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YOU HAVE SUCCESSFULLY 
DOWNLOADED OUR FREE E-BOOK – 
WELCOME!

THIS 3-PART GUIDE WILL HELP 
YOU GET AHEAD OF THE CURVE AND 
NAVIGATE THE NEW WORLD THAT 
IS TO COME BY UNLOCKING YOUR 
FULL DIGITAL, ONLINE, INNOVATIVE 
POTENTIAL.

TELL US HOW YOU’RE USING THE GUIDE - 
WE’D LOVE TO KNOW HOW IT IS HELPING YOU 
ON YOUR JOURNEY.

IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS, OR NEED ANY 
ADDITIONAL HELP, WE’RE ALL EARS.

SHARE YOUR PROGRESS, FEEDBACK, AND 
QUESTIONS WITH US AT  
hello@wow-labs.com

WANT TO CONNECT WITH OTHER 
INNOVATORS? FOLLOW US ON SOCIAL MEDIA

VISIT US AT
www.wow-labs.com

@wow-labs

mailto:hello%40wow-labs.com?subject=Information%20request%20-%20People%20Spaces%20Online
https://twitter.com/wow_labs
https://www.linkedin.com/company/wow-labs-ltd-
http://www.wow-labs.com 
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// INTRODUCTION

In the last 10 years, our work at 
Wow!Labs has made us discover 
that creating spaces and cultures 
that know how to innovate and 
collaborate in practice rests on 
variables. 

These variables make the spaces 
successful across contexts and 
cultures. 

We’re now exploring how what 
we learned creating physical 
environments can create richer 
interactions online.
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// PART 1:

HOW TO CREATE 
PEOPLE SPACES 
ONLINE THAT 
BREATHE AND 
THRIVE

People need to connect. Organizations that create value know how to answer that 
need: they bring people together. The turbulence created by the pandemic has forced 
us to create new meaningful spaces and events to connect to each other… online. 
These spaces are here to stay.

If nothing else, you need to create these spaces to keep your pool of users engaged with 
your organization – whether your users are students, beneficiaries, partners or customers. 
 
In the best of cases, you can also use these moments to give them strength and 
resilience to go through these strange times and build a new balance that will outlive 
the crisis, allowing them to find new value in what you provide.

You’ll be part of the solutions of the post-COVID-19 world.

So how can your organization be a part of the solution? Learn to create and host 
spaces that are inclusive and incite people to be the best of themselves. For that, 
you must get in touch with their needs, not push through your own agenda. You 
must provide a space for depth and joy. You must make the space look like them. 
 
Moving physical events to happen online is not a solution in itself. We have all been 
part of physical gatherings that have moved online and that have felt uncomfortable. 
These experiences may be more impersonal, less warm, or even draining. Technology 
may feel like a barrier between the facilitator and the participants. Participants may 
not be able to interact freely with each other. The experience may allow participants 
to zone out too much for people to fully benefit from each other’s presence. 
 
One of our biggest challenges as a society is to make collective spaces inclusive, 
safe places where personal potential can blossom – whether they are physical 
or online. The approach to online spaces shared here is particularly designed 
with this objective in mind and has been tested across a variety of cultural 
norms and organizational cultures, to be a common denominator where most 
people can access the best of themselves and be fully present to each other. 
Because new ideas and connections can only spring from that place within us all. 
 
The principles below will empower you to create interactive online events that enable 
a meaningful, memorable connection from 5 to 50 people- and potentially many, many 
more once you get the hang of it. These principles are for immersive, interactive 
experiences that fully engage the participants– they are not for one-way knowledge 
transfer to passive audiences. These experiences can last anything from 30 minutes to 
4 hours, and rely on videoconferencing tools such as Zoom or equivalents, depending 
on your needs. Each principle below is followed by practical tips to move you from 
theory to practice.

This is a moment to be there for others. Let’s role model and embody what we want to 
see happening.

https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2020/apr/08/zoom-privacy-video-chat-alternatives
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2020/apr/08/zoom-privacy-video-chat-alternatives
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/17/opinion/internet-coronavirus-social-distancing.html
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Get out the red carpet: as in physical spaces, the threshold is gold. Open and close 
the event in a way that all participants can see each other as they come in, by directing 
people to gallery mode and not sharing your screen. Give them time to do so. Celebrate 
collective presence. Call out people by their name, have a quick personal word, make 
them comfortable, don’t leave them sitting on the edge of the couch.

Get people on the same pitch. To start and end, ask a simple question that each 
participant answers. This enables them to be fully present. This could be “what are you 
leaving behind you to be here?” to start and “what are you taking away with you?” at the 
end. If the group is under 20 people, each participant can say a word- literally one. Over 
15, make them write on a piece of paper, count to 3 for everyone to show at the same 
time, and give an overview of what came up by reading out a few examples.

#3 LEARN TO HOLD A PLENARY SPACE FOR PEOPLE TO SHARE 
AND INSPIRE EACH OTHER 

Go slow and fill people’s cups: as groups get bigger, get creative about how to slow 
down the rhythm to be effective as a whole group. Pacing, music, moments for silence 
or mindfulness together- we are all collectively learning to weave them in. Experiment 
with these. Always provide an inspirational element before you close the session: a 
poem, an image, a cartoon etc. Be generous and replenish people’s energy after a 
plenary, as they are draining. Use break-out rooms (smaller spaces) for people to get 
back their energy, before coming back together again – see the next section for creating 
these smaller spaces.

Guarantee interactivity: for big groups, pick a team member who will be reactive to the 
participants’ needs by being present on the chat function and noticing when people 
raise their hands. They can jump in to bring anything needed to your attention and 
increase interactivity, while you hold the main space.

Make conciseness an explicit rule of the game when people in the group are sharing: 
ask for answers to be under 30 seconds for example. They will get better at it with time!

#1 DON’T LET TECH BE A WALL: CREATE A PRECISE, PLAYFUL 
SPACE FOR OTHERS 

As host, assume participants don’t know what to do. Be directive: when should people 
have their videos on, mute themselves, rename themselves, go in gallery mode to see 
all the other participants? Be their gentle but firm guide to creating the experience, by 
guiding each step of how they should use the technology. Vagueness does not work in 
crafting a digital experience.

Have a B-plan if your connectivity gets lost: options include having a co-host who can 
kill time until you come back up; planning alternative internet access; or continuing with 
voice only without video (the participants should keep their video). When it goes wrong, 
stay calm and good-humoured, mind your body language and voice, and demonstrate 
optimal collaboration with your team. You’ve got this!

Create a tight-knit event team. Convene the event team at least 30’ before the starting 
time.  If your event is tech-rich, test screen-shared presentations, timers, polls etc. 
before that, so you then have plenty of time to go through the flow together, meditate or 
pick up the energy by visualizing success. That should be the last thing you do together 
before you open the doors.

#2 REPRODUCE THE SENSE OF BEING PRESENT THAT PEOPLE 
HAVE IN A PHYSICAL SPACE 

 v

Open the doors 10 minutes before starting time to welcome early birds with light chat 
and -figuratively- warm coffee. Use the first 5 minutes after the start time for arriving 
fully, then close the doors and pick up the desired pace. 

https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2020/apr/26/show-but-dont-tell-why-silent-zooms-are-golden-for-focusing-the-mind
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prepare a glass of water and some nibbles, or a glass of wine and peanuts, depending 
on how you want them to feel and on the event length. For events over 90 minutes, 
propose moments of silence or breathing together, schedule moments where you guide 
stretching or participants can get up. Respect physical intimacy: people can put their 
cameras off to do so if they want.

#6 MAKE JOY THE CENTREPIECE OF YOUR SPACE

Identify when release happens: People will often laugh or compare notes spontaneously, 
outside of moments that you planned for sharing or relaxation. Let it happen, don’t cut 
in to facilitate from the top. It’s needed release. It’s trust, it’s joy. Cherish it, it means 
people are fully present. Gently bring back to the flow you need when you feel it’s the 
right moment, and catch up any time as needed.

Leave people with joy: Remember that thresholds are gold? Enable people to go out in 
style, with music and lightness. Unmute everyone to say goodbye, share sound from 
your device and put on, for example, an energizing tune so people can dance out. That 
joy, right there, is a large part of how they will remember the experience. It’s also a great 
moment to capture the moment via screenshot if you want to. As in your house, be the 
last one in the space when people leave.

* * *

If taking part in moments of learning, sharing and celebration is a deep human need, 
we are collectively teaching ourselves ways of creating them without physical proximity. 
This is a definite leap forward in how relationships – and organizations- evolve. It is 
also an opportunity for tribes to include new voices as they reach beyond traditional 
definitions of belonging, such as geography.

What new spaces are you creating, and how are you getting along with these principles? 
Let us know- thankfully, good practices are contagious too.

#4 CREATE CORNERS FOR INTIMACY AND PEER SHARING

Give space and time for a deeper connection

Use the “breakout rooms” function of video conferencing tools to create small spaces 
for deep exchange- an acute need in these stressful times. Either distribute people 
intentionally in rooms or assign them randomly through the tool. For peer support, 2 is 
company and 3 is a crowd: form pairs if you can. For lighter exchange, icebreaking or 
socializing, trios work well. As an absolute minimum, count 3 to 5 minutes per participant 
to share, and add a couple of minutes on each end to greet and wrap up.

Keep the small spaces in synch

People can ask for help by calling the host for support: show them how to do that before 
they break out. You can broadcast messages to all breakout rooms, use that typically 
to give instructions, such as prompts for the exchange, or tell people when they are 
halfway through if they need to swap roles.

#5 INVITE THE WHOLE BODY, NOT JUST THE BRAINS

Use your body wisdom: Make sure you are more than a brain, encourage as full a 
physical presence as possible: point the camera to your torso as well as face. Be aware 
of your body language, including moments when the participants are busy.

If you’re tired or need stretching, the others probably need it too. Address it explicitly 
and show the example even if it wasn’t planned- trust your body, it may be wiser than 
the rest of you right now.

Keep other people’s bodies happy: Remind participants in the invitation to the event to 

https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/together-apart/id1506057555
https://www.wow-labs.com/online-spaces-extend-tribes
https://www.wow-labs.com/online-spaces-extend-tribes
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// PART 2:

MAKE USE OF 
YOUR POWER 
BY CONNECTING 
YOUR TRIBES

It may sound like a paradox, but physical distancing makes the tribes you’re a part of 
much more visible. Who has shown up for you in the last months?

Who provides you with moral support by checking in, or proposes informal moments 
to reconnect with peers? Who’s offering moments for self-reflection or inspiration, or 
offering stability by giving you access to new knowledge such as data and frameworks 
to interpret your changing reality?

They may take the form of virtual happy hours, webinars, hang-outs, mastermind groups, 
learning journeys, social events, or wear yet other clothes and original names. Most of 
these you take part in, others you may lead, or dream of doing so one day. These are 
your spaces at present, places where you can be found.

Things happen when people get together. They talk, compare notes, laugh, build trust, 
make decisions, influence each other, inspire each other to reflection and action. A 
space is like any party: it’s a result of who shows up.
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We can all, at our own level, contribute to enlarging circles of trust by bringing new 
people to the tables we’re at. Trust is contagious, as is the feeling of belonging: we can 
pass it on one person at a time, and through it transform entire systems, just by the 
people we let in. Trust is a secret sauce to provoke change.

And now, during the COVID-19 disruption and in its aftermath, is the perfect opportunity 
to extend, connect and redefine our tribes.

These strange times actually offer the conditions for a perfect storm to create new 
spaces that are inclusive. Why?

• Because many experiments are being led: there is an abundance of new events 
and new spaces as communities make up new tools for themselves.

• Because people are already out of their comfort zone, confused. Our sense of 
belonging is a little blurred: it’s a great moment to use the blurring of the lines 
to redefine the pattern.

• Because this is a moment of accelerated learning for organizations: they are 
more open to feedback as they look for ways to evolve. A perfect moment for 
input to the systems you’re a part of.

So how can you, in practice, extend and connect your tribes, to make sure the tables – 
and conversations they are a context for – remain generative in the long run?

So who’s in these spaces, influencing each other? Let’s call them tribes: people who 
have enough in common to decide to free their precious time to be present to each 
other in some way. What defines these tribes? Not geography anymore. The language 
and cultural codes? Habit, ease of access? Vibe? Shared goal or interest? A sense of 
safety?

You have chosen your tribes until now, perhaps without much thought about the 
choosing, from perspectives like your profession, education, or interests. Right now, 
those tribes may be silos – systems that don’t connect with each other. But consider 
now you have tremendous power in linking those tribes, to accelerate evolution and 
bring about needed conversations.

 

Why connect your tribes with one another? Here are some of the reasons: 

• Because on a personal level, homogeneity is boring. Fun and growth lie in 
surprise… but funnily enough, we always risk recreating uniformity. 

• Because there is an unsuspected return on investment, or return on effort, in 
linking tribes, as they have complementary resources. Different things come 
easily to different people, and this can achieve miracles just when you need 
one. 

• Because otherwise, we’ll recreate the same problems that got us here, in this 
moment of utter stress to the system. “The thinking that got us to where we are 
is not the thinking that will get us to where we want to be”, in Einstein’s words. 
We need new points of view to create new solutions.

 

https://www.wow-labs.com/craving-for-europe-to-be-more-innovative-migration-can-help
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Would any of the people in one tribe benefit from taking part in another space of which 
you’re a part? If that’s the case, the value is very likely mutual: it means their point of 
view is not yet very present, and the conversation could only get richer at that table if it 
were.

Build that link proactively: extend an invitation, send a link, mention it in a conversation 
and see if the bait works. You are the link you’re looking for between worlds. This is your 
unique power: only you know the worlds you are a part of, only you can map them in a 
meaningful way, and only you can connect them organically, simply by being who you 
are– and accepting to be the bridge you want to see between them.

Be abundant and proactive in your invitations, and follow them up if necessary, until 
there is some movement in practice. This is not a one-shot.

#3 MAKE THE TABLE A COMFORTABLE ONE FOR DIFFERENT 
VOICES 

Cover your basics: language and pace

I’m constantly amazed by how language and pacing are taken for granted in most 
spaces. Let’s – make – sure – people – understand – and – are – comfortable! Inclusivity 
starts with making it easy to join even if people think in another language, or are not 
used to the format. As host, make sure you lead the experience with these constraints 
in mind. As a participant, signal to the host if you feel they’re going too fast for everyone 
to feel at home. Things will get better over time as we become collectively better at this.

Be aware of the cultural references offered

As host, check your illustrations, metaphors, examples to make them fit to different ways 
of seeing the world. If you’re offering fast food at the dinner table you’re convening, 
that’s great: just be aware that’s it’s a North American reference and not everyone might 

#1 BE INTENTIONAL IN MAPPING YOUR TRIBES 

Take a moment to think of the spaces you take part in at the moment, and draw them as 
circles, each on a small piece of paper. Who’s in each of these spaces? Place the tribes 
that have a lot in common physically close to each other, and place the others further 
apart. Move them around until it feels true. What patterns do the circles form? Look at 
where your circles intersect. Do you notice any gaps between them?  Use the ways in 
which communities (the circles) are rubbing against each other as leverage points to 
know how to extend the circles organically.

You can use the same method if you are hosting online spaces, symbolising the type of 
people who are in your space. Who’s there, and who’s missing? (If you’re not familiar 
with thinking about how people might complement each other in practice, or to think 
about diversity in a technical way, this piece can help).

Be intentional in changing the pattern. Each circle hosts conversations. Make sure you 
include new points of view in the conversations by drawing two circles that are apart 
closer to each other until they collide (connecting your tribes); or by creating new bits of 
paper with circles that are currently not on your map (extending your tribes).

#2 IF YOU DON’T SEE A BRIDGE, YOU ARE THE BRIDGE 

https://www.wow-labs.com/building-innovative-teams
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be used to digesting it, or know whether it’s polite to pick it up with their hands. Lastly: it 
may not even be dinner time where some people log in from! Please don’t water down 
who you are or where you are from, they are both beautiful. But do make sure you are 
conscious of how that might resonate with the others around the table. You don’t want 
to be making the point that you are the norm -especially as host – and that others are 
an exception to it. That will not bring the quality of sharing for which you are creating 
your space. 

 

As a participant, you can counterbalance the references the host is offering by your 
own, in breakout rooms for instance, or in the chat function of the videoconferencing 
tool. This input is really precious to hosts as they learn to do this better.

* * *

Extending our tribes is not about changing who we are, but about using the proximity 
that we can have at the moment with people who are “far” from us to build bridges that 
will outlive the crisis. The river may dry up, but the bridges will remain.

We all have our own tribes, whether we inherited them or let them form naturally around 
us through the episodes of our own story so far. Let’s not be merely a result of our 
tribes. Let’s make the tribes the result of each of us.

https://www.wow-labs.com/building-innovative-teams
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// PART 3:

HOW TO BE YOUR 
FULL YOU IN 
ONLINE EVENTS 
AND LEAVE YOUR 
MARK

Everything happening online- we thought this was going to last a few months. But we’re 
still waiting for the light at the end of the tunnel.

Excellent news: you are the light at the end of the tunnel. Just learn to show up differently 
in the events you join online. Learn to be more present, to have richer interactions, and 
to be more fully yourself. Online events and communities are here to stay. It’s time they 
found out who you really are.

So the news is that richer, fuller-bodied experiences are within reach in digital events in 
which you take part. To a large extent, it’s a matter of how you show up, or learn to show 
up more intentionally, to these knocks on the doors of your precious attention.

THE BENEFITS OF FULLY SHOWING UP

Research shows that while learning online, participants who perceive other participants 
as fully present to the event actually benefit more from other people’s ideas. This is 
fascinating. Believing that others show up fully online makes us more receptive to their 
points of view. This begs the question: how can we learn to benefit more from each 
other’s ideas… and for our ideas to have more influence on others even during remote 
events?

When we do manage to be fully present, the benefits are obvious. You may have 
experienced some of these yourself on rare occasions, like when connecting with a 
loved one remotely. Technology then becomes transparent: what seemed like an initial 
barrier in fact becomes invisible, and we invest our full energy on the people present 
and the experience at hand. Higher-quality relationships emerge. This breaks isolation 
and brings connection, an essential ingredient in well-being. But let’s be honest: it’s rare 
in professional occasions.

Apart from better learning and increased well-being, there’s another reason to fully 
show up: your power is increased. These spaces and events need crucial input at the 
moment in determining which way they go and which conversations they push. You, as 
the unique sum of your own experiences, are just what they need. Become powerful: 
show up fully as yourself in these new spaces, to help them evolve. Transition from 
consumer to co-designer.

Here’s how to significantly build your influence as a participant in online spaces and 
events.

https://olj.onlinelearningconsortium.org/index.php/olj/article/view/1788
http://ccare.stanford.edu/uncategorized/connectedness-health-the-science-of-social-connection-infographic/
https://www.wow-labs.com/talking-about-identity
https://www.wow-labs.com/talking-about-identity
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#2 – READ THE ROOM (WHO’S AT THE PARTY?)

Be aware of who’s there

Once in a space or an event, look at who’s there: be aware of other people present in 
the space. Don’t think this is only precious data for the organizers. It should be precious 
to you too, as important as when you walk into a party: who’s there? Look at who you 
can play with. Who are these people in these small boxes looking at you? 

Look at who they are with a technical eye, learning to recognize how people are different 
from each other and how you can use that to your benefit. You can learn about them 
from their name, location or organization (many people rename themselves in events to 
include one of these). You can easily look them up on LinkedIn as soon as something 
catches your attention about them or how they contribute. Be conscious of the unique 
points of view around the table, and which may be close or far from where you stand in 
terms of experience, worldview, desire to get things done. Higher-quality relationships 
will emerge from this stance. This is a place from which you can build collaborations, 
friendships and projects.

Have a say in who’s where

Are there voices missing around the table? Fix it! You have unique access to the different 
communities you’re a part of. If a point of view is under-represented, be the bridge you 
want to see between worlds. Build that link proactively: extend an invitation, send a link, 
mention it in a conversation and see if the bait works. If you see no bridge, YOU are the 
bridge. It won’t be fixed overnight, but you’re a big part of the solution in diversifying the 
spaces you take part in.

#1 – TAKE RESPONSIBILITY FOR HOW YOU SHOW UP

It takes intention

Many of us have learned this the hard way, but it’s a fact: the way we behave, interact, 
think and feel in our daily life does not translate well literally on screen. The way to be 
present to others is not the same face-to-face and online. To be aware and interpret 
correctly other people’s thoughts, emotions and intentions, we have to make a conscious 
effort to decipher codes that are largely unknown to us. A large part of the journey to 
fully showing up on screen is to become conscious of the specific effort this requires as 
opposed to face-to-face interactions.

It takes practice

Truly showing up online is a result of understanding, trying out and adjusting what 
does and what doesn’t work for you online. The feeling of “transparency” may not be 
achieved at first: there may be anxiety or reluctance, or focus on the technology rather 
than the experience. Watch, practice: what happens when someone raises their voice 
at a certain point? Uses their body language in a certain way? How do you react to 
these signs? How about you try and see how people react, in their own subtle ways?

Only experience will turn technology into an ally for you to show up fully as the person 
you want to be.

https://www.wow-labs.com/building-innovative-teams
https://www.wow-labs.com/building-innovative-teams
https://www.wow-labs.com/online-spaces-extend-tribes
https://www.wow-labs.com/online-spaces-extend-tribes
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/220089625_Towards_A_More_Robust_Theory_and_Measure_of_Social_Presence_Review_and_Suggested_Criteria
https://www.wow-labs.com/create-facilitate-spaces-online
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* * *

Don’t waste your time passively attending events online. Invest your time actively 
shaping and contributing to what’s happening there. The places where you show up 
online should be shaped by your viewpoint. That’s what this period may hold for you: 
the moment where you learn to be fully you, online. Speak your truth. Create in your 
own image. The world needs it.

I’ll see you there.

#3 – STRIKE WHEN IT’S RIGHT (WATCH OUT WORLD, HERE 
YOU COME!)

You are your unique point of view. Put it out there.

Be intentional in taking part in events and spaces that you think you can help to evolve 
just by who you are. Integrate new groups. Events and spaces are remarkably open at 
the moment, but may not find you. You need to find them. Make people hear what you 
believe they need to hear “from the inside”, from someone at their table: you, when you 
show up.

Are you a unique, or rare, representative of a characteristic or point of view? If so, build 
trust. They have been missing the power of your point of view. This is a powerful place 
to be you.

And if are you always the mainstream in the situations or events you take part in, you 
probably should think about putting yourself in situations where you’re a minority: you’ll 
learn like you’ve never learned before!

 What a nudge might look like

So what do you do when you’re at a point where how you think can influence the way 
things are led? The options are limitless. Express those thoughts that resonate most 
strongly with your own truths. Put out your boldest ideas out there in one form or another. 
You can, for one thing, chat with the organizers or speakers directly with a gentle but 
firm tone, to make them evolve on any point you feel relevant. I recently caught myself 
chatting with a speaker directly during a high-profile webinar to let him know that I found 
the illustrations on his slidedeck offensive: the drawings of women were stereotypical. I 
felt this was a representation of gender norms that wasn’t worthy of the great business 
point he was making, and I let him know. He was… surprised, but thanked me. People 
are more open to feedback at the moment, so make sure you are providing nudges. 
Show up and be fully yourself. The systems you’re a part of need it.

https://www.wow-labs.com/talking-about-identity
https://www.wow-labs.com/talking-about-identity
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WHAT’S NEXT?

We hope you’ve found this guide helpful as you begin 
or continue your journey creating, convening and 
contributing to online spaces. We would be honoured if 
we could help you further.

If you’re not already part of our diffusion list, where we 
occasionally share updates about our work and provide 
tips on creating innovation, please subscribe here.

We create contents, how-to guides, ebooks and 
provocation pieces on a number of topics, including 
innovation and education, innovation spaces, new voices 
for leadership, and designing for impact.

Visit our blog for more content.

We work with universities, cities, businesses and other 
actors to develop the programs, spaces (both physical 
and online), curriculum and contents for them to produce 
more innovation.

If you would like to explore that possibility, you can reach 
out to us here.

 
Onwards and upwards!

Charlotte Hochman

Co-founder, Director, Wow!Labs 
Service & Learning Design

Michele Caleffi

Co-founder, Director, Wow!Labs 
Space & Product Design
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