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CODESIGN TOOL: 

Strategies & Tools for ​
Building and Supporting ​
an Effective Team 
 

This guide provides strategies for fostering a productive team while maintaining an 
equitable and inclusive environment. The guide is organized into two sections: 

Section 1 provides an overview of key practices and explains why each practice is 
important for building and supporting effective teams. The following key practices are 
described in this section: 

1)​ Establishing and maintaining norms 
2)​ Cultivating an inclusive and equitable team culture 
3)​ Building a sense of community among team members 
4)​ Supporting healthy team dynamics 
5)​ Managing effective and equitable meetings 

Section 2 offers practical tools and resources for implementing each of these practices 
within your team: 

1)​ Norms Checklist 
2)​ Promoting Equitable & Inclusive Teams Checklist 
3)​ Tips for Facilitating Healthy Feedback 
4)​ Icebreakers 
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Section 1: Key Practices for Teams  

1) Establish and maintain norms 

In any team setting, norms are the unwritten rules governing behavior (both in and 
between meetings), interaction, and performance expectations. Often shaped by collective 
values and experiences, norms are essential for fostering a cohesive and productive work 
environment. When thoughtfully established and consistently reinforced, norms play 
several important roles in shaping how a team works together: 

●​ Clarity and Consistency: Norms provide a framework or guidelines that help 
everyone understand their roles and responsibilities within the team, improving 
focus, efficiency and productivity. 

●​ Predictability and Stability: Consistent norms create predictability within the team 
dynamic, fostering a sense of stability and reducing confusion.  

●​ Conflict Resolution: Norms also offer a framework for addressing disagreements 
constructively, allowing teams to navigate challenges more effectively. 

●​ Engagement and Satisfaction: Well-established norms build a culture of mutual 
respect and trust, empowering members to contribute ideas, collaborate, and take 
ownership of their work, ultimately leading to increased motivation and retention. 

2) Cultivate an inclusive and equitable team culture 

Cultivating an inclusive and equitable team culture is essential for ensuring that all 
members feel valued, respected, and empowered to contribute fully. Equity requires both 
an awareness of systemic inequities—such as racism, sexism, heterosexism, ableism, 
classism, and ageism—and deliberate action to prevent those systems from being 
reproduced within a team’s structures, narratives, and practices.  

To foster an equitable team culture, we draw upon Co-Design Equity Framework, which 
conceptualizes equity as both a goal, process and outcome in collaborative work. 
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Foundational practices essential for fostering equity within the team include: 

Promote Diversity and Inclusion: Promoting diversity and inclusion is central to building 
an equitable team. Celebrate the team's multitude of perspectives, cultures, and 
backgrounds. Actively seek out opportunities to amplify voices that have historically been 
marginalized. Pay explicit attention to the values, assumptions, beliefs, and priorities that 
may influence collaborative processes and outcomes, as well as to who is invited to 
participate—and who may be excluded. By creating an environment where everyone's 
unique contributions are recognized and valued, teams can harness the power of diversity 
to drive creativity, innovation, and problem-solving. 

Fostering Open Communication: Establish open and transparent communication 
channels where all team members feel comfortable sharing their thoughts and ideas. 
Encourage dialogue that 1) acknowledges and respects differing viewpoints, 2) emphasizes 
active listening and empathy, and 3) ensures that all team members - including those who 
may be less vocal - have the opportunity to contribute. 

Open communication includes the representation of key voices, especially those historically 
marginalized, and collaborative decision-making that incorporates diverse perspectives and 
builds consensus across all phases of work (shared power structure). Relational equity is 
demonstrated by mutual respect for diverse beliefs, values, skills, and identities, leveraging 
diversity to enhance creativity and innovation, and actively investing in trust-building and 
team relationships. 
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Uphold Accountability for Equity Values: Hold the team (and yourself) accountable for 
upholding equity values in all team interactions and decision-making processes. Challenge 
biases and prejudices that may hinder the equitable treatment of team members and 
implement practices and policies that promote fairness, inclusivity, and justice.  Give 
attention should be given to the team norms or practices that promote or hinder equity in 
collaborative processes and outcomes. Ensure equity in processes, by planning for work 
that is distributed equitably, allowing all team members to benefit in ways that are 
personally or professionally meaningful, and when needed, address concerns about the 
distribution of work or benefits. Likewise, pay careful attention to narratives, including who 
receives credit for collaborative work, how equity challenges are framed, and how 
equitable solutions are scoped. 

3) Build community 

Community building serves as a cornerstone for a successful team. Cultivating an 
interconnected environment where individuals feel empowered is essential for fostering 
trust, communication, and collaboration among team members and promoting morale, 
motivation, and resilience in the face of challenges. 

Plan for Regular Team Meetings: Regular and mutually convenient team meetings are 
crucial in bringing members together, providing opportunities to share updates, discuss 
project plans and tasks, and strengthen bonds as a group. However, scheduling times that 
work for all team members may not be easy, and who, when, and how to compromise 
should be discussed as the team.  For example, alternate days or evenings, or at minimum, 
ensure the same team member(s) are not inconvenienced repeatedly by the scheduling 
process.  

Foster Inclusive Decision-Making: Foster a culture of inclusivity and ownership by 
involving team members in decision-making. Share power intentionally through 
meaningfully engaging team members in agendas, priorities, and final decisions and not 
just opportunities to provide feedback on pre-made choices.  This may also mean slowing 
down the process to deliberate, listen, reflect, and negotiate so that multiple perspectives 
can influence outcomes. This inclusive approach fosters greater buy-in and commitment 
and leverages the team's collective wisdom and creativity.  
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Encourage Feedback for Continuous Improvement: Create mechanisms for asking for 
and acting on input from team members on improving team dynamics, communication, 
and work practices. Actively listen to suggestions and collaborate with team members to 
implement changes that improve the process and outcomes of the team’s work.   

4) Support Healthy Team Dynamics 

Effective team dynamics require intentional practices that promote engagement, trust, and 
collaboration. Teams that function well are built on a foundation of shared responsibility 
and where members feel empowered to contribute, challenge ideas, and establish 
boundaries.  

Promote Ownership: Ownership is a powerful motivator in collaborative work, fostering 
commitment, empowerment, engagement, and accountability within teams, and ultimately 
leading to improved trust.  Team members with a sense of ownership proactively identify 
opportunities for improvement, make autonomous decisions, and collaborate effectively to 
overcome challenges. 

Facilitate Healthy Pushback: Supporting healthy pushback is essential for mitigating 
groupthink (pressure to go along with the team) and confirmation bias (favoring evidence 
or decisions that supports pre-existing ideas) within teams. Encouraging dissenting 
opinions creates opportunities for productive debate and critical evaluation of ideas, 
reducing the likelihood of overlooking potential alternatives. This practice facilitates better 
decision-making by examining decisions from multiple perspectives.  Healthy pushback 
encourages learning and improvement within the team. 

Become Comfortable Saying, “No”: Essential to building a new team, transparent 
communication and normalizing “no”, teams can manage and revise expectations, prioritize 
tasks, and foster healthy boundaries, ensuring feasibility and success of the project. 

Ensure Accountability Within the Team: Accountability ensures that team members are 
held responsible for their actions and deliverables. Through clear expectations, SMART 
goal-setting, regular check-ins, peer accountability, and a culture of celebration and 
learning, teams can foster a strong sense of responsibility, ultimately achieving greater 
success. 

Set Clear Expectations: The team should collaboratively establish clear goals, objectives, 
and expectations for working together. This provides a framework for accountability and 
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ensures alignment with the team’s objectives. Communicate expectations openly and 
transparently, ensuring that everyone understands their roles and responsibilities within 
the team.  

Encourage Peer Accountability: Foster a culture of peer accountability, where team 
members hold each other accountable for meeting deadlines and supporting team goals. 
Encourage and model open communication and constructive feedback among team 
members, and provide a strategy for people to communicate when they are not going to be 
able to fulfill their responsibilities. 

Celebrate Achievements and Learn from Mistakes: Recognize and celebrate 
achievements and milestones reached by individual team members and the team. Embrace 
failures and mistakes as opportunities for learning and growth. 

Pro-actively Manage Conflict: Conflict is a natural part of team dynamics and can arise 
during meetings due to differing perspectives, goals, or priorities. Signs that tension is 
increasing can include physical cues, such as crossed arms, tense posture, fidgeting, or 
withdrawal from the group, and facial expressions showing irritation, skepticism, or fatigue. 
Verbal cues may include short or dismissive responses, frequent interruptions, defensive or 
sarcastic tones, repeated disagreement without alternatives, or sudden silence after earlier 
engagement. 

5) Manage effective meetings 

Meetings are essential forums for fostering collaboration, communication, and 
decision-making within a team. They provide opportunities for team members to come 
together, share updates, discuss progress, and align on goals and strategies. By facilitating 
the exchange of ideas, insights, and feedback, meetings drive innovation and 
problem-solving. When effectively managed, meetings play a key role in building 
relationships, fostering a sense of belonging, and promoting team cohesion. When 
individuals come together for meaningful discussions and collective decision-making, 
teams can coordinate efforts, resolve issues, and advance shared objectives more 
effectively. 

Managing effective meetings requires planning ahead and creating processes that 
encourage active participation. This includes setting clear objectives, preparing agendas 
and materials, and fostering an inclusive environment where all voices are heard. The 
ultimate value of a meeting lies in producing tangible outcomes and actionable steps, 
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ensuring that discussions translate into progress, informed decisions, and measurable 
results for the team. 

Section 2: Tools & Resources  

Planning Guide for Meetings 

Before the Meeting 

​ Define Meeting Goals: Clearly define the purpose and objectives of the meeting. 
What specific outcomes do you hope to achieve? Identifying clear objectives helps 
ensure that the meeting stays focused and on track. purpose and desired outcomes. 

​ Determine Attendees and Participants: Identify who needs to attend the meeting 
based on their role, expertise, and relevance to the agenda topics. Keep the 
attendee list concise to maintain efficiency and effectiveness. 

​ Set an Agenda: Share an agenda in advance that outlines topics for review and 
discussion, invites input from team members, and allows for flexibility as work 
evolves. Distribute the agenda to participants in advance to allow for adequate 
preparation. 

​ Choose the Right Format and Technology: Based on the nature of the discussion 
and participants' preferences, select the appropriate meeting format (e.g., 
in-person, virtual, hybrid).  

​ Plan for Engagement and Participation: Plan interactive elements and 
engagement strategies to encourage active participation and collaboration during 
the meeting. Incorporate opportunities for discussion, brainstorming, and feedback 
to ensure that all voices are heard. A great resource for planning active engagement 
can be found on Session Lab’s website: https://www.sessionlab.com/library  

​ Prepare Meeting Materials: Gather and prepare any materials or documents 
needed for the meeting, such as presentations or reference materials. Ensure that 
these materials are accessible to participants in advance to facilitate discussion and 
decision-making. 

​ Communicate Expectations: Before the meeting, communicate the objectives, 
agenda, and expectations to participants. Encourage participants to come prepared, 
contribute actively, and respect the allocated time limits. 
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During the Meeting 

​ Set the Tone: Create a welcoming and inclusive atmosphere where all participants 
feel comfortable sharing their ideas and perspectives. Encourage open 
communication and respectful interaction from the outset. Consider using a brief 
icebreaker to help participants feel more comfortable, build connections, and 
encourage engagement. 

​ Define Engagement Expectations: As necessary, review guidelines for 
participation, including use of cameras and microphones, minimizing multitasking, 
and respecting diverse needs (e.g., caregiving, accessibility, neurodivergence). 

​ Cultivate Inclusive Participation: Encourage all voices, practice active listening, 
and create multiple ways for members to contribute.  Actively seek input from 
quieter or less vocal participants and allow everyone to contribute to the discussion. 

​ Promote Clarity in Decision-Making: Clearly communicate how decisions are 
made and ensure team members have opportunities to provide input. 

​ Manage Time Effectively: Stick to the agenda, focus discussions, and schedule 
breaks as needed to maintain engagement and respect participants’ time. 

​ Document Action Items: Assign action items and responsibilities to individuals or 
teams based on the discussion outcomes.  

​ Recap and Summarize: At the end of the meeting, recap critical decisions, action 
items, and next steps. Summarize the main takeaways and ensure everyone 
understands their roles and responsibilities. 

​
After the Meeting 

​ Communicate Next Steps: Summarize decisions, outcomes, and assignments in a 
brief post-meeting follow-up shared with all participants. 

​ Provide Support and Resources: Offer support and resources to individuals or 
teams tasked with completing action items.  

​ Schedule Follow-Up: Schedule follow-up meetings or check-ins to review progress, 
address any outstanding issues, and ensure that action items are being completed. 
Regular follow-up is essential for maintaining momentum and accountability. 
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Icebreakers 

Icebreakers help create a welcoming atmosphere where participants feel more comfortable 
engaging and sharing ideas. They build connection, ease tension, and set a positive tone 
that encourages collaboration and open communication throughout the meeting. 

●​ Name Stories: Instead of standard introductions, consider using a 'name story' 
icebreaker. This can be anything - meaning of a first/last/middle name, how they got 
a nickname, a time someone was called by the wrong name, what they like/don't like 
about their name, if they could pick another name, etc. In addition to being a quick 
and easy icebreaker, people tend to remember each other's names better after this 
icebreaker. 

●​ This or That: This icebreaker asks participants to select between “this” or “that.” 
Start with fun, low-stakes choices—like coffee or tea, salty or sweet, or morning or 
night. Gradually move toward prompts that connect to collaboration and meeting 
dynamics, such as listening or speaking first, planning or improvising, or offering 
feedback or receiving it. This will help the facilitator and team members understand 
preferred ways of interacting in meetings. 

●​ Show and Share Something Meaningful: Invite participants to bring or show an 
object that holds personal significance to them. This could be a photograph, toy, 
household item, pet, plant—anything they feel comfortable sharing. Each person will 
briefly explain what the object is and why it’s important to them.  

This object-based activity helps participants express who they are in a way that feels 
natural and comfortable. It’s especially supportive of neurodivergent participants, as 
it provides a concrete focus and an alternative to traditional “introduce yourself” 
activities that can feel pressured or abstract. Encourage everyone to listen 
attentively and appreciate the variety of stories and perspectives shared. 

●​ One Word or Emoji Check-In: Ask each person to share one word or emoji that 
describes how they’re feeling or what they hope to get out of the meeting. This will 
help the facilitator to “read the room” for energy and mood. 

●​ Highs and Lows: Have participants share either a professional “high” (something 
good) and “low” (a challenge). This icebreaker can help teammates to learn more 
about each other’s work and often leads to supportive conversations. 
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●​ Bucket List: Invite each person to share one thing on their bucket list or a dream 
they hope to pursue someday.  

●​ An “Awe”: Invite participants to share recent experience of being "awed" - 
something they saw, something they experienced.  The responses help teammates 
to get to know one another and are a reminder to take a moment to look for the 
awesomeness around us. 

●​ Superpower: Ask participants to name their “superpower.” This icebreaker often 
results in revealing fun, unknown talents of teammates! 
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Equitable & Inclusive Teams Self-Assessment Tool 

 

11 

 

Domain Reflection Question Status Notes / 
Actions 

Values Have we helped the team surface 
and discuss our shared and 
differing values early in the 
process? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

 Do we acknowledge and make 
space for conflicting priorities or 
interpretations of the team’s goals? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

 Do we model equity-aligned 
values—such as respect, 
transparency, and fairness—in my 
facilitation? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

Recognition Do we recognize whose ideas tend 
to be centered in discussions—and 
whose are missing or minimized? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

 

 Do we intentionally invite quieter or 
marginalized voices into the 
conversation? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 
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 Am we attentive to how power, 
roles, or identities shape whose 
input is valued or heard? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

Narratives How do we ensure that multiple 
perspectives shape how the team 
defines problems or success? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

 Do we share credit and recognition 
equitably among team members? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

 Are we mindful of the stories we tell 
about our team’s progress and 
whose contributions are 
highlighted? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

Structures Have we set up meeting norms and 
processes that give everyone 
meaningful opportunities to 
contribute? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

 Do we use facilitation methods (e.g., 
rounds, small groups, written input) 
that balance participation? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

 Have we clarified how decisions will 
be made and how input will be 
incorporated? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 
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Participation Do we regularly check whether 
everyone feels able and encouraged 
to speak? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

 Do we address behaviors or 
dynamics that silence or dominate 
others? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

 Are we ensuring that 
decision-making is shared and 
transparent? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

Relationality Do we intentionally foster trust and 
psychological safety within the 
team? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

 Are we attentive to interpersonal 
dynamics, showing empathy and 
curiosity when tensions arise? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

 Do we demonstrate respect for 
different communication styles, 
values, and identities? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

Distribution Is the work of the team equitably 
shared among members, not falling 
repeatedly to the same individuals? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 
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 Do we ensure that recognition, 
leadership roles, and opportunities 
for growth are distributed fairly? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

 Are we responsive when team 
members raise concerns about 
workload, visibility, or inclusion? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

Outcomes Do our team’s products and 
decisions reflect the diversity of 
voices within the group? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

 Have we facilitated a process that 
leads to outcomes accessible and 
meaningful to all team members? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 

 

 Do we revisit and adjust facilitation 
strategies to sustain equity as the 
team evolves? 

​ Yes 
​ Somewhat 
​ Not yet 
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Strategies for Promoting Active Engagement  

Establish a pattern of having everyone share their perspective without interruption - see 
and hear the commonalities as well the differences in order to identify the path forward.   

●​ Ask Open-Ended Questions: Pose open-ended questions that encourage 
discussion and explore different viewpoints. Avoid questions that elicit simple ‘yes’ 
or ‘no’ responses, and instead, encourage participants to share their thoughts and 
experiences. 

●​ Foster a Culture of Active Listening: Cultivate active listening skills among 
meeting participants by modeling attentive listening behavior. Active listening 
involves fully concentrating on the speaker, showing genuine interest and empathy, 
providing verbal and nonverbal feedback, paraphrasing and summarizing key 
points, asking clarifying questions, reflecting feelings and emotions, avoiding 
judgment and assumptions, and practicing patience and respect. 

●​ Provide Positive Reinforcement: Acknowledge and validate contributions from 
meeting participants to reinforce their active participation. Recognize valuable 
insights, creative ideas, and thoughtful contributions to the discussion. 

●​ Facilitate Productive Discussions: Follow the agenda and actively manage the 
conversation to keep discussions focused and on track. Encourage all attendees' 
participation while ensuring that discussions remain relevant to the meeting 
objectives. 
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Strategies for Promoting Healthy Pushback 

Healthy pushback in meetings encourages critical thinking and leads to stronger decisions. 
When team members feel comfortable questioning ideas or offering alternative 
perspectives, it helps uncover blind spots and refine solutions.  

Questions That Support Healthy Pushback: 

1.​ What are some cons or risks of [x] approach? This question encourages team 
members to critically evaluate proposed approaches by identifying potential 
drawbacks or risks. By exploring the downside of a particular approach, teams can 
uncover blind spots and consider alternative strategies that mitigate potential 
pitfalls. 

2.​ What potential obstacles might we consider? By asking about potential obstacles, 
teams can anticipate and proactively address challenges. This question fosters a 
realistic assessment of the feasibility and viability of proposed ideas, prompting 
team members to consider factors such as resource constraints, external 
dependencies, and unforeseen barriers to implementation. 

3.​ What data/evidence supports this idea? This question promotes evidence-based 
decision-making by prompting team members to provide data or evidence 
supporting their ideas. By requiring justification for proposed solutions, teams can 
ensure that decisions are grounded in thorough research and analysis, thereby 
strengthening the credibility and validity of the proposed idea. 

Reframing Unproductive Pushback: Not all pushback is productive - and some can 
unintentionally damage team dynamics. A strong facilitator, or another team member, can 
navigate such moments by reframing. Reframing unproductive pushback involves 
acknowledging the validity of concerns and appreciating the willingness to share 
perspectives. This can be achieved through assuming good intentions, active listening, 
clarifying questions, demonstrating empathy, and valuing input. Focusing on 
solution-centered language also shifts the conversation from problems to potential 
solutions, encouraging individuals to contribute alternative ideas and fostering a 
collaborative problem-solving approach. 
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Strategies for Navigating Conflict 

While conflict may initially seem disruptive, it presents an opportunity for constructive 
dialogue, problem-solving, and relationship-building. Here are some strategies for 
navigating conflict in meetings and fostering positive outcomes: 

●​ Acknowledge and Address Conflict: Recognize the presence of conflict as an 
opportunity to address underlying issues and find mutually acceptable solutions. 
Encourage open and respectful dialogue to understand the perspectives of all 
involved parties. 

●​ Create a Safe Environment: Foster a safe environment where individuals feel 
comfortable expressing their concerns and opinions without fear of judgment or 
reprisal—set norms for respectful communication and active listening. 

●​ Practice Active Listening: Encourage active listening among team members to 
ensure everyone feels heard and understood. Avoid interrupting or dismissing 
others’ viewpoints and seek to understand the perspectives before responding. 

●​ Focus on Shared Interests: Encourage participants to focus on underlying interests 
that have brought the team together. Conflict can be resolved by collaborating to 
find mutually beneficial solutions or by identifying common goals and shared 
interests. 

●​ Maintain Neutrality and Impartiality: As the meeting facilitator, strive to remain 
neutral and impartial when addressing conflicts. Avoid taking sides or imposing your 
opinions; instead, facilitate a fair and balanced discussion. 

●​ Set Clear Ground Rules: Establish clear ground rules for managing conflict during 
meetings, including guidelines for respectful communication, active listening, and 
constructive feedback. Enforce these rules consistently to maintain a positive and 
productive meeting environment. 

●​ Follow-Up and Resolve: Ensure that conflicts are effectively resolved by following 
up on agreed-upon action steps and monitoring progress toward resolution. This 
might include checking in with members of the team about the resolution and 
providing support to address any lingering issues or concerns. 
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