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Designing a new future together
A case study about using visual thinking to facilitate productive conversations

Project impact
• Created greater understanding 
and alignment between HMHS’ 
consulting organization and health 
plan partners

• Improved consultants’ efficiency 
and reduced proposal re-work

• Supported a consultative planning 
process that increased investments 
and partner loyalty

• Continued development and 
reinforcement of HMHS brand 
position as a trusted advisor and 
innovative partner

Opportunity
Each year HM Health Solutions (HMHS) holds 
joint planning sessions with its health plan 
partners to define a set portfolio of initiatives that 
grow and continuously improve HMHS’ leading 
product: the Enterprise Health Solution. 

HMHS used different approaches to joint stra-
tegic planning, but had yet to find the right one. 
Consultants needed a facilitation process that 
would help them to efficiently collect the infor-
mation they needed to build a consensus-driven 
portfolio that worked for all investing partners.

Solution
ThoughtForm has almost 40 years of facilitation 
and business design experience, as well as a long-
standing partnership with HMHS. ThoughtForm 
drew on this expertise to create a custom design-
based facilitation approach for HMHS: a series of 
design techniques, visual thinking exercises, and 
custom methods that HMHS consultants used to 
optimize the portfolio planning process. In 2017 
alone, HMHS consultants used the facilitation 
approach to generate a portfolio of initiatives worth 
over $150 million in new capabilities. 
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ThoughtForm’s unique approach 
to facilitation helped us to 
optimize planning time with 
our partners and provide more 
value. The process of developing 
our portfolio was collaborative 
and enjoyable—something our 
partners appreciated.
Tina Satterfield
VP, Commercial Markets 
HM Health Solutions
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What was our approach?

Created a suite of 
facilitation exercises 
and a custom facilitation 
toolkit to support HMHS 
consultants during 
planning sessions.
Before creating the toolkit and exercises, 
ThoughtForm and HMHS collaborated to 
define the information that HMHS consultants 
needed to collect from health plan partners in 
order to have successful sessions. By defining 
the ideal outcomes first, ThoughtForm was 
able to design a custom toolkit of engaging 
exercises, activities, and templates that allowed 
session participants to use both divergent 
and convergent thinking techniques. These 
thinking techniques helped consultants to 
supercharge innovation activities and see a 
greater return on time invested in the sessions.

In all, the toolkit included four exercises, five 
facilitation support tools (including HMHS-
branded exercise templates), a facilitation 
checklist, and a workshop takeaway booklet. 

Conducted two facilitation 
workshops to train HMHS 
consultants on design-
based facilitation best 
practices.
ThoughtForm hosted two facilitation training 
workshops to teach HMHS consultants about 
design-based facilitation and the custom 
facilitation toolkit.

Each workshop began by showcasing the 
principles of design-based facilitation. Up until 
this point, joint partner planning had consisted 
of a series of presentations where HMHS 
shared information with their audience. Now, 
with a new mindset and strategically designed 
approach, the planning meetings would be 
interactive, facilitated sessions through which 
HMHS could collect information from their 
audience to achieve a clear goal. This mindset 
shift was essential to producing the outcomes 
that consultants needed—as well as an 
enjoyable partner experience.

Throughout the training session, HMHS partici-
pants learned about applying design principles 
to their business setting: focus on the user 
(health plan partners), challenge assumptions, 
make it real, and encourage collaboration. 

Helped HMHS 
consultants prepare 
for joint strategic 
planning sessions by 
hosting mock planning 
exercises.
Once HMHS consultants learned about 
design-based facilitation techniques 
and how to use their facilitation toolkit, 
ThoughtForm helped the consultants 
put their training into action with mock 
planning exercises. 

In these exercises, HMHS consultants 
learned how to create an approachable 
environment for health plan partners and 
helped to mitigate risk during the real plan-
ning sessions by testing each facilitation 
method and making it their own. Consul-
tants played different roles during the mock 
exercises: facilitators, health plan partners, 
and third-party observers who made notes 
about each group’s performance. By playing 
different roles, HMHS consultants gained 
empathy for each participant’s needs and 
found ways to support those needs in 
advance of the real session. 

HM Health Solutions  — 
a best-in-class solutions  
provider
HM Health Solutions (HMHS) delivers business 
solutions to health plan payers so they can 
run their organizations efficiently in a compet-
itive and ever-changing market. By offering 
cutting-edge technology and unparalleled 
industry knowledge, HMHS meets the many 
operational needs of health plan payers. HMHS 
is partnered with 12 health plans serving 10 
million members. Headquartered in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, HMHS has more than 3,500 
employees. Visit hmhs.com.
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Facilitation Toolkit 
A custom kit of facilitation exercise templates, facilitation aids, 
and a facilitation checklist to help HMHS consultants ensure 
they had everything they needed for an engaging and 
effective joint planning session.

Workshop Takeaway Booklet
A quick reference review tool that consolidated workshop 
learnings and provided HMHS consultants with easy-to- 
reference facilitation tips.

Facilitation Workshop 
An interactive, four-hour, ThoughtForm-facilitated workshop 
that helped HMHS consultants understand and use the 
skills they would need for effective design-based facilitation. 
Included a deep dive into the Facilitation Toolkit. 

What did we create?

3Facilitation Workshop Summary
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Steps: 

1. Before the session, review the partner surveys and 
identify “big ideas” that fall under the categories of 
“Positives” and “Opportunities.” Write 4-6 big ideas per 
category on sticky notes. 

2. During the session, present the Positive category of 
sticky notes to the group.

3. Ask if the group has any Positives to add to the poster. 
If participants do, have them write a sticky note with the 
comment and place it on the poster.

4. Ask clarifying questions about Positives and have the 
group discuss.

5. Repeat steps 2 through 4 for Opportunities.

Outcome: Participants are given a low-risk warm up to 
ease into the workshop. Plus, they see that their feedback 
is being heard by HMHS.  

Tip: It’s okay to let partners discuss challenges, but 
be sure to translate those challenges into Opportunity 
cards. If needed, use the Parking Lot as a way to table 
challenges that need follow-up. It’s a good way to keep the 
conversation moving, while still helping participants to feel 
like they’re being heard.

Exercises

1

Time: 20 minutes

Goal: Give participants a structured way to express what 
they see as positives and opportunities related to the 
platform and product. 

Materials: Poster, markers, printout of partner surveys 
(for reference), and two colors of sticky notes (preferably 
pink for positives, green for opportunities).

Positive and 
Opportunity

Steps: 

1. Before the session, fi ll out the enabler worksheets with 
your strategic enablers. Pin them to the master enablers 
poster.

2. During the session, ask participants if they would like to 
create up to three new enablers.

3. Give interested participants the enablers worksheet and 
have them fi ll it out.  

4. Have participants present the worksheets and discuss 
as a group.

5. Once new enablers are defi ned, put the completed 
worksheet on the master enablers poster.  

6. If needed, have participants add building blocks to the 
already-defi ned enablers.

Outcome: Health plan partners have a hand in defi ning 
and shaping the enablers that will be prioritized in later 
exercises. All enabler information will be at the same 
“level” so everything can be compared in the next exercise.

Tip: Think of building blocks as stages of activity or major 
outcomes. Building blocks will fall into three categories: 
near-term, mid-term, and long-term. The goal of building 
blocks is to describe what partners will “get” from the 
enabler, not to begin solutioning in the roundtable session. 

2

Time: 25 minutes

Goal: Turn opportunities from the previous exercise and 
other ideas into enablers. Give health plan partners 
opportunities to present their own ideas.

Materials: Enabler worksheets, master enablers poster, 
sticky notes, and markers.

Capturing New Enablers 
and Building Blocks
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planning sessions.
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Steps: 

1. Break each the group into three mixed-partner teams. 
Each team should have at least one representative from 
each partner. (If there is only one partner representative 
in your session, that person’s votes will also apply to the 
other two teams’ voting.)   

2. Give each team an enabler prioritization poster and 
large sticky notes with enabler names. Within the team, 
give each partner (not participant) the same amount of 
colored-coded dots as there are enablers. Ex: if there are 
10 enablers, each partner in the team gets 10 dots. 

3. Partner representatives within each team use their 
allotted dots to vote for their most valued enablers. 
Partners can “spend” the dots how they wish, but can 
only use up to 3 dots per enabler. 

4. Once the teams have voted, have them arrange the 
enablers on their posters in order, according to their 
perceived value (enablers with the most dots being the 
most valued). 

5. Once each team has ordered the enablers, create the 
joint aggregate view by calculating the total number of 
dots for each enabler across the three teams. Put the 
enablers in order, from most dots to least dots. This will 
determine the top 5 initiatives that you will focus on in the 
next exercise.

Outcome: Health plan partners work together to prioritize 
the enablers and identify which bring the most value to 
the group as a whole. 

Tips: Pre-print or write the HMHS-defi ned enablers on 
large sticky notes the day before the session. Bring extra 
sticky notes for the Writer to fi ll in with the results of the 
“Capturing New Enablers and Building Blocks” exercise.

While partners are voting, have the writer use sticky notes 
to capture important conversations. Also, be sure to 
explain what will happen to the enablers that aren’t in the 
Top 5. Likely, they will be revisited in future roundtables.

Exercises, continued

3

Time: 45 minutes

Goal: Use voting and ranking to help partners defi ne how 
much they value each enabler.

Materials: 3 team posters, 1 joint poster, large sticky 
notes, colored dots for each partner (orange for Highmark, 
blue for Minnesota, and purple for IBC), and markers.

Enabler 
Prioritization

Positive Opportunity

1. Review and discuss the positive and opportunity “big ideas”  
gathered from pre-session surveys.

2. If available during the session, add other partner-generated ideas 
to the poster.

Enablers
1. After reviewing the HMHS-defined enablers, give partners the opportunity to 

define their own using the enabler worksheet.
2. Have partners present the completed worksheet to the group.
3. Give partners the opportunity to refine the building blocks of each enabler.

Building Blocks

Objective

Enabler Worksheet

will

so that

Enabler Name

Description of action

Description of value

Revenue  
Growth

Provider 
Experience

Consumer 
Experience

Cost  
Reduction

Membership 
Growth

Near-Term Mid-Term Long-Term
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2 8

3 9

4 10

5 11

6 12
1. Adding up the number of dots that each enabler received across all of the teams.
2. Put the enablers in order from most dots to least.
3. The top 5 enablers will be reviewed in the Progression Map.

Enabler
1

Enabler
7

Enabler
2

Enabler
8

Enabler
3

Enabler
9

Enabler
4

Enabler
5

Enabler
6

Building Blocks
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Progression Map

Current State

Future State

1. Write the name of the top 5 enablers in the dark gray boxes around the Progression 
Map, one box per enabler.

2. One enabler at a time, plot and present each enabler’s building blocks in their 
recommended order of progression.

3. If partners have any feedback about the order, use sticky notes to document comments.

Enabler
1

Enabler
3

Enabler
4

Enabler
5

Enabler
2
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How did we do it? ThoughtForm

In many projects, ThoughtForm works with subject matter 
experts from clients like HMHS to collect information and 
bring beautiful clarity to complex ideas. With this project, 
ThoughtForm was the subject matter expert throughout 
most of the process, pulling insights from its nearly 40 years of 
design and facilitation experience.

Copyright © 2018 ThoughtForm Inc. and HM Health Solutions Inc. 

ThoughtForm, the ThoughtForm logo, are registered trademarks. 

Other products and service names may be trademarked by  
ThoughtForm and other companies. 

This document is current as of the initial date of publication and may 
be changed by ThoughtForm at any time. The data and client exam-
ples are presented for illustrative purposes only. The information in this 
document is provided “As Is” without any warranty, express or implied, 
including without any warranties or merchantability, fitness for a partic-
ular purpose and any warranty or condition of non-infringement. 

ThoughtForm transforms ideas to connect 
people with actionable information. Working 
where strategy meets design, we help our 
clients turn fuzzy ideas, challenges, and 
opportunities into clear and meaningful 
messages and experiences. With ThoughtForm 
you can engage and inspire people, build  
their understanding, and enable them to  
take action.

ThoughtForm is a Pittsburgh-based 
design consultancy focused on visual 
communications. We work with leadership 
teams in organizations ranging from  
Fortune 100 companies to small nonprofits.  
Let us give your thoughts a visual form with 
the power to communicate.

To find out how our design solutions can help you, 
contact Steve Frank at: 
sfrank@thoughtform.com

To learn more, visit us at: 
thoughtform.com

ThoughtForm, founded in 1980 as design 
firm Agnew Moyer Smith, has a rich history 
of solving business challenges with design 
methods. Pulling from design mentors such 
as Paul Rand and Charles Eames, Thought-
Form’s approach has helped hundreds of 
companies tease out the details, come to 
consensus, and clarify complex ideas to move 
forward with confidence.

Vision Catching, ThoughtForm’s 
“brand” of design-based facilitation, 
is often the first step for a project. During 
Vision Catching sessions, ThoughtForm 
facilitates a variety of exercises that 
accelerate the ThoughtForm team’s 
understanding of the problem and 
encourage alignment on the client team. 
Vision Catching exercises include audience 
participation. Clients are invited to draw, 
post, vote, and prioritize during exercises to 
promote the best results.

HMHS and ThoughtForm’s partnership 
has resulted in numerous Vision Catching 
sessions, exposing HMHS to a variety of 
design-based facilitation techniques. As a 
result, HMHS has seen the value of design-
based facilitation first-hand. Now with a 
custom facilitation toolkit and facilitation 
approach, HMHS is able to grow its own 
facilitation practice. 


