study approach in Article I allowed 

me to gather incomparably rich and detailed data on the under-studied 

phenomenon of facilitation, but it was limited to only one specific com-

pany context. While the representativeness of this context was con-

firmed by both the case participants and the facilitator, the results can-

not be generalised widely to other contexts. To increase this generali-

sability, future studies could adopt a multiple case study approach (Ei-

senhardt and Graebner, 2007), which would provide insights across dif-

ferent companies, industries, and/or facilitators, and thus further ad-

vance the proposed theory. Second, in Article II I chose to conduct a 

repeated-measures experiment to test the effects of facilitator’s neutral-

ity on the team. Such a design provided the advantage of increased sta-

tistical power because the variability between the subjects was con-

trolled, as well as fewer participants were needed to obtain reliable re-

sults. At the same time, the main limitation of the repeated-measures 

design are the order effects, which were however addressed and elimi-

nated by randomising the task and manipulation order. Yet, one could 
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argue that other experimental designs could be used equally success-

fully, for example independent samples design, which would reduce the 

mentioned order effects present in the repeated-measures design, espe-

cially affecting the measurement of variables that develop over time, 

such as trust. At the same time, it would pose other challenges such as 

individual variability, generalizability and low statistical power, which 

would be hardly possible to counterbalance, therefore my choice was 

still a recommended one according to the current literature (e.g. Robson 

& McCartan, 2011; Sani & Todman, 2006). In addition, in the future 

the experiment could be repeated with practitioners and/or in a real-life 

setting which would provide insights into how facilitator’s neutrality 

affects trust and potency formation during actual design projects. Third, 

the protocol analysis in Article III was applied to six cases representing 

both internal and external facilitation. All the workshops were run by 

the same facilitator which is at the same time a strength of the study, as 

it allows for more accurate comparison between the workshops, and a 

limitation, seeing as facilitator’s personality, style and previous experi-

ence might influence how he or she conducts workshops. However, 

since the purpose of the study was analytical generalizability, a design 

with one facilitator ensured that no unnecessary level of variation was 

added to the study and allowed for a detailed analysis of team processes 

in both internal and external facilitation context. An alternative design, 

involving many facilitators, would require the detail of the analysis to 

be compromised in order to achieve statistical generalizability. Never-

theless, future research could compare cases of different facilitators to 

add depth and further understanding to my findings.  

In general, my thesis focuses strongly on theory building and thus the 

majority of my work is qualitative as well as context-based, and conse-

quently is subject to the typical limitations of qualitative research, in-

cluding limited statistical generalisability. However, it offers analytic 

(theoretical) generalisation possibility instead (Yin, 2014, p. 68) and al-

lows to propose theories at the conceptual level, which was of high im-

portance in my thesis as the theory on facilitation is still very limited 
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and needed further development and in-depth understanding before it 

could be tested more widely. While I carried out the experiment to test 

a certain aspect of facilitator’s neutrality and how it affects teams in the 

creative context, and thus added some quantitative data to support my 

earlier findings, further studies are needed to test and develop other as-

pects of theory on facilitation in creativity and design and possibly also 

other contexts. In relation to this, another constraint in my thesis is that 

it is limited to the creativity, design and innovation context. While these 

are the major fields in which facilitation is used in practice and at the 

team level I was interested in, similar practices could possibly be ob-

served in other contexts or at different levels of analysis, which I sug-

gest to be investigated in the future studies. Finally, as visible in the 

model presented in Figure 6-1, the focus of my thesis is the person of 

the facilitator as well as facilitation as a process which influences teams 

in certain ways, however, the outcomes of this process with respect to 

creativity, participants’ satisfaction and other dimensions were outside 

of the scope of my work and therefore have not been investigated in 

much detail. Since facilitation can still be considered an emerging re-

search field, studying its outcomes without the in-depth understanding 

of the process would be somewhat counterproductive. However, seeing 

as my thesis contributes the initial insights into developing facilitation 

theory, future studies could examine different outcomes of facilitation 

within as well as outside of the creative context, providing relevant in-

sights for theory and practice. More specific directions for future re-

search which would address the above project limitations as well as fur-

ther develop my work on facilitation are presented in the next section. 

6.5 FUTURE RESEARCH 
Based on the above-mentioned limitations of my work as well as to 

suggest some more ideas for further development of the presented find-

ings, the following four directions for future research are proposed: 

1. Facilitation outcomes and effects. Within this research direction, 

the outcomes and effects of facilitation could be further explored. It is 
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an important issue for both research and practice, as it is critical to un-

derstand how facilitation influences people and organisations involved. 

Within this PhD thesis I tested the effects of different types of facilita-

tor’s neutrality on team trust and potency. While this experiment could 

be replicated in a real-life setting or with professionals, there is a range 

of other effects of facilitation – positive but possibly also some negative 

– that are not explored yet. As a continuation of my PhD project, I am 

currently developing a journal article in collaboration with TU Delft 

studying the effects of facilitator’s interventions on team creativity. Fu-

ture studies could not only replicate or follow up on my work within 

creativity and innovation, but also look at facilitation and its outcomes 

from different theoretical perspectives.  

2. Facilitation across different companies, industries or contexts in 

general. This would involve replicating my case studies as in Articles 

I and III in different contexts, including different companies, industries 

(for example covering both digital and physical product development, 

as well as service development) or involving different teams (in terms 

of diversity, composition, experience, etc.) and facilitators (internal/ex-

ternal, with different level of experience, facilitation ‘style’ etc.). It 

would not only increase the generalisability of my findings and support 

the development of a more universal theory on facilitation, but also pro-

vide interesting insights on how facilitation is applied in different con-

texts and by different people. This in turn would result in a broader un-

derstanding of the facilitation practice as such, and at the same time it 

could also possibly offer some more company- and industry-specific 

recommendations, relevant for practitioners such as designers, manag-

ers as well as professional consultants and facilitators. 

3. Facilitation across different fields, including education, leader-

ship, change management and others. Researchers are encouraged to 

expand the current facilitation research to other related fields, and in-

vestigate whether and how facilitation is practiced in those contexts. It 

is important not only as a continuation and extension of my thesis which 
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is limited mainly to creativity and innovation context (and to some ex-

tent design) but also to determine boundaries of the theory on facilita-

tion and whether and how is it different from similar concepts in other 

fields. As an example, from an educational perspective teaching could 

be seen as a form of facilitation (e.g. Boulton-Lewis et al., 2001; Villa, 

Thousand and Nevin, 2008), however, since the theory on facilitation 

is only emerging recently, the overlaps between those roles have not 

been studied. While this is just an example, there are still many ques-

tions within the field of facilitation that remain unanswered and thus 

many possible learnings in the future. 

4. Facilitation at different levels of analysis beyond the team level, 

i.e. individual, organisational, national. Since my thesis focuses on 

the facilitator-team collaborations as the most commonly observed fa-

cilitation practice in creativity and innovation consulting, the level of 

analysis is intuitively a team, or in some cases an individual. However, 

it is not uncommon to refer to ‘facilitation’ in the context of industry 

collaborations at the organisational and even national level (e.g. 

Prashantham and McNaughton, 2006; Kolfschoten et al., 2012). While 

the meaning behind those two views on facilitation may turn out too 

distinct, it would be interesting and relevant for both academics and 

practitioners to investigate whether and how the findings on creative 

facilitation in innovation management could be transferred to and ap-

plied in company- and national-level collaborations. Such research 

would likely result in valuable learnings that could enhance current 

knowledge on facilitation and how it is perceived by different actors 

and at different levels. 

Finally, I would like to highlight that the four research directions de-

scribed above are merely suggestions for researchers interested in fur-

ther investigation and development of knowledge in the field of facili-

tation, and there are numerous research questions beyond my points that 

are worth studying in the future. 
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7 CONCLUSION 
The main research aim of this thesis was to investigate how is facilita-

tion enacted in creative phases of the innovation process, which was 

addressed by a series of sub-questions in the three presented articles. 

The above discussion shows how different perspectives on facilitation 

were researched and combined to extend current understanding. The 

key takeaways include the novel definition of neutrality in facilitation, 

which I refer to as ‘pro-active’ neutrality model, the positive effects 

of facilitator’s neutrality on team trust as a determinant of team effec-

tiveness, and the influence of facilitation on team processes during cre-

ative workshops, expressed through the specific process structures, the 

distribution of teamwork and taskwork between the facilitator and the 

team, and the use of positive affect to manage these processes. The re-

sults of the thesis directly contribute to building theory on facilitation 

within innovation management and to some extent also NPD and de-

sign, and bring theoretical clarity to the central aspects of the facilita-

tor’s role, which were previously ambiguous. Since facilitation is a 

highly empirical domain, this work can also serve as an inspiration for 

professional facilitators and managers seeking to enhance their prac-

tices and better support teams during creative process. I believe that the 

positioning of this thesis at the intersection of theory and practice and 

drawing from both when conducting this research allowed me not only 

to produce concrete and well-grounded results but also to make them 

applicable and transferrable to industry. 
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ABSTRACT: Effective group facilitation is essential for successful New 

Product Development (NPD) and product innovation. Research shows 

that process support in the form of facilitation plays an important role 

in both creativity and ideation, as well as managerial decision-making. 

However, the majority of studies focus on the early stages of NPD pro-

cess, and little is known about what contributes to effective facilitation 

at the later stages. Due to the changing project characteristics over the 

course of the NPD, the elements of the facilitator’s role are likely to 

alter accordingly. In this paper, we develop a conceptual model for fa-

cilitation at early to late stage NPD. We analyse theoretically the rela-

tionships between the key elements of facilitation, including neutrality, 

responsibility and authority, and the two NPD project characteristics: 

uncertainty and level of constraint. We make suggestions as for how the 

mentioned elements of facilitation are likely to change with the de-

crease in the uncertainty and the increase in level of constraint in the 

project. Furthermore, we propose that the model should be further de-

veloped empirically through a multiple case study. This research con-

tributes to the literature by extending the theory on group facilitation, 

NPD and innovation, and has important managerial implications, help-

ing companies to better suit facilitation practices to the particular stage 

of the NPD process. 
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KEYWORDS: group facilitation; neutrality; new product development; 

multiple case study; innovation management; conceptual model 

INTRODUCTION 
Innovative New Product Development (NPD) is a key determinant of 

organisational success and a vital source of competitive advantage 

(Cormican and O’Sullivan, 2004; Salomo, Weise, and Gemünden, 

2007). Research shows that the best firms (the ones in the top third of 

their industry and above the mean in profit and sales from NPD) focus 

more on ‘soft’ skills and processes to support their teams (Barczak, 

Griffin, and Kahn, 2009); and that effective process management has a 

positive effect on innovative performance of the firm (Salomo et al., 

2007). One way that has been shown to be successful in supporting 

teams throughout NPD is group facilitation, as it helps to overcome the 

common challenges that NPD teams face (Edmondson and Nembhard, 

2009). Most authors agree on defining facilitation as a practice of help-

ing groups to increase effectiveness by bringing structure and process 

to interactions (Bens, 2012; Schwarz, 2002). Group facilitation has par-

ticularly shown to be supportive for the early phase of NPD, assisting 

creativity and ideation processes (Geschka, 1986), and shaping difficult 

managerial decisions (Zhang, Basadur, and Schmidt, 2014). However, 

while scholarly discussions revolve around what makes facilitation ef-

fective (Wardale, 2013) and what are the key facilitator competencies 

(Stewart, 2006), the importance of context in which facilitation takes 

place has been neglected so far. Consequently, facilitation is rarely 

studied in any other setting than early creativity and conceptualisation 

stages of NPD, and little is known about what contributes to an effective 

facilitation process at the later stages, such as development or testing. 

Yet, the later stages are very likely to differ significantly from the early 

stages, since the demands of innovative NPD projects change radically 

over the course of NPD. Moreover, the later stages have been shown to 

be critical for the overall NPD process, as this is when the actual phys-

ical product development occurs (Lewis, 2001). Hence, a lack of clarity 
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on how facilitation works over the course of the whole NPD makes it 

difficult to design an optimal process for both early and late stages of 

NPD, which ultimately hinders innovation. 

Therefore, this study develops a theoretical model of how these key el-

ements of facilitation change with respect to changing characteristics of 

the NPD process throughout its duration (from early to late stage NPD). 

We particularly focus on the role of the facilitator’s neutrality through-

out this process. Prior studies suggest that while guiding the process, 

the facilitator should remain neutral towards participants and content 

(Rasmussen, 2011). However, facilitation behaviour and neutrality are 

complex, and link multiple interacting concepts (Cohen, Dattner, and 

Luxenburg, 1999), which have not previously been investigated in the 

innovation context, especially across the whole NPD process. Specifi-

cally, the supposed neutrality of the facilitator is likely to be influenced 

by the changing level of constraint and uncertainty in the NPD project. 

Similarly, other elements of facilitation related to neutrality, such as fa-

cilitator’s authority and power, as well as responsibility and its percep-

tion, are expected to change too. 

By studying the underlying mechanisms of how this change occurs, and 

which elements of facilitation are affected, we make several contribu-

tions. Firstly, we expand the theory on group facilitation, by showing 

that facilitation does not necessarily mean the same at early and late 

stages of innovative NPD. Secondly, we contribute to the broader liter-

ature on product innovation and New Product Development, by show-

ing which facilitation practices are likely to increase the process effec-

tiveness at different stages of NPD. Thirdly, our study has important 

managerial implications, since it will allow companies to better suit the 

type of facilitation (or consultancy) required to the needs of the partic-

ular stage of the NPD project. 

The structure of this article is as follows. We first provide the theoretical 

foundations for our study and suggest the elements for the conceptual 

framework. We then discuss the expected relationships between the 
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level of constraint and uncertainty in NPD process and the main dimen-

sions of facilitation, and we propose a theoretical model to represent 

those relationships. Finally, we give directions for future research, 

which could explore the above-mentioned issues empirically, and we 

conclude the paper outlining implications for theory and practice. 

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 
In this section, we provide a theoretical background for our research. 

We first draw attention to the complexity and changing characteristics 

of the innovative New Product Development process over time. We 

then explain the concept of group facilitation and its high relevance to 

NPD. Furthermore, we characterise neutrality as one of the key compo-

nents of facilitator’s role and explain how neutrality and related con-

cepts, i.e. authority and responsibility, are likely to drive the group fa-

cilitation processes at different stages of NPD. Finally, we clarify the 

existing gap in the literature, showing that the previous studies focused 

highly on the facilitation at the early stage of NPD, leaving the facilita-

tion practice at the late stage under-researched (Figure A1-1). 

 

Figure A1-1. The theoretical framework for the study,  
representing the gap in the literature regarding facilitation in the late stage NPD. 

NATURE OF INNOVATIVE NPD 

New Product Development is a complex, iterative process that can dif-

fer significantly between industries and companies. However, every 

NPD project progresses with time and goes through different phases, 

usually corresponding to the traditional stage-gate model, i.e. beginning 
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with early discovery, ideation and scoping, through development, to 

testing, validation, and launch (Cooper, 1990; Cooper, Edgett, and 

Kleinschmidt, 2002). Since not all stages need to be present in every 

NPD project, and the stages may differ in duration from case to case, 

for the purpose of our study we will only differentiate between early 

and late stage NPD. Drawing on the stage-gate model (Cooper, 1990), 

we define the early stage as the more creative one, where information 

seeking and idea generation are of high importance. It is an ‘opening’ 

stage where the focus is on gathering different perspectives before mak-

ing a decision about further development of the product. The further 

into the NPD process, the more convergent in nature it becomes (Cross, 

2008). While the early stage might result in a few product concepts, 

only one of them is supposed to be developed further. The product spec-

ifications become more defined along the process, to the point when 

they are ready to be tested and validated, before launching the product 

to the market. The process focus is important throughout the whole 

NPD (Barczak et al., 2009), and so is facilitation, as a way of improving 

effectiveness through bringing structure to interactions and assisting the 

process (Schwarz, 2002). Nevertheless, based on the different project 

characteristics and varying requirements in early and late NPD, it be-

comes clear that the same facilitation practices that are aimed to assist 

teams in creative processes and ideation might not work equally well 

when applied at the later stages of NPD. Even though creativity is re-

cursive and to some extent present throughout the innovation and inno-

vative NPD processes (Anderson, Potočnik, and Zhou, 2014; Paulus, 

2002), other team-related project characteristics change enough to ex-

pect that the elements contributing to effective facilitation will change 

as well. 

Researchers identified several NPD project characteristics that influ-

ence performance. The key ones are complexity and uncertainty, usu-

ally associated with negative impact on NPD performance (e.g. Ahmad, 

Mallick, and Schroeder, 2013; Tatikonda and Rosenthal, 2000). Others 

include: process concurrency and team integration (Ahmad et al., 
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2013), team autonomy (Chen, Neubaum, Reilly, and Lynn, 2014; Cord-

ery, Morrison, Wright, and Wall, 2010) as well as team cognition and 

constraint (Hirunyawipada and Paswan, 2013). Whereas most charac-

teristics such as project complexity and team autonomy remain static 

and are generally independent of the stages of NPD, the two character-

istics ‘uncertainty’ and ‘level of constraint’ are highly dynamic – i.e., 

they change over the course of the NPD. Therefore, these two charac-

teristics might be particularly prone to directly influence how group fa-

cilitation and facilitator’s neutrality are enacted during different stages 

of the NPD process. 

Uncertainty and Constraint in NPD 

Innovation is nearly always associated with high levels of uncertainty 

(O’Connor and Rice, 2013). “Uncertainty exists if an action can lead to 

several possible outcomes (…)” (Doctor, Newton, and Pearson, 2001) 

and at the same time these outcomes, as well as inputs and processes, 

lack predictability (Cordery et al., 2010; Griffin, Neal, and Parker, 

2007). Accordingly, we observe the highest levels of uncertainty during 

the early stage of NPD. Given its dynamic and non-routine character 

this phase is also called the fuzzy front-end of the product development 

(Kim and Wilemon, 2002). As the NPD process progresses, the ‘fuzzi-

ness level’ and hence the level of uncertainty in the project decreases 

(Kim and Wilemon, 2002). Since the early ideation stage of NPD is 

typically the one involving ad hoc decisions and ill-defined process 

(Montoya-Weiss and O’Driscoll, 2000), that ultimately may lead to the 

failure of the project, it is understandable that it has become the main 

focus in the majority of literature on facilitation. However, whether the 

product will be launched successfully depends highly on the project 

team effectiveness at the later development stages as well, seeing as this 

is when the physical product is created (Lewis, 2001). Therefore, un-

derstanding how the decrease in uncertainty affects facilitation in the 

late stage NPD remains crucial. 
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Furthermore, uncertainty is also related to other NPD project character-

istics, including the level of constraint. Even though the product devel-

opment process involves periods of both divergence and convergence, 

the overall NPD process is convergent over time, similarly to the design 

process (Cross, 2008, p. 194). Using the analogy to the design process, 

we can observe that in the early stages of NPD the task is clarified, 

resulting in a vague concept, which is further developed at the later 

stages of NPD, where the specifications and details are added to com-

plete the full documentation of the product, before it is ready for pro-

duction and launch (Cross, 2008, pp. 37, 207). Therefore, for the pur-

pose of this paper, we define the level of constraint as the level of detail 

in which the specifications for the product are developed and known by 

the project team. Naturally, the level of constraint can then be described 

as low in the early stages of NPD process, and high in the late stages. 

The change in the level of constraint is likely to influence what type of 

facilitation will work most effectively, due to the extent of content 

knowledge required by the facilitator and how their responsibility and 

authority is perceived. 

GROUP FACILITATION 

Group facilitation is a key practice in New Product Development and 

innovation management. It is because a skilled facilitator is essential 

for the success of creativity workshops (Geschka, 1986) as well as de-

cision-making meetings in NPD context (Zhang et al., 2014). However, 

it is relatively new for facilitation to be recognised as a profession, and 

only recently has it become an area of sustained research interest. The 

majority of available literature is either experience-based and lacks 

clear theoretical foundations, or focuses solely on creativity and idea 

generation phases of the innovative NPD. 

Most authors define facilitation as a process of helping groups to in-

crease effectiveness by bringing structure and process to interactions 

(Bens, 2012; Schwarz, 2002) by a person who is either external to the 

team (Wardale, 2013) or at least acceptable to all members of the group 



198  Conference Paper: IPDMC 2018 

 

 

(Schwarz, 2002). The facilitator is supposed to assist the group in prob-

lem-solving and decision-making processes (Wardale, 2013) but should 

not have a decision-making authority (Schwarz, 2002; Wardale, 2013). 

Moreover, the facilitator is expected to guide the process while remain-

ing neutral towards people and content (Rasmussen, 2011). 

For the purpose of this study, we conceptualise facilitation as an inter-

personal role, in which a content-neutral person enables a group of peo-

ple to solve a complex, non-routine problem by providing relevant 

methods as well as guidance and support throughout the process, usu-

ally in the New Product Development (NPD) context. We recognise 

neutrality as central to facilitation because it affects many other aspects 

of the facilitator’s role. Nevertheless, in contrast to previous studies, we 

do not treat neutrality as a simple attribute which is either present or 

not, but instead represent it as a complex concept that has many dimen-

sions. Due to this fact, we also find it unlikely that it will remain unal-

tered over the course of the NPD process, but rather evolve together 

with the changing characteristics of the NPD project. 

Why is neutrality crucial for facilitation? 

Neutrality has not been studied in-depth in the innovation context be-

fore and while it remains a central assumption of facilitation, it has not 

been investigated in much detail. Therefore, we borrow from the related 

mediation literature to define it. We base our research on the assump-

tion that neutrality is “not singular in nature (…); it comprises several 

parts” (Cohen et al., 1999, p. 342). However, even in the mediation 

field, neutrality is a debated and controversial term. Researchers have 

different opinions on what should be included as components of neu-

trality and what are the external factors that moderate it. For example, 

Jacobs (2002) enumerates at least ten notions, such as impartial, equi-

distant, unbiased, fair, even-handed or objective, which are all used in 

literature as synonyms or alternatives to ‘neutral’. Hence, to explain the 

concept of neutrality in facilitation, we take a broad perspective and try 

to consider different views and definitions. 
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The early definition of neutrality in mediation points to the characteris-

tics such as “low or no power over the parties, high credibility with the 

parties, focus on the process rather than outcome, and good infor-

mation”, which are important to achieving settlements (Laue, 1982 in 

Cohen et al., 1999). Other authors mention impartiality and equidis-

tance as the two key qualities incorporated in the notion of neutrality 

(Rifkin, Millen, and Cobb, 1991). Impartiality is explained as “(…) an 

ability to maintain an unbiased relationship with the disputants” (Cohen 

et al., 1999, p. 342), and equidistance as “(…) an ability to assist the 

disputants in expressing their ‘side’ of the case” (Cohen et al., 1999, p. 

343). They are two sides of the same concept, impartiality being passive 

and equidistance being its active equivalent. What is more, neutrality is 

often mentioned together with fairness. Just like mediators, facilitators 

are also likely to be expected by the workshop participants to conduct 

a fair process leading to fair results, even though the consequences of 

lack of fairness might be less severe than in mediation (which by defi-

nition aims at solving a conflict in a fair way, as an alternative to a legal 

system (Stulberg, 1998)). Fairness and impartiality may be seen as con-

flicting concepts (Astor, 2007) since reaching a fair outcome usually 

requires intervention which sacrifices impartiality. However, they do 

coexist in both mediator’s and facilitator’s role, and should be taken 

into consideration when discussing the issue of neutrality. Last but not 

least, we are also looking at authority and power in relation to neutral-

ity, because similarly to mediation (Gerami, 2009), they are needed in 

group facilitation to ensure the most effective process. The extent of 

authority and power may affect neutrality, and therefore it is important 

to acknowledge them, especially in the light of facilitator’s responsibil-

ities and how they can be fulfilled while both remaining neutral and 

having sufficient authority to work with the group. 

Summing up the above considerations, in our conceptualization of neu-

trality in group facilitation we view impartiality, equidistance and fair-

ness as its central elements. In addition, we look at facilitator’s author-

ity and power as well as responsibility, seeing as they are important 
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factors, which are likely to have influence on neutrality and how it is 

enacted by facilitators. 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

In our conceptual framework, we bring together the main characteristics 

of New Product Development projects and the central assumptions of 

facilitation, to understand how they are related in a span of an innova-

tive NPD process. In particular, we look at the following key compo-

nents of facilitation: (1) facilitator’s neutrality (with an emphasis on im-

partiality, equidistance and fairness as its main elements), (2) related 

leadership, authority and power, and (3) facilitator’s responsibility and 

its perception. We then link them to the two fundamental characteristics 

of NPD projects, that is: (a) level of constraint and (b) uncertainty. We 

show that these characteristics are likely to change the role of the facil-

itator depending on the stage of the NPD process. 

DISCUSSION 
The purpose of this study is to build an in-depth theoretical understand-

ing of how do different dimensions of facilitation change over the 

course of the innovative NPD. Below, we discuss the relationships be-

tween the key elements in our conceptual framework, focusing on im-

plications for facilitation. The sections are organised as following: for 

each of the changing characteristics of NPD projects, being level of un-

certainty and level of constraint respectively, we explain which dimen-

sions of facilitation are likely to be affected and how. 

DIMENSIONS OF FACILITATION VS. LEVEL OF UNCERTAINTY 

As we explained earlier in this paper, uncertainty is an inseparable part 

of New Product Development and innovation in general. However, it is 

especially present in the early stage NPD, also referred to as fuzzy front-

end, and it decreases over the duration of the NPD project (Kim and 

Wilemon, 2002). The change in the level of uncertainty has an influence 

on how individuals in the project team perceive their tasks (Cash and 
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Kreye, 2018) and therefore it is very likely to influence how the facili-

tator’s role is perceived and what is expected from them. In other words, 

what is seen as effective facilitation will change as well. 

As the early ideation stages of NPD are associated with the high level 

of uncertainty, the team is at the increased risk of making ad hoc deci-

sions since they are not aware of all the circumstances related to the 

project. Therefore, it is understandable that the facilitator’s role focuses 

on broadening people’s view and showing them different perspectives 

– which in consequence is expected to increase their awareness and 

lower uncertainty. However, with the progress of the NPD process, the 

level of uncertainty becomes low by definition, and thus the help and 

assistance of the facilitator is likely to take a different form. For exam-

ple, it might focus more on problem-solving techniques, instead of idea 

generation and creativity. Furthermore, the lower the uncertainty, the 

easier it is for the team to take decisions on their own, and the facilitator 

might have less power and authority. From the facilitator’s point of 

view, it might make it more difficult to work with people, as the team 

dynamics will be affected. From the team’s perspective, the facilitator 

might be expected to have more detailed knowledge of the project or 

different set of skills, which would help in effective decision making at 

this level – getting additional perspectives is not necessary anymore. 

Another aspect is the coaching role of the facilitator. While in the early 

phases of NPD the focus might be on learning the methods, with a pur-

pose of applying them later in the company and giving security as for 

how to follow at the later stages of NPD, with decreasing uncertainty 

people might feel more confident and therefore see the learning aspect 

as less important, as the ‘hardest’ part of the project is done. Finally, 

the facilitator’s neutrality and its perception by the team is likely to 

change as the uncertainty decreases. While the impartiality towards 

people is expected to remain important, facilitator’s contributions to the 

content (which would normally be treated as violating impartiality to-

wards content/outcome) might not be seen as inappropriate, as opposed 

to the early stages of NPD where the facilitator is supposed to suspend 
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judgement towards ideas and concepts. It is because the lower uncer-

tainty means that many important decisions had been already taken and 

facilitator’s input is not likely to affect them. Moreover, people have 

more ownership of the project at the late stage of NPD, and thus facili-

tator’s comments may not be perceived as an ‘attack’ on people’s ideas 

or create a feeling that the ideas do not belong to the team but to the 

facilitator. There might also be a change in the importance of facilita-

tor’s equidistance – active encouragement and support might not be re-

quired for people to reach agreement or make decisions. Summing up, 

we make the following propositions (1a and 1b) as for how the level of 

uncertainty would affect facilitation in late stage NPD: 

Proposition 1a: Low level of uncertainty will decrease facilitator’s au-

thority and power in the team; and decrease the impact of facilitator’s 

(non)impartiality towards the contents. 

Proposition 1b: Impartiality towards people will remain unaffected by 

the low level of uncertainty. 

DIMENSIONS OF FACILITATION VS. LEVEL OF CONSTRAINT 

There is a divergent and convergent phase at each stage of NPD, just as 

each stage of NPD involves some creative process. However, if we look 

at the whole NPD process from idea to launch, it is generally convergent 

over time (Cross, 2008). The further in the NPD process, the higher the 

level of constraint and the more specific the outcome. While the early 

phases may go from creating a range of ideas to having just a brief con-

cept foundation, the development phase would focus on advancing the 

concept to have a well-defined product ready for testing. The validation 

stage then results in a specific product design ready for production and 

launch. This makes the process more and more constrained as the re-

quirements become very concrete. 

Since the role of the facilitator (as a consultant) is primarily providing 

help and guidance to the project team, the character of this involvement 

is likely to change over the course of the NPD process. Compared to 
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the early, conceptual phases of NPD, the guidance at the later stages is 

expected to focus more on converging the knowledge and leading to-

wards finalizing the product, rather than broadening perspectives and 

opening the mindset (typical for ideation and scoping). That in turns 

suggests that behaviours like active encouragement, role-playing or 

giving suggestions and examples is less likely to occur, which directly 

affects facilitator’s neutrality and how it is perceived by others. Further-

more, the increasing number of constraints brings more structure to the 

process, thus less effort might be required from the facilitator to organ-

ise and structure it, even though it might still be desired for the interac-

tions within the team. Finally, later stages of NPD rely highly on the 

product- and sector-specific expertise to meet the product requirements, 

which poses the facilitator in the position where he or she cannot con-

tribute as much to the actual content as the team. This may affect the 

facilitator’s authority in the team and whether they are perceived as a 

leader or not (product-specific knowledge is valued higher than process 

knowledge at this stage), as well as influence how the facilitator’s re-

sponsibility is seen by others. The facilitator’s involvement in the pro-

cess might decrease, and so they might not be viewed as accountable 

for the outcome by the client company (compared to ideation phase, 

where the result often depends on the quality of the process). Based on 

the above discussion regarding the level of constraint in the NPD pro-

ject vs. facilitation, we derive the following propositions (2a and 2b): 

Proposition 2a: High level of constraint will decrease the need for ac-

tive encouragement and support for the team, i.e. reduce the relevance 

of equidistance; shift the focus of facilitation to a convergent process to 

finalize the product rather than broaden perspectives; lower the ac-

countability of the facilitator for the outcome; and reduce the leadership 

role of the facilitator and their authority in the team. 

Proposition 2b: Impartiality towards people will remain unaffected by 

the high level of constraint. 
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CONCEPTUAL MODEL 
Based on the discussed relationships between the key dimensions of fa-

cilitation and the chosen characteristics of NPD process that are likely 

to influence them, we propose the initial conceptual model for facilita-

tion in NPD. The model is illustrated in Figure A1-2. 

 

Figure A1-2. Conceptual model for facilitation at early and late stages of NPD process, and 
its relationship with NPD project characteristics. 
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We characterise the early stage of NPD as having high level of uncer-

tainty and low level of constraint. On the other hand, the late stage is 

characterised by low level of uncertainty and high level of constraint. 

The change in the level of constraint and uncertainty over the course of 

the NPD process is very likely to have an influence on the elements 

facilitation, including neutrality, authority and power, and responsibil-

ity of the facilitator. We do not know whether this relationship works 

both ways, i.e. if facilitation can affect the NPD project characteristics 

such as uncertainty and level of constraint, but we do not exclude such 

option. 

FUTURE RESEARCH 
Our proposed model is the first step towards explaining the phenome-

non of group facilitation over the course of the innovative NPD process. 

We envision that this theoretical discourse will be followed by an em-

pirical investigation to support the model with factual data. We propose 

that the subsequent study uses a multiple case study approach which is 

suitable for theory building in this context (Eisenhardt, 1989). Multiple 

cases often result in more robust theory because they allow for compar-

ison and are based on more varied empirical evidence (Eisenhardt and 

Graebner, 2007), and therefore would allow to build a solid foundation 

for the proposed conceptual model and allow for further theory testing 

and validation in the future. 

CONCLUSION 
Summing up, in this study we develop a conceptual model for group 

facilitation in New Product Development. In particular, we discuss the 

relationships between the two key characteristics of NPD: uncertainty 

and level of constraint, and the main elements of facilitation. We de-

velop propositions as for how the change in these characteristics of 

NDP will influence the facilitation practice at the late stages of innova-

tive NPD process, in comparison to the early stages. The model is 

purely theoretical and built with the aim to be further developed and 

tested empirically in the future study. 
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Our paper has important implications for theory, as it contributes to 

building an in-depth understanding of facilitation at different stages of 

NPD, which extends the literature on both group facilitation as well as 

New Product Development and product innovation. The main implica-

tion for practice is that our study can help practitioners to decide what 

type of facilitation is going to be the most effective depending on the 

stage of the NPD project. 
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APPENDIX II 

ARTICLE I: DATA COLLECTION & ANALYSIS 
IN THIS APPENDIX, I PRESENT THE PROCESS OF DATA COLLECTION AND 

ANALYSIS BEHIND ARTICLE I, AND GUIDE THE READER FROM RAW DATA 

TO THE ACTUAL RESULTS. THE APPENDIX IS AN EXAMPLE BASED ON 

WORKSHOP 1 – THE SUBSEQUENT WORKSHOPS FOLLOWED THE SAME 

PROCEDURE, THUS ONLY THE RESULTING THEMES FOR WORKSHOP 2 AND 

3 ARE PRESENTED. MORE DATA IS AVAILABLE AT REQUEST, UNLESS RE-

STRICTED BY THE CONFIDENTIALITY AGREEMENT WITH THE CASE COM-

PANY. 

 

 Figure A2-1. Table of contents for Appendix II. 
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PROCESS STRUCTURE FOR DATA COLLEC-

TION & ANALYSIS 
Figure A2-2 below illustrates the process of data collection and data 

analysis for Article I, step by step. 

 

Figure A2-2. Detailed process of data collection and analysis for Article I. 
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FIELD NOTES EXAMPLE: WORKSHOP 1 
The field notes were gathered according to the elements of the research 

framework as presented in Table 3-1 in Article I, with the additional 

categorisation into people, process and product (content) as further ex-

plained in the above manuscript. The field notes were taken in hand-

writing and subsequently transferred to the computer. Below the scan 

of the original notes and the electronic text version are provided. 

FRAMEWORK-BASED TABLES 

These are the notes taken based on the research framework table (Table 

3-1 in the Thesis). The original hand-written notes are attached in Fig-

ure A2-3 below. 

[CASE COMPANY] Workshop 1  

Table Notes Summary incl. Categories 

27.02.2017 

Impartiality 

Workshop 1 

- Facilitator being an external person seems to be crucial – he/she 

does not know the participants, so it is not likely that any personal 

relations could affect the process 

- Facilitator is not taking sides – walking around the groups (just lis-

tening) and not visibly supporting any (e.g. not spending more time 

with one of the groups) 

o When walking around the room and observing the facilitator 

does not pay attention to any group in particular, rather get-

ting an overview of what each one is doing 

- Not favouring anyone, i.e. leaving equal opportunity and space to 

perform (e.g. silence after the question so that everyone can possi-

bly speak up) 
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- Impartiality is difficult to observe, things like prejudice or favourit-

ism cannot be observed unless the facilitator does something ‘bad’ 

that contradicts them 

- Initially, in my definition I considered the facilitator as having no 

interest in particular outcome (they should be impartial with respect 

to outcome) – but Facilitator 1 definitely had a goal (and interest) 

here, which contradicts my initial assumptions 

- The facilitator leaves space for people and let them discuss freely 

and does not intervene – sometimes even when the discussion seems 

to be uneven or dominated by someone 

- People take turns when explaining things, i.e. the facilitator allows 

for equal engagement in the process (but since they are asked to do 

so, maybe it is equidistance, not impartiality?) 

- The facilitator asked the participants to put post-its (from the exer-

cise) on the board and explain them – just this gives everyone a 

chance to speak and express themselves (it refers to allowing equal 

engagement in the process and being even-handed, but then maybe 

it is equidistance) 

- Often the facilitator behaves just like an external observer, she does 

not intervene 

Fairness 

Workshop 1 

- The facilitator asked people about reflection (at the end of the work-

shop) – it might refer to having one’s voice included in the outcome 

but maybe more to reconsideration opportunity?  

- She checked if everyone agrees with post-its on the board by sum-

marising them 

- Providing justification for the process – telling people why they are 

doing a certain exercise and explaining the goal of the whole session 



Appendix II  215 

 

o She also says where they are in the process (according to 

‘double diamond’) and what is going to be the outcome (i.e. 

what they can expect) 

- Asking people if they have any questions and allowing them to ask 

questions (giving some free time/space to think and ask) /and also 

to discuss between each other/ -> transparency 

- She is consistent and reminds the team they can ask questions 

throughout the whole process, usually after each exercise 

- People seem to add comments whenever they feel like (it is more 

open atmosphere etc. I think) 

- Asking a lot of clarifying questions (i.e. checking if she understood 

something right) is a sign of a two-way communication 

Equidistance 

Workshop 1 

- The facilitator was nodding her head in confirmation when people 

spoke – I read it as an encouragement for sharing or disclosing the 

information 

- Participants were taking turns when choosing ‘personas’ to describe 

in an exercise, which means that the facilitator tried to create a sym-

metric process where neither side is favoured or disfavoured 

- The facilitator asked people to present in turns their post-its, and she 

deliberately chose who should speak first (based on the hierarchy or 

interactions she observed before, e.g. who was acting dominant, 

who is the boss etc.) 

Power/authority 

Workshop 1 

- The facilitator was standing in front of the group most of the time 

or giving a presentation in a lecture-like style. It creates some kind 

of hierarchy, where the facilitator is the teacher, she is in charge, 



216  Article I: Data Collection & Analysis 

 

 

and it helps her establish some authority. It also creates some de-

tachment from the team, which is good in a sense that by creating 

this distance she distinguishes clearly between her (facilitator’s) re-

sponsibility and the team responsibility (so they start to work to-

gether as a team). On the other hand, too much distance might hin-

der openness and creativity. 

- The facilitator walk around and looks what each of the groups is 

doing during a given exercise – it looks like some kind of supervi-

sion or control of the process (and people). 

Decision-making (included under power/authority now or partially 

under responsibility) 

Workshop 1 

- The facilitator makes decisions about tools and methods used, gives 

direction and guidelines (asks helping questions), manages time 

(deciding about breaks, extending the time when people are still 

working), arranging place and space 

- She divided people into groups on purpose and assigned the tasks 

- She was very rarely deciding about who is going to speak, she gave 

the participants freedom to speak up 

Responsibility 

Workshop 1 

- The facilitator makes it clear what the outcome should be i.e. what 

the company can expect and what is NOT her responsibility (but 

later in the interviews it turns out that it was not clear for everyone) 

- The facilitator is responsible for people taking part in the process – 

so at least they know what they are doing (sometimes it works dif-

ferently but it is only visible in the interviews) 

- The facilitator creates a setting in which people can talk to each 

other about the problem and get a common understanding (that is 

kind of a conclusion from my observations) 
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- The facilitator seems to be detached/separate from the team (see 

power/authority)  

- The responsibility of the facilitator is to prepare the materials for 

the workshop and its structure (Facilitator 1 presents an agenda for 

the day) as well as collect the ready material and post-its with topics 

and ideas after exercises (organisational role) 

- She explained the goal of the session, where they are in the process 

and what is going to be the outcome, in this way showing the ex-

tent/scope of her responsibility. (The goal was not that clear to the 

participants though, as it can be seen from the interviews) 

- Facilitator 1 helped people to clarify their thoughts (by asking ques-

tions) and assisted them – later in the interviews she refers to help-

ing them to reach an appropriate ‘abstraction level’. She seems to 

be responsible for what they get in the end – trying to get more out 

of them (when describing user personas, she asked helping ques-

tions like ‘How old are they?’, ‘Is it an elderly person?’ etc.) 

Focus (deleted category now, partially covered by responsibility) 

Workshop 1 

- The workshop facilitator should not (by definition) express own 

views regarding contents or ideas – Facilitator 1 is (simply by con-

sidering something ‘not enough’ and pushing people to go further 

(impartiality) 

- She is sometimes nodding her head, which looks like encourage-

ment but could also be treated as a judgement or opinion, depending 

on the context (impartiality) 

- Facilitator’s 1 presentation is only related to the process, e.g. design 

thinking and double diamond, not to the content 

- There is a focus on the process – Facilitator 1 helps people to cate-

gorize ideas and gives names to the ideas (it is guidance but involves 

kind of judgement – fairness/impartiality?) 
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- Empathy, attentiveness and respect expressed through facial expres-

sions and body language – especially curiosity and interest in what 

the participants are saying 

- The facilitator was making notes on the white board without giving 

opinion (on what should be there or not), she only asked clarifying 

questions (Who? Why?), which showed that she does not want to 

take responsibility for what people are saying, she wants to write it 

as close to their wording as possible. It also relates to giving direc-

tion and guidelines. 

- Encouraging participation not verbally but more in body language 
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Figure A2-3. The original hand-written notes for Workshop 1  

(based on the research framework). 
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GENERAL NOTES (PROCESS, CONTEXT & SETTING) 

These are the general notes taken during Workshop 1, in addition to the 

notes based on the research framework table. The original hand-written 

notes are attached in Figures A2-4, A2-5 and A2-6 below. 

[CASE COMPANY] Workshop 1  

General Observations 

27.02.2017 

[CASE COMPANY] is a small (about 40-employee) software company 

that makes interfaces for Windows etc. that simplify the use of the sys-

tem, but they also sell hardware. 

Context 

7 participants (6 men and 1 woman): customer service, sales, software 

engineers x2, marketing manager, project leader/HRM, boss (part-time 

participant) – all working in the same company and the same place (also 

physically) but for the first time working together in such a workshop 

context 

1 facilitator (usually such process would be run by 2) 

Setting 

The workshop took place at the consulting company. Square table with 

participants sitting around, with all the materials prepared – paper, post-

its, pens and markers; the presentation on the screen, whiteboard and 

clipboard to make notes. 

Before lunch – beginning of the session, introduction 

The facilitator begins the session “lecture-like” – she is standing in front 

of people and giving a presentation. She presents the agenda for the day: 

- Check-in 

- Introduction 
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- Mind-set and Design Thinking 

- Focus on the problem: Who? What? Why?  

- Lunch 

- More about the problem 

- Check-out and homework 

She asks the participants if they have any ‘burning’ questions – there 

were no questions from anyone. She gives them an opportunity to talk 

but people seem to be a bit shy. Are there any interpersonal relations 

here that I can see? (Later on, I get to know that one of the participants 

is the boss) 

The facilitator explains the goal of the session – to understand the user, 

e.g. using ‘personas’. She gives an example of how the same product 

can be different depending on the user (lawnmower). 

She explains what design thinking is and how product is not only a thing 

nowadays – it is an experience that you sell. While explaining she re-

minds the team that they can ask questions. She continues doing that 

after each phase or set of slides on a certain topic. 

She highlights the importance of understanding where the problem is. I 

think she explains where are they in the process and what is going to be 

the outcome (verified – I asked and she actually did that and also talked 

about the whole 5-day programme and where they are now and where 

they are going to get in the end).  

 

She asked the team who thinks that they are creative – and a few people 

raised their hands! (A small indication of types of people in the group). 

She showed the example of IDEO challenge, redesigning a shopping 

cart in 5 days. 



222  Article I: Data Collection & Analysis 

 

 

Starting the exercises 

The first task was to define the problem. People could think and put 

their ideas on post-its, and then they were saying them out loud while 

she was noting them. 

She asked a lot of clarifying questions all the time, throughout the pro-

cess, to be sure that she has a good understanding of what they are say-

ing, and what she writes on the board is correct. Probably it also helps 

the participants to express themselves and clarify or reconsider their 

thoughts. 

The facilitator lets people discuss freely between each other but she 

does not intervene actively – she does not say who should speak at the 

moment or let the more quiet ones to speak first. (Which may also be 

on purpose, not to make them even shyer, or feel like she points at them 

– I talked to the facilitator later and got to know that this is firstly to let 

them warm up in the beginning of the session but also to see what types 

of people are in the group, who speaks more, who speaks less, who is 

more dominant, who is shy etc.). 

During the discussion I notice that one of the participants behaves more 

like an external observer rather than a participant (later I get to know he 

is the boss), and two others are less involved in the discussion (software 

engineers). The facilitator does not bother them but then again, the 

dominance is not that visible, the engineers do not look like they feel 

excluded, they add their comments when they feel like. 

There is also another participant (later I get to know he is the project 

leader) who is immediately starting to talk and write, he seems more 

dominant to me, managing things, distributing post-its among people 

etc. Others seem more hesitant.  

After the team is done discussing and writing the problems down, the 

facilitator writes their ideas on the board and puts post-its there as well. 
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Again, she is asking some clarifying questions (Is it ok what she noted? 

Did she miss something? What do you mean by this?) 

The second task was to write on post-its (individually) the key ques-

tions regarding the project. Participants had some time to do the exer-

cise, and then they were asked to stand up and put their post-its on the 

board while explaining them (what they mean by what they wrote) – 

according to my theoretical categories, this refers to allowing equal en-

gagement, symmetry in the process, assisting each person equally and 

being even-handed. 

The facilitator was choosing the order in which people put their ideas 

on the board and explained them. Later in the talk with her I got to know 

that she chose the software engineers to go first on purpose and the 

boss as the last one, by this she engaged the engineers more and 

avoided the situation when the boss speaks first for a long time and then 

everyone agrees with him instead of expressing their own ideas and 

opinions. 

I think that at some points, through her facial and body expression, she 

expressed disagreement, but I interpret it not as disagreeing with the 

idea itself but regarding the process, e.g. when the idea on the post-it 

was too complex, could be formulated better or clearer, etc. 

While standing at the board (after putting all post-its) the team was free 

to discuss a bit – the facilitator let them have voice and she kept the 

time, and finally summarized what they did (probably to see if everyone 

agrees, if there are any comments, is everything clear – I verified it with 

her later in the talk).  

The third task was the flow analysis in groups (“customer journey”). 

The facilitator explained why they are going to do it, and why it is im-

portant. She divided people in groups of 2, 2 and 3 people per group 

respectively. Each group got their space to work. 
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While people were doing their task in groups, the facilitator was walk-

ing around the room, not really paying attention to any group but look-

ing at what they are doing, and she lets them ask questions if they have 

any. She does not comment on ideas (she is not familiar with the process 

in the company that they are describing) but she helps them with the 

tool (flow analysis), and to clarify what they mean. It refers to focus on 

people and empathy – by assisting them when they work in groups, she 

tries to understand the process and their problems better. 

The exercise was followed by the fourth task: making a fishbone dia-

gram to say what is good and what is bad in the process currently and 

how bad things can be transformed into good ones. 

During this stage, the facilitator was just observing. Then they were all 

standing around the table and she asked each group to present their flow 

diagram, as well as good and bad things about the current process (both 

3rd and 4th exercise). Again, she helps them to clarify their thoughts, 

looks at their work with interest (empathy, respect, attentiveness). 

When the group finishes presenting she always says things like “super” 

or “great” (which can be understand as an encouragement and maybe 

some kind of feedback). 

In the end, the facilitator proposes to merge all the fishbone diagrams 

into one because each group had slightly different ideas represented in 

their diagram. (It was in Danish so needs to be verified). 

She said where they are in the process and what they are going to do 

next, after lunch (guidance). One of the participants summarised what 

was happening so far as “fantastisk” (all the participants look quite tired 

but enthusiastic). 

After lunch 

From the later talk with the facilitator, I know that atmosphere and en-

ergy in the group was a bit better after lunch. This is either because 

they warmed up a bit and got to know how things work and they became 
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more open, or, which is likely, it is because one of the participants who 

is the boss left after the lunch and this is why atmosphere got more re-

laxed. The workshop continues then with six participants. 

The facilitator asked if anyone worked with personas before – half of 

the group actually did know the tool. They “brainstormed” different 

kinds of users (their personas) together with the facilitator, who was 

writing it on the board. She was guiding them through the process, for 

example, when someone said “new/beginner” she asked: “how old are 

they?”, “is it an elderly person?” 

I see that the team feels quite free commenting on each other’s ideas 

and discussing the issues in general. 

My impression was that the marketing manager, project leader, etc. 

were more engaged and the software engineers were left out a bit, they 

seemed detached. The facilitator did not react to that; I assume that it is 

because lot of discussion was going on already.  

It is interesting to know in which moments the facilitator would inter-

vene and why, and when not, and why. I asked her about it but it seems 

that it really depends on the situation. 

My feeling was that discussion was dominated by 2-3 people, 1 joined 

later but one was very quiet, and the facilitator did not intervene. She 

sat down while writing the results from their discussion. (this time she 

was just tired – I asked, but sometimes, e.g. with a very small group like 

3 people she would do it on purpose, sit down with them to give them 

the feeling “we are in this together” and she would use “we” rather 

than “you” when addressing the group). 

I have the feeling that the fact that the facilitator is external is crucial 

– if one of the participants were to facilitate for example (internally), in 

some cases, they could be very dominant over the group and it would 

not work that well I think. Just a thought. 
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So in the exercise, they did the list of users – personas together with the 

facilitator. Then individually (in pairs) they wrote motivation, behav-

iour etc. (like in personas method) for chosen user personas – each pairs 

chose which users they want to describe – facilitator managed the pro-

cess so the pairs were choosing in turns. The facilitator went out of the 

room when they were doing the exercise in pairs (for about 10 minutes) 

but it was because of organisational issues, to bring coffee etc. Later 

when she came back, she walked a bit around the room to see what 

people are doing but not much. She looked at people and payed atten-

tion to their body expressions – she looked at the female participant 

(marketing manager) and asked if she wants to ask something because 

she noticed some facial expression, emotion etc. (attentiveness, oppor-

tunity to perform, encouraging participation). 

When presenting the exercise, the pairs get voice in turns, presenting 

one persona and then another pair another one and so on. 

The next exercise was to make the questions for the interview guide 

(that they are going to use to do their homework, i.e. interview people 

who are their users). Before that, the facilitator decided to make a short, 

10-minute break (Why? Was it planned earlier or she noticed people 

got a bit tired and low on energy? – I asked and it actually wasn’t 

planned, she just saw that people are tired and the next exercise was 

supposed to be long so it was better to take a break before starting it, 

even though people could go for another 20-30 maybe). 

After the break, around 14.00, starts the last exercise – making the in-

terview guide. She asked how many people did interviews (she asked 

this question in the beginning of each exercise, probably to know how 

familiar participants are with the method and to know how much she 

has to explain, and to get status of what they know/don’t know and ad-

just process to their needs) – 3-4 out of 6 said they did.  
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She advised to ask how and why questions in the interview (i.e. she 

gave some suggestions regarding the method – process, but she did not 

interfere with the content – what they should ask about etc.). 

While the participants were doing the exercise, the facilitator collected 

the material from previous exercises, papers and post-its, and then 

walked around the room looking at their work as previously.  

The team expressed their opinion about the last exercise (voluntarily) – 

they said it was good but difficult. 

The facilitator asked about the best interview question from each pair. 

She made suggestions how to improve the question or rephrase it to 

work better (process, not content intervention). At this point, she was 

sitting with the participants around the table (on purpose?). 

The facilitator told me that this is the first time when this team works 

together in such a setting (they work in one office though) and partici-

pates in this kind of workshop but they seem quite open, interested and 

engaged in the process, really trying to do their best.  

Finally, she gave homework to the participants: for the next session, 

interview a person from the category they had (in personas exercise). 

She also said what they are going to do next time. Then she made a 

summary in the presentation (slides) of what has been done today and 

gave them some more ideas of tools they can use related to design think-

ing. 

In the very end, she asked everyone to write their reflections on the 

post-it (feedback, assessment, having voice included in the outcome - 

?). Instead of putting their thoughts on paper they started to talk imme-

diately (first the marketing manager) which suggests they were quite 

open.  I asked the facilitator later to explain what they said (in Danish) 

– one person (project leader/HRM) was a bit overwhelmed with every-

thing and said it is so much work but the rest seemed positive, they said 
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it is a lot of work but at least now they are moving and they know what 

to work on.  

 

Figure A2-4. The original hand-written notes for Workshop 1 (part 1). 
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Figure A2-5. The original hand-written notes for Workshop 1 (part 2). 
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Figure A2-6. The original hand-written notes for Workshop 1 (part 3).  
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INTERVIEW GUIDES & SURVEY 
This section shows the interview guides for the participants and the fa-

cilitator. The basis for the interviews was always the same but they var-

ied slightly depending on who was the interviewee (for example, par-

ticipants who at the same time performed managerial role would have 

additional questions; some questions would not be repeated in the sec-

ond interview with the same person, etc.). We also include the survey 

that took place after Workshop 2, the guide for the follow-up interview 

with the case company, as well as the additional questions asked to the 

facilitator after workshops, which were more of an informal character, 

and served to clarify the information obtained through direct observa-

tions. 

QUESTIONS FOR PARTICIPANTS (WORKSHOP 1 → FIRST) 

Ask if the interview can be recorded, explain that it is for the purpose 

of improving the practices of the consulting company and making them 

better at facilitation. 

1. Could you tell me a bit about yourself? 

a. Where are you from? (nationality, culture) 

b. How long are you in Denmark? 

c. What is your position in the company and how long do you 

work here? 

d. What is your professional history? 

2. Have you been in a facilitated setting before? 

3. How do you feel about the workshop? 

a. What worked well or didn’t work well for you?  

b. How about the setting, materials used, facilitators…? 

c. What were your expectations? 

4. Do you think the facilitators were impartial? Why? (impartiality) 

5. Do you think the facilitators were fair? Why? (fairness) 

a. Where they fair with respect to people? 

b. What about the outcome?  

c. What about the process? 
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6. Do you think your voice was heard, did the facilitator listen to you? 

(fairness, impartiality, power – in terms of people, outcome, pro-

cess)  

7. Do you think you got enough attention? Was it equally spread 

across the team? 

8. How did you feel about the rules? Did you feel facilitators had clear 

set of rules/procedures? 

9. What is the facilitator’s responsibility in your opinion? (responsi-

bility, focus) 

10. How do you think facilitation is helping you to achieve the goals? 

11. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about? 

Thank for the interview and ensure the interviewee that all the infor-

mation will be treated confidentially (stored safely etc.) and used for 

my purpose only. 

Ask if I can contact the person again if I have any other questions (ask 

for the email). 

QUESTIONS FOR PARTICIPANTS (WORKSHOP 3 → LAST) 

Theme: Impressions from the last workshop (Thursday and Friday) and 

from the whole process (five sessions in total). 

Thank for the opportunity to talk again, ask if the interview can be rec-

orded, and explain the purpose of the interview 

Last workshop 

1. How do you feel about the last workshop? 

a. What do you mean by fine/good/okay/…? Could you tell me 

a bit more about it? 

b. What worked well/didn’t work for you? Why? 

2. What do you think about the setting? 

a. This time it was at [Consulting Company Name] in [City], 

how was it different from the previous sessions? Why? 

3. How about the methods used? 
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a. Did you find them useful? Any in particular? Why?  

b. What was your experience during this exercise? 

c. Was is clear how to do the exercise? 

d. Was it clear what the goal of the exercise was? 

4. How did the facilitation during the workshop work for you this 

time? 

a. There were two facilitators this time – how was it different 

from the previous sessions? Was it the same/better/worse? 

Why? 

5. Do you think the facilitators were impartial? Why? 

a. Did it feel like they have some interest in the product? 

b. Did they treat everyone equally? Did you feel they were fa-

vouring someone? 

6. Do you think the facilitators were fair: 

a. With respect to people  

b. Did you have an opportunity to express your opinions and 

ideas? 

c. Do you think your opinion mattered? Do you think it was 

well represented in the outcome of the workshop? 

d. Did you feel free to ask questions and give your feedback to 

the facilitator? 

e. Do you think everyone in the team had equal chance to par-

ticipate? 

7. Do you think you got enough attention? Was it equally spread 

across the team? (this is about help, assistance) 

8. Did you feel heard? Did the facilitator listen to you? (this is about 

attentiveness, respect and empathy) 

9. Is there anything else about the last workshop that you would like 

to share with me?  
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QUESTIONS FOR THE FACILITATOR (WORKSHOP 1) 

Ask if the interview can be recorded. 

1. Could you tell me a bit about yourself?  

a. Where are you from? (nationality, culture) 

b. How long are you in Denmark? 

c. What is your professional history? 

d. What do you specialise in here in TI? How long do you work 

here? 

2. How do you feel about the workshop? 

a. What worked well or didn’t work well for you? 

b. What were your expectations? (What did you want to 

achieve with this workshop?) 

c. Would you say it was representative of other workshops? 

What was different (if anything)? 

3. What choices did you make preparing this workshop? 

a. Type and number of people 

b. Place 

c. Methods 

4. How do you assess the workshops? Do you have any measures for 

the outcome? 

a. For the people, process and product 

b. For each part or just overall 

5. How do you see your responsibility, as a facilitator? (responsibility, 

focus) 

a. P & P & O 

6. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about? 

Thank for the interview and ensure the interviewee that all the infor-

mation will be treated confidentially (stored safely etc.) and used for 

my purpose only. 
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QUESTIONS FOR THE FACILITATOR (WORKSHOP 2) 

Ask if the interview can be recorded. 

1. How do you feel about the workshop? 

a. Did it go according to your internal agenda? 

b. What worked well or didn’t work well for you? 

c. What was the aim of this workshop and do you think you 

managed to achieve it? 

d. Would you say it was representative of other workshops? 

What was different (if anything)? 

2. What choices did you make preparing this workshop? 

a. Type and number of people (the same people as last time) 

b. Place (why different, how it affected the workshop) 

c. Methods (how were they suited to participants’ needs?) 

3. Do you think you were impartial during this workshop? Why? 

4. Do you think you were fair during this workshop? Why? 

5. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about? Do you have 

any other reflections? 

Thank for the interview and ensure the interviewee that all the infor-

mation will be treated confidentially (stored safely etc.) and used for 

my purpose only. 

QUESTIONS FOR THE FACILITATOR (WORKSHOP 3) 

Ask if the interview can be recorded. 

1. How do you feel about these last two days of workshop? 

a. Did it go according to your internal agenda?  

b. It seemed a bit more free than the last few times – both in 

terms of how you organised it and how people were behav-

ing – why was it do you think? 

c. What worked well or didn’t work well in your opinion? 

d. What was the aim of this workshop and do you think you 

managed to achieve it?  
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e. What about the overall goal of these five sessions? What do 

you think about this process? 

f. Would you say this workshop was representative of other 

workshops? What was different (if anything)? 

g. What about the whole process? (five days) – How do you 

see it if you look at other workshops you have done? Was it 

a typical process and result you would expect? // to me it 

seemed that it all went pretty well because people were very 

engaged and really cared. 

2. What have you prepared for this workshop? (people, place, meth-

ods) 

a. Could we go through the process and could you explain me 

all that happened, step by step? // see the other page 

3. Do you think you were impartial during this workshop? Why? 

a. Do you feel that everyone got equal attention (e.g. time 

spent with groups)? Why? 

b. In which moments would you intervene in the discussion 

and in which not, and why? 

4. Do you think you were fair during this workshop? Why? 

a. Do you think that everyone had equal opportunity to partic-

ipate, to share their opinions and to have them taken into 

account? 

5. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about? Do you have 

any other reflections? 

Thank for the interview and ensure the interviewee that all the infor-

mation will be treated confidentially (stored safely etc.) and used for 

my purpose only. Ask for slides, agendas, and maybe also some docu-

ment between [Consulting Company] and [Case Company] so that I 

can understand their product development process better? Ask if I can 

contact her late in case of further questions. 
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QUESTIONS FOR THE FACILITATOR (INFORMAL) 

Questions specifically about the process and what happened during 

each day of the workshop on 30-31.03.2017. 

Regarding day 1: 

• Did the fact that the company arrived earlier affect the workshop in 

any way? Did you plan to prepare something in a different way etc.?  

• First you presented an agenda for the day and also reminded the 

team where are they in the process, is that right? 

• Did you also ask them about the feedback from last time/ brainwrit-

ing 6-3-5 method/ homework – interviews? Why? What kind of 

comments did they make? 

• At some points [Participant X – the boss] had some comments – 

what were they about? Also about ideas, when you stopped him – 

was he considering what is feasible or what was the issue? 

• Should I treat [Additional Facilitator – temporary] as a second fa-

cilitator or just a guest presenter in this case?  

• What was the task he gave to people during the presentation? How 

do you think his presentation influenced the way they worked? 

• How do you think the place [Consulting Company Innovation Lab] 

helped people to go through the process, develop their ideas etc.? 

Regarding day 2: 

• I personally liked a lot that you did not start the workshop with a 

presentation but just describing the value proposition canvas on the 

board – why didn’t you have a presentation for this day, was it on 

purpose? 

• Participant 6 had some longer comment in the beginning – do you 

remember what was it about? 

• What was on the printed hand-outs you gave to people? Their pre-

vious ideas from workshop 2, or also some inspiration from the day 

before? You also printed some more at some point, were they dif-

ferent? 
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• You often asked people additional questions when they explained 

their ideas – why? 

• You showed them the value proposition canvas already at the end 

of the first day – why? Did you want them to think about it for the 

next day? 

• Could you explain to me in more detail what the task you gave the 

team before lunch was? [Participant X – the boss] had some com-

ment in the end, just before lunch, do you remember what was it 

about? 

• During the company’s presentations to users you made some notes 

– is it also the material that you give them later on? 

FOLLOW-UP QUESTIONS FOR THE CASE COMPANY 

Thank for the opportunity to talk again, ask if the interview can be rec-

orded (ensure that the information will be treated confidentially), and 

explain the purpose of the interview. 

1. How is it going for [Case Company Name]? 

2. What has happened or changed in your company over the last 6 

months? (people, products, market, customers) 

3. Are these changes connected to the workshops you had with TI? (I 

heard you launched a new product – was it related?) 

a. How? 

4. Did the collaboration with TI influence the company or the way you 

are working? 

a. How? 

5. Did you use the ideas from the workshops with TI?  

a. Which ones? 

b. How are you using them in the company? 

6. Did you adopt some of the methods used during the workshops?  

a. Which ones? 

b. How are you using them in the company? 

7. What do you think now about the facilitation during these work-

shops?  
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a. Did you have any thoughts?  

E.g. what could have been done differently, would you still say 

they were impartial (no judgement) / fair (good reasoning) and 

why, how did facilitation affect your concepts or the ideas you 

decided to use later in the company, etc. 

8. How do you feel now about the whole process you went through 

with TI? 

9. If you were to go through the process again, what would you 

change? 

10. Would you consider working with external consultants/facilitators 

again in the future?  

a. Why/why not? (Have you maybe been working with other 

consultants since then?) 

11. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about? 

Thank for the interview and ask if I can contact them in the future. 

SURVEY (QUALITATIVE) 

Follow-up Survey: Workshop 2 

Q1 The survey is about your satisfaction with the workshop with 

Teknologisk Institut that took place on 9-10th of March 2017. Your 

participation will be anonymous and the data will only be used in an 

aggregated form. It takes 5-10 minutes to complete the survey - we will 

be grateful to hear your opinion!Q2 What do you think about the last 

workshop with Teknologisk Institut (both days)? 
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Strongly 

disagree 

(1) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

(3) 

Agree (4) 
Strongly 

agree (5) 

Overall, I am satisfied 

with the last workshop. 

(1) 

          

I think the atmosphere 

was nice and open. (2) 
          

I think the facilitator's 

presence was helpful. (3) 
          

I think the methods we 

used were helpful. (4) 
          

I think doing the exer-

cises was fun. (5) 
          

I think we obtained good 

results. (6) 
          

I think we will use the 

obtained results. (7) 
          

Q3 What are the three things that you liked the most about the work-

shop? 

Q4 Why? 

Q5 What are the three things that you did not like about the workshop? 

Q6 Why? 

Q7 Which methods did you find particularily useful and why? 

Q8 Was the result of the workshop what you expected? Why? 

Q9 How did the facilitation during the workshop work for you? 
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Strongly 
disagree 

(1) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Neither 
agree nor 

disagree 
(3) 

Agree (4) 
Strongly 

agree (5) 

I got enough atten-

tion during the 

workshop. (1) 

          

I had an opportunity 

to express my opin-

ion. (2) 

          

I think my opinion 

mattered. (3) 
          

I understood the 

purpose of each ex-

ercise. (4) 

          

I understood how to 

do each exercise. 

(5) 

          

I felt free to ask 

questions. (6) 
          

I felt I was judged 

by the facilitator. 

(7) 

          

I felt my ideas were 

judged by the facili-

tator. (8) 

          

Q10 What are the three things that you liked the most about the facili-

tation during the workshop? 

Q11 Why? 

Q12 What are the three things that you did not like about the facilitation 

during the workshop? 

Q13 Why? 

Q14 How did the facilitation work for the group? 
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Strongly 
disagree 

(1) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Neither 
agree nor 

disagree 
(3) 

Agree (4) 
Strongly 

agree (5) 

The facilitator treated 

everyone equally. (1) 
          

Everyone had equal 

chance to participate. 

(2) 

          

The facilitator was 

objective towards 

participants. (3) 

          

The facilitator was 

fair with respect to 

participants. (4) 

          

I believe the outcome 

of the workshop was 

fair. (5) 

          

The facilitator was 

attentive. (6) 
          

The facilitator was 

respectful. (7) 
          

The facilitator en-

couraged us to par-

ticipate. (8) 

          

Q15 Do you have any other comments about the workshop? 

Q16 Do you have any suggestions how to improve the workshops in 

the future? 

Q17 Would you be willing to participate in a similar survey again in the 

future? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

Q18 If yes, please enter your email address: 
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ADDITIONAL QUOTE EXAMPLES 
Below, the representative quotes from Article I corresponding to the 

main themes are presented, together with the additional quotes from all 

the interview rounds. 

Code 
Representative Quotes used in Ar-

ticle I 

Other Quote Examples from In-

terviews 

Im
p

a
rt

ia
li

ty
 

“(…) because it was someone from 

outside the company and I didn't 

think she had any interest in con-

trolling the content or ideas to-

wards any specific goal. It is not in 

her interest to affect us in any way I 

think” [Participant 2] 

 
“(…) I don't want to be the one for-

mulating something, interpreting 

what they said, so when I write on 

the board it has to be the true… 

most true to what they are saying” 

[Facilitator] 

 

“I believe it was only maybe one 

time, she came into a solution mind, 

as she called it. She kind of came 

with the solution, on something. It 
wasn't that bad or anything, we did-

n't have to use it, so sometimes it's 

fine, she can come with ideas as 

well (…)” [Participant 3] 

 

“I believe she went a bit into a cus-

tomer role, and that was fine, be-

cause we need to know how they 

are, but not too much, so she didn't 

take any… then she was on the com-

pany side for example, how we 

maybe think. So I don't believe she 
was partial.” [Participant 3] 

- “And going back to the person 

facilitating, do you think they 

were impartial? (…) [Inter-

viewer] 

- Yes, I think so. It felt like that.”  
[Participant 1] 

 

“Yes, it felt like she didn't control 

the content, she didn't control us, 

she tried to give us tools to de-

velop our own content. She didn't 

affect it I think.” [Participant 2] 

 

- “Why would you say so? (that 

the facilitator was impartial) [In-

terviewer] 

-  Because she asked… she didn’t 
take a part in anything, in the 

process, she was 

more like: "why do you think so?" 

or "what is the... what can you 

gain from this?". And... very neu-

tral, in a good way. (…)”. [Par-

ticipant 5] 

 

“I actually think she was very ob-

jective.” [Participant 5]  
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E
q

u
id

is
ta

n
ce

 

“I believe she was good to make us 

talk a bit more, asked the right 

questions, and encouraged us to do 

something, maybe go a bit outside 

of our boundaries, that's good I be-

lieve.” [Participant 3] 

 

“I'm an introvert person, so I'm not 

gonna be the one that says a lot of 
stuff around the table, so it felt nice 

to write your thoughts down and be 

actually forced to contribute.” [Par-

ticipant 1] 

 

“I think everybody was heard and 

everybody had a chance to say 

something” [Participant 2] 

“It differs [having an external fa-

cilitator vs. someone internal] in 

the way that it's usually someone 

in the group that takes like the 

leadership or controls the setting, 

so yeah, I guess more of us are 

heard when it's someone from 

outside.” [Participant 2] 
 

“Yes, all was right and good 

[talking about different ideas and 

perspectives] but not the same 

and she just encouraged us to 

know that.” [Participant 3] 

F
a

ir
n
es

s 

“I don't think she had any clear 
rules. (…) but I think she was very 

fair” [Participant 6] 

 

“shouldn’t even be considered to be 

fair because she did what we [the 

company] told her to” [Participant 

1] 

“Yes, I think so, I felt heard. I 

didn't have… at a post-its I didn't 

have a lot of contributions but I 

felt they were heard, those that I 
had.” [Participant 1] 

 

“Yes, she actually… she abso-

lutely had some procedures. That 

was what she talked about in the 

beginning. (…)” [Participant 5] 

 

“(…) I think she was very con-

sistent.” [Participant 5] 

 

E
xp

ec
ta

ti
o
n
s 

A
li

g
n

-

m
en

t 

“I'm not sure what I expected ex-
actly (…)” [Participants Survey] 

 

“Not knowing the complete plan. 

(…)” [Participants Survey] 

“With 3/5 workshops done I 

would have figured we would 

have been closer to "something". 
We still have no "concept" - we 

just have customer types and 

their issues. But hopefully that 

will change in the next 2 work-

shops.” [Participants Survey] 
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R
es

p
o

n
si

b
il

it
y 

“(…) guiding the process so we do 

the different steps and this design 

thinking process (…)” [Participant 

6] 

 

“(…) help us reach our different 

goals or expectations” [Participant 

3] 

 
“(…) to move them [the partici-

pants], (…) I mean I feel it's my re-

sponsibility that they have... this is 

also learning about design thinking 

and moving their mind-set” [Facili-

tator] 

 

“(…) I don't believe it's only the fa-

cilitator's job to make us reach our 

outcome. It's also our own responsi-

bility to reach it (…)” [Participant 
3] 

 

“I think when it's a job she has at 

COMPANY NAME [she is] of 

course interested it leads to some-

thing useful (…)” [Participant 6] 

“(…) Yeah, yes, you don't have to 

think about the next step, she got 

that.” [Participant 1] 

 

“(…) she evaluates every step of 

the process and each assignment, 
I don't know. She boils down the 

essence of our findings” [Partici-

pant 2] 

 

“(…) make us think other things 

that we haven't done before 

maybe, or maybe in a new way at 

least. So give us some new per-

spective.” [Participant 3] 

 

“(…) Actually just control the 
process and start the assignments 

and follow up on the assignments, 

and evaluate.” [Participant 2] 

 

COMPARATIVE TABLES: WORKSHOP 1 
These tables summarise the main points from the above observations as 

well as from the interviews with both the participants and the facilitator 

(confidential), for Workshop 1. 

 Observations Participants Facilitator 

Im
p

a
r
ti

a
li

ty
 

External person 

- Doesn’t know 

the participants (no 

personal relation) 

- Acts as an 
observer – does not in-

tervene (even when 

somebody  is domi-

nant), just listening 

- Leaves space 

for discussion (silence 

after a question etc.) 

Impartial (yes!) 

- No stake in the 

product, not in her inter-

est to affect it 

- Did not control 
content but let people 

develop theirs 

- Facilitator was 

external 

- Didn’t take 

part, “objective”, “neu-
tral” 

Doesn’t want to in-

tervene in the begin-

ning 

- For people 

to find themselves 

- See group 

dynamics 

- If someone 

is really dominant 

she would cut them 

off 
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- Leading with-

out giving an answer or 

own opinion 

Difficult to observe 

- Prejudice/fa-

voritism not possible 

to recognize 

Everyone had a chance 

to express his or her 

opinion (equidistance?) 

- E.g. in speech 

but also in writing – so 

they had options 

- Everybody was 

heard 

Doesn’t want to be 

“the one formulat-

ing something” 

- Asks a lot 

of clarifying ques-

tions 

Judgement (contra-

diction!) 

- “pushes” peo-

ple to think further (it 

means that she consid-

ers what they do as not 

enough) 

- Nodding her 

head – can be encour-
agement but also 

judgement 

- Helps to cate-

gorize ideas and give 

names to them – guid-

ance but involves 

judgement! 

A bit partial 

- Because she 

said it’s “positive and 

surprising” that the com-

pany embraced the idea 
of new direction so eas-

ily (judgement) 

- Has a lot of in-

fluence on outcome by 

giving insights 

- She “went into 
customer role” but then 

also company role so “it 

was fine” (taking roles, 

positions) 

- Once she came 

into a “solution mind” 

Judgement 

- Giving ex-

amples 

- Pushing 

people when she 

thinks they do not go 

far enough 

Goal and interest in 

the outcome 

- The facilita-
tor has her own goal, 

agenda and interest in 

reaching the agreed 

outcome (she wants to 

be hired again etc.) 

Goal and interest 

- She has interest 

in getting something 

useful 

 

 External vs. internal 

- If there is no 

external facilitator then 

“someone takes leader-

ship and controls the set-

ting” 

 

 

E
q

u
i-

d
is

-

ta
n

c
e People take turns 

- When choos-

ing “personas” to be 

Everybody was heard 

and could express opin-

ion  

NONE 
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described in the exer-

cise 

- When pre-

senting post-its (facili-

tator choses the order) 

- In speech and 

writing (silence to write, 

some people enjoyed it a 

lot because they don’t 

speak much – more in-

trovert) 

- Equal chance 

- Everyone’s 

voice included in the 

outcome 

- No right or 

wrong, all views/ideas 

(perspectives) included 

Different means of 

expression (equal en-

gagement) 

- Post-its on 
the board 

- Speak-

ing/writing 

External person 

- More people 
heard when there is 

somebody from the out-

side 

Encouragement (or 

judgement) 

- Facilitator’s 

body language, nod-

ding her hear, lan-

guage expressions like 
“super!” or “great!” 

Encouragement! 

- Encouraged to 

take part 

- “Make us talk a 

bit more” and think out-

side the box 

 

F
a
ir

n
e
ss

 

Justification and 

transparency 

- Goal of the 

exercise and the whole 

session 

- Position in 

the process and out-

come they aim for 

Everybody was heard 

and had a chance to 

contribute 

- No right or 

wrong 

- Different per-

spectives included 

NONE Two-way communi-

cation 

- Clarifying 

questions 

- Summarizing 

what has been said 

- People can 

ask questions (and she 

reminds them about it) 

“She shouldn’t even be 

considered to be fair 

because she did what 

we asked/told her to” – 

one of the participant’s 

opinion 
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- Space for re-

flection & comments 

Consistency during 

the process 

- Some regu-

larity, e.g. agenda, 

asking if there are 
questions after each 

exercise etc. 

Procedures 

- She introduced 

them [rules or proce-

dures] in the beginning 

- “Time stamps” 

when to finish the task 

- One person 

thinks that she didn’t 

have clear rules but de-

spite that was fair 

 

P
o
w

er
/a

u
th

o
r
it

y
 

Body language and 

behavior 

- Facilitator 

seems detached or sep-

arated from the team 

- Standing in 

front of the group 

- Lecture-like 

style with PowerPoint 

presentation 

- Walking 

around and checking 

on what groups are do-

ing – supervision, con-

trol 

Facilitator’s authority 

- You can’t say 

“shut up” or “we do it 

like this here” 

Body language 

- Sitting to be 

more like part of the 

team 

Taking decisions 

- About tools 

& methods as well as 

timing; arranging 

place & space 

- Gives direc-

tions and guidelines 

- Manages peo-

ple and divides them 

into groups 

- Rarely de-

cides about who is go-

ing to speak (address-

ing a person directly), 

in which order etc. 

Impact on the outcome 

- Sometimes she 

got into “solution mind” 

and come up with some-

thing 

- People did 

most thinking, she 

shouldn’t have impact 

because “it’s our firm” 

and “it would be wring” 

– she can only help to 

get idea/impression 

(“company’s decision”) 

- “She didn’t 

control the content, she 

didn’t control us” 

Decision-making 

- Influence on 

who are the partici-

pants 

  Some authority and 

respect is important 
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- Easier to 

work with people 

who are more recep-

tive, not analytical 

 

R
e
sp

o
n

si
b

il
it

y
 

Clear goal and pur-

pose 

- Clear on what 

the final outcome 

should be and what is 

facilitator’s responsi-

bility in that 

- Goal for the 

session 

- Process out-

line (so people know 

what they are doing) 

Structure 

- Make clear and 

tangible what was con-
fusing before 

- Control the 

process and guide the 

process and different 

steps 

- “Keeping us on 
track” 

- “It feels like 

it’s the right order” 

- Break down the 

problem 

Help and assistance 

- Guidance 

and process manage-
ment 

- Pushing 

people who think 

they are not creative 

enough 

- Asking clar-
ifying questions to 

provoke thoughts 

- Creating a 

shared understanding 

Practicalities 

- Creates the 

right setting for the 

workshop and discus-

sions 

- Prepares the 

materials 

- Responsible 

for the structure (e.g. 

agenda) 

- Collecting the 

ready material and 

summing up based on 

it 

Practicalities 

- To give meth-

ods 

Practicalities 

- Materials 

and setting 

- Agenda and 
workshop plan;  

time management 

Help and assistance 

- Helping peo-

ple to formulate their 

thoughts and move 

their mindset 

- Asking clari-

fying and supporting 

questions 

Challenge 

- Ask questions 

- Challenged to 

rethink things¨ 

- “Get us in the 

right mindset” 

- See/show dif-

ferent perspectives 

- Make people 

talk, encourage, make a 

good setting for discus-

sion 

Purpose and expec-

tations 

- Aligning 

expectations with the 

company 

- Purpose for 

the day reached 

- Explaining 

the process (double 

diamond, divergent 

phase) 

 Goal and expectations* 

- two views  

Learning 



250  Article I: Data Collection & Analysis 

 

 

- (I) facilitator 

should help 

people reach 

their goals and 

expectations, 

outcome 

- (II) shared re-

sponsibility for 

reaching the 

outcome 

*I might not have in-

cluded quotes where 

people were saying that 

they don’t know what to 

expect and purpose 

wasn’t clear (I coded it 

differently) 

- As one of 

the outcomes and fa-

cilitator’s responsi-

bilities 

 Gain knowledge and 

open new perspectives 

– one person mentions 

that 

 

 Influence on the out-

come (impartiality) 

- By giving in-

sights and helping peo-

ple to move forward 
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INITIAL THEMES AFTER WORKSHOP 1 
Below the initial themes after Workshop 1 are presented, which com-

bine the findings in each category of neutrality, across the observations, 

participants and facilitator. Thus, they are still within the initial catego-

ries. 

Workshop 1 – results/themes (initial)  

Based on the above table (in section 3) 

Impartiality 

- Facilitator is impartial in a sense that he/she is an external person 

and does not have personal interest in the outcome/product/com-

pany (in participants’ view, because I see that she has some interest) 

- Facilitator does not intervene and leaves lots of freedom to the par-

ticipants 

- Expresses judgement in some situations, which some participants 

describe as “a bit partial” – she takes roles, suggests solutions 

(sometimes) but also just by giving examples and helping people to 

move forward 

Equidistance 

- No comments about equidistance from the facilitator – it might be 

that many of these things are done unconsciously 

- Everyone was heard and had a chance to express their opinion, 

which also relates to the facilitator being external – and by giving 

people different means of expression (speaking and writing) 

- Deliberately makes people take turns -> creating symmetry 

- Encouragement (also by body language) and moving people, mak-

ing them think outside the box (it can contradict impartiality) 
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Fairness 

- No comments about it from the facilitator – can it be that it is less 

important for her than for the participants? Literature would prob-

ably agree 

- Consistency during the process and some regularity and procedures 

(e.g. time stamps, rules introduced in the beginning) – one person 

said she (the facilitator) didn’t have rules but it didn’t influence fair-

ness 

- Two-way communication and opportunity to reflect and give feed-

back; all opinions included 

- One person said that the facilitator “shouldn’t be considered to be 

fair because she did what we [the company] told her to” – interest-

ing! 

Power/authority 

- Facilitator and I (observations) paid attention to the body language 

(e.g. sitting vs. standing, lecture-like approach, etc.) 

- Agree on the scope of decision-making 

- People discussed a lot about the ways the facilitator in fact influ-

ences the outcome (even though indirectly) 

Responsibility 

- Everyone agrees on the practicalities (methods, materials, setting) 

but the participants pay special attention to structure and keeping 

them on track 

- Help and assistance is observed and mentioned by everyone as one 

of the facilitator’s responsibilities but the participants see special 

value in challenging them and showing different perspectives. In-

stead, the facilitator as the only one mentions creating shared un-

derstanding as one of her tasks 

- Facilitator has more focus on the learning aspect of the process but 

one participant mentions it too 
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- Setting a clear goal and purpose and aligning it with the company 

(and explaining to the participants) – not all quotes may be included 

because I remember some participants saying that it was very un-

clear and they didn’t know what to expect 
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OVERALL THEMES AFTER WORKSHOP 1 (RE-

FINED) 
Below the overall themes after Workshop 1 are presented, which com-

bine the findings across the above categories relating to neutrality. 

Workshop 1 – overall themes (developed and structured, derived from 

the above summary) 

1. “Shaping the outcome but not” or “Leading without leading” out-

come (Leading with respect to outcome) 

The facilitator has a personal interest in the outcome (because of her 

job) and she is shaping the outcome by challenging the participants (see 

theme 2) and by being a kind of a teacher, and a specific choice of meth-

ods etc. This theme is more about the leadership -> outcome relation-

ship and influence, as well as decision-making. It can be developed with 

regards to the leadership literature (also see: importance of fairness in 

leadership). 

1.1. Shared responsibility for the outcome 

Even though not mentioned by most participants, some saw the respon-

sibility for the outcome as shared between the facilitator and the com-

pany (and others probably too but they did not call it like this, e.g. they 

referred to theirs and facilitator’s responsibilities separately), which is 

interesting to investigate. 

1.2. Relationship development throughout the workshops (Leading 

with respect to people) 

The (power) relationship between the facilitator and the participants de-

veloped and changed during the whole process of five workshops. 

2. Pro-active neutrality (more like equidistance; contradiction to im-

partiality?) – encouraging/active management: shaping choices by 

encouraging interaction 
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(2a) vs. impartiality 

(2b) everyone heard, opinion included in the outcome 

A very interesting theme, which is more about how the choices and out-

come are shaped during the workshop. 

2.1. Challenging via role play/taking different stances to trigger re-

flection (“Judging/not judging”?) 

 

3. Wider learning/self-reflection at different levels (“The process it-

self”, “Teaching”) 

Side theme, which can be used as a suggestion for future research. We 

can write that we would like to see the actual effect of facilitation on 

performance/outcome but it is important to remember that the criteria 

to evaluate it properly are not just quantitative measures like for exam-

ple number of ideas etc. but also learning and adaptation of methods 

(more like criteria from training and education literature). The master 

students at TI were actually working on such measures.  

4. Responsibility in general 

5. Alignment of goal and expectations 

  



256  Article I: Data Collection & Analysis 

 

 

OVERALL THEMES FOR ARTICLE I (REFINED 

AND DEVELOPED) 

Overall themes for Article I, developed from the above overall themes 

from Workshop 1, and refined with the results and themes from the sub-

sequent Workshops 2 and 3. 

CONFIRMATION OF WHAT IS ALREADY IN THE LITERATURE 

Responsibility 

Our study confirms what literature mentions as the core facilitator re-

sponsibilities/capabilities. Both the facilitator and the participants agree 

that this involves providing the relevant methods and the necessary ma-

terials, time management during the workshop, as well as organising 

the setting and creating the right environment for the purpose of the 

workshop. Furthermore, they agree that the main role of the facilitator 

is to provide guidance and assistance for the company in reaching their 

goals. However, the participants pay special attention to the workshop 

structure and organisation as well as the importance of being “kept on 

track”. They also emphasise the facilitator’s role in challenging the way 

they think and presenting different perspectives on the problem. On the 

other hand, the facilitator seems to focus more on creating the shared 

understanding within the team and the learning aspect of the whole pro-

cess. It is likely that it is because the facilitator sees the workshops in a 

broader perspective, and the way it can create value for the company 

beyond just a new product idea or concept. Finally, the alignment of 

goals and expectations with the company also belongs to facilitator’s 

tasks. 

Alignment of goal and expectations 

One of the facilitator’s responsibilities is setting up the goals for collab-

oration with a company and aligning the expectations. As the literature 

on facilitation and consulting suggests, we found this aspect highly im-

portant and present at all stages of collaboration (from establishing the 
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first contact with the company, throughout the facilitation process, and 

at the end of collaboration when the outcome is evaluated). Neverthe-

less, despite the successful outcome of the analysed collaboration (as 

assessed by both the facilitator and the company), we observed some 

common problems: 

- Despite the initial agreement with the company on what should be 

the outcome of the process (after the five workshop days), it was 

not clear for the workshop participants. This might have been due 

to insufficient communication inside the company, where the par-

ticipants were not informed about the details of the project. It could 

also be a misunderstanding when making the initial agreement, but 

it is less likely because both the facilitator and the company repre-

sentative who was involved in setting up the project were well in-

formed (which is clear from the interviews and company documen-

tation); 

- Even after the first workshop (and some after the second), the par-

ticipants were still not entirely sure about their expectations towards 

the outcome of this series of workshops. It could be due to their lack 

of experience with this kind of process, or insufficient communica-

tion. However, the facilitator was clear about the goal and high-

lighted it in every workshop (where they are in the process and 

where they are going, according to the Double Diamond model for 

design process). 

 

“INCREMENTAL” CONTRIBUTION 

Learning and self-reflection 

Our study shows that process itself can be as important as its outcome. 

In fact, learning and self-reflection seem to be an inevitable part of fa-

cilitation and a goal in itself. The actual benefits for the company do not 

include only the product concept (which usually is just an inspiration 

and can easily be discarded or developed into something different) but 

above all the learning experience that can be applied later on internally 

by the firm, as in our case. 
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Because of that, when evaluating the effect of facilitation on the com-

pany performance or outcome quality, it is important to take into ac-

count the appropriate measures. Likely, the ones that allow for as-

sessing the learning process and adaptation of methods4 (like in training 

and education literature) would complement well the more traditional 

quantitative measures (like the number of ideas generated in brain-

storming etc.). 

MAJOR CONTRIBUTION 

Pro-active neutrality 

According to the literature, a facilitator should remain neutral towards 

people and content. In reality, the distinction between neutral and non-

neutral cannot be made so easily since there are many aspects to neu-

trality, some contradictory. The phenomenon we observed in our study 

is a “pro-active” type of neutrality, similar to what in mediation litera-

ture is described as equidistance. The facilitator actively creates an en-

vironment in which all parties/participants are equal and have equal 

chances to participate. It is done in several ways: 

- Encouragement – the facilitator encourages interaction and shar-

ing information between the participants – verbally (e.g. expres-

sions like “great!” or “super!”), through body language (e.g. nod-

ding her head), and by making specific choices for the workshop 

(e.g. using both traditional brainstorming and brainwriting method, 

which gives the participants the choice to express themselves in 

speaking and/or in writing); 

- Examples – the facilitator offers different examples (e.g. of solu-

tions for a given exercise) whenever the participants feel lost or un-

clear about the assignment; 

 
4 Master students in collaboration in TI were working on it. 
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- Suggestions – the facilitator offers suggestions for possible solu-

tions whenever she feels that the innovativeness of the participants’ 

ideas is not sufficient or they are not showing enough effort (which 

requires a judgement of the situation and proposed ideas, in the con-

text of what the company wants to achieve); 

- Role-play – the facilitator challenges the participants to think out-

side the box and triggers reflection by taking different stances (e.g. 

temporarily taking the position of the company, or their customer 

etc.). 

Theoretically, this active management contradicts the traditional view 

in which neutrality is primarily based on impartiality – refraining judge-

ment and opinions. At the same time, none of the participants claimed 

that they felt judged or treated unfair – quite the opposite. They found 

the facilitator very objective and even if “a bit partial” at times, they did 

not see it as a disturbance in the process, but rather something that was 

necessary to move forward. 

While the facilitator remained as impartial as possible towards the par-

ticipants, the active encouragement and management of the workshop 

certainly shaped their choices and therefore indirectly influenced the 

outcome. Consequently, the facilitator cannot be considered as entirely 

neutral towards content; however, without certain level of engagement 

(and sacrificing some aspects of neutrality) achieving a satisfactory 

quality of the outcome might not be possible. 

“Leading without leading” 

Leading with respect to outcome 

Despite what theory says about the facilitator being neutral with respect 

to contents, during the observed workshops it was clear that the facili-

tator has a personal interest in the outcome (e.g. due to her job duties 

and incentive in being hired again). Furthermore, the facilitator shapes 

the outcome by guiding and challenging the participants through the 

described above pro-active approach. In that process, she often acts as 
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a teacher or a coach, creating a certain hierarchy between her and the 

team and aiming at gaining some authority in the room. It is achieved 

through the body language (e.g. standing in front of the people rather 

than sitting with them), decision-making about the methods to be used, 

giving assignments and homework to the participants, or a ‘lecture-like’ 

approach with the use of PowerPoint presentations. Interestingly, de-

spite all that, the facilitator is not perceived by the participants as a 

leader. Her authority and indirect contribution to the outcome is not 

seen as an intervention in the company’s business, and it does not dis-

turb the process. At the same time, if it were a person from the team, 

they would be seen as “taking the leadership” in a rather negative way. 

Shared responsibility for the outcome? 

Even though not mentioned by everyone, some participants explicitly 

describe the responsibility for the outcome as shared between them and 

the facilitator. Others refer to theirs and facilitator’s responsibilities 

separately but that shows that they also see that both sides contribute 

and are responsible for the result. However, the extent of facilitator’s 

responsibility and the acceptable level of involvement are not that clear 

to define. 

Leading with respect to people 

Relationship development 

Our study suggests that the power relationship between the facilitator 

and the participants does not remain the same throughout the process. 

In fact, it evolves and changes from workshop to workshop. While in 

the very beginning it is necessary for the facilitator to gain the com-

pany’s trust as well as a certain level of authority to be able to run the 

process, over time the atmosphere of the workshops tends to become 

more relaxed and the facilitator’s power and involvement become less 

visible. Instead, more responsibility is given to people. One of the rea-

sons might be the increasing trust between the facilitator and the partic-

ipants, who at the same time become more familiar with the process and 

require less guidance. It could also be due to moving to a more defined 
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stage of the design/NPD process (e.g. prototyping) where the facilita-

tor’s inputs are not of that much relevance anymore and the participants 

can act more independently. 

Fairness* 

The facilitator is consistent during the workshops and has certain rules 

and procedures (even though not very obvious to all the participants) 

that make the process clearer and more transparent. She also provides 

the opportunity for the participants to reflect and give feedback on the 

process (two-way communication). 

* probably related to leadership but needs to be developed 
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APPENDIX III 

DATA COLLECTION FOR ARTICLE II 
IN THIS APPENDIX, I PRESENT THE EXPERIMENT GUIDE FOR THE FACILITA-

TORS AND WELL AS TASK SHEET FOR EACH PARTICIPANT, WHICH IN-

CLUDES SURVEY ITEMS THAT WERE THE BASIS OF DATA COLLECTION AND 

CREATED DATA FOR THE STUDY. 

 

Figure A3-1. Table of contents for Appendix III. 

  

FACILITATOR GUIDE (A) 

Below, the facilitator guide with the detailed experimental procedure 

and instructions is presented. The guide came in two versions: A and B. 

This is version A, with ‘high equidistance – low impartiality’ condition 

in Task 1, and ‘low equidistance – high impartiality’ condition in Task 

2. Version B of the facilitator guide contained the exact same infor-

mation, but with the reversed order of conditions. 
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TEAM ASSIGNMENT SHEET (A) 
Here, I present the assignment sheet that was presented to each of the 

participants during the experiment. The assignment sheet came in two 

versions: A and B, with the only difference being the order of the tasks. 

This is version A – Task 1 concerns redesigning the toothbrush, and 

Task 2 a nail clipper. In version B, this order is reversed. 
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APPENDIX IV 

ARTICLE III: DATA COLLECTION & ANALYSIS 
IN THIS APPENDIX, I PRESENT THE SURVEY ITEMS, WHICH WERE A PART 

OF DATA COLLECTION FOR THE STUDY, I PROVIDE THE STEP-BY-STEP 

GUIDE EXPLAINING IN DETAIL THE PROCESS OF DATA ANALYSIS, INCLUD-

ING THE INFORMATION ON THE GRAPHS IN ARTICLE III, AS WELL AS SHOW 

THE EXAMPLES OF CONVERSATION TRANSCRIPTS FROM THE CHOSEN 

VIDEO EXCERPTS.  

 

Figure A4-1. Table of contents for Appendix IV. 
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SURVEY ITEMS FOR DATA COLLECTION 
Below, I present the interview guide for the facilitator as well as the 

short representativeness survey for both the facilitator and the partici-

pants of the workshop, which provided me with the important infor-

mation for understanding of the study context. 

INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR THE FACILITATOR 

Theme: organizational structure and culture of Technolution, and the 

Facilitator’s perception of his role. 

About Technolution: 

1. What do you do at Technolution? 

2. What is the vision of Technolution? 

3. What is important to you in a hiring process? 

4. How is the culture and the general mood? For example, do you joke 

a lot? How do you work together? 

5. How is your organizational structure and how does it affect every-

day work? 

Your role at Technolution: 

1. What are your main responsibilities? 

2. How often do you hold workshops internally? Externally? 

Your role as Facilitator in a workshop: 

1. How much experience as a facilitator do you have? 

2. How were you taught your facilitation skills? / How did you gain 

expertise? 

3. What kinds of workshops do you facilitate? 

4. How would you describe your jobs/tasks as a facilitator? What is 

your main role? 

5. How do you see your responsibility, as a facilitator? 

6. How do you decide how and where to intervene in a process? 

a) What is your responsibility for the outcome of the workshop? 
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7. In what respect do you consider neutrality during the workshop? 

8. What are the most common outside factors influencing a workshop? 

9. Can you give some examples of successful or/and unsuccessful 

workshops you facilitated? 

a) Why do you think they were successful/unsuccessful? 

b) What went good (or wrong)? 

REPRESENTATIVENESS QUESTIONNAIRE: FACILITATOR 
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REPRESENTATIVENESS QUESTIONNAIRE: PARTICIPANTS 
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DATA ANALYSIS AND GRAPH CREATION 
The data analysis process, including the creation of graphs, consisted of 

several steps in accordance with the standard practice and the recent 

protocol studies. Below, each step is described and the corresponding 

figures in Article III are indicated. 

List of steps in data analysis for Article III 

Step Description Figure(s) 

1 Data coding used continuous intervals of 

1 second following standard practice (Gero 

& Mc Neill, 1998), which resulted in a 

timeline of binary entries (1 or 0) for each 

code per second, i.e. each code was either 

present (1) or not present (0) during each 

second. 

n/a 

2 A 60-second rolling average was calcu-

lated for each code, to give an overview of 

code changes over time, following the 

practice according to the recent protocol 

studies (Cash, Hicks, & Culley, 2015; 

Cash & Kreye, 2018). 

n/a 

3 Differences between the facilitator and 

the team in each 60-second interval were 

calculated, to focus on the interaction be-

tween the two and how it changes over 

time. Based on this data, the basic figures 

were generated. The y-axis on the figures 

represents normalised amount of time 

spent on an activity (code) in rolling aver-

age. 

Fig.5-1 

Fig.5-2 
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4 Open coding was used as a first level of 

analysis of the whole dataset (Neuman, 

1997, p. 481), where the initial themes 

were derived and the key conversation and 

behaviour patterns were noted.  

Fig.5-4 

Fig.5-6 

5 Axial coding was the second step of cod-

ing, where the data was further organised 

and the interactions and relationships be-

tween the initial codes were determined 

(Neuman, 1997). This is where the S-curve 

in Figure 5-2 was added on top of the 

graph, to highlight the pattern in the data. 

Fig.5-2 

6 Selective coding was the last step of cod-

ing, which included scanning through all 

the data and codes, and selectively high-

lighting the cases that illustrate derived 

themes in data (Neuman, 1997, p. 484). 

Resulting from this were Figures 5-3 and 

5-5, showing in more detail specific pro-

cess structures in the data: 

- Figure 5-3 – initial workshop 

structure – defined as simultaneous 

occurrence of teamwork, taskwork 

and positive affect on the side of 

the facilitator, with little or no con-

tribution from the side of the team, 

occurring before the team starts to 

work on the task at hand, i.e. ap-

proximately the first 15-20 minutes 

of the workshop, as highlighted in 

the box in Figure 5-3 

- Figure 5-5 – teamwork-taskwork 

interaction – defined as periods of 

Fig.5-3 

Fig.5-5 



316  Article III: Data Collection & Analysis 

 

 

teamwork overlapping or immedi-

ately following taskwork (not sep-

arated with a time break), in the pe-

riods of time when the facilitator is 

the one contributing to the process 

(the curves are above the x-axis) 

7 Additional notes were added to some of 

the figures in the last step as a further ex-

planation of the data: for example, the 

boxes on Figures 5-3 and 5-5 and the text 

notes on Figures 5-4 and 5-6.  

Fig.5-3 

Fig.5-4 

Fig.5-5 

Fig.5-6 
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EXAMPLES OF CONVERSATION TRANSCRIPTS 
Below I present a few examples of conversation transcripts during the 

specific teamwork-taskwork interactions highlighted in the graphs in 

the Article III. In the text, the confidential information is replaced by 

the generic terms in italics. Figures 5-3 and 5-5 in the thesis (where the 

key process structures are shown) come from the two workshops that 

were conducted in Danish, thus the videos were coded with the support 

of Danish-speaking Master students, and the transcripts require further 

translation. Therefore, the examples presented here come from the other 

workshops which were conducted in English. All six workshops ob-

served showed the same types of structures and conversation patterns, 

hence these examples are equally valid. The Danish transcripts are 

available at request.  

 

Examples of facilitator taskwork (content contributions) followed by teamwork 

(process contributions) during TECH_WS_1. 

Min. 1:30-5:00 

Coding legend Teamwork Taskwork 
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Speaker 

C
o

d
e Transcript 

Facilitator  It is all internal and the Master students are the only ones 
who are going to see this video and it will not be distrib-

uted anywhere and ideas we come up with cannot be dis-

tributed anywhere, other than to the client. And then guys, 

if you want to introduce yourself [talking to the stu-
dents]... 

Students  [students introduce themselves] 

Facilitator  Yes. And unless you guys have any questions let's just get 

started. So the think we are going to work on today is... I 

know you know the... project, at least we talked about it 

in one of our breakfasts but the thing is we all know the 
problem that when you use a product when you close the 

[…] button it just looks too tight, right? Like you are a 

[indistinct] person or depressed or some kind of this guy 
[showing example pictures to the participants] and then 

you also know the feeling of course then if you open too 

many buttons in the product it's kind of vulgar and people 
can't take you seriously and maybe you might even have 

something you don't want to show […] or whatever, keep-

ing identity hidden, so how can we make this in between 

kind of thing, but if the buttons don't really align then how 
can we make sure that people can adjust the height of the 

closure of the product? A common problem. So basically 

that's what… that's the 'how might we' question: 'How 
might we allow for more flexible customizable closure of 

any product type?' - So it's a universal solution.  

Facilitator 

(continues) 

 And I think we are just going to keep it low key and do 

like we would normally do so... but please use the post it 
notes for your ideas, so let's start just having let's say 10 

minutes silent brainstorming into your heads on ideas, 

make them as self-explanatory as you can, maybe a draw-
ing or you can do it in words, whatever suits you, and 

yeah, let's spend 10 minutes and then afterwards we can 

go around the table and hear each other's ideas. 

Team  Mhm. [people mumbling] 

Facilitator  Go. 
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Min. 31:00-34:00 

Speaker 

C
o

d
e Transcript 

Facilitator  Okay, so I've got of course the velcro thing [puts a post it 

on the board], just some velcro with glue on the back and 

put on your product and then you go to... And then I have 

the pin as well, and actually with the spare product part 
glued onto the pin, so like a combination of what you just 

came up with, and then I have this s-shape - this is the top 

view [shows the picture] - so this is shape kind of jam or 
accessory that you just slide each side of the product into, 

keep it sharp, and then you can pull it up and down and 

place it wherever you want. And the magnets, it goes here 
[puts on the board next to other group of post its], and 

then I have the clip accessory, so like again an accessory 

that you put in a specific place and then you just climb it 

onto wherever you want your product to be shut. And my 
last one is, kind of like the same, so it uses the button that 

is open and then you put a pin into the hole and a clip on 

the other side, and maybe you can adjust the length of it 
or whatever, but then there is this string or wire or elastic 

band or something that keeps it together but still flexible 

enough for people to move, without getting strangled. 

Participant  Mhm. 

Facilitator  Ok, great, a lot of different ideas. Of course also a lot of 

things that overlap each other, but I think we have a very 
broad solution space. What I would like to do now is for 

you guys to pick one or two ideas that you like most and 

then you spend 5-10 minutes trying to refine that idea. So 
pick whatever has inspired you the most, or maybe you 

have a new idea that span off of one of them, you are al-

lowed to come up with new ideas as well if you get in-

spired, but yeah, that's basically the task. So feel free to 
come up and read and pick something and draw on it... 

Participant  How do you make... kind of a... star or whatever? How do 

we pick... 

  Just pick the one you feel for, take it – use it. And you are 
allowed to use the same as well, if… I mean if any of you 

feel inspired with the same idea then go for it. 

Team  Mhm. 
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Facilitator  There are no rules, so just... do what you feel is the most 

fun. 

 

 

Initial workshop structure, with the facilitator managing teamwork, taskwork and af-

fect simultaneously during LEO_WS_1. 

Min. 09:30-18:30 

Coding legend Teamwork Taskwork Affect 

 

Speaker 

C
o

d
e Transcript 

  [The facilitator and the participants introduce themselves] 

Facilitator  Great. So, the introduction. So just to briefly go through 

this three workshops that we are going to do in the com-
ing... I don't know how long time because I guess we 

haven't planned the next two yet but the idea at least is 

that with this first workshop we will try to come up with 
new ideas, and parts of the solution - I don't think we will 

manage to get bigger solution to everything at once... 

Participant  It is one and a half hour? 

Facilitator   Yeah. How difficult can it be [laughing] 
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Facilitator  So let's just take a first step at it at least, and then in work-

shop number 2 we'll... the intention is to refine some of 
the concepts or the ideas that we come up with and make 

them concepts, and workshop number 3 we can try and 

sketch a prototype, and when I say a prototype I really 

mean low fidelity, maybe just a map of interaction or pa-
per crafting or whatever, something we can do within this 

hour and a half. So today is the first one, and let's be cre-

ative and come up with all sorts of good, interesting stuff. 

Team  [some participants laughing] 

Facilitator  Yeah, does it make sense? 

Team  Yeah. 

Facilitator  Great. So the challenge, I guess you can tell me a lot more 

about it than I can tell you, but from my understanding, 

setting up product tests is - I guess it is for special devices 

and specific products as well - do you know the four 
phases, then there's no need for me to go through every-

thing if you know everything already [pointing at the 

slide], right? 

Participant  I have a broad understanding of them but I wouldn't say 

'everything'. 

Facilitator   Sure, ok, so running through it quickly, the four phases 

increase in complexity, partly because the quantity of par-
ticipants needed for the documentation is everything from 

200 to several thousands and time span goes from a few 

months maybe or half a year up to many years, I guess, 
and the process itself just in the planning is complex as 

well, from choosing the study design, choosing the right 

outcome to measure, register your test with the authori-

ties, obtaining ethics approval, can be quite a hassle as 
well - we did it once on a project when we didn't even 

have to and just.. it turned out afterwards, and just the has-

sle of scoping the sentence just a bit wrong ended up post-
poning the project almost half a year because we said 

there will be no - it was a special device - and we said 

there will be no certain use of it, and what they read was: 
there will be a certain use of it, and when... yeah, we just 

fucked everything up. 

Team  [Everyone laughing] 

Facilitator   Well, you can imagine I guess [laughing as well]. So that's 

a problem as well. Making the right design, publication of 

protocols and results of the pilot study that you need to do 
as well, planning the test, planning for data management, 
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writing publishing and test protocols, and statistical anal-

ysis plan, maybe recruitment and maintaining users 
throughout the entire study - that's really annoying, be-

cause you can't have I guess - you know you can have 

someone in the […] for maybe a year and then they drop 

out. The process didn't work so why bother spending two 
more years. Managing or identifying the managing test 

sites and staff, collecting data, making findings and ana-

lysing the results. So that's the overarching process. And 
what we are going to zoom in today and focus on is the 

recruitment process itself, and also maybe laying the step-

ping stones for the retention part. But looking at the re-
cruitment process itself, is what we are going to look at 

today. 

Facilitator   Have you seen this before? [pointing to the slide] I stole 

it from here 

Team  [Everyone laughing] 

Facilitator  Yeah. 

Participant  I've seen it many times 

Facilitator  Yeah, me too [laughing] 

Facilitator  So the thing is that the grey part or the grey box part is the 
steps of the recruitment process. So Mike goes to the 

practitioner, he suffers from […] and they tried a lot of 

stuff on him and it seems nothing really works. And that's 

the message he gets. But then the practitioner has, he's 
heard of this product that might be of interest to Mike be-

cause it may solve his issues. So Mike receives this infor-

mation material, like a folder or something I guess, I don't 
know, a link, whatever, and as everyone else does today 

he goes home and does researching maybe on this product 

but perhaps just different products in general, or ask his 

grandmother if she knows what [these] products are, an-
yway, a lot of research going on, and then at some point 

he has to make a decision whether to join the product test 

or not join a test. Kind of a milestone. And he interacts 
with the practitioner and confirms participation, then 

there's often phone pre-screening when some are weaved 

out and the interesting participants are kept, then he re-
ceives all of this information on what's gonna go on, non-

disclosure agreements, legal paperwork, all that stuff. He 

books an appointment for a screening visit, or someone 

comes to visit him or he goes to a specific place and gets 



Appendix IV  323 

 

screened. And then he is ready, if he makes it through this, 

to start the product test, which runs over here.  
But we are going to, as I said earlier today, focus on the 

recruitment process. Does it make sense? 

Team  Yes, sure. 

Facilitator   So the main sense is that it is rather complex, it takes a lot 

of time, it's a problem for the participant, it's a problem 

for the […] company, and for everyone involved. I printed 
it out, just for you guys to have it during this next... [he 

kind of slides the papers to people in a funny way, every-

one is laughing] here you go! 

Facilitator  So now this is the start of ideation. Let's figure out what 
to focus on, even more than the recruitment part, but what 

is it that we want to improve on. And I would like to just 

suggestions to complete this research question or ideation 
question, so 'How might we make it something for partic-

ipants to enrol'. And it might be faster for patients to enrol 

or easier, more convenient, more comfortable, empower-
ing, engaging, fun, whatever, there's a lot of words we 

could put in here, and I would just like to get your input 

as for what you feel like today, what would you like to 

investigate today. Any suggestion, you can come up with 
other words as well, you can... 

Participant  So do you want us to choose one of them? Or... 

Facilitator  Yeah, or make your own. But I just want us to agree upon 

one question that we are going to investigate today, and 

deep-dive into. And this question is basically what we are 

going to deep-dive into next time, and next time again. So 
it's pretty important.  

Participant  Discoverable. Make it easier discoverable for partici-

pants. 

Facilitator  Yeah! [starting to note] 

Participant  [people start to come up with different problems] 
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