
 
                                        

THE CHECK-IN 

A different way to start a meeting… 

 

AN INTRODUCTION 

A Check-in is a pattern designed to enhance the engagement of people in a room at the outset of a 
meeting.  Typically, when people arrive at the meeting they are somewhat pre-occupied with other 
things, including thoughts about what they have just done or still have to do.  The attention in the 
room is often quite scattered, and if so, people will tend to fall into discussion.  Traditionally, the 
person running the meeting will then call the meeting to order and start with the first item on their 
agenda.  The Check-in is a different way to start the meeting, and it usually works best before 
considering the agenda, if there is one.  The intention of the Check-in is to draw people’s awareness 
into the room so that they give their attention to what they are now doing.  Also, a good check-in 
sets people thinking in a direction that will be helpful for the matters to be considered together. 

The structure of a Check-in 

The structure of the Check-in is simple and clear.  The facilitator poses a question (or more than one 
question) that each person including the facilitator is invited to answer in turn to the whole 
group.  As a result of everyone having spoken in response to the question, people will be more 
attentively engaged, and the participants will have a more productive meeting without necessarily 
being any more skillful than they were before the meeting.  This is the nature of a pattern - the 
interactions and outcomes are enhanced without the participants requiring any additional 
skill.  There is skill involved, but the skill sits with the facilitator in designing the structure and 
dynamic of the Check-in, and which question to ask.  So, preparation is required on the part of the 
facilitator.  Over time, a Dialogue Facilitator will aim to make the necessary skills available to others 
by explaining after a Check-in why they designed it the way they did.    

The dynamic of a Check-in 

Without a good design and facilitation, the Check-in could easily take the form of a series of 
Monologues.  That would not necessarily engage everyone in the room – in fact, it is more likely to 
disengage some of the participants.  Instead of contributing a complex series of thoughts, people are 
therefore best encouraged contribute a shorter single response to the question/s.  Using writing as a 
metaphor, this is more like each person contributing a sentence rather than offering a whole 
paragraph full of different ideas.  You could think of the whole Check-in as the paragraph.  A skillful 
facilitator treats it in that way by by-standing (or inviting others to by-stand) what they heard 
through the Check-in, once everyone has spoken.  This will clarify and deepen the awareness in the 
room and the value of the Check-in. 

Conducive to dialogic engagement 

As well as gathering people’s attention, and setting the direction of the thinking, the Check-in is 
conducive to Dialogue.  This is partly because of the structure and dynamic.  In both the Check-in 
and the Dialogue there is a common topic, and each person speaks primarily to the whole room, not 
to a particular individual.  The difference is that the Check-in pattern requires each person to speak, 
unlike the Dialogue.  This has the effect of balancing the room as those who tend to speak more are 
constrained to one chance, and those who speak less are heard equally.  The fact that people have 
taken their turn and found their voice by speaking in the large group, makes it easier for them to do 
so during the balance of the meeting.  As people become familiar with doing Check-ins they realise 



 
                                        

that they are more about listening than speaking, since you have only one turn to speak but many 
turns to listen.  At first, however, people may be more concerned about what they will say when it is 
their turn, and as a facilitator it is worth noting how challenging this may be for some without 
experience of speaking to a large group. 

What the Check-in reveals 

The Check-in informs everyone, including the facilitators, about the disposition of those in the room 
at the outset of the meeting.  It can reveal things about the overall atmosphere, the levels of ease 
and tension, levels of awareness, specific issues that interest and concern people, and about their 
willingness to participate.  This may guide the ‘work to be done’ during the meeting.  There may be 
adjustments to be made to the shape of the meeting to enhance its relevance and effectiveness, 
perhaps by altering the sequence of the agenda, or changing the time allocated to some items.     

 
DESIGNING A CHECK-IN 
  
Direction:  In preparing for a meeting, it is helpful to consider what you aim to achieve through 
holding the meeting.  This will determine the direction you choose to go with your Check-in.  Are you 
primarily concerned with expanding the thinking, or bringing it to a sharper focus?  Do you want to 
relax people or wake them up?  Are you more interested in the opportunity, the delivery, the risks, 
the ethics, the participation, the alternatives, the learning, the emotions, or something else?  This 
gives you a sense of the kind of thinking and feeling you need to engender or evoke at the outset of 
the meeting.  A well-crafted Check-in question will lead people in a particular direction.  An open 
question will elicit a wider range of responses, whilst a closed question (either/or) will require 
people take a position.  Sometimes a reflexive question provides safety to speak up (what do people 
in your part of the organisation say about the changes we are making?) or a more specific focus to 
the thinking (what would your partner hope you will learn about communication today?). 

Perspective:  If you think ‘spatially’, you have a range of perspectives from which to address 
things.  There is my experience personally as an individual in this situation (me), what I see to be the 
group’s experience and situation (us), my understanding of the situation and experiences of other 
stakeholders not in the room (them), and the progress of the common endeavour or work we are 
undertaking (it).  These are the four primary perspectives.  Then there are also the perspectives of 
the relationships between me, us, them and it.  For example, my understanding (me) of the work (it) 
we are trying to accomplish, or how the group (us) works with the other stakeholders (them), and so 
on.  So, where are you best to position the Check-in?  That depends on your understanding of the 
whole situation, and what you need to explore or to draw to attention.  Generally, you will want to 
elicit a personal comment (me) as well as a comment from another perspective.  This is because 
there is much happening in people’s lives, including successes and tensions in their personal, family 
and work lives that impact their ability to be fully engaged in the meeting, and it helps everyone to 
have some sense of this.  A Check-in that is only about them or it is less likely to inform the meeting 
as well.  So the Check-in will often have two parts, enquiring about the state of the individual (me), 
and their understanding of some specific part of the overall situation (us, them, it or the 
relationships between them). 

Structure:  The basic structure is that the facilitator poses a question, (or perhaps a two-part 
question as described above) and invites everyone in turn to give their response to the whole 
room.  If someone chooses not to speak, they should be respected as having some good reason for 
holding back.  Speaking in turn clearly means there is only one speaker at a time, and guidance 
needs to be given on what sequence is expected.  There are essentially four forms of sequence:  



 
                                        

Around the circle (clockwise or anti-clockwise).  Originally we called Check-ins ‘rounds’ because we 
simply went around the group that was seated in a circle of chairs.  Online, where there is no circle, 
and each person may see a different configuration of faces.  So, instead this may be sequenced 
alphabetically, geographically or in some way that everyone easily understands.  This clearly defined 
sequence is the most reassuring for a less confident group of people since they can prepare for their 
turn to speak.  Unfortunately, those towards the end of the sequence and wait longer inevitably 
prepare more and more to say - and when it eventually comes to their turn they may have several 
‘paragraphs’ ready.  Strong and skillful facilitation is required to prevent the later stages of the 
Check-in degenerating into a series of long Monologues and thereby losing its value of engaging 
everyone in the room. 

Tagged (where on completion of their contribution, the speaker chooses the next speaker).  This has 
the advantage of pace and surprise because people don’t know when their turn will come.  It often 
reveals some of the sub-groupings in the room since people tend to choose their familiar colleagues 
or people who seem to think the same way as they do.  One challenge in choosing the next speaker 
is remembering who has already spoken and who has not, as the pool of participants to tag reduces 
in number.  It is a good indicator of how well people have been listening to others, but it can be 
embarrassing to choose someone whom others know has already made a significant Check-in 
comment, thereby revealing that you did not listening to them. 

Reverse-tagged (where the next speaker volunteers to speak about the previous speaker before 
adding their own response).  This is best used as an appreciative Check-in, and typically it has two 
parts.  First you acknowledge the previous speaker (to whom you have just been listening) and then 
you respond to the Check-in question.  This leads people to think more carefully about others and 
what they are contributing.  So the Check-in might first ask you to say something you personally 
appreciate about the previous speaker, and then to describe how the previous speaker contributes 
to something that you believe is important for us in the work we are doing together.  The Reverse-
tagged Check-in used in this way reveals and deepens the respect and acknowledgement that is 
already there, but is usually unspoken except in more formal occasions.  A cohesiveness emerges as 
people’s comments are heard by the previous speaker, and openly by everyone present.  People feel 
valued and noticed.  This Check-in is essentially about us, and builds the inter-connectedness and 
confidence of a fragmented group, revealing there is more appreciation than is commonly 
voiced.  (Note:  The Reverse Tagged Check-in should not be used to solicit negative feedback or to 
propose requests for others to change their attitude or behaviour.) 

Free-form (where people speak when they feel it is their turn).  The invitation to speak whenever 
you choose, or feel it is your turn, is the least controlling structure for a Check-in.  In less 
experienced groups it is predictable who will speak first because confident speakers with status in 
the group find it hard to resist leaping in.  So, if you don’t know the ‘pecking order’ in the group, and 
you want to know, this Check-in is likely to reveal some indicators.  As participants gain more 
experience of the value of the Check-in, the free-form check-in may often prove the most helpful 
structure.  What it lacks in pace (because there can be thoughtful silences where it is unclear who 
will speak next) it makes up for in potential creativity.  It leaves the most space for the group to 
author a ‘paragraph’ at a deeper level of authenticity, and that is conducive to Generative Dialogue. 

Dynamic:  The key to a good Check-in is that the question raised matters to everyone in the room, 
and that there are probably things to be said that have not yet been said in that grouping.  During 
the Check-in people have to ‘centre’ themselves to find their own genuine response to a question 
put to the whole room.  Their awareness may change as they hear and consider other views 
expressed.  By speaking up they participate and contribute to the thinking in the room.  This is an 
opportunity to hear and understand others, and to be heard and understood by others oneself.  The 
common understanding that emerges helps to clarify what is needed next. 



 
                                        

FACILITATING THE CHECK-IN 

The Facilitator and the Check-in:  The facilitator is also a participant in the Check-in and they offer 
their response like everyone else.  This affects the design of the Check-in since it must be framed in a 
way that is applicable to everyone in the room including the facilitator/s.  

Repeat Check-ins:  Avoid repeating the same Check-in with the same group unless there is some 
good reason for it.  Each meeting is unique, even if it is with the same grouping of people, and 
deserves a thoughtfully designed and appropriate Check-in, just as each book or each movie needs a 
different title.  If you do decide to use the same Check-in, make sure you do not give the same 
response you gave previously.    

Who starts the Check-in?  This is important to consider because the starting comment can set the 
pattern for everyone else.  

• If the facilitator speaks first in response to their own question, that will define 
things most strongly and will probably constrain the information revealed by 
others.  It will, however, give new participants the confidence that what is required 
has just been demonstrated, so they know how to fulfil the request to participate in 
the Check-in.  

• A looser indication is for the facilitator to ask someone they know already 
understands what is being invited – perhaps turning to their co-facilitator or some 
else they know has some experience.  A prepared answer from that individual, that 
shows no evidence of thinking in the room, would clearly be unhelpful.  

• The most energetic way is for the facilitator to look around for a bright and willing 
face, and to invite them to start.  

• The least controlled approach is to let anyone step forward to start the Check-in 
response.  This will generally be taken up by a strong, confident individual, often 
causing less confident speakers to wait longer.  Also, it is surprising how often such 
individuals try to change the whole direction of the Check-in by proposing people 
answer a quite different question.  This gives the facilitator a choice.  Does this new 
proposal meet the design intention as well or better than the question they had 
posed?  If so, there is no problem going with the new proposal.  Often the new 
proposal is of keen interest to some but not particularly relevant to others.  If so, 
that would defeat the design intention of getting everyone engaged and moving in 
a particular direction, so the facilitator would need to assert the authority inherent 
in their role to put the Check-in back on track. 

How long for the Check-in?  This all depends on what you are trying to achieve.  Typically, five 
minutes would be the maximum length for a one-hour meeting, whereas 10 or 15 minutes might suit 
a three-hour meeting.  The skilled facilitator will encourage the group to share responsibility for the 
length of time taken to Check-in.  Naming the total time to be taken enables the facilitator to speed 
up or slow down the speakers.  Alternatively, people may be restricted to say just a couple of 
sentences each.  Where people want to pontificate, the request to hear their role title can become a 
chaptered history of their career.  Serial Monologues will kill the value of the Check-in, so this does 
require facilitative attention.           

By-standing the Check-in:  The Check-in will always reveal something about the current state and 
situation for those in the room.  The question is what has it told us?  It is the facilitator’s 
responsibility to make this somewhat explicit by stepping back at the end of the Check-in, after 
everyone including they themselves have responded, to say what they noticed.  They may encourage 



 
                                        

others to do so as well.  This is part of establishing a common understanding amongst everyone in 
the room, and helps people to use future Check-ins more effectively. 

Check-ins with large groups:  Where there are fewer than 20 people it may be feasible for everyone 
to listen to everyone else’s response.  In larger groups that is rarely helpful.  Instead, divide the 
group into smaller sub-groupings of say 3, 4 or 5 people, depending on the overall numbers.  Online, 
break-out rooms can be used for this purpose.  Once people have checked in with a few of their 
colleagues in the subgroupings, then reconvene the whole group and hear a few comments.  A 
commitment to hear from every sub-group may be unhelpful, depending on numbers.  Working with 
a meeting of 120 people for a day, sub-groupings of 4 people for 10 minutes, then 5 to 10 minutes of 
comments may work well.  Don’t lose sight of the aim which is to get people engaged with each 
other, not make speeches.      

 


