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                     Regional Knowledge Resource Kit


Open Space Facilitator’s Guide
Background

The founder of Open Space, Harrison Owen, admits "the good news is that it always works and the bad news is that it always works"' 

Open Space is a technique for holding a meeting that generates communication and collaboration, while helping participants to develop new solutions to various challenges and business problems. When the community finds it has a complex problem and is struggling with possible solutions and there is a diverse group of people that can be brought together to help work on it then Open Space Technology (OST) is a great option to try. 

Open Space is a faster way of achieving what traditional committees or task forces can take weeks or months to do. Open Space can help people to quickly uncover emerging issues and opportunities while building mutual trust and understanding. 

It’s an interactive process with participants involved in simultaneous mini-discussions based around a theme or an issue. Being able to work across traditional departmental lines or organisational boundaries encourages the group to think in less linear and more innovative ways towards action. 

This is a technique that can be used by groups of 5 to over 2000 with similar outcomes – input from all stakeholders and new ways of thinking while bringing an new energy and commitment to the problem and the group. 

Facilitation Level

Some basic facilitation may be needed at the begin to explain the process and get things underway 

Objectives

· To help people quickly uncover emerging issues and opportunities while building mutual trust and understanding 

· To gain valuable input and perspectives on any issue from all stakeholders 

· To develop a plan with realistic and manageable outcomes 

· To give everyone participating an understanding of what matters to all participants 

Materials

· Chairs and space for all participants

· Paper, A4 cards or poster board, markers, Blu-tack or tape

· Flip chart or whiteboard

Time

Anywhere from 2.5 hours to 3 full days depending on the issue or topic to be covered 

Directions

Guidelines for an Open Space Meeting
OST mimics the natural way people come together and begin to build networks and share ideas. It accesses the knowledge and wisdom found in any group of people and encourages the contribution of any and all “experts” in the room. 

There is no pre-set agenda. All that is known is the start and end times and what the general theme might be. Participants sit in a circle and identifies the issues and topics that are important to them, that they feel passionate about and interested in. Small discussion groups evolve and participants can move from group to group whenever they feel that they are no longer learning or contributing, or even when they feel more interested in another topic. 

There are four simple guidelines: 

1. Whoever comes is the right person
There is no need to wait for an 'expert' on an issue. Whoever is involved in a discussion group is there because that issue is important to them, Departmental or hierarchical lines are irrelevant in this context, it is your passion for the subject that matters. 

2. Whatever happens is the only thing that could have
This means taking your “hands off the steering wheel”. There is no need to control the discussion. A new tangent may be precisely the direction needed for a new idea to break through. Let the group direct the flow of the discussion. An individual trying to control the outcome will not work. 

3. Whenever it starts is the right time
It’s not about getting specific people to be there. Begin with those who are there. And… 

4. When it's over, it's over
Your group might reach a conclusion or solution in ten minutes or alternatively continue on when the available time runs out. You cannot schedule creativity or innovative thinking – let it go where it wants or needs to go. Early finishers can move to another group or the group can move their discussion to make way for another group. 

There is also the Law of Two Feet that simply states that "if at any time you find yourself in any situation where you are neither learning nor contributing – use your two feet and move to some place more to your liking". That might mean moving to another group or even leaving the meeting entirely, or taking a five minute break in the sunshine. The Law of Two Feet delivers a very clear message as to precisely who is responsible for the quality of any learning. If you are not learning anything from participating in an Open Space then it is incumbent upon you to turn things around so you are or leave rather than complaining or blaming. I Open Space responsibility resides with the individual. 

By the time an Open Space session reaches a conclusion the following expectations should have been met: 

· Every issue of concern to anybody had been raised and put up for discussion 

· All issues were discussed as long as there were passionate participants interested 

· All participants would have a written record of any and all discussions 

· Issues had been prioritised for action 

· The most critical issues had been identified and volunteers taken on the relevant next actions for resolution 

Debriefing

Open Space Technology is an emergent process. This means that it can appear to be chaotic or out of control at times but eventually order will return. What this "order" looks like however is impossible to predict. 

It is also an approach that is best used when meeting organisers have not already made decisions or limited any potential outcomes in advance. 

Open Space can be used with other more traditional group meeting techniques. 

Variations

Open Space is ideal for planning any large events such as conferences without the need for facilitation or a planning committee. Here is one way to plan a two day work conference: 

1. All participants sit in a circle. 

2. Once each participant has decided upon what they might like to learn or hear about, they write a brief description on an A4 piece of card and announce their topic to the group 

3. The placard is posted on the wall without further explanation or comment 

4. When there are no further topics posted, the "Poster" of the topic determines the time and place for meeting 

5. Participants then sign up for the topics they are interested in. 

Tips

Control spells death to any Open Space event. This can be hard for many managers and facilitators to understand but it is an essential understanding before using this technique. 

Applications

· Developing a vision for the organisation or community 

· Getting a new project or initiative off the ground 

· Long or short term strategic planning 

· Developing new ways of communicating between teams and individuals 

· Team building 

· Leadership development 

· Resolving conflict 

· Creative problem solving 

· Strengthening collaboration and co-operation skills 

Stories

It was in 1989 that Open Space began to attract broader attention after it was used by two vastly different groups in two vastly different applications. In the USA polymer chemists from Dupont used it to consider the future of Dacron. In India a group of scholars and executives in India used Open Space to look at the issue of Learning in Organizations. For both groups the process was the same - everybody sat in a circle and clearly identified what had heart and meaning for them. They then collectively developed a plan for a multi-session gathering in less than an hour. 

Since then this experience has been replicated many thousands of times in a variety of contexts and places with groups ranging in size from 5 to over 1000. Diverse, sometimes conflicted groups of people manage to deal with complex and complicated issues in quite minimal amounts of time without the need for an agenda in advance and little or no facilitation. Self managed work groups emerge and distributed leadership evolves leading to a respectful process that brings better outcomes and creates high energy.

Further Reading

http://www.openspaceworld.com
Owen, Harrison. Open Space Technology: A User's Guide, second edition. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc., 1997.    ISBN 9781576754764
� Story provided by Owen Harrison on OSLIST - 2 November 2007
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