
 

25th Anniversary Conference 2019 

Lean Coffee Facilitator’s Guide 

What is Lean Coffee? 

“Lean Coffee is a structured, but agenda-less meeting. Participants gather, build an agenda, 

and begin talking. Conversations are directed and productive because the agenda for the 

meeting was democratically generated.”  http://leancoffee.org/ 

The Lean Coffee format is both easy to follow and effective at facilitating learning and 

collaboration through group discussions. The name simply combines ‘Lean’ (eg. Lean 

Thinking, Lean Startup, etc.) and ‘Coffee’ (implying casual sessions). 

Lean Coffee & the LERC Conference 

Lean Coffee Aim 

The overall aim is to explore salient lean topics and generate solutions, ideas, challenges, 

and also suggest research questions that will help inform the LERC research agenda.  

Participants will benefit from the learning and insights gained from involvement in 

stimulating discussions and debate with a diverse group of experienced thinkers and 

practitioners. They will also learn about structuring and delivering an effective lean coffee 

session.  

Approach 

The LERC conference afternoon session will be based around Lean Coffee workshops, each 

with a theme to provide some discussion context.  There will be around 10 individual lean 

coffees workshops, each with its own facilitators.  

Themes 

Themes have been allocated to each Lean Coffee workshop and participants will suggest and 

discuss topics that fall under each theme. 

1. Design & Innovation 
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2. Green & Lean 

3. Implementation 

4. Leadership & Organisation 

5. People 

6. Public Value 

7. Scheduling & Planning 

8. Services & Lean 

9. Supply Chain 

10. Technology & Lean 

Some themes may be used twice if demand dictates. Participants should have studied the 

theme descriptions beforehand and decided which is of interest to them and hopefully 

thought about specific topics to raise. 

Facilitators Role 

The role of the Lean Coffee facilitators is to ensure the workshop runs smoothly, with 

engaged participants delivering interesting and relevant outputs. 

In particular, the facilitators should: 

● Prevent deviation from the overall theme 

● Make sure the session flows effectively 

● Record outputs 

● Keep to time 

Each Lean Coffee has a lead facilitator and a support facilitator. The latter primarily records 

the outputs and monitors the timing. 

How it Works: Summary 
The steps are straightforward and essentially are: 

1. Assemble participants 

2. Set up the workshop Kanban 

3. Identify what you want to talk about 

4. Vote and discuss 

5. Record conclusions, take outs. 

Tools for a Lean Coffee 

● Post-it pads, name cards, pens 

● Timer 

● Table & chairs; flipchart 

● People 
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● A camera to take pictures of actions and outputs 

Detailed Steps 

Assemble & brief personal introductions 

1. Participants assemble in the designated rooms; the optimum number for a group is 

seven plus the facilitators. It is important the group size is kept close to this number, 

as larger numbers adds complexity through too many topics being presented and 

increases the time to go through the workshop steps. 

2. Everyone writes his or her name on a card and keeps it in front of them (name, 

organisation) 

a. Introduce the workshop theme to participants and how the workshop will 

operate 

b. 5 minutes 

Check the Kanban board 

3. Check the Kanban board is in place and ready for action.  It will be on a flipchart or 
white board with four columns: To Discuss, Discussing, Discussed and Outputs - the 
latter to collect ideas, conclusions or other outputs, usually as they emerge during 
the discussions.  

a. This should be already in place in the designated area or room  

b. The second facilitator will help manage the board, record/post actions and 
outputs. 

c. 3 minutes 

 

Generate Topics 

4. Referencing the theme allocated to the workshop, participants write topics onto 

Post-its (one topic per Post-it).  

a. Each participant should write up to two topics, unless several group members 

do not submit topics. In this situation, the quota can be increased. The words 
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on the Post-should be clear, succinct and readable. The Post-its are placed on 

the board in the ‘To Discuss’ column. 

b. Participants do not have to submit topics if they just wish to participate in the 

discussion 

c. 5 minutes 

 

 

Explain Topics 

4. Each person pitches for his or her topics, giving a very brief outline of what the topic 

is and why they want to discuss it (but without actually starting the discussion). 

a. 10 minutes 

Vote 

5. Each participant gets two votes.  
a. These can be cast for one topic or spread across two topics. 
b. Participants visit the board to vote, using the ‘five bar gate’ system  
c. 5 minutes 

Rank Topics 

6. Rank the more popular topics at the top of the To Discuss column.  

a. You should end up with a list of discussion topics, ranked in popularity order.  
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Agenda set & start discussion 

7. Now that you have an agenda, move the top item into the middle Discussing 

column.  

a. Set the timer for ten minutes, which is the initial discussion time period.  

b. The group starts the discussion. 

c. The lead facilitator should keep the discussion on track and avoid it deviating 

away from the topic. Note that the facilitator should not be too influential in 

directing the discussion. 

d. The support facilitator can list key points or outputs on Post it notes or a flip 

chart as the discussion progresses. Post its can be placed in the Outputs 

column. This supplements the outputs from the reflections session at the 

end.  
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Pause & Check 

8. When the ten minute time limit is reached, hold a simple vote to see if there is 

interest in continuing the discussion.  

a. If so, set the timer for five minutes and continue discussing.  

b. You can repeat this step as many times as necessary until the group loses 

interest in the topic. 

Move to Next Topic 

9. When the topic runs out of stream: 

a. Move its Post-it right to the Discussed column.  

b. Bring the next highest card over from To Discuss into Discussing and repeat 

the process. 
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Finishing & Locking the Learning 

10. At the end of the session, reflect on discussions, elicit key take-aways and/or 

conclusions (this is important, as the meeting is being used to develop the LERC 

research agenda).  

a. Record key outputs on Post it’s and place in the Outputs column 

b. Take a photo of the board or anything that aids understanding.  

c. Consider downloading the app CamScanner  - excellent for 

capturing images and documenting scanning.  

d. 10 minutes 
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