TIMELINE
/ Understanding causes and effects in a project/ initiative /

WHAT IS A TIMELINE?
A Timeline is a visual method used to review major past events in a project, organization or
community. Its objectives include establishing a common perspective and shared
understanding among participants; reflecting on gaps, lessons and emerging trends; and
supporting future planning for ongoing projects.
Timelines are created through a group activity that enables participants to map out
milestones, achievements, obstacles and other major developments together, and depict
them in chronological order. This is followed by a plenary discussion to flesh out details and
to validate the Timeline and the facts it includes.
Timeline can be a good complement for other knowledge exchange tools, notably the
Retrospect: Doing a Timeline as part of a Retrospect session is a good way to sharpen the
group’s focus on the significant or critical moments that occurred during the implementation
of a project/ initiative. This in turn helps identify the lessons to be learned. (See also the
Retrospect elsewhere in this Toolbox.)

REQUIREMENTS:


Facilitator



1 - 2 rolls flipchart paper (for taping up on a wall)



Several pin boards (if taping flipchart paper on walls is not permitted at your venue)



Plenty of post-it notes (size approximately 3” by 5”), in 4-5 different colours



Marker pens



2 - 3 hours (maximum)



Up to 20 participants (more possible, see Variations)



Participants should include persons with firsthand experience of key events in the
project/organization/community that is the focus of the Timeline exercise

TO USE
In the context of a long-term project,
programme or initiative, one of the biggest
challenges can be the lack of understanding of
past developments and significant moments
that have shaped the outcomes. Changes in
staff and among partners often contribute to
this gap, as persons with first-hand knowledge
move on, and new people with a partial/limited
understanding of past events take on their
roles. And when a project or initiative faces a
turning point – any moment where activities
have to be reconfigured to meet new
requirements – a sound understanding of how
you got to that point is vital for making the right
decisions and empowering effective action.
With the help of key individuals who have the
firsthand project knowledge needed to fill in the
blanks, a Timeline helps to ‘lay all the cards on
the table’ and provides a complete contextual
overview for participants.
But it is not only ongoing initiatives that can
benefit from a Timeline. Undertaking new
initiatives also requires an understanding of the
current situation, and why it has come to be
what it is. All situations or problems, in all
communities, have a history of significant past
events that have shaped the present reality. In
these cases, the timeline is used as a planning
tool, by establishing a shared understanding of
the past and then identifying the significant
milestones that the project is expected to
achieve in the short and medium term.
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WHEN AND WHY

The Timeline can be used to:


Bring all team members up to speed on a

project’s/initiative’s history, ensuring that everyone
has the same information and has a chance to
understand others’ perspectives. This in turn builds
a common understanding of the activity, and
strengthens the connections among people
working on it.


Understand any current situation (not limited

to your own projects/initiatives) by analyzing how
developments over time contributed to it. Help
identify weaknesses or gaps by comparing the
project’s original intentions with how it actually
unfolded.


Help to identify practical solutions for a

recurring problem, by examining its causes and the
impacts of efforts to mitigate it.


Strengthen strategic planning, through the

insights that the Timeline process provides, e.g.,
recognizing trends, and responding or taking
advantage of them in future plans.


Learn lessons from experience.



Understand the present challenges faced by

a community by examining the impact of changing
socio-economic and other factors over an
extended period of time.

Prepare in advance
These instructions are for event organizers.

1. Decide on the objective of the Timeline
exercise. Refer to the list of ways to apply the
Timeline given above, under ‘When and why to
use’.

.......................................

2. Plan for appropriate facilitation. The
facilitator plays a major role in guiding the
Timeline process. Ideally, s/he should be
appropriately skilled, aware of the subject
matter and genuinely interested in digging into
the history of a project, situation or community
challenge, but should not offer their own
substantive views on the subject during the
discussion. Persons with strong views that they
want to express should be participants, not
facilitators.

.......................................

3. Invite participants. If you are focusing on
a particular project or initiative, invite a broad
cross-section of the relevant staff and partners
involved in it, up to about 20 people. Share the
objective with all prospective participants,
describe the benefits and the reason you need
their participation, and give them an idea of the
intended outputs. Invite both persons involved
in current and future action, as well as those
involved in the past, since the inception of the
project, even if they are not currently working
on it. Persons with past experience in the

........................................................................................................................

HOW TO APPLY

project will provide the institutional memory that is
essential for a successful Timeline exercise.

........................................

4. Book a large room. You will need sufficient
space to post the timeline sheets so that
participants can write on them.

.......................................

Set up the room
These instructions are for event facilitators.

5. Put up the Timeline sheets. Do so before
participants arrive. Use several large sheets of
flipchart paper placed side by side, and put them
up prominently in such a way that participants can
write on them.

 The total length of the flipchart papers
should reflect the time period and events/
activities to be added. Make sure the flipchart
landscape is wide enough to accommodate
enough of the complexities of the project and
the level of detail sought. You can even post a
double row of papers if you need lots of space.

 You can put up the Timeline papers by
taping them on a meeting room wall. Look for a
long, clear wall with no obstructions; avoid
using walls with built-in cabinets or shelves.
Make sure the layer of papers is thick
enough to prevent the markers bleeding
through to the walls.

 If you cannot use the walls, then pin the
flipchart papers to pin boards. You will likely
need at least four pin boards placed side by
side. Cover them with flipchart papers to create
a continuous landscape. Make sure there is
enough room for people to walk from one end
to the other.

.......................................
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These instructions are for event facilitators.

6. Begin by providing context. State the
purpose of the Timeline exercise and the time
period being explored (past, or past and
future). Draw a horizontal line on the Timeline
sheets, and mark a few relevant dates: the
beginning, the end, and a few in between.

.......................................

7. Kick off the discussion with a few
guiding questions. The questions will help
participants identify, from their own experience,
the significant milestones or events (both
positive and negative) that have contributed to
advance or set back the project. Questions to
use include:

 What were the key past developments
that have shaped the present? What were
the notable milestones? Were there any
turning points, where events took a
decidedly positive or negative turn?

 Who were the actors or stakeholders
whose actions impacted the key
developments, or helped bring them about?

 What were key external factors or events
that affected the project?

 What were the major obstacles to
success/progress? How were the obstacles
overcome? Or are any of them recurring?

.......................................

8. Ask participants to respond to the
questions individually. Assign post-it note
colours for key categories (events,
actors/stakeholders, external factors,
obstacles, etc.). Have participants write their
answers on appropriately coloured post-its, and
have them put the post-its where they think
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When you are ready to start

they belong on the timeline. Everyone can do this
at the same time.

........................................

9. When the flow of answers slackens and the
timeline is well populated, begin the group
discussion. Start at the beginning and go over all
of the post-its to the end of the timeline. Ask
participants to confirm the dates of the events, to
group relevant actors/stakeholders with events, to
move post-its around and to add additional key
events, actors, obstacles, etc. as they recall them
(by writing additional post-its and placing them
where appropriate on the timeline).

 As you work your way through processing
the post-its already submitted, keep the
discussion open and allow participants to add
more post-its at any point. Let the discussion
proceed organically.

 Participants should confer about the facts of
the past, who did what and when it happened –
but if there is disagreement, do not force a
conclusion, since there may be legitimately
different interpretations. In this situation you
may need to have multiple post-its to reflect
different views of a single event/actor, and to
return to these in subsequent discussion.

 You can also add a few relevant details (to
flesh out an event, actor, etc.) on the timeline,
either on post-its or written on the flipchart
paper itself.

 Keep an eye on participation levels. If there
are any very quiet participants, or dominant
ones, then consider breaking into smaller
groups for quick discussions so that everyone
can participate. (See Buzz Groups elsewhere in
this Toolbox.)

.......................................

reached the end of the timeline, go back to any
issues that require further plenary discussion or
clarification. Ask participants to confirm that all
major events, actors, etc. have been captured,
and make any necessary additions. Capture
the timeline in photos for future reference (a
cellphone camera is fine). A validated timeline
serves as a useful basis for future planning and
action.

.......................................

11. Optional: Use the validated timeline to
support a process of reflection on past
actions. If you are combining the Timeline tool
with a Retrospect or other reflective method
such as After Action review, then use the
validated Timeline to help the group more
clearly identify what worked well, what could
have worked better and useful
recommendations for future action. You can
ask participants to focus on the moments that
have been confirmed as most critical for the
project, and follow up in groups or in plenary
with specific analytical questions (see
Retrospect in this Toolbox).

.......................................

12. Optional: To support future planning
and decision-making in an ongoing project,
extend the timeline into the future. This will
help the group answer the question, ‘Where do
we want to take this project?’ Continue the
discussion: Ask participants to identify the key
upcoming milestones needed for success, the
approximate timeframe for them, plus any likely
future challenges and opportunities that are
expected based on past events and the current
situation. You can also prompt participants to
consider which stakeholders would need to be
involved in the future, what specific
deliverables are required for each milestone,

........................................................................................................................

10. Validate the timeline. Once you have

and the external factors and potential obstacles to
watch out for at specific times.

1

.......................................

TIPS FOR SUCCESS



Ensure that key resource persons with direct

knowledge of past events are included in the
Timeline activity, even if they are no longer actively
working on the project or issue. It is not useful to
organize a session with new staff only, who may at
best have a vague idea of what happened in the
past.

.......................................


The Timeline tool can be more difficult to

facilitate than simpler methods such as
Brainstorming. Timeline facilitators should ideally
not be directly involved in the project, but should
have some knowledge of the issues. (As a good
means of preparation, facilitators can conduct 1-2
interviews with subject matter experts before
facilitating a Timeline activity.) In addition, they
need strong facilitation skills, including managing
controversy, avoiding arguments, maintaining the
focus and getting broad participation. They should
be flexible and able to adapt the tool and approach
to specific contexts and needs.

.......................................

1

See also ‘Scenario timeline’ and ‘Online timeline’ under
‘variations’ below, for more examples of how to use the Timeline
for future planning.
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Avoid defining the intervals on a timeline

too precisely. Similarly, in many cases you can
avoid being too precise about when specific
events happened. (Note that the order of
events is often critical, even if the precise time
it took place is not.) Otherwise there will be a
tendency to ‘fill in the gaps’ with unimportant
events, or to engage in unproductive
discussion about the precise dates of events.

.......................................


If controversial past events are discussed,

avoid blame. Allow different interpretations to
be added to timeline, and tactfully allow
participants to explain, with the audience
listening non-judgmentally. If needed, stop and
revisit the particular issue later.

.......................................


Use the coloured post-its consistently,

and avoiding mixing of categories/colours. This
makes the finished timeline product easier to
read and helps highlight trends and patterns.

.......................................


Ensure that plentiful supplies of coloured

post-its and pens are available, so that
participants can focus completely on mapping
the timeline.

.......................................

6 | Timeline / Tools / UNICEF KE Toolbox

........................................................................................................................



VARIATIONS


Triple

timeline:

2

This approach
helps participants
see a project or issue in the context of
larger world events, and also in relation
to their personal goals. It is also useful
for building connections and cohesiveness in large
groups of diverse stakeholders, for example during
a planning exercise.
Set up three timelines in parallel: global events
(during the project period), project events (i.e. the
usual timeline) and personal events (which are all
posted together onto a single personal timeline).
Run the Timeline exercise as usual, and ask
participants during the individual response period
to contribute to all three timelines. The subsequent
discussion allows participants to get to know one
another, and to understand others’ perspectives on
themselves and on world events. This in turn
builds connections and empathy.

.......................................


Scenario Timeline: 3 This variation

emphasizes the links between the present and
future possibilities, and is thus useful for planning
or forecasting. It is important for all participants to
know the main issues and actors involved.

1.

Within the common theme or topic of the
workshop/event/project, determine a number
of future scenarios – desirable and
undesirable.

2.

During a plenary discussion with all
participants, identify the actors, their goals,
and the time boundaries of the exercise (how
far into the future). It may also be helpful to
have a discussion of likely or possible major

2
This method is adapted from the Future Search methodology
developed by Marvin Weisbord and Sandra Janoff.
3
This method is adapted from Eric Kemp-Benedict’s “Scenario
Timeline”, in Scenarios for Sustainability (Copyright © 2008 Eric
Kemp-Benedict, licensed under the Creative Commons
Attribution 3.0 Unported License).

scenarios.

3.

Divide participants into groups of 4-5
persons. Assign each group a scenario –
either a desired future outcome, or an
undesirable one.

4.

Working separately, each group creates a
timeline for their scenario, identifying
plausible actions and including relevant
events (whether discussed in plenary or
not) that could lead to the achievement of
the scenario outcome. Each group also
discusses impacts of the outcome on the
actors and on the surrounding
environment (political, economic, social,
and/or natural, as relevant).

5.

The timelines are then shared in plenary.
A concluding group discussion focuses on
similarities, differences and points of
connection among the various scenarios.

.......................................


4

Online Timeline: This variation

transforms the Timeline into a flexible, powerful
tool for ongoing planning, management and
communication. It has an explicit future focus:
The Timeline is initially created in the normal
way through an in-person group exercise, and
the time horizon is extended into the future.
Known or expected future events, and desired
future goals, are identified and included on the
Timeline. Potential pathways of achieving
desired outcomes are traced, and
dependencies are mapped out. Online Timeline
has a number of key differences in comparison
to the standard Timeline.


The mapping of events, actors and
obstacles, past and future, may initially be
done on paper during the group exercise,
but thereafter it is captured on a software
platform. All authorized participants can

4
This method was developed as part of an advocacy
planning project led by Jens Matthes in UNICEF’s Policy and
Advocacy Coordination Unit. Available software tools for
supporting Online Timeline include software such as Draw.io
(https://www.draw.io/), which is compatible with OneDrive.
See Annex for more on Draw.io.

........................................................................................................................

events which will impact your future

then access the Online Timeline, edit it when
new information is available, and share it as
needed in electronic form with new
participants, partners, etc.


By combining a forward-looking goal-oriented
Timeline with the ability to share and update
it electronically, the Online Timeline becomes
a powerful tool for ongoing strategic planning
and coordination. It offers a standard
reference point for guiding and harmonizing
the work of diverse individuals and teams
seeking to achieve common goals.



The visual aspect of the Online Timeline
allows its users to see whether their ideas
could really work in the context of other
issues, activities and goals.



It is a particularly useful tool to support policy
advocacy. In such work success does not
usually come quickly; patient effort over
several years is usually needed in order to
achieve policy change. A coherent and wellconstructed Online Timeline helps you track
relevant progress and articulate the big
picture succinctly and vividly to donors or
partners.



An up-to-date Online Timeline with relevant
future goals can be adapted for use as a
funding proposal
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Annex: Software for Online Timeline
Draw.io is currently available free software (https://www.draw.io/), which can support the use of the Online
Timeline tool described in this document. The software is compatible with OneDrive and other file sharing
services like Dropbox. It supports PDF export. Among other noteworthy features of this software:



Different parts of a timeline diagram can be grouped as layers, and toggled in or out; this allows
combining different sets of information, and selectively displaying only those that are relevant.
The drawing canvas can be set up as individual tiles each representing one print-out page. This makes
it possible to print the entire timeline as a set of pages, and to post the pages on a wall to create a
large chart. For example, the timeline shown below is set up so that each printed page represents a
month for a given strand of work. Subsequent updates in the electronic draw.io file can then be
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generated as separate pdf files, each representing one updated page; the updated pages can be
printed out and used to update the large wall chart.
Multiple contributors can work on one draw.io file simultaneously, so it is possible to combine
information from different sources with direct authorship. This is important to sustain the collective
aspect of timeline creation and information sharing.

Figure: Example of online timeline in Draw.io (2015 advocacy priorities)
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