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Executive Summary 
 

The óCookbook on virtual interactive exchange formats for citiesô is a collection of virtual collaboration 

methods tested and evaluated during the Horizon 2020 INTERLACE project. It is however more than 

just another list of methods and tools, as it is specifically tailored to the needs of cities and public 

authorities that want to build networks on nature-based solutions (NBS) and ecosystem restoration. It 

guides the reader through specific interactive exchange formats, describing when and reasons why 

they were applied during the city exchange process. The reader can then follow the transparent 

evaluation process to determine the benefits of applying it according to his or her own needs. 

Moreover, this report takes a step back and looks at city-to-city exchange processes in larger groups as 

well as in city pairs, both of which are applied within INTERLACE. The findings from these regular 

meetings in different group sizes show a clear picture of the advantages and disadvantages of each 

individual format and guide replicators in their decision of how to organize the exchange between cities. 

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, all meetings were conducted virtually. As a consequence, getting to 

know each other and setting a common ground and understanding was one of the first and most 

important tasks of the city exchanges. This is also reflected in the number of warm-up exercises and 

online methods aimed at this goal. It was a particular challenge to build the collaboration merely online, 

but the available methods and tools were able to replace the physical meetings to a large extent. This is 

good news for future projects and cooperation processes that will rely more heavily on virtual exchange 

mitigating CO2 emissions from traveling.  

So, who is this Cookbook for? 

¶ Public authorities and cities wishing to engage in fruitful exchange with other cities 

¶ City networks aiming to build an inclusive environment for sharing and learning among their 

members 

¶ Academia, companies and other actors working with a diverse range of stakeholders on the 

design and implementation of NBS 
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1. Introduction 
 

One of the main success factors of the on-going INTERLACE project is the cooperation and continuous 

exchange between its city partners that has allowed for first successes of peer-to-peer learning and the 

organization of joint activities aimed at bringing together the urban ecosystem restoration community 

across continents.  

From the beginning of the project, it was considered crucial to establish effective structures for city-to-

city exchange between the six local project partners, from six countries and two continents ï Latin 

America and Europe. Regular meetings were established and their interactive character emphasized 

among the organizing institutions. Also project meetings were organized in a way to allow for creative 

thinking and open discussion, rather than hierarchical presentation of past achievements. Accordingly, 

the project team was keen to test different interactive tools, platforms and methods that foster curiosity 

and collaboration.  

The following chapters describe the methods applied, including the respective feedback gathered from 

the city partners and the evaluation form used (p.15). In this way, we aim to give practical advice and 

inspire other cities and public authorities that want to use more interactive features and methods in their 

networking and learning activities through the experiences made in INTERLACE. This cookbook also 

contains helpful recipes for intermediary organizations such as city networks that are willing to create 

spaces for sharing and learning amongst their members. 

2. Virtual exchange methods 
This chapter provides an overview of all virtual exchange methods used and tested during the first 18 

months of the INTERLACE project. For some of the methods an evaluation by the participating cities 

was conducted, both a summary and the evaluation survey is provided. In general, exchange was 

organized in two different forms: in a large group of six cities or in city pairs, where each pair consisted 

of two cities from two regions (EU and Latin America). Chapter 2 focuses on the reasons for this 

distinction and provides insights into the benefits and disadvantages of both city-to-city exchange 

formats.  

2.1. Collection of exchange methods and tools 

The selected methods and tools, including the warm-up exercises all addressed distinct questions and 

challenges during the city-to-city exchange. They have been selected for their usefulness in achieving 

specific outcomes. We divided the chapter into three parts: 

¶ warm-up exercises that intend to break the ice at the beginning of the session or to get 

familiar with the sessionôs topic in a playful way  

¶ the interactive methods with distinct goals that are described for each one;  

¶ tools that were used to conduct the virtual sessions or parts of them.  

For many methods an attempt was made to add a visual component to support the discussions and 

stimulate creative thinking by visualizing the concept, e.g. a tree symbol for the root cause analysis 



Cookbook on virtual interactive exchange formats for cities 

 

CLEVER Cities Visual Identity 

6 

method. This additional support was beneficial for structuring the contributions and thoughts in many 

sessions. 

Since all sessions took place virtually, the chosen online collaboration platform played an important 

role in preparing the subsequent discussions. The table below provides an overview of collaboration 

platforms we used most frequently and their respective advantages. Many of them are referenced to in 

the following descriptions of methods. 

Table 1: Online collaboration platforms used in INTERLACE (non-exhaustive) 

Name Main feature Remarks 

Zoom Video conference  ¶ Chat function 

¶ Breakout room function for smaller group meetings, 

randomized or manually created groups possible 

¶ Access via laptop and mobile phone 

¶ Basic poll function (see below) 

¶ Simultaneous translation function 

Miro Whiteboard and 

visualization tool 

¶ Whiteboard with large possibilities to visualize group 

discussion processes 

¶ Parallel working of different groups 

¶ Complex opportunities, needs some time to get 

acquainted with functions 

Google 

Jamboard 

Whiteboard and 

visualization tool 

¶ Whiteboard with possibilities to visualize group 

discussion processes 

¶ Parallel working of different groups 

¶ User-friendly set-up, easy to navigate 

Google Slides Presentations and 

whiteboard 

¶ Slides and presentations can be shared with 

participants for joint elaboration  

¶ Participants can work on slides directly during the 

meeting 

¶ Whiteboard function with text boxes as sticky notes 

Mentimeter Polls and surveys ¶ Elaborate poll and survey function 

¶ Possibility to track each participants answer 

throughout multiple questions  

¶ Word cloud function 

¶ Limited, free version available 

Zoom polls Polls ¶ Simple poll function for participants of a Zoom room 

¶ Easy to navigate by moderator, limited set-up (single 

and multiple choice) 
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2.1.1. Warm-up exercises 

Name of the exercise Impromptu Networking 

Main goal Warm-up method to identify expectations/challenges and trigger 

new connections and a warmer atmosphere 

Online platform used Zoom 

Timeframe 20 minutes 

Copy right  Liberating Structures (https://liberatingstructures.de/liberating-

structures-menue/impromptu-networking/) 

 

Description: The moderator defines one or two questions the participants should focus on (what my 

expectations are, what I bring into the meeting today, what I wish to see from other participants). 

Participants now come together in pairs for a certain amount of time to exchange on the questions 

(encourage strangers to pair up!), ideally for around 3-4 minutes. Repeat three times with new pairings, 

resulting in an overall networking phase of around 12-15 minutes. Pairs can walk freely around the 

room or outside, if possible. In a virtual set-up, the moderator creates random breakout session to bring 

participants together in pairs. This way, all participants establish contacts in the beginning and are 

encouraged to speak, also participants playfully start thinking about the aim of the session. Helpful to 

break hierarchies between invited participants. 

Evaluation: Though not formally evaluated via the feedback survey, this warm-up exercise was used 

several times at the beginning of the city-to-city exchange at various occasions. It was found useful by 

the moderators, leading to an open atmosphere and participants were able to express their 

expectations. 

 

Name of the exercise NBS Ice-breaker 

Main goal Welcome participants and prepare them to have a discussion 

about NBS 

Online platform used Zoom & Miro or Google Presentations 

Timeframe 10-15 minutes 

Copy right  n/a 

https://liberatingstructures.de/liberating-structures-menue/impromptu-networking/
https://liberatingstructures.de/liberating-structures-menue/impromptu-networking/
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Description: The moderator prepares a Miro Board or a Google presentation with a large picture of a 

tree (or any symbol of nature) beforehand. When working with Miro, make sure to explain how to apply 

the post-its. When working with the Google presentation, prepare some boxes of different colours to 

present the post-its. At the beginning of the session, (s)he shares the link with all participants via the 

chat and formulates a question like: ñHow do you connect with or relate to nature?ñ The participants 

now have a few minutes (up to 5) to answer the question by using the post-its and sticking them to the 

picture of the tree. After a few minutes the moderator stops the participants and highlights some of the 

sticky notes. This way, the session starts with a personal, appreciative and friendly ice-breaker. A 

possibility is to ask participants to include the city they are from to get an overview geographic 

representation. 

Evaluation: This ice-breaker was used in a slightly different version one of the INTERLACE cities, in 

Chemnitz. During the local project kick-off with city officials and citizens, the moderators asked the 

question ñWhen did you last experience nature in our city?ò via the chat. Participants answered directly 

in the chat, moderators were then able to comment on the results. This way, all participants can use 

their voice (in the chat) early on without taking too much time from the agenda. 

2.1.2. Methods 

Name of the method Exchange in smaller groups 

Main goal Stimulate discussion and create a working atmosphere where 

participants feel comfortable sharing experiences 

Online platform used Zoom 

Timeframe 15 minutes + time for discussion in the plenary (45-60 min) 

Copy right  n/a 

 

Description: In round 1, two participants discuss one question/topic for five minutes. In round 2, two 

pairs of the first round are grouped together to discuss the same question/topic for ten minutes. 

Afterwards, all groups present their outcome to the plenary where questions are answered and main 

findings reported. It is useful to identify a person to present findings per group in the beginning of round 

2. This method allows everyone to speak and to participate and is useful when the audience is very 

diverse, heterogeneous and participants donôt know each other. 

Evaluation: This method was applied during one of the first city exchange meetings to speak about the 

citiesô understanding of urban ecosystem restoration and their local reference to the concept. It 

familiarized the participants with each other while at the same time starting first thematic discussions 
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around NBS, allowing for different notions to be introduced and getting some insights into the local 

characteristics of the cities. Though not officially evaluated, the method was positively received. 

 

Name of the method What, So what, Now what? W³  

Main goal Gathering knowledge, drawing conclusions and defining new 

steps 

Online platform used Zoom and Miro 

Timeframe 45 minutes 

Copy right  Liberating Structures (https://liberatingstructures.de/liberating-

structures-menue/what-so-what-now-what/)  

 

Description: This method allows participants to jointly look back at what has happened and been 

elaborated in the last months or weeks to draw conclusions on the status quo and define next steps. It 

was used to create common ground for the newly brought together city pairs, to gather all knowledge 

that exists and to identify what this means for the city-to-city cooperation between the two cities, 

including setting the agenda and defining next activities.  

WHAT: In a first round, each city collects facts and notions they know about their city pair from previous 

meetings on a pre-prepared Miro board. This is done in silence and for both cities in parallel. After 5 to 

10 minutes, the board is presented to the partner city and open questions are answered. This round 

refreshes the memory and creates a base for cooperation.  

SO WHAT: In a second step, both cities discuss together which conclusions they can draw from the 

knowledge of phase 1 about their city-to-city cooperation, namely which topics and activities are 

interesting for both of them. A moderator can support this step by noting down the main ideas on a Miro 

Board.  

NOW WHAT: In the third and final step, the topics are narrowed down to concrete action points and 

activities to take on. The agenda is set for the next meetings and organizational issues like meeting 

times etc. are clarified.  

Evaluation: The method was evaluated to be clear and understandable to most participants, however a 

few questions remained open. In the evaluation, the participants indicated that the method mostly 

contributed to warming up and getting to know each other (70%) and brainstorming new ideas (30%), 

which is what was intended.  

90% of participants deemed the method useful or very useful for the goal of the session, only one 

participant did not find the method beneficial. Similar estimates were made about the quality of results 

obtained, with a little more doubt about their usefulness. Some explication about these doubts can most 
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probably be attributed to the fact that one group experienced a high language barrier and found it 

difficult to communicate with one another. 

 

Figure 1: W³ method applied on a Miro board 

 

Name of the method Root cause analysis  

Main goal Identify root problems, resulting challenges and present first ideas 

for solutions 

Online platform used Zoom and Google Presentations 

Timeframe 60 minutes 

Copy right  n/a 

 

Description: The cities are divided into two smaller groups (6 to 10 persons each) to discuss pre-

selected topics, more specifically local challenges cities are experiencing related to the topic and the 
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underlying root causes of those challenges. The two groups are then sent to breakout rooms where the 

moderator shares the link to a joint google presentation in which the picture of a large tree with roots, 

branches and leaves is displayed. All participants can access the presentation and work on it.  

The participants are asked to write sticky notes with most relevant local problems related to the chosen 

topic and to stick them to the trunk of the tree. Alternatively, the moderator can follow the discussion 

and prepare the notes. After ca. 10 minutes, the participants are asked to identify the underlying root 

causes of those apparent problems and to write them on sticky notes and stick them to the roots of the 

tree. Understanding the root causes of problems can help to find better solutions. Accordingly, 

participants were asked how the project partnership could support in addressing those problems and 

which solutions could be sought. The answers are written again on notes that are stacked to the leaves 

and branches of the tree. As a result, the problems, underlying root causes and potential solutions are 

identified and visualized. This can be repeated for further topics. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Evaluation: The evaluation survey showed that the method was clear and well understood by all 

participants, with only one exception. Participants indicated that a number of goals were achieved with 

this method, thereby mainly contributing to peer-to-peer knowledge exchange. Originally the method 

had been selected to stimulate the identification of concrete solutions for local challenges, but some of 

the overall exchange was too broad to deliver this goal, also because three cities were present in each 

breakout session leading to a number of different challenges discussed. Still, one third gave the method 

Figure 2: Root cause method applied (Photo by niko photos on Unsplash) 
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the highest ranking in terms of benefits for the session and two thirds acknowledged the partial 

usefulness of the method. The majority agreed that the results obtained were useful, yet incomplete 

due to the way it was implemented. Overall, the evaluation was positive though some parts would 

require fine-tuning, e.g. more concrete questions to tackle, smaller groups or concentration on one city 

rather than several. 

 

Name of the method (Virtual) Poster session 

Main goal Introduction to topics or cities 

Online platform used Zoom and Miro 

Timeframe 10-15 min per poster 

Copy right  n/a 

 

Description: Each city is asked to prepare a virtual poster on a certain topic for an information session. 

In this session, about 10 minutes are taken to present the poster via Miro and 5 minutes are foreseen 

for questions from the audience. Depending on the topic the timeframe can be adapted. Possible 

occasions and topics where posters were applied during the INTERLACE project are a general 

introduction of the city, an overview of local challenges related to NBS and an update poster after 1,5 

years of project duration. The posters remain accessible to all participants via the Miro board and can 

be visited in breaks or after the session. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Virtual city posters in Miro 






















