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I often facilitate group process through the use of Open Space Technology to help organizations achieve the goals of rapid strategic planning, breakthrough thinking, community building, and leadership in their field or marketplace.

Open Space Technology

How did it originate?

Open Space Technology was originated by Harrison Owen after an experience he had in 1983, when he realized that after he spent a full year of designing and preparing an international conference, people got the most work done not in the carefully-designed conference sessions but in the hallways during coffee breaks.  He therefore set out to design a conference and meeting process that could combine the level of synergy and excitement present in those hallway conversations with the substantive activity and results characteristic of a good meeting.  

Who uses Open Space?

Open Space has been used by Owens/Corning Fiberglas, Procter and Gamble, Dupont, the US Forest Service, Rockport Shoes, the World Bank, AT&T, IBM and Lucent Technologies, social service organizations, professional associations, funding organizations, schools and even entire communities to identify priorities and action steps, develop strategic plans, design new products, begin collaboration between perceived adversaries and to get things done quickly, efficiently, and thoroughly. 

When is it used?

Open Space is best used where a major issue must be resolved, where you’re all hitting your heads against the wall, where nobody knows the answer to why you’re loosing market share or employees, where perceived adversaries could benefit from pooling their info and just getting the heck to work, where products, processes or organizational structures must be developed or redesigned, and where the time to make decisions was yesterday.  

When is it not used?

When people who hold power and authority feel they must control the outcome and the way that people work together Open Space is not appropriate.  If you use Open Space you must commit to staying open to where the experience takes your organization.  In Open Space people work together across hierarchy and departmental lines, and indeed when everyone gets back to work it is probable that people will continue to work in a way that is different than the on-paper organizational structure.  It would not be appropriate to have an Open Space to break through the creative ceiling and then tell everyone ‘Thanks, I’ll take it under advisement.’  Open Space shifts control from one leader to all of the participants themselves, including the organization’s traditional leaders.  

How does it work?

It takes a day, or up to two and one half days, depending on scope, size and goals -- often the longer version is effective as the people and process gather momentum.  Participants convene in a circle with a basic theme or question to focus their efforts.  The facilitator explains a few short principles and invites people to identify any issue connected to the theme for which they have some genuine passion and are prepared to take some personal responsibility. Participants write their issue on a piece of paper, announce it to the group, and post the paper on the wall.  When all issues that are of importance to anybody are identified, the group is invited to sign up for issues they feel passion for and to get to work in concurrent sessions throughout the day.  Each session records its discussion on computer or on paper, and by the conclusion of the event all participants have a complete record of the proceedings.  If action steps are desired as part of the process, all issues are prioritized and the subgroups meet again to agree on next steps, timelines, and/or point-persons before the end of the event.  Because it is a process of concurrent rather than linear thought, much more gets done in one Open Space event than in a multitude of meetings.

The facilitator’s role

My role is to develop the theme and logistics with you, and if appropriate, to interview people at all levels of the organization to help identify issues.  On the day(s) of the Open Space, I convene the group, explain and begin the process, create the environment where participants feel safe and inspired thinking in new ways, maintain that environment, and see the process to a close.  I do not insert myself into the any group, because each group consists of individuals with the capacity to self-organize.  I only intervene if someone feels they must control the process rather than honor and respect the ability of all participants.  

Who’s in control here?

Many people, upon hearing about Open Space, wonder how anything could be productive without a pre-designed agenda or outcome and without the structure of committees led by managers, facilitators weaving participants’ ideas and dynamics together, or people thinking and working in their usual roles.  Won’t that create chaos?  Won’t chaos lead to catastrophe?  Actually, there is very specific structure to the Open Space process, just not the structure people usually create in organizations.  It is specifically the event’s removal of traditional hierarchy, meeting methods and historical lines of communication that will allow your organization to think in new ways.  We all talk about ‘thinking outside the box’, but are we really doing that, or are we just creating new products?  This is a way to generate a new way of working, thinking and communicating, and the results are concrete, positive, and substantial.

For more information on Open Space Technology, the following resources are available:

Emerging Order in Open Space, a recent article by Open Space Technology originator, Harrison Owen.     

http://www.openspaceworld.org/stories/orderforfree.html
In the Beginning... This is the Introduction from the first edition of Harrison Owen's Open Space Technology: A User's Guide.  http://www.openspaceworld.org/stories/englishintro.html
Books by Harrison Owen - Publisher: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc., San Francisco

The Power of Spirit: How Organizations Transform

The Spirit of Leadership: Liberating the Leader in Each of Us

Open Space Technology: A User’s Guide

Expanding Our Now: The Story of Open Space Technology

Spirit: Transformation and Development in Organizations

Riding the Tiger

The Millenium Organization

Tales from Open Space
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Open Space Technology

-- written by Michael Herman      http://www.openspaceworld.org/openspace.html
What is it?

Open Space Technology is one way to enable all kinds of people, in any kind of organization, to create inspired meetings and events.  Over the last 15 years, it has also become clear that opening space, as an intentional leadership practice, can create inspired organizations, where ordinary people work together to create extraordinary results with regularity.

In Open Space meetings, events and organizations, participants create and manage their own agenda of parallel working sessions around a central theme of strategic importance, such as: What is the strategy, group, organization or community that all stakeholders can support and work together to create?

With groups of 5 to 1000 – working in one-day workshops, three-day conferences, or the regular weekly staff meeting – the common result is a powerful, effective connecting and strengthening of what’s already happening in the organization: planning and action, learning and doing, passion and responsibility, participation and performance.

When and Why?

Open Space works best when the work to be done is complex, the people and ideas involved are diverse, the passion for resolution (and potential for conflict) are high, the time to get it done was yesterday.  It’s been called passion bounded by responsibility, the energy of a good coffee break, intentional self-organization, and a simple, powerful way to get people and organizations moving – when and where it’s needed most.

And, while Open Space is known for its apparent lack of structure and welcoming of surprises, it turns out that the Open Space meeting or organization is actually very structured – but that structure is so perfectly fit to the people and the work at hand, that it goes unnoticed in its proper role of supporting (not blocking) best work.  In fact, the stories and workplans woven in Open Space are generally more complex, more robust, more durable – and can move a great deal faster than expert- or management-driven designs.

What will happen?

We never know exactly what will happen when we open the space for people to do their most important work, but we can guarantee these results when any group gets into Open Space:

1. All of the issues that are MOST important to the participants will be raised.

2. All of the issues raised will be addressed by those participants most qualified and capable of getting something done on each of them.

3. In a time as short as one or two days, all of the most important ideas, discussion, data, recommendations, conclusions, questions for further study, and plans for immediate action will be documented in one comprehensive report – finished, printed and in the hands of participants when they leave.

4. When appropriate and time is allowed for it, the total contents of this report document can be focused and prioritized in a matter of a few hours, even with very large groups (100’s).

5. After an event, all of these results can be made available to an entire organization or community within days of the event, so the conversation can invite every stakeholder into implementation – right now.

6. AND... results like these can be planned and implemented faster than any other kind of so-called “large-group intervention.” It is literally possible to accomplish in days and weeks what some other approaches take months and years to do.

The good news, and the bad news, is that it works.  Good news because it gets people and work moving, bad news because that may mean lots of things are going to be different than before.  Wanted things can appear, unwanted things disappear, and sometimes vice versa – but that’s how life is.  In short, then, Open Space brings life back to organization and organizations back to life.

