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To all the people from all over the world
who have joined me in the cocreation of Open Space

—thank you for the journey!
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Preface to the Third Edition

elcome to Open Space! If this is your first encounter you are
Wstanding at the beginning of what thousands of your col-
leagues around the world have found to be a most excellent adven-
ture in which common people regularly produce uncommon results.
Along the way these same people have found deep inspiration from
the community of their fellows and the quality of their thought and
actions. Open Space Technology is in fact a very simple way to
enable more effective and productive meetings. And, as it turns out,
Open Space is much more. Be prepared to be surprised!

If, on the other hand, you are an old-timer in the world of Open
Space, I believe you will find that this third edition is more than a
simple update. To be sure the essential approach appears
unchanged, but you will find much that is new, including a fuller
discussion of holding space—what it means and how to do it. Of
particular importance is the use of intuition—your intuition. Every-
body has it, but some of us never notice, and if we do notice it, we
often don’t trust it. Our intuition plays a special role in the fine art
of doing nothing and holding space. You will find some helpful hints
on how to bring your intuition fully into play.

You will also find expanded material on working with the client
before and after the event. While it is true that facilitating an Open
Space requires little overt action on the part of the facilitator, the

same cannot be said for the essential work that must be done with
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the client in preparation. And after the gathering has concluded,
equally essential work must be done to ensure that all the good
ideas and fine plans hatched in Open Space have a reasonable
chance of implementation. There are no guarantees, of course, but
you can do a lot to raise the probabilities, and you will find sub-
stantial suggestions as to how all of this may be handled.

Between the covers of this book you will discover the distilled
wisdom of a twenty-year-long collaborative effort—and I really
mean collaborative ¢ffort. 1t is true that the words are mine, and I alone
bear the responsibility for what they say or don't say. But it is
equally (perhaps more) true that virtually everything in this book
carries the fingerprints, insight, and inspiration of literally thousands
of friends and colleagues from around the world who have deeply
shared their experience. From the very beginning we all understood
that Open Space Technology is free. Nobody owns it; it has never
been patented or trademarked, nor will it ever be. But there is a cost
and an expectation—that we will share what we are learning. And so
if there were to be a dedication of the book it must be to those mar-
velous people who have given so much and shared so deeply.

This book, like all books, comes to an end, but that is by no
means the end of the story of Open Space. In fact it is safe to say
that we have barely begun. The total simplicity of Open Space (sit in
a circle, create a bulletin board, open a marketplace, and go to work)
contrasts radically with the quality of results and speed of achieve-
ment. The conventional theory and practice of meeting and organi-
zation would suggest that what happens in Open Space should not
occur. But it does, not once but thousands of times in all parts of the
world. So the continuing story of Open Space is all about this won-

derful anomaly. Why does it work? How does it work? And perhaps
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most intriguing—if “it” works in Open Space (whatever “it” is) why
couldn’t it work twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, 365
days of the year?

My best guess is that the “it” is the primal power of self-organi-
zation, and if so the real significance of Open Space has little to do
with better meetings, and everything to do with a deepening under-
standing of who we really are and how we might most effectively
get on in this world. But all of that is an unfolding story and, as |
would see it, a wonderful, ongoing natural experiment. And you are

invited to participate.

Harrison Owen
Camden, Maine

2007
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Chapter I

Open Space Technology?

n 21 April 1992, a group of about 225 people gathered in Den-
Over, Colorado, for a two-day meeting to develop cooperative
arrangements for the effective expenditure of $1.5 billion designated
for highway construction on tribal and public lands. Roughly one-
third of these people were Native Americans, one-third were federal
bureaucrats, and one-third were from state and local governments.
On the face of it, the prospects for a peaceful, let alone productive,
meeting seemed less than bright. The participants were all natural, if
not historical, enemies. As a matter of fact, the results were rather
surprising.

When the people arrived, it was clear that this was not business
as usual. To begin with, there was no advance agenda. People knew
only when the meeting would start, when it would end, and that
somehow (as yet undefined) they would accomplish the task before
them. Needless to say, there were more than a few skeptics, whose
disbelief was not lessened by the physical appearance of the room in
which they were to meet. What they found were two large concen-
tric circles of chairs, with nothing in the middle and a blank space of
wall behind.

Within one and one-half hours everything had changed; even
the skeptics were hard at work dealing with the issues of personal

concern to them. To reach that point, each person who cared to was
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invited to identify any issue related to the central task for which
they had some real passion, write it down on a quarter sheet of
newsprint, and post it on the wall. In doing so, they accepted
responsibility for convening a session on their issue and making a
written report of the results. When all the issues were posted, every-
body went to the wall en masse and signed up for the sessions in
which they cared to participate. And then it was off to work. That
was it, and this was Open Space Technology (OST).

In the course of the two-day meeting, that diverse group created,
and totally self-managed, an agenda built around some fifty-two
different task groups. The agenda itself was created in less than half
an hour, and the various task groups produced about 150 pages of
proceedings in thirty-six hours. Thanks to the wonders of modern
computers coupled with overnight printing, copies of the final pro-
ceedings rolled hot off the press in time for the departure of all
participants on the morning of the third day. During the concluding
session, one of the Native Americans said that never before had he
felt so listened to and so much a part of the discussions. The feeling
was shared by all parties.

It is also noteworthy that the decision to hold the meeting was
made in March of the same year. Thus, the whole idea went from
conception to delivery in about six weeks. There was one facilitator
for the total event.

Stated in bald terms, these claims for such a large meeting may
sound extreme, if not outrageous. The conventional wisdom says,
and everybody knows, that creating a meeting of such size, com-
plexity, and potential for conflict takes months of preparation and an
army of planners and facilitators. Furthermore, the notion that the
proceedings could not only be completed but also delivered to the

participants prior to departure is going a little too far. Unfortunately
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for the conventional wisdom, the event did take place exactly as
described, and more than that, it was not the first such event. Over
the past twenty years, thousands of gatherings have taken place with
similar results. While the experience may not yet be commonplace,
it is definitely not a fluke. It is repeatable. It is called Open Space
Technology.

How Open Space Technology came to be was not a matter of
careful planning and thoughtful design. It began out of frustration,

almost as a joke.

The Genesis of Open Space
Technology

In 1983, I had occasion to organize an international conference for
250 participants. It took me a full year of labor. By the time I had
finished with all the details, frustrations, and egos (mine and others’)
that go with such an event, I resolved never to do such a thing
again. This resolution was confirmed at the conclusion of the confer-
ence, when it was agreed by one and all (including myself) that
although the total event had been outstanding, the truly useful part
had been the coffee breaks. So much for one year’s effort to arrange
papers, participants, and presenters. The only thing that everybody
liked was the one thing I had nothing to do with: the coffee breaks.
There had to be a message here.

My question was a simple one: Was it possible to combine the
level of synergy and excitement present in a good coffee break with
the substantive activity and results characteristic of a good meeting?
And most of all, could the whole thing be done in less than a year?

The line of inquiry I chose to follow took some interesting turns,

but essentially it started with the notion that if I could identify
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certain basic mechanisms of meetings, or human gatherings, it might
be possible to build them into an approach that would be so simple
it could not fail and so elemental it might possess the natural power

of a good coffee break.

With these thoughts in mind, I recalled an occasion in the late
1960s when [ was working as a photojournalist in a small West
African village by the name of Balamabh, located in the interior of
Liberia. One of the high points of my visit was participation in the
rites of passage for the boys. As you might imagine, this was a major
celebration. It occurred every seven years and was the moment when
the village inducted its male youth as full-fledged citizens. No longer
children, they were expected to assume adult roles and responsibili-
ties. The actual celebration continued for four days with all sorts of
rituals and other activities. So far as I could tell, there was nothing
that looked or acted like a planning committee, either during the
event or prior to its occurrence. Nevertheless, five hundred people
managed themselves for four days in a highly organized, satisfactory,

and I have to say, enjoyable fashion. How could that be?
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I do not claim to have the whole answer to the mystery of
Balamah, but at least part of their secret lay in the fact that the vil-
lage (like all West African villages) was laid out in a circle, with an
open space in the middle. The chief’s house and the houses of some
of the important elders bordered what, in an American or European
town, would have been the village square. But here it was a circle,
and I think that difference is important.

My experience tells me that the circle is the fundamental geome-
try of open human communication. A circle has no head or foot, no
high or low, no sides to take; in a circle, people can simply be with
each other—face to face. After all, we do not have a sguare of friends,
and on a cold winter's night it is nice to be part of the family circle.

Place people in rows (classroom or theater-style), where they all
face the source of power and authority, and it is clear who will talk
and who must listen. In squares and rectangles, there is separation
that may be useful to keep combative parties apart, as in negotia-
tion, but genuine, open, free communication tends to occur only at a
minimum. Circles create communication.

The celebration in Balamah occurred as an ordered progression
from the periphery of the town to the center of the circle, and back
again. Dancers, drummers, horn players, religious and

political leaders, all gathered in the outlying

sections of the town and then swirled to the

center in a kaleidoscope of color, rhythm, The circle is the

and song. The circle came alive with cer-

emony, speeches, and above all, dance. fundamental geometry

Intensity rose to a peak, and then of open human
peaked again, until at last it ebbed as communication.
villagers flowed outward to their homes.

It was as if the village were breathing, and



Open Space Technology A User’s Guide

just as no planning committee is required for respiration, none was
needed in Balamah either. It seemed to me that in the geometry of
the circle and the rhythm of breath I had found two of my basic
mechanisms of meeting.

If the circle and breath provide the fundamental shape and
dynamics, then we need only some way of establishing content and
determining periodicity (timetable) in order to create our conference in
the coffee-break mode. Effective meetings, after all, deal with the issues
at hand in a certain order. The alternative is noise and confusion.

Two additional mechanisms suggested themselves from the life
of Balamah: the community bulletin board and the village market-
place. The bulletin board provides a convenient, low-tech means for
identifying what people are interested in. The marketplace provides
a means of bringing interests together in an orderly way. Both
mechanisms are so ancient and ingrained in the human experience
that explaining the rules is unnecessary. And of course if the village

marketplace has not been a part of your experience, a shopping mall

will do.
That is all there is. Come to a circle, take a deep breath, create a
bulletin board, open a marketplace, and go to
@ work. It really is that simple.
/
Experience to Date
Who ever
heard of a Over the paét .twenty yef.lrs space has b(.?en |
opened a minimum of sixty thousand times in
square of 124 countries, involving millions of people. The
friends? size of groups has ranged from five to more
than two thousand, and the variety of applica-
/ J tions is seemingly without end. Product design,

strategic planning, community organization,
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organizational renewal, environmental planning, professional devel-
opment, and on occasion—just plain fun.

For example, the National Education Association gathered 420
teachers, school board members, and administrators from all over
the United States for one day around the theme “Education for
America’” In that time, they created and self-managed some eighty-
five workshops. When they were through, they evaluated their effort
on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being highly successful and 1 the
opposite. The average score was 9.3. The total preconference plan-
ning time for agenda creation was zero.

At the other end of the size spectrum, groups of five have found
the approach quite effective, and intact management teams of twelve
to twenty have discovered that OST is an excellent way to build their
teams and transact a great deal of business in a remarkably short
time. The senior management team of the United States Forest Service
(known as “Chief and Staff”), which consists of the seventeen people
who manage that organization of thirty-five thousand
people, have used OST to break out of the mold and consider issues
they never could quite get onto the agenda. As in many senior
management groups, the agenda for the weekly Chief and Staff meet-
ings was guarded as closely as Fort Knox, all in the name of effi-
ciency. The gain in efficiency, however, was often balanced by a loss
in effectiveness, as only those items officially on the agenda could be
discussed. The rest remained unspoken, and possibly unspeakable.

The Forest Service is by no means alone in this dilemma, but
when the unspeakable remains unspoken, important business may
be neglected. Worse yet, everybody knows but nobody can do any-
thing, for the issues never come up officially. Open Space can change
all that. Everybody has the right and responsibility to place items on
the agenda, which allows the unspeakable to be spoken.
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In South Africa, the twelve members of a totally new manage-
ment group, which had been created when several corporations
merged, used OST with great success to fashion a new organizational
structure, reporting relationships, and product management proce-
dures, all in two days. More important than the completion of a
number of essential organizational tasks was the fact that they had
become a team.

A strong point of Open Space Technology is its ability to unite
groups of enormous diversity in their education, ethnicity, econom-
ics, politics, culture, social position, or all of the above. In one meet-
ing sponsored by the Together Foundation to promote global unity,
178 people from twenty-eight countries speaking seventeen
languages addressed their task for five days. Participants ranged
from presidents of countries to ordinary planetary citizens, and in
just about one hour this group created eighty-two workshops that
they self-managed for the duration of the conference. There was no
simultaneous translation, one facilitator, and preconference planning
was limited exclusively to logistical details.

Open Space Technology thrives in areas where there is conflict
and confusion. In the early summer of 1992, OST was used in one of
the South African townships to promote useful discussion among
the several political groups. The focus of conversation was improv-
ing communications in the area. For a full day, representatives of the
various political parties and representatives of nearby industry
(largely white) worked together. It would be a supreme overstate-
ment to say that all issues were resolved, or that love and light
broke out in full abundance. But the discussions were intense, pro-

ductive, without rancor, and contrasted sharply with conditions in a
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Open Space around the world. A

funny thing. It seems to work \

everywhere. )
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neighboring township where conversations had ceased and blood-
shed commenced.

There was also a continuing benefit. Several days after this par-
ticular gathering, one of the participants called to say that for two
years he, as president of a local school organization, had been
attempting to get the people involved in creating their own future.
Nothing had worked. They sat like bumps on a log. Then he tried
Open Space Technology, and his problem was reversed. The people
became involved, and he had but one option: get out of the way.

In Venezuela, TELCEL, the new cellular phone company, was
growing at a phenomenal rate in the midst of sometimes incredible
confusion. Its American partner, Bell South, had predicted that by the
end of TELCELs first year of operation, TELCEL might sell fifteen
thousand units. The fact of the matter was that TELCEL sold fifty

thousand units in less than a year to become the fastest growing
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cellular phone company in the world. That was the good news. But
there was some bad news as well. The growth was so rapid that peo-
ple scarcely had time to breathe, talk, or solve organizational prob-
lems. The whole venture was about to be overwhelmed by waves of
confusion and fatigue. A major midcourse correction was required,
without any reduction of speed, for slowing down or stopping would
mean the loss of their major objective, market dominance.

On a Saturday, every employee of the corporation was invited to
an Open Space event focused on the future of their company. No
additional compensation was offered. People were going to do this
on their own time or not at all. Of the 263 people then employed by
TELCEL, 252 showed up. In less than an hour some thirty-two issues
were identified, which then formed the basis of a similar number of
task groups. For one full day, the discussion raged. Technical people
talked to salespeople, who talked to marketing people, who talked to
financial people, who talked to computernics, who talked to senior
management. And around it went one more time. Interestingly
enough, only one of the thirty-two working groups was led by a
member of senior management. All the leadership came from the
trenches.

When evening rolled around and the final report-out had been
completed, a most remarkable thing occurred. Somebody put a
catchy dance tape on the sound system, and for the next three
hours, the party rolled on, stopping only when the buses had to
leave. And this was a corporation at the edge of destruction!

Six months later, virtually everybody in the corporation looked
at the day in Open Space as the turning point. Obviously not all the
issues were solved on that day, but the critical element necessary for
their resolution was set in place: communication. People found they

could talk and work together.
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Open Space Technology has now successfully been utilized in
India, Asia, South America, Africa, Europe, China, the United States,
and Canada with groups of from five to two thousand members. The
purposes have ranged from corporate redesign in the face of intense
competition to national redesign in the face of massive transforma-
tional forces, as in South Africa and the Middle East. The technology
is not magic, nor does it solve all problems. However, in those situa-
tions where highly complex and conflicting issues must be dealt
with, and solved, by diverse groups of people, OST can make a
major contribution.

In what follows, I have attempted to lay out an approach to the
creation of Open Space. I strongly urge that you read the whole
book through, skipping details where they become overwhelming.
And then just do it, even if your first group is only the neighborhood
children with associated dogs and cats. With a little experience

under your belt, you can come back for the fine points.

Coming Attractions

To give you some idea of what lies ahead, herewith find a brief out-
line of coming attractions. We begin with “Preparation,” chapter 2,
which deals with all the practical considerations necessary for creat-
ing Open Space, including supplies, logistics, and the most important
question, should you do it at all? Open Space is not appropriate in
every situation.

Next on the agenda is “Proceedings and the Electronic Connec-
tion,” chapter 3. From the very beginning, Open Space and cyber-
space have had close relations, enabling the creation of instant pro-
ceedings, simultaneous multisite gatherings, and more. If you are
something of a cyberphobe, I would skip this one or save it for later.

Open Space can work quite well without a computer in sight.

IT
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Chapter 4 deals with a critical and possibly sensitive issue, the
personal preparation of the facilitator. As you will discover, Open
Space operates at levels and in ways that standard facilitation train-
ing, or experience, may have overlooked. The central issue is not so
much about learning a set procedure, but rather achieving a quality
of being.

Chapter 5 describes the sorts of things that need to be done
immediately prior to an Open Space event, and also continues the
discussion of the facilitator's own preparation. Then it is off to the
races, or into the Space as it were.

“Creating Time and Space,” chapter 6, takes you through the first
one and one-half hours of a gathering: what to do and what to say. |
have provided essentially verbatim transcripts of what [ say in these
circumstances, but this is not about learning your lines. Take what I
have to offer and make it your own with whatever modifications
suit your own personal style.

“Holding Time and Space,” chapter 7, is all about what you do
during the course of an event, after it has started. You will find,
however, that it is not so much about doing as being.

Chapter 8 “Movement to Action” describes how the group passes
from general discussion to focused action. Call it action planning if
you will, but the net effect is that great ideas are readied for imple-
mentation.

In the next few chapters we come to the end. Chapter 9, “End-
ings and New Beginnings,” describes how to bring an event to clo-
sure in a way that the good things planned and experienced will
have a life after Open Space-on Monday morning.

In chapter 10, we take a look at what may happen after Open

Space. How do you keep the spirit and momentum alive?
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Chapter 11 is all about the unexpected gifts that Open Space
delivers. What began as powerful way to create better meetings also
turns out to offer new insights into the critical elements of organiza-
tional life: leadership and high performance. And the final gift may
be the most surprising and important: peace. Without any special
effort or intention hugely conflicted individuals and ideas achieve a
remarkable degree of harmony and flow. This is not the sort of peace
in which tranquility is achieved by dampening all the fires and com-
promising to the lowest possible denominator. It is a robust peace in
which differences remain, but now in a supportive, complementary
fashion.

In the final chapter (12) thoughts are offered about the future of
Open Space. The expressed hope is that Open Space Technology will
be seen for what it is—a halfway technology which may be discarded
when we get to the “real thing” What the “real thing” might be
awaits your discovery at the end of the book. Of course, you could
skip to chapter 12 right now, but if you did that I think that what
you read would make little sense, would stretch your understanding
of the credible, and might well abort your reading of this book

before you even get started. The choice, of course, is yours.

13



This page intentionally left blank



Chapter II

Preparation

o you have decided you want to try Open Space-the fact is, it is
S simple and easy to get started. Nevertheless, some careful prepa-
ration is necessary. Not the sort of preparation you may be used to,
with months of committee meetings devoted to agenda development

and participant selection. But preparation nonetheless.

Appropriateness

The first item to look at is the basic decision of whether to use
Open Space Technology or not. In the wrong situation, OST may

create more problems than it solves.

Open Space Technology is effective in situations where a diverse
group of people must deal with complex and potentially conflicting
material in innovative and productive ways. It is particularly power-
ful when nobody knows the answer, and the ongoing participation
of a number of people is required to deal with the questions. Con-
versely, Open Space Technology will not work, and therefore should
not be used, in any situation where the answer is already known,
where somebody at a high level thinks he or she knows the answer,
or where that somebody is the sort who must know the answer, and
therefore must always be in charge—otherwise known as control,

control, control.
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To take some obvious examples, Open Space Technology would
not be the method of choice for installing a new corporate billing
system. Presumably the system has been designed, tested, and pack-
aged. At the point of installation, there is little room and even less
need for argument, discussion, or change. Simply issue the manuals
and allow folks to get on with business.

Conversely, OST works superbly if the issue is the future of the
corporation, and the people (all sorts of people including the top
brass) are willing to admit that they just do not know the answer,
but nevertheless believe that collectively they have a shot at creating
a viable solution.

There are, in fact, five Conditions of Use when it comes to OST: 1)
There is a real business issue. Open Space is not about “doing a process”;
it is about doing a real and needed job. 2) A great deal of complexity. A
simple business issue does not require meeting in Open Space or in
any other fashion. Just do it! But if this issue is so complex that
nobody can quite get their arms around it-that is “meat and pota-
toes for Open Space. 3) Lots of diversily in terms of people and points of view.
4) Real passion (people care!), and probably also conflict. 5) A decision time of
yesterday (genuine urgency).

There is no easy way to quantify these conditions, but experi-
ence has shown that if some are missing, or present only at a
minimal level, the power and effect of using Open Space will be

compromised.

It Always Works

In a curious way, Open Space Technology always seems to work; it just
may be that sometimes people are not totally pleased with the results.

Not to be mysterious, but in the Open Space environment, people tend
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to be creative, synergistic (they work together), and self-motivated. If
this type of behavior is not desired, it can cause problems.

For example, a Fortune 25 corporation considered OST as a pos-
sible component for a new, worldwide orientation program for
employees. Their idea was to create a positive and useful first experi-
ence by bringing new folks into the fold with the feeling that they
had an exciting part to play. Accordingly, they designed a program
that would bring together old and new employees to work on issues
and opportunities for building a better corporation. One might won-
der what the new hires actually had to contribute in such a situa-
tion, but the truth of the matter was, a lot. If nothing else, they had
all the questions presumably long since answered by those with
more tenure. By revisiting the old questions and finding some new
ones, the company thought that everybody might collectively build
an effective team that looked to the future.

On the appointed day, a test of the approach was initiated.
Sixty-five people, two-thirds of whom had been with the company
for less than a year, met with their colleagues. From my point of
view, the day was everything it was supposed to be. People talked,
worked, energized, synergized, and seemed to have fun. When it
was all over, I thought it useful to make a quick assessment of how
things had gone. So I asked each person to think of a word that
described the day for them. Since the program was designed for the
newcomers, it seemed appropriate to ask them for their words first.
I was not disappointed, for the words included: excting, energizing,
stimulating, liberating, and collegial. Just as 1 was beginning to feel
pleased and proud, I turned to the more senior people and received
a nasty shock. Their words: ferrible, unsettling, out of control, confusing,

worst day I have ever spent.
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There was no doubting the intensity of feeling displayed by both
groups, and I found myself shaking my head in confusion at the
obvious difference. Then one of the very senior members said that
he had to agree with his colleagues. The day had been awful, and if
not the worst, then certainly on a very short list. But in all fairness,
he went on to say, Open Space Technology had done everything
exactly as advertised. The problem for him was that he felt out of
control, and he did not like that at all. As you might gather, this cor-
poration did not use Open Space Technology in its orientation pro-

gram, but not because it had failed to work.

Working with the Client If You Are
NOT the Sponsor

To this point I have assumed that you (the reader) will be the spon-
sor and facilitator of the Open Space, and therefore it is your deci-
sion as to whether or not to proceed. In the event that you are not
the sponsor, there is some essential work to be done with your
client. Open Space is a proven, powerful, and effective approach for
the resolution of issues and the enhancement of group capacity. It is
also a strange new world for many people, particularly those who
may have assumed that they are in control or in charge of their
organization. I believe that to be a dubious assumption, but that is a
different issue. For the moment the issue is a matter of informed
consent.

Sponsors need to know what they are getting into, what they
can expect, and what will be required of them during and after the
event. Even more important, the sponsors need to understand that
they will never know exactly how things will turn out in detail and

specifics. It is true that there are certain general results which can be
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promised in Open Space, and we will consider them shortly. It is
also true that the final concrete and specific results are always emer-
gent from the group, and rarely in accord with some preexisting
plan, except by coincidence.

The emergent quality of the results in Open Space is a source of
great power in terms of innovation and buy-in on the part of the
participants. The same emergent quality can also be a source of no
small amount of anxiety on the part of a manager who is wedded to
his or her “plan” In a worst-case scenario, such a manager or execu-
tive may panic when it becomes clear that “The Plan” has been
bypassed—to the point that he or she attempts to close down the
Open Space before things get totally out of control. The net result
will be great unhappiness for all concerned.

My first principle in consulting with a client is never attempt to
sell Open Space. Explain what it is, the global experience, how it
works, and why you think it might be particularly appropriate for
the client’s situation—and stop right there! Give the client plenty of
open space in which to make his or her own decision. This may
sound extreme, but in situations when my client was saying “yes"-
but I sensed it was really a “maybe” or possibly “No"-I would sug-
gest that the client think about it some more. In extreme cases |
have even said that the client should consider all other possible
options for the achievement of the hoped-for results, and when or if
he feels that he has run out of options to come back for another
conversation. My record in such situations is just about 50/50-but I
always felt totally comfortable with the decision, no matter which
way it went.

The reason for my caution is simple. In the western world, and

in all other parts where it is presumed that central authority and

19



20

Open Space Technology A User’s Guide

control are the order of the universe, what happens in Open Space
is not just surprising, it is counterintuitive and probably wrong. In
fact it just could not happen. Everybody knows that inviting a group
of people to sit in a circle and speak to their issues of concern with-
out a prior agenda and an army of facilitators to control the conver-
sation is an invitation to disaster. The fact that disaster has been
avoided and positive results achieved thousands of times with mil-
lions of people in all corners of the world does not change what |
find to be a common reaction: “Harrison, this sounds wonderful, but
it will never work with this group”” Bottom line: The sponsor must
be given space to come to his own conclusion.

It might seem that sponsor anxiety could be curbed by estab-
lishing certain limits to the discussion in Open Space. Some of my
colleagues call this, negotiating The Givens. Certain areas are desig-
nated off-limits, and these limits might be clearly spelled out in the
invitation and at the opening of the Open Space. The logic of this
approach is clear, but my experience is that it is not all that helpful.
Circumscribing the discussion is very likely to limit options which
might otherwise provide exactly the path needed for resolution. It is
also true that discussion topics placed off limits are usually discussed
anyhow-but in secret. This secrecy means that if the prohibited dis-
cussion actually achieves positive results, they will be unavailable
for the whole group. And by the same token, if the No-No discus-
sion revolves around some painful issue, it will remain to fester. Two
examples may make the point.

Prior to an Open Space for a major pharmaceutical in which the
Strategic Research Plan for the next five years was to be developed,
the director of planning sought agreement for the stipulation that the
plan would call for the creation of twenty compounds (a compound is

a drug that works, but has yet to receive FDA approval). Seeing that a
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Given was about ready to be adopted [ asked the group, “Suppose
you developed twenty-one compounds, would you be unhappy? Or
suppose you developed only two, but they were the clear successors
to Lipitor and Viagra (the best-selling drugs of that time), would you
be disappointed?” The proposed Given was dropped.

In another Open Space, no Givens had been officially proposed
or imposed, but the scuttlebutt held that if Issue X were to be raised,
heads would definitely roll. Issue X was the first issue proposed, but
the discussion was very short. It turned out that Issue X had arisen
because of a misunderstanding of a company regulation and after
that regulation was clearly and correctly explained (about ten min-
utes), it was all over. The discussion ended, the issue was resolved,
and no heads rolled.

It is a common admonition that we should “Trust the Process”
And in the case of Open Space Technology, that trust would seem to
be clearly warranted given the twenty-year experience in thousands
of situations. But when it comes to the critical consultation with the
sponsor/client, I don't think that admonition is really to the point.
For the skeptical manager, executive, or official, the utter simplicity
of Open Space renders it suspect, for how could anything so simple
do so much? And even if it did work “in general, could it ever pos-
sibly work with #1is group? 1 seriously doubt that any amount of
argument will turn this corner.

A more relevant admonition would be “Trust the People!” To be
sure, neither Open Space, nor any other approach that I can think
of, will enable an incompetent group of malcontents to perform like
champions. Some people have referred to Open Space as “magical’
but it is not that magical.

That said, I have never encountered a group in an Open Space

that had come together of their own volition to serve a common
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cause, company, or country, that did not possess the necessary pas-
sion and internal resources to address (or at least begin to address)
the issues at hand. They may well disagree violently on the details
and potential paths forward, they may argue every inch of the way,
but at the end of the day they have always reached some useful
point of resolution. That may not be the end of the story, and per-
haps only a useful beginning, but the people did it. That should not
be surprising, because collectively they possess resources and
knowledge different from, and vastly in excess of, that possessed by
any single “leader” or group of external experts. They possess an
additional critical element, t/ey care-at least to the point that they
have given of their time and person to be there.

In the final analysis, when consulting with the sponsor/client,
the critical question is, Do you trust the people? 1f the answer is yes, then
probably you should give the people space to find resolution for the
common issue. If the answer is no, then other options need to be

considered.

Focus and Intent

Although Open Space Technology is powerful and effective, never
use it for the sake of the process alone, only for the potential results.
OST is designed to do a job, to work a real business issue, no matter
how you define business or issue. So a first act of preparation is to
determine in concrete terms what you want to accomplish, best
stated in a question.

For example, it might be your intent to plot the future of your
organization (which some call strategic planning). Your initial ques-
tion might be: What are the future issues and opportunities for Oxymoron Cor-

poration? That may seem rather broad, but at least the potential
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participants would understand

that Oxymoron Corpora-

tion was on the table

and not something For Open Space
else, and further

that the whole

Technology to work, it
must focus on a real
future was up for business issue that is of

consideration, as passionate concern to those

opposed to simply who will be involved.
the compensation

scale or new products.

As we will discover, Open
Space Technology runs on two

fundamentals: passion and responsibility. Without passion, nobody is
interested. Without responsibility, nothing will get done. Obviously,
different people feel passionately about different things (different
strokes for different folks). And it is unlikely that anybody will take
responsibility for something they do not care about. It is extremely
important, therefore, to declare right up front what the focus is.

To utilize the example from chapter 1, the 225 people who gath-
ered in Denver felt some real concern about roads on public and
tribal lands. The fact that $1.5 billion was at stake raised their inter-
est even higher and was sufficient to draw them to the gathering
and keep them engaged until it was over. It is unlikely, however, that
the same group of people would assemble for two days to consider
the future of the hardware business.

All of this may appear obvious, but it is amazing how often we
find ourselves in solemn assembly with little if any idea as to why

we are there, or indeed, who called the meeting. Little wonder that
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nothing gets done and we leave frustrated. Fuzziness of intention
may be tolerated in dictatorial organizations, where the word of the
boss is sufficient to provide the rationale, but in the world of Open
Space, where passion and responsibility are the essential ingredients,
the word of the boss doesn’t go very far. There is a more important
word: volunteer. Voluntary self-selection for people who care is the
only useful ticket of admission to an Open Space. Being a volunteer
is the prime prerequisite for the full expression of passion and
responsibility, and only fools volunteer for something they neither
understand nor care about.

Under the heading of comprehension and concern, it has been my
experience that few people in working organizations care about such
abstractions as team building or empowerment, let alone an “Open
Space experience” They do care about making a profit, providing a
service, creating a product, or winning a customer, market share, or
even an election. Everything else tends to be viewed as a buzzword,
or a “warm fuzzie, drawn from the special vocabulary of strange peo-
ple who inhabit training departments and the human resource area.
As it happens, I think that team building and empowerment are very
important, and some of my best friends work in the human resource
area. But the point remains: most of the world couldn't care less,
which does not make them bad people, just different.

OST is designed to deal with real business issues—no matter how the
nature of the business may be defined. If your business happens to
be training or human resources, then you may indeed be passion-
ately concerned about what other people may view as “soft stuff” So
be it. But never inflict your concerns on others and expect them to
care as you do. For Open Space Technology to work, it must focus on a real

business issue that is of passionate concern to those who will be involved.
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Defining the issue or theme for an Open Space is a marvelous
point of contact with the client or sponsor and can provide the
occasion for very useful conversations. In my experience, clients will
often start with a generalized description, such as, “We have a com-
munication problem! But what does that really mean? Communica-
tion of what, to whom, and under what circumstances? And if
everything “worked,” what would that look like?

If it turns out that the real issue is that employees are not doing
what the boss ordered, doing an Open Space is not likely to fix that;
in fact the probability is that the perceived difficulty will only get
worse. Furthermore, there is a good chance that the boss is going to
hear some things which are unsettling for his or her sense of control
and importance. While this could represent a net gain to organiza-
tional effectiveness, it is also likely to upset more than a few apple
carts. But regardless of the outcome, the conversation will be useful

and even essential.

The Group

Who should come, and how do you get them there? The answer is:
whoever cares should come, and the fact that they care is sufficient to
ensure their attendance. The process of invitation becomes extraor-
dinarily simple. Given the business issue of choice, run it up the
flagpole and see who salutes.

I understand that all this sounds neither scientific nor
orderly. After all, if we only did what we cared to do, not much
would get done. Or would it? Isn't it true that jobs done by people
who don't care are not worth much? Is it not also true that people
who care greatly accomplish incredible things? And fortunately,

there are a lot of different people who care about a lot of different
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things, which means there is a high likelihood that the majority of
things needing to be taken care of will be taken care of-by someone
who cares.

The conventional wisdom in many organizations says that until
the boss issues the order not much is going to happen. And further,
when the order is issued, people in general are not going to like it,
because after all, the order requires work. We all know that work is
unpleasant or what is retirement for?

Very quickly, the conventional wisdom creates a negative self-
fulfilling prophecy that the only way a job gets done is when we
don't care enough to do it. And that does not make a great deal of
sense. The fact is that the best way to get something done well is to
give it to somebody who cares enough to do it. Even in those situa-
tions where a number of folks are assigned a task, the usual experi-
ence is that the actual work is done by a precious few: those who
care to do it. So why not avoid all the frustration, guilt, and anger?
Assign work only to those who care to do it.

This revolutionary suggestion apparently would not work in
what we take to be a standard organization dominated by the con-
ventional wisdom. However, the suggestion points to the heart and
soul of Open Space Technology, and the conventional wisdom may
well be wrong. For OST to work, people must do their jobs because
(and only because) they care. Put in slightly different terms, voluntary
self-selection is the absolute sine qua non for participation in an Open Space event.

At this juncture, you may justifiably be wondering about all
those people presumed necessary to the task who, for one reason or
another, do not show up. The answer is painfully simple. If those
people are truly essential to the task, the task will not get done until

they are ready to do it. Alternatively, it may turn out that those folks
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were not nearly as essential as previously assumed.
In my experience, the latter is most often the case.

But the principle remains, the

right people for an Open Space 7
event are the ones who want to Voluntary self-
come: voluntary self-selection is selection is the
the rule. absolute sine
None of this is to suggest, qua non for
however, that maximum best participation in
Open Space.

effort is not required to ensure

that all the appropriate people ’ )

know about the event and are

given every opportunity to see that participation is in their best
interest. In select cases, a personal invitation can be effective. It is
also important that people truly understand the implications of their
absence. I have found, for example, that when the issue is the future
of the organization (as in strategic planning), people will often find it
advantageous to attend lest they not be part of the organizational
future. In the final analysis, the issue is quality and not quantity. It is
infinitely better to have a small, select group that truly cares than a

cast of thousands whose minds and hearts are elsewhere.

How Many?

OST has worked effectively with groups of from five to two thou-
sand members in face-to-face situations. With a little help from the
cybersphere, the constraints of time and space can be stretched,
making the potential number of participants theoretically infinite. Of
course, practical considerations will reduce that number consider-

ably, but there is no need to worry about overcrowding when it
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comes to the capacity of Open Space to handle large numbers of
people. The real question is how many you need to get the job done.
There is no reason to believe that fewer than five would be
unworkable, nor that two thousand is a sort of “sound barrier” I can
tell you that two thousand people is a lot of people, and while the
energy and excitement is palpable, it scarcely qualifies as an intimate
group. At the other end of the numbers scale, there is nothing to
suggest that it will not work with fewer than five people. It should
be remembered, however, that the total resource available to the
group is its membership, which in most cases is more than sufficient.
With a group of five, one person represents 20 percent of the total
resource. If that person is feeling a little down or out of sorts, the
impact on the group can be immense. On the other hand, if the
same person is feeling a little down in a group of one hundred, the

effect of the 1 percent diminution would probably be minimal.

The Invitation

At some point it is usual to issue an invitation. For small groups, it
may be verbal, but more often than not something in writing is
appropriate. A natural temptation (which must be resisted) is to try to
explain everything that will happen during the event, including how
and why it will work. After all, we are used to sending out a full
agenda in advance with a complete rationalization. Open Space
makes that unnecessary. The group will prepare the agenda upon
arrival. Thus, providing the agenda is not only unnecessary, it is
impossible. So what do you say in the invitation? As little as possible.
The objective is to stimulate the imagination of potential guests
to the point that they perceive the pertinence and attractiveness of

the issue. In these days of information overload, when it is presumed
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that more is better, a parsimonious approach may seem strange.
Remember, however, that when you give out all possible informa-
tion, there is no room for imagination. I am not suggesting obfusca-
tion or deceit—just that you say only as much as you need to and
allow the creative concern of those who attend to do the rest.

A useful model might be the first paragraph of a really good
story. If you tell the whole tale at the outset, nobody would bother
reading on. On the other hand, if you say nothing, or little that
makes any sense, the reader will not be hooked. The art lies in say-
ing just enough to catch attention, while leaving sufficient open
space for the imagination to run wild. Words such as provocative, evoca-
tive, imaginative, or gpen-ended set the tone, and questions should heav-
ily outweigh statements, for questions create space in which the
imagination can grow.

There is, of course, some practical information to be included in
the invitation, such as location, time, and logistics. But above every-
thing else, keep it short, simple, and to the point. Simplicity is truly a
virtue, and it is useful in all areas related to Open Space, beginning
with the invitation. In the process of developing OST, I practiced
what may seem a rather strange discipline, which I call “less is more!
Each time | had an opportunity to run an Open Space event, |
attempted to identify one more thing nof to do. Over the years, |
think I have pared it down to the bare-bones essentials.

And what do you say about the process itself? Again, as little as
possible. Truthfully, even if you were to send the participants this
whole book (God forbid), a substantial number still would not
understand, and fewer would believe. But that is not a fatal flaw, for
there is another truth. Most people don't really care about the

process of a meeting; they care about the issues and the results. So
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when it comes to explaining Open Space, don’t. Simply say that
although it may be new to this group, it has been used all over the
world with predictable results. By the end of the gathering, the fol-

lowing will have occurred, and that is a promise!

1) Every issue of concern lo anybody will have been raised, if they took responsi-

bility for doing that.
2) Al issues will have received full discussion, to the extent desired.
3) A full report of issues and discussions will be in the hands of all participants.

4)  Priorities will be set and action plans will be made. (The last two lypically

only occur in two- and three-day meetings with computer support.)

Every invitation is unique, and it should be. The invitation
should appeal to that unique group of people who might care about
the issue at hand. By definition, that will exclude a whole mess of
other people who couldn’t care less. So when putting the invitation
together, it must be in the special language of the target group. This
is obviously true of the major languages (English, French, Chinese,
and so on) but equally true of the special organizational languages.
People from IBM communicate in a way that will immediately iden-
tify them as coming from IBM-never to be confused with Google.
And the same may said of bankers, lawyers, peace workers, commu-
nity activists. Language which reaches any particular group will
almost by definition be a turn-off for most others.

Creating the invitation is yet another opportunity for good con-
versation with the client or sponsor. If you are the consultant, you
can certainly help with the process, but the client must do the work.

This may sound like a cop-out, but the advantages are clear. In the
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first place it will be another chance for a real discussion of why the
client or sponsor is doing all this, and if it turns out that the
client/sponsor doesn’t know and doesn’t really care, now would be a
very good time to terminate the whole affair, or at least put it on
hold. And when it comes to the special language, only the people
involved will know the key power words to use.

It is sometimes suggested that providing sample invitations from
other groups could be helpful. I have never found that to be the
case because if the sample invitations are really good they are so
specific to the intended groups as to be of little interest, let alone
comprehensible, to any other group. One of the best invitations 1
ever saw in terms of its motivational power simply invited all those
who cared about, “Fixing Arizona!” For the casual reader this would
make little sense, but to the intended audience (a phone company in
the state of Arizona) it was crystal clear. They all knew that their sys-
tem was broken and in desperate need of repair.

If samples are less than helpful, a basic format can assist. I sug-
gest four simple sections all presented in a page, or less. More than a

page, and it probably won't get read.

1) The Theme (issue): Stated in ten words or less—preferably much less
(see above “Fixing Arizona”)

2)  Background/Rational: This should include highlights and most
especially intriguing questions. But by no means should this be
a full documentation of present status and desired future. If fur-
ther documentation is URGENTLY required, include it in the
package, but not the invitation.

3)  Logistics (Where, When, and How): Keep it simple—the place of meet-

ing, time of start and ending, but obviously you can’t include the
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agenda, because that hasn't happened yet. However, to mollify
those who absolutely require an agenda you might indicate
when meals will take place and the schedule of sessions. You
might also want to indicate that this will be an Open Space but
avoid a detailed explanation. It will only get you in trouble. If
you absolutely have to say something try: “Open Space Technol-
ogy is a highly participatory process which has been successfully
employed in multiple situations all over the world”

4)  The Promises (see above): As 1 have said previously, most people
really don’t care about the process. They care about results and
need to have some assurance that their time will be well spent.

The promises will help in that regard.

Time and Space

Open Space Technology happens in time and space, and although
the requirements are minimal, they are important. Even more
important is the understanding that there is no perfect, ideal, or
generically optimal time and space for Open Space. Almost anything
will work (with some important exceptions). The real question is the
appropriateness of both the time and the space to the people and to
the task.

How much time do you need for Open Space Technology? The
answer is, one to three days depending on your hoped-for outcomes
and the volatility and complexity of the situation. If the issue is rela-
tively simple and you are basically looking for a good discussion of
the matter, one day will certainly do it. An example of this might be
an assessment and possible redirection of an ongoing project or pro-
gram in which everything is basically going well. Curiously enough,

the actual number of people involved in the gathering has no
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particular effect on the amount of time required. An extreme exam-
ple of this was a gathering of 2,108 German psychiatrists who
wanted to identify new areas for practice and collaboration at the
conclusion of a four day annual meeting. In one day they created
some 236 groups to deal with the emergent subjects, and from all
reports felt that their time was well spent. Since I cannot understand
German, I must take their word for it.

On the other hand if the occasion for the Open Space is a highly
complex and/or conflicted situation two days, and preferably two
and a half days, is essential. Examples from my own experience
would include a gathering of five hundred individuals from a major
voluntary organization which had reached such a level of organiza-
tional dysfunction that pursuit of its mission was being compro-
mised by a series of painful turf battles.

In another situation, Boeing Aircraft found it necessary to
redesign the way it manufactured doors for aircraft, a process that
involved five countries and twenty-five thousand people. Needless
to say, we did not have all twenty-five thousand people, but there
were more than four hundred people from multiple disciplines
including senior management, engineers, and “door hangers"—the
people who actually install the doors. And they all cared passion-
ately about doors.

On the short end of the scale, less than one full day is usually
frustrating. It seems that no sooner has the process started than it is
time to go home. Some colleagues, however, who utilize OST in
school systems, have managed to fit the approach into a fifty-minute
school hour. Shorter time frames are therefore possible, but in gen-
eral I would suggest taking at least one full day.

Setting aside one or two days is often seen as burdensome or

impossible for busy people. However, it is important to consider the
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time to be spent in relation to the need to be addressed. Two or
even three days is a serious chunk of time to be taken out of a fran-
tic schedule; however, if the issue or opportunity is critical, the cost
of that time will appear minimal when compared to the potential
benefit. In the example above, the five hundred participants from
the major nonprofit organization were all exceptionally busy people.
But in the two and one half days they spent together they went to
the very depths of their divisive issues and created the pathway
which led to the total renewal and reorganization of their enterprise.
I believe they all found the time to have been well spent, and most
of the people I spoke to were amazed how much they accomplished
in what, retrospectively, seemed to be a very short time frame.

When faced with a situation like the one described above, 1 sim-
ply would not consider anything less than two full days. In part this
is a matter of allowing sufficient time for the issues to emerge and
be addressed. During the first day, most of the issues will be raised,
at least by title, but with a second day there is the opportunity to go
deeper. And there is an added piece of the mix which is equally crit-
ical-the night in between. Although it may be true that formal ses-
sions will run from 9 am. to 5 p.m,, the conversation never stops,
even when people are asleep.

One might think that useful things are happening only when
people are talking, but I suspect that the richest part of the whole
affair occurs when mouths are closed and the old subconscious
takes over. Insoluble sticking points often come unstuck with a good
night’s sleep. And even if the answer does not appear with the rising
of the sun, renewed energy combined with a changed perspective
will often be tremendously productive. Given a second day, new
issues can be raised, and previous issues can be considered at a

deeper level.
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At this point, you might think that if two days are good, three
might be better. However, experience to date tells me that by the
end of the second day fatigue is definitely a factor. People will report
that working in Open Space is experienced as a relatively easy flow-
ing state, certainly when compared to the traditional formats of
being stuck in endless sessions. However, the energy consumed is
enormous, and when the second day concludes, most tanks are reg-
istering empty.

A third half day can be useful-but for some rather different pur-
poses. If the intention is to move from discussion to action, the
morning of a third day will provide sufficient time for convergence,
prioritization, and action planning. I will describe the details of con-
vergence and action planning in chapter 8.

It should be noted however, that not all gatherings have any
particular need to move to action. Open Space is often used for col-
legial gatherings where the discussion itself is the final objective. For
example the 2,108 German psychiatrists had neither the need nor
desire to create a plan of action for their group. For them a sharing

of experience was sufficient.

OST in Combination

It is sometimes necessary to use OST in combination with other
approaches to meetings. There is nothing wrong with this so long as
certain principles are kept in mind. The fundamental one is: Never
interrupt Open Space with something else. When you are doing Open Space, do 1.
When it is over, if is over.

This means that if you have a series of speakers you want the
group to hear or other programmatic activities you want everybody

to be a part of, do it before Open Space. The reason is simple and
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relates to the essential precondition of voluntary self-selection, with-
out which Open Space Technology will not work. There will be no
problem, however, if the command performance takes place before
the Open Space.

Theoretically, such mandated group events might also follow the
Open Space, although experience has shown that the results are less
than optimal. The level of synergy and creativity is typically so high
in Open Space that it is difficult to sit still and listen to a speaker at

the conclusion, even a very exciting speaker.

Space

Open Space Technology requires one main room that is large
enough to allow all the participants to sit in a circle, or concentric
circles, without crowding. Breakout areas are also required, and we
will deal with that issue shortly. When estimating the necessary size
of the main room, it usually works to divide the rated capacity by
two. Thus if the room is rated for two hundred people theater-style,
it will comfortably handle one hundred people in Open Space.

One wall of this room must be free and unobstructed by doors,
curtains, windows, or pictures. This wall will become the community
bulletin board, where people will be taping up notices indicating
their areas of interest. Should masking tape not adhere to the wall,
all will be lost. If the hotel management throws a fit at the prospect
of material taped to the wall, get a new management, hotel, or both.
Just to make sure, I strongly advise doing the “tape test” when the
venue is first selected. Apply a piece of the tape to be used to the
specific wall and determine that the two will stick together, not just

momentarily, but over time and with strain.
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It is also useful, but not imperative, to find a room that will be

B

large enough to accommodate the coffee break setup and the com-
puters (if they are going to be used). Placing both of these elements
in the large meeting room will ensure a constant passage of people
in and out, which is useful for building the group’s sense of flow
and energy. Security concerns may dictate placing the computers in
a separate room, but stealing a full-size personal computer in a busy
environment is not all that easy, nor is it something I have ever
experienced. Laptops are something else, which is one of the reasons

I prefer not to use them.
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The point of placing the computers in the main room is to make the report
generation process an integral piece of the total fabric. It is not something done
by strange people called secretaries. With the computers in the public place, dis-
cussions begun in the sessions, halls, and elsewhere continue and grow richer
right up to the moment they are captured electronically.

Breakout spaces are required after the process gets going. Note that I said
breakout spaces, and not necessarily rooms. Some people require four walls, a
table, chairs, and a chalkboard (windows optional) before they feel well situated to
do anything that looks like work or discussion. For such people, breakout rooms
are essential. Other people experience that sort of environment as claustrophobic
and greatly appreciate the great outdoors directly, or at the very least mediated
through a window. The point is that a variety of meeting spaces is in order.

A great deal of time and effort have been devoted to the understanding of
differences in learning styles and pacing (speeds), and there is no doubt that
each one of us has our own peculiar requirements that must be met if we are to
achieve our optimum performance. Less attention has been given to what might
be called learning spacing. Each one of us has a set of physical conditions in
which we perform best and learn most comfortably. These conditions change
with time, subject, and temperament. We all want an environment conducive to
our learning, but that environment can be very different for different people, or
can even be different for the same people at different times.

Effective circumstances for an Open Space event not only include a suffi-
cient number of formal breakout rooms for those who feel the need for such
things, but also a healthy array of other kinds of spaces-big ones, small ones, by
water, in the woods, adjacent to the bar, quiet, noisy, open, closed. I am con-
vinced that the depth and rapidity of learning are directly proportional to the
variety of available spaces.

When it comes to designated breakout spaces, a workable rule of thumb is

five per one hundred participants. This presumes that there are some additional
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public spaces in the facility, such as the lobby, gardens, hallways, and
of course, the more the better. It also presumes that some people
will find it comfortable and convenient to meet in the large main
room.

Of course, it is also possible to use one large room for every-
thing. In which case the breakout spaces are designated with signs
on the wall and/or on stands. In one particularly creative gathering
(for the 2,108 German psychiatrists), which took place in two large
circus tents, the breakout areas were indicated by helium filled bal-
loons anchored by sandbags. The scene was completed with the nec-
essary signs (Four Principles and One Law) attached to thin sticks
and floating around the large space supported by bunches of bal-

loons. A magical sight indeed!

Other Considerations—Like When Do
We Eat?

Humankind does not live by discussions alone. Sooner or later,
snacks or meals are not only nice but necessary for reasons of physi-
cal survival, in addition to providing an important occasion for the
ongoing process of dialogue. Unfortunately, most conference coffee
breaks and meals are arranged for the convenience of the manage-
ment, with little regard for the feelings and needs of the participants.
When it comes to eating, voluntary self-selection applies just as it
does in all other areas of the Open Space experience. To the extent
possible, people should be able to refresh themselves when they
need and want to, congruent with their other activities. If the discus-
sion has suddenly heated up, no meal bell should be allowed to
interrupt. By the same token, when there is a break in the action it is

nice to be able to take a pause that refreshes.
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Pushed to extremes, this philosophy could well create revolt in
the kitchen, which would be a disaster in itself. There are, however, a
number of ways to avoid this. For example, all meals can be served
as buffets over a several-hour period, allowing people to come and
go as they please. For coffee breaks, try replacing the fifteen-minute
mad dash, which nobody observes anyhow, with a more leisurely
approach. The world will not come to an end if the beverages and
snacks are left out for an hour or longer. Of course, things do get
cold, or warm, over time, but that problem can be solved by serving
foods that do well at room temperature over extended periods of
time, such as fresh fruit.

Another strategy is to hold the meeting in a place with easy
access to a number of restaurants, all of which have different hours
and cuisines. In this way the fate of the total population is not solely
in the hands of one kitchen staff. With virtually no effort, it is possi-
ble to ensure that there is never a time when something good to eat
or drink is not available. This may be somewhat difficult on the
waistline, but it has definite advantages for a methodology that took
its original inspiration from the coffee break.

The easy availability of a variety of food and drink over time
becomes especially important when multiple cultures are present at
a single conference. For example, Americans typically have lunch at
noon, with the program resuming an hour later. Dinner appears at
six or, at the very latest, seven o'clock. Most of the rest of the world
considers this schedule madness and heresy. Siestas are interrupted,
and the possibility of the late evening dinner precluded. Result?
Unhappy people!

The solution is simple. Make it possible for everybody to eat and

sleep when they want to. Open Space permits such flexibility while
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still allowing the task to get done. There is no reason why partici-
pants should become prisoners of the kitchen staff. Should the par-
ticipants also have traveled some distance to attend, the variety of
time zones will compound differences of cultures. It is difficult to

participate effectively when the belly is unhappy and growling.

Supplies

The basic supplies for Open Space are simple but essential. The
actual quantities will, of course, vary with group size, and in creating
the following list I had in mind a group of about one hundred. In

chapter 5, I will describe in detail how the following items are used,
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but under the heading of preparation, the following materials need

to be secured:
* Masking Tape: Five rolls (one-half inch)

* Ink Markers: Dark primary colors, preferably washable, about
fifty per one hundred participants

e Flip Charts: One chart with stand per breakout room, five extra
pads

e Post-its: Three-by-five-inch size, two packages of one hundred

per package

These quantities are not precise, and if your group is very artis-
tic, loquacious, or wasteful, you may need more.

If your group is going to do things like create a set of proceed-
ings, set priorities, and prepare action plans, you may require a
number of computers (see chapter 3). But bare-bones Open Space
will function just fine with the minimal supplies described above. It
is even possible to do proceedings, priorities, and action plans with-

out computers.
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A final necessity is a microphone for groups of seventy-five and
above, unless the acoustics are superb. For the process to work well,
people have to hear each other, and soft voices tend to drown in the
carpet. A wireless mike is best, for long cords present an unaccept-
able hazard, particularly when the group starts to move about,
which it will. If a wireless mike is unavailable, however, a corded
mike will do, but with the following considerations. First, make sure
that the cord is long enough to reach any point in the circle. With
large groups, this may mean as much as two hun- (z;\
dred feet of cord, and that is a lot of wire. Second,

SN
\Q [
be very careful when the group starts to move, or \{/@
A\ %57

somebody will trip, be garroted, or worse.

Consultation with the Facility
Management

The facility management of your conference is a most important part
of your team. If they have never supported an Open Space event, it is
essential that you spend as much time as necessary to make them feel
comfortable and part of the action. They will find that OST is much
easier to host, but because it is different, it may seem a little strange.

I find it useful to talk about the total concept, how it got started,
and what the experience has been, in addition to the standard
details that are usually covered in preconference meetings. They
need to know, for example, not only that you need meals on a flexi-
ble schedule and refreshments available at all times, but why this is
important. As professionals whose business it is to support various
sorts of gatherings, I think you will find that their interest will be
strong. If you are fortunate enough to be the only guests in the

facility, a condition I strongly recommend, there will be no problems
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with other guests. However, if you are sharing a facility, it is possible
that the apparently random coming and going of the Open Space
group may be a little disconcerting to others whose approach to
meetings is in the more traditional mode. All these problems can be
avoided if it is clear in advance where your people should not go. If
you find there are too many prohibitions, it may be best to seek an
alternative facility.

Under ideal circumstances, the facility staff will feel free to join
in the festivities as appropriate. Obviously, if proprietary information
or other sensitive matter is being discussed, outsiders will not be
useful. But where and when that is not the case, a welcome mat for

your hosts is always a plus.

Checklist for Open Space

O Appropriateness
Should we even take this trip? Is OST right for our purposes? Is the

client/sponsor really ready to “Irust the People?”

O Theme
Is it clear, focused, but with sufficient room to let the imagination

grow?

O Invitation

Is there sufficient information to ensure that our guests arrive at the
right place, at the right time, and ready to go to work? Does our
description of the task evoke participation without prescribing the

detailed outcome?

O Time
Have we allotted sufficient time for what we want to do? One day
for a good discussion, two days for a deeper discussion, and a third

half day for action planning.
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O Main Space
Is our main meeting room large enough so that all our participants
may sit comfortably in a circle, or two or three concentric circles,

with room to spare?

O The Wall

Do we have a relatively unobstructed wall in our main meeting
room, long enough so that all our participants can stand in front of
it and not be more than two or three persons deep? Will masking
tape stick to the wall? Will the management object if the tape does
stick? Did we do the “tape test”?

O Other Spaces

Do we have sufficient breakout rooms for those who like a formal
setting (five rooms per one hundred participants)? Will other people
with other tastes find something to their liking? Have we advised the
management that our participants are likely to be working all over

the facility? Are there any areas where our people should not go?

O Food and Drink
Have we made arrangements for the maximum possible flexibility
for meals and snacks? Will plenty of variety be available most of the

time?

O Supplies and Equipment
Do we have the necessary supplies ready to go?
* Masking Tape-Two rolls (one-half inch) per one hundred
* Imk Markers-Dark primary colors, preferably washable,
about fifty per one hundred participants
* Flip Charts-One chart with stand per breakout room, five

extra pads
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e Post-its-Three-by-five-inch size, two packages of one hun-
dred per package
¢ Microphone-Cordless if possible, or with sufficient cord to

reach all points of the circle

O Consultation with the Management

Have we spent some good, quality time with the facility manage-
ment? They need to know that an Open Space event is probably
unlike anything they have experienced before. Because of the sim-
plicity of the arrangements and the responsibility of the participants,
management’s job is always a lot easier and may actually be quite
fun. If you feel free to do so, invite the staff to participate at what-
ever level seems appropriate. After all, they are an important part of

the team.

Have a great
time! Remember:
if itisn't fun, itisn't

working.
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Proceedings and the Electronic
Connection

he possibility of creating instant proceedings during the Open
TSpace meeting has been mentioned in passing. You will recall
our opening story about the 225 people who produced 150 pages of
proceedings in two days and had bound copies ready to be carried
home. If it all sounds very high tech, you have been misled; the
actual process is nothing more than a mundane use of a standard
word-processing program. Yes, you need access to computers, and it
would probably be a good idea to know something about them. But
a PhD in computer science is not required.

The notion of on-the-spot proceedings, like Open Space itself,
grew out of the frustration generated from dealing with meetings as
they are usually done. My experience was that by the time I would
get proceedings they were so old they were useless, or else the sig-
nificant parts had already been published in a dozen other places so
I didn’t need them anyhow. What would be useful, and what
nobody seemed able to produce, was an immediate, take-home
package that provided all the goodies, albeit in a rough-and-ready
form. I thought there had to be a way, and if it were going to work
in Open Space, it had to fit with that approach.

As it has turned out, Open Space actually simplifies the process
of document preparation. Since the driving forces in Open Space are

freedom and responsibility, all we have to do to create proceedings
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is provide an appropriate number of computers and let the partici-
pants know that they are free and responsible to use them—that is, if
they (the participants) have any expectation of producing and
receiving a record of the event. With a standard format, we are

ready to proceed (as in proceedings).

How Does It Work Practically?

Let's start with the mechanics. For a group of one hundred partici-
pants, five personal computers (PCs) will suffice, and that ratio (5:100)
seems to work well for groups of all sizes. Of course, you could also

use Macs, but a combination of Macs and PCs creates a level of

complexity you will probably not want to be bothered with.
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The machines are best set up in the main room where every-
thing else is happening. This is a major departure from normal prac-
tice, where the computers are typically hidden away in some back
room, as if they might contaminate somebody. But, as you will see,
there is a method to the madness: the whole business of preparing
proceedings becomes an integral part of the Open Space conversa-
tions. That can't happen if the computers are hidden away.

When setting up the computers, it is important to remember that
the people coming to use them will typically be carrying sheets of
newsprint from their discussion groups. These sheets require no
small amount of space, so the computers should not be crammed
together. Two computers on a standard eight-foot table is usually
just about right; it allows people to lay out their work and not be on
top of each other.

With the machines up and running, each convener of a group is
invited (strongly urged, begged, but never commanded) to ensure that
a reasonable record of the discussions in his or her group be pre-
pared. I say “ensure” because it may be that somebody other than
the convener will do the job, and often it turns into a group effort.

To provide some level of uniformity, a standard format is sup-
plied. Typically it has four parts: 1) Title, 2) Convener (with phone
number and address), 3) List of participants, and 4) Discussion and
recommendations. The actual length is immaterial, although reports
usually run several pages. Some people may get carried away, and
ten-page reports have found their way in. One limit to verbosity is
that participants themselves are responsible for the typing.

At this point you may be wondering what would happen in a
situation where nobody can type, or where typing itself is perceived

as below the status of the participants. I have found this concern to
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THE FORMAT

1. Title

2. Convener

3. List of participants

4. Discussion and recommendations

be less than disastrous. In most cases, somebody in the group can
type, if only the hunt-and-peck variety. I am constantly amazed how
quickly people can learn when they have something they want to
say, even if they employ only one finger.

Under no circumstances would I ever suggest the use of secre-
taries. The single instance where 1 actually tried was a disaster. The
critical problem was that often the secretaries were unable to read
the handwriting, and since they had not participated in the discus-
sion groups, they couldn’t even make reasonable guesses. This
resulted in an endless pursuit of report writers and/or the produc-
tion of reports that made little or no sense to the participants. Not to

be repeated.

Keep It Simple

Technical considerations need not be complex and overwhelming.
However, if the following suggestions push your knowledge of com-
puter technology beyond the comfort level, I can only suggest that
you find a friendly techie.

A standard word-processing program, such as WordPerfect or

Word, will do the job nicely. To set things up, create a template fol-
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lowing the format outlined above, and

save it in a special folder with the

name of the conference on the

KISS:
Keep It Simple,
Stupid.

hard drive of each computer you
will be using. Create a URL to
the template on the desktop, and
you are ready for business.

As each new person comes into
the computer area to make a report, he or
she is greeted by a friendly, presumably knowledgeable, soul who
points out the URL and maybe even clicks on it just to get things
started. The format is totally self-explanatory, and most people will
have little difficulty filling in the blanks with their report. After they
finish their report they should use the “Save As” function, which is
found under the “File” heading, change the name of the file to match
the title (issue) of their report, and then hit “Save!” The report is now
saved on the hard drive, and the template is ready for the next
reporter.

In the event that reporters wish to make modifications later in
the conference, they must, of course, return to the same computer
and the same folder, and open the file they created. To make things
ecasier for people who want to return, it is a very good idea to iden-
tify each computer with a unique letter or number. With small
groups (and therefore a small number of computers) this identifica-
tion procedure is probably not needed, but when the group is larger
and the number of computers increases, this identification becomes
essential. The alternative will be a lot of wasted time as participants
search for the “right” computer.

The completed reports can be “harvested” with a little stick

memory drive. Simply make copies and download on a single

S
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“Master” computer in a master file. / strongly suggest that as each report is
captured it be logged. This may seem an unnecessary precaution, but
when you lose a report you are guaranteed to have a very unhappy
participant!

As the reports are gathered they should immediately be printed
out, and copies should be hung on the wall under a large sign say-
ing Breaking News. You will be amazed how much interest and
excitement these real-time, instant proceedings will generate. And
they also serve a very practical function. Participants who may not
have been able to attend a particular session can still keep up by
checking the News Wall. And in the

event they want further
\
information it is a sim- < \
. NV
ple matter to find the QO/

reporter. <. \/ /// /
On the last day of \\\ / 4
the conference, gather \\\

all the separate reports

into a single file, add pagination,

and create a table of contents, and you have created a full set of
proceedings. What happens next is totally up to you, but I find it
wonderful to print out copies for all prior to their departure. With
large groups, you will need the services of a high-speed copy shop
so that the Conference Book can be quickly duplicated and ready to
go. It is also possible to put everything on a website, which will save
multiple trees. And of course you can do both, which I suggest, if
only because people really love to have hard copy in their hands.
The symbolism alone is worth the effort. The group will remember

that they started with nothing—just a big open space with no
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agenda. And then in a very short time it all came together, and the

proud participants go home with the fruits of their labors.

How Many Printers?

You only need one printer. Indeed, I suggest you have only one. Not
only will you cut costs but more importantly, things will work better.
Here's the secret: if you have only one printer and it is attached to
your central computer, everybody who wants to get something
printed is going to have to come to you. And why should that mat-
ter? Because you will then know that a report has been made and
can log it in. Failing this simple procedure, it is most likely that a
very important report will remain on one of the computers unbe-
knownst to you. And come the final version, that report will be
nowhere to be found. Who says there are no controls in Open

Space? But they are subtle.

Reports without Computers

When working with a small group, computers are by no means nec-
essary. A workable alternative is a prepared report form. The items
to be included on the report form are the same as with the com-
puter (Issue, Convener, Participants, and Discussion/Recommenda-
tions). A copy of the report form can be taken to the various ses-
sions, filled out, and returned upon completion. Good handwriting is
a definite plus, but Open Space can do very well in the arcane world
of the stubby pencil. To generate the final report, simply copy the

handwritten documents and distribute.
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Wikis, Blogs, and Websites

Up to this point I have stuck with the Plain Vanilla approach to
computers and report generation in Open Space. However, unless
you have been resident on some other planet, you will know that
the explosion of new applications in Cyberspace is large to say the
least, and many of these creations will have direct application to the
world of Open Space. There is absolutely no reason why the report-
ing function for an Open Space cannot be easily taken care of totally
online using some variant of Wikis, blogs, and websites. One major
advantage of using these applications is that “space” can be opened
electronically in advance of the face-to-face assembly so that people
can get to know each other. And then when the actual event is all
over, there is no reason for the connection to be broken. Indeed, as
many people have discovered, Cyberspace and Open Space are
pretty much the same thing, and the Internet is in fact the largest
Open Space going. So it is no wonder that marvelous synergies can
be realized, and I strongly urge that you pursue any and all possi-
bilities. I decline, however, to offer any specific suggestions in this
area for the simple reason that the entire field is expanding so
rapidly that even a brief overview could easily fill the rest of this

book. You are on your own. Have fun!
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Personal Preparation
for Open Space

he unique and critical role of the facilitator in an Open Space
Tevent revolves around two functions: creating time and space and
holding time and space. Observably, in performance, this means doing
less rather than more. Under the best of circumstances, the facilitator
will be totally present and absolutely invisible.

If this assertion appears paradoxical, even contradictory, rather
like the sound of one hand clapping, I have to confess that Open
Space thinking and practice have more in common with Zen and the
Eastern martial arts than with a straight, linear application of a
cookbook technology. Two stories may serve to compound the con-
tradiction, or possibly make things a little clearer.

On one occasion, during the course of an Open Space event, 1
overheard my client remarking to a friend that while everything
seemed to be working quite well, he could not see that I actually did
anything. Inasmuch as he was paying me a rather large amount of
money, this was a matter of some concern to him.

On a second occasion with the same client, I was facilitating an
Open Space event for 250 individuals. With the exception of the
opening moments of the conference, virtually all conversations were
in Spanish. That may seem unremarkable, but I do not speak Span-
ish. One might wonder how I could facilitate an event without

understanding a word.
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The answer, I believe, is that the Open Space process operates at
a level, and in a fashion, rather different from what conventional
wisdom might anticipate. You, of course, will have to draw your own
conclusion.

I confess to a certain uneasiness in writing this chapter. On the
one hand, I believe it addresses the heart and soul of Open Space
Technology, and therefore it must be written. At the same time, [ can
understand that for some people this chapter will represent an enor-
mous frustration. It is difficult to speak intelligently about “doing
nothing” Even under the best of circumstances, one can only point
in some useful directions and hope that the hints are sufficient to
carry the message. At the very least, it may become clear that Open
Space Technology is somehow more than four primal mechanisms
(the circle, breath, bulletin board, and marketplace) and a series of

procedures.

Creating and Holding Time and Space

The notion of creating and holding time and space may appear to be
at variance with our normal perception that time and space are uni-
versal “givens,” over which we have little, if any, control. To suggest
that we can create either is to talk strangely. Perhaps.

At the same time, we often say in colloquial speech that we must
“make time” or “make space” for something or someone. Together
these notions suggest that in addition to our observations of time
and space as universal abstractions, we also see them as having a
personal, human dimension, as in “my time/space,” “your
time/space,” or “our time/space’

It is not my intention, nor is there any necessity, to solve the rid-

dles of time and space. Many have tried and few have been successful.
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St. Augustine may have been among the best, and also most honest,
when he remarked that he understood time perfectly, until he tried to
explain it. But if a full explanation is impossible, it is also unnecessary,
and my purpose will be served if it is acknowledged that time and
space are at least partially human artifacts.

Creating time and space is a uniquely human and /umanizing
activity. In some way, when we create our time and space, we create
our identities—I become me, you become you, and they become they.
Without our peculiar time and space, we just aren't.

Travelers to different cultures become acutely aware of the role
of time and space in the identity creation of their hosts. More often
than not, this identity is experienced as uncomfortable by the trav-
eler, and sometimes becomes the object of (offensive) jokes. From the
perspective of white Americans, Latins and Black Africans are always
late. Italians and other Southern Europeans get too close-men even
kiss and hold hands in public. Of course, in turn, Americans are per-
ceived as pushy and distant. The real point is that different notions
of time and space are operative, which are neither right nor wrong,
just definitive of the people who hold them.

What is true of large bodies of people seems also to be true of
smaller ones. We all know families who have a reputation for always
being late. Different corporations are also known by their operative
sense of time and space: some are “laid-back” and some are
“uptight”

So if a group of people wish to get together and accomplish
something, they must have time and space. Not just in the sense that
they have blocked out three days (or whatever) in their busy sched-
ules to meet at some hotel. They must create a unique sense of time

and space peculiar to themselves and their task. Failing that, they
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will never be a group, and they will never (therefore) get the job
done.

Ultimately, the group (to the extent that it ever becomes a group)
will create and preserve its own (sense) of time and space, but the
act of creation must start somewhere, and the sooner the better.
Which brings us back to the fundamental role of the facilitator: cre-
ating and holding time and space quickly and expeditiously, so that
the job at hand may be accomplished. But please note: It is not just
any time and space that are being created and held; it is a special
time and space, unique to that group. In addition, it is a safe time
and space in which the group will feel free to explore new options
and even be a little bit foolish.

The specifications immediately preceding preclude the simple
imposition of the facilitator’'s time and space. Thus, for example,
should the facilitator come from North America and the participants
all reside in the South, it would be wrong, indeed ridiculous, to
impose the facilitator’s sense of time and space. Such an imposition
will not work and will only cause antagonism. Just imagine the reac-
tion should the North American stand up before the Latin partici-
pants and loudly proclaim, “All sessions will start on time-my time!
Unfortunately, this scenario is quite imaginable and happens all too
often, and the results are predictable. For the meeting to be effective,
the indigenous sense of time and space must be allowed to emerge.
That will only occur if the facilitator creates an environment of
safety.

Creating this safe environment requires the suspension of the
facilitator's normal judgmental activity, which may be manifest in
apparently inconsequential and innocent ways. Thus, furtive glances

at one’s watch on the part of a North American facilitator operating
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in a Latin environment communicate that not only are things “late,
but lateness is bad. It is much better, albeit painful, to put the watch
in a pocket and understand that it will start when it starts. The job
of the facilitator is not to keep things on time, but rather to enable
the creation of safe time. It is up to the participants to make their
peace with the time they create, and to render judgment on them-
selves regarding tardiness and punctuality.

We now come to the critical question: How does the facilitator
manage all of this? It turns out to be less a question of doing than of
being. To be sure, there are a number of tasks to be done, both in
preparation for and during the course of the event: things to say,
furniture to move, signs to make, and people to talk to. We have
already enumerated many of the preparatory activities, and in the
following chapters we will look in detail at what else needs to be
done as the event moves along. But for the moment, I want to con-

centrate on being as opposed to doing. Here is the heart of the matter.
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Unless the facilitator is truly and authentically present, nothing that

is done, or not done, will make any difference.

Being Authentically Present

My use of the phrase “authentically present” may create more prob-

lems than it illuminates. To shed a little light on the subject, I would
like to borrow some thoughts from my friend and colleague, Angeles
Arrien. When living fully on the planet or facilitating Open Space,

Angie suggests that the following four things are necessary:

+  Show Up

. Be Present

«  Tell the Truth
*  LetIt All Go

To begin with, you have to show up. This is not complicated and
simply means you have to be physically on hand. Of course, mere
physical presence does not guarantee authentic presence, but it is
certain that if the body is not there not much else will be

available either, and that body must be in good shape.

Showing up tired, hung over, or stressed out just

won't do. Safe space is calm space, ﬁ

and that calm must begin with you, /

the facilitator. The Fourfold Way
Deing present sounds like another 1. Show Up

version of showing up, but it goes a 2 Be Present

lot deeper. We all know those times 3 Tell the Truth

d

when we are “here but not all there! 4 let It All Go
Call it woolgathering, distraction, or

something else, but it is clear to / /
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anybody around us that no one is home. Being present is just the
opposite. It means providing those around us with a profound sense
of grounding, reality, and solidity, which translates to security, peace,
and strength. Being in the presence of one who is truly present is
comfortable in the root meaning of that word, “with strength”

Telling the truth defines the quality of our presence. It is a hard job
indeed. Actually, it is even harder than it sounds, for the issue is not
so much faithfully reporting the facts of the case (which is certainly
useful), but rather Jeing the truth. That is to say, reflecting an essen-
tial, powerful, and good humanity in the way one is.

When human beings are in the presence of one who tells the
truth, they feel no separation between saying and doing. Word and
act do not go in opposite directions. And to the extent that judg-
ment is present as the truth is told, it is a self-administered judg-
ment, manifesting itself in the eye of the beholder. To stand in the
presence of the truth is to understand, in very immediate terms,
one’s strengths and weaknesses. Not a word of external judgment
need be spoken.

Finally, /et it all go. Angie actually says, “Have no attachment to
fixed outcomes” Her way or mine, the point is that we have no per-
manent claim on anything that is, and the sooner we get that
through our heads the better things will be. It is not that we have
gone out of control, it is simply that we had no control to begin
with. Obviously this phrase is anathema to those folks who have
spent their whole lives trying to keep or gain control, which turns
out to be most of us. Letting go is also essential for the effective
facilitation of Open Space. 7o the best of my knowledge, there is exactly one
way lo absolutely guarantee the failure of an Open Space event, and that is to try
and control il. It won't work. Things will either shut down or blow up,

but in either case the results will be less than optimal. Guaranteed.
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Self-Preparation

The job of the facilitator is to create the time and space in which the
group can realize its potential, whether that potential be a new
product, a strategic plan, or a redesigned organization. It is a curious
role indeed, for to the extent that the facilitator becomes prescrip-
tive-imposing time, space, and solutions—he or she will fail. The
more done, the less accomplished. It is necessary to be physically on
hand, be fully present, be the truth, and then get out of the way. As
the world would see it, the ultimate facilitator will do nothing and
remain invisible.

Preparing oneself to assume this role cannot be done in a
moment, nor can it be left to chance. On the contrary, preparation is
an intentional, ongoing act that must become part of the life of the
would-be facilitator.

This statement may seem at huge variance with my previous
suggestions that Open Space Technology is simple and can be initi-
ated by anybody with a good head and a good heart. My point is
that virtually anybody with reasonably pure intentions can, from
time to time, create the necessary time and space for Open Space.
But to do it again and again, with groups large and small, with
groups split by controversy and divided by language and culture, is
a different matter. Doing that takes constant, ongoing preparation
and practice to make a better head and a better heart.

The nature of the preparation and practice is so specific to the
individual that what I do may well be nonproductive, or indeed
counterproductive, for another person. In short, there is no one right
way, there are only ways that work, and every person must deter-

mine that individually. For myself, I find that a period of intense and
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intentional meditation for several hours prior to the event is essen-
tial. For you, the same results may be achieved by taking a walk or
going for a jog. Whatever the procedure, the objective is to achieve
clarity of self and purpose, combined with openness to the environ-
ment and others. There are innumerable paths, practices, and tech-
niques that have proven to be effective. They may be found in all
the great religious traditions or their secularized versions.

To say it again: There is no one right way; there are only ways
that are appropriate to you and the job you propose to do. My way
involves no small amount of meditation and reflection, done daily,
and then done more intensively immediately prior to an Open Space
event. What will work for you I cannot say, but if you intend to
operate in Open Space on any regular basis, you owe the groups
you will be working with, and yourself, a careful job of preparation.

The alternative will be failure, burnout, or worse.

" The ultimate facil-

itator will do nothing

and remain totally

invisible.
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Site Preparatlion

efore the event begins, the large room in which it will take place

must be prepared. This is not a complicated task. It rarely takes
more than an hour or two even with very large groups, presuming
that the staff at the facility has done the basics, as in providing the
appropriate number of chairs along with the necessary tables for the
computers and the coffee.

For me, site preparation is not so much about doing things.
Although a number of physical things must be taken care of, my
main concern is to become comfortable in the space before all the
folks arrive. To this end, I will typically show up at least two, and
usually three hours before the official start time. My first act is to
walk the space and get a feel for it. I previsualize what it will be like
when everybody arrives. This is not about thinking out what the
agenda will look like or the nature of the specific interactions and/or
accomplishments. All of that is for the group to determine, and they
will do that with style. My concern is to place myself in the midst of
the energy or Spirit that will shortly fill the hall. Call it an invocation
if you like, but I am quite clear that the event begins the moment |
walk into what is usually a very dark, silent hall. In the silence, |
welcome the people yet to come and prepare an expectant place for

them in the space, and perhaps most importantly in my heart. At
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some point, 1 find it useful to sit in the very center of the room, on
the floor, in the middle of the Open Space. Before any specific details
can be taken care of, I must continue my self-preparation to be fully

present for what comes next.

Physical Arrangements: Chairs
in a Circle

Open Space happens in a circle, or as close to a circle as the avail-
able space will allow. Concentric circles may be necessary with large
groups in smaller spaces, but still they are circles. For some reason,
hotel staffs have a problem with this, and even if you have previ-
ously drawn them a picture (which you should do; see the diagram
on the next page), it is not uncommon to find that all the chairs
have been carefully set up in a square. It has even happened that
the chairs have been set up in the standard “theater-style” Old
habits die hard, but a change must be made. Hopefully, the early
morning crew will be on hand to assist, but if not you must do the
deed. I actually find this a pleasant and useful exercise, in every
sense of the word exercise, and for sure it creates high levels of

involvement in the physical preparation of the space.

Plenty of Space

Make sure that there is as much space in the center of the circle as
possible. After all, this is Open Space. In addition, there are several
practical reasons to do this. First is that once the festivities start, a
substantial portion of the group will be in that central space, and
you need to give them a lot of room to move about. A second and
maybe even more important reason has to do with the ambience of

the place and the first impression. When there is a truly large circle
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The Wall
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with lots of room in the middle, the effect is awesome. People will
know instantaneously upon arrival that they are in a different envi-
ronment. The old rules (as in sitting quietly in rows) have definitely

been suspended.

Make the Wall Accessible

Even though you are trying to provide maximum space in the cen-
ter, you cannot block access to the wall upon which people will be
posting their sessions. Six feet of space from the backs of the chairs
to the wall will be sufficient to allow participants to move freely
while posting their issues. People will need to move in and out of
the circle. Leave three to four breaks in the circle, several chairs

wide, to allow for passage.
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And Nothing in the Middle (Almost)

It is sometimes suggested that placing a small table in the center of
the circle with the paper, markers, and masking tape is a good idea.
This does make it easier for people whose arthritis or egos make it
impossible to bend over, but it is a suggestion I avoid. This is a place
where impressions are (I think) more important than comfort and
practicality. If there is some (large) object in the center of the circle, it
will inevitably break the line of sight contact for participants. This is
not fatal, but neither is it desirable. When everybody, no matter their
rank or position, sits on the same level, eye-to-eye, with nothing in
the way, an extraordinarily powerful statement is made about equal-
ity of participation, and the conditions for a truly collaborative effort
are created. That is what Open Space is all about. So, nothing in the
middle except for paper to write on, markers for the writing, and
masking tape to stick the posters on the wall.

A parting note on the paper: I find quarter sheets of flip-chart
paper to be just the right size. They are big enough that the posted
signs can be read and small enough that the wall does not become
unnecessarily cluttered.
And the best news is you
don’t have to think about
bringing special paper. It
is already there, and all
you have to do is tear up
the sheets—one more
thing not to do. Of
course, A-4 or Legal size

will also work.
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Creation and Placement of Signs

One of the earmarks of Open Space is that the participants essen-
tially run everything themselves, but they do need a little help in
the beginning. This help comes, in no small part, from prominently
posted signs in the main room. Nothing fancy, just enough of the
right information to orient people.

The preparation of signs for meetings, particularly in a corporate
setting, can become an elaborate process involving weeks of time,
dozens of people, and no small amount of money. It is quite possi-
ble, although totally unnecessary, to do the same sort of thing for an
Open Space gathering. My practice is to create all the necessary sig-
nage in the early morning hours prior to the event. Hand lettering
on flip-chart paper is sufficient. Beyond the fact that no small
amount of money and effort are saved, there are added benefits. The
first is a graphic statement that this occasion is a working situation—
no frills, just people with a common concern gathering to get some-
thing done.

There is a further benefit: these signs build the case that any-
body with a good head and good heart can do it. Creating a posi-
tive, productive working environment in Open Space is not some-
thing that takes a large budget, an army of support staff, and weeks
of advance preparation. Anybody can do it, anytime they want to,
even if they are small in number with little time available. This
knowledge is important when the time comes for follow-up to the
Open Space event. By the conclusion of the gathering it should be
obvious to all that Open Space is, in fact, the people’s technology. It
is possible for anybody who wants to do it to achieve the same level
of efficiency, effectiveness, fun, synergy, innovation, and creativity

experienced in “this” event—anytime, anywhere. It will be helpful to
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say all of this at the conclusion, but laying the groundwork for such

a statement is useful.

Theme, Behavior, and Expectations

The signs to be made cover three different aspects of the event:
1) Theme, Behavior, and Expectations; 2) Daily Schedule and
Space/Time Matrix for the Wall; 3) Report Production.

Every Open Space gathering has a theme. The theme is what
occasioned the gathering in the first place and is the subject of the
invitation. Make one sign that briefly states the theme of this event.

Behavior at an Open Space gathering is guided by four princi-
ples and one law. Precisely how this happens will become clear in
the next chapter, when I describe the actual start-up. For the
moment, however, I will just give you the words so that you can

make two signs that say the following:

THE FOUR PRINCIPLES

+ Whoever comes is the right people.

+ Whatever happens is the only thing
that could have.

+ Whenever it starts is the right time.

« When it’s over, it's over.
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THE ONE LAW
The Law of Two Feet

There is one additional sign to make. It should say Be Pre-

pared to Be Surprised.
Thus there are four separate signs to be
made: 1) the theme (briefly stated), 2) the four /

principles, 3) the one law, and 4) “Be Pre- Be Prepare d

pared..” Depending on the size of the group,

71

you may need several copies of each of them. to Be

Once made, they should be posted in the surp”’sed.

sequence given above in several locations around

the room, but not on the wall where the issues will

be posted. Make sure they are high enough to f J

ensure visibility.

The sequencing of the signs makes no difference to the partici-
pants, but it can be very helpful to you as facilitator. The signs
become “cue cards” to remind you of the elements to be covered

and the order you will follow in the actual start-up.

Space/Time Matrix and Daily Schedule

“The wall” is that portion of the room where the issue papers will be
posted. It is important that the wall be clear of all obstructions. Thus,
if the facility has placed potted plants, the coffee service, or extra
chairs along it, now would be an excellent time to remove every-
thing. After the process starts, the wall will become the agenda, but

at the beginning it should be as blank as you can make it. An
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important statement is being made: there is no prior agenda. We will
start, quite literally, with a blank slate.

Having emphasized emptiness, we can now deal with the few
things that need to go up on “the wall” Directly in the center will be
the space/time matrix that will enable the participants to quickly
and easily assign a time and place for each of their sessions. Please
note that in very small groups (fewer than fifteen) you may not need
this, but I find it helpful even then. Next to the space/time matrix
will be the schedule. The written schedule need not contain much
detail as the matrix will take care of the fine points. Starting and
ending times and mealtimes for each day should be noted, however.

To prepare the space/time matrix (fancy name for a simple thing)
and the schedule, you will need three-by-five-inch Post-its, ink
markers in several colors, masking tape, and flip-chart paper. You
will also need to know the names (or other designations) of the
available breakout rooms or areas, and the important times.

The important times will include such things as when the event
starts and finishes, and when lunch will be available. These times
will provide the limits around which the actual meeting times for
issue sessions can be determined.

I suggest allotting one and one-half hours for each session.
Longer or shorter is possible, but the time suggested has worked
well over the years. Given all of the above, the basic schedule might
appear as follows for one-, two-, and three-day events. Obviously
you will have to pick the one appropriate to your needs. And please
don't get nervous or impatient, this is just the schedule. What you

do in it will become clear in the succeeding chapters.
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THE SCHEDULE

Day |

9:00 - 10:30 Opening (Agenda creation)
10:30 - 12:00 Session |

12:00 - 1:30 Lunch

1:30 - 3:00  Session |l

3:00 - 4:30 Session |l

4:30 - 5:00 Evening News/Closing

(Note if this is a single-day Open Space, you may want to
allow a full hour for the closing.)

Day Il

9:00 - 9:30  Morning Announcements
9:30 - 11:00 Session IV

11:00 - 12:30 Session V

12:30-1:30 Lunch

1:30 - 3:00  Session VI

3:00 - 4:30  Session VIl

4:30 - 5:00 Evening News

Day lll (Action Planning)

9:00 - 10:00 Morning Announcement — Distribute Proceedings

10:00 - 11:00 Action Sessions announced/Sessions Meet
11:00 - 11:30 Action Plans Announced.
11:30 - 12:30 Closing
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With this schedule (times) in mind, we can now move to the cre-
ation of the space/time matrix. You will probably make some mis-
takes the first time you do this, but with experience it becomes casy.

The space/time matrix graphically displays time(s) across the top
and space(s) down the left margin. Please forgive the level of detail
here, and if you can think of a better way to go, do it. But for the
first time out, I suggest following along. This is not rocket science,
but heeding instructions should preclude frustration.

To start, place one piece of flip-chart paper on the floor (hori-
zontally or vertically) and lay down a row of Post-its approximately
eight inches from the left margin, starting at the top and going to
the bottom. Use one Post-it for each breakout area. If you have to
add flip-chart paper, you can do so by taping on an additional piece
with masking tape.

Continue building the matrix by placing one Post-it for each
time slot across the top margin, about eight inches from the edge,
starting with the first session on the first day. You will not need a Post-it for
agenda-setting, which is the first activity on the first day. Again, if
you need more flip-chart paper, add it as you go.

Now write in the appropriate times and breakout areas. Starting
down the left margin of what may now be a fairly large piece of
paper, write the name of each breakout room/area next to the Post-
it. Then go across the top and write the times in sequence above
each Post-it. If you have multiple days, indicate that with headings
at the top (Day One, Day Two), and use a different colored marker
for each day. You won't need Post-its for Lunch, Evening News,
Morning News, or Closing, so you can remove those Post-its now,
leaving a blank space. When you are finished, you should have

something that looks like the chart on the next page.
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Green Room
10:30-12
\ 10:30 -12 Lunch 1:30-3 3-4:30
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From here on out, there is virtually no thinking involved,
just grunt labor. As a matter of fact, thinking about it will only get
you in trouble. First of all, fill in the matrix by adding Post-its in all
the columns and rows. Next step is to write on each Post-it the
space/time information appropriate to its place on the matrix. Thus
the Post-it in the first cell of the matrix above would read “Green
Room / 10:30-12:00" If this is a multiday event, you must include the

day also. Use a different color marker for each day.
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You will find all of this goes much easier if you only do one
thing at a time. Thus, go all the way down a column writing in only
the time. Then go all the way across a row and write in only the
name of the breakout room. Add the days last, again all at once.

You may wonder why I bother with such detailed instructions. It
has something to do with rubbing your belly while reciting the
alphabet. A few people can do that, but most mortals get confused,
myself included. The usual cost for not doing as I suggest is a num-
ber of Post-its crumpled and redone.

The last step is to fill in the matrix design with a marker by out-
lining all the columns and rows. It will also be helpful to write in
Lunch, Evening News, and so on where appropriate. And most
important: before you move on, make sure all the pieces of flip-
chart paper are taped together. If they aren’t, you are in for a nasty
surprise when you attempt to move your creation.

When all is complete, carefully lift your matrix and tape it at eye
level in the very center of the wall. If you can get a little help that
will be useful, and be sure to use lots of tape so it does not fall
down.

With the matrix in the center, the wall is effectively divided into
two parts. If this is a two-day event, make two additional signs, one
saying Day One (or Monday, Tuesday) and the second Day Two (or
Tuesday). The schedule for Day Three (if you are going to use it) may
be written on a separate sheet or on the right side of the matrix.
These two signs should be posted to the left and right of the matrix
as high as you can reach from a chair (carefully). The wall is now
ready for action, and with the addition of one more set of signs, so is

the whole room.
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Report Production

If you are going to generate a set of proceedings with computers,
you will now have to designate an area of the room for that pur-
pose. This presupposes, of course, that you are able to follow my
suggestion that the computers themselves be placed in the main
room. Assuming this is the case and that the facility has provided
the necessary tables (one eight-foot table per two computers) lined
up along one of the remaining walls, you should now make a large
sign that says Newsroom and place it above where the computers
are (will be) positioned. A second sign, adjacent to the computers if
possible, should say Breaking News.

That's it; you're ready. But not quite. Even though the prepara-
tion of the room is simple, it does involve a bit of running about,
and perhaps (at least on your first venture) some small amount of
anxiety. Before things truly get underway; it is essential that you col-
lect yourself. I try to allow enough time, at least one-half hour, so
that I can leave the room and take a short walk before the official
start. There is no point in worrying about stuff now. It is all going to
work. Just remember the four principles, for they apply to you as

well as to everybody else.
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Chapter \ /I

Creating Time and Space

he preparations have been made and the people are assembled;
Teverybody is sitting in a circle. The middle is open space except
for a small pile of markers, masking tape, and quarter-sheets of flip-
chart paper. It is time to get started.

The initiatory activities of an Open Space event are designed to
move people as quickly as possible into active, synergistic co-cre-
ation. This is not the time for speeches, lengthy explanations, or
acknowledgments. What transpires is the absolute minimum neces-
sary to get the show on the road. Over the years, operating under
the principle that less is more, I have found it possible to reduce the
opening ceremonies to something close to one and one-half hours.
By the end of that time, people will know what they are doing, will
have created their agenda (task groups, discussion groups, and the
like), and will be heading off to work.

Initiation consists of the following six stages:

Welcome

Focus the Group

State the Theme

Describe the Process

Create the Community Bulletin Board

Open the Village Marketplace

NG G

Get out of the way!
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STAGES OF INITIATION

Welcome

Focus the Group

State the Theme

Describe the Process

Create the Community Bulletin Board
Open the Village Marketplace

I

Get out of the way!

What follows is my usual approach, but please note, there is no
one right way. My way works for me and is dependent on my style,
chemistry, and relationships with the groups, along with a host of
other individual factors of which I am not aware. What you do will
have to be tailored to your idiosyncrasies and those of your group.
Having said this, I also believe there is a logic to what I do, and as
minimal as each stage along the way may appear, there is a reason
for its shape and form. I suggest, therefore, that you try it according
to the book once or twice, and then throw caution to the wind.
There are certain principles you would be well advised to keep in
mind, and I will do my best to point them out as we go along. As

for the details, this is strictly a “do your own thing” party.

Welcome

Unless you are hosting your own group, the first person to speak in

the circle is the official sponsor, whomever that may be. Particularly
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if you are an external facilitator, it is important that the assembled
body be greeted by somebody they all know, or know of. The meet-
ing environment is not the standard one, and the process of creating
the safe space necessary for that particular group to get on with its
unique business can only begin when they feel some degree of
familiarity and ownership. Seeing a familiar face at the start is a
good beginning.

The words spoken should be brief; indeed there is rarely need
for more than a few. The invitation will have taken care of the whys
and wherefores for gathering, and all the information essential to
getting the event off and running will be provided by the facilitator.
Recommended speech in this situation goes something like the fol-
lowing: “Welcome to you all. I know we are going to have a useful
time together, and now is the moment to get on with it. Here's Har-
rison.!” Short, sweet, and to the point. And of course, if there are
some essential logistics to be communicated, that can be done too,

but above everything else, keep it brief.

Focus the Group

It is my practice to stand outside the circle until I have been intro-
duced. This is not about shyness. In most cases, few if any of the
participants will have the least clue as to who I am, so there is little
reason for me to be cluttering up the space until I am needed. Once
introduced, I come to the edge of the circle and say something sim-
ple like, “Welcome to Open Space!” I then start walking slowly
around the inside of the circle, and as I go, I invite the participants
to let their eyes trace the circle to see who is there. The important
thing is to move with slow deliberation and allow people time to

really see who is sitting in the circle, even if they do not know who
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the other people are. The slow pace also enables everyone to catch
their breath before rushing onward. By the time I come back around
to my starting point, a significant change has taken place. The empty
Open Space, which may have seemed hostile and forbidding to
many, has now been invisibly filled with the hopes and expectations
of the group as a whole, and no words, save for mine, have been

spoken. The process is well underway:.

State the Theme

The next order of business is to make clear the purpose of the meet-
ing. If you are standing at the edge of the circle, as 1 usually am,
now is a good time to move into the center. From that position,
words describing why we are here and what we propose to do will
come quite naturally. Avoid long histories or detailed presentations,
for people will have received invitations that presumably gave them
the necessary details. And besides, the assembled group doubtless
knows much more about the situation than you do-especially if you
are an external consultant/facilitator. This is simply a destination
check. The plane is leaving for Chicago, and if that is not what some

passengers had in mind, now would be a good time to get off.

If you find yourself forgetting what comes next in the
process, check the signs on the walls. Remember that
you placed them in sequence, starting with the theme.
All you have to do to keep your place is let your eyes
run around the walls. And nobody will even know you

are doing that.

The statement of the theme, purpose, objective should be done

in such a way that juices start to flow—more evocative and provoca-
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tive than descriptive or prescriptive. Do not haul out the mission
and goals statement that everybody worked so hard on a year ago,
and which has subsequently put group after group soundly to sleep.
Now is the time to inspire. Open Space Technology runs on passion bounded
by responsibility. If passion isn't aroused, not much is going to happen,
and responsibility will never have a chance.

This is also a good time to outline any specific expectations in
terms of the end product of the event, the form of the product, or
what will be done with it. If all you anticipate is a good airing of
general issues, say that, but if the expectation is more precise, that
expectation should be articulated. So, for example, if you expect to
write up a set of proceedings, as was the case with the $1.5 billion
meeting in Denver, Colorado (see chapter 1), it wouldn't hurt to say

something like:

By the end of our time together, we will have written our proceedings. 1
have here in my hands the front cover and the back cover. As you can see,
there is nothing in between. That emply space will remain so unless, or
until, we all get lo work. To help us with all that we have some very
Jriendly computers located in our Newsroom. But I am sure that we will
rise to the occasion, and I can assure you that by the time we leave, you will
have your own personal copy in hand. How all of that is going to happen,

we will talk about in a moment, but for now just know—it will get done.

Notice the upbeat flavor. The intent is to set positive expectations
(“it will get done”), which is entirely different from ordering people
to do something. I also make the point of using “we” as opposed to
“you” whenever that fits. As the facilitator, it is not my job to tell
anybody to do anything. It is my job to help “all of us” understand
that we are truly in this together, and that togetherness is a tremen-

dous resource. Now if these words, or these kinds of words, don’t
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come easily from your mouth, don’t worry about it. Find different
ones that work for you and do the same thing.

By the end of this stage, the group should know where it is going
and be excited to get there. Don't take any more time than is neces-
sary for the task. Indeed, if the group is already charged up when
they convene, skip all of the above and go with something like: “We

all know why we are here, so let's get on with the business!”

Describe the Process

By now people should be charged up and more than a little curious
as to what happens next. If your written invitation was parsimo-
nious, as suggested, participants will have only the barest details,
and a few of them may be wondering how they ever let themselves
be talked into attending such a strange event. In a word, the troops
may be more than a little restless and anxious. All of that is to the
good, for both the restlessness and the anxiety can be turned and
focused, providing the power for liftoff. Of course, you will have to
deal carefully with the possibility that either anxiety or restlessness
may go too far, and I will suggest some means to limit that liability
in a moment. But please note, 1 didn't say out of control, for if you ever
think things can be under control, particularly your control, think
again. It will never happen, and should you succeed, the whole
enterprise would come to a screeching halt.

I usually start this stage with a comment made as casually as |
am able, which also briefly provides something of the history of
Open Space Technology.

“In case you are curious about how we are going to get from here to

there...well) it is called Open Space Technology. OST has been developed over
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a period of time, starting in 1985. It has been used all over the world with
groups from five to two thousand. You will be surprised how simple it is,

and strangely it always seems lo work.”

I make no effort to give a full accounting of the approach. The
objective is not to prove that it can work on the basis of prior expe-
rience, but rather to plant the idea that it really has been done
before and to set some expectations that this group will join the
others in a positive and successful experience.

There are also some other things going on with these words. By
citing the numbers and noting the simplicity, [ am intentionally
stretching the credibility of the group, possibly to the point of
breaking. For the truth of the matter is, unless the members have
already participated in an Open Space event, they will find it diffi-
cult, if not impossible, to imagine anything like what is described.
The conventional wisdom says you just do not (cannot) do things
like it, and most people are bounded by the dictates of the conven-
tional wisdom. Were one to ask the group, at precisely this moment,
what degree of success they might predict for the whole enterprise, it
is quite likely that the consensus would be: None!

You may be questioning the wisdom and utility of raising the
group’s awareness regarding the apparent impossibility of their task.
The reasons to do this are twofold. First, as they acknowledge their
anxiety, they will effectively be able to own it and thereby make it
available down the road as a source of energy. Of course, I don't
want them to become too anxious or they will freeze, but we will
deal with the balance as we go along. The second reason, however, is
the major one. When a group does the impossible within the first
hour of its meeting, it is very hard to stop them after that. This is

called empowerment. Once the adrenaline is running, it is time to
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put some content into the notion of Open Space Technology. The

approach here is fairly straightforward:

You may be wondering how we are going to do all of this. Actually, it is
quite simple. In just a little while, I am going to ask each one of you who
cares to—and nobody has to—to identify some issue or opportunily related to
our theme for which you have genuine passion and for which you will take
real responsibility. Don't just consider good ideas that somebody else might
do or be interested in. Think of powerful ideas that really grab you to the
point that you will take personal responsibility to make sure that some-

thing gels done.

1If nothing occurs lo you, that is okay, and if you have more than one issue
or opporlunily, that is fine loo. Once you have your issue or opportunily in
mind, come out into the center of the circle, grab a piece of paper and a
marker. If you have more than one issue, lake several pieces of paper. Wrile
down a short title and sign your name. Then stand in front of the group
and say, “My issue is...and my name is....” There is no need for a speech at
this point or any sort of explanation. Nothing but the facts—your issue and
your name. After you have announced your theme, take your piece of paper
and tape it up on that blank wall. On your way, grab a Post-it from the
chart, which will give you a time and place of meeting, attach it to your
paper, and put the paper on the wall. When you have done that, please

refurn fo your seal.

Note particularly the introduction of the twin power points of
passion and responsibility, all in the context of the ritual act of
walking to the center of the circle to announce theme and name. If
the circle is large, and particularly if the assembled group is an intact
work group, the journey to the center is a long one indeed, and not

to be entered upon lightly. When a person says, “My issue is..and
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my name is..” out there in front of every-

body, a commitment has been made.

When a group does v

Some people have wondered the impossible within the

whether the very rigor of the jour- first hour of

ney to the center of the circle its meeting, it is very hard
& to stop them after that. This

is called

might not discourage a few folks
and eliminate some good ideas. The
answer is obviously yes. But my

. empowerment.
experience has been that no good
ideas, supported by passion, disappear
(by definition). The world is full of good
ideas, but without passionate commitment, they
are worth little and go nowhere. In an Open Space environment,
where the fundamental condition for success is self-management,
passionless good ideas are not only useless, they are a liability. They
consume precious space and further suggest that somebody (usually
the unnamed great #/¢y) should be taking responsibility. The point is
they do not exist, and nothing will get done until I, you, or we get on

with business.

Just about now you may notice many pairs of eyes beginning to
fixate on the large, blank wall reserved for the community bulletin
board. Usually at this moment people feel, and sometimes express, a
degree of apprehension. After all, most people who found them-
selves sitting in a room with their peers, colleagues, or perfect
strangers and looking at a blank wall supposedly representative of
their agenda for the next day, or God forbid, three days, would feel
nervousness. What are they going to do? How did they get into this

mess? Picking up on those feelings, I say:
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Just out of curiosily, how many of you have ever been o a one- (two-, three-)
day meeting where the total agenda was represented by a blank wall? I sus-

pect that more than a few of you are beginning to wonder how you got into
this, and more importantly, how you are going to get out of it. Well, I have

a promise for you. If at this moment you are looking at that wall and won-

dering “what on earth are we going fo do for the rest of our time together?” [
promise that within an hour you will be looking at that same wall and

wondering “how are we going to get it all done?”
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Then it is time to go back to explaining the process. Point out
that proposing an area of discussion and taking responsibility for it
does not require that the proposer be an expert or that a formal
presentation be given. Either or both of those can be true, but it is
equally possible that the proposer is virtually ignorant on the partic-
ular subject and is looking for some people with whom to share the
ignorance and develop some knowledge. My words in this part go

something like,

Raising an issue does not require that you be an expert on the subject. In
Jfact the only thing you need to have is the question. I can’t speak for you,
but in my life  find that there are so many people ready to give answers to
questions I have never asked or care little about. It is so nice to start with
the question, my question. Questions creale an open space in which good
thinking can happen, so if all you have is the question, that is a great place
to start. Don't worry if you have no PowerPoints, or a prepared text—just
state your question, and [ believe you will find that your colleagues here

will join you in finding some answers that really work for you.

Taking responsibility means that the proposer will lead the ses-
sion on their issue, which will be open for anybody who cares about
that issue. This may be a lot of people or just a few, but the point is
these are the people who cared to come. If proceedings are to be
created, the convener has the additional responsibility of entering
the results of the discussion into the computer, or if they are terribly

cyberphobic, finding somebody else to do the chore.

Assure the assembled group that no area of interest will be
denied and urge everyone to put up as many announcements as
they want. The point you want to make is if at the end of the day

some participant finds him- or herself saying, “But they didn’t ever
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take a look at my issue;” there is absolutely nobody to blame but

oneself.

Questions?

At this point, you have described the basic mechanisms of Open
Space Technology, and some participants may have some questions.
My advice is don't take any; keep on going. The OST mechanisms
are so intuitive that even when the language of the facilitator is not
the participants’ native tongue there has never been any problem in
understanding what needs to be done. Furthermore, once the action
starts, any possible confusion is resolved by simply watching those
who do understand. The point is, answering questions is unneces-
sary. It may be polite, but it mainly slows things down, and it is

most important to keep moving.

In addition, questions are often asked as a means of either cov-
ering up or dealing with anxiety. At worst, they open the way for
lengthy discussions, and sometimes debates, about whether the
process will really work, past experience, and the like. Inasmuch as
every group | have ever worked with is always sure that the process
will nof work with their group, I can safely say that the possibility of
logically convincing anybody that success is near at hand is nil. The
only useful proof will be the actual group performance. And the
only way to get there is to keep moving. But before the group can
be cut loose to deal with their business, they need to know about

the four principles and the one law.
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The Four Principles and One Law

As advertised, there are four principles and one law. They are impor-
tant to the Open Space process, but never to be taken with total

seriousness.

THE FOUR PRINCIPLES

+ Whoever comes is the right people.

« Whatever happens is the only thing
that could have.

+ Whenever it starts is the right time.

« When it’s over, it's over.

The principles are simple statements of the way things work in
Open Space. In a word, they are descriptive and not prescriptive. The
fact that they may appear counterintuitive to some, and downright
wrong to others, doesn't change my opinion, but it does influence
strongly the way the principles are offered to the group. As nearly as
possible, without seeming trite or cute, I present the principles in an
offhanded way, as something that people might find helpful to keep
in mind. You will find your own way of presenting The Principles

and The Law, mine goes as follows:

While you are thinking about the issues for which you have a real passion,

allow me to describe the Four Principles and the One Law of Open Space. Of
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course, If you have to think about what you have a passion for, perhaps
you are not all that passionate? It is sort of like being in love. If you have to
ask if you are—the high likelihood is that you aren’t. Whatever—The Four

Principles are...”

The first principle, Whoever comes is the right people, reminds people,
particularly conveners of groups, that it is not how many people
come, or even who comes (in the sense of status or position) that
counts, rather it is the quality of the interaction and conversation
that make the difference. For good conversation you only need one
other person who shares your passion and cares about what you
care about. It is probably true that they care in very different ways
than you do, but that is not a problem. In fact it is a genuine advan-
tage because it is out of the differences in points of view that new
perspectives emerge, and new options are created. If we all thought
exactly the same thing we would inevitably end at exactly the same
place we started. But the major reason that the people who come

will be the right people is that they cared to come.

When talking about the first principle, it is usually a good time
to deal with the possibility that nobody will care to come for a par-
ticular group. Even though this doesn’t happen often, it can be dis-
tressing to the person who is giving the party if nobody shows up.
The following statement, or variant, seems to put the issue in con-

text:

So what happens if nobody comes to your group? You could sit there and
Jeel hurt and angry. Or you might look at it this way. Firsi, it is just possi-

ble that it wasn't a very good idea to begin with. Then again, it may be a
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greal idea but at the wrong time. In either case, you are getting some useful
information. There is, however, another possibility. It is a great idea, at pre-

csely the right time, and you are the only person competent to deal with it.

There is nothing in the rule book that says a “conversation group” must be
composed of more than one. As a matter of fact, some of the best conversa-
tions 1 have ever had occurred with me lalking to myself. And by the way,
when was the last time you had a large piece of time free lo work on a ques-

tion for which you had passion?

The second principle, Whatever happens is the only thing that could
have, is a reminder that real learning and real progress will only take
place when we all move beyond our original agendas and conven-
tion-bound expectations. If everything turned out just the way
everybody expected, life would be exceedingly dull, and learning in
any useful sense simply would not occur. It is precisely in moments
of surprise, large and small, that we grow. It is important to cherish
such moments and realize that whatever happens is the only thing
that could have. This principle also puts to rest what I call the
“should-have-beens, could-have-beens, or might-have beens!” An
endless amount of time and energy can be wasted worrying about
all the things that didn’t happen to the point that we lose sight of
the incredible things that are happening right now. It is a truism but
true. The past is over; the future hasn’'t happened yet. All we have is
NOW! So pay attention!

The third principle drives all Western managers crazy, but that
doesn’'t make it any less true. Besides, all the rest of the world

understands it: Whenever it starts is the right time. The real impact of this
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principle is to serve important notice about the nature of creativity
and spirit. Both are essential, and neither pays much attention to the
clock. They appear (or not) in their own time, which by definition
means it is the right time. So all parties need to be advised that just
because a meeting is scheduled for 3:00 p.m., there is absolutely no
guarantee that anything useful will take place at that moment.

Whenever it starts will be the right time.

The final principle, When it’s over, it’s over, offers a marvelous way
to save time and aggravation. Supposing, for example, that you have
scheduled a meeting at 2:00 p.m. with the expectation that it should
take about two hours, ending therefore at 4:00 p.m. As it turns out,
all of the useful business is conducted in the first twenty minutes.
Common sense would dictate that it was time to move on. However,
there is some strange mechanism in most of us that ties us to prede-
termined forms. If we walk into a room and the chairs are set in a
fashion nonconducive to the performance of our task, it typically
does not occur to us that we might rearrange the furniture. The
same is true with time. If the meeting is supposed to take two hours,
we will stretch it out to fill the full allotted time. In the process of
doing this, we don’t do a number of things we could have done.
Worse still, we often rehash things that already have been done, to
the point where they get undone. We then can have a good argu-
ment and leave with less done than when we started. All of this cre-
ates the conditions and necessity for having another meeting.
Wouldn't it be so much easier just to say, “When it's over, it's over,’

and be on our way?

There is also a corollary to the fourth principle: When it’s not over,
it’s not over. People need to understand that the time (and space)

available is theirs to do with as they choose. If they have concluded
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their discussion, then it is fine to go on to something else. But if they
are not finished, nobody is there to tell them to move on, particu-
larly if things are just getting really good. Of course, they will have
to respect other people who may have signed up for their meeting
space. But it is no great task to move to some other place, or to

choose another time when they might conveniently gather.

The One Law

The one law is the Law of Two Feet, which says that /f during our time
together, you find yourself in any situation where you are neither learning nor
contributing, use your two feel and go to some more productive place. In defer-
ence to those who may be differently abled, the law can be
redescribed as the Law of Mobility, but the intent is the same. This
law may seem blunt, but it has four major, useful effects. First, it is
death to egotists, those who are sure that they alone possess the
truth, and further, that it is their divine mission to impart it
regardless of anyone else’s feelings or desires. Such people rapidly
get a new and sobering message when half the room applies the
Law of Two Feet and leaves. Indeed, just knowing that all partici-
pants do have the option to walk usually is sufficient to keep the

egotists in line.

The second major effect of the law is to place responsibility for
the quality of each person’s learning and/or contribution directly
where it belongs—with that person. In the final analysis, nobody can
assume that responsibility for any other person, except in the case of
very small children and seriously compromised individuals. All too
often we sit politely, getting angrier and angrier, while our time is

being wasted. The lost time will not be redeemed, and the anger
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pollutes the environment with negative energy. How much better it
would be simply to go on our way and do something useful. The
Law of Two Feet allows for that by placing the responsibility for our
actions directly on our own shoulders. Should we choose to remain
in a situation where we are miserable and nonproductive, that is our
option. But as our anger and disappointment grows, we need to
remember exactly who is keeping us in that uncomfortable situation.
We are-and if we want to make a change the means is readily avail-
able. Use the two feet!
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In addition to curbing egos and defining responsibility, the Law
of Two Feet makes two additional contributions to the world of

Open Space. It creates bumblebees and butterflies.

Bumblebees are those people who take the freedom of the law
very seriously and use their two feet, constantly flitting from meet-
ing to meeting. Conference managers, and other people who think
they are in control, become exasperated, but the contribution of the
bumblebees is large and direct. Like their counterparts in nature,
they pollinate and cross-pollinate, lending richness and variety to

the discussions.

Butterflies are a rather different sort. These people often never
get into any meeting. They may be found at the pool, on the patio,
sitting in the bar. At first glance it is a little difficult to see what, if
anything, they contribute, and indeed one might wonder why they

even bothered to come.
72

The truth is that butter-
flies do very little, and
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occur, maybe not, but if it does, it almost inevitably ends up being
significant. I am not sure why this is so, but perhaps significance

emerges precisely because nobody is looking for it.

Actually, butterflies do one thing—which is precisely the same
thing their natural counterparts do. They are beautiful. And some
passer by will be attracted by that beauty and sit down. The conver-

sation begins.

A Final Admonition

Before everybody goes to work, there is a final admonition, Be Pre-
pared to Be Surprised. Many organizations and lots of people spend
considerable time trying to ensure that they will not be surprised.
When this effort succeeds, a degree of comfort is doubtless experi-
enced, but at a price. Things get pretty dull, and creativity is difficult
to find. Open Space is not about being dull; innovation is the coin
of the realm. Surprise, therefore, is the essence of the undertaking. So

[ say:

If at the end of our time together you find yourself walking out with just
what you walked in with, you will have wasted your time. It is a common
experience in Open Space that our precious agendas are trashed. While this
experience may be painful, it is not without benefil, for when our old agen-
das depart, new ideas may emerge. 5o do yourself a favor, trash that agenda

right now. Or at the very least get ready to. Be Prepared to Be Surprised!



Creating Time and Space

Time to Go to Work

Just about now in the course of describing the process, people will
become a bit restless, and shortly it will be the moment for move-
ment. As a matter of principle (less is more), I always attempt to take
as little time describing things as possible. Fifteen minutes seems to
be about right and half an hour is definitely on the long side. There
is no right time in the abstract. Obviously certain minimal informa-
tion must be communicated for the group to function effectively. But
in most cases, people know the rules already. After all, how much do
you need to say about the operation of a community bulletin board

and a village marketplace?

The important function of these moments has more to do with
the creation of a safe time and space for the group to work in than
with the communication of information and technique. Essentially,
you want to take enough time for folks to feel secure in their envi-
ronment, but not so much that they feel too secure. Some sense of
anxiety and adventure is essential. In the theater this would be
known as warming up the crowd or “vamping until ready” Unfortu-
nately it is more a matter of feel than hard numbers, but a little

practice will help.

Now it is time to go to work. The change in pace and task may

be introduced with words like:

Open Space is rather like swimming. You can read all the books and talk
until you are hoarse, but to do the job, you've just gol to get in the waler.
S0 let’s jump in. I now invite each and every one of you who so desires to
identify some issue or opportunily related to our theme for which you have

real passion. Think of a short title and come here into the center of the circle.
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Take a piece of paper, inscribe the title, sign your name, and announce your
offering to the group: "My issue is..My name is....” Decide when and where
your group will gather, and then go post it on the wall. On the way, grab a

Post-it to reserve pour time and place.

You can never tell how fast people will respond, but they always
do. A few may be hesitating because they can’t believe that some-
body hasn't got the agenda somewhere. To jump too soon will make
them appear out of place. It helps to make it super clear that the
agenda is really what can be seen: nothing, until they make it some-
thing. Occasionally I will say, / really have no Plan B, and for whatever it is

worth, I am quile prepared to stand here all day until something happens.

A more normal experience is to feel like you are at the wrong
end of a cattle stampede. I don't know exactly why people charge
out as they do, but it is infinitely more likely that you will have a
small mob scene than dead silence and no players. Part of the reason
for the immediate, positive response to the invitation is that, at some
significant level, all people want to contribute and be recognized.
The fact that they rarely get the opportunity makes them jump at
the chance when it finally comes. Never, in all of the times that |
have created Open Space in various corners of the globe, has the
group failed to respond. I know there could always be a first time,
but I really don’t expect it. While I am waiting for that first group
that does not respond, I must confess that I find the moment
between the invitation and response to be totally delicious. I know
for a fact that most first-time sponsors experience no small amount
of anxiety, but their reward is virtually instantaneous and positive.
And for myself, the intense expectation which permeates the room
in the brief moment before the people come to the center is one of

the high points of every Open Space.
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Creating the Community Bulletin
Board

A little confusion adds to the excitement, but it will be important to
keep the ambient noise level down to a dull roar. People need to
hear the issues and the names as they are spoken. Several important
things are taking place here. First, as the group listens to the issues,
there is an automatic editing process going on. If participants hear
that their issue has already been posted, they will not feel called on
to do it again. This editing process is one of the reasons why there is
not an infinity of issues posted. As a rule, the number of issues
relates directly to the number of people in the group. Groups of
twenty-five to fifty will have about thirty issues; groups of one hun-
dred to two hundred will have about seventy-five issues. Groups of
more than three hundred participants will not generate a substantial
increase in the number of issues. The largest number I have experi-

enced was 236 issues with a group of two thousand.

It is also important that the group hear the names of those post-
ing the issues, and further that the names be written on the papers.
Part of this is a matter of identification: who is doing what. But of
equal importance is the matter of commitment. When you announce
an issue and call out your name, you are much more likely to follow
through than if the arrangement is anonymous. Going on record,

publicly, is critical to confirm commitment.

As people go to the wall to post their papers, they may need a
little help with the placement of their signs on the wall, which
should follow the same pattern as the schedule. For a one-day event,
all those sessions taking place in the morning should be posted on
the left side, those at noon posted in the center, and those later on

posted on the right side. In the case of a multiday event, I find it
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helpful to indicate the several days either by utilizing natural breaks

(posts, doors, and so on) or by creating a demarcation with tape.

During the process of posting, remind people that nothing will
appear on the wall unless they put it there, for they, and they alone,
are responsible for the agenda. If someone does not find his favorite

issue, only he is to blame.

Toward the end, take special pains to make sure that, for what-
ever reason, somebody isn't hanging back and about to be left out.
More often than not, just as you are sure that nobody has anything
more, somebody will make a break for the center. It is extremely
important that everybody has a chance, even if it means holding the
group up for a few moments. After all, each person who publicly
declares an issue is another person committed to the process, which

is obviously the way support and buy-in are created.

As an increasing number of issues are posted on the wall, the
interest level from the crowd will go up as well. They now have
something they have created, and it is natural for folks to hang
around the wall and watch what goes up. There is no way to stop
this entirely, and in fact a little buzz at the wall is good for the spirit.
When you start getting a milling throng, however, it will become dif-
ficult. You may also notice that people are beginning to sign up for
sessions and make suggestions for combining similar areas. You can
deal with all of this simultaneously by suggesting that people sit
down so that others can see, and further, that sign-up be held in
abeyance until the full menu has been posted. I use the example of
going to a good Swedish smorgasbord and filling yourself up on the
first dish. It may taste wonderful, but look at all you will miss. And
the worst of it is, you will never really know. So patience, just a little

patience, is a virtue.
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It may occur to you that arranging the issue papers by time slots
(in addition to by the days) could be helpful. If nothing else this
would make the Community Bulletin Board look more like a tradi-
tional agenda. I would advise against this for several reasons. First,
there is the practical fact that such arrangement will add yet another
level of complication-when simplicity is the order of the day. But
more importantly, I have found that just as soon as everything is
arranged in the “proper” order everything changes. Sessions are
combined (see below) or withdrawn, and unless you (or somebody)
wants to constantly tidy things up, it is a losing propositions. But the
most important reason for not adding this new level of complexity is
that doing so is unnecessary. Things will not only work out quite
well with the generally random placement of issue papers for each

day, but it is an advantage.
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The advantage appears because people will sort by meaning and
not by #ime. When issues are carefully posted in each time slot, the
natural tendency for participants is to fill out their “meeting card”-
one meeting for every time period. And God forbid that you have
an empty slot! Rather like the old Dance Cards, if it wasn't full you
were somehow a lesser person. However, if the issues are posted
randomly on a given day, people will look for what they really care
for, and work out the times later. Perhaps they will seek to change
the times, or possibly combine sessions—or failing everything else,
they will become expert Bumblebees, flitting between sessions they
wish to attend. I am not sure how people do it, but even in very
large Open Spaces with one hundred or more sessions, they will
quickly find what they are looking for. And should they have a
problem, they can always ask one of their colleagues for a little help.
These chance conversations go a long way toward weaving the fabric
of community. What may seem a waste of time and a bother is actu-

ally a powerful mechanism for community building.

Eventually, all good things have to come to an end, and it is
time to move on to the village marketplace. At this point, the level
of excitement is markedly higher, as is the noise level. There is not
too much you can do about either, and you shouldn’t even try. The

one thing you can do is turn the folks loose and get out of the way.

Opening the Village Marketplace

When the village marketplace is opened, everybody is invited to
enter into the exchange of issues and ideas by leaving their seats
and making the journey to the wall, where they may sign up for as
many sessions as they want. Often this part of the process is more

like acknowledging a revolution already underway than starting one.
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Folks are definitely ready to move, and they want you out of the
way. Before you go, however, there are a few last-minute ideas to get

across. Don't take long because you don’t have long.

Conflicts First is the issue of conflicts. These occur when one indi-
vidual wants to go to two sessions, and they are scheduled at the
same time. The rule is simple: the conflicted person must find the
two conveners and convince them either to combine their sessions
or change the time. If neither of those options will work, a choice

must be made. Or of course, you can always be a bumblebee!

Combining Sessions Almost inevitably, the automatic editing
process will not have worked completely, leaving several sessions
with the same general focus. The temptation will be to combine
these sessions. People can do exactly what they want, of course, but |
always suggest that it is better to have two sessions on the same
subject with ten people attending each and all having a good con-
versation, than one session with twenty folks, all frustrated because
few have a chance to talk. And when it comes to combining sessions,
the rules are the same as with conflicts: The Conveners Rule! Which
is to say that if some person wishes to combine two sessions they
must find the two conveners and obtain their permission. If the
answer is, yes, then combine the sessions. And if, no, then the two

sessions remain as originally posted.

Public Safety The last item concerns public safety. When there is a

large group and it comes time to move to the wall, they do just that.
Everything, and anything, in the way gets trampled. So in the inter-
est of avoiding carnage and mayhem, request that all people sitting

directly in front of what has now become the community bulletin

board pick up their chairs and other belongings and move them out
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of the way. When all, or most, have reached high ground, 1 say
something like, “People, the village marketplace is open. Go and sign
up for whatever issues you wish to pursue. Enjoy yourselves. As
soon as you have your groups together, go to work. I will see you

for Evening News!” And I leave to take a walk or more usually a nap.

In the early days, I used to preface my departure with some
words like, “I am going now, but if you need me I will be just down
the hall” I have since learned that those words are totally gratuitous.
The participants don’'t need me and don’t care where I will be. I am
the only one who is even aware that | have left. People take Open
Space seriously. If you help to create it, and they make it their own,
there is nothing to do but get out of the way. That doesn’'t mean dis-
appearing altogether, for there are still some things that need to be
done, as we will explore in the next chapter. But the “out front,” pub-

lic role of the facilitator is essentially over.

= z “No day is so bad that it cannot be

improved with a nap.”

(Carrie Snow)
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Holding Space and Time

rom the moment the village marketplace opens, the facilitator
Ftakes on a new role. No longer responsible for creating space
and time, the facilitator now holds space and time in trust for the
group as they journey down the particular road they have chosen.
The job of holding space and time does not fit neatly within a pre-
cise job description or linear specification of tasks. It is an oppor-
tunistic role, depending upon a close reading of the meeting envi-
ronment, a clear sense of self and purpose, and a capacity for sensi-
tive and innovative response. Done well, the role manifests what 1
see as the essential qualities of a good facilitator: total presence and

absolute invisibility. Some examples follow.

Collecting Coffee Cups and Trash

Another word for fholding, as in holding space, might be aaring, to
which we might add cleaning, clearing, or even honoring. I suppose
there are big things that can, and should, get done under this head-
ing, but for the most part I find it is the little things that count-like
picking up coffee cups and trash.

Any large group of people, no matter how well behaved or care-
ful, inevitably leaves behind mountains of detritus. For the most part,

the facility staff takes care of the mess; it is their job. But it is really
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our job, all of our jobs, and most especially the job of the facilitator.
It is a job that allows you to go anywhere and just watch. People are
not worried by what you are doing, or actually, nof doing. Holding
space and time requires that you be in that space and time as fully
present, available, open, truthful, and having no agenda of your own,
except that the time and space be held and honored. Picking up cof-

fee cups and clearing trash allows you to do all of that.

Sensing and Responding to the
Environment

The fine art of doing nothing is, in truth, rather difficult to describe.
That does not mean that substantive elements are not involved, but
they have nothing to do with overt intervention. The point of depar-

ture is a clear sense of the dynamics or feeling of the environment.

In other situations we might ask the participants how they are
feeling and what is going on, but that will only give us information
from the individuals queried all filtered through whatever words
they choose. And as we all know, words can hide infinitely more
than they reveal. The situation becomes drastically more complicated
when the group is large (anything over fifty), the people are speak-
ing a language we don't understand, and they are working on issues
that are not part of our experience. However, if we are to effectively
“hold space” we must have some clear idea of the nature and condi-
tions of that space. And how to do that? More specifically how do
we get beyond the words?

The simple answer to the question is “intuition”” It seems that we
all have it, we all use it to some extent, and some of us do better

than others. All of which completely bypasses such interesting ques-
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tions as—what is intuition? How does it work? To be honest, I don’t
have a clue precisely what Intuition is, and less knowledge about
how it works—pheromones in the dark, energy in the park? But
regardless of the essential mechanisms I can only say that after
twenty years with Open Space (along with fifty years prior to that)
intuition ends up being the fundamental connection between me
and the ongoing world. This may be a peculiar personal pathology,
but all I know is that it seems to work, particularly when I am
assuming the role of Open Space facilitator. And if the notion of
intuition doesn’t make sense to you, then perhaps “gut feeling” will

communicate.

There are two basic lessons which I have learned about intuition,
which may be of assistance to you as you practice the fine art of
doing nothing. The first is all about awakening and focusing the

intuition, and the second (and most important), trust it/

I find that my intuition basically closes down, or at least func-
tions less than optimally, when I make a strong effort to think logi-
cally as when I am trying to follow an argument or make sense
(analyze) some particular situation. It is not that analysis and logic
are wrong, bad, or not to be used. But they definitely get in the way
of the intuition. This becomes especially critical when dealing with
a large group in Open Space. The truth of the matter is that the
multiple comings and goings, interactions, ambient themes, and odd
conversations represent a level of complexity that boggles my mind.
And to the extent that I am going to effectively hold that particular
space, I know that I will never reach my goal by thought and
analysis, and certainly not in the time available. By the time I have
completed my analysis, the event would be long over. Which raises

the interesting question of how do you get beyond (above) all of
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the details into that special space where your intuition can really

function?

I have found that three questions can be helpful: 1) What is the
dance? 2) What is the smell? 3) What are the colors? When you first
try to access and focus your intuition in an Open Space with these
questions, it is helpful to find an out-of-the-way corner which is still
somehow connected to the ongoing action. As you improve with
practice, you will find that you can do it anywhere, anytime, regard-

less of the tumult and energy manifest by the group.

Once in your corner, take a deep breath (breathing always
helps!)), and ask yourself, What is the dance? It will be immediately
apparent that the assembled horde is not doing a waltz or tango, but
there is a flow, an ordered movement as groups form, dissolve, and
form again. And how does that feel to you? Smooth, jerky, frantic,
graceful? Don't attempt any judgment about what it means or
whether it is good or bad, just allow yourself to be fully present to
that dance. You might even just enjoy it! After a bit, go to the next

question.

What is the smell? Very often when we use the word smell we
think of something bad-as in, That smells! But it is also true that
deep, rich smells can place us firmly in a particular time and place-
for example, the smells of springtime. And as every perfumer and
woman knows, smells are very powerful communicators and for
sure the nose knows. And so the question—What is the smell? Ask
the question without judgment or analysis. Just let your nose do all

the work and notice what happens.

After a bit, ask the final question. What are the colors? This will

probably work better if you close your eyes, for the colors you seek
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are not those on the walls of the rooms or clothes of the people.
They are the colors of your mind. You may have difficulty with this;
some people do. But if you are patient the colors will come through,
at least they always have for me. It may begin as black, but notice if
the black has hues of deep purple or red. And when the colors
brighten, what is the shade and texture? Once again, refrain from
making a judgment about good or bad, right or wrong, pleasant or

jarring—just notice the colors.

When you have finished this little exercise, notice how you feel.
Warm, sad, happy, peaceful, energized? And most especially notice if
you feel called upon to move somewhere—even if the destination is

totally unclear. If that happens, Do it!

Don’t ask questions, don't rationalize, don't defer. Do it! It is
more than possible that your intuition has just spoken, perhaps very
softly, which is the usual case. We now come to the most critical
part: Trust it! If you follow your intuition you will be led to some
place. What happens next will not be clear, but it will happen. Just

wait.

In my own experience the destination will often be an empty
corner of the meeting place. The normal reaction would be some-
thing like “why have I come here?” But if you will pause a moment,
you will probably find out. Like as not some person will wander by,
apparently randomly and certainly with no purpose of meeting with
you. But a greeting takes place, and a conversation ensues—a conver-
sation that more often than not is somehow critical for that person’s

well being or for the ongoing work of the entire group.

And it is not always about a conversation. Sometimes just being

there is what is needed. In a gathering of Israelis and Palestinians
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called for the purpose of “Ending the Cycle of Violence” we had
entered into the second day. By that time the conversations in the
several groups were deep and intense, to say the least. As they
talked I wandered the grounds of the conference center profoundly
aware of the heated nature of the discourse, and knowing full well
that only the participants could make the necessary breakthroughs.
As I wandered, the old intuition rang a soft bell, apparently leading
me back into the areas where the groups were meeting. It was a
sunny warm day, and all the groups were outside on a terraced area.
Two groups in particular caught my attention. Located some one
hundred feet apart from each other on different levels of the ter-
races, they were literally consumed by heated exchanges. Had I not
been familiar with the culture of the Middle East, where it seems
that even casual conversations are often conducted with maximum
decibels, I could have thought that physical violence was not far

away.

Somehow I felt guided to sit down on the terrace steps, midway
between the groups, and that is where I stayed for the next hour
and a half, never moving. As far as I could tell the participants in
either group took no notice of me, and I just quietly sat there. The
next day (the last day of the gathering, several of the participants
independently came to thank me for being there. One said, your
presence made a real difference, it sort of gave us the safety to speak
of things that we would rarely speak of-especially in a mixed group

of Palestinians and Israelis. That is what I call Holding Space.
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Morning Announcements and
Evening News

If you turn back to chapter 5 on site preparation, where we dealt
with the schedule for Open Space, you will notice that the commu-
nity assembles twice a day: in the morning for announcements and
in the evening for news. In addition to fulfilling practical functions
for the participants, both of these gatherings present good opportu-

nities for the facilitator to practice holding space and time.

Practically, the intent of Morning Announcements and Evening
News is just what their names imply. In the morning, there is a brief
opportunity to announce changes in meetings (additions, cancella-
tions, and mergers) along with lost cats, dogs, and articles of cloth-
ing. The Evening News is more of the same, with the added oppor-
tunity to share the experiences of the day and reflect on their mean-
ing-never to be confused with the standard Report-outs. After all,
the findings of the several issue groups will be found in the pro-
ceedings and on the Breaking News wall. At a more fundamental
level, Morning Announcements and Evening News provide occasions
for the community to assemble to focus the spirit of the people.
What gets done in specific terms makes little difference. In fact, what

takes place is only an excuse for being together.

Taking these daily activities to a deeper level is the job of the
facilitator, and it is the essence of holding or honoring space and
time. The facilitator accomplishes this by progressively withdrawing
and diminishing his or her activity. As opposed to standing up and
claiming space and time, the facilitator becomes most effective by

sitting quietly and simply being there-letting go, as it were.
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The art of facilitation in Open Space is the ability to create space
and time and then to give it all away, to honestly turn your back on
control, or what might appear to the participants as control. You
cannot, however, give away that which you never had, or at least
appeared to have had. In the beginning of an Open Space event,
when the facilitator first stands in the center of the circle, he or she
is virtually all there is holding everything together. For the facilitator
to leave the meeting at that moment would almost certainly produce
confusion or worse. Not having any structure, plan of action, or
agenda, the group would probably dissolve. It is a heavy trust
indeed that the facilitator assumes. Put in mythic terms, it is almost a
godlike role, creating something out of nothing. It is certainly the
classic priestly role. But the Achilles’ heel of facilitation, as well as
the Achilles’ heel of the priestly role, is to assume that the power
you exercise in this situation gives you control and is yours by right
and in perpetuity. In fact, it is only on loan and must be given away

as quickly as possible.

Announcements and Evening News provide an excellent oppor-
tunity to give it all away, and simultanecously to put the group as a
whole progressively more in charge. During a multiday program, it
has been my practice to act as master of ceremonies for the first iter-
ation of news and announcements, to pass
the job along to somebody else for >N
the second iteration, and then, if T \(<\
think I can get away with it, to give

CQ\
the role to nobody for the third itera-

~

(2
tion. I just let it happen. Concretely, this N @
means placing the microphone in the mid- A g

dle of the circle of people, sitting down, and
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waiting. Sooner or later, the participants will notice the microphone,
and they have only to walk over and pick it up. Someone will do
just that, and from then on, the mike is passed from hand to hand
as need requires. It couldn’t be simpler or more empowering. It can-

not be done in every situation, but that is my ideal.

Bell Ringing

One of my pet peeves, and I don't think I am alone on this matter, is
the way meetings are started with loud shouts, much hand clapping,
or strident clanging of bells. By the time all the noise is over, | feel
rather like going back to bed, or at the least having several aspirin
and hoping for a better day. The thought of doing something con-
structive and creative right then is almost impossible. My energy is
scattered and my psyche so shattered, I simply want to go out and

eat worms.

I believe a better way is the use of Tibetan temple bells. These
bells are quite small, usually made from bronze or brass. They look
like cymbals, come in pairs, and are played by striking one against
the other. The resulting sound is like no other I know in the world.
It has a breathtaking purity and resonant overtones that provide
complexity and richness. In a word, it is beautiful. It is also extraor-
dinarily functional. The Tibetans knew what

they were doing.

-
If the bells are struck // '\\_’J\_f\%
together with some vigor, the (

-
-
resulting tone is not so much \ / e
loud as carrying. It goes anywhere, \( 77, / : j
—

above anything. Give me a mob of five
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hundred people in loud conversation, and two bell strikes will typi-
cally reduce them to silence, not because they are overpowered but

simply because they are entranced.

Instead of several hard strikes, you may begin more gently with
a dignified, slow pattern of strikes. This pattern provides a ground
rhythm which, in some subtle way, aligns the cacophonous conver-
sation and the random activity. It almost seems that the group
begins to breathe in unison. If you then attenuate both the intensity
and periodicity of your strike, ending with a single, clear note, you
will find that the group has come down to a moment of cathedra-
lesque silence. The feeling is one of intense expectation. And not a

word has been spoken.

You may feel that temple bells have no place at your next
annual meeting (or wherever you choose to use Open Space Tech-
nology), but I have found that they work their magic with all kinds
of groups all over the world. You don't have to be Tibetan to hear
the music. Neither do you have to use only Tibetan temple bells.
After all, the grand experiment continues, and doubtless you will
discover some wonderful new ways of manifesting order without

beating the group over the head.

Empowering the People

In a curious way, the act of empowerment is best accomplished by
saying little and doing less. In the traditional meeting environment,
the role of the facilitator often turns into a mad frenzy of seeking to
be all things to all people at every moment. Beyond the fact that this
role is totally exhausting and ultimately impossible to maintain, it is

the very antithesis of what an Open Space facilitator should be doing.
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In the Open Space environment, the facil-

itator must constantly turn the free-
dom and the responsibility back

. You don't
to the participants.

" have to be Tibetan to § &
As with most enterprises, it B

hear th
is the little things that count. ear the

For example, if participants come music.

with an apparently reasonable
question regarding what they should do,

an appropriate response would be What would they like to do? More
often than not, they already know, or if not they will benefit greatly

from taking a little time to figure it out.

If the question is more of a suggestion, which in a traditional con-
ference might have been made to the management/planning commit-
tee, I have found it effective to ask the questioners why they don't

take care of that. The point is made: we are all the management.

At an early Open Space gathering, the supplies department,
namely me, had forgotten name tags. Actually, I hadnt forgotten
them, for the truth of the matter is that I don't like them. It probably
has something to do with my eyes, which are sufficiently bad that I
can't focus close up, and I can’t read from far away. So I end up ask-
ing people their names anyhow, which has always seemed to me to

be the civilized way to proceed in the first place.

This particular person was insistent, however, and nothing would
do but to have name tags. 1 said, “Great idea, why don't you take
care of it?” After a momentary pause, which looked a little like
shock, the person went away. The results were magnificent: in a very

short time, a small group of people had answered the call of voluntary
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self-selection and begun to create a series of hand-painted name
tags that were simply outstanding. Bumblebees and butterflies in
profusion, with a little space for the name. These community arti-
facts were offered in the spirit of gifts, and soon a ritual evolved
whereby each person pinned the name tag on a fellow participant.
Nobody was exempt, and shortly even the hotel staff could be seen

sporting a colorful beastie of some sort.

Of course, genuine need must be dealt with immediately, which
is the subject of the next section. But for the most part, identified
needs represent a superb opportunity to underscore and develop the
notion that Open Space runs on passion and responsibility, both of

which must be freely exercised by the participants.

Potholes in the Road

The road through Open Space is by and large very smooth. When
people find that they are truly being treated as responsible and free
individuals, they tend to live up to those expectations. Of course, if
you expect different or worse, you will likely get it. There are occa-
sions, however, when no matter what you anticipate, reality goes in
another direction. Sometimes unpleasantly or uncomfortably so, but
never without benefit to the group. At such times, it is everybody’s
responsibility to deal with the situation and learn from the result.
But it is the special task of the facilitator to hold the space while that

learning is going on.

Heavy Weather

Most people, most of the time, experience Open Space as stimulat-

ing, liberating, and a variety of other sensations related to creativity
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and synergy. It is exciting, but also to a certain extent unbalancing
or off-putting. We find ourselves, both as individuals and as a group,
traveling in some new directions, most of which are not on the stan-
dard road map. All of that is to the good if that is what you had in

mind, or at least were ready for.

For some people, however, stimulation of this sort may be expe-
rienced as unwelcome and unexpected heavy weather. Such people
usually self-select out before the gathering even begins—-which, by
the way, is the vitally important reason that participation in Open
Space events must be totally voluntary. Forcing somebody to enter
into an experience for which they are neither ready nor willing is
tantamount to a criminal act. In other circumstances it is called rape.
Very occasionally, however, misunderstanding or subtle peer pres-
sure will get somebody into an Open Space environment who

should not be there. Such people must be taken care of.
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A case in point relates to a gentleman who not only had some
emotional difficulties but was also under treatment. Such people are
very vulnerable and require more than the standard amount of lim-
its and boundaries to keep things together. The power of Open
Space resides, in part, in the elimination of boundaries, and therein
lies the problem. On the third day of the meeting, this particular
gentleman found himself in the center of the circle during morning
announcements. I believe all he intended to do was to announce a
small change in his session, but one thing led to another, and the
next thing we knew, he was telling us his whole life story with all

the details.

To a point, it is important to allow such things to take place, for
it is in that kind of freedom that growth and creativity are born.
There is also a point, however, when things have clearly gone a little
too far. It is apparent that the person not only does not know what
he or she is doing, but also has no idea how to stop. This man was
digging himself a very deep hole to the discomfort of everybody and

potential embarrassment of himself.

The solution was not difficult. I walked to the center of the circle,
stood next to him, and gave him a hug. A good, strong, supportive
hug. We all need hugs, sometimes more than others. In this case, the
hug worked its usual magic. Indeed, it felt so good that a number of
our participants joined me in the center, and we ended up with what

I can only describe as a group hug. And not a word was spoken.

The effect of such a happening on a group is incredibly powerful
and positive, for it demonstrates in a way that nothing else possibly
could, that people do care for each other. Supported by that kind of
caring, incredible feats are possible, which is one of the reasons

Open Space is so effective.
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Space Invaders

Sometimes an individual will seck to claim or dominate the space
that belongs to everybody. It may well be that the intent is honor-
able and the result could be positive. Alternatively, it may be a grab
for power by a badly deranged ego. It may be rather difficult to tell
which is which, although you do develop a certain feeling for such

situations. In any event, the treatment is identical in both cases.

It must be remembered that the fundamental job of the facilita-
tor is to honor (hold) the space for the people. This means that
nobody can, or should, be forced to engage in an activity for which
they are not ready and willing. The Law of Two Feet must be taken
seriously. The point is not that the whole group should never do any-
thing together, but rather that it always be done on a consensual
basis. The space invader, whether for good reasons or ill, effectively
violates this consensual premise by saying or doing something indi-

cating that right now “everybody must ... do such and such!

The facilitator’s first thought must be to protect the space and
people’s right to choose. This can usually be done easily and inof-
fensively by saying something like, “/ think what is proposed is probably
a very good idea; why don't you propose a new session dealing with that?” An
alternative might be, “Since we have all been sitting here for some time, 1
suggest that we take a break, and then those who would like to pursue this idea
may come back and do so. As for the rest, they can gel on with whatever they

had in mind.”

Typically, it is precisely at this point that you can tell the differ-
ence between the mad egotist and an individual who had something
else in mind. The egotist will see their moment of power slipping

away and engage in all sorts of words and strategies to hang
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on-such as, “Well, we haven't really been sitting here for so long” or
“Let’s take a vote” Another tactic of the egotist is pure confrontation.
While looking you in the eyes with undisguised fury, his or her
words come out something like, “I think you are just a power-mad

control freak. Why don’t you walk your talk?”

There is no point in arguing with such a person, and the only
vote that should be taken is with the feet. Failing everything else, it
is simply time for the facilitator to walk out of the room. In most
cases, the group will follow, or if they don't it is their choice to

remain. The facilitator cannot make choices for people but can give

everyone the opportunity to choose.
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As you read this, it may seem

facile, and you might wonder

what the situation would be The facilitator can-

like were the mad egotist the not make choices for

chairman of the board, the

people, but can

president, or a department .
give everyone the

head. It doesn’t matter. You )
opportunity to

have to do exactly the same
regardless of the space invader’s choose.
identity, or else give up on Open
Space. If you are being paid to be the

facilitator, it is precisely at that moment you will know you are earn-
ing your money. | should point out, however, that in all the years
that I have been opening space, I have never had to resort to such
extreme measures. But I have come close, and I think the reason 1
have so far escaped the awful choice is that my consultations with

the client before the gathering are intense, and I make every effort

to clearly state the nature of my role as facilitator.

Not all space invaders represent the powers of darkness, of
course. More often than not they are simply people with good ideas,
a slight excess of enthusiasm, and lack of timing. They will immedi-
ately offer a new session or see the proposed pause that refreshes to
be a splendid idea. More often than not, they will be the first out
the door. The return rate is not predictable, but you can be sure that

the right people will come back.
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Dealing with the Outrageouns

Every now and again, something happens in the context of an Open
Space event that goes beyond the ordinary, challenges whatever
skills and techniques you thought you possessed, and makes it quite
clear that nobody is in charge, least of all you. Under those circum-
stances, you can only hold the space and trust the people. In a

totally amazing way, everything works out.

Some time ago, at the event dedicated to building global unity
(see chapter 1), such an outrageous occurrence took place. There
were 175 of us sitting in a circle. Included in the group were people
from all over the world—Arabs, Israelis, Russians, Latin Americans. It
was the third day of the meeting and time for morning announce-
ments. Things had been going on for a bit when suddenly a woman,
looking a little strange, walked to the center and picked up the
microphone. Her opening words were something to the effect that
she had been struggling with the necessity to make a statement to
the group. Every time she tried to understand how she would make
that statement, her mind kept going back to something that was so
outrageous she just couldn’t think about it. But she couldn’t think
about anything else either. And so there she stood in the center of
the circle with the mike in one hand and the other hand poised on
the top button of her blouse. Before I could even shape the words
“Oh no” in my mind, she was naked as the day she was born and

sitting on the floor.

My options were fairly limited, but one thing I was sure of: if |
moved at all there was a high likelihood that the group would
panic, or at least somebody might do something that would later be

regretted. I resolved to do the only thing I could do, hold the space.
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After what seemed to be an eternity, a most wonderful thing
started to happen. The group, out of its own deep consciousness,
began to respond in a totally appropriate fashion. Obviously, noth-
ing had been planned. (How could it have been?) And while people
made individual responses, it was as if the total group, all 175, was

intensely involved.

One by one, four or five people who happened to have articles
of clothing that they could spare, an extra sweater or coat, took
them off, walked to the seated woman, and laid them gently upon
her. And then they sat down next to her, eventually forming a small

circle in the center of the room.

Next a lady from South Africa, I believe, stood up and walked
to the center, taking her place at one edge of the small circle. In
measured tones she addressed the whole group. “We are here to
deal with global unity. But we will never deal with unity until
we first deal with diversity. And diversity, more often than not, is

outrageous’

Then a man from some other part of the globe walked to the cen-
ter. His message was roughly the same, but with very different lan-
guage and energy. | can't remember his words exactly, but I wouldn't

be far off to start with the phrase, “In this world shit happens ..”

Without a plan, but in an extraordinarily powerful and beautiful
way, the outrage had been acknowledged, bounded, and interpreted.
What happened next appeared to be a natural occurrence. One by
one, people from all over the outer circle stood and walked to the
center until at last everybody, with the exception of myself, was
standing in a larger circle surrounding the smaller one. As if on a

signal, they all joined hands and broke into song. I can't remember
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what song, and it really made no difference. Then, as quickly as it
had all begun, it ended. There was silence and the people dropped

hands and walked out of the room.

I never did see how the lady got out of the room, and to this day
I have no idea precisely what statement she was attempting to make
or why she felt it necessary to do what she did. But I do know that
when it was all over the atmosphere of the conference was pro-
foundly and positively different. In retrospect, nothing I might have
said or done could have had as positive and powerful an impact on
that gathering as the actions the group itself, in its own wisdom,
chose to take. It is certainly interesting, and may be useful, to specu-
late on the whys and the wherefores, but it seemed apparent to me
at the time that the group, collectively and in some way quite con-
sciously, created a sequence of responses that took the whole outra-
geous occurrence to deeper levels. By creating the small circle of peo-
ple who offered their own clothing, the outrage was bounded and
accepted. It was then interpreted by the woman from South Africa
and the man from who-knows-where. At the end, it was celebrated
and integrated into the total experience. With such integration, the

group could move on, and it did so in powerful and innovative ways.

To Intervene or Notl Intervene

The word “intervention” is commonly used to describe what facilita-
tors and other group process folks do, or are supposed to do. And if
such people did not intervene it is less than clear what their actual
function might be. At some level, intervention is their job. It is small
wonder then that the role of the facilitator in Open Space is

perceived as strange, counterintuitive, or just plain wrong because



Holding Space and Time

intervention in any overt sense is rarely, if ever, part of that role. |
would never say never, but I will say that in twenty years in hun-
dreds of Open Spaces, I have never found it necessary to intervene
with any group. Or more exactly, I have never found it necessary to
intervene in any of the smaller issue groups. Obviously at the begin-
ning and again with Morning Announcements and Evening News
my presence is apparent, and if that counts as intervention, so be it-
but when it comes to the issue groups, the people involved have
always managed to handle whatever came up, all by themselves.
Even in the most conflicted of situations the groups have always
been able to handle the situation, and most importantly, have
learned a great deal in the process. More to the point, I firmly
believe that the group in its own inner wisdom can do a much bet-

ter job with the delicate business at hand than I ever could.

In the days before Open Space when working with a group I did
what all my friends and colleagues did. When the group process
appeared stuck, I attempted to grease the ways. And when conflict
broke out, I took it upon myself to intervene and mediate the con-
flict. It was my job, or so I thought. But after a number of years
doing all of that I noticed several things. In those situations where |
was successful (the group became unstuck or the conflict calmed) 1
gladly accepted whatever accolades were offered and felt proud at
having done my job. But I noticed that there was also an unin-
tended consequence. The group became dependent on me or some
other facilitator every time they felt they were in trouble. And after a
while the groups would become so dependent that they would not

think of having a meeting without a facilitator at hand.

While this was certainly gratifying and remunerative (they paid

me), the situation struck me as strange and in fact, profoundly
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wrong. How could it be that a group of intelligent, consenting adults
found it impossible to hold a civil conversation without benefit of a

baby-sitter?

Worse yet, my most common experience was that of failure, or
only a very partial success. It might be true that the stuck group
began to move, but it moved with all the grace and elegance of a
mixed (boys and girls) group of teenagers talking about sex back in
the old days when talking about sex was a distinct No-No. Or if the
conflict was apparently quelled that was obviously more apparent
than real for the conflict lived on only to appear yet another day,
meaner and nastier than before. The truth of the matter was that no
matter how hard I studied the group and their issues I could never
achieve the degree of competence and understanding necessary for
the task. And the reason was simple. It was not my group, nor were
the issues my own. However, my failure provided the group with a
marvelous excuse. They could blame it all on me, forgetting that at
the end of the day their performance and their ability to resolve the
issues was their responsibility alone. As near as I could see it was a
no-win situation for everybody, but I didn't have a clue what the

alternative might be.

That is to say, I didn't have a clue until the serendipitous
appearance of Open Space Technology. Contrary to my every
assumption and all of my training it became very clear that groups
of people gathered around an issue for which they care deeply will
find the way—provided they had the (safe) space in which to explore.
My job was not to intervene. My job was simply and only to create
and hold the essential space. The group itself would do all the rest

with an elegance and style I could never match.
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So do you ever intervene in Open Space? [ would say no, or
at the very least, I have never found it necessary to do so. In every
situation encountered to date the people did it all by themselves.

And the mantra is, Trust the People.

Totally trusting the people can be a very hard job, particularly
when it seems that things might be getting out of control, and most
especially when we find our selves reverting to type as the “fixer”
whose job it is to make everything run just like it is supposed to. At
such a time, the temptation to jump in and take charge will be
almost irresistible. To counter this, I often recommend what I called
the Chair Exercise. When you start doing an Open Space and get to
the point where you are supposedly Holding Space, find yourself a
good sturdy chair, preferably with strong arms. Sit in the chair and
firmly grip the arms. When a moment arrives that you are sure your
help is required for the fix, by all means charge to the rescue. But
keep firm hold of the arms of the chair. It will feel a little odd, but
you will quickly get the picture that fixing that group is not your
job. They can do it perfectly well all by themselves if given the
space. Trust the People.
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Movement to Action

here is no guarantee that definitive action will take place just

because Open Space has been utilized. But the same can be said
of any other approach. In the final analysis, meaningful action
emerges when people accept responsibility for getting it done, what-
ever “it” might be. Open Space does, however, appreciably raise the
probability that action will be taken because all participants have
been put on notice from the very beginning that they and they
alone hold the necessary keys to get the ball rolling. This is not to
suggest that all necessary power and resources are available to them
for the accomplishment of the task. This may or may not be the
case, but it is very clear that the power of initiation resides with
them. If they do not take the first step, it is highly questionable that
others will.

In addition, Open Space raises the probability that meaningful
action will be taken because the perception of need and the desire
for action has emerged from the group itself. There is no “lay-on”
from higher authority, no predetermined plan of attack. Those who
saw the need to move are themselves the movers, and they above all
others should be motivated to take the first step. I say should because

there is no guarantee, it is just that the probabilities are higher.
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Getting the Whole System in the Room

There is a way to raise the probability of action to perhaps the high-
est level-that is to get the whole system in the same room at the
same time. It used to be that organizational procedures were such
that dealing with large, diverse groups all at once was a predictor of
inevitable disaster. The conventional wisdom held that optimal
group size was in the range of a dozen or so. Larger groups were
understood to be incapable of meaningful communication. By the
same token, mixing levels of education, economics, position, age, or
experience was also taken to be detrimental to effective group work.
Under these circumstances, getting a whole system (organization,
company) into the same room at the same time would be nothing
short of madness. Open Space changes this quite dramatically
because numbers are no longer a major concern when you can han-
dle up to two thousand with no difficulty, and more than that with

some form of computer-assisted communication.

Mixed levels are also not a problem. Diversity, in fact, becomes a
positive asset. The experience has been: the richer the stew, the bet-
ter the result. Thus getting the whole system in the room is very
possible, and when that happens there is no need to look elsewhere

for resources or authority. It is all there.

It Has Already Happened

It is a common assumption that action is something that happens
after the meeting. Thus a group will gather, make a plan, and then
go out to implement. In many cases that assumption is valid, but
not in all-and Open Space is often one of those exceptions. Indeed it

is frequently the case that the required actions are over and done
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with before the meeting concludes. This can happen because the

“whole system” is in the room.

For example, during an Open Space at Rockport Shoes, a new
product line was created, and there was no reason to wait for imple-
mentation because all the needed parties were in attendance. The
Chief Financial Officer (CFO) allocated the necessary start-up capitol,
the VP for Marketing and his staff created a marketing plan, Manu-
facturing identified plant space, and somebody even made a mock-
up of the new shoe. Of course they had yet to produce the first shoe
and sell it, but in terms of the required action needed to get the pro-
ject underway, that was essentially taken care of. Indeed the only
person who appeared to be unhappy was the Director of Planning
who noted that the new product was not in The Plan. Since the CFO
had estimated the first year's return on the investment at $24 mil-
lion, that small bureaucratic oversight was quickly put to rest when
the president suggested to the Planning Director that the product
belonged in The Plan.

The Rockport story may be extreme, but it is not without paral-
lel. The point is simply that the “normal” linear sequence of Plan-Act
is often truncated to the point that everything happens all at once.
From the point of those who are concerned with greater organiza-
tional efficiency and agility these circumstances are to be applauded.
However, for those who value orderly traditional procedure, this

could be a problem.

Prioritization and Action Planning

For situations where is it deemed necessary to have some more for-

mal priorities and action plans, a number of approaches are possible.
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It should be noted, however, that not

all gatherings have such a ~

requirement. When a " \
<z

group has gathered QO/

simply for the purpose < \/ /// /
of having a good dis- \\\ / 4
cussion action planning is \

really beside the point and
would probably be viewed as an unwar-

ranted complication.

For example, an MBA program has used Open Space for a final
gathering of the class in which the members are invited to consider
“What are we going to do for the rest of our lives?” The intent is to
provide an opportunity to explore all those things that make up a
meaningful life beyond the “Bottom Line,” and to do this in a colle-
gial environment in which peers consult with peers. Every year that
the program has been run (it is now in its fifth year), the ambient
excitement is palpable, and participants regularly report the occasion
to be a highpoint in their experience. But there is no need for an
action plan for the group, if only because that group will shortly
cease to exist. For continuing groups, the needs can be rather differ-

ent, and for them a number of options are available.

Creation of an action plan, by whatever name, requires that at
least three things be accomplished. First, the group must identify the
areas where some action is needed. Second, the required action must
be specified in sufficient detail that real work can commence. And
third, responsible parties must be identified who will get the show

on the road.
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Doing all of this in an Open Space environment is a natural and
relatively simple extension of what has already transpired. In the
normal course of events every issue that anybody cared to raise will
have been on the table. All of those issues will have been discussed
and reports generated on the substance of those discussions. It
should be noted that more often than not, the discussion includes
not only the broad range thinking across the issue, but also the con-
sideration of what might be done to deal with that issue. In a word,
action planning is not something that can only occur at the conclu-
sion of the gathering. It typically occurs all the way through, begin-
ning in the first moments. Having said all that, it is also true that the
earlier considerations will need to be refined and focused, and doing

just that is the subject of the moment.

Achieving optimal
results when it comes
to creating an effective
action plan is a func-
tion of the level of
complexity/conflict

present in the discus-

sion, the size of the

group, and the amount
of time allowed for the
Open Space. For rela-
tively simple discus-
sions with smaller
groups (less than one
hundred), conducted

over the course of a
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single day; it is quite possible to conclude that day with any of the
approaches described below, and walk out with a useful action plan.
However, as the level of complexity/conflict increases, more time will
be required. Experience has shown that having a night separating
the discussion period (one or two days) and planning for action is a
real plus. In part this is a matter of logistics, specifically to allow
time for the production of the proceedings in sufficient quantity to
provide a copy for each participant’s use. But the true value of the
night in between is that it creates space for perspective. It is a com-
mon experience that when serious matters are under discussion,
having a night “to sleep on it” allows for the separation of the wheat
from the chaff. I call it “soak time"—in which the good old subcon-

scious has time and space to do its work.

Sticky Dots

A low tech, but very effective means for the prioritization of issues
requires sticky dots, those little colored pieces of paper with stickum
(glue) on the back, which are typically sold in pads. The procedure is
simplicity itself and requires that the signs which announced the
original issues be posted on the wall (or reposted if for some reason
they have been taken down). Signs for sessions which did not actu-
ally meet, or were not reported (presuming that proceedings have

been created), should be removed.

After the proceedings have been handed out, and sufficient time
provided for a read-through (usually about one hour), sticky dots
are passed to all participants. The exact number that each person
receives is a matter of taste, but every one should have the same
number. [ find that ten dots per person works out about right. The

instructions are as follows: Affer reading the proceedings and talking with
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your colleagues, find the issues you believe to be the most important. Indicate your
level of enthusiasm for those issues by pasting some number of your sticky dots
on the papers. You can put all the dots on a single issue or spread them out. The

choice 1s yours.

Almost inevitably there is a degree of pandemonium as the dots
are spread about, and it is not uncommon that a few dots are stuck
on people as opposed to issue papers. However, in short order the
important issues (as the group sees it) are quickly highlighted with a
halo of colored dots. What happens next is really up to you. It is
often the case that a quick “eyeballing” will reveal the highest prior-
ity issues, and the balance are either bereft of sticky dots or bear
only a few. However, if the dots are more evenly distributed and/or
the group is rather compulsive, it is quite possible to actually count
the dots. But whether achieved by eyeballing or counting, you will
now have a clear indication of the truly Hot Issues. To create a use-
ful action plan it is now necessary to converge related issues and
specify the concrete steps to be taken, which 1T will describe in a

moment.

Voting

The sticky dot approach becomes difficult with larger groups. Per-
sonally T find that anything over one hundred participants is too
many for the sticky dots, and with truly large groups a paper ballot-

ing procedure is almost essential.

The process here is actually simple, but labor intensive. A special
ballot is prepared listing and numbering each issue. Each participant
is given a ballot with the following instructions: After reading the pro-
ceedings and talking to your colleagues, identify the ten issues which are of the

grealest imporlance o you. Rank these issues indicating your preference by
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assigning 10 lo your most important issues, 9 to the second, 8 to the third, and so
on. When you have marked your ballot, hand it in. Tt will take about one

hour for the reading, conversation, and voting.

As soon as the first ballots come in, and some people will vote
very quickly, the counting can begin. As [ said this is a labor-inten-
sive process, and best done with a number of two-person teams.
One team member will read the scores, and the second records. The
more teams you have, the more quickly the votes can be counted. 1
find that ten teams for a group of five hundred works out about
right. As the teams complete their counting, their score sheets must
be passed along to a central team which totals the results on a mas-
ter sheet. The central team should not only total the scores, but also
keep track of the number of voters for each issue. This number of

voters will become important in the case of a tie.

When all the individual ballots have transferred to the master
sheet it will quickly become apparent that some smaller subset of
issues (five to twelve, perhaps) have received the lion's share of
attention. In the case of a tie between issues, the number of voters
for those issues will decide the issue. The rationale here is that since
we are dealing with weighted scores (10 for the most important, 9
for the next, and so on), it would be possible for two issues to have
a tie score of 10 with one issue selected by only a single person and
the second selected by ten people. The presumption is that an issue

is of more importance to the total group if more people voted for it.

It is difficult to say exactly how long it will take to come to the
final vote tally, but two hours would be a safe bet. During this time,
there is virtually nothing that all the participants can do but wait.
One way of handling this is to arrange for the vote counting to take

place during a meal time. When the final count is known it should



Movement to Action

be announced to the whole group all at once, and immediately after
that announcement the group can proceed to a convergence of

related issues and the creation of specific action plans. The following
procedure has proven to be workable, but if you have a better idea,

try it.

One final note on the paper ballot approach. There is no ques-
tion that it is tedious and labor intensive, but the description given
above probably makes it sound more complicated than it actually is.
The good news is that the process will satisfy all those who need
hard numbers when it comes to such things. And for sure there will
be a paper trail and no “hanging chads” (a reference to the totally
confused US Presidential election of 2000). But it is a lot of tedious
work. This tedium can be completely avoided by turning it all over
to a computer and letting it do the number crunching. In fact we
had such a piece of software created by TASC, a marvelous company
which has subsequently gone out of business. And sadly the soft-
ware has disappeared as well. However, creating a new program
should not be a monstrous task for a suitably inclined techie. Hope-

fully, such a person will heed the call.

Convergence and Action Plans

Once the group’s priorities are known (thanks to sticky dots or bal-
lots), it is time to move on to convergence and action plans. Conver-
gence represents an acknowledgment that all the issues raised are
important (at least to the person who raised them) and further that
they are probably all related in some way. Convergence, therefore, is
the means for bringing it all together. Doubtless there are a number
of ways in which these two activities might be performed, but the

following process has worked for me.
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With a list of the top ranked issues in hand, set up an equivalent
number of flip chart stands around the perimeter of the large meet-
ing room. At the top of each chart write the issue, one per chart. The
actual order doesn't make much difference, but a little showmanship
can be added to the occasion by doing it one at a time in the order
of priority. If all the participants are standing about, this becomes a
marvelous, and slightly suspenseful way of announcing the results
of the balloting. Beneath each issue add titled blank sections so that
the flip chart page appears as follows: 1) Issue 2) Related Issues 3)
Next Steps 4) Co-Conspirators.

After the flip chart pages have been prepared, invite the original
conveners of the (now) top issues to stand by their chart. With the
conveners in place, invite all the participants to visit any or all con-

veners/charts and add (write in) their contribution.

Related issues are any issues, not in the top group which any par-
ticipant feels is somehow related to a top issue. Presuming that the
issues are all numbered on the ballot, indicating a relationship is
simply a matter of writing the number from the ballot onto the flip
chart paper. This need not be a matter of discussion, and if a partici-

pant feels the issue is related, just write it down.

Next steps are participant suggestions for needed actions necessary
to move the issue. | sometimes say “immediate next steps” to avoid
the possibility that somebody will feel called upon to create a whole
five-year plan. The point is—-what do we need to do immediately to

start the process of dealing with this issue?

Instead of Co-Conspirators, you may find some other words more
appropriate, but the idea is to provide a place for people to sign up

if they are interested in working on a particular issue.
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The unfolding scene will be mildly chaotic as participants move
from chart to chart. In some cases larger groups will assemble to dis-
cuss the several contributions, and in other cases only a few
individuals will choose to drop by. But in this seemingly random
movement the collective wisdom of the total group will be collected
on the charts. When the action slows, which it typically will in some-
where between forty-five minutes and one hour, it will be time for
the penultimate step in the process. At that point ask the original
conveners to consult with their colleagues (anybody who cares to
join them) or themselves if they find themselves alone—as to what

sense is being made, and concretely-what next?

To assist them in this process, 1 propose a sort of triage. As they
consider the suggestions of the total group along with their own
best judgment, do they think this issue is a Do It, a Talk About It, or a
Clear as Mud?

A Do It is (obviously) an issue where the path forward is clear
and needs only to be done. A Talk About It is a little less certain and
requires some further conversation and research, in which case some
form of task group would be in order. A (lear as Mud is an issue that
everybody knows is terribly important, but very little clarity exists
even in terms of where to start. For such an issue doing another

Open Space is probably the best approach.

Typically it does not take a great deal of time for the conveners
and their helpers to reach some judgment. And when I see that the
moment has arrived, I ask each convener for his or her verdict. If it
is a Do It when will they start? For a 7alk About It. when and where
will the task force meet? And so on... including whatever else they

care to add.
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For a small group it works just to have the conveners shout out
their conclusions. With a larger group, a microphone will be helpful.
On occasion with very large groups (more than five hundred) in
which the conveners are spread out around the walls of the room, I
take a radio mike and race around the space from convener to con-
vener. And after each one has spoken, I solicit applause from the
total crowd. That may sound a little odd and unbusinesslike, but by
that time the group is really into the whole affair, and some small

amount of celebration is in order.

Another Way: Opening the Space
for Action

Another approach to convergence and action planning has emerged
from the Open Space community over the past several years. |
would love to give the author credit, but it seems that in this case, as
with much else that takes place in the global Open Space commu-

nity, the emergence was very much of a collaborative activity.

The advantages of this approach are that it can be used with vir-
tually any sized group, and it operates very much in the way of all
the rest of Open Space. The apparent disconnect between the fully
open and emergent feel of an Open Space and the more focused and
directed activities of voting (with ballots or sticky dots) is eliminated.
However, the comforting numbers of a tallied vote are also removed.
That said, it is my experience that the end result in terms of generat-

ing a workable plan for action is equivalent, and maybe better.

The approach is simplicity itself. After the previously identified
issues have all been discussed and the reports written (if reports had

been specified), space is opened once again, but this time for action-
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able items. Although it is possible to do this at the end of a day-long
Open Space, | find that it works better the morning after, for all the
reasons | mentioned previously, especially what I called “soak time
which provides some degree of perspective. And the fact that a
night’s sleep has occurred will take the edge off the fatigue that

inevitably will have developed over the preceding day(s).

The process begins with the group once again invited to find a
place in the circle, which has been prepared very much as it was for
the opening with sheets of paper and magic markers in the center.
The wall, where all the issues were posted, needs to be cleared, at
least sufficiently to provide space for new action issues. If possible
the original posted issues should still be very much in evidence,
although they may have to be arranged in a smaller space. The con-
tinued presence of these original postings will serve as a visual
reminder of the history of the group. Once the process begins, par-
ticipants are invited to identify issues they personally have a passion
for and are willing to lead the action. The issue leaders then convene
a session where the focus is action. This requires designated break-
out areas for the several sessions. If it is possible, [ would have all
these areas in the main room. It does get a little crowded and noisy,
but the upside is that during the discussions, participants can easily
wander from group to group making their input. With larger groups
(or smaller main rooms) additional breakout rooms/spaces will be
needed, and it will also be necessary to create another Post-it matrix
to facilitate the assignment of space. The length of the session can be
an hour or less—forty-five minutes will usually do it, as the objective

is not to have a full new discussion, but rather to move to action.

After the group has settled in and (f it is “the morning after”)

Morning Announcements have all taken place, the participants are
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asked to reflect on all the work they have done, and begin to focus
on what should be done next. What actions need to be taken, and
how should those actions be set in motion? If proceedings have
been created, this would be a good time to pass them out as an aid
to their reflection, and a short (forty-five minute) reading period

should be allowed for the purpose.

Some simple words will set the process in motion. 7hink back over
our time logether and all the issues we have discussed, and ask yourself what do [
have passion for? What issue do 1 feel has such importance that I will take the
lead to move it from conversation to action? This may be one of the issues we dis-
cussed, a combination of several of them, or something quite new which has
emerged as a cross-cutting concern. When you have that issue in mind, come lo
the center of the circle, announce your session and post the issue on the wall, just
as we did in the beginning. (Note: If the group is large and you are using
the Post-it matrix, you will have to remind people to take a Post-it

to reserve their space.)

When all the action issues have been announced, it is time to go
to work. As I said, forty-five minutes should be sufficient time for
the session. Before dismissing the group remind everybody that the
focus is on action, and while they should make every effort to be as
detailed as possible, the most important thing is to identify the
immediate steps that need to be taken and to be specific about
what, where, when, and who. In a word, it is not necessary to create

a total five-year plan.

When the session comes to a close, the total group reassembles
in the large circle for a quick report out. I emphasize guick because if
the reports turn into lengthy orations the group energy will quickly
dissipate. You may find that the approach 1 suggested previously



Movement to Action

(Do It, Talk About It, Clear as Mud) helps everybody to cut to the
essentials. By the end of each report the assembled body should
know (at the very least) what the immediate next step will be,
when/where it will take place, and how to participate should they
care to come. The final step is to commit all of the above (issue,
action, where/when, and contact person) to writing for distribution

and/or inclusion in the proceedings.

An apparent limitation to this approach to action planning is
that it provides no indication of what the total group may be feeling
in terms of priorities for all the issues. With the sticky dots or ballots
everybody at least has the opportunity to indicate their position,
and all issues can be placed in priority order, but here the actionable
items are introduced by individuals, and only the issues that indi-

viduals care to identify show up.

I believe that this limitation is more apparent than real. In the
first place everybody is invited to propose an issue for action, and it
is a reasonable presumption, I think, that if some issue is not offered
it does not have a very high priority as the group would see it.
Obviously we do not have all issues lined out in a clear priority
order, but we do have those issues that people care about. While this
may lack something of the polished finesse of a full priority listing,
from the point of view of potential for action we do have the essen-
tial quality. Somebody cares, and if enough people care, something

is likely to be done.

A great advantage of opening space for action is that it is possi-
ble to introduce a new issue for action, or perhaps better said, a
reformulated “old issue!” It usually happens that as groups work on

their issues they gain a greater understanding of both the definition
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and extent of those issues. And (especially if they have had night to
sleep on their work) they will come to see that the issues as origi-
nally offered are possibly close, but not exactly what they now have
in mind. With the balloting/sticky dot approach, the group is essen-
tially stuck with the old formulation. But when the space is opened
for action there is the opportunity to hit the nail on the head, so to
speak. And when moving to action it is obviously beneficial to know

exactly what the focus of that action might be.
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Endings and New Beginnings

1l good things, including Open Space, must come to an end.
A This ending may be just an end, which usually leaves a strong
sense of incompleteness and certainly doesn’t take advantage of all
the findings, feelings, and growth that typically happen during an
Open Space event. An ending with dignity and intention can supply
the necessary closure, while at the same time provide a jump-off
point for the next round of activity that the organization or group

may wish to undertake.

As you construct the closure for an Open Space event, it will
quickly become apparent that the more-or-less standard ways of
bringing a program to conclusion simply will not do. Whatever is
done must be done in the same spirit as the rest of event. So, for
example, having the “leader” stand up and deliver an impassioned
speech about all the wonderful things the participants are now going
to do will be experienced as dissonant to the synergy and collegiality
that have evolved. Following one such (abortive) attempt, I overheard
a participant saying, “He (referring to the leader) is a nice guy with a
nice speech, but we don’'t need him, or anybody else, to tell us what
we must do. The experience of the last several days demonstrated, if
demonstration was necessary, that collectively we have the resources,
the will, and the power to do what needs to get done. Somehow he

missed the point: he is playing the new game by the old rules’
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So how do you play the new game by the new rules? There is no
single answer, just as there is no single group or situation. The task,
however, seems fairly clear: fo acknowledge the past and project to the future
in such a way that everybody is included and has a parl. What follows is an

approach I have used with considerable success.

We end as we began, sitting in a circle. But there are some sig-
nificant changes, at least in the feelings and perceptions of the peo-
ple. In the beginning, the broad, open space described by the circle
was perceived as uncomfortable at the least, and threatening at
worst. If people spoke in the circle, they spoke from the edges, and
crossing the circle was an action best taken quickly. After all, when

you are out in the center, you are very much alone and exposed.

By the conclusion of the meeting, the dynamics of the circle
have changed markedly. No longer a threatening place, it is now a
place of safety. Words like creativity, energy, inspiration, openness,
surprise, liberation, genuine community, and empowerment are
often used by participants to describe their feelings. Of course, there
may be a few other words, such as interesting, strange, and uncom-
fortable, but typically these represent a minority opinion. The ques-
tion is how do you honor all these different feelings and allow the

group to come to closure?

The Talking Stick Ceremony

I find an adaptation from the Native American Talking Stick Cere-
mony to be a superbly effective grand finale. It will not work in all
situations, especially where there is a very large group, but the cere-

mony may be used as a model, a point of departure.
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There is no particular magic in the Talking Stick Ceremony. What
is magical, or at least sometimes seems that way; is the elegant sim-
plicity with which this ceremony elicits the deepest kinds of sharing
and reflection. One might question the appropriateness of such inti-
macy in a “business setting,” but I think we may be achieving a level
of maturity capable of understanding that feeling, passion, spirit, and
sharing not only have a place in business, they are the very well-
springs from which business and all other human activities emerge.
Be that as it may, if you are uncomfortable with the term Talking
Stick Ceremony, call it something else or nothing at all, for in the

end it is not the name that counts but the action.

The Talking Stick Ceremony, in its original form, involved a dec-
orated piece of wood that was passed around a circle of people
gathered together for purposes of decision making, discussion, or
just being together. Whoever had the stick talked, and everybody
else listened, and whether talking or listening, it was all done with
respect. There was no time limit, no interruption. Today, we might
quail at the thought of introducing such a mechanism to the legisla-
tive bodies of the world, or to the board rooms of the world for that
matter. Things might get out of control. Then again, people might
say what they really had on their minds.

For this method to work, participants, both speakers and lis- ﬁ

teners, must accept a high level of responsibility

commensurate with the freedom of the Talking /

Stick. Whoever speaks must have something to What counts
say and must try to say it clearly and with is that peop[e
directness. Those who are listening must do so tru[y listen to
with intention and care. people truly

speaking.

ya _/
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The contemporary version of the talking stick is the microphone,
which we often abuse as an instrument of

power to simply drown out every-

body else. It needn’t be that way, A ~

and in the context of the ceremony, % /L ) b

the electronic power is useful only to "\\ \\
carry voices over a large distance. What ~<L)

counts is that people truly listen to people truly
speaking.

In practice, the microphone, or the Talking Stick starts from my
place in the circle. I explain simply that it will be passed to my right,
and as it reaches each person, they are invited to share briefly what
the event has meant for them and what they propose to do in the
future. There is no necessity to speak; anyone who so chooses may

simply pass the mike along to the next person.

The Talking Stick Ceremony is not another name for the tradi-
tional report-out, during which the leaders of the several work
groups describe their results. Personally, I find the report-out less
than useful, most often producing boredom, frustration, or both. If
reporters take the time they think their subject deserves, most peo-
ple are bored. If the time is limited, the reporters are frustrated.
Truthfully, the report-out is not a very efficient or effective way of
communicating the results of the conference. A written set of pro-

ceedings will do a much better job.

The Talking Stick Ceremony does take time, perhaps more than
busy people are willing to spend these days. But there is an elegance
and power present in the simple speaking and intense listening that

make the time spent worthwhile. To be more specific, I find that
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groups of fifty to one hundred people may take about two hours.
The time specified is only a guess, and I find it amazing how groups

can calibrate their conversations to the time available.

For example, in Italy we had a group of seventy people who had
been together for a three-day program. For a variety of reasons we
worked right up until the end, leaving only an hour for the close,
and they wanted to use the Talking Stick (mike). My initial reaction
was a no small amount of trepidation. The thought of seventy Ital-
ians sharing a microphone in the space of one hour was a little
overwhelming. Obviously other peoples in the world love to talk as
well, but my experience in Italy suggested to me that holding the
floor was a special delight. I couldn’t have been more wrong. 1
passed the mike to my right, noting as I did so that we had only an
hour for the closing. Precisely sixty minutes later (to the second) the
microphone came back to me from the left. And I learned some-
thing. If the time is limited and you are very clear about the amount
of time available, it will probably work out just perfectly. I don't
have a clue how it happens, and for sure there was no bell ringing

each .85 seconds to urge a speaker onwards.

Several hours is obviously a long time to sit still in one place,
and eventually natural necessity, to say nothing of cramped legs, will
require some movement. But not everybody has the same needs at
the same time, so if a general break is declared, it not only breaks
the flow, it also doesn't really meet the needs. The alternative is to
invite people to come and go as they need, but to do so quietly and

with deference to those who are speaking and listening.

The same arrangement applies to people who need to leave the
meeting altogether. On the last day it is not uncommon that plane

schedules require some early departures. Those who know they have
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to leave before the end should find a seat closer to the starting point
(the right half of the circle) so that they may speak early and leave

when they have to.

When the microphone finally comes back to me, I ask the group
to stand and allow their eyes to move around the circle in silence,
acknowledging each other, what they have accomplished, and what
they hope to do. By this time, even in very formal groups, the circle
has become a warm, friendly place. Maybe even intimate. The
thought of breaking that circle and leaving hardly enters anybody’s
mind. And yet that is precisely what has to be done. To paraphrase
the Bard, if it must be done, ‘tis best it be done quickly, and, T would
add, with intention. So after a few moments, I ask each person to
turn completely around in his or her place, face outward, and imag-
ine what he or she is going to be doing in the days immediately
ahead. Asking people to close their eyes often helps the imagination,

and then it is over.

Alternatives to the Talking Stick
Ceremony

If your group is large and/or you are under time constraints, there
are alternatives to the Talking Stick Ceremony. The simplest one,
which might be called a modified Talking Stick Ceremony, starts with
an announcement to the group that there remains a short period of
time (one hour, one-half hour, or whatever) before it is time to leave.
People are then invited to share their reflections on the common
experience. In speaking, they will need to remember that time is
short and others may have something they wish to contribute. When
the end of the time arrives, it is important to intervene with an

appropriate closing, which should involve thanking the people for



Endings and New Beginnings

the privilege of being present and wishing them well in the future
they have just created. And 1 really do mean privilege. For me, every

Open Space is a major point of inspiration.

I am not quite sure what the mechanism is, but when people
know there is a limited amount of time, and that time limit is hon-
ored, there never seems to be a problem. Somehow the right things

are said, even if not everybody has a chance to say something.

It is most important to understand that there is no one right way
to conclude an Open Space. That there must be a conclusion is a
given, but how it actually manifests is a matter of infinite diversity.
The only criteria I am aware of is that it be simple and in harmony
with the rest of the experience. This precludes certain things, like
dictatorial speeches from the leader, but other than that the possibil-

ities are infinite.

Reflections on Open Space: The
Medicine Wheel

One additional element often finds its way into my closing cere-
monies, and it too derives from Native American tradition. Over the
years | have noticed that the experience of Open Space tends to be
so involving that people lose sight of what they have actually done.
They will typically remember the substantive details, if only because
they are recorded in the book. They will also recall the very big
things, such as the feeling of impossibility as they looked at a
nonexistent agenda and three days to fill, followed by a feeling of
wonderment when one and one-half hours later they had structured
a hugely complicated meeting agenda covering everything that any-

body cared about.
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But they miss a lot of things, and I think that is too bad, espe-
cially when these things can be of utmost importance to the future
of the organization. I am referring to things like leadership, vision, com-
munily, and management. Typically, each of these has been fundamen-
tally redefined at an experiential level in the process of the Open
Space experience. For example, leadership in Open Space appears as
a distributed phenomenon and not the exclusive property of a single
class of people. Should this new manifestation of leadership be use-
ful to organizations, and I believe it to be, it will also be important
to acknowledge the fact that it has already been experienced and
may be reenacted at any time with a simple act of remembrance. To

set the stage for such remembrance, the Medicine Wheel is superb.

My present practice begins with an invitation to the total group
to spend an additional fifteen minutes of reflection after the micro-
phone has returned to me at the close of the Talking Stick Ceremony,
but before the group takes a final look around the circle and departs
to the four points of the compass, described previously. The focus is
not the substance of what transpired, the plans or products devel-
oped, but rather the process. How did it all get done and was there
anything strange that people may have noticed along the way? To
guide the reflection, I use an adaptation of the Native American
Medicine Wheel.

Whole books have been written on the Medicine Wheel, its
forms and uses, but for our purposes, it is sufficient to know that
many Native Americans understand each individual and all groups
of people to be composed of four elements. Those elements are rep-
resented by the four points of the compass, certain animal symbols,

and colors.
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To the north is leadership, the powerful trail breaker, pointing the
direction and opening the way for Spirit to grow and evolve. The
animal is the deer and the color is red. To the east is vision, the high-
flying seer of all. The animal is the eagle and the color is blue. To the
south is communily, the warmth of hearth and heart, which binds all
people together. The animal is the mouse (as in cuddly, warm,
friendly), and the color is yellow, the color of the Sun. To the west is

management. It is quite doubtful that Native Americans ever used this
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term, but I believe (or at least I would like to believe) this is what
they had in mind. The animal is the bear in his slow, methodical,
plodding mode, best seen in the berry patch as he takes care of
business. Not very exciting, but very effective when it comes to han-
dling the details of living in the community. The color is green, as in

growing things.

The message of the Medicine Wheel is that each individual, and
all communities (organizations), have these four elements. Under the
best of circumstances, there will be a balance for all are necessary,
but none is sufficient by itself. In practice, however, the balance is
dynamic, always changing. With the passage of time and the chang-
ing of circumstances, different elements are called to the fore: now
leadership, then community. But for the people to survive, the over-

all balance must be maintained.

The balance of elements is affected not only by external factors
but also by internal dynamics. Leaders, for example, are always sus-
picious of folks whose concentration is on community, heart, and
hearth: in contemporary jargon, the warm fuzzies. After all, what do

they do really?

At the same time, bears look at eagles and suggest that if they
could just come down from their heights, they might understand
what the business is about. And the eagles reciprocate by admonish-
ing the bears to get their noses out of the berry patch and maybe
they would see where they are going. Each element has its part to
play, but not without a certain dynamic that leads to creative tension.

But the community is lost when the elements do not work together.

Note also that there is a logical sequence to the Medicine Wheel,

which requires that it be circumnavigated (walked) in a clockwise
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direction. One begins with leadership to the north, providing the
dynamism to get the show on the road. It then becomes important
to ask which road and what direction. Vision supplies the answers.
Once the journey is engaged, the issue is who is coming, and com-
munity offers the response. Last but not least, a certain order is nec-
essary for the journey, which is the job of management. If the ele-
ments are taken in the reverse order (counterclockwise, starting with
management), the net effect is to create a marvelous organization
without ever considering who is being organized, what direction
they are going in, or by what power. This may be the way of many
businesses. When organizational structure takes precedence over the
job at hand, the people, and the overall purpose, it is no wonder

that the level of performance is less than optimal.

I find enormous power in the elegant simplicity of this image.
One might think of it as the original Myers-Briggs personality-type
indicator, and although it has never been statistically validated, to
the best of my knowledge it does have the weight of history and
practice on its side. In terms of providing a frame of reference for
meaningful reflection on the process and behaviors of an Open
Space event, it is superb. The elements of the Medicine Wheel are so
intuitive and clear that no lengthy explanation is required to set the
stage. In fact, | find that saying little more than what I have written
here will usually do the job, even (or perhaps most especially) with
people who have never heard of the Medicine Wheel or Native

Americans.

With the stage set, the process of reflection can begin. What hap-
pens next will vary from group to group, but my typical questions
and responses are illustrated in the following example. At the con-

clusion of this particular Open Space event, I started in the north
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with leadership and asked, “What was strange or different about the
leadership function as it played out in Open Space?” There was a
long pause after the question, and some quizzical expressions on
participants’ faces. Then one participant said, “You know, I don't
remember seeing any, at least not any leadership of the sort I have
been used to. Nobody was telling us what to do or when to do it.
We all sort of took charge, and different people led the way at differ-
ent times” I could tell from his tone of voice that the speaker was
almost disappointed. The domineering leader of his expectations was
simply absent. So 1 asked, “Well, how did things work?” The answer
was, “Very well; indeed, better than usual” I followed up with, “Did
you like it?” Again a long, reflective pause and the answer, “Yes, it
was very comfortable, supportive, and in an odd way, very challeng-
ing” My final question, “Would you do it again?” And this time there

was no hesitation, “Yes!”

That was all there was to it-no long discourse on effective mod-
els of leadership, simply an acknowledgment of what was. A simple
act of reflection revealed the reality of a new, powerful form of lead-
ership, and the fact that the group had already done it. In less time
than it takes to tell about it, the group had grounded and appropri-
ated an experience. There was nothing more to learn at the moment,

nothing more to do.

From the north, we moved around the circle to vision and the
cagle, and I asked, “What was strange here?” One participant’s
response was quick and simple. “It happened,” she said. When 1
asked what she meant, she explained that it seemed to her that all
the issues and opportunities the group had put up on the wall rep-
resented an objective manifestation of their vision for the future, the

directions they proposed to follow. She was surprised at the diversity



Endings and New Beginnings

and richness, and also at the logic that appeared, only after the fact,
in the sequence of issues as they were posted on the wall. Mostly
she was surprised at how quickly it happened and how effective that
“vision statement” had been in guiding the work of the group. Then
she made some odious comparisons to a recently concluded vision-
ing exercise that the company had gone through. It took months
and endless committee meetings to arrive at a watered-down state-
ment that few people read and nobody really cared about. “I think
the difference was,” she said, “we spoke from our passion” What else
can you say about vision? Vision without passion has little likeli-

hood of motivating.

Next stop is community, the south. “What was strange here?” |
asked. A smile slowly spread across the face of a member of a senior
management team that had been using Open Space to reorient the
company and rebuild the team after a series of mergers and acquisi-
tions. He answered, “You know, when we started, I was convinced
that everybody else in this room was either a wimp or an SOB. |
now know we have no wimps, but my original judgment about
those SOBs was correct. However, we are all in this together and |
like them! Faint praise perhaps, but in context, that phrase had all
the connotations of hearts, flowers, and love notes. Something about
the nature of community had been recognized and acknowledged.

And for sure it was not business as usual.

Last stop is the west, the bear, and management. “What struck
you as odd here?” I asked. The answer was quick and to the point. “I
never really noticed it, and we never actually talked about it. Every-
thing just seemed to get done!” All of which made the point perfectly
that when leadership opens the way, vision shows the direction, and

the people are all together, the details of management just fall into
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place. Or put somewhat differently, there are rarely management
problems; the problems are usually in the areas of leadership, vision,
or community. | couldn’t have said it better, and there was no need

to say more. Everybody was already there.
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Follow-Up

fter a great meeting-what next? By the conclusion of a typical
AOpen Space, the people involved find themselves excited, ener-
gized, and ready to move forward-wherever “forward” might lead.
To be sure, there are occasions when the results are less than stellar,
but in my experience such occasions are rare, and never occur if the
necessary conditions for Open Space are present (real business issue,
complexity, and so on) and the “procedure,” simple as it is, is fol-
lowed. As far as I know, Open Space always works. But whether the
event will remain an isolated instance, just a flash in the pan, or
become the beginning of something truly useful depends in large
part on what happens next: the follow-up.

The central question is how do you sustain the energy and bring
the various action plans to some useful fruition. In some cases the
question is less than pertinent if only because the event was one of
a kind with no particular expectation that further action will be
taken. Such is the case in gatherings of peers and colleagues where
the sole purpose was to engage in a stimulating and productive
interchange. But that sort of situation is doubtless in the minority,
and certainly for a business or other organization, implementation
and follow-through are essential.

We have discovered one, almost “sure-fire” approach to the

achievement of suboptimal results. That is to follow what for many
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organizations is standard procedure. After a meeting which had
been productive of many new ideas, projects, and proposals—all of
these are referred to some external, and presumably higher, body for
evaluation and implementation. This is often the Executive Commit-
tee, chaired, of course, by the CEO. The rationale is clear and
straightforward. The Executive Committee has both the perspective
and authority to understand and implement what is in the best
interests of the organization. There is, however, one major problem
with this approach. Unless the members of the Executive Committee
attended the Open Space, they can never know the level of energy
and enthusiasm that was present, nor were the ideas and proposals
necessarily ones that they particularly cared about. It is for this rea-
son that the sorry joke is often heard in many organizations: the
fastest way to kill a good idea is to send it to the Executive Commit-
tee. Doubtless | have maligned many good executive committees,
but the real point is that the best way forward following an Open
Space may involve some deviation from standard organizational

procedure.

None of this is to suggest that all normal procedures need be
sacrificed. This would not, and should not happen. However, the
special energy and insights achieved in a typical Open Space can be
retained and focused for the benefit of the organization with a little
care and planning. For example, if it occurred that one of the Open
Space groups came up with a new product idea which showed real
promise, but also required some major resources for implementa-
tion, the uncritical issuance of a blank check makes little business
sense. But what would make sense is to require (and assist if neces-
sary) the group itself to make the necessary presentations and

requests to the appropriate authorities and committees. Funding
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requirements need to come before the Finance Committee, but be

presented by those who care, and not some surrogate.

If the membership of the “New Product” group were old hands
and well practiced at doing such things (they knew how to make a
formal proposal including a budget), the shift in procedure would
require little additional attention. On the other hand, if the members
of the group were relatively new and inexperienced people, making
a major corporate presentation would be a really big deal so far as

they were concerned, and undoubtedly they could use a little help.

Providing such help, particularly if it were substantial, may seem
an inefficient way to go, especially if other individuals and mecha-
nisms are readily available to handle such business. But consider the
potential benefits. People who may never have explored the myster-
ies of a business plan and balance sheet would suddenly find them-
selves introduced to a whole new world and have the opportunity
to learn a new set of skills. It may be that they never have the need,
interest, or opportunity of doing all of that again, but the residual
positive effect for them personally and for the organization can be
considerable. In later years, perhaps well after the new product has
either succeeded or failed, these same people can participate in the
organizational planning and budgetary process with some elevated
degree of knowledge and sense of participation instead of the more

usual bland acceptance or even antagonism.

In terms of developing useful, cross-cutting relationships the
conversations between the group members and corporate staff can
also be beneficial. For the corporate budget and planning staffers,
this represents an opportunity to get closer to the business, as it

were, and out or down to that place where the money is made, or
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lost. And by the same token the group members have the opportu-
nity to pierce the corporate veil and discover that there are some
real human beings in attendance, which may come as rather a
shock. At the end of the day, everybody may well go back to their
own “shops,” but the essential contacts will have been made in case

of future need.

The key is to find, or create, useful ways for the energy of the
Open Space to keep moving. A useful image is flowing water, which
remains fresh and renewing as long as it keeps moving. The water
may make its own channels, or channels may be created to guide
and direct the water to needed spots. But one thing is for sure: when
the water stops flowing it becomes stagnant. Open Space energy

seems to work the same way.

Keep the Space Open/Open More Space

By now it should be totally obvious that doing Open Space is not
rocket science. In fact anybody with a good head and a good heart
can play the role of facilitator. To be sure there are certain things to
pay attention to, and some simple preparations to be made, but by
and large it is all so intuitive that a good read through of this book,
and perhaps a practice session or two, and you are ready to roll. It is
also true that it may take you a lifetime to open space well, but that
is a longer and different story. The point of all this is simple. Open
Space need not be reserved for those special critical occasions when
the future of the organization is at stake either because of adversity
or opportunity. In fact Open Space can be utilized anytime there is a
need to deal with a real business issue with a lot of complexity,

diversity of opinion, passion, conflict, and a decision time of yester-
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day. The fact that it can be set up and running in a very short time

is an added feature.

So, for example, when a smaller work group confronts a new
project, try a little open space. Instead of the standard procedure of
looking to the manager to plan everything out in fine detail, assign
responsibility, and obtain the needed resources, just send out an
invitation to anybody who might care. You will be surprised who
shows up, for in addition to the “usual suspects” (members of the
group), you are likely to find new people with different ideas. They
might be customers looking for a better product or employees in a
neighboring workgroup who will have to interface with the project,
for better or worse. There may even be a few people who show up
for no apparent reason. I understand that such an admixture of folks
may seem a little odd compared to the normal way of doing things,

but in Open Space strangers quickly become partners.

More to the point, the diverse mixture of people united by a
common concern for the project is very likely to produce extremely
robust results. Having customers present can save a lot of time when
it becomes clear that the first-take idea on how to proceed may look
elegant on paper but won't work for whatever reason with the end
user. To be sure you might achieve something of the same result
with customer surveys and focus groups, but how much more effi-
cient it would be to short circuit the whole process and have the

customer present and part of the design team?

The same sort of thing can also be said for the employees of the
neighboring work group. You could go ahead, do the design, create
the project, and just send it along to that other work group. But if

there are problems, you are back to square one. In addition it is
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probable that some degree of ill will has been generated along the
way. After all they didn't like what we did. And now we have that
wonderful we/they situation, which should provide all the necessary
ammunition for a good, extended argument. How much better and

simpler to start out as a “we?”

And when it comes to getting organized, even with this disparate
group of people, that is a no-brainer. After all, how difficult can it be
to sit in a circle, create a bulletin board, open a marketplace, and go

to work?

The truth of the matter is that you don't really need to go
through all the formalities, as simple as they may be, because the
basic principles will apply in a variety of situations. Some years ago,
I had the privilege of working with a very large (and old) nonprofit
organization. Over the years (almost one hundred years) they had
delivered outstanding services to their clientele. However the years
had taken their toll, and a creeping bureaucracy had ossified into an
unworkable morass, made all the more painful by constant bickering
and argument. It was time for a change, and the organization
opened space for five hundred of it most vociferous and dedicated
people. The occasion was intense, to say the least, but the result was
outstanding. A whole new sense of mission and purpose emerged
which would require a substantial alteration in the organizational
structure to be effective. Much of that structure was also created
during the Open Space, but it would take another two years before

it was all worked out.

During that two-year period, there were occasions when old
habits reappeared, and it sometimes seemed that the entire effort
was in jeopardy. At such times a wonderful lady, who had been in

the forefront of the entire adventure, told me that she had discov-
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ered a powerful mantra which got her through on every occasion.
The mantra was, “Keep your Space Open!” Just as she found her self
reaching for the considerable power and authority which the organi-
zation had vested in her to quell an incipient rebellion, she would
utter her mantra. She would invite the disputants to share their con-
cerns until it became apparent that they had a common larger con-
cern, and then in the circle of their sometimes very passionate con-
versations they would find the common ground of understanding.

But you had to keep the space open. Seemed to work every time.
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Chapter >< I

Unexpected Gifts: Leadership,
Performance, Peace

hen first I created Open Space Technology in 1985 my inten-
Wtion was only to find a way towards meetings that had the
energy of a good coffee break combined with the substance of a
carefully prepared agenda. The eighty-five brave souls who initially
experienced Open Space while attending the Third Annual Interna-
tional Symposium on Organization Transformation in Monterey, Cal-
ifornia, appeared to confirm that the objectives had been achieved,
but nobody seemed particularly impressed. Open Space was effective

and fun, but beyond that, not much of note.

Now, some twenty years later, with thousands of applications in
multiple countries it remains true that Open Space is effective and
fun. But the production of better meetings may well be the least of
the benefits. Unexpected gifts have appeared over the years: leader-
ship in a new key, high performance, and perhaps most remarkable-
peace when you might least expect it. | have called these unexpected
gifts for the simple reason that there had been no special effort to
find or produce any of them, and indeed the fact of their arrival

only became clear after a number of years opening space.

In what follows | have described the unexpected gifts of Open
Space in only the barest of details. My intention is neither proof nor

a full exploration, for quite obviously the subjects of leadership, high
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performance, and peace are massively complex, and the final chapter
of a small book is insufficient for anything of the sort. Rather my
hope is to alert you to some possibilities, and to invite you to join
what has become a marvelous, ongoing natural experiment. As you
open space in your world for your organizations, I know you will
experience a rich and productive manner of meeting. I also believe
you will come to see leadership, high performance, and peacemak-
ing in some new ways. But of course, that is an experiment you will
have to run for yourself. I might add that I have written a book on
each of the three (see the Resource Section at the conclusion of the
book) which you may find of interest, but at the end of the day your

own experience will be your teacher.

Leadership

Leaders and leadership have, for obvious reasons, been a source of
continuing discussion, if only because it seems that each age
requires a different style and quality, but with the common goal of
enhancing organizational performance. Leadership may doubtless be
defined in a multitude of ways, but at the simplest level it is that
capacity to identify a useful goal and enable its achievement. Leaders
are people who do this on some regular basis. If they do it often
enough and well enough such people may receive a title, such as
president, director-even manager. But it should be noted that the
power does not reside in the title, but rather in the underlying
capacity. Indeed we get into a wretched amount of trouble if we

confuse the two-title and capacity.

Our age has been no exception. As the level of participatory col-

laboration increased, driven in part by the democratic ideals
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espoused in the west, and also by the heightened connectivity of our
electronic age, the role model provided by the Genghis Khans of the
world seems less than adequate. Michael Maccoby, in his seminal
book, The Leader (Simon and Schuster, 1981), amongst others, sent us
in some new and interesting directions which emphasized collegial-
ity, respect, and collaboration. Although many people listened to this
evolving discussion with a high degree of skepticism, it was also true
the examples of such “new leaders” could be found, and even the
skeptics had to admit that in terms of organizational effectiveness

and productivity what they were doing seemed to work.

There was a problem, however, in that such new leaders often
appeared as happenstantial oddities. And if their tribe was ever to
increase, ways had to be found to bring the new leadership beyond
the level of serendipitous occurrence. Creating theoretical models
and describing natural occurrences are useful starting points, but
neither one, in and of itself, will bring a new leader into existence.
The next step was obviously to design training programs and associ-
ated exercises, which have all appeared in abundance during the

past several decades.

The place of Open Space in the evolving leadership discussion is
a curious one. As the years went by, it became apparent that leader-
ship of the sort many people were looking for simply showed up
every time space was opened—without intention, anticipation, or
special effort. In a word, it just happened. In fact the arrival of this
“new leadership” was so subtle that some people never noticed it
and even thought that Open Space ran without the benefit of lead-
ership. It is absolutely true that no single person or small group
“leads” the affair in the sense that a plan or agenda is created in

advance to guide the group, and that during the event no effort is
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made to implement that plan (which of course does not exist). The
simple fact of the matter is that should an outsider visit the group
and ask the apparently reasonable question, “Who is in charge?” the
truthful answer would be, nobody. For sure there is a single facilita-
tor, but except for first fifteen minutes, his or her observable func-
tion ranges from minimal to invisible. For all pretenses and pur-
poses, the event runs all by itself, and so in terms of a more tradi-

tional understanding of leadership there is none.

However, it is also true that the essential functions of leadership
are obviously fulfilled: objectives are established and people work
towards them in (usually) a meaningful and productive fashion. This
would suggest that even though leadership was not dressed in its

usual trappings, it was very much present in new form.

What is the genesis of this new form of leadership? One might
suspect special training or special people. But the fact of the matter
is that Open Space requires no prior training for the participants. As
for special people, that too appears rather unlikely if only because
Open Space has now been used so many times in so many places
that any unique Open Space “ability” appears to wash out in the
sheer numbers. Unless of course all people are special, which is
doubtless true. So the question remains—what is the genesis of this

new leadership?

A clue, but only a clue, comes from the way in which all Open
Spaces begin with the invitation to participants to identify any issue
or opportunity related to their major concern for which they have
real passion (they care about it), and for which they will take
responsibility. Such issues then become the focal point of the emerg-

ing groups in which the work will be done. Each group has a
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convener—-one might say leader. /f would seem therefore that leadership
emerges at the convergence of passion and responsibility. Passion alone is gen-
crally a flash in the pan. A fire of short duration. Responsibility
alone is dreadfully dull. But when passion and responsibility unite
good things usually happen, and I would argue, leadership is born.
Doubtless there is much more to be said and done about effective
and sustainable leadership, but the intersection of passion and

responsibility seems like a great place to start.

There is an additional gift to be received from the emergence of
leadership in Open Space, and that is the experience of it. Much ink
and doubtless no small amount of blood has been spilt arguing for
an enlightened form of leadership, one which goes beyond the usual
command and control. However, for many people it remains an
argument which does not convince. And unconvinced, they never
try, believing firmly that such enlightened leadership is a new age
phantasm. In short, it can’t work, so it never does. Of course, there
are other people, who for reasons of their own need for control are
desperately afraid that it might work. But the net result is the same.
Enlightened leadership (if that is what it should be called) remains
only an interesting concept, a mere theoretical possibility. Open

Space changes all of that.

Without special preparation and despite all predictions to the
contrary, effective leadership in a mode vastly different from the
standard model happens. Not just occasionally. Not just serendipi-
tously, but in thousands of situations for millions of people over the
course of twenty years—it happens. No longer an argument, concept,

or theory. It is an experience to be dealt with as you choose.
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High Performance

My original expectation for Open Space was that it might be a great
coffee break, a time and place for good conversations and lots of
connections. That expectation has been fully realized, with some sur-
prising additions. A coffee break, by custom and definition, is a
moment for relaxation—a break from work, so to speak. It turns out
that the Open Space coffee break can turn into a real bechive of

activity to say nothing of surprising performance and productivity.

The realization of the productive side of Open Space did not
come quickly, if only because that for the first five years, space was
opened only occasionally as the modus operandi of the continuing
Annual Symposiums on Organization Transformation. Those who
gathered for these events came for the spirited discussions and colle-
gial relationships, to say nothing of the fact that each affair was a
great deal of fun. But “doing something” as in creating a specific

product was not on the agenda.

This started to change in 1989 when I was consulting with the
Dacron™ Division of the Dupont Corporation. It seemed that the
economics of making Dacron™ had turned against its inventor and
major producer. Other corporations could make it faster and
cheaper, and the patents were about to expire. The question was
could Dupont effectively compete or should it choose just to leave
the market. This question put a very high priority item on the plates
of the group of polymer chemists who had created Dacron™ in the
first place and had supported its manufacture ever after. Make it
better, faster, and cheaper—or face the prospect that the life work for

many of them would be at an end. And there was a very small
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window in time, something like two months. What they needed,

they thought was breakthrough research—very quickly!

My client asked me if I had any idea how they might achieve
the needed results, and I had to confess that while I could think of
processes that might work, they would all require much more time
than was available. There was, however, one possibility which |
could not really recommend if only because I had never tried it in
such a situation. I am not quite sure why I suggested Open Space
except probably as a desperation move. I described what Open
Space was, and how it worked. I also suggested that they should
think very hard about all other possibilities, leaving Open Space for
the end of the line.

As luck would have it, the other possibilities evaporated, the
choice fell to Open Space, and on the appointed day 175 polymer
chemists and staff found themselves sitting in a circle, creating a
bulletin board, opening a marketplace, and going to work. I am not
at all sure what they thought was going to happen, and I certainly
didn't have a clue. However the level of productive activity quickly
increased to such a point that I am not really sure that they gave
much thought to anything other than the work at hand. For myself,
I could only sit there and scratch my head. In all honesty, nothing in

my prior experience could explain what was occurring.

It would not be fair to say that all problems were solved during
that Open Space, but by the conclusion it was very clear that major
progress had been made, and the fact that Dacron™ continues in the
Dupont line of products suggests that something definitely worked.
However, the apparent success at Dupont did little to increase my

understanding of what had worked and how all that had happened.
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If the Dupont experi-
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of-a-kind phenomenon it = \
might have been attribut- 4 .‘/ o
able to a freaky weather / )

pattern or outstanding ( N
luck. However, similar sit- ‘_.'\-:) )
-~ \\

uations continued to ;. /
appear. Boeing Aircraft, for . //""
example, had the need to ~

redesign the way it manu-

factured doors for airplanes. For a variety of reasons this redesign
had to take place in a very short period of time, not unlike Dupont.
Some twenty-five thousand people in five countries made the doors
for Boeing planes. Normal procedure for such a redesign could take
up to two years, if everything went almost perfectly. That time was
not available, and so some five hundred Boeing engineers, execu-
tives, managers, and technicians found themselves sitting in a circle,
creating a bulletin board, and going to work. Two days later, accord-
ing to their own reports, they had in hand the essential elements of
the redesign. To be sure it wasn't “pretty,” laid out in all the detailed
drawings and multicolored presentations, but the first cut had been
taken, and there was apparently sufficient time to complete the
details. Clearly this was performance at a level that nobody (and cer-

tainly myself) could have expected or predicted. But it happened.

The story does not end with Boeing. In 1995, AT&T was in the
process of designing the corporate pavilion for the 1996 Olympics, to
be held in Atlanta, Georgia. Over the course of ten months an expert

team of architects, exhibit producers, publicists, and security people
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worked very hard to produce a completed design. They succeeded
only to discover that plans had changed. Originally the pavilion was
to be sited at the edge of the Global Village where an estimated five
thousand people might enjoy it on a daily basis. However, the
Olympic Committee invited AT&T to occupy a new site at the very
center of the Global Village. Since AT&T was about to spend
$200,000,000 for one thing—exposure—accepting that invitation did
not take a second thought. However, there was a problem at the new
site: anticipated daily attendance zoomed to seventy-five thousand.
Needless to say the original design would not be adequate for a fif-
teenfold increase of visitors. To further complicate the situation, the
calendar had now moved along to November, and the Olympics
effectively started in June (you should at least have your buildings).
Seven months were remaining, the building still had to be built, and
everybody knew on the basis of their prior experience that the
design process alone would consume ten months. Clearly the
Olympics would be history before the first shovel full of earth had

been turned.

Twenty-three anxious and confused people found themselves
sitting in a circle looking at each other and a blank wall with noth-
ing but a few hand-lettered signs announcing Four Principles and a
curious Law of Two Feet. Considering the gravity of the situation, the
circumstances appeared outrageous, and anger began to replace
anxiety and confusion. Things did not get any better when a gentle-

man none had ever seen before (me) said, “Welcome to Open Space!

Forty-eight hours later, the situation was markedly different.
Starting with a completely blank sheet of paper (literally) a totally
new design had been created down to the level of working architec-

tural drawings. What this design may have lacked in terms of polish
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and finish, it more than made up for with practicality. Everyone
agreed that the design would work for the occasion. They also
agreed that aesthetically it was a vast improvement over its prede-
cessor. And finally, the whole (new) project was actually ahead of the
old one, for as the designing had gone on, cell phones were busy

ordering up supplies and materials.

By the end there was only the silence of satisfaction interrupted
by Russ Natoce, the AT&T executive responsible for the pavilion,
who could be heard muttering to himself “It's magic” I sincerely
doubt that magic had any part in the business, except possibly for
the magic which appears when human beings perform at superior
levels. I must also make clear that not every Open Space produces
such obvious and dramatic results, if only because not every Open
Space occurs in such critical situations with such clear points of
comparison in terms of previous experience. That said, what hap-
pened with Dupont, Boeing, and AT&T is not unique, and when you
are able to accomplish in two days what you absolutely knew would
take ten months, I believe it fair to say that we are in the presence

of genuine high performance.

At the beginning of this chapter I indicated that no attempt
would be made to fully describe, explain, or prove the connection
between Open Space and leadership, high performance, and peace.
Rather, it is my hope that you might accept all of this as an invitation
to try it out for your self, to become part of what has turned out to
be a wonderful experiment. I do not think you will be disappointed,
and then I hope you may be tempted to look beyond the immediate
results, as satisfying as they may be, towards what for me is the most
intriguing question: How could something so simple (Open Space) do

so much? What is the operative means or mechanism that powers
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Open Space? And if we were to discover that mechanism, would it be
possible to move beyond the limited confines of an Open Space
event to apply our new knowledge to broader field of human
endeavor? We will return to those questions in the final chapter, but

first a look at the final unexpected gift: peace.

Peace and Peacemaking

As the years passed and the use of Open Space spread across coun-
tries and cultures, a pattern of results began to emerge. It is true that
the specific outcomes from each Open Space varied wildly depend-
ing on the interest and intent of the participants; nevertheless, cer-
tain behavioral characteristics appeared as constants. One of these

characteristics I call Genuine Community.

Genuine Community may be compared to the sort of false com-
munity that often appears in organizations and other shorter term
gatherings. For example at the annual office Christmas party (or its
equivalent) the boss may heard proudly proclaiming that, “We are
all one happy family” But everybody knows that this family status
must be part of the Strategic Plan because it has little connection to

current reality.

The experience in Open Space is rather different, even radically
different. Groups of people who have come together for some com-
mon purpose, but who have never met previously and certainly not
at a personal level, typically treat each other as friends by the con-
clusion. And it is quite likely that in the closing circle mention will
be made of this fact. A common phrase is, “I feel like I have come
home” One might chalk this up to hyperbole, but if so it is an

hyperbole which has assumed the status of commonplace. One
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might expect reactions such as this in groups that have come
together for the specific purpose of community building, but in the
vast majority of cases the groups have assembled for some more
mundane purpose, such as building airplane doors or Olympic
pavilions. And they, like all other Open Space groups simply sat in a
circle, created a bulletin board, opened a marketplace, and went to

work. Not a community-building exercise in sight!

The appearance of sense of community in working groups may
be atypical, particularly in the short time frame afforded by an Open
Space, but it would seem to have little to do with peace and peace-
making. However, when the participants in the assembled group
have a long history of conflict and misunderstanding—to say nothing
of war—-the situation becomes rather different. And it is a fact.
Groups with precisely that history will often (always in my experi-

ence) demonstrate exactly the same characteristics.

Several years ago a group of fifty Palestinians and Israelis came
to Rome at the invitation of the Italian government. The purpose of
their visit was to engage the issues and each other in the search for
ways to “end the cycle of violence” Those in attendance were not the
usual crowd of “peaceniks’—indeed just the opposite, including an
Israeli general and representation from the Palestinian Authority

security services. They met in Open Space.

They began, as all Open Space groups begin, sitting in a circle,
but it was hardly a circle of close friends. Shortly before their arrival
in Rome yet another “incident” had taken place, and people had been
killed. Whether the deaths were Jewish, Palestinian, or both, T don’t
remember, and at some level it didn't seem to make much difference.

The level of suspicion, distrust, anxiety, and despair in that circle was
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palpable. However, in short order the participants filled an available
wall with the issues of the day as they saw them-all the issues, and

most particularly the hard ones. And then they went to work.

For the next forty-eight hours working groups convened, and
discussions begun in one place carried over to others throughout the
meals and the evening hours. The conversations were intense, and
on more than a few occasions, very loud and filled with conflicted
emotion. Yet as heated as it was, there was never a moment when [
felt the necessity to intervene. Not that my intervention could possi-
bly have done any good for I understood neither the languages nor
the issues. But more to the point, there was no reason. The people

worked it all out for themselves.

On the morning of the third day fifty Palestinians and Israelis
gathered in a circle for the last time. This was the moment of closing
and reflection. For the next two-and-a-half hours the people shared
their thoughts and hopes as the talking stick made its way around
the circle. And it wasn't just “any” talking stick, but one which

seemed especially appropriate to the occasion.

We were meeting in a five-hundred-year-old estate with its own
olive grove. As I walked the grounds in the early morning preparing
for the final session I found myself in that grove and took a fresh
branch. In the moment I wondered whether my choice was really
wise, but I needn’t have worried. For people who live in other parts
of the world, an olive branch looks like any other branch, with no
special significance. But for the people sitting in that circle, an olive
branch is very familiar, and its significance well known. As the olive
branch passed from person to person it seemingly reflected and per-

haps enhanced the profound feelings of that moment.
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How different it was from the first circle, only a brief two days
before. Somehow the sense of hopelessness and despair had dissi-
pated. To be sure, peace had not broken out in the Middle East, but
peace of a profound sort was made manifest in that circle. People
spoke from the heart about the deep divides that remained, but they
did so with respect, occasionally tears, and sometimes laughter. At
the end, some two-and-one-half hours from the moment I first

passed the olive branch, that same branch came back to my hand.

The Imam of Rome, the spiritual leader of the Muslim commu-
nity in that eternal city, had joined us for the last day at the invita-
tion of his friend, a senior Rabbi from Israel. I invited the Imam to
say something if he so chose. Slowly he stood in the circle and let
his eyes trace its circumference, and then he said, “The Koran teaches
us that to kill one person is to kill the world. To save one person is

to save the world. We have a lot of work to do” And he sat down.

Silence of a sort found only in Holy Places seemed to envelope
that place and people, and after what seemed like an eternity, the
people rose as one. Then a most amazing thing happened. Peera
Chodorov, adviser for the (Israeli) Minister of Foreign Affairs recalled

the moment.

The visual memory etched in my mind: smiling people,
embracing, even kissing, a certain sense of intimacy in the
“Open Space!” I pray that we shall be able to safeguard this
initial start, and succeed in imparting it to more and more

people! (Quoted with permission.)
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What Next?

fter twenty-two years and counting, I cannot deny a deep sense
Aof wonder and gratitude for this curious thing we have called
Open Space Technology. More particularly I am profoundly thankful
for the multitude of people who have seen fit to join me for what
has turned out to be a marvelous adventure. It is said that I am the
creator of Open Space Technology, which 1 suppose is literally true,
but in all honesty it has never really felt that way. In fact OST is the
product of collaborative creation with thousands of people involved.
We have all learned from each other as we pushed the boundaries

and shared the experience.

Earlier in this book I attempted to give an accounting of the expe-
riences and sources which led me to Open Space Technology (see page
?). My debt to the people of Balamah and their appreciation for the
circle is a deep one, and there is no question that the days [ was priv-
ileged to spend as their guest left a profound impression. However, 1
have to admit that the account given of the genesis of Open Space
was done with all the wisdom of hindsight, and that in the moment,
the experience was rather different. It might be assumed that Open
Space Technology emerged from my mind by way of deep study and
careful design. In fact it came all in a rush, assisted no doubt by the
several martinis | was enjoying on an early spring evening as | was

considering what we might do when the Third Annual International
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Symposium on Organization Transformation convened. [ was very
clear that I had neither the time nor the patience to build the confer-
ence in the traditional way with speakers and panels, breakout groups
and plenary sessions, all planned with careful exactitude. Especially
after it had become clear from the first symposium that the most
engaging parts were the coffee breaks. I had no darity, however, about
what we would do for the third iteration—until it just became obvious.
Sit in a circle, create a bulletin board, open a marketplace, and go to
work. It seemed like a good idea at the time, and besides the gin had

run out. All the rest is history.

And what a history it has been! I will accept the designation,
“creator of Open Space Technology, but the truth of the matter is
that I feel that I am the creature of Open Space. Not in the sense
that my association with that ridiculously simple approach to better
meetings has provided me with some degree of professional recogni-
tion, which I suppose it has, but in the much deeper sense that this
twenty-year journey has brought me face to face with aspects of
myself and my world which I never knew existed. The fact that
many colleagues tell me that they too have had a similar experience
suggests that this is more than one man’s story. And the answer to
the question, “What Next?” may therefore have broader implications
and applications than to become a coda for one person’s profes-

sional life and a methodology for meeting.

Dealing with the question of “What Next?” requires a brief return
to the past. When I did the first Open Space in 1985 it “worked” in
the sense that eighty-five people constructed an agenda for a four-
day gathering in two hours with little fuss and no argument. A year
later 150 people, gathered for the Fourth Symposium, had a similar

experience, although the organizing time was cut in half. For the
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next several Symposia, Open Space continued to work and was pro-
ductive of deep intense conversations, to say nothing of no small
amount of fun. This would seem to be good news indeed, but there
was one small problem. Open Space as we were doing it (and it has-
n't changed from that time) violated every single principle and prac-
tice that I knew about in regard to the management and organiza-

tion of meetings.

Everybody “knew” that a large group of people could not pro-
ceed in a productive fashion without a carefully designed conference
structure, prepared agenda, substantial facilitation, and the constant
ministrations of a conference management committee, which was
prepared to change structure, agenda, and facilitation modes as the
conference played out. All the books said so, beginning perhaps with
the 1982 How to Make Meetings Work by Michael Doyle and David
Straus, followed by an infinite number of subsequent books. Train-
ing programs abounded to prepare facilitators, and a multitude of
professionals earned their living doing all of the above. How could
they be wrong? And if they weren’t wrong, how could Open Space
possibly do what it did?

Searching for meaningful answers here has taken me into what |
can only describe as a marvelous, ongoing natural experiment. We
had a clear definition of the experimental conditions, what I have
previously referred to as the conditions of use for Open Space (real
business issue, complexity, diversity, and so on). There was also a
clearly defined procedure (sit in a circle, create a bulletin board...).

But what was the hypothesis?

A simple hypothesis might be something like: Human beings in

Open Space will perform at superior levels relative to their expectations and prior
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experience provided the experimental conditions are present and the procedure fol-
lowed. Given the number of times Open Space has been utilized
(sixty thousand and counting) and the results achieved, it would
appear that we are well on the way to something approaching proof.
But I find that hypothesis rather boring, and more to the point it
doesn’t lead us to the deeper, and [ think, more interesting question:
Why does Open Space work anyhow? How could something so sim-

ple do so much?

The short answer is that Open Space works because self-organi-
zation works. At least that is the conclusion I have reached after
some fifteen years’ wondering how this little marvel manages to do

what it does.

Self-organization is a phenomenon described early on by Ilya
Prigogene and his colleagues, in which systems (in this case chemical
systems) achieve new and higher orders of complexity (organization)
in response to environmental shifts. And significantly, they do this

all by themselves—hence, self-organization.

Subsequent work in a variety of fields has deepened our under-
standing of the phenomenon even if it does little to resolve the mys-
tery. Somehow self-organization seems counterintuitive, even wrong,
especially to those who are sure they have done the organizing. Of
particular assistance in terms of my own understanding is biologist,
Stuart Kauffman, who has identified what he feels to be certain
essential preconditions, which if present, enable self-organization to
take place. No fuss, no bother—"Order for free,” as he says with

mantra-like regularity in his book At Home in the Universe.

It appears to me that (quite serendipitously) I just managed to hit

upon the critical preconditions for self-organization when Open
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Space Technology first appeared. Doubtless the gin helped, and in
any event | have found no other explanation that makes any sense.
Describing the connections and logic of my conclusion is more than
I can do in this brief final chapter. However, I have devoted three
books and several papers (see Resource Section) to that effort, which
you may consult for the details. So back to the original question:
Why does Open Space Technology work? It works because self-orga-

nization works.

Solving the mystery of Open Space Technology may be interest-
ing, but hardly significant. At least #4¢ significance pales in my mind
when compared to the larger possibilities inherent in the connection
with self-organization. If we are to believe the growing consensus in
the scientific community that the power of self-organization under-
lies the emergence of the entire cosmos from the moment of the Big
Bang until this present instant, that power is one to be reckoned
with indeed. And to the extent that Open Space Technology has pro-
vided a window into the operation of that power at the level of
human systems (people organized to do something) we are afforded
the opportunity to learn how we might most effectively live with
that power and perhaps even utilize it in the service of our common

endeavors.

I grant that the language and logic of the preceding paragraph
may be a little dense, but it can all be stated much more directly. In
the preceding chapter I described certain “unexpected gifts” from
Open Space: leadership, performance, and peace. If it now turns out
that the operative mechanism in Open Space is none other than the
primordial power of self-organization it becomes clear that the
source of those unexpected gifts is not Open Space, but the power

that lies behind it. It would also make sense to get rid of the middle
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man (Open Space), and go right to the source. In a world struggling
to find effective leadership, enhanced human performance, and per-
haps above all peace. it could turn out that all three are the natural
concomitants of well-functioning, self-organizing systems. In a word,
there is nothing to do, train, organize, or create. We need only to be
fully, consciously, and intentionally what we already are individually

and collectively—-self-organizing systems.

I suspect that I may well have exceeded whatever level of credi-
bility you have accorded me. Certainly I do not expect that you will
accept what I have just said uncritically. Just the opposite. My dear-
est hope is that you will find yourself engaged in the same natural
experiment I feel privileged to have participated in. Perhaps you will
confirm my findings. Hopefully you will expand them. Then again
your experience may be vastly different and my conclusions may be

negated, but that is the nature of an experiment.

Some years ago, somebody asked me what my vision or hope
for Open Space Technology might be. My response was that I hoped
it would become rather like accounting—something we all had to do;
important, but no big deal. T still think that analogy works to a
point, but I would like to go further. It now seems clear to me that
Open Space Technology is, at best, a halfway technology, something

that we can use until we don't need it anymore.

Some of my colleagues came up with an even better image. They
have likened Open Space to training wheels on a youngster's bicycle.
The kid needs them when first learning to ride, but the whole objec-
tive is to get rid of the training wheels as quickly as possible and
ride the bike the way it is supposed to be ridden. I think that image

fits Open Space perfectly. For the moment it is very useful as a
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“training environment” for learning how to live fully, effectively, and
with deep meaning in a totally self-organizing world. But there will
come a time when we can do it all by ourselves. At that point we

will be able to throw away the training wheels and have the ride of

our lives.
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Additional Resources

OSLIST Perhaps the greatest resource available to anybody interested
in Open Space is the combined knowledge and experience of the
thousands of fellow facilitators around the world. It has been a basic
principle of the Open Space Community from the very beginning
that we will all share what we have been learning, and that sharing
has taken place in abundance. A record of that knowledge base will
be found on the OSLIST. OSLIST is a simple listserve supported by
Boise State University. The conversation has been ongoing for more
than twelve years, and it is all archived, searchable, and the elec-
tronic home of more than five hundred colleagues worldwide who
will be delighted to share their knowledge and answer your ques-
tions. OSLIST is free; to join go to:
http://listserv.boisestate.edu/archives/oslist.html.

Open Space Institutes Open Space Institutes have been created in

a number of countries. All are very informal non-organizations

who gather from time to time in what we call OSONOS-Open Space
on Open Space. There you will find colleagues with all levels of
experience who meet to share that experience. As you might expect
there will be no speeches, presented papers, or panel discussions,.
just a lot of Open Space filled with many rich gifts. To find the
several Institutes you might start with the US variety by going to
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www . openspaceworld.org. There you will find a listing of all

the others.

Google Open Space Technology Google, as well as the other search
engines, does a marvelous job searching out useful material. My last
trip yielded 205,000,000 hits, so there is more than enough to keep

you busy, and needless to say I haven't read them all.

Additional Books and Papers

This is scarcely a full bibliography on Open Space and may seem a
bit ingenuous, as I have listed only my own. However, | would like
to believe that this list will be more than sufficient to get you
started, and it will certainly open the possibility of thinking about
Open Space Technology as something more than a useful approach

to the facilitation of good meetings.

Expanding Our Now: The Story of Open Space Technology,

Berrett-Koehler, 1997

The Spirit of Leadership, Berrett-Koehler, 1999.

The Power of Spirit: How Organizations Transform Berrett-Koehler, 2000.
The Practice of Peace, Human Systems Dynamics Institute, 2003.

Wave Riders: Leveraging the Power of Self Organization for Higher Performance,
Berrett-Koehler, Fall 2008.

All the books listed above are currently in print or soon will be.
There are several more books and multiple papers now out of
print which are available as PDF files on my website

WWW .openspaceworld.com.

Failing everything else, send me an email. I always love to hear from

people and promise to answer my mail. hhowen@verizon.net.
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