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INTRODUCTIONS
We must create work environments that are inclusive and make everyone feel that they have been heard, respected, and seen. There are many ways that organizations can create healthier work environments. We can ensure team members are involved in the decision making process and provide training in diversity, equity, and inclusion to our team members. We can also examine the structures in our work environments to ensure that they are inclusive. One key area where we can create an inclusive work environment is during work meetings.

Using liberating structures within work meetings has the potential to create an inclusive environment where all members of the team feel comfortable sharing and contributing to the conversation which in turn has the potential to lead to collaboration in solving shared challenges. These liberating structures are different from conventional meeting structures such as brainstorming or lecturing by giving more individuals the opportunity to participate in the discussion.1 When we engage more individuals in the discussion, we generate more diverse ideas and solutions to address issues facing an organization. Liberating structures are easy to learn and accessible to most anyone. In addition, they are able to be used in a variety of settings including in person meetings and virtual meetings. I will provide an overview of liberating structures and how they can be leveraged to improve engagement and inclusion in meetings.

LIBERATING STRUCTURES
There are structures within workplaces, macrostructures, that are exist and may affect how the practice or business operates. Some common examples of macrostructures in the workplace include the hospital layout, policies, operating procedures, organizational values, and strategy. Macrostructures have a lot of influence on the overall functioning of the workplace.

Microstructures, alternatively, are smaller structures present in the workplace that routinely are chosen and easily able to be altered. We often don’t even notice these microstructures, and we can often get in the habit of never evaluating if these structures are actually working to benefit the organization. These microstructures might include how meetings, discussions, appointments, agendas, and workflows are structured. Typically, most workplaces use conventional microstructures which are traditional methods of engagement with employees including presentations, brainstorming, open discussion, status reports, and facilitated discussions. Conventional microstructures are, for the most part, less engaging and not as inclusive to everyone in the workplace. They tend to allow the conversation to be dominated by a few individuals that are more extroverted or more willing to be open about sharing their opinions. 

In contrast, liberating structures are structures that create increased engagement and inclusion and tend to be more easily adaptable. By using these structures within workplace meetings, we allow everyone on the team to become involved in the discussion. These structures also allow us to distribute the control of our team meetings and discussions to everyone on our team. When individuals feel like they are included in the discussion, this creates an increased level of engagement in the organization.

Principles of Liberating Structures
The guiding principles to leveraging liberating structures allow us to have some values and tips in mind before we start to use these structures. When we follow these guiding principles, you can create meetings that will likely feel more inclusive to those engaged in the meeting. These are the ten guiding principles of liberating structures:
1. Include and unleash everyone: Liberating structures are meant to include all team members in the conversation. Typically, meetings are dominated by a few team members, so liberating structures seek to allow others to get involved.
2. Practice deep respect for people and local solutions: When using liberating structure, we should try to engage team members in discussions that are working on the front-lines because of this collective expertise will yield more actionable solutions. Those experiencing the challenges often know what will work and what won’t work when trying to implement solutions.
3. Never start without a clear purpose: It is always vital that any has a clear purpose so no one’s time is wasted. We should also attempt to identify the shared purpose of the team and the work that is being done. Finding shared purpose allows us to move forward in the right direction.
4. Build trust as you go: When we are using liberating structures in the workplace, it is also important to create a trusting environment. This trusting environment will allow team members to feel more comfortable sharing their ideas and suggestions. Try not to micromanage or overcontrol the situation because when a team member’s ideas are met with punishment, anger, criticism, or cynicism, individuals may be less likely to offer future solutions. Creating a psychologically safe environment will allow others to feel more comfortable contributing ideas and solutions. 
5. Learn by failing forward: During and after meetings, it is important to debrief the team along the way. We should continue to continue reflect on the progress that has been made and continually reassess the direction of team. Remember that difficult conversations are not always bad. They are an opportunity for growth. Discussing our failures also allow us to learn from our mistakes as we move forward. 
6. Practice self-discovery within a group: Some of the best learning within a group occurs through peer-to-peer learning. When we impose solutions on the team from the top down, these ideas and solutions may be met with resistance. The individuals who are actively engaged in the work should formulate solutions. 
7. Amplify freedom and responsibility: Try to empower others in the workplace who may otherwise not speak up. When we release overcontrol, we have the potential to create an environment of innovation and discovery.
8. Emphasize possibilities: believe before you see: During the liberating structures process, it is important to try and focus on what is going well. Assess what can be done with what you have available including your team’s expertise and resources. Try to implement small changes at once instead of trying to change the entire system at the same time. Focusing on small incremental progress will lead to the most potential for long lasting change. 
9. Invite creative destruction to enable innovation: Conversations should occur to discover what is keeping team members from doing their important and valuable work. If there are barriers identified, find ways to reduce those processes. We want our team members to be fully engaged in growth.
10. Engage in seriously playful curiosity: It is important to have fun! If meetings are more enjoyable, your team members will likely be more engaged in offering their input. Consider how you might make your meetings more enjoyable. Perhaps incorporating games or team building exercises into the meetings will add variety to the meeting structure.1

Structural Elements of Liberating Structures
When beginning to facilitate liberating structures in your meetings, there are first some structural elements to consider. These elements that you will need to consider include: 
1. The invitation: These are the directions and steps you provide for the activity you will be facilitating)
2. How you will arrange the space: This will include how you might lay out and arrange the meeting space
3. Participant distribution: Each participant is given a specific amount of time to speak during each exercise
4. The configuration of groups: Consider how the team members will be broken down into small groups for discussion. Also, being to lay out the steps that will be involved in the activity and how much time will be allotted for each step.

LEVERAGING LIBERATING STRUCTURES
There are many liberating structures that can be used within your meetings and in the workplace to create more inclusive meetings. With these structures, everyone will be able to be involved in the meeting and be able to offer their solutions. When we actively listen to the individuals in our workplace, they will feel more seen, heard, and respected—key pieces to feeling a sense of belonging and inclusion in the workplace. We will discuss two of the liberating structures to get you started with using these structures, but there are around 30 liberating structures that Lipmanowicz and McCandless presented in their book, “The Surprising Power of Liberating Structures”. You can also access these liberating structures online at liberatingstructures.com

1-2-4-All
One of the easiest to learn and most basic liberating structures is 1-2-4-All. When you provide the invitation to this activity, ask your team a question about some problem that you are facing in the workplace. (e.g., We are currently facing a shortage of veterinary technicians that is putting a big strain on our team. What solutions do you see to relieve stress on our current team members?). Arrange the so the members of the team can easily move around because they will be talking in small groups of 2 and 4 individuals. We include everyone in this activity and everyone will have an opportunity to add their thoughts to the issue. After posing the question, you will then ask everyone to independently reflect on the question for around 1 minute. This gives indivdiuals who are more introverted time to formulate their response. Individuals will then pair off and have a discussion about their answers. Allow a few minutes per person for an initial discussion of ideas. After this paired discussion, have two of the pairs to create a group of four so they can continue discussing the issue and developing new ideas and solutions. Give this group of four around two to four minutes to discuss their answers to the original question. Finally, have one individual each of the groups to answer the question, “What is one important takeaway or key idea that was generated by your group?” This activity will allow for quick generation of many ideas, and because everyone is included in the conversation, everyone feels like their idea was heard. 

Impromptu Networking
A second easy to learn liberating structure is impromptu networking. This structure is often used in team building or to grow relationships between team members. Frequently, it is used at the beginning of a workshop or meeting to get to know one another or determine what the shared purpose of the meeting is. The invitation for this structure is to ask the group a question. This could be any question but one example might be, “What is one big issue that our workplace is facing that you would like to see addressed in our meeting today and what do you hope to gain from our time together?” When arranging the space for this activity, you should ensure that team members will be able to easily move around. Have team members pair up to start the activity, and after you ask the question you would like to ask, give the pair around three to four minutes to answer and discuss the question. When the time is up, have everyone find a new partner and with their new partner they will answer the same question again within this second group with around three or four minutes to answer the question. If you would like, have individuals find one final partner to answer the same question. In the debrief, ask a few individuals to share their biggest takeaways from the activity.

CONCLUSIONS
Start using liberating structures today within your meetings. They are easy to learn and easily adapted to fit a wide range of contexts including both virtual and in-person meetings. You can leverage liberating structures to create more inclusive and engaging meetings which will in turn allow for more opportunity for all team members to share their ideas an opinion. When we allow team members an opportunity to have their voices heard, we can create work environments with a more inclusive work culture. More inclusive work cultures have been shown to increase overall health of the workplace and will lead to a happier team that is more likely to be more engaged. 
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