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P R E F A C EPreface
to the Second Edition

Welcome to the second edition of Future Search. This book is
a guide for people seeking sustainable action on common
ground in organizations and communities. Future search is a
large group planning meeting that brings a “whole system”
into the room to work on a task-focused agenda. The meeting
is based on a simple notion: if we want dramatic new action
plans, we need to use structures and processes equal to our
aspirations. Such aspirations – sometimes labeled “cultural
transformation” or “paradigm shift” – seem abstract, elusive,
and hard to initiate. They can, however, be experienced and
used to practical advantage within 48 hours, by those willing
to work under a set of conditions that we will describe in this
book.
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Why Future Search?
As a society we have painted ourselves into a technologi-

cal corner. We have more ways to do things than ever before.
Yet a lot of what matters to us is not getting done, despite the
large sums we spend on public and corporate business. Our
computers get faster every year. Yet our psyches are not swift
enough to keep up with them. Our information on a vast
array of human concerns far exceeds our ability to interpret
or act on them. The more we learn, the more helpless we feel.
Cars get faster and we sit in traffic jams. We spend a fortune
on medical care, but not everybody has coverage and those
who do may lose it when they need it most. Many of us fill
jobs where we can’t use the brains we were born with, or live
in communities where we feel helpless to influence public
policy. We experience high walls between haves and have
nots, experts and amateurs, leaders and followers. As a
society we suffer isolation, cynicism, and a sense that the
world is spinning out of control.

In future search people have a chance to take down the
walls and assume more control of their future. Many partici-
pants welcome the chance to take responsibility and to learn
and work with people from other walks of life. People are
always more secure knowing first hand where others stand,
and may begin in this setting to accept differences – in
background, viewpoints, and values – as realities to be lived
with, not problems to be solved. Many people start to revise
their stereotypes as they embrace new working coalitions.
They discover resources in themselves and others that they
didn’t know were there. Surprising projects become possible.
Future search is a simple meeting structure with profound
implications for organizations and communities everywhere.

Our intent with the first edition was to make this way of
working easily available. We acted in the belief that well-
motivated people with group experience and courage would
run successful future searches without long apprenticeships
or immersion in complex theories – if they stuck to basic
conditions for success. More, we acted from a deep belief that
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the world is changing too fast for experts, even those who put
on conferences. We need to act now with whatever we have
if we wish to make the world a better place. We need methods
that ordinary citizens can apply.

Our faith has been more than confirmed by the work
ordinary citizens are doing in diverse cultures everywhere.
Since the 1995 edition, future search has gone around the
world. People in Africa, Asia, Australia, Europe, and North
and South America now use its core principles to plan and
implement cooperative projects across boundaries of geogra-
phy, organization, culture, class, race, age, and gender The
dissemination of future search validates our faith in open
systems, democratic structures, and the innate wisdom of
people everywhere to find community by doing valued tasks
together.

Future Search As Learning Laboratory
We continue to view future search as a living process, not

a done deal. Indeed, so many people now use the basic prin-
ciples to do such a wide variety of tasks, and so much has
been learned since 1995, we decided that a new edition was
called for to bring our learning up to date. We have learned,
for example, a great deal about the conditions for success in
short, task-focused meetings where the stakes are high and
the future uncertain. We also have learned a bit about the
vagaries of global change, especially how each of us can
participate in the big issues of our time by doing what is
doable where we live. We are especially concerned with
discovering ways of working that are congruent with our
aspirations for a better society.

In refining our philosophy of facilitation we have learned
a lot about ourselves and how we help or hinder people from
discovering what they really want to do together. We have
learned that if we help participants validate each others’
reality, they will stay connected and do what needs to be
done.

We have learned that each of us has very different maps in
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our heads about how the world works, and that groups have
to discover their own in “real time” if they are going to stay
connected. The more diverse a group the less likely that any
one conceptual model will help. They gain more dialoguing
their way to shared understandings. We also have learned
more about the conditions under which future search is not
likely to lead to action; there is no mystery about this. With-
out leadership, resources and interdependent participants,
social change efforts go nowhere.

These are necessary though not sufficient conditions. To
experience significant constructive change in a relatively
short time also requires a leap into uncharted territory that
not everyone is ready to take. For example, we often include
total strangers or people with a history of conflict. We open
the door to people’s diverse agendas. Groups may generate
confusing and contradictory information. As a facilitators,
we do not strive to reduce complexity to a few manageable
issues, to resolve disagreements, or to solve long-standing
problems.

Instead, we set up a series of open dialogues. We encour-
age listening, and understanding what others are saying. We
work towards the discovery and use of common agendas and
shared ideals rather than the replaying of old patterns of
interaction. People discover what they are ready, willing,
and able to do now, without further talk, training, or re-
sources. Under these conditions many people make choices
previously unavailable.

Learning to Find Common Ground
There are many advantages to having a diverse group to

plan and act together on a common future. Not the least is a
shared picture of reality that no participants had when they
came through the door. Freed from problem solving and
conflict managing, focusing for the first time on the same
world, many people discover a new freedom to make things
happen. Because the right people are in the room, they see
faster follow through.
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Future search highlights the dynamics of an emotional
roller-coaster ride, inevitable in any high stakes meeting, that
helps people move together toward greater hope, reality,
mutual support, creative ideas, and shared responsibility. To
engage in a series of dialogues embracing both hope and
despair is to discover that we have real choices. We can throw
up our hands and run. We can choose the path of social,
technological, and economic innovation. Paradoxically, many
task-focused meeting methods aim at eliminating or avoid-
ing anxiety, often through detailed data analysis. In a future
search, anxiety becomes an energy source. We treat it as a fact
of life, not as a problem solvable with more (or less) data.

Who Can Benefit From Future Search?
We have written our book with certain readers in mind. If

you are responsible for the future of your organization or
community, you will find here a structure and process that
have helped many others do good planning in problematic
situations. You will learn the origins and dynamics of the
meeting, the careful planning and facilitating required, and
the potential for working with issues that have no easy
answers. If you own or manage a business you will learn how
to speed up action and commitment in your firm if you are
willing to embrace diverse participation and an open-ended
agenda as keys to success.

If you are a veteran large group facilitator, you can use this
book to compare our experiences with yours and to broaden
your action repertoire. If you are new to large group facilita-
tion, you can use it as a reference for planning your learning
needs (perhaps with a mentor or in a public workshop). And
facilitators and consultants, whatever their experience, may
find here the rationale, and therefore the courage, to say “no”
to requests for service that they believe will fall short of their
own and their clients’ expectations.

Finally, if you are on a future search steering committee,
you will discover why the success of your conference de-
pends mainly on your decisions about who, what, when and
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where. All readers will get an inside view of the nuts, bolts,
and dynamic issues they can expect to encounter, with many
concrete examples. In particular, we will show you that
success in a future search is not in the techniques but in the
principles and values that govern its management.

Still, you need techniques to begin with. This book dis-
plays ours and tells how we learned them.*

Three Aspects of Future Search
We think of future search as having three aspects: a

meeting design based on core principles; a philosophy and
theory of facilitation; and a global change strategy that any-
one can join.

Future search at its simplest is a design for an unusually-
effective action planning meeting. We have based it on four
principles derived from our study of relevant theory and
practice in leadership, group dynamics, and community and
organization development going back 60 years. We also have
made a central feature of our work a philosophy and theory
of facilitation that enables significant dialogue in a short time
and a high level of participant cooperation and responsibility
for action.

Our underlying design principles, in particular the con-
cepts of “whole system in the room,” and “exploring the
whole before acting on any part,” are at the heart of the
design’s success. Finally, and most importantly, we view
future search as a global change strategy that anybody can
join. We say this because you do not need to master high level
abstractions or complex theories and change strategies. All
you need do is learn to run a short, task-oriented planning
meeting without cutting corners.

Origins of This Book
This book started as a half a dozen flip charts in an

experimental workshop. In 1991, Gil Levin, director of Cape

*In addition, we have created videotapes which show the ups and downs
of future search in various settings. Available from Blue Sky Productions,
1-800 358-0022.
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Cod Institute of the Albert Einstein College of Medicine,
offered us a chance to present our methods. His offer raised
several dilemmas. First, we knew how to organize future
searches, but had never run a future search seminar. We had
doubts that our method was teachable. Believing in experi-
enced-based learning, we had a hard time imagining how to
communicate this process in lectures and discussions. We
didn’t like the apparent contradiction that our workshop
participants would be united only by a desire to learn a
method designed for groups with common stakes in acting
together. They could experience the techniques but not the
dynamics that grip people as they work toward joint action.
More, we were not satisfied with our design, having changed
it repeatedly over the years. We almost said “no.”

On the other hand.we knew that future search processes
were learnable. Many people had devised conferences after
reading a description in Chapter 14 of Productive Workplaces
(Weisbord, 1987). A spontaneous outpouring of successful
examples led to Discovering Common Ground (Weisbord et al,
1992), a book of cases, theory, and underlying principles from
around the world. Comparing notes with many colleagues,
we began to understand our structure and processes in a
deeper way. We realized there were many subtleties to the
apparently-simple techniques. We also concluded we were
evolving our own model, reflecting not only our sources but
our particular experience, gained over many years, with
personal, group and large system change processes.

We were curious to know how far we could go in encour-
aging others to explore this path. We decided to use the Cape
Cod seminar to find out if people could grasp future search
principles short of an actual conference. Before we knew it,
nearly 100 people signed up, an astonishing ground swell of
interest in a concept we thought had a very selective fan club.
Afterwards, a number of people found the courage to run
conferences. More, we learned enough to want to do it again.
(By 1999 we had run future search learning workshops with
more than 2000 people worldwide.)
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Future Search Network Expands
the Possibil ities

About the same time, some Philadelphia Region Organi-
zation Development Network members led by Marilyn Sifford
asked if we would help them learn future search methods.
Together we devised a self-managed internship project, of-
fering pro bono conferences to local non-profit agencies. This
gave us a chance to involve conference sponsors in the
training, greatly increasing the reality for all of us. Some 30
conferences resulted, and we began hearing from people in
other cities wanting to work pro bono in their communities as
a way to learn this process.

In 1993 we founded SearchNet, a non-profit program
aimed at learning, service and colleagueship. Fortunately,
we were able to affiliate with Resources for Human Develop-
ment, Inc., a Philadelphia-based umbrella for more than 100
innovative community programs – homeless shelters, resi-
dential drug treatment facilities, art outreach, job training,
support groups, child care, affordable housing, and other
social action projects. In 1999 SearchNet became Future Search
Network to differentiate us from many Internet services that
did not exist when we began. Future Search Network affili-
ates now meet in several cities around the world.

Now more than 500 people world-wide have joined us.
Our learning laboratory has become a lightning rod for many
emotionally-charged currents in our society. We believe that
this energy is coming from people fed up with fruitless
meetings and methods that promise much and deliver little.
Many people are using future search to plan and implement
projects they had not been able to do before. Our experimen-
tal future search process has given us more hope than any of
us expected

Now hundreds of people are running future searches
meetings – in schools, hospitals, churches, business firms and
communities. Thousands of people have become involved.
That’s not many compared to the need but a good start.
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Enabling Constructive Action
We see future search as a building block of theory and

practice for a house that will never be finished. This book is
neither the first word nor the last. We think of it as a progress
report from our learning laboratory. The roller-coaster ride
inherent in a successful future search is inevitable, but we
believe there are many ways to navigate the twists and turns.
Words change, contexts shift, conceptual schemes come and
go, but the human business of muddling through life’s ups
and downs together strikes us as a universal process. We
believe these meetings are good for us and good for society.
We hope this work enables thousands of constructive action
projects in organizations and communities everywhere.

Acknowledgments to Revised Edition
This revised edition reflects nearly 30 years of work and
countless meetings, seminars, workshops and future searches
by us and more than 100 colleagues.  Because the list has
grown too long to print, we acknowledge all the friends and
colleagues who have contributed their intelligence, wisdom,
critical judgment, creativity and commitment to this never-
to-be-finished work. You know who you are, and so do we!

Our learning laboratory since 1993 has been the Future
Search Network (formerly SearchNet). This voluntary non-
profit collaboration among 500 practitioners world-wide has
provided us challenge, support, stimulation, re-enforcement,
and more practice and opportunties in diverse cultures than
most people get in a lifetime. The lively collegial dialogues on
the Future Search Network email listserver, and learning
exchanges through our periodical, FutureSearching, have
been important stimuli for additions to the book.

We gratefully acknowledge future search Network col-
leagues in the Philadelphia region, Washington, DC, Toronto,
Southern California, and Northern California, who keep
alive our faith in decentralization, and whose active involve-
ment has led to significant social change in their own commu-
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nities. Likewise to practitioners in Africa, Australia, Europe,
India, South America, Scandinavia, and South Asia, with
whom we have had the privilege of working. In this regard,
we wish to thank our friend and colleague Bapu Deolalikar,
who, having worked all over the world, first opened our eyes
to the fact that future search, despite its origins, was rela-
tively "culture-free" and easily transported across cultural
boundaries.

An essential context for our work is our non-profit um-
brella, Resources for Human Development, Inc. Executive
director Bob Fishman's practical lessons in how to channel
limited resources to help people serve society has been a
continual inspiration. Our recent program managers, Sally
Lord and Sally Theilacker, have provided help and support
way beyond our expectations. Larry Porter, editor of
FutureSearching, has been a one-person Greek chorus in
encouraging our membership with ideas and enthusiasm.

We also wish to thank again the conference sponsors, now
numbering in the hundreds, who went out on a limb to use
this methodology and enlarged everyone's knowledge about
what works and what doesn't. Thanks also to Steve Piersanti
of Berrett-Koehler for pushing us to write a more complete
account than we imagined we could, to Alan Trist for his
respectful editing and book design, and to Allan Kobernick
for his color images and design help. As always, our spouses,
Dorothy B. Weisbord and Allan Kobernick, our children and
their families have been unfailingly supportive.

Marvin Weisbord & Sandra Janoff
Wynnewood, PA

October 1999
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“A man was walking on the  beach and saw a
small boy throwing starfish into the ocean.  There
were millions of them.  ‘What difference, young
man,’ he asked, ‘can that possibly make, throwing
starfish one at a time?’ The boy just picked up
another starfish.  ‘It’s gonna make a big difference
to this one,’ he said.”
      – Participant, Santa Cruz Housing Conference

Future Search
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Introduction
“Without common standards and a common
frame of reference, society dissolves into
nothing more than contending factions.”

– Christopher Lasch

When the term “future search” appeared in Productive Work-
places (Weisbord, 1987), so many people sparked to it that we
decided, after trying fancier names like “strategic futures
conference,” to retain it. The response to the concept led to
Discovering Common Ground (Weisbord et al, 1992), a work
that pulled together principles and practices for value-based
action planning. The earlier book presented a variety of high
participation models and cases, most based on the Emery/
Trist Search Conference, including early experiments with
future search.

 In this book we focus on our evolving future search
model. Here we go deeply into our sources and rationale, our
experiments with tasks and techniques, and examples of how
we and many colleagues have employed this model and its
variations. We also provide a philosophical rationale for our
design and facilitation practices.
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Changes to the Second Edition
Although much of the original text remains, we have

added to this edition in three important ways. First, we have
shown the “ripple effect” of future search by following up on
earlier cases. People seem able to transform their capability
for systemic action very quickly. They tend to create innova-
tive projects and sustain new forms of cooperation long after
the meeting. This phenomenon is extensively documented
by members of the Future Search Network, our worldwide
service organization. Examples appear in Chapter 2.

Second, we present some new thinking about how this
short meeting embodies so much action potential as a global
change strategy. We believe future search “works” not be-
cause of any new paradigm “glitz,” but because it enables us
to access innate needs for dignity, meaning and community
while doing tasks we care about and can’t do alone. In
looking at ourselves in relation to the “whole elephant,” we
are able to create action plans that were not possible before.
The Epilogue explores this tantalizing hypothesis.

Third, we have enlarged and deepened our ideas on
facilitating, adding a second chapter on this topic. We place
special emphasis on our underlying philosophy and theory,
showing how these translate into simple, effective actions
that most people can learn. In particular, we emphasize that
this way of facilitating requires no diagnosis of what groups
need and relatively little activity.

 We have made no dramatic changes to our meeting
design since 1995. However, we have devised subtle refine-
ments that we believe enhance the flow and make managing
groups of 60–70 people easier to do. These are covered in
detail in Chapters 1 and 5. We also have added considerable
new material based on our own and others’ recent experi-
ences in many cultures.

Changing the world means starting with ourselves, in
particular our assumptions about the conditions under which
people will do things they never did before. In Chapter 10 we
emphasize how we learn to manage ourselves in new ways if
we wish to plan and manage effective future searches.
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Productive Workplaces showed how managing has evolved
from experts solving problems for people toward everybody,
experts included, improving whole systems.

In this book we focus more narrowly and deeply on
processes that enable everybody to take more responsibility
for themselves and for the whole – whether a community,
network, or organization. Obviously, “everybody” is a meta-
phor. In practice we get as varied a group as we can, consis-
tent with our purposes. We see future search as a learning
laboratory for “getting everybody improving whole sys-
tems.” It is not the complete answer to anything. Yet the
dynamics apply to many kinds of meetings and change
strategies. To experience this method in a single meeting is to
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open many new doors. Our society has hardly begun to
explore what we can do with diverse parties working on the
same task.

What Makes Future Search Different?
Future search conferences enable organizations and com-

munities to learn more about themselves from every angle.
Bringing the “whole system” into the room makes feasible a
shared encounter with aspects of reality we normally avoid
– chaos, complexity, uncertainty. The key word is “shared.”
When we explore common ground with others, we release
creative energy leading to projects none of us can do alone.
People simultaneously discover mutual values, innovative
ideas, commitment, and support. Rarely in daily life do
people encounter these key conditions for action all at once.

Our method is time efficient. We don’t have to teach
people anything for them to participate. They need not
master our conceptual scheme to do good planning. They
need only show up and use the skills, experience, and moti-
vation they already have. That makes a lot of sense when you
can schedule only four or five half-days together. We are
seeking what people already want to do and never dreamed
they could. Future search is not a substitute for rational
planning procedures. Rather we provide an umbrella for
building commitment. Our forum allows people to work
through the dynamic issues that stand in the way of imple-
menting anything – dreams and schemes, systems and
projects, visions and values.

Three Generic Uses
The uses of future search fall into three broad categories.
One, future search processes lead stakeholders to create and act

upon a shared future vision for their organization or community.
This simplicity of purpose ensures that many issues will be
planned for in relation to each other. Santa Cruz County, CA,
for example, came to agreements on transportation, multi-
cultural cooperation, employment, and education, athough
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their conference topic started with affordable housing.
Two, future search meetings enable all stakeholders to discover

shared intentions and take responsibility for their own plans. For
example, Haworth Incorporated’s customers, suppliers, and
employees fixed major waste disposal problems out of a
shared appreciation of environmental concerns in a confer-
ence built around quality.

Three, these events can help people implement a shared vision
that already exists. In Kansas City, MO, 130 people from every
sector created an implementation strategy for city-wide goals
that grew from two years of work by thousands of citizens.
People came to the conference committed to their vision and
left with aligned strategies for getting there.

A Short Overview
Our future search also has certain limits – of task focus and

sequence, group size and composition, and length. Over
several years we have sought to integrate these elements so
that ordinary people can do extraordinary work. Our confer-
ence design depends on a set of mutually-reinforcing prac-
tices or “conditions for success.” The list captures our opti-
mal criteria for realizing the full potential of this event.

CONDITIONS FOR SUCCESS

• “Whole system” in the room
• Global context, local action
• Common ground and future focus,
   not problems and conflicts
• Self-managed small groups
• Full attendance
• Healthy meeting conditions
• 3 day event (i.e. “sleep twice”)
• Public responsibility for follow-up
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Structure
Our conferences typically involve 60 to 70 people. Our

purpose is always joint action toward a desired future for a
community, organization, or issue. We do five simple tasks:

• Review the Past
• Explore the Present
• Create Ideal Future Scenarios
• Identify Common Ground
• Make Action Plans

Work on the past and future is always done by mixed
groups that are a cross-section of the whole. Work in the
present is done by “stakeholder” groups whose members
have some shared perspective on the task. Action planning
employs both stakeholder and self-selected groups. Every
task concludes with a whole group dialogue.

Riding the Roller-Coaster
The task sequence and group composition set up powerful

dynamics that can lead to constructive outcomes. Uncer-
tainty, frustration, and confusion are necessary by-products.
So are fun, energy, and achievement. We experience the
conference’s peaks and valleys as an emotional roller-coaster
ride, swooping down into the morass of global trends at one
moment, soaring to idealistic heights at another. Future
search sets up a counterpoint between hope and despair. We
believe good contact with our ups and downs leads to realis-
tic choices.

We always have people with differing assumptions and
ways of learning present at the conference. Some people, for
example, need facts first, others tune in on feelings. We don’t
know how to design a planning meeting exclusively for the
needs of one group or the other. Fortunately, the solution is
simpler than you might think. In a future search we live with
the inevitability of differences, the recognition that no meet-
ing design can reconcile them – and the belief that people are

“This process
makes it really
clear that we see
everybody in the
community as an
asset. Most of
all, we all have a
personal respon-
sibility to partici-
pate in our
society to make
it better.”
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capable of new action plans without “more data” or “more
dialogue” – in a very short time, if they agree to keep working
together.

They can do that in a future search because no training,
inputs, data collection, or diagnoses are required. In short,
people face each other rather than a set of concepts, expert
advice, or assumptions about what they lack and what they
ought to do. The method involves comparing notes and
listening. People discover hidden capacities through a cold
plunge into self-generated reality, including ideals and the
mishmash of assumptions, misinformation, stereotypes, and
judgments rattling around in all of us. Amazingly, it is not
necessary to straighten all this out to succeed. What we aspire
to in a future search is to acknowledge what we discover as
an inescapable part of our shared world, whether we like it or
not. In short, we look for buried potential that already exists
without having to remedy perceived deficiencies.

Moving Toward Implementation
Future search conferences often enable people to experi-

ence and accept polarities. They help participants bridge
barriers of culture, class, age, gender, ethnicity, power, sta-
tus, and hierarchy by working as peers on tasks of mutual concern.
The future search process interrupts the tendency to repeat
old patterns – railroading, fighting, running away, complain-
ing, blaming, or waiting for others to fix things. And it gives
people a chance to express their highest ideals. Instead of
trying to change the world or each other, we change the
conditions under which people interact. That much we can
control and it leads to surprising outcomes.

The single most worrisome aspect of planning is imple-
mentation. No process, however comprehensive, guarantees
action. Still, we have seen more plans implemented from
future searches than any method either of us has used in 25
years. The cases in Chapter 2 provide good examples. People
act quite apart from whether they had a good time, liked the
facilitators, collected handouts, resolved their differences, or

*Margin quotes
come from audio

transcripts of
conferences with

Resources for
Human Develop-

ment, Whole Foods
Market, Santa Cruz

County (CA),
Quaker Oats

(Topeka, KS), and a
Silicon Valley (CA)

manufacturing
initiative.
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“One wonderful
element of future
search is that it
gives individuals a
chance to take
responsibility.
That’s an enormous
difference from a
task force list of
recommendations
for someone else
to take care of.”

felt finished. Nor is success a function of how complete an
action planning format we use. Action requires people who
understand and believe in their shared goals and trust each
other enough to join in new steps. It also requires committing
resources – of time and energy, and sometimes money. We
think future search fosters this understanding, belief, and
commitment.

How Future Search Pushes
the Boundaries of OD

We see future search extending traditional organization
development (OD) meetings in a new direction. First off, OD
was conceived not as a single meeting but rather a strategy for
large-scale cultural and/or systemic change. Future search
describes a process for one meeting lasting fewer than three
days with the potential for ongoing action. Second, where
OD depended on many people accepting the “need for
change,” future search depends on 60 – 70 people accepting
an invitation to spend a few days together.

Thirdly, organization development, at least until recently,
was based on diagnosing gaps between what is and what
ought to be. Consultants supplied a diagnostic framework,
applied interviews or surveys, and used the information to
create dissonance between what people did and what they
said. This was intended to “unfreeze” a system, leading
people to want to reorder their relationships and capabilities.
Consultants also accepted responsibility for prescribing ac-
tion steps to close the gaps. These actions might include team-
building, leadership, interpersonal and/or group skills train-
ing, or problem-solving task forces. Nearly always the action
steps involved training, on the theory that people did not
know how to do what they said they wanted to do.

To run a future search, we need no diagnosis of what ails
people or categories for labeling participants (e.g., “coopera-
tive,” “resistant,” etc.). Nor do we require strategies for fixing
this or that situation. We have no preconceived issues to
explore other than the past, present, and future as viewed by
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participants. In truth, we can’t imagine a set of concepts for
organizing data or action plans that would meet the needs of
diverse future search groups.

We don’t work to improve relationships among people or
functions. Rather we set up conditions under which people
can choose new ways of relating. We don’t abstract out social
issues (e.g., diversity, trust, communications, collaboration,
etc.) from economic and technical issues. We are unlikely to
run a conference on “the future of diversity in X.” Rather,
we’d propose that diverse people explore together how they
want to live and work as part of X. Whatever peoples’ skills,
education, or experience, they already have what they need
to engage in this process.

Experiencing “Current Reality”
As facilitators of a future search, we don’t judge informa-

tion as good or bad, complete or sketchy, useful or futile,
appropriate or redundant. Whatever people do or say – their
words, their behavior, their wishes, and their reactions –
belongs to them. Whatever happens is an expression of the
stakeholders, for better or worse. We don’t expect dramatic
individual change, only a change in the action potential
among individuals, based on discovering new alignments.
For example, people will not suddenly give up authority/
dependency needs because they spent a few days as peers.
But they may learn more about their ability to work together
with more shared authority.

So we are interested that participants experience what
already exists – as fully, deeply, and humanly as possible in
the time available. That includes the past, which is always
present, feelings and behavior in the present, and future
aspirations, which also exist only in the present. Then people
are more likely to make rational choices about what they
want to do. We believe that acknowledging all of the above
to each other before figuring out what to do is a good way to
stay sane in a world that is changing unceasingly whether we
like it or not.
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“This is a great
exercise in
democracy...
to let people come
together to talk
about what’s
troubling them and
their community,
and they can plan
for change.”

Sharing the Work
Ours is an encounter with the whole – self, community,

world. But we do not provide an expert systems analysis for
people to consider. Rather, we set up a situation that involves
the whole person on many levels. We ask people to share the
work, move around, make their wishes visible, live with
uncertainty. In a future search people experience a different
version of “reality” than the one they are used to. They talk
over issues they have not raised before with people they have
never met. Many will take responsibility for matters previ-
ously avoided or ignored. They dramatize ideal futures as if
they have actually happened, thus anchoring them in first-
hand experience. They identify what they really want. It is
common for people to voluntarily commit to actions made
possible only because of the other people in the room. We
have sought a design that moves us towards all of the above,
because we believe all of the above adds up to sustained
action.

Our procedures evolved while working mainly with people
who can read and write. However, the underlying principles
do not depend on literacy. We believe this work could be
done entirely with spoken and/or symbolic communication.
The results have been repeated in many cultures and in
culturally diverse groups. Indeed, any techniques that help
people explore their whole system, experience their common
stakes, share their ideals, internalize the experience, and take
responsibility for what happens are worth applying.

We believe conferences designed on principles we have
adopted lead to (1) participants taking personal responsibil-
ity, (2) fast implementation of action plans, and (3) lasting
relationships across key boundaries. For now, this is a tanta-
lizing hypothesis – an unproved theory. The only way to test
it is to find out what participants do afterwards that they
couldn’t do before. To this end Future Search Network
sponsors an ongoing “Ripple Project,” action research on
dozens of future searches to document what actually hap-
pens afterwards. Accumulating evidence indicates ripples
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spreading widely, leading to projects and partnerships that
last for years, often involving people not at the future search.
(It also shows inaction when parties had no stake in working
together on an issue or when key leaders went in contrary
directions afterwards.) To evaluate our experiments, see if
you can recreate our key conditions and track what happens
over time.

A Learning Laboratory
Having said all that, we see future search as a learning

laboratory. We set the wheels in motion for a variety of
discoveries, starting with whether we can raise the right
crowd. We never know in advance what people are ready,
willing, and able to do. We never know what dynamics are
likely to be central to a given group, or what issues they will
emphasize when they talk about world trends. We still don’t
know all the conditions under which people will take respon-
sibility for their own planning. We know at least one under
which they won’t: when a meeting is set up to replay old
scripts.

A future search deliberately offers participants a new,
unfamiliar, but learnable, way of working. Not everybody
takes full advantage of the mode; not everybody believes in
it; not everybody can tolerate doing so much so fast, or, as
some see it, doing nothing at length. And yet. . . and yet, we
know we are on to something. And so are the hundreds of
others experimenting with this mode.

Design Limits – In Systems, In Us
Within our design limits there’s a lot we can do. But our

meeting design is not a panacea. We can’t compensate, for
example, for lack of purpose, leadership, broad stakeholder
involvement, or courage. We can’t affect people who don’t
attend nor can we expect others to take responsibility for
plans made without them. We would not choose future
search for people who have no reason to work together after
the meeting ends. Why mobilize people to act unless they
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intend to take action? Moreover, ours is not a method for
negotiating compromises on intractable differences. Nor for
working through all the assumptions that underlie our con-
flicts. We are actualizing what is waiting to happen, what
people can do readily in the short time available.

Future search works on quite different principles from
most meetings. We’re not surprised when potential sponsors
and consultants worry about the structure and process. We
all fear losing control, opening up issues we’d rather not air,
or hearing demands we can’t meet. Future search takes us
very quickly into uncharted territory. We cannot know what
will happen until we get there. Rarely have we led a confer-
ence where, at some moment, we did not feel anxiety. There
is nothing to do about this feeling except to recognize it as an
old friend. The situation will change soon enough. Our
“solution” is to encourage people to say what needs to be said
and to keep working on the task. We have great confidence
that people will do what’s appropriate.

We believe the key principles of future search are widely
applicable to the day-to-day management of both organiza-
tions and communities. To use them, though, we can’t just
work on systems “out there.” We also need to work on
ourselves. In particular, we have to learn to let go of the need
to fix other people. We hear many questions that start, “Yes,
but how do you get them to...” followed by “show up,” “stay
the whole time,” “really listen to each other,” “resist prob-
lem-solving,” “test each other’s assumptions,” “not talk too
much,” “say what they really think in front of so-and-so,”
“make practical plans,” “really understand systems,” or
“implement A, B, or C?”

Our answer is, “We can’t.” Even if we could, we wouldn’t.
The spirit of future search is self-management and discovery.
We expect participants to share leadership and organize their
own work. We tell people everything we know about suc-
cess. We show up only when we think we will succeed. And
we trust people to do whatever is in their own best interest.
If folks will come to a future search, stay the whole time, and
say what they wish, we ask no more.
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Related Processes
Many conference processes overlap ours. One is the Search

Conference pioneered by Eric Trist and Fred Emery (Weisbord
et al, 1992) and developed further by Fred and Merrelyn
Emery (1993). Our method owes a great deal to their work
and differs from it in several respects – for example, our
emphasis on the “whole system” in the room, the nature and
sequence of small group tasks, and in our evoking personal
experiences and creative future scenarios as a backdrop for
action. Another related process is the Dialogue Group of the
late physicist David Bohm, developed further by William
Isaacs and his colleagues at Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology. We share with this model the norm that all issues are
valid and that all views be heard. Unlike dialogue groups,
future searches are task-focused, actively managed, struc-
tured, and time-bound toward action on the future.

Open Space Technology, invented by Harrison Owen
(1992) is also related. In Open Space people select their
agendas and groups, while in a future search predetermined
groups work the same tasks toward a common future. Both
models invite participants to manage their own small group
tasks and both build a strong communal spirit. A fourth
related process is the participative strategic planning confer-
ences of Kathleen Dannemiller and Robert Jacobs (1993). We
share with this model a common ancestor in the large-group
meetings of Ronald Lippitt and Eva Schindler-Rainman (1980).
In the Dannemiller/Jacobs conferences leaders take a central
role in setting the context, giving information on future
directions, and fielding questions. In a future search, leaders,
experts, and special interests participate in all tasks along
with everybody else. Also, the Dannemiller/Jacobs and Owen
conferences can accommodate hundreds of people at once in
contrast to our preferred 64 and the Emerys’ 32.

We continue to learn from, encourage, and support all
these processes. Their similarities and differences seem mi-
nor to us compared to the fact that so many people are
exploring methods for helping people experience wholeness
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in a time of unprecedented complexity, bewilderment, and
change. We believe that no combination of theories or tech-
niques embraces the whole of reality. For us, the concept of
“best model” is an anachronism. We think the metaphor for
these methods is a kaleidoscope. We are all working with the
same bits of colored glass, evoking new patterns as we gain
experience. We believe that the “best model” for you is one
that squares with your goals, values, and capabilities. In-
deed, you can use no other.

Several people are merging large-group events into new
change strategies, based in part on future search. Examples
include DickandEmily Axelrod’s “Conference Model” for
work design, and a similar strategy devised by Margaret
Wheatley and Myron Kellner-Rogers. Ralph Copleman has
experimented with sequencing future search and Open Space
methods. Several others are experimenting with multiple
conferences in parallel and in series. The strategic and logis-
tical questions raised by such conferences, however, are
outside the scope of this book. We urge the reader to learn
how to run single events with manageable-size groups be-
fore getting into multiple anythings. We have a relatively
narrow agenda here – how to plan and facilitate one 16+ hour
event spread across three days. We see this as a basic building
block of social and personal change.

How the Second Edition Is Organized
Section 1: “Learning” – provides a design overview (Chap-

ter 1) and case examples (Chapter 2). We discuss conditions
for success (Chapter 3). Chapters 4 and 5 deal with issues of
translating theory into practice and the evolution of our
design.

Section 2: “Doing” – goes into three equally important
activities: finding conference sponsors (Chapter 6), planning
conferences (Chapters 7 and 8), facilitating (Chapters 9 and
10), and what folks do to keep action plans alive (Chapter 11).
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Section 3: “Resources” – Appendices A through D include
logistics – room setup and materials – a participant work-
book, our design, and a sample invitation. We also provide
practical guidelines on finding and setting up conference
rooms.
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CHAPTER 1

The Future Search
Meeting Design
An Overview of Tasks and Dynamics

 “When you listen to somebody else,
whether you like it or not, what they say
becomes a part of you...the common pool is
created, where people begin suspending
their own opinions and listening to other
peoples’....At some point people begin
recognizing that this common pool is more
important than their separate pools.”

  – David Bohm

ERE WE WALK YOU THROUGH a future search confer-
ence, showing tasks and time-frames, what the output
is, which groups do what, and the dynamic issues that

emerge at each stage. The task sequence and timing are
deliberate. We proceed from reviewing the past and owning
the present to describing a common future and action plans.
We have found that this sequence can produce superior
planning when the key conditions are observed. (For an
example of the work plan we use in running a future search,
see Appendix C.)

By “future search” we mean our generic design, based on
five segments of two to four hours each, spread over three
days. We do not mean conference events that use the same
language or worksheets and bypass the conditions for suc-
cess (see Chapter 3). The design expresses four core prin-

H
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ciples – “whole system” in the room, “whole elephant” as
context for local action, future focus, and self-management.
We believe that many techniques could serve these principles
and many designs are possible. This is the one we have
confidence in, having evolved it through trial and error for 15
years and seen it replicated by hundreds of others. (Chapter
5 records our journey toward a method equal to our values
and aspirations.)

TYPICAL FUTURE SEARCH AGENDA
Day 1, Afternoon

• Focus on the Past
• Focus on Present, External Trends

Day 2, Morning
• continued – Trends
• Focus on Present, Owning our Actions

Day 2, Afternoon
• Ideal Future Scenarios
• Identify Common Ground

Day 3, Morning
• continued – Confirm Common Ground
• Action Planning

Let us walk you through a typical session, covered in
detail in Chapter 5.

Day 1 – Af ternoon
The conference opens between noon and 5 pm on Day 1.

The first day requires about 4 1/2 hours. People sit in mixed
groups, each a cross-section of the whole conference, doing
tasks that establish common ground.

The first task, focus on the past, takes about 2 1/2 hours.
There are long strips of butcher paper on the walls, with titles:
“Personal,” “Global,” and “X” (i.e., community, organiza-

“By constructing
a vertical slice of
the community,
we put people on
a level playing
field where each
one had a chance
to be a leader.
The future search
process really
brought out
those leadership
skills.”
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tion, issue), and dates every 5 or 10 years. People note
milestones they have experienced over XX years on the long
strips on the wall. Then, in small groups they talk over the
trends and patterns that they see. They prepare public sum-
maries of stories derived from everybody’s experiences, and
the whole conference discusses what they have learned.

This task gets every person in the room writing on flip
charts within the first 45 minutes, showing that they all have
valid information and experience. Moving around is encour-
aged. All items remain on the walls to the end. People learn
right off that the walls, markers and charts belong to every-
one and are not the exclusive property of the facilitators. The
task builds community very quickly as people experience the
world through each other’s eyes.

We then move on to a focus on the present. Before the day
ends, the whole group reviews external trends that are shap-
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ing our lives and institutions now. We put the group’s
perceptions of world trends into a “mind map.” Everybody
gets to hear each person’s observations and examples of
trends they consider important. “My facts” and “your facts”
become “our facts.” (See Chapter 5 for details on mind
mapping.)

This can be a mind-boggling experience. Some feel a
strong urge to run away. Instead, people confront the com-
plexity, approaching the map and affixing colored dots to
trends they consider important. Everybody touches the map.
Thus the stage is set for discussing and accepting responsibil-
ity for action. The point of the exercise is not to set priorities.
Rather it’s a step toward dialogue and manageability. The
session ends here to provide the benefits of “soak time” over
night.

A NOTE TO USERS OF EARLIER VERSIONS
OF THIS DESIGN

 In the first edition we recorded changes to our
practice through 1994. Since then, we find ourselves
doing less, not more. By 1999 we had made the following
modifications to improve the flow and ease of working:

Logistics: We bring from 6 to 20 sheets of 4’ x 8’
foamcore (or insulation boards), so that we can have
instant wall space anywhere in any room.

We work without tables, using circles of 6 to 8
chairs, greatly increasing flexibility and shared control
of the space by all.

Mind Mapping: We like to have two people writing on
the map and one person managing the group so that
every person who wants to talk gets a chance. When
many hands go up, we go to a "deli system," asking each
person to "take a number" and call out their items in
turn.

 Before working with the map, we ask participants to
join us in identifying which branches have the most dots
on them.
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Review of the Past: We use time lines drawn on
strips of butcher paper rather than vertical flip charts.

Focus on the Future: We call our future scenarios
ideal futures because we want the highest aspirations
expressed as counterpoints to the straightjacket of a
gloomy present.

Identifying Common Ground: We work toward a
common future and avoid the word consensus because
it has too many other meanings. We ask people to make
two lists, common ground (“what” they want) and
potential projects (“how” to get there). Anything that
stirs opposition is placed on a not agreed list. When
common ground and potential projects are listed on flip
charts, we ask that items be cut one per strip before
posting, making it easy for people to sort related items
into clusters. At action planning time, people take from
the walls items they want to work on and quickly form
groups. We don’t touch this wall. Participants do all the
posting, clustering, adding, and editing. (We don’t
homogenize or polarize the views expressed). We involve
the whole group in making these lists rather than a task
force or a few observers.

Action Planning: We like to do action planning in two
phases, based on personal responsibility (not recom-
mendations to others), typically in stakeholder groups
first, then voluntary task forces.

Note: These are preferences, not prescriptions. We
pay attention to context. We may change instructions
or vocabulary to fit local cultures and languages. We
know that the same words are tricky and may mean all
sorts of things to different people. So we are reluctant
to supply categories to organize the content people
produce, preferring to let a group struggle with confirm-
ing meanings with each other.
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Day 2 – Morning
 In the morning we continue our focus on the present,

confirming with the whole group the key trends noted the
day before. We now reorganize into “stakeholder groups,”
people with a shared relationship to the overall conference
task. These groups identify trends important to them, and
report to the whole what they are doing and what they want
to do in the future about these trends. This is often a turning
point in the conference. Groups experience each other own-
ing up and taking responsibility. People often comment on
this in the large group discussion.

Next, we revisit the present. Each stakeholder group makes
lists of “prouds” and “sorries” about what they are doing in
relationship to “X.” Each group’s lists are viewed as “current
reality,” not as problems to be solved. Lists are reported and
discussed in the large group. The purpose is ownership, not
finger-pointing. We often hear some variation on the Pogo
phenomenon, “We have met the enemy and he is us!”

Day 2 – Af ternoon
Now we are ready to focus on the future. People return to

mixed groups to prepare ideal future scenarios. They have
about 2 1/2 hours, including lunch. They are asked to put
themselves 10 to 20 years in the future and present their
scenario concretely as if it were happening now. They tell
how they overcame the major barrier that stood in their way
years before, at the time of the future search.

By imagining and then acting out ideal futures, people
anchor them in their brains, bodies, and psyches – tapping
unconscious aspirations, making visible what they really
want. People present their futures in whatever way they
wish. We have seen scenarios that have been playful, funny,
creative, fanciful, or serious, linear, and data-laden. At this
point, people often rise to the heights of aspiration and
idealism, the polar opposite of where they were a day earlier.
After observing all the scenarios, the whole conference in
mixed groups notes common future themes (what people

“Even though
there were a lot of
disagreements, we
still ended up with
a consensus that
we need to work on
that and find
solutions.”
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want), potential projects (how to get there), and what they see
as not agreed (key disagreements that may remain). The lists
are made by each group, then merged with other groups’ lists
and posted on the wall. Usually there is 80% or more overlap.
Groups have as much time as they wish, most taking up to an
hour, after which they are done for the day.

Day 3 – Morning
First thing in the morning the whole group reviews the

lists again. A discussion follows on what we really mean by
this or that statement. If we cannot agree on a value or feature
of our common future, the conflict is not “worked.” We
simply recognize who supports what and put the item on the
appropriate list. Everybody knows where the others stand.

 The ground rule is that we report the lists as understood
in light of everything that’s been learned in the past two days.
Anything that stirs up disagreement is reported as “not
agreed,” items endorsed by some, but not all. In this task we
explore the tension between the ideal and the actual. People
experience a choice between repeating old patterns and
taking new paths. They must decide whether to replay the
conflicts that persist at the cost of working the newly-discov-
ered common ground, or to work on common ground with-
out resolving every issue. They are learning that they can’t do
both now. There are only a few hours to decide on the next
steps.

We now have from three to five hours for action planning.
Stakeholder and/or self-selected groups make short- and
long-range action plans for implementing their ideal future.
People have a chance to “put a stake in the ground” and invite
others who have energy for a particular project or theme to
join them. They report to the conference before closing, and
make plans for disseminating the outcomes.

In this task we are creating opportunities for people to
collaborate across boundaries. Once they decide on their
goals and commit to next steps, they are likely to sustain the
energy to involve others and stay connected.

The conference closes between noon and 3 pm on Day 3.
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Making Choices
The future search conference puts people in a position of

having to choose, as a temporary planning community, which
way to go now. They have no authorities telling them what to
think or do about their discoveries. They have little choice
except to fight, abandon the task, or deal with each other in
a new way. Our goal in running this meeting is to hold the
task front and center in such a way that people must deal with
each other in order to deal with it.

Cutting loose old ways of relating is no small feat. It opens
doors to new experiences. When we suspend the sense of
security engendered by reducing uncertainty to simple prob-
lems, we free ourselves to make more creative choices. We
open up common ground none of us knew existed. This trip
into unknown territory can be made because everyone works
on tasks of mutual concern. When people accept the confer-
ence task, they are more likely to work together despite their
skepticism, gloomy predictions, blind faith in leaders and
experts, and other “shadows” that may hound any of us.

Riding the Roller Coaster
The task structure outlined here may produce inform-

ation overload and heighten confusion. Facing such com-
plexity alone, many people feel impotent; they would be
overwhelmed if they weren’t in company with a lot of other
stakeholders. To understand a future search it’s not enough
to know there are five tasks. You need to appreciate that each
task has a dynamic potential, analogous to particular mo-
ments on a roller-coaster. Taking the ride together leads to
widely-supported action on common ground. We like the
metaphor because it captures the ups and downs of the event.

 The dynamic process can be visualized as “Riding the
Roller Coaster.”

• Getting Aboard. People come aboard with their own expe-
rience – of themselves, their world, and the future search
topic. Whether oriented toward “facts” or “feelings” or both,
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they soon find they can relate to strangers and even adversar-
ies through their mutual experiences.

• Plunging to the Depths. After they establish their common
world and connectedness, they face a complex mess that
seems out of their control. They may plunge towards denial,
fear, gloom, challenge, hopelessness, even impotence. The
dominant mood becomes, “It’s a mess!”

• Owning Up. As folks accept what they are doing, want to do,
and how they feel about it, they discover that “we are all
we’ve got.” They encounter what’s working and what isn’t
and begin a climb out of despair. Now, the mood changes and
people may say, “It’s our mess!”

• Rising to the Heights. People enact their ideals and dis-
cover attractive futures. They create portraits of the world
they really want as if they already have it. They become
energized, excited, and hopeful.

• Dialoguing About Real Choices. The group faces a choice.
Will they act now on common ground or put their energy into
the differences and problems that remain as a way out?

“It was
an emotional

roller-coaster in a
sense. You come in

expecting great
things and you

hear some things
that are really
discouraging....

Then you see people
come together and

start working on
solutions to

problems that are
identified.”
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People vacillate between talking and acting as they confront
the reality that the world is neither all bad nor all good. It’s as
if the roller-coaster has a throttle and a brake, and the riders
are using both at the same time. The choice is between going
back towards familiar (and unsatisfying) patterns and inch-
ing towards an unknown (and attractive) future. Agreeing to
work on common futures despite unresolved differences is a
transforming step. Many groups conclude, “This is the best we
can do now!” That’s a priceless insight. It enables people to
take back control of their world, feel more secure in their
planning, and gain greater support for their visions.

• Taking Responsibility. Running a future search conference
means accepting these critical dynamic ups and downs. For
sponsors and steering committee members, the pre-confer-
ence dialogue often mirrors this dynamic. Once the decision
is made to go forward, the other processes follow from our
design. Consultants and facilitators need to learn how to
manage the whole ride – in the meetings and in themselves.
Conference sponsors will benefit from understanding that
putting conflicts on hold does not exempt them from anxious
moments. Indeed, without these moments, we would have
no change worth having.
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FACILITIATING THE ROLLER-COASTER RIDE

CONFERENCE DYNAMICS         WHAT WE DO

Getting Aboard We set up norms of task,
(Review of the Past) time, and the validity of

all ideas.

Plunging to the Depths We stay with the
(Mind-Map of Present) dominant mood.

Owning Up We encourage people
(Prouds & Sorries) taking ownership.

View from the Heights We don’t pat ourselves
(Ideal Futures) on the back for the good

feelings. We’re not
finished yet.

Dialogue About We point out the choice
Real Choices between reworking
(Common Future) old ground or moving

toward new actlon plans.
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CHAPTER 2

Future Search In Action
Learning from Experience

“No one can force change on anyone else.
It has to be experienced. Unless we invent
ways where paradigm shifts can be
experienced by large numbers of people,
then change will remain a myth.”

 – Eric Trist

MANY ORGANIZATIONS AND COMMUNITIES are learn-
ing how to engage large numbers of people in
working together in new ways. For people lucky

enough to have this experience, “change” is no longer a myth
or buzzword, but a shared reality. Future search, as a way of
working in this context, seems both promising and challeng-
ing. As we catalogue the experiences of hundreds of partici-
pants and facilitators, we find that:

1. The future search method is learnable. A great many
people have run future searches with integrity and
many are developing the self-confidence to apply the
method only when the conditions are right.

2. The uses of future search are limited only by our alert-
ness to opportunities, imagination, and persistence.
People have run conferences in every kind of organiza-
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tion and community, dealing with every issue of con-
cern across many cultures.

3. People who succeed with future search have in common
a focus on the minimum conditions for success, the
ability to pick promising situations, and the courage to
act.

The examples below are typical of hundreds of future
searches in North and South America, Eastern and Western
Europe, India, Africa, South Asia, and Australia. They in-
clude the most important social and economic issues of our
time. Below we have updated case examples from the first
edition and added several new ones. A representative list of
future search tasks and sponsors appears on page 237. All
conference managers were members of Future Search Net-
work, our international network dedicated to community
service, colleagueship and learning (see page 195).

FUTURE SEARCH IN COMMUNITIES
AND NON-PROFITS (NGO’S)

Collaborating to Reduce Infant Mortality
Milwaukee, WI, Common Ground was formed to address

the underlying factors that contribute to infant mortality.
Believing that stakeholder collaboration was necessary to
prevent infant deaths, they sponsored future searches in 1994
and 1995 to strengthen the ties among families, care provid-
ers, and city and state officials. “At the initial conference,”
said Richard Aronson, M.D., head of maternal and Child
Care in the Wisconsin Department of Health and Family
Services, “we discovered first steps toward unity and respect
and lost some of the ‘turfdom’ and walls that had divided us
from each other.”

At first there were deeply-divisive feelings of alienation
based on race. Common Ground’s efforts intensified after the
conference when many participants wished to include more

“When I came in I
was curious and
anxious. What are
we going through?
How will we get any
answers? We got
more answers
than I thought we
were going to get.”
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people from low income neighborhoods. Follow up meetings
brought to light the enormous challenges they faced. Notable
features of a second future search were the inclusion of
Spanish and Hmong interpreters, on-site child care and
transportation, and stakeholders from the public school sys-
tem, faith community, and youth. “It told me,” said one
parent, “that they really wanted parents and community
members involved. I had experienced many health profes-
sionals as cold and insensitive. At the conference I met many
people who do care.”

Nor is this all. As trust built between professionals and
community, the number of infant deaths per 1,000 live births
in the city of Milwaukee went from 13.1 in 1994 to 10.2 in 1997.
In areas with the most infant deaths, the decline was from
14.6 to 12.7. In 1998 the Black Health Coalition of Wisconsin,
a vibrant community organization that manages the federal
Healthy Start Program, decided to provide a permanent
home for Milwaukee Common Ground. A third future search
was planned for 1999 to maintain the positive momentum.

Regional Economic Development
In 1992, the Inuit people of the Arctic region negotiated a

new homeland, Nunavut, with the Canadian government. It
is an area seven times the size of Texas with 22,000 residents.
To establish a strategic development framework, a leading
Inuit economic development organization sponsored a fu-
ture search for participants from 25 widely-scattered settle-
ments, Inuit land claims organizations, territorial and federal
governments, banks, business firms and organizations, a
mining company, aboriginal funding organizations, and
members of other aboriginal organizations.

Mike Bell, a consultant from Yellowknife, facilitated the
conference. Groups worked and presented material in either
Inuktitut, the aboriginal language, or English, with instant
translation. Key flip charts were written in both languages.
The conference had unique cultural features such as Inuit
drum dancing and traditional hand games and sports during
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coffee breaks. Local school children from Rankin Inlet, the
meeting site, sat in and several participated in skits describ-
ing Nunavut in 2010. “We can adapt this model,” said Bell,
who has worked all over he world, “for many different
cultures.”

The conference produced an economic development frame-
work and action plan for education and training, social
development, preservation of culture and language, devel-
opment of small business and industry, investments, organi-
zational development, transportation and infrastructure, re-
newable resource development, and protection of the envi-
ronment, in short the entire framework on which govern-
ment departments were later organized. In ensuing years,

Inuit Invitation
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the Inuit have sponsored future searches on a wellness strat-
egy for one community in the East and a vision and future
plan for another in the West.

But that is only half the story. By 1999 Bell had shifted his
focus toward building capacity in these remote aboriginal
communities so residents could plan and facilitate their own
meetings using future search principles. “Future search has
become the standard methodology for community-based
planning and visioning in much of Nunavut,” he says.

Cooperation Between Timber, Economic
and Environmental Interests

In April, 1997, Tuolumne County, CA, citizens gathered to
talk about healing the bitter divisiveness among timber,
economic development and environmental interests. For the
previous nine months, a local steering committee had met
with facilitators Susan Dupre, Lisa Beutler and Leslie DePol
to plan a future search despite deep initial mistrust. The
planners named their conference “Our Back Yard (OBY),
Tuolumne County in 2020.”

A rich history, a complex and chaotic present, tentative
future scenarios, and a contentious reality dialogue all set the
stage for the development of visionary statements of com-
mon ground and energized action planning. One action
team, The Natural Resource Group, collaborating with the
US Forest Service, went on to get a $5,000 grant for continued
work on nourishing the spirit of collaboration in Tuolumne
County. “I always had to be right,” said one local logger. “My
commitment now is to listen to others who have different
opinions, knowing they’re right too.”

Community Development
Hopkinton, MA, a town of 9,000, more than doubled in

size between 1977 and 1992. A tax-limiting referendum left
education and other budgets level-funded for three years,
despite 6 percent a year inflation that wiped out contractual
raises for school employees. Janice Williams, a resident, ran
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a future search conference, “Hopkinton 2002 AD,” that in-
cluded citizens, commissioners, police, fire, highway, water
and other department heads, business leaders, teachers, stu-
dents, school administrators – all the folks with a stake in the
community.

They made two major commitments. One, they would
preserve the rural character of the town (25 miles west of
Boston), keeping it attractive to newcomers while managing
its rapid growth. To do this, the town funded a government
committee to create a town-wide strategic plan. Two, they
would preserve and improve the quality of the local school
system.

At a subsequent town meeting residents raised their school
budget 12 percent, a trend that continued for three years,
restoring cuts in staff and programs. Within a year of the
conference, a local business firm formed a partnership with
the high school, donated $350,000 worth of computers, tech-
nology, and teacher training, and $300,000 more was pledged
for the next two years.

“We have succeeded in doing everything we set out to
do,” said Selectman Henry Fredette. By 1998, Hopkinton was
maintaining double digit increases to the school budget. Its
partnership with local businesses had generated $150,000 in
support of libraries, technology, and teacher training. It had
approved a $34.7 million high school and a master plan to
preserve open space and scenic roads, and was consolidating
highway and water services in a public works department.

Building Relationships Across
Urban Cultures

In Philadelphia, Museums in the Life of a City, the Initia-
tive for Cultural Pluralism, wanted a shared vision and
action plan to link inner city communities and museums. To
this end, Marilyn Sifford and Carole Cohn ran a future search
in 1992. Stakeholders included community members, leaders
of business, government, the arts, museums, and diverse
funding agencies.
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Participants saw culture and the arts as central to lifelong
learning and envisioned ongoing partnerships between mu-
seums and neighborhoods to promote cultural inclusion.
“The challenge,” wrote Cynthia Primas and Portia Hamilton-
Sperr, executives of Museums in the Life of a City, “is
whether together we can build a vision of the city in more
detail; a place that will be attractive to experience, where art
and culture will be widely distributed...” The conference
organized five task forces – on regionalism in greater Phila-
delphia, partnerships between organizations, cultural insti-
tutions as neighborhood centers, strategic planning for cul-
tural organizations, and arts and culture as both community
and economic development.

Implementing a City-Wide Consensus
The Aligning for Action Conference in Kansas City in

November 1993 showed how future search could be used to
implement a community consensus reached earlier. Citizens
of the Greater Kansas City area agreed they wanted to
become “The Child Opportunity Capital.” Indeed, Kansas
City Consensus and its executive director, Tammy Blossom,
had sponsored a multi-year process to mobilize agreement
around five goal areas relative to children – families, neigh-
borhoods, jobs, education, and cooperation across all bound-
aries. While thousands of citizens were involved, they had no
good way to link goals, neighborhoods, and local govern-
ments. “People will not sit still for another ‘planning’ meet-
ing,” said Blossom. “They want action – now.”
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Nancy Aronson and Beverly Arsht, consultants to Kansas
City Consensus, teamed with Carole Cohn and John
VanDeusen, of the Philadelphia SearchNet project. Two par-
allel implementation conferences were run, each with 65 folks
from every sector, neighborhood, and goal area – a diverse
cross section of Greater Kansas City. “It would be hard to
overstate the complexity of the issues we dealt with in two
and a half days,” wrote Blossom and Marcus Jackson, Presi-
dent of Kansas City Consensus.

Ten action teams set time lines and goals for funding,
youth empowerment, services integration, and regional col-
laboration, using technology, volunteer youth programs
(linked to National Service). Within weeks a deputy juvenile
officer was placed at a local high school which had tried for
a year to get more student services through normal channels.
Children’s Mercy Hospital put young people on boards
dealing with hospital oversight and procedures, a direct
result of a conference consensus on including youth in sub-
stantive forums. In March 1994 a local Junior League chose
the youth empowerment project as its next four year commu-
nity commitment. The offer included 90 volunteers and a
$200,000 activities grant including an annual future search
involving young people.

Kansas City has become a hub for innovative youth pro-
grams, high involvement of its citizens and strong leadership
in sustainable community efforts. In 1998, the Robert Wood
Johnson National Urban Health Initiative selected Kansas
City as an example of real systems change and sustainability.

Nation Building
Bangladesh, a largely Moslem nation of 110 million, will

double its population in 25 years in an area the size of
Wisconsin. Population problems, malnutrition, illiteracy, and
poverty are endemic. Katharine Esty, a Massachusetts-based
consultant working with UNICEF, discovered there “a real
hunger for new ways to help people talk to each other across
groups, sectors, and ideologies.” When she proposed train-
ing Bangladeshis to organize their own future searches, the

“So, for me, did
the future search
work? No ques-
tion about it. It
provided, I think,
a very living model
of democracy
that doesn’t
currently exist in
this country.”
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idea quickly caught on. Rolf Carriere, local head of UNICEF,
agreed to sponsor an experimental workshop. “We were not
sure,” reported Esty, “how transferable the future search
conference methodology would be to a country with such a
minimal tradition of participation. We wondered too if the
enormity of problems in Bangladesh would impact the ap-
propriateness of the methodology.”

In the fall of 1994, Esty and Gil Steil ran a simulation for 50
Bangladeshi consultants, trainers, and managers, using as
their topic “The Future of the Children of Dhaka.” They
learned several important lessons. The method was readily
accepted by Bangladeshis, who joined in with enthusiasm. At
the same time, so great are the nation’s problems that people
had trouble dreaming large future dreams. “For example,”
wrote Esty, “many participants could not envision their city
without child labor, even by the year 2014. The most they
could hope for was ‘less child labor.’ Reflecting on this, most
participants agreed with the man who said, ‘We need to learn
how to dream.’” Several potential follow-up conferences
were discussed. The most immediate application was aimed
at rethinking a way to combat diarrhea, which kills 250,000
children in Bangladesh each year.

The following year Esty and Steil returned to run a future
search on “Stopping Children with Diarrhea from Dying.”
Participants discovered that though oral rehydration salts
had been invented decades before they weren’t used locally.
A major outcome was the decision to train every villager on
the use of rehydration salts with young children.

UNICEF has since joined with local organizations to co-
sponsor future searches on “Early Childhood Development,”
“Child Labor,” “Reducing Maternal Mortality,” “Stopping
the Spread of HIV/AIDS,” and “Safe Water, Sanitation and
Hygienic Behaviors.”

Esty and Steil along with facilitators they trained in
Bangladesh, notably a Canadian, Kim Martens, and a
Bangladeshi, Anish Barua, have spread future search pro-
cesses across South Asia and the Mideast – to Nepal, Paki-
stan, Thailand, Sri Lanka and Iran.
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Organizing State-Wide Voluntary Action
A Pennsylvania affiliate of the national Children’s Lit-

eracy Initiative had funding for a state chapter but lacked a
way to involve the right parties. Bill Moon and Loretta Raider
helped convene a future search for 60 state and local officials,
librarians, day care workers, Head Start staff, foundation
executives, school teachers, principals, and bookstore own-
ers. They forged a Children’s Literacy Council for Pennsylva-
nia, linking public schools, Head Start programs and other
stakeholders separated for decades despite common con-
cerns. Their goal is to have all preschool children statewide
ready to read by the time they start school. They began
meeting quarterly, working on such issues as funding, pro-
viding books, and training librarians to help care-givers learn
to read aloud with children.

FUTURE SEARCH IN BUSINESS AND INDUSTRY

Rethinking Work Systems
Using future search principles, many organizations have

gone from scratch to the implementation of new work sys-
tems in about a third as much time as it took in the 1980’s. One
notable example is the work of Dick and Emily Axelrod with
the Hudson Division of R.R. Donnelley and Sons Company,
where a traditional factory transformed into a team-based
organization with the help of employees from all levels,
customers, and company staff. A series of conferences based
on future search made possible a common understanding of
how the whole system works, and gave separate depart-
ments insight into how they affected each others’ work. The
new design led to increased teamwork, better customer
service and quality, and lower costs.

Many organizations now use future search to involve
employees from all levels in improving their own work
systems. Reichhold Chemical, for example, rethought its
product development process from idea to customer. INOVA
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Health Systems redesigned its patient care delivery system
around the needs of patients with direct participation of
people from all functions in redefining their own work.

Political Action
for Manufacturing Businesses

For three years the Massachusetts legislature debated
measures to create an extension service that would help
manufacturers become more competitive. Then in December
1992 a statewide future search conference run by Sandra
made service a centerpiece of a common future scenario. It
won support from business owners, public and private ser-
vice providers, legislators, and US SenatorJohn Kerry.

Eight weeks after the future search, following intensive
lobbying by participants, the bill passed with a $1 million
budget. The extension service would do for manufacturers
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what agricultural extension has done for farmers. “A lot of
peoples’ thinking and interest were galvanized in the confer-
ence,” said John Hoops, head of Bay State Skills Corporation’s
Industrial Modernization Program, a key conference spon-
sor. The plan became one of 12 key action items on the
governor’s agenda.

“It was really incredible,” recalled Leslie Schneider, a co-
sponsor from Tufts University’s Center for Technology, “to
see everyone show up, be in a room for three days, and listen
to each other in a way they never had before. The public
forum was important. We all got the same story from the
same people at the same time.” Four months later partici-
pants held a “reunion” to present their report to Senator
Kerry and Governor Weld, who announced the new inte-
grated state service. Said one manufacturer, “What it took us
seven years to do in the Berkshire Plastics Network, we did
here in 16 hours!” In 1994 an additional $10 million was
earmarked to support the program.

Three years later, Auburn Technical Assistance Center
(ATAC), the University of Alabama and the Alabama De-
partment of Commerce co-sponsored “Vision 20/20 Manu-
facturing and Alabama.” Using future search as Bay States
did, they sought to create an extension service for small and
medium-sized manufacturers. Following their conference
the National Institute for Science and Technology awarded
ATAC three-million dollars to plan a state-wide technology
center.

S’organiser Pour Le Futur
(Organizing for the Future)

Alcan Smelters & Chemicals Ltd. (SECAL), a division of
Alcan Aluminum Company, wanted to identify how the
smelting facilities should be organized in the next century.
JeanPierre Beaulieu and Emile Carriere, their consultants,
ran a future search to envision a new production organiza-
tion in the year 2005. SECAL invited people from corporate,
all plants, community, suppliers and customers to partici-
pate, on the assumption that a common vision of a future
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production facility could start existing plants moving in that
direction. Participants used a special French version of the
future search design and vocabulary adapted by the consult-
ants.

Two broad themes evolved: a greater focus on the indi-
vidual as a major contributor and a commitment to build
partnerships with stakeholders, particularly unions, custom-
ers, suppliers, and the community. Action ideas included
concrete steps for realigning corporate headquarters and
specialized staff roles, continuous training, and a zero acci-
dent work environment. A major outcome was a shared
vision of what a new plant should be and what types of skills
should be developed for the next century.

“Four years later,” said an Alcan Senior Manager, “the
vision of the future which we had defined at the future search
remains a shared one and constitutes the backdrop from which
we take decisions concerning work design, hiring practices
and other human resources practices. It only proves to me that
this was one of the best strategic reflections we ever made.”

Board/Staff Relations
Board members and staff have made major shifts in their

relationships in future searches. One notable example was a
conference we helped organize for The Alliance for Em-
ployee Growth and Development, a non-profit joint venture
of the Communications Workers of America, the Interna-
tional Brotherhood of Electrical Workers, and AT&T. Their
mission is empowering AT&T employees displaced by tech-
nology to develop new careers. The Board – senior executives
from the three partners – found, to their surprise, that local
committees around the United States resented having little
board contact. They decided to combine board meetings with
site visits around the country, giving all parties first-hand,
ongoing information on the state of The Alliance. These visits
are run on future search principles. In addition, when The
Alliance goes into a community, they convene local employ-
ers, government, education, and social services to help them
make action plans.
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Union/Management Joint Planning
“Plant Engineering 2004: Unity through Partnership” was

the theme for a future search held by 3M Company’s St. Paul
Area Plant Engineering organization as part of an ongoing
effort to improve work methods, morale, quality of work life,
productivity, and management practice. Internal consultants
Paul Pelkola and Bob Boyd organized and ran the conference
with Sandra. “Getting the workers, managers, executives,
union officials, and customers all in one room to shape our
organization was like a pipe dream,” said Pelkola, ”but I
became convinced there was no other way.” Union/manage-
ment tensions had always made joint improvement efforts
difficult. Management worried that they would lose control
if they got into an open discussion with union and other
stakeholders. Union officials worried that their credibility
with the rank and file would be tainted if they appeared too
collaborative.

On the other hand, management wanted the union to
understand the company’s situation, and the union thought
the conference might help in the negotiating process. It was
a big step for both sides. To their mutual benefit, they pro-
duced a joint vision of a workplace redesigned around cus-
tomer needs. They also devised processes for including people
who did not attend to be implemented by conference partici-
pants. As a result, Plant Engineering moved into a large-scale
redesign effort, union and management working together,
that included hundreds of employees.

Four years later, after a series of large planning and design
conferences, Plant Engineering, which had been separate,
assigned a maintenance work force directly to the manufac-
turing operations. At the research site, Plant Engineering
organized to serve customers rather than by internal craft
specialty. Lasting results include decision making based on
customer needs, work priorities based on business unit needs,
flexible scheduling based on workload requirements, and
processes to involve all stakeholders in getting the work done
and resolving technical and other issues.
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Rethinking Business Strategy
Gil Steil managed his first future search at Digital Equip-

ment Corporation when he was an internal consultant. “The
Future of Imaging at Digital” led to the development of a
single strategic plan for a new technology where only days
earlier there had been five competing plans.” When the
strategy task force spawned by the conference completed
their work two weeks later,” reported Steil, “we re-convened
the whole community to refine the task force work and get
larger buy-in and commitment.” They had learned that “the
implementation of common ground was a whole lot easier
than the resolution of conflict.”

Said Oleh Kostetsky, the Group Manager, “This was sim-
ply the most effective business planning meeting I’ve experi-
enced in 25 years!”

WHAT WE CAN’T DO WITH FUTURE SEARCH

While the above are fine success stories, we have learned
some hard lessons attempting future search conferences
under negative conditions. There are several things we don’t
know how to do.

Shore Up Ineffective Leaders
We cannot, for example, make up for weak leadership

with a future search conference. Ten years ago a world-wide
religious service organization’s lawyer recruited Marvin to
help them confront a drive by disgruntled central staff to
unionize. A reluctant director went along with the “legal”
advice to sponsor a future search that would enable people to
devise the workplace they wanted. It was a big success in the
sense that folks welcomed a chance to interact and make new
plans. They were not surprised when the boss acted on none
of them. Nor was their attorney surprised when the staff
voted in a union to fill the leadership vacuum.
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Convince Skeptics To Go Forward
We have had no success “selling” future search confer-

ences to skeptics or folks paralyzed by worry about losing
control. One troubled corporate giant planned to put thou-
sands of people through a training event staged by a presti-
gious business institute, incorporating every new idea on
customers, markets, service, and empowerment. To the pro-
posal of several staff that the company substitute future
searches – on the theory that people could get the company
out of the box if given a chance – top management turned a
deaf ear. Nobody could imagine anything useful happening
that wasn’t prescribed by experts. The chance that people
might do exactly what was needed, or that collectively they
had enough skills and knowledge, was far outside the frame
of reference in the executive suite.

They opted for expert training. But nobody got empow-
ered. No new markets opened up, no customers came flock-
ing to the gates, and service did not get better. Having only
two years to “transform the culture or die,” they gave up on
training their way out of trouble after a year. Several separate
departments ran successful future searches, but the company
as a whole continued its downward slide.

Reconcile Values Differences
We don’t know how to reconcile intractable values differ-

ences through future search. When people disagree about
deep-seated religious, ethical, or political beliefs which they
hold sacred, a future search is unlikely to help them reconcile
their beliefs. The choice they face is whether to accept their
differences and work together on common ground despite
them, or to work in opposition. Indeed, in a future search, we
are helping people do what they already agree on and have
never been able to do because they spend so much time
fighting about matters they cannot resolve.

In a school conference people brought up some highly-
charged feelings about sex education. The differences be-
tween those who did and did not want a particular curricu-
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lum were fierce, deeply felt, and long standing. The parties
simply believed each other to be wrong. At the same time,
they agreed on a host of other goals, like better use of school
facilities and more involvement of parents and the business
community in learning and teaching. They discovered they
were not going to work out their moral values in this forum.
They also saw a priceless chance to make real progress on
matters of benefit to all if they agreed to cooperate.

Change Team Dynamics
With Future Search Technology

We can create new dynamics quickly only if we bring
together a new group and give it a new task. Systems expert
Russell Ackoff (1974) pointed out long ago that systems
change only in relation to the larger systems of which they are
a part. That explains why peer-only events – training, T-
groups, team meetings – have little effect on the larger
system. So our guiding principle, when we make out a future
search invitation list, is: We want the “whole system” in the
room, meaning a larger system than usual.

We believe people change their capacity for action by
experiencing themselves as part of a larger whole. They
won’t do it talking about people and functions not present in
the room. “Input” from outside is no substitute for enlarging
the system to include more of its parts.

Using future search work sheets, for example, a consultant
ran a single department through the event – past, present, and
future, the works. However, uneasy that the boss was reluc-
tant to invite outside stakeholders, and to make sure every-
body “got it,” she included a trust questionnaire and data
feedback, and made building trust an explicit goal. “Same old
stuff,” was the word after the conference, from the same
people who neither trusted nor distrusted each other any more
after the conference than before, although they had learned to
trust consultants less. Same people = same interactions.



4 6

F U T U R E
S E A R C H

LEARNING FROM EXPERIENCE

We end this chapter with a summary of what we’ve learned
about increasing the chances for a successful future search.
This is not to say you can’t do anything if you miss one or
more of these points. None are all-or-nothing propositions,
just tips and traps to keep you thinking about what it takes to
deliver on what you promise.

Tips
A future search will be more effective when:

1. We present it as a milestone at a choice point in a
community’s or organization’s life;

2. We seek to involve large numbers of diverse people;
3. Top managers and/or community leaders are involved

and have a deep wish to succeed with this event;
4. Participants include a cross-section of groups with a

stake in the focal issue or community, or of functions,
levels, and “outside” stakeholders like customers,
suppliers, government officials, and community mem-
bers;

5. Participants manage information, analysis and action
planning themselves;

6. We focus broadly on opportunities, not narrowly on
specific problems;

7. Facilitators stay out of the way when people are work-
ing productively, and become active when there is
conflict or avoidance of tasks;

8. We validate everybody’s reality as legitimate and
deserving to be heard. We do not seek to edit, rewrite,
or bury any statement.

9. We explore the whole before acting on any part.
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Traps
A future search may fall flat if:

1. Too few people are invited – 25 and up make for more
opportunities;

2. Not enough stakeholder variety. We need many view-
points/actors;

3. Bypassing the large group dialogue at any stage.
4. Reducing the total time, imagining that 2 1/2 days work

can be done in a day or so.
5. Featuring keynote speakers or presenters. That changes

the tone and dynamics of the meeting away from
shared views of participants. We want people to accept
responsibility for their own plans;

6. The emphasis shifts from appreciating to bemoaning
past and present problems;

7. The group recreates unresolved conflicts or shirks the
assigned tasks;

8. Leaders don’t support initiatives that come out of the
conference or use the opportunity to speak for their
own vision;

9. Consultants seek to diagnose and fill a group’s needs, or
preempt time for training (e.g. style instruments, sur-
veys, skill exercises, group games). This shifts control
from participants to an external source, depriving the
group of responsibility.
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CHAPTER 3

Conditions for Success
“The unconscious is continually active,
combining its material in ways which serve
the future. It produces, no less than the
conscious mind, subliminal combinations
that are prospective; only they are markedly
superior to the conscious combinations both
in refinement and in scope. For these
reasons the unconscious could serve man as
a unique guide, provided that he can resist
the lure of being misguided.”

– C.G. Jung

IN THIS CHAPTER WE DISCUSS eight “conditions for success”
that we believe are at the heart of whole systems change.
They embody what we have learned about the art of finding

common ground in diverse groups. We seek these conditions
for conferences we manage because they make sense to us
and are confirmed by many colleagues around the world.

The cynicism people express about meetings is reinforced
when we use shortcuts that are not equal to the outcomes
sought. We still get a lot of pressure to do that. We are often
asked to run shorter events with less diversity in basement
dungeon rooms, attendance optional, featuring a precon-
ceived agenda. These conditions fall far short of what we
want to do within a future search. It is no service to a
conference sponsor to pretend that using some of our tasks
and techniques will meet aspirations for breakthroughs if we



5 0

F U T U R E
S E A R C H

compromise key conditions that are much more important
than our procedures.

Simple, not easy
We do not mean to imply that if we stick to our guns this

becomes easy work or that 16+ hours makes up for years of
inertia or conflict. Planning how to get the right people in the
room is hard work. And future search methods are so straight-
forward as to be easily dismissed. Yet they are profound
enough to create great anxiety in us about control, conflict,
and failure. It is reassuring to know that the basics for success
come from decades of experience in many cultures, docu-
mented in Discovering Common Ground (Weisbord et al, 1992).

People skilled in group dynamics can succeed by adhering
to the conditions outlined below. Those who can do this
while containing their own anxiety about success and failure,
may surprise themselves with the productivity of the com-
munity they have helped bring to life.

CONDITIONS FOR SUCCESS

• “Whole system” in the room
• “Whole elephant” as context for local action
• Common ground and future focus,
    not problems and conflicts
• Self-managed small groups
• Full attendance
• Healthy meeting conditions
• 3 day event (i.e. “sleep twice”)
• Public responsibility for follow-up

Let’s take up each condition in turn.

Getting the “whole system” in the room
We need a broad cross-section of stakeholders for several

reasons. First, we want diverse perceptions so that everyone
can get a new picture of the whole. One function or level of an
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organization can’t learn enough about the world or itself in a
closed meeting. Second, we want to encourage the forming of
as many new relationships as possible. Each participant
opens up many different kinds of action possibilities. So the
more diverse the attendees, the greater will be the innovation
and the potential for shared implementation. We need people
with ideas, people with authority to act, people we want to
influence, people with special skills and creativity, all with a
stake in the future search task.

In community conferences, we have to consider a cross
section of all sectors the sponsors consider relevant. No two
lists are alike. For example, here is the invitation list for West
Virginia Future Search in April 1998:

• Students
• Services
• Land Production
• Manufacturing/Construction
• Labor
• Medical/Health
• Education
• Environment
• Community Reps
• Leaders at Large

In future searches sponsored by a single organization, we
seek 25 percent to 40 percent of the group from “outside”
stakeholders – e.g. customers, suppliers, government offi-
cials, headquarters staff, community – key people who don’t
normally work together. This translates into two or three
“outside” stakeholders in each mixed group. Here’s a com-
puter network service company’s stakeholder list:

• Advisers (8 people)
• Customers (8)
• Market Technologists (8)
• Management (8)
• Contract Employees (8)
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• Company Staff (8)
• Customer Service (8)
• Family Members (8)

Of course we never do get the whole system in the room.
Taken literally, that would mean every organism in the
cosmos. However, we can always get a diagonal slice. We find
60 – 70 stakeholders is optimum, providing ample diversity.
We base this limit in part on how large a group dialogue we
can manage. We’ve found that when the group numbers in
the high 70’s and beyond, face-to-face dialogue, a central
tenet of our work, becomes harder – you can’t see the faces of
people at the other end of the room; you can’t hear without an
audio system. Also small group reports must be shorter
because there are so many of them; the shorter the report, the
more discussion time people require to formulate it. The
more discussion time spent in small groups, the less is
available for the whole community. And so on.

Our limit may seem arbitrary and certainly can be tested.
We have used our model in groups numbering from 30 to 100,
and 64 or fewer is what we like best. When more folks must
be involved, we recommend sequential or parallel confer-
ences. It would be wise to run several single conferences
before taking on a large systems change strategy utilizing
future search.

“Whole Elephant” as context
for local action

We want people to get on the same wavelength, all talking
about the same world. It’s important that we describe this
world as fully as possible before doing anything about it.
That way we reduce the likelihood of misconceived action
steps.

The “whole elephant” refers to an old Sufi story of six
blind men who went to meet an elephant. Each felt a different
part. The elephant, said one, feeling its side, was like a wall.
The second, meeting a tusk, said it was a spear; a third,
grabbing the trunk, was sure he held a snake; the fourth,

“I’m pretty active
in the community.
So to come to this
event and find
two-thirds of the
participants doing
a future search
and me not know
them was very
provocative, very
exciting.”
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feeling a leg, knew he had run into a tree; the fifth caught an
ear that was surely a fan; and the sixth, seizing the tail, had the
elephant be like a rope. In a famous verse by John Godfrey
Saxe (1869):

“And so these men of Indostan
Disputed loud and long,
Each in his own opinion
Exceeding stiff and strong,
Though each was partly in the right,
They all were in the wrong!”

Indeed, in any conversation we all are blind to others’
perceptions unless we pool our experience to create a shared
reality. (See Appendix E for the Saxe poem.)

Rather than study only our conference entity, we look at
our task in reference to society as a whole. We explore trends
within and between the search entity and the world outside –
the entire “open system.” Thus, we explore our participants’
views of global trends as a backdrop to the community,
institution, sector, or company under study. All the trends
affecting stakeholders in the room right now are mapped as
they see them. This procedure goes hand-in-hand with diver-
sity – the more stakeholders, the broader their shared world
view. Putting local issues in global perspective, they are less
likely to fight over or avoid the issues. Bit by bit people all
come to talk about the same elephant.

There is no mystery about why and how we discuss some
themes and not others – somebody in the room saw fit to
include them. Individually, we remember bits and pieces of
our past. Together, we remember a whole lot more.

Exploring current reality and common
futures, not problems and conflicts

We invest in ideal future scenarios (5-20 years out) rather
than problem-solving or conflict-management. We acknowl-
edge but do not “work” differences. This is not a team-
building meeting, in which people negotiate new relation-

“It was a more
open, intellectu-
ally-challenging

environment than
I had been in,

some of these
planning exercises

I’d been through
before.”
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ships, sharpen interpersonal skills, and solve past problems.
Instead, we reserve a big block of time for imaginatively
inventing new futures and dramatizing them. Common
ground on the future forms the backdrop for action planning.
The transformative experience includes discovering what’s
possible at the very moment we can act.

Self-managed explorations
and action plans

 We use self-managing small groups, where everybody
shares information, interprets it, decides action steps. These
groups reduce hierarchy, passivity, conflict, and dependency
on experts or facilitators. When they succeed, people experi-
ence discovery, learning, and cooperation. We avoid long
speeches, expert presentations, and exercises, instruments,
or games based on external diagnoses of what this group
needs. Nor do we organize data or coordinate follow-up
plans. We recommend that small groups divide up the work
among a discussion leader, recorder, reporter, time keeper
and data manager, and that people rotate roles. This greatly
increases the chance for every person to have a leadership
role. This is not obvious to participants, although it makes a
major shift in a group’s relationship to authority. Our aim is
to shift the locus of control from external sources to the group.

Attending the whole meeting
People need to stay engaged to achieve the perceptual

shift that changes their capacity for action. They can’t act if
they aren’t there. Innovative planning on common ground
requires a fully shared experience. It’s harder for people to
join in a common future if they missed important steps taken
in arriving at it. We discourage non-stakeholder observers. If
there are strong reasons for having non-participants present,
find something useful for them to do, like documenting the
conference.
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Meeting under healthy conditions
Daylight (windows) and good food are important for

optimum work. Choosing to spend three days in poorly-lit,
interior spaces with the wrong diet/snacks is a bad economic
and social decision, no matter how worthy the agenda. We
choose airy rooms with windows, plan lighter lunches, and
have nutritious snacks available to keep up peoples’ energy.

Working across 3 days (i .e. “sleep twice”)
Two days, even long ones, won’t do as well as 2 1/2  days for

a future search. It’s not the total hours worked, but the
spacing of learning – the “soak time” – that leads us to
understand each other’s views, fully accept the high and low
points, and do new things together. For example, we sched-
ule from lunch on Day 1 to early afternoon on Day 3. Other
formats are possible – a late afternoon session on Day 1, or a
long evening session. However, our evening break points are
not arbitrary. We want to break in the middle of important
tasks so that people stay engaged over night. The uncon-
scious works in mysterious ways on unfinished business. We
want to give this process a chance to work out. In conferences
run for two full days, action planning comes at exactly the
wrong time – when people are overloaded and tired.

We are convinced the shift in group capability for future
action and implementation is much greater in “two sleep”
meetings than in shorter ones. (If you want a research project,
here’s a hypothesis crying to be tested.) Also the burden on
leaders and consultants is less. There will be fewer loose ends
hanging out, many more initiatives taken, less dependency
and waiting for somebody else to act, and much faster imple-
mentation.

Taking responsibil ity publicly for follow-up
When we publicly declare our intentions to take next steps

we are more likely to follow through. Kurt Lewin, the “prac-
tical theorist,” discovered this principle in the famous food

“What I heard
most from people,

who are typically
disenfranchised in

our community, was
their surprise at

hearing that other
people actually care

about the same
issues...and were

willing to take
action.”
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habit studies during World War II that led to the emergence
of “participative management” (Weisbord, 1987, Chapter 3).
So we ask people to say publicly what they, themselves, will
do next. We ask them to sign up for action groups rather than
put the ball back in the sponsor’s court.

THE PRESSURE TO COMPROMISE
IN THE PLANNING

We cannot have change without tackling something new.
At the same time, we resist the unfamiliar. People sometimes
argue they want a future search but “don’t have time” for the
whole agenda. Actually, we think our complete meeting runs
on a pretty fast track, and anybody who tries to speed it up
still more probably has a different agenda than planning
breakthroughs. Try this quiz: if a conference falls short of the
mark, and you have been the spark plug, people will end up
blaming :

(a) fate,
(b) each other,
(c) you.

The right answer is (c) you. You promised a moon walk,
then agreed to a scheme that gets folks only as far as the
launch pad.

For most future search sponsors, the breakthroughs are
made before the conference – in the commitment of setting
aside enough time, inviting a cross-section of people who
never meet, and getting everybody to stay for the whole
meeting. In short, the big change happens in the planning
session. It can only happen if the steering group (see Chapter
6) agrees to a set of conditions different from the norm. The
closer a conference matches all eight conditions for success,
the more likely we are to put aside stereotypes and prejudices
and act together. Too many compromises and we get back to
business-as-usual. A good test of any system’s ability to
change is how it schedules its time. If people can’t spare the
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hours, or insist on part-time attendance, you had best take
Nancy Reagan’s advice. Just say no.

Good Reasons for Skepticism
And you will be pressured to compromise. There are lots

of reasons for pre-conference jitters. Most people have yet to
work this way. Outcomes cannot be predicted, and there are
no guarantees. Still, we know from abundant reports that a
future search experience is likely to be renewing, productive,
idealistic, practical, and surprisingly long-lasting. Nobody
believes this when they plan a conference. Along the way we
face lots of ambiguity. No wonder, then, that potential spon-
sors sometimes get cold feet contemplating the very compo-
nents essential for success: broad base of stakeholders, for
example, which means inviting people who don’t usually
meet; or visiting the global context before confronting our
local planning issue; or working in self-managing peer groups,
including strangers and people who have a history of conflict



5 8

F U T U R E
S E A R C H

or failure; or meeting for 16 hours (excluding breaks and
meals) over three days instead of trying to squeeze every-
thing into one day; or delaying action planning until we have
agreed on the nature of the future we all want. All these steps
contribute to success.

Some sponsors and planners assume their stakeholders
are different. They won’t show up, stay, or spend time talking
about the past. They are too busy, too important, too knowl-
edgeable to need a meeting like this, and even if they came,
they would never agree on the future. These assumptions
should be tested. People new to future search may compro-
mise key components before they have any experience, re-
ducing both their anxiety and a chance for anything new to
happen.

Keep in mind that when we hold to the basics we can make
key breakthroughs. Be aware that much larger or much
smaller groups, with little diversity of backgrounds and no
interdependence, meeting in much shorter time frames con-
stitute a different conference model, even if you use our
worksheets. While there are many useful tasks that can be
performed in other modes, we can’t imagine replicating a
future search without attending to the basics.

Finally, we repeat that our preferences – for time frames,
tasks, break points, and so on – are one way of embodying the
success conditions. We believe our practices are internally-
consistent. Above all, they work for us.

A Radical Stand Toward Conflict
A radical aspect of the future search conference is its stance

toward conflict. If the right people show up, unresolved
disagreements can almost always be found. Oftimes these are
a natural outgrowth of the information generated. We en-
courage all viewpoints, yet discourage conferees from “work-
ing through” (trying to resolve) their differences. Instead, we
try to create a figure/ground reversal, putting conflict on
hold, and common stakes up front. In this way, people own
up to and accept whatever issues emerge as real and relevant

“You hear a lot
of differences.
I hear a lot of
similarities.”
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for determining common ground. We suggest people not try
to change each others’ minds and not work to reconcile
opposites, only to admit their existence. We encourage people
to express their differences so that everybody knows where
they stand.

We neither avoid nor confront the extremes. Rather, we
put our energy into staking out the widest common ground
that all can stand on. We urge people to resist compromise so
that a shared perception of genuine common ground can
emerge. It may grow wider or narrower as the discussion
progresses. Then, from that realistic base, however broad or
narrow, new forms of action become possible. People don’t
magically get better than they were. Rather, they tune in on
different aspects of themselves – their more constructive and
cooperative impulses.

At its best, future search can take the focus off personality
and political differences, problems and symptoms and in-
stead focus energy toward building a sustainable commu-
nity.

Other Purposes, Other Structures
There are many activities that could utilize future search

tasks, without embracing our purposes. The techniques don’t
care how they are used. Below we discuss meeting structures
in which finding and acting on common ground are less
likely than in a future search mode. All serve useful func-
tions. However, we urge you not to confuse such meetings
with a future search even though they might employ similar
techniques.

•  EMPLOYEE OR CIT IZEN INVOLVEMENT
 TOWARD A PRECONCEIVED RESULT

Conferences called to ratify pre-existing decisions or solve
problems by implementing a pre-defined plan may be neces-
sary and important, but they have a different philosophic
base from getting everybody to take responsibility for the
whole. In complementary fashion, a future search may be a
good vehicle for creating implementation plans for a vision
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already widely-shared – so long as conferees have a hand in
deciding what to do and how.

•  SINGLE UNIT OR ONE TEAM CONFERENCES

Rather than holding meetings for one function only (e.g.
human resource staff, manufacturing, sales), we include a
mix of customers, clients, community, and government to
provide broader perspectives on the issues. We want them
there to influence and to be influenced toward appropriate
action. An established work group, whether based in a fac-
tory or a board room, will usually act out the same old on-site
dynamics when meeting at the Holiday Inn.

•  EXPERT OR TOP DOWN SPEECHES
 OR TV TOWN MEETINGS

Expert talks followed by group discussion or question-
and-answer is a worthwhile activity, widely-used, and well
understood. However, this kind of meeting does not fulfill
the basic conditions for a dialogue of discovery and volun-
tary action planning. Its purpose is only to influence by
providing information, a relatively weak strategy for build-
ing collaborative action.

•  GETTING INPUT WITHOUT ACTING IN “REAL TIME”

The culture of business tends to overvalue “collecting
data” or “getting input” in advance while excluding from the
meeting those who supplied it. A future search is not a
meeting to “get input” so that a hierarchy or central staff can
create a future vision. What makes future search unique is
that the output is seen to belong to everyone from the start.

•  TASK FORCE PROBLEM-SOLVING

A future search is not a problem-solving meeting, even if
managed participatively. For example, if the conference task
is to plan how to carry out a recycling program which nobody
has bought into, it’s probably not a future search topic. What
might fit is the future of environmental initiatives in the
community, that could be used to influence recycling and
also many other decisions.
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• TEAM BUILDING, CONFLICT MANAGEMENT

While its methods can be used for this purpose, we don’t
think of a future search as a meeting where team-building is
based on feedback about one another’s behavior. Meetings to
trade perceptions (e.g. projections, stereotypes) of various
groups are excluded. The core of future search is establishing
common ground – perceptions of shared dilemmas, experi-
ences, world views, trends, etc. We want to elicit common
hopes, fears, aspirations, and needs. Feelings about individu-
als or groups are not solicited though they may indeed be
volunteered. If such comments raise tensions, we will hear
peoples’ reactions without seeking resolution. Sometimes
conflicts dissolve and teams come together in these confer-
ences – but people are not told that is what they must do.

•  TRAINING EXERCISES,  STRUCTURED ICE-BREAKERS,
 DIAGNOSTIC INSTRUMENTS,  ETC.

While all of these reduce anxiety – the facilitators’ and the
participants’ – none are necessary. They are based on differ-
ent assumptions about what people need to act together.
Indeed, they may slow down the process of discovering
common action possibilities, prolong group dependency,
and distract people from the central task. It is important that
facilitators learn that the anxiety people feel about the task is
functional and necessary if we wish to encourage responsible,
self-generated action.
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N THIS CHAPTER WE SURVEY some views of the elephant
called “whole systems” that make sense to us in designing
meetings. These are far from all the possible theories we

could bring to bear. In effect, we are blind too. We use ideas
that resonate in us. We want to highlight the “road maps”
that have contributed to our understanding of how to orga-
nize a future search.

The future search design evolved not from any wish to use
particular techniques. Rather, it came from our desire to find
ways to involve large numbers of people in improving whole
systems. We wanted methods equal to our aspirations; more,
we wanted methods that affirm the dignity of each person,

CHAPTER 4

Road Maps
Theory into Practice

“There are many ways to understand life
and the universe – through superstition,
religion, philosophy, science, and so forth.
While each approach has its own experts –
scientists, priests, philosophers, doctors,
poets – all are merely blind men receiving
different impressions from touching the
same elephant....From his own perspective,
each expert’s conclusion is knowledgeable
and makes sense. Their theories, however,
are merely parts of the whole picture. I, too,
am one of the blind. And because I touch a
different part of the elephant, I have devel-
oped my own theory about the relationship
of the universe to human life.”

 – Lin Yun

I
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faithful to the spirit of democracy. Since the coining of the
phrase “group dynamics” more than 50 years ago, people
have experimented with how to involve large groups in
productive tasks. Until recently, though, this learning – cap-
tured in the phrase “participative management” – was ap-
plied largely through problem-solving task forces or natural
work teams. This mode sought to honor democracy by in-
cluding people in solving their own problems. It did not
assure that the problems solved would benefit a whole
system. Quite the opposite. When each of us works on our
preferred problem, we tend to ignore, deny, or downplay
everybody else’s.

To counteract this trend, many people have in the last 30
years brought “systems thinking” into planning meetings.
Most often it’s in the form of systems models and maps used
by small groups of expert thinkers. While they produce
sophisticated analyses of how problems are interconnected,
systems experts often have a hard time getting ordinary
people to grasp, let alone act on, their insights.

Our challenges in creating a future search design are two:
to make the benefits of systems thinking available to every-
one without having to teach systems analysis; to create
settings in which people can work on their preferred prob-
lems under an umbrella of shared values and goals rather
than at cross purposes. The building blocks we have used,
part science, part art, part philosophy, part trial and error, can
be traced back many decades. We have integrated them into
a meeting agenda based on research, theory, and intuition
validated by experience. Increasingly, we believe that far
from inventing something new we are rediscovering wisdom
known for thousands of years in other cultures.

Two Key Perspectives
Still, we are children of our own culture. And our two

main sources of inspiration come from parallel innovations
in different parts of the English-speaking world. One was
Eva Schindler-Rainman’s and Ronald Lippitt’s large-scale
community futures conferences in North America during the
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1970’s. Another was the pioneering work of Eric Trist, an
Englishman, and Fred Emery, an Australian, in developing
the Search Conference. (Hence the name future search, to
honor two major streams of work to which we owe our basic
principles.) From Schindler-Rainman and Lippitt we learned
to get the whole system in the room and to focus on the future.
From Trist and Emery we learned the importance of thinking
globally before acting locally, and of having people manage
their own planning. (See Weisbord et al, 1992.)

Each of these innovative practitioners designed a whole
experience for a particular purpose, and we have done like-
wise. They have a shared value base in democratic ideals that
underlie our work as well. Both sets have a common ancestor
that is also ours – Kurt Lewin’s field theory and action
research – studying a situation in which we participate and
assume responsibility. (G.W. Lewin, ed. 1948).

In addition, Sandra brings a systems perspective from her
experiences in reorganizing experimental schools and in
clinical groups. Marv brings decades of working through
high-anxiety reorganizations in factories, offices, and re-
search laboratories, in medical schools and in corporations.
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Getting the Whole System in the Room
and Focusing on the Future

The principles of getting the whole system in the room and
focusing on the future derive from cases reported in Produc-
tive Workplaces (Weisbord, 1987). A key antecedent for this
approach was the research by Schindler-Rainman and Lippitt
(1980) on their community conferences in 88 cities, towns,
and states. They found that bringing a cross-section of resi-
dents together in one room – sometimes as many as 250
people – led to breakthrough problem-solving, even in a day.
Before the meeting, participants, like the blind men, imag-
ined that the part of the elephant they touched defined the
beast. When they pooled what they knew, each got a view of
the whole more complete than any one had to begin with.
This gave everybody an entirely new basis for planning.

Building on their work, we began involving as many
stakeholder groups as we could – up to a dozen or more
perspectives on the future search topic. The exact number
was not important. What mattered was getting people from
many parts of the “whole system” who did not normally
interact. We discovered along the way that each different
kind of person brings a new set of action possibilities. The
mayor opens one door, the grass-roots activist another, the
ordinary citizen still a third. Together, they make possible a
range of commitments none could make alone. Leave any
one out, and there is much less potential.

Lippitt and Schindler-Rainman also had concluded years
before that problem-solving depresses people, whereas imag-
ining ideal futures creates energy and optimism. A key
feature of their conferences was inviting people to create
“images of potential” (ideal futures) rather than go head-on
at the problems. More, they evolved a method for bringing
futures to life, asking people to visualize them as if they had
already happened. These practices too we sought to build
into our future search model.
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Open Systems and Dialogue
A second key road map grew out of a historic strategic

planning meeting for Bristol-Siddeley Aircraft Engine Co. in
1960 facilitated by Eric Trist and Fred Emery (Weisbord, et al,
1992, Chapter 2). Two cultures, jet engines and piston en-
gines, had been forced into a merger by the British govern-
ment. Now, they had to create one company and rethink their
future. Emery proposed an agenda he thought would create
“conditions for effective dialogue” based on the consensus
research of social psychologist Solomon Asch (1952).

When people listen to each other and use concrete ex-
amples to back up their views, they get a much clearer picture
of each others’ reality and are more likely to have a dialogue
leading to shared understandings. This discovery cannot be
made in meetings where energy is focused on the leader’s
agenda, expert input, problem-solving differences, overcom-
ing resistance, sweating over lack of data, or leaving respon-
sibility with staff and hierarchy. From Asch, Emery extrapo-
lated a set of “conditions for effective dialogue.”

CONDITIONS FOR EFFECTIVE DIALOGUE
(EMERY, BASED ON ASCH)

(a) all parties are “talking about the same world,”
meaning that people back up their generalizations with
concrete examples;

b) all human beings have basic psychological similari-
ties, e.g. “laughing, loving, working, desiring, thinking,
perceiving, etc.” and if (a) and (b) happen, then –

(c) “the facts of one person’s world become part of
the other’s” and they develop “a shared psychological
field.” At that point, people become capable of a genuine
dialogue on what to do. A successful dialogue depended
on how much the parties perceived increased freedom of
choice along with greater understanding. If they did,
reasoned Emery, then we could assume that –

(d) they will experience their common dilemmas and/
or shared fate and plan accordingly.
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Emery embraced Asch’s insight that, “Consensus is valid
only to the extent to which each individual asserts his own
relation to facts and retains his individuality; there can be no
genuine agreement...unless each adheres to the testimony of
his experience and steadfastly maintains a hold on reality”
(Weisbord et al, 1992, pp 21-23). Trist and Emery designed the
Bristol-Siddeley merger meeting in part on Asch’s research.
They theorized that the two conflicting cultures would come
together if they could experience their common context,
psychological needs, and interdependent realities. Their in-
novation was to have the managers produce three kinds of
data in sequence, in order to create the Asch conditions:

• Global Conditions
• Aircraft Industry
• Bristol and Siddeley Corporations

They asked the executives to put strategic planning in a
global and industry-wide context. Next, they had them pool
all they knew about both piston and jet engine markets, and
explore the implications for a merged company. As students
of group dynamics pioneeer Wilfred Bion, Trist and Emery
expected people to fight, run away from the task, or look to
the leaders for solutions. These were predictable dynamics in
most task-focused meetings. Much to their surprise, they saw
very little fight, flight, or dependency in this meeting. That
was a momentous discovery – getting people on a task larger
than their own agendas helps them find common ground.

A Global Context and Self-Management
Emery and Trist also adapted open systems thinking,

building on the ideas of biologist Ludwig vonBertalanffy
(1952), the creator of “general systems theory.” His core
concept – that everything in nature connects with everything
else – fit neatly with Asch’s ideas that we all live on the same
planet and share a common psychology.
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Working with Trist, Emery (1978) also identified “the
second design principle” – unspecialized teamwork and
shared coordination and control rather than fragmented
responsibilities. (The first design principle, sometimes called
“Taylorism” after the inventor of scientific management,
locates coordination and control outside the work group).
Sharing control and coordination helps us manage what
Emery and Trist (1964) called “turbulent environments.” In a
future search, the most dramatic example of this principle is
when 60 or more people identify common future themes
together, first in one group, then in pairs of groups, finally as
a whole conference.

From Emery and Trist we derived the importance of a
global context, a whole systems perspective, and people
taking responsibility for their own planning. Emery inte-
grated Asch and von Bertalanffy, building four kinds of
explorations into his conference model:

BION AND SELF-MANAGEMENT

The psychiatrist Wilfred Bion’s group dynamics
constitute a key building block in Search Conference
history. Bion and Trist had a long association, starting
in World War II, when they used leaderless groups to
select British Army officers. Successful candidates had
to walk the tightrope between personal survival and
group welfare – exactly the battlefield dilemma. So
powerful was this process, it became a core practice of
training groups in the post-war Tavistock Institute of
Human Relations. When we invite people to self-manage
their tasks in future search conferences, we are building
on Trist’s and Bion’s work (Bion, 1961). Our own “self-
manager” guide, an invitation for people to share
meeting leadership, recording, reporting, and time-
keeping stems directly from the leadership studies.
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• the relations among external environmental factors
“outside” the boundaries of the search focus;

• relations within the boundaries of the focal system;
• the impact of the external environment on the system;
• the system’s potential to influence its environment.

The translation in a future search is straightforward. We
put our task in the middle, e.g. “The Future of Our Town.”
We indicate we are going to look at the trends in society
swirling around Our Town, the interactions among Our
Town residents, their history and aspirations, the impact of
external trends on the community, and how action planning
within Our Town can impact the world beyond. To improve
the “whole system” means to take all these relationships into
account.
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Dynamic Map: The 4-Room Apartment
In addition to group composition and tasks, our confer-

ence embodies a set of dynamic interactions that occur when
a diverse group of people explore their past, present, and
future. How can we conceptualize the nature of the process
we are managing?

One vivid metaphor for the dynamic experience of change
that we like very much is Swedish social psychologist Claes
Janssen’s (1982) “4-room apartment.” This concept has influ-
enced organizational change practices widely in North
America and Scandinavia. The idea is simple, easy to talk
about, and connects with peoples’ everyday experience. We
present it at the start of each future search. It can serve as an
explicit road map, marking a sometimes difficult route for
participants and facilitators. It describes how people might
behave at different points in the conference. Using it, we
legitimize denial and confusion.

In “contentment” we accept things the way they are,
making the best of what is, without hassling. What moves us
out of contentment is an unfamiliar experience that disturbs
the status quo. We’d rather not admit, let alone deal with,
what has happened. So we go into the “denial” room, where
we act as if everything’s okay when at a deep level an
unheard little voice nags us that things are a mess. At some
point, however, we are likely to own up. When we admit we
are frustrated and unsure of what to do, we’ve gone through
the door to “confusion.” The decor of the confusion room is
high anxiety. We are in the mess and know it. Only then are
we ready for new opportunities.

In future search conferences we do our most creative work
in the confusion room. Here we spend roughly half the
conference, although it sometimes seems like a lifetime. It is
here that we ride the roller-coaster to the emotional depths
and heights. Inevitably, people move toward “renewal” as
they generate ideal future scenarios. When they identify a
common future and start action planning, renewal becomes
an unexpected and welcome possibility.

“You’re unsure
when you first

come in. You don’t
know what to

expect. And then
you get the feeling

of. . . it’s
 amazement.

Everybody has the
same feelings. You

begin to feel
enthusiasm and

challenge.”
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Moving Through the Rooms
We know that many people dislike anxious moments

spent facing the complexity of a shared world. It’s not worth
the effort if we can’t do something about it. And alone we can
do very little. Understanding how we move through all four
rooms together in our conference helps us accept feelings of
anxiety, fear, and powerlessness, without which we could
not know certainty, security, and empowerment. In future
search we validate all feelings. The passage to renewal leads
from denial through confusion. We can’t get there by any other
route. And the roller-coaster, in our metaphor, is the only
means of transportation.

In a future search conference, we allow this process. We
don’t create the rooms or force a group to live in them. We do
not try to “make” anything happen. We acknowledge every-
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thing that does happen as real, appropriate, and useful for
our purposes. In short, we seek to own up to and accept our
feelings, not to deny or gloss over them. The highs and lows
are a distillation of what we actually experience in a world of
constraints and opportunities. Because we move so quickly
in such a short time frame, we remember the experience more
vividly.

Current Reality and Chaos
We have integrated many other ideas as well. One impor-

tant source is the work on creativity of Robert Fritz (1989).
Fritz showed us how to consider all perceptions, past and
present, as “current reality.” And he persuaded us that hold-
ing this reality in our minds as we concretely imagine an ideal
future is the surest way to find what we want. Indeed, this
path is more certain than structured problem-solving. The
impulse to close the gap between current reality and ideal
future comes from the tension we experience between the
two, and not from the specifics of our future “vision.” Our
unconscious continues to work toward what we want even
when we are doing other things. Vision alone won’t do it, any
more than problem-solving will. We believe a major reason
for the degree of implementation that comes from brief future
searches is that we hold the tension in awareness as we plan
for the future.

We also value Margaret Wheatley’s (1992) adaptation of
“chaos theory,” based in theoretical physics, to an organiza-
tional context. Wheatley’s insights strengthened our resolve
to explore more fully complexity, messiness, confusion, and
contradictory information. For some years, we had observed
that staying in the confusion room a little longer than people
really want to, led to breakthroughs. But until Wheatley’s
book, we did not understand how apparent disorder func-
tions in nature. The drive to “self-organize” complexity and
uncertainty is fundamental to our psyches. We must try to
make order and meaning of our world, and, given a chance,
we will do it.
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“I was frustrated,
ready to move
forward, wanting
to do something.
When we finally
got there, I
recognized we had
to go through
that before we
were ready to sit
down and do what
we were going to
do.”

Having somebody do it for us deprives us of the experi-
ence of muddling through to clarity together. We achieve
order not by forcing it, but by living with the unknown until
we discern a pattern. Many meeting and planning techniques
function the opposite way – to simplify complexity, control
outcomes, converge data, and impose certainty instead of
experiencing the whole mess.

INVOLVING THE WHOLE PERSON

If we have a cutting edge in future search, we believe this
is it: to involve ourselves fully in our world and work – head
and heart, mind and body, feelings and dreams. Historically,
we have experienced a split between cognitive work and
creative work that is perpetuated by “task-focused” strategic
planning methods. Anything that smacks of fantasy, move-
ment, or non-verbal activity, is thought to be antithetical to
serious work on budgets, plans, and programs. Usually
“right-brain” activity is relegated to personal growth, cre-
ative problem-solving, outdoor leadership training events,
and so on.

Many people find creative processes messy and awkward
in performing everyday tasks. Yet we long to bring to our
daily work as much capability and creativity as we can
muster. Most of it lies unconscious, not necessarily unused,
but out of awareness and less accessible. We have come to
expect a split between learning and doing in public life.
Therefore, it’s not easy to bring non-linear processes to bear
where people would benefit the most from them without
introducing some form of “training.” We believe these pro-
cesses form a “missing link” between good ideas and their
execution. As we learn to make this linkage in task-focused
meetings we will see faster implementation of anything we
want to do.

 Many people now are choosing the road toward more
fully using everything they have in everything they do.
Theoretical and practical sources for mind/body wholeness
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make up a big section of bookstores and libraries. In five
minutes we came up with many examples that have strongly
affected us, starting with Korzybski’s Science and Sanity (1948),
Jung’s famous essays on psychology (1966) and including
Berman’s Coming to Our Senses (1990), Sheldrake’s The Pres-
ence of the Past (1988) and Wilber’s No Boundary (1985).

Mind/Body Integration in Future Search
However, our intent in this chapter is to identify concepts

we have used explicitly in designing a future search. For us,
the most direct experience with mind/body connections has
come through JohnandJoyce Weir, a psychologist and dance
therapist respectively, who have had an incalculable impact
on thousands of people, and whose work is largely unknown
because it is largely undocumented. Marv has had the good
fortune to co-lead a workshop with John Weir (1971) over
many years, and both of us helped produce a video on the
Weirs’ learning laboratory in “self-differentiation” (Merrill,
1991).

From the Weirs we have learned that we can’t force change
on ourselves; that keeping aware and moving around (liter-
ally) helps us contact our own buried wishes, hopes, fears,
and experiences, and that we are self-defeating when we rush
ourselves through the confusion room. We also have learned
that everybody is doing the best they can with what they
have.

We also want to acknowledge the origin in the work of
psychologist Yvonne Agazarian (1993) of our understanding
of how people face critical forks in the road – between
experiencing fully or retreating to more familiar explana-
tions as a substitute for experience. There are many points in
a future search where we might be tempted to do the latter –
facing a mind-map, acknowledging disagreements, rational-
izing common themes. Agazarian’s teaching, like the Weirs,
is to stay in the moment and describe your experience, don’t
explain it. (See Chapter 10 for details of a future search
facilitation practice based on the Weirs and Agazarian.)
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Learning from these colleagues who work in a realm quite
different from future search, has enriched our practice on
many levels not obvious from a bare bones description of our
design. We have learned how easy it is to separate ourselves
from impulses we don’t like and to blame others for our
troubles. We have learned that we act according to our
perceptions of the world and other people, not according to
what is right, true, good, or necessary.

We have become especially sensitized to the differing
ways we all experience the same events. We have come to
know that we have all the parts in us – good, bad, ridiculous,
sublime, smart, dumb, arrogant, humble, bigoted, open-
minded, sweet-tempered, ill-natured, cynical, and idealistic.
Above all, we have learned that the fastest way to help
ourselves change is to fully experience, accept, and take
responsibility for our thoughts, actions, feelings, and desires.

We manage a future search mindful of these understand-
ings. We cultivate the courage to let people say whatever they
are going to say and groups do whatever they are going to do
without correcting participants or blaming ourselves or oth-
ers for anything that comes up. As a result, we find ourselves
more accepting of whatever happens in future searches as the
only thing that could have happened.

Asch says the world is governed by “lawful processes”
that are knowable only when people listen to each other. We
believe the ultimate “lawful process” is that what is, is,
whether we can make sense of our experience or not. We can
only work with what participants are willing to bring to the
table. This understanding we take to be central to a future
search.

Finally, underlying all our work is a set of assumptions
about how we learn. The list below is taken, almost un-
changed, from a workshop handout developed 20 years ago.
Our experiences in future search to date validate these as-
sumptions.
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LEARNING ASSUMPTIONS (WEISBORD, 1975)

We assume that each person:

1. Has a unique learning style. Some learn best by
reading, others by doing, still others by discussing
or listening. Hence, we provide a variety of methods,
not all of which will suit everyone.

2. Learns at a different rate. Hence some may be
confused or “lost” in early stages. It’s okay not to
“get it” the first time you hear it. Try to be patient
with yourself and others.

3. Learns different things from a common experience.
Hence we encourage trading of perceptions and
acceptance of different feelings and views.

4. Learns best from his or her own experience. Hence
we urge testing ideas against your own situation
and support a healthy skepticism towards the “one
best way.”

5. Learns more in one conference than the world will
permit us to apply. Hence we focus on local action
within a global context.

6. Has the ability to help and teach others. Hence we
encourage participation and drawing on each others’
expertise as well as ours.

7. Benefits from trial, error, and feedback, if given
support and a chance for success. Hence we provide
opportunities for this to happen in relatively low-risk
situations. No one is required to invest in these
opportunities.
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CHAPTER 5

Developing a
Future Search Design

“Experts can explain anything in the
objective world to us, yet we understand our
own lives less and less. In short, we live in
the post modern world where everything is
possible and almost nothing is certain....The
artificial world order of the past has col-
lapsed and a new, more just order has not
yet emerged. The central political task of the
final years of this century, then, is the
creation of a new model of coexistence
among the various cultures, peoples, races
and religious spheres within a single
interconnected civilization.”

– Vaclav Havel

ALL FACILITATORS go through a process of trial and error

around if they understand the evolution of future search. The
design originated in 1982 out of diverse experiments to
develop new models for collaboration in organizations. In
the last decade we have experimented with every aspect of
the design in many other settings.

Updating Designs
What follows is a detailed account of the development of

the future search model. By the time you read this we will

to get meeting designs they can depend on. We
believe we can save people considerable thrashing
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have tried other wrinkles, but we do not intend to change our
key conditions for success until we have better ones. Future
search is not an answer to every tactical and strategic change
dilemma, only a promising direction for new ways of work-
ing when the old ways don’t work so well. So we are always
open to further experimentation with our design.

We work toward design ideas that:

• Enable people to do a task more simply with the same
or better output;

• More fully embody self-management and personal
responsibility;

• Enable a fuller confrontation of complexity in the same
or less time by more people;

• Further dialogue and the hearing of everybody by
everybody in the time available;

• Enhance the ability to have all tasks worked publicly by
everyone;

• Place coordination/control of future search tasks more
fully in participant hands;

• Engage the whole person, body and mind together.

We steer clear of changes that:

• Reduce group experiences to individual activities;
• Reduce the need for dialogue and open expression;
• Mechanically converge data, set priorities, or categorize

issues;
• Take people away from encountering each others’

feelings and dreams;
• Deprive a group of the chance to control its own work;
• Add complex steps or instructions to simple tasks.

Some of these ambitions may be contradictory. For ex-
ample, to fully turn over control to participants is to have no
design at all. Managing the time strictly, an unavoidable need
in future search, results in some people being shut down just
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as they are warming to a task. And there is a fine line between
tasks that enable and tasks that control. Moreover, behind
our values statements is an assumption – that making certain
design changes will enable more open systems capable of
self-regulation. We don’t imagine we will ever live up to this
aspiration as fully as we would like – but it does suggest what
concerns us.

Everything Works, Everything Fails
We want to make two important points at the start. Every

variation on the future search method has worked, even
some with obvious flaws. (Many people have run good con-
ferences using the brief outline from Productive Workplaces.)
We should also point out that every variation has failed –
when used with the wrong group, or on too vague a task, or
shortened to the point where people do not work through the
sticky parts together, or where so much of the event is
controlled that participants feel like puppets rather than
partners. Indeed, we don’t use the term “future search” to
describe such meetings, though we are aware that others do.

A coherent set of design principles helps us navigate the
rapids. We did not start with a coherent set. We derived our
principles over many years. What follows is a task-by-task
account of our ideal conference and how we hit upon this
particular integration after some anxious-making learning.

We have integrated our road maps (Chapter 4) into an
experience that reflects all of them, but does not find the
answer in any of them. We do not believe any single theory
encompasses the whole of reality. Nor that any one aspect of
future search alone guarantees a successful event. What
follows is a detailed run-down on the way we do it. Our focus
here is on the dynamic experience both in managing and
participating in conferences.
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DAY ONE

START-UP
The event starts between 1:00 p.m. and 5:00 p.m. In the

early days, we would often start with a 2 1/2 hour review of the
past. We soon learned that many people lose their sense of
purpose if we end Day 1 still in the past. Now we schedule
4 1/2  hours on the first day. This allows us to review the past
and move into the present. So we have a sense of movement
that satisfies most people. At the same time, by moving into
portraying the present before we sleep, more people are
confused or overwhelmed by the end of the day. This is not
a bad thing.

Anxiety and confusion will quickly turn to energy next
morning. We have learned that people experience more
rapid shifts in head, heart, and psyche by adding a few hours.
Now we strongly urge our sponsors to schedule a long half-
day on Day 1, no matter what the starting time.

OPENING SESSION

People always sit in mixed groups to start. In one early
conference participants were seated in stakeholder groups at
the start. We discovered that sitting with those who have
similar issues makes it harder for people to get into a univer-
sal frame of mind. They tend to recycle old information and
the dynamics of existing relationships. In mixed groups,
people have no history to undo, but probably bring stereo-
types and projections. Because of the nature of this meeting,
participants are less likely to act these out.

So now we start only in mixed groups. In all their diversity
people confront the wider world – and themselves – instead
of confronting each other. This enables a subtle perceptual
shift that allows us to experience others in less judgmental
ways. It is harder to achieve new perceptions in confrontation
or problem-solving. Looking outward together is one way of
opening the door to community-building without making it
a “have-to.”
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SPONSOR’S WELCOME
We want to establish at the outset that this is a unique

planning conference, in that the focus is participant interac-
tion, not leadership from the podium. (We avoid podiums.)
A sponsor or steering committee member welcomes people
and tells why the conference matters to them personally and
how it could benefit participants.

The Past

REVIEW OF THE PAST
The first task establishes personal histories, key world

events and milestones in the life of “X” (our future search
focus). Having first made notes alone, people transfer their
items to butcher paper on the wall. Within 45 minutes every-
one is on their feet writing up their own experiences. People
learn very quickly that (a) all views are valued, and (b)
everybody owns the markers and flip charts. Moreover, it’s
okay to get up and move around, and our conference can
tolerate a lot of hustle and bustle.

Yet, the flip-charting for this task bothered us for a long
time. For years we had people post their items on vertical flip
charts, hung in three places under headings of “World,”
“Self” and “X.” We had groups report detailed stories, each
rich and interesting, based on their reading of one set of
charts. What was missing was an integrated picture – how
each set of events was related to the others. We would discuss
this in the large group, sometimes eliciting startling insights.
Sometimes groups just recycled what was already said. We
also were uneasy that different groups worked with global,
personal and local histories without the facility to take an
integrated look.

“THE PAST IS PRELUDE”
In 1993 we made a simple technological breakthrough that

has had a profound impact on the way a group experiences
its own history. We discovered that 4 feet x 8 feet Foamcore
wall boards free us from wall-space limitations (see Appen-
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dix A). Now we create three time lines that are taped sepa-
rately on the walls so people can easily write on them. They
are re-taped in parallel on one 8 x 24 feet wall prior to small
group discussions. Now everybody can make connections
among our personal and global pasts and the fate of “X.” We
ask each group to look through the lens of one time line,
global, personal, or local, to tell us a story and note how it
relates to the other lines. We cannot imagine a faster way to
satisfy the first two of Asch’s criteria for effective dialogue –
experiencing that we all live on the same planet and are
psychologically the same – than by having everybody face
the whole.

There is one drawback. All have to find space in front of the
same wall, a problem that grows with the size of the group.
We do not seek to solve this problem for groups. This is a
moment when people have a chance to take responsibility for
organizing their own work, a key principle of self-manage-
ment. After some initial milling around, every group solves
the problem. Some take notes and go to a corner or back to
their group. Some sit on the floor in front of the wall. Some
move their chart closer and have a stand-up meeting. People
discover they can work a complex task simply, despite the
apparent messiness.

We have simplified the milling around in recent years. In
the early days we would ask people to write their time lines
on three separate walls, then move them to one wall before
doing their small group analysis. Our practice now is to leave
the time lines where they were originally placed while the
groups are working with them. Then, just before groups
report, we ask people to move all the lines to a single wall,
global on top, future search topic in the middle (where it was
placed to begin with) and personal line below.

A note on arranging walls: We place one time line – the
future search topic – in the middle of a wall 24 feet long,
where it will remain. We either have such a wall or we create
it using foamcore boards. The others go on whatever walls
are available. Rarely do we have three walls with 24 feet of
unbroken wall space. Not to worry. The time lines can be cut
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into 8 foot strips – e.g. one decade per strip – that can be fitted
to whatever spaces exist. Or we might put two time lines on
the big wall and fit the third one around the room.

Simplifying Worksheets
We have had to resist the temptation to add more and

more “good” questions to worksheets, to elaborate the tasks,
point people in more directions, and shape their experience.
We see no benefit in detailed instructions, other than the
relief of consultant anxiety. If anything, the more sub-parts to
a task, the harder it is to do. Moreover, we may distract a
group from the issues it believes are relevant. A couple of
simple, open-ended questions are sufficient to satisfy both
the information-sharing and community-building purposes
of a future search. All elaboration seems to us now to be self-
defeating. We were not born knowing this. We learned by
trial and error. Notice how 10 complex questions in 1990
became 3 simple questions in 1996.

HOW A WORKSHEET BECAME SIMPLER

1990 Example
Search Task: FUTURE OF SERVICES IN CORPORATION“X”

Worksheet Assignments

Table 1 – Analyze OUR PERSONAL EXPERIENCE
across all eras.

1. How would you characterize the experience, back-
grounds, skills of people here?

2. How are we similar, how different?
3. What is our potential as a group in this context?

Table 2, 3, 4 – Analyze the HISTORY OF OUR FIELD
across all eras.

1. What milestones and critical changes do you
identify?

2. How would you characterize the development of this
industry over the last 30 years?
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3. Given our past, what would you consider an ideal
future for this field in the next decade – the one you
would most like to see come about?

Tables 5, 6 – CORPORATION X’S MILESTONES
1. Characterize the company’s development across 30

years in a few sentences.
2. What stands out for you?
3. What do you believe is the most desirable future for

the conference entity over the next decade?

Tables 7, 8 – THE WORLD
– Draw a line down the middle of a flip chart. On one

side, (1) Characterize changes of the last 30 years.
What stands out for you? On the other side, note
your IDEAL FUTURE for this planet over the next
decade. What would you really like to have/make
happen.

1999 Example
The FUTURE OF _______________

Worksheet Assignments

1. Group(s) ________
a. Use the PERSONAL time line to tell us a story

about the people in this room.
b. What are the implications of your story for the

work we have come to do?

2 Group(s) ________
a. Use the GLOBAL time line to tell us a story about

the recent past of the world we live in.
b. What are the implications of your story for the

work we have come to do?

3. Group(s) ________
a. Use the __________ time line to tell us a story

about the history of __________.
b. What are the implications of your story for the

work we have come to do?
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Now, mixed groups develop a picture of where we have
been and how we got here. This process is repeated in each
task – everyone supplies information and helps interpret
what they hear. Each group reports its conclusions. Then we
have a whole group dialogue on what we’ve noticed and
learned.

The Present

FOCUS ON PRESENT: EXTERNAL TRENDS AFFECTING “X”
Next, the conference reorganizes into stakeholder groups.

People take a minute to present a news clip they brought and
tell why they consider it important here. This has the effect of
“pump-priming” for the next task. Recently we have dropped
this step to gain time. Of all the things we do, this procedure
is most easily given up without compromising the process.
When we started working with “futurizing” in the early
1980’s, we used John Naisbitt’s “Megatrends” (1982). We
asked people to generate their own trends, then compare
them with the expert’s. Lo and behold, the trends people
listed were 85 percent congruent with Naisbitt’s, which is not
surprising, for his trends came from content analyses of
newspapers.

NAISBITT’S MEGATRENDS AS OF 1982

1. Industrial Society toward Information Society
2. Forced Technology toward High Tech/High Touch
3. National Economy toward World Economy
4. Short term toward Long Term
5. Centralization toward Decentralization
6. Institutional Help toward Self-Help
7. Representative Democracy toward Participatory

Democracy
8. Hierarchies toward Networking
9. North toward South
10. Either/Or toward Multiple Option
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So we cut out the middle-person, asking people to bring
their own news articles. This got them invested in the meet-
ing beforehand. Still, the task in this form left us with long
lists on flip charts, good lists to be sure, but awfully linear. In
the mid-80’s we adapted Tony Buzan’s (1976) creative “mind
map” methodology. We believe that making a mind map and
going toward it (when the natural impulse is to recoil)
promotes ownership of the “mess” – our contradictory, con-
fusing, fast-shifting, present reality. This device has proved
especially powerful in helping a group make visible a broad
pattern of concerns rarely faced in any setting where people
can act together. (A typical mind-map enlivens the center
section of this book.)

Buzan’s practical groundrules for group mind maps have
made an unthinkable logistical feat doable in an hour or less.
By asking every person to say where on the map to put his or
her item, and what words to use, we avoid interpreting,
controlling, or shaping people’s thoughts. More, we get rich-
er information as they call out their items, build on each
other’s connections, and give us examples of what they
mean.

MAKING A MIND MAP
First, we invite everybody to “come on down” to the wall

designated for this purpose. We want people close in. The
conference task is written in the center of a sheet of butcher
paper 6 feet high by 12 feet wide. We want to map all the
external trends that are having an impact on our conference
topic now. We mind map as a total group so everybody hears
what matters to others. This is an interactive community
experience. Ideas and connections trigger other ideas and
connections.

We want everybody to hear everybody else, so we take one
trend at a time, writing as quickly as possible. We ask for a
trend. When we get a response, e.g. “Increased environmen-
tal awareness,” we draw a line out from the circle and write
those words on the line. We usually ask for an example, and
get “More recycling.” We consider concrete examples very

“The mind map not
only describes
your own
community, but
also you begin to
see all the global
and national
forces that have
a bearing on
everybody’s
communities.”
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important if we are to understand what is going through a
speaker’s mind. Whenever feasible, we add the person’s
example to the map.

Then we ask for another trend. Somebody calls out “in-
creasing health care costs.” We ask, “Is that a new issue or
does it branch off of something already there?” If new, we
draw a new line from the center in a different color. As
speakers connect their issues to those already on the map, we
draw each cluster of related issues in its own color. If people
flag opposing trends, both increasing and decreasing medi-
cal costs, for instance, we put both perceptions up, always
asking for concrete examples. They are looking at different
parts of the same elephant.

Validating Every Person’s Reality
Sometimes people have a hard time putting their issue

into words. Usually, a person who fumbles without “getting
to the point” has something particularly important that would
help the group. The same condition holds when a participant
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isn’t sure where the issue goes on the map. We make it a
practice to stay with the person until he/she decides. Often,
group tension rises and there may be pressure to keep mov-
ing. We are not seeking time efficiency here. We wish to
validate every person’s reality.

We believe that there is great value in making psychologi-
cal boundaries easier to cross – especially the boundary
between what’s inside our heads and what we say in public.
We want to get through the embarrassment, shyness or

OTHER WAYS OF USING MIND MAPS

Many people want the mind map to be something
more familiar. They ask for statistical validity, they want
priority voting, they want to “improve” the process by a
forced ranking of the issues. All of this is a different
kind of activity that contradicts the aims of a future
search. The purpose of a group mind map is to immerse
ourselves in our collective concerns, face the confusion
and provide a basis for all talking about the same world.
The map does not require statistical validity to get the
desired results.

Others like to start off with categories, so that the
branches will be neater. For example, a “health care”
branch, and an “environment” branch, and a “globaliza-
tion” branch, etc. We like it messy just the way it pops
out of people’s brains. We want to live with the anxiety
that goes with keeping stuff open, and not falsify order
to soften our encounter with ambiguity. This is an
exercise in systems behavior, not expert systems
thinking. That is, we discover how systems self-organize
when they slog through for themselves and create
patterns that have not been provided by consultants or
facilitators. However, it does leave us open to charges
that we are not making things clear the way facilitators
are supposed to.
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negative thoughts like “my contribution isn’t that impor-
tant.” There is always energy behind the barriers that people
put up for themselves. Every person who volunteers an item
is worth our time. Sometimes a person will ask to think about
it a while, and then come back with a gem that illuminates us.
No contribution, however off-beat or obscure, is ever irrel-
evant.

Many people are not used to thinking descriptively. When
we hear solutions instead of trends, we ask, “What trend is
that a solution to?” If we hear problems, we ask what trend
that problem reflects. We persist, but every map is a mish-
mash of trends, problems, solutions, and concerns. This has
no discernible effect on the outcome of a conference, al-
though it may violate a facilitator’s sense of what people
“should” be doing at this stage. So we also keep reminding
ourselves that no matter what we ask for, people say what is
on the tips of their tongues.

It is particularly difficult in conferences sponsored by a
single organization to get people to stay with the impact of
“external” trends on their organizations. Nearly always, a
number of participants are more invested in the impact of
organizational policies, norms, and practices on them. Inevi-
tably this information comes out. We accept what we hear,
we restate that we seek a collective portrait of world and
societal trends, and ask for a connection between the problem
and the underlying trend.

No Two Maps Are Alike
Whatever people put on the map is what’s on their minds

as they contemplate their situation with others who can help
or hurt. The map is their map, the good, the bad, and the ugly.
People often express awe (fear mixed with wonder) at the
complexity. Sometimes this takes the form of stunned si-
lence. Sometimes it takes the form of looking for somebody to
blame for “distracting us” with so many issues. We believe
the map is a pretty good visualization of Jung’s “collective
unconscious” in this group in this place.

Often people comment on how much negative stuff is up

“One key thing
was people’s wil-

lingness to admit
to their confusion.

Right from the
beginning, the

group that was
most interested in

getting involved
were those who

said, ‘I don’t known
how to solve the

affordable housing
problem.’”
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there. Sometimes this leads to a rash of positive trends,
sometimes to a search for reasons. We believe the strong
feelings building up in a group at this point are natural,
inevitable, and functional if the future search is to succeed.
We have learned not to do anything to take away the anxiety,
pain, or confusion, but to live with it – in ourselves and in the
conference.

Eventually the exercise winds down with a few people still
having items to put in and most of the group fidgeting and
ready to quit for the day. That is a very good place to stop. We
have never done less than 30 minutes of mind-mapping, and
sometimes have gone for an hour. About 45 minutes is
average. We ask people to reflect on where they are at the
moment, and how they experience what we have done. We
consider this task a pivot point of our conference, usually the
low point on our roller-coaster. The map becomes a potent
symbol of our common world. Collectively we are aware of
nearly everything.

Moving Toward the “Mess”
We have one more task before the evening break. Each

person has a strip of seven sticky dots, color matched by
stakeholder group. They are asked to place the dots on the
trends they consider most important for the conference. They
may put all seven on one trend, four on one and three on
another, or on seven different trends, for example. This is not
a poll to set priorities, but rather visual data for the dialogue
that will take place next morning. The colors also show
quickly which groups care about what trends.

This simple task has important consequences. First, every
person has to read all the trends and consider how they are
related. Second, they must move toward the “mess” when
their tendency might be to retreat to the bar for a drink. Third,
they actually touch the map when they affix their dots,
claiming ownership for the trends that matter to them. Before
dinner on Day 1 every person has joined in producing a
collective reality rarely encountered in a public meeting.
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Keeping Everything Public
Most important, this is a sobering experience. We have

created this world together and we now face it together,
listening to each other, building on each other’s perceptions.
We believe mind-mapping in a future search should not be
done as a silent “affinity diagram” or with computer inputs
and voting. Methods that reduce anxiety and make the task
easier to bear (or facilitate) may blunt the shared experience.

Confusion, chaos, and contradictions are inherent in a
group’s varied perceptions. We do not wish to reconcile these
perceptions through agreement OR avoidance. We want them
acknowledged as paradox and confusion. We want to make
it harder for people to hold to the fantasy that “we” are clear
on the situation, and “they” are confused, or vice versa. The
truth is that none of us has the truth. To the extent that we face
this fact, we will develop more effective organizations and
more livable communities.

THE ZEIGARNICK EFFECT

When we end the day in the middle of a task, the need
remains in us to complete unfinished business. This
insight was proven by Bluma Zeigarnick, a student of
Kurt Lewin’s at Berlin University in the 1920’s. Lewin, a
genius at building theory from everyday events, noticed
how a waiter in his favorite coffee shop kept a running
total in his head, no matter how large the group, what
they ate, or how long they sat. Once the bill was paid he
promptly forgot the bill. Zeigarnick, in a series of experi-
ments, showed that we build up a store of energy that is
discharged by completing a task (Weisbord, 1987, p.
86). By breaking in the middle both evenings of a future
search, we keep learning alive in the group and make
start up each morning easy.
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DAY TWO

FOCUS ON PRESENT – LOOKING AT TRENDS
The next morning, before working with the mind map, we

like to highlight those trends with the most dots on them. One
way to do this is to circle those connected branches that have
a significant number of dots, usually with six or eight clusters
of issues. These can be listed on a flip chart together with the
number of dots they attracted. We like to involve participants
in managing this step. We neither add nor subtract issues, nor
change the language people have used. The clusters reflect
connections made in the group. Drawing circles around
clusters is the closest we ever come to sorting information for
a conference. And indeed, this step can be done by partici-
pants, or skipped.

We always discuss what we see (collectively) before mov-
ing on to small group tasks. We like to have the whole group
stand in front of the map, just as they did when we made it,
and consider the various clusters of issues. We report back
what we observe on the map, but we don’t interpret what it
means. We ask participants to contribute their observations
as well. This exercise does not lock anybody into anything.
After half an hour or so, we are ready to have people re-
interpret the map within their stakeholder groups.

Which Group
Should Interpret the Mind Map?

What are the consequences of having a mind-map inter-
preted by stakeholder groups rather than mixed groups? In
early conferences we alternated between the two structures
for this task. Given our task sequence, we found that people
see the whole better when they explore the present in stake-
holder groups. They learn two dimensions they cannot learn
in mixed groups – what their peers are thinking, and what
other stakeholder groups are doing and want to do. When we
did this task in mixed groups, we lost a powerful source of
reality data that we now know helps people more fully
experience their common agenda.
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Hearing how others with identifiable stakes see the com-
plexity, and what matters most to them, reduces stereotyp-
ing. It also enables the third Asch condition for effective
dialogue – owning the facts of each others’ worlds. In so
doing, people also own their own reality and their stake in the
whole. Whatever people say, we believe that is our “current
reality.” Whether we like our issues or don’t like them, they
are indubitably ours.

The mind map worksheet, too, has gotten simpler. Where
once we asked for Ron Lippitt’s “events, trends, and develop-
ments” (ETD’s), we now invite trends alone. We cannot
discern any drop off in complexity, richness, or understand-
ing from this simpler instruction.

STAKEHOLDER PERSPECTIVES:  THE PRESENT
Stakeholders may choose to discuss any trends they con-

sider important. For some years we asked them to note three
or so trends and write on a flip chart what they are doing now
and what they want to do in the future. We soon became
aware that this activity tended to make people isolate clusters
again – a sort of problem list – instead of thinking integratively
as they had done while making the map.

So we began trying other procedures. The most successful
of these to date is to ask each stakeholder group to make its
own version of the mind map, showing the relationship
among the trends that they consider most important to them.
We also ask them to note on their map what they are doing
now and what they want to do that they are not doing now
about trends they consider important.

As each group reports, we hear for the first time the extent
to which stakeholders share common or diverse concerns.
These observations usually go unspoken in ordinary meet-
ings. People are surprised at which groups care about what,
and realize that a lot of us worry about the same issues and
want to live in the same kind of world. There is a great deal
more helpful stuff going on than any of us realized. What
seemed hopeless last night becomes more hopeful this
morning.
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FOCUS ON THE INTERNAL PRESENT: PROUDS/SORRIES
Next we look at how stakeholder groups feel about what

they are doing now vis-a-vis our future search topic. We do
this with a task learned from Ron Lippitt and Eva Schindler-
Rainman (1980): noting what people are proud of and sorry
about in their own work with “X.” “Prouds and sorries” has
moved in and out of the design several times as we sought to
understand its function. One reason is that the sorries list can
become a litany of problems. In one conference, folks went
into a paroxysm of breast-beating and finger-pointing be-
cause their sorries lists seemed endless. So we dropped the
task – and were sorry for, not proud of, our faint hearts. In
another conference, we dropped it for fear it would duplicate
data reported in the previous task. Again, we were sorry. One
organizational development standby we tried was a varia-
tion on “start, stop, continue” lists. It’s a cognitive rational-
ization of prouds and sorries. We believe that people “stop,
start, and continue” naturally when they dramatize ideal
futures.

Two modifications have made a big difference to this task.
First, instead of asking for prouds and sorries in general, we
ask what each stakeholder group is doing right now in
relation to the conference topic that it feels proud of and sorry
about. Our slogan is, “Own it, don’t moan it.” We invite
people to hear what others are saying, not to do anything. Our
perceptions of our own behavior, good news and bad, need
to be public for people to get beyond blaming and complain-
ing. The whole purpose is taking responsibility.

Taking responsibil ity
We have found group after group shifting their percep-

tions of themselves and each other in this task. In Asch terms,
owning up helps us perceive our equal humanity, vulnerabil-
ity, and aspiration. For example, team leaders in a team-
based plant saying, “Well, we have felt for a long time that
people were ducking responsibility, and it’s a relief to hear
team members put this on their ‘sorries’ list.” Team members
heaved a collective sigh hearing leaders say they were sorry

“I think we covered
every base
possible....We
didn’t leave a
stone unturned.”
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they had regressed toward traditional supervision. The mu-
tual “aha” was how each group subtly reinforced the other,
and none of them liked it. That is a classic spontaneous future
search discovery.

As for this exercise duplicating mind-map analyses, we
were wrong. The mind-map task is descriptive – what we are
doing and what we want to do. Prouds/sorries is affective –
how we feel about what we are doing. In each task we are
exploring different aspects of our perceptions, intellectual,
and emotional. Both represent what Robert Fritz (1989) calls
“current reality.” Each contributes to a central purpose of
future search conferences, that is, taking responsibility for
ourselves. We can also interpret this step in terms of Claes
Janssen’s “4-room apartment” (Chapter 4). Making public
our prouds and sorries is one way of moving out of the denial
room. Since 1988, prouds and sorries has been a fixture of our
conferences.

The Future

FOCUS ON THE FUTURE
Our generic design calls for finishing the present, return-

ing to mixed groups, and reviewing the future task before
lunch. We give people 2 1/2  hours, including lunch, to pre-
pare their ideal futures. They go back into mixed groups, each
containing a cross-section of all stakeholders. We prefer the
same groups they started with a day earlier because they can
reconnect more quickly and build on earlier learnings. How-
ever, a lot has changed for them. Now every person has a
deep appreciation of their own and others’ stakes in the
issues. They have very different ideas about what’s feasible
than they had 24 hours earlier. Lunch provides useful
reconnection time.

In early conferences we experimented with having people
produce a portrait of their Ideal versus Probable future . This
activity, a feature of Search Conferences based on the Emery/
Trist model, is intended to create dissonance between what
exists and what people want so that they will move into
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action. The tension is usually expressed as a desired future
produced by some groups versus what we would have if “we
do nothing” as described by other groups. Participants pointed
out two obvious difficulties with this premise. One, we are
not “doing nothing,” having come together expressly to
discover what else we want to do. Second, nobody can
predict the future. Why pretend that we can? All we know for
sure is what we have now and what we want for the future.
As we worked with mind maps, however, we found that the
“probable future” usually is expressed as a projection of an
even gloomier version of the present. Because we already had
an immersion in the world as described by everybody and
had built up considerable feelings about this portrait, we
decided on a different flow of experience.

In our preferred design the dissonance comes from polar-
izing the present, overwhelmingly gloomy on most mind
maps, with what people really want in an ideal future.
Meanwhile, we had grounded ourselves in two relevant
insights. One is Ron Lippitt’s (1983) insight that people
motivate themselves strongly when they act out the future
they really want as if it has already happened. A second is
Robert Fritz’s (1989) contention that clear internalized im-
ages of the present and future tug the unconscious into
seeking ways to close the gap, even without formal action
plans.

This apparently simple point has radical implications.
Organization development (OD) was based on the belief that
you could diagnose the gap between what is and what ought
to be, creating an explanation of shortcomings. These would
be remedied by planned “interventions.” OD interventions
were designed to close specific gaps – in decision-making,
communications, control, trust, and other processes in a
deliberate way. In future search there is no diagnosis and no
intervention except the meeting itself. Focusing on a common
task provides the impetus. People discover what they are
ready, willing and able to do now. By this discovery they
move themselves to a new place. We now believe that getting
a whole system in the room to understand where it is now
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and where people want to go is a powerful stimulus to get
dramatic movement in desired directions. People don’t have
to “do” anything out of the ordinary. That this process
“works” is the most extraordinary thing of all, and a rousing
validation of Fritz’s insight.

Acting As If
We can access this dynamic quickly at this point in a future

search. We invite mixed groups to put themselves 5,10, or 20
years in the future, imagine that they have made their dreams
come true, and list on flips charts (a) concrete images and
examples of what has actually happened, and (b) the major
barrier they had to overcome along the way. Then people are
asked to present their scenario in any way they choose. We
recommend creative presentations – a drama, skit, play, TV
news show, etc. People present their scenarios in mid-after-
noon. We need at least an hour for eight presentations (e.g.
seven minutes each) plus set-up time in between. Before we
begin, we ask folks to make notes on themes they hear in
other presentations that also occur in their own, and also
projects or innovations they like very much.

Creative presentations deeply anchor our hopes and
dreams in our bodies and psyches. This is not a trivial point.
Doing things which everybody wants that have never been
done before requires accessing many levels of capability.
This is not simply an emotional or intellectual matter. It is
also, as we have learned from the Weirs, a matter of literally
moving. We think the movement starts in the first hour when
people get up and put their experiences on time lines; it
accelerates when they go towards the mind map and claim
their issues, and is experienced as a real future possibility
when they act as if they have made their ideals come true. We
believe that folks unable to move in the supportive, ener-
gized context of a future search will have a much harder time
implementing plans, no matter how compelling they are.

Usually everybody participates rather than having a single
person report for the group. In future scenarios we don’t
require this. It just happens. These scenarios range from
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highly factual to highly fanciful, depending on the group.
Behind every drama, no matter how fanciful, lies a bedrock
of reality, grounded in every person’s day-to-day experience.
We are convinced that acting out our dreams as if we are
living them now contributes greatly to widespread imple-
mentation. We have dozens of reports of this phenomenon
from many sectors. We believe it reflects a practical embodi-
ment of our assumption that the mind and body are one.

We have heard creative scenarios described by colleagues
as “controversial.” Among future search sponsors, whether
corporations or communities, there is no controversy. Thou-
sands of people around the world will tell you of the power
of this activity for doing important work. Any anxiety about
suggesting that people put their dreams into imaginative
form, rather than data-laden flip charts, often comes from
consultants having a “should we, shouldn’t we” dialogue
with themselves. Stay mindful of the principle that we learn
as much from our senses as from our thoughts.

However, we believe it’s important to lay the groundwork
for this event. People may become cynical about free-stand-
ing “visioning” that bypasses a sobering trip through current
reality. Futuring by itself elicits dreams – but may not gener-
ate the commitment to make them come true. The motivation
comes when we fully own our present global and local
“mess” – the chaos, complexity, and opportunities (or what-
ever names we put on what in the world is happening to us).
At this point in the conference people are mostly likely to
ascend to the heights, experiencing being on top of the world.
They can’t do that if they don’t experience the bottom.

CONFIRMING A COMMON FUTURE
We have done more agonizing over the common future

task than any other. After all, this is the heart of the matter.
How do we arrive at common ground in a way that enables
people to take responsibility for their own experience? At the
simplest level, we have experimented with language. At first
we chose the most obvious label, “consensus futures.” We
found that “consensus” generally means that a majority
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prevails after the minority has had its say and agrees to go
along. The purpose of future search is to discover what the
actuality is, not to make decisions binding on anybody. We
have no need to force a convergence. This enables people to
make informed choices. They learn what can be done right
away, because everybody wants action. So we named the
concept “common ground agenda” or “common futures,”
before settling (for now) on a “common future.”

Timing
When we were struggling to do the whole conference in

two days we had to identify common themes and make
action plans on the afternoon of Day 2. We found that people
were overloaded and tired at a critical juncture. More, they
had not had a chance to revisit their skepticism, uncertainty,
and reluctance to act, which becomes masked by the eupho-
ria of ideal futures. Action planning came at an awkward
time, when folks needed to reflect on what they were agree-
ing to. Moreover, we make more solid commitments when
we are fresh and re-charged. We only needed to witness the
energy shift a few times before we knew that we wanted to
extend our schedule, putting confirmation of the common
future and action planning on Day 3.

Documenting Agreements
In early years we let the common future be implicit, not

explicit. That is, we did not ask for agreement, only that
people hear what others were thinking. The whole group
would call out common themes after hearing all reports. We
did a variety of things to capture the agreements. In one early
conference, pressed for time, we went along with the idea
that representatives from each scenario group would meet
after the conference and put together a single scenario to be
mailed out. That simply delayed a real understanding of the
common ground, and slowed down the action planning. We
also went the specialist route. Observers watched the ideal
scenarios and “fed back” their list of agreed-upon themes for
discussion. This led to hassling over “semantics” and nit-



1 0 2

F U T U R E
S E A R C H

picking the observers’ categories.
Next, we opted for a representative approach. A volunteer

from each group took notes on consensus themes. The volun-
teers pooled their notes into one list during a break and
presented it to the whole. Inevitably they caught a lot of flack
for not getting it right, much as the observers had. They
ended up feeling misunderstood and abused (they were).
Some of our colleagues worked this by having the task force
meet in a fishbowl with an empty chair. This was a slightly
better solution. Still, the tension would go up because most
people had to sit passively watching. The empty chair be-
came a platform from which to browbeat the task force.

The “aha” had been under our noses for years. We missed
it because we had no experience getting 60+ people to self-
manage list-building. Yet, that is the challenge. For two days,
people had worked together on the same tasks and reported
their conclusions. Then, at consensus time we switched gears.
Participants resented having their reality boiled down by
“specialists” or a committee of peers. The solution seems
obvious now. Let the whole group tackle the common future
too. We will describe the method in a moment.

Naming the Lists
For a time we asked people to compile two lists, “Common

Future” and “Potential Future.” We wanted to keep good
ideas that appeared in some but not all ideal scenarios. The
lists became a mix of values and principles on the one hand,
and concrete projects, programs, and policies on the other.
Often people agreed on values, but not on projects. We
stipulated that we were looking for the common future as an
umbrella; the potential projects became an inventory of rich
ideas and people did not have to agree on them.

If we stayed with only generalities, though, we lost the
richness of innovation. More, we avoided confronting what
different people meant by values like “environmental re-
sponsibility,” or “including all views” or “city/suburban
cooperation.” To deal with this we ran many conferences
asking people to put “concrete examples” in parenthesis after
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each “future” statement. This led to agreement on the main
headings, but dissension around some concrete examples.

We learned three key lessons from these dialogues. One,
after seeing the world from the depths and heights, people
need to revisit their concerns about what they really are
agreeing to. It matters not whether their list is made by one
person, eight people, or everybody. Two, people still need to
clarify, to dissent, and perhaps to nit-pick before they are
willing to commit. We decided it would be a big mistake to
design out this opportunity, to gloss it over, or to try to
smooth the way with false agreements. (That is what makes
people cynical.) Three, we learned that we could be clearer
still in what we hoped people would put on their lists. In
particular, we could make it simpler to differentiate between
what they all wanted and how they might get there.

Self-Managing Towards a Common Future
The method we use now is simple, direct, quick, and

people feel satisfied that their reality remains intact. More, it
involves everybody in making and confirming the lists, and
we time it so that people can sleep on their common ground
and unresolved issues before they have to act.

We start the common ground task after the future
scenarios on the afternoon of the second day. We ask each
scenario group to make three flip charts: One is the “Com-
mon Future” framed as what we all agree we want. This list
tends toward value statements and abstractions. The second
list is “Potential Projects” (programs, policies, etc.), concrete
proposals for how to get what we want. This list captures the
many ideas as possibilities, and we need not agree to imple-
ment them all. The third list, “Not Agreed,” recognizes
conflicts that have not been worked through yet.

For a time we experimented with forming new mixed
groups, one person from each scenario group, to create these
lists. The new group had within it all experiences from all
scenario discussions. At this writing we have gone back to
having this activity done in the scenario groups. There seems
to be no particular benefit in forming new groups at this

“The list of
common futures

really reflected
some common

ground that was
heartening for

me....These were
real people talking

about how they
live, voices I had

not heard, points
of view not on the

agenda.”
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point. The whole conference will review all the output any-
way, so why ask people to start up a new group at the end of
a long day?

When they finish their lists, they pair with another group
and merge two sets to one. We ask that the lists be put up on
the wall under the three headings. We ask folks to cut the final
lists into strips, one issue per strip, so that they can put related
items together later. Then we go to dinner.

DAY THREE

CONFIRMING A COMMON FUTURE,  CONTINUED
Next morning, we invite everybody to gather at the wall

and ask participants to group similar themes. They move the
strips around until they are satisfied that all related items are
together. What are the shared visions and values? How many
different ways have we expressed each theme? We see a lot
of “stop-start” behavior as people realize this is their last
chance for dialogue before they have to act. Anxiety rises
again, and some people may become impatient that we don’t
have closure on all issues. We see this as a step in the right
direction, not a set-back near the end. We are no longer
dealing in assumptions. We have changed our context and
must now reassess what we will do. As the whole group has
this dialogue, people are learning what they actually are
saying to each other.

It is now obvious that the conference facilitators are not
going to formulate the issues or action plans. New things will
happen only if those present choose to make them happen.
We read the grouped lists aloud and invite discussion. If
things need to be moved or rearranged, people do it. We
make sure that the lists reflect what everyone wants. We have
no investment in what people agree to or how much of the list
remains common ground. We feel successful if people under-
stand what is real for this meeting at this point.
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Second Thoughts
No matter what technique we use every group needs up to

an hour for total group dialogue. Some people always have
second thoughts at the point where they have to commit,
worrying, for example, about the deep divisions that have
not been explored. We check who else has the concern, and
discourage the exploration, except to understand the issue.
Unresolved differences at this point require much more work
than we have time for. If people hang on to an issue, it goes
on the “Not Agreed” list.

We may point out that the group is deciding what can be
reported as honest outcomes of this conference. Further-
more, we must decide whether to act now on common
ground, which will be easy, or to spend time hassling over
unresolved issues. There is not time to do both. Each group
must face this turning point.

 Recognizing and making the choice is a transformative
step. We do not advocate burying conflict or denying the
need to keep working out our differences. Nobody is con-
strained from working their commitments with or without
the support of the whole. We simply are pointing out that
much misdirected frustration comes from unresolved ten-
sions over things everybody wants to do and nobody has
time for. Often, these matters are not trivial. They reflect our
highest values and global concerns. Choosing to act on
what’s possible channels energy that benefits everyone. If
people can’t do it here and now, they probably can’t do it at
all.

ACTION PLANNING
Action planning is the task we thought we knew best.

Methods have been piling up since the invention of group
problem-solving technologies. There are dozens of varia-
tions on the theme of giving and getting help, choosing action
steps, dividing up the work, deciding what to do next, and
creating schedules. We’ve experimented with many struc-
tures for each aspect of this process. In one notable backfire
some years ago, we had functional groups send “valentines”
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to each other proposing actions they desired from others – a
prelude to negotiating new relationships. This nearly blew a
hard won consensus out of the water, as people embraced a
more-familiar paradigm, “I’ll do this if you do that.”

Also, in corporate conferences, we had people list recom-
mendations for the executive team, whose task it was to talk
it over and respond. We have stopped doing this, because it
tends to create dependency and “upward delegation.” In one
meeting people asked the executives to do a long list of
things. “You already have the authority to do that!” said the
exasperated CEO. The future search question is, “What are
we ready, willing and able to do now without negotiation or
permission from above?”

Now, we only plan in one mode: People take responsibil-
ity for what they intend to do. If they need help, they ask for
it. They don’t buck tough issues up, down, or sideways.
You’d be amazed how hard it is for otherwise competent
people to catch on to this basic act of self-empowerment. You
never know what you can get until you claim it, including
authority you didn’t know you had.

How Much Time is Needed?
Our minimum design allows three to four hours for two

rounds of planning meetings. We have found that this time is
adequate for most conferences. If participants live far from
each other or can’t easily reconnect, they may need more time
to build their structure and plan next steps. In that case, we
like to add two or three hours, ending at 3:00 p.m. on Day 3.
If people have ready access to each other, they may not need
as much time.

Keep in mind that this conference is a catalyst for pro-
cesses that go on for a long time. Often many more people will
be involved later. If people are interdependent and want to
continue working together, it’s wrong to set the expectation
that it’s now or never. We consider it a big mistake to shorten
other key activities in the design to make room for action
steps. Our practice is based on years of seeing good flip charts
and detailed plans and strategies quickly shelved on Monday
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morning by people who have solved the problem elegantly
and not worked through their own commitment.

Action Planning Groups
Action planning in a future search to us means people

deciding next steps, dividing up the work, setting goals,
figuring who else to involve, and making public their com-
mitments and timetable. We use simple worksheets (See
Appendix B) and, for that reason, some facilitators get ner-
vous and build in more comprehensive methods. There’s
nothing wrong with that if participants find such structures
useful. We don’t think this is a make-or-break issue.

 The way to consider action planning techniques is to start
with your assumptions about the conditions under which
people take responsibility and follow through with their
plans. What are the connections between a planning method,
the time groups invest, the level of detail they get into, and the
degree of implementation? How do people create an um-
brella under which they will stay connected for months or
years? How do they create a climate and context to gain
investment from others not at the conference.

It is possible to produce impressive documents from a
conference that are made of real ideals, good intentions, and
not much else. As consultants, we get a lot of job satisfaction
from good conference documentation. But we get even more
when we follow up six months or a year later and find people
still working on projects born in their future search. How
much help do people really need once they figure out what
they intend to do?

We would rather respond to requests when people know
what they want to do, rather than apply our own assump-
tions about planning structures and techniques. Every group
has different needs. We believe that commitment starts much
earlier in the conference, and that people become more
invested in acting to the extent they have been active.

Taking the roller coaster ride together, and confirming
what they really are saying out loud to each other, is what
drives mutual action. When people get to this point in the
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conference, they know what they want and they know which
others are aligned with them. Of course, they need time to set
goals, divide up the work, and create a structure. If choices
seem real to them at this point, they will follow through on
their connections, commitments, and projects regardless of
the methodology.

We have tried a number of action-planning groups – peer,
mixed, voluntary, functional, and existing task forces. We
have helped folks organize around a common future and
related issues they identify. Every group works if the group
controls its own work. So we keep the tools simple too. The
fancier the planning model, the harder it is for people to own
it. The longer it takes to own it, the more people postpone key
decisions. This is not a time for teaching new management
tricks. It’s a time for turning over ownership of planning to
the whole conference. Simpler is better.

Two Rounds of Planning
We usually propose two rounds of planning, starting with

the stakeholder groups. If people agree with this proposal,
we proceed. If not, we find out how they want to begin
planning. Organizations usually like to meet in stakeholder
groups or in already formed task forces to begin planning.
Community or issue groups may start with stakeholder
groups meeting one more time or begin immediately build-
ing voluntary coalitions around their themes.

Once we’ve organized into action groups, we suggest
people take ten minutes to fill out an individual planning
sheet. These are personal commitments to action – to be
shared only if people wish. This step also helps people collect
their thoughts. In round one, groups talk over their common
future and what they want to work on and with whom. They
report their plans and needs for help. When everybody has
heard everybody, we offer people a chance to reorganize any
way they wish. We ask people to “put a stake in the ground”
– to take a public stand on the issue they want to work on.
Others join if they share the issue. We facilitate to make sure
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each person who wants to work has some others to work
with. We do not decide what issues they should address.

Closing the Conference
The sponsor usually has the last word. We often close by

asking those who wish to call out one or two words that
reflect what they are thinking or feeling right now. Their
responses would fill another book.
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CHAPTER 6

Sponsoring
a Future Search
How To Know When the Time is Right

“We are caught in an inescapable network of
mutuality, tied in a single garment of
destiny. Whatever affects one directly,
affects all indirectly.”

 – Martin Luther King

OW DO PEOPLE DECIDE whether to sponsor a future
search? They first need to talk about the risks and
benefits. How would this meeting support their

organization’s or their community’s purposes? What about
the strategic implications? Could a future search, for ex-
ample, be used in the middle of a strategic planning process?
Could it be run to implement a vision that already exists, or
to create a shared vision? Are there shorter versions? What if
old conflicts surface, and how do you get key “outsiders” to
come and stay the whole time?

H
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Facing Skepticism
We know about these concerns because we spend a lot of

time discussing them. Enthusiasts often face skeptical bosses,
colleagues, or clients. Some skeptics balk at the time commit-
ment; they may be busy fighting fires and can’t spare more
than a day. Many fear airing dirty linen or revealing secrets.
Others can’t imagine a meeting without featured experts.
Some wonder how a diverse group can work together, given
their stereotypes of each other.

While we don’t “sell” future search to anyone, we do help
people decide whether they are buyers. If so, we help them
muster the courage and resources to go ahead. If people have
the least doubt (and even when they don’t) we look with
them at reasons not to run a future search. Is this really the
right time? Have you a suitable task worth the investment?
Can you raise the right crowd, and will they stay the whole
time? What would you like to do with a future search that you
haven’t been able to do by other means?

Consider a Future Search if... Go Slow when...

• A shared vision is desired • Leadership is reluctant

• An action plan is needed • Minimum conditions are
   not met

• Other efforts have stalled • Nobody but you wants it

• New leadership is taking • It’s a force fit to a planned
over    meeting

• A key transition is at hand • The agenda is precon-
– e.g. changing markets,    ceived
technology,  customers, etc.

• Opposing parties need to • People have no planning
meet  and have no good    time
forum

• Time is growing short • Everybody but you wants
    it – and it’s your decision
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Good Candidates
So far most of our conference sponsors have been inter-

ested in future search from the moment they learned about it.
If people need a lot of convincing, they probably are not good
candidates. About one caller in ten has the commitment,
authority and resources to actually sponsor a conference.
These tend to be people who know what’s needed in their
organization or community. They may have participated in
a future search, read a case study, seen a video, or talked with
other sponsors. They also may be looking for new ways of
working and resonate with the idea of a meeting where 60 or
more people can interact and plan together. Whatever caught
their attention, they need no selling, only information and
reassurance.

Q: WHAT AM I REALLY IN FOR
     IF I SPONSOR A CONFERENCE?

A: You are going to release a flood of constructive
energy together with good ideas, some common
directions and many willing implementers. You will
also find that some old conflicts persist, though they
may seem less central. You will have a lot more to
work with. However, you will have to work with it,
giving people support and assurance that you
believe in what they are doing (if you do). Probably,
you will find more allies for your own agendas than
you thought were there. In this sense, you will have
more control rather than less, because so many
others are traveling the same road of their own
volition. And you may end up rethinking some pet
ideas that make less sense afterwards than they did
before. We can assure you of many unforeseen
constructive outcomes.

Wrong Time, Wrong Group
Some situations obviously are not for us. Recently we had

a call from an internal consultant asking us to meet with a

“I recommend
this process to

other communities.
Even in inner cities
we’re talking about

neighborhoods that
are lagging behind,
marginalized....But

it takes a lot of
effort. A lot of

time. A lot of
resources.”
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human resource VP who wanted to convince a CEO that their
company needs a future search, although the CEO was not
asking for it. This is not a good starting place for us. We also
don’t know how to help people who want future search
tailored to a meeting already planned. “We’ve got 100 man-
agers coming from all over the world on December 8-10. Can
we do a future search?” Our answer is yes only if the deci-
sions already made don’t contradict our minimum condi-
tions for success. Rarely is that the case. Nearly always there
are other agendas – immediate problems to be solved, deci-
sions to be ratified, proposals to be discussed, speakers to be
heard.

Usually, they don’t have enough time. Most likely the
group is too narrow for our purposes. We know that intact
groups always replay their customary dynamics, no matter
what content, techniques or concepts are introduced. Oddly
enough, our callers know this too. Indeed, the reason they
want a future search is to change the dynamics and hopefully
get more commitment.

If a meeting is already built around speakers or experts,
our response is “another time.” It’s much harder for people
to take responsibility for their own planning in a meeting
where they are being told what the key issues are and what
they should be doing about them. So we urge our callers to
talk with folks who have sponsored conferences and to call
again before they have locked in dates, agendas, and invita-
tion list.

We are not saying people should not have other kinds of
meetings, just that we have set criteria for the success of our
future search model. If we agree to requests that don’t fit, we
know that the meeting will fall short of expectations, making
interactive planning at a later time more difficult. If you want
to test this method, we suggest you go all out the first time.
Otherwise, ambiguous results may discourage you from
trying again. That doesn’t mean some of the techniques in
this book can’t be adapted for other purposes, like raising
awareness or getting a good dialogue going. Techniques
don’t care what we do with them, and some of these are very
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good techniques. However, if you use them, think about
where you will be when the meeting is over; and don’t
promise more than can be done by participants in the time
available.

Finding Potential Sponsors
We have no faith in speeches exhorting people to under-

take a future search. We also have found that “data” – other
peoples’ breakthroughs whether anecdotal or full of hard
numbers – rarely move skeptics. For example, we know that
a future search generates resources. Following a conference,
people invest time, money, and energy in ways they had not
imagined before. In following up dozens of conferences, we
find people reporting increased budgets, foundation grants,
legislative appropriations, private investment in worthy
projects – all stemming from a future search. This data has no
effect on skeptics. We retell success stories only to support
people who lean toward this work and will be re-assured
knowing concretely what others have managed to
do.

Once in a while we run an orientation session for prospec-
tive sponsors. Our experience with these is in the non-profit
world – with public and private agencies that are eligible for
pro bono help through the Future Search Network. The
briefing session we like best takes about three hours and was
conceived by Ralph Copleman and Skip Lange, of the Dela-
ware Valley Area group. They get people to share their
concerns, and they then describe what can and can’t be done
in a future search. The procedure is to invite a diverse group
to brainstorm trends affecting their various communities or
organizations. They don’t make a mind map; they put the
trends randomly on a big sheet of butcher paper. Then they
ask small groups to tell what they’re doing now and what
they want to do in the future about the issues on the wall. The
main effect is that everybody quickly learns of many things
going on in the community of which they were unaware, and
they see how fragmented efforts might be combined.
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Looking for Leadership
Leadership support is key. We look for leaders who will

do what it takes to get the right people in the room for the task
at hand. That is the only time-efficient, effective action strat-
egy we believe in. Such leaders are champions for the meeting’s
purpose. They need not be champions of the method. Indeed,
they are unlikely to be if they have no experience with it. But
they do need to be committed to an open forum.

Leaders may challenge future search in two ways. The first
is through techniques or procedures. “My group needs tables.”
Or, “I’m concerned about the prouds and sorries (or spend-
ing so much time on the past).” Or, “This crowd will will
never do creative scenarios.” These issues are valid and
workable. We can cite numerous examples, show videos, and
provide telephone contact with other leaders.

A more serious challenge is to the principles, e.g. “We
can’t give up 16 hours over three days.” Or, “We’re not ready
to involve ‘outsiders’ right now.” If we compromise on these
issues we may fall short of both the sponsor’s expectations
and our own.

Our practice is to take one step at a time. Can we have a
first meeting? Will the proposer get an appropriate steering
group together? Do they accept the idea of a future search
now? Do they have one or more champions to provide energy
and resources? Will people embrace the conditions for suc-
cess? Can we find a suitable space? Can the right people be
recruited? If, at any stage, the answer is “no”, we slow down
or stop. We consider it self-defeating to go ahead with a
future search that is unlikely to produce the desired results.

Planning “As If ”
We often are asked to “present” future search to those who

must decide whether to have a conference. Rather than just
talk about something few have experienced, we offer a real
time alternative: we suggest a one day planning meeting “as
if” we are going forward. By the end of the day, people will
know whether future search supports their goals and values
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and if they can turn anxiety into energy to go forward. We
have had a few meetings where the planners opt out in the
end. Arriving at this place together is a day well spent.

EXAMPLE
Two human resources managers from a big technol-
ogy firm having key patents about to enter the
public domain saw future search as a way to de-
velop an “intellectual property” strategy. A willing
corporate officer called a meeting of patent attorneys
and related departments – engineering, product
development, marketing, etc. We were told that this
group was “ready to go.” We outlined a future
search and made stakeholder lists. All morning they
talked about the current patent process, and what
they would want out of a conference. Most became
excited. By early afternoon, they were on board and
had a good fix on who to invite.

The patent attorneys, however, went into a blue
funk. They were not ready to rethink their interactions
with the rest of the company in such a broad context.
Indeed, most allowed that they were too busy, and
would not have chosen to attend this meeting if it had
been their decision. We recommended against a con-
ference. They (and we) were greatly relieved that our
process would not be “force-fed” to them. The meeting
uncovered distress that needed attention. Our human
resource colleagues became more resolved than ever to
find a good opening. Eventually, they will. Were we
disappointed? Well, yes. But what a narrow escape!

Which Organizations and Levels?
One flexible feature of a future search is that people with

authority to plan their own meetings can run one no matter
where they sit in the hierarchy. They can invite people from
other levels and functions to help them. They do not need
top-to-bottom sponsorship. Invited guests, no matter where
they sit in a hierarchy, need not take responsibility for spon-

“At the beginning
of the meeting I

was writing ‘they’
all the time and I

found as I went
through my notes

that I started
writing ‘we.’”
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soring the conference. In a commercial bank, for example,
four departments got together on a common future because
of issues raised by an information systems group. The confer-
ence was sponsored by peers and their boss was not in-
volved. People above and parallel to the sponsors’ organiza-
tion were invited as guests, i.e. “outside stakeholders,” who
did not need to co-sponsor the event, but only show up and
help the sponsor work on its future, in which they had a
considerable stake. We also have seen major corporations
influenced from below when upper managers attended a
future search as invited guests.

EXAMPLE
In one university-based institute involving
academia, government, and industry, Department A
planned a future search. It stirred so much interest
that the institute’s director suggested it be expanded
to include the whole organization. His managers,
peers of the original sponsor, split on the idea,
several saying they already had too much to do and
wasn’t this a repeat of similar events last year, etc.
After some weeks of discussion, we decided to go
ahead with the original conference sponsored by
Department A because we really couldn’t get sup-
port for anything else. The director and his team
were invited stakeholders. They all showed up.

What It Takes
We think it’s useful for people considering a future search

to know what resources are needed. Firstly,we meet with a
steering committee for a minimum of two days of meetings,
and then a logistics person with administrative skills to
manage invitations, site selection, meals, workbooks, and
room set-up. In the simplest event, meals and breaks for as
many as 64 people are required even if people go home at
night, and, for an offsite, sleeping rooms for two nights for
everybody.
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How costs are handled depends on the situation. Corpo-
rate sponsors and well-off non-profits usually pay all confer-
ence costs. Communities and low-budget non-profits may
charge participants a nominal fee to cover expenses. Some-
times a public agency, foundation, or corporation funds the
event. For our local pro bono network, we have had organi-
zations contribute meeting space and meals in privately-
owned conference centers, and have had the use of churches
and schools.

Lead Time
Once a decision is made to go ahead, it usually takes three

to six months to implement. Key stakeholders need enough
notice so they can free up their calendars. Enough time must
be allowed to find a suitable site. It’s hard to sign up hotels
and stakeholders around holidays, and it’s easy to find
stakeholders for sunny places in winter. And it may take
some time to find a big meeting room with windows.

Contracting
Typically, we contract for two facilitators for six or seven

days each – two or three planning days, one design day, and
three conference days. This is for an optimum, no complica-
tions conference. The time can easily double for community-
based meetings. Rates vary with the situation and the facili-
tators.

Through our social action network, we have available
many folks who will work with non-profit organizations for
low fees or for expenses. They are motivated by a desire for
experience and a chance to join in constructive social action.
In the business world, there is no way to calculate the benefits
of these meetings in economic terms. Many corporations
have spent hundreds of thousands of dollars on months or
years of activities that produce less long-term payoff than
one three-day future search. Conferences are shelved for
many reasons, but facilitator fees ought not be one of them.
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We always work with a partner; there is too much going on
for one person to track. We strongly prefer partnerships that
reflect gender, race, and/or cultural diversity. It’s good for
us, and reassuring to participants. As part of our service we
supply camera-ready worksheets and future-search related
handouts, plus examples of participant workbooks, invita-
tion letters, and follow-up reports from previous confer-
ences.

Q: WHERE TO PLAN – OUR PLACE OR THEIRS?
A: Actually, our first choice is the conference site
itself. Then we all know exactly what to expect, how
the room will be arranged, and so on. (This practice
saved us from a disastrous L-shaped room that
already had been booked. We were able to move the
meeting to a glass-walled atrium normally not used
for meetings, but ideal for us.) Second choice is their
place, so that we get some feel for the context. If we
do a community conference, we want to spend time
in the community. In a workplace, we like to under-
stand the nature of the work. We have had a number
of instances where the first meeting is at our place,
followed by a second on site. Where to plan is not a
make-or-break issue, but we recommend that you
check out the conference site carefully before you are
committed irrevocably.

Steering Committee
We have planned future searches with steering groups

numbering as few as two people and as many as 20. The latter
is more than needed, and greatly increases the time required.
In the former case, we met for two days with a CEO and VP
who came to us because of a time crunch. They already had
a buy-in from their staff, and they reviewed the design with
others after their meeting with us. Even so, we needed two
days to go through all the issues with the two of them, the
same as with a much larger group.
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We prefer planning with eight to ten key stakeholders
(enough so we later will have at least one planner in each
group). When a steering committee includes diverse stake-
holders, our first meeting becomes a sort of “mini-confer-
ence.” People share their goals, values, expectations, and
concerns, learning from each other. We especially need
diverse planners when the event is community- or issue-
focused. In these conferences, the stakeholders are peers. No
one group “owns” the future. So we try to have many sectors
involved in the decision to go forward. If we want business
leaders at the conference, for example, a Chamber of Com-
merce head will know how to involve them. If we need
environmental or social agencies, or ethnic groups, we want
to be sure we have committee members who can get the right
people to come.

When an organization sponsors a conference on its own
future, this is not such a critical issue, for “outside stakehold-
ers” will be invited guests, not co-sponsors. We want steering
committee members with decision-making authority and
enough information about who the right stakeholders are.
We don’t need a customer in the planning meeting to get
customers to the conference, but if a sponsor wants to include
them, they can be a big help.

EXAMPLE
A health insurance company invited two customers
and a broker to join the steering committee. The
customers were surprised and delighted. They
contributed thoughtful outside perspectives. Corpo-
rate staff experienced what it was like to make key
decisions with people they had always kept at arms
length. It was a great prelude to the conference.

Strategic Planning and Other Staffs
Some professional planners welcome future searches. They

see the meeting as a source of reliable information and a
chance to share the burden and risk and to build commitment

“I want to tell
you I learned more
about customers

in the last 24
hours than I think I

ever knew.”
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for action. Don’t be surprised, though, if your expected allies
turn out to be surly, tight-lipped smilers. Some planners
consider these meetings a hostile incursion onto their turf.
That’s not so surprising when you consider how much time
and effort goes into strategic planning. And we don’t mean
only in large corporations. Cities, towns, foundations, chari-
ties, social agencies – you find planning experts everywhere.
Our goal is to join them, not beat them. It’s their organization,
not ours. We seek to include expert planners in meetings and
to find out what they’re trying to do. Their work is important
to any future search conference, and the conference may give
them running room they did not have before. Indeed, plan-
ners can gain a great deal of support and respect for their
work in a future search. Most have no way of knowing this in
advance.

Our goal is not to make strategic planners into future
search junkies, just to get them to participate in their own
interest. The stickiest situation is where the planners seek to
upset, take over, or modify a conference desired by an
executive in charge. We do not, repeat, we do not make this our
problem. This situation existed long before we came, and
will persist after we are gone. We follow The Beatles’ advice:
“Let it be.” So we do our utmost to stick to our agenda –
finding out whether this is a good time and place for a future
search. In short, we want to work with committed leaders, a
worthy purpose, and people with energy to act.



CHAPTER 7

Planning 1
Getting Started

“Think of organizational data as a wave,
moving through space developing more and
more potential explanations. If this wave
meets up with one observer, it will collapse
into one interpretation. All other potentiali-
ties are lost by that act of observation. An
organization swimming in many interpreta-
tions can discuss, combine, and build on
them. The outcome has to be a much richer
sense of what needs to be done. The more
participants we engage in this participative
universe, the wiser we become.”

 – Margaret Wheatley

WE USUALLY SPEND more time planning a future
search than running it. The key decisions are two:
selecting the task and the right stakeholders. These

decisions come from a long discussion of what the sponsors
and planners hope to accomplish and how future search
applies.

Steering Committee Meetings
Typically we schedule two days of meetings with a steer-

ing committee and do a lot of work by mail and phone. In the
first meeting we orient folks to the conditions for success and
solicit their expectations. Together, we explore the confer-
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ence purpose, stakeholders, and time horizons. Then we re-
work our generic design and re-frame the worksheets. This
“work plan” is reviewed in a second meeting and, finally, we
make plans for the schedule, invitations, site, documenta-
tion, and logistics. The planning group faces an enormous
amount of work to frame the task, get the right people in the
room, and coordinate the event. After two days of face-to-
face meetings, we usually have given them the tools to do it.

For convenience, we have organized our discussion of the
planning meetings into two chapters, describing the deci-
sions in rough sequence. In practice, we may do some of the
“follow-up” agenda on the first day and/or carry on the
“initial” agenda for several more meetings. We always start
planning meetings with the convenors saying why they
called the meeting and what they hope to accomplish. We
review the agenda on the flip chart below.

PLANNING AGENDA (2 MEETINGS OR MORE)

• Future search history, theory, principles
• Stakes of people here?

Why a conference? Why now?
• Conference Task - Is the focus an Organization?

Community? Industry? Sector? Region?
• Design Overview
• Possible stakeholders?

Who has information?
Who has a stake in outcome?
Who do we want to influence?

• Time frames: How far back & forward?
• Review Customized Design
• Invitation list (Who & how to reach them)
• Future scenario (What to include)
• Document/Communicate Outcomes
• Action Planning (Expectations)
• Logistics, Site, Workbooks, etc.
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History, Theory, Conditions for Success
The planners tend to be unfamiliar with future search

conferences. We always provide them with an overview of
the conditions for success reviewed in detail in Chapter 3.
We may talk about conference origins (see Chapter 4), using
any or all of the same flip charts reviewed at the start of a
conference (see Chapters 1 and 4). In principle we want
people to know our framework, and we don’t want to over-
load them with information.

Why A Future Search?/Why Now?
As in the conference itself, we don’t do all the talking.

Within the first hour we want to hear each planner talk about
their stakes in the focal task. We don’t feel secure until we
know the committee has “crossed the bridge” from ambiva-
lence to commitment. There is no comfort in one or two true
believers and a lot of others going along for the ride. More-
over, it usually takes longer to organize a community-based
conference than one sponsored by a business firm or single
organization. In communities, there are many issues of spon-
sorship, political considerations, and uncertainty. We have
known steering groups to meet weekly for months while they
decide whether and how to go ahead. In organizations with a
committed person at the top, things usually go faster.

Still, there are pitfalls both in corporations and communi-
ties. Several times a CEO has sparked to future search, turned
others on to the idea, and the group seemed ready to go. No
matter. We still want to hear the steering group tell each other
why they want to undertake this now. What benefits do they
see? How much support does the CEO have?

For a community conference, we need a voluntary leader-
ship group. The initiator might be a local non-profit organi-
zation, a government agency, a professional association, or
civic group. Nearly always, they broaden the sponsorship by
involving peer organizations. The conference focus might be
anything from a whole community to specific issues like
education, health care, employment, housing, drugs and
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violence, or downtown revitalization. (We know that stake-
holders raise all issues of concern to them about any task.)

So we want each steering group member to talk about
what their stake is in the community. What do they know
about future search and how does it fit their issues? They
need to hear each other to gauge the extent to which their
concerns are shared. We need to hear all of them to know how
much support we have for the conference.

What does support look like? You’ll know it when the
steering group takes responsibility for getting people to the
meeting, acts as if this effort is worth the time and energy,
stays engaged, and feels responsible for the conditions they
create.

EXAMPLE 1
A 13-year-old community technical assistance
agency in New York City wanted to forge new
directions with a growing list of stakeholders. In
planning a conference, they uncovered an unspoken
wish to celebrate their survival and growth. They
decided the search was to be a coming-of-age cel-
ebration and a look at what a mature organization
ought to be doing.

EXAMPLE 2
In Massachusetts, business leaders and service
providers saw a manufacturing future search as the
last shot for survival of the sector. Facing the reality
together, even in despair, they began to imagine a
coalition for coordinated services – a step they never
thought possible. It became a foretaste of what
actually would happen in the conference.

EXAMPLE 3
A large utility’s information systems director pro-
posed future search to a deadlocked committee
looking into allegations of massive waste of technol-
ogy dollars. The group members were directors of
divisions that use or provide information systems.
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The first planning day was devoted to orientation.
We set a ground-rule that no decisions would be
made if any person had strong reservations. In a
long “should we/shouldn’t we” dialogue, the group,
whose members started out protecting their own
turf, became more cooperative.In a subsequent
meeting with their boss, they presented unified
reasons for a future search.

Reviewing the Generic Design
We always talk through our generic design (Chapter 1).

We emphasize the strategic flexibility of future search. We
can adapt to any point in a planning cycle, from visioning to
implementation. Moreover, we do not need to rethink the
procedures or activities. We customize for purpose, time
frames, language, and action planning requirements. We
believe the time for flexibility in the design is in action
planning when people know what they want to do and just
need the opportunity to organize themselves

By the time we review the background, minimum condi-
tions, and generic design, we have done as much presenting
as we want to do in one meeting and more than we do in an
actual future search. From here on, the group members have
to engage each other. They have to identify the conference
task, stakeholders, time frames, etc. and, most important,
begin taking responsibility.

What is Our Task?
After our first planning day, we may have agreement on

our focus – the future of the organization, a division, or a
function that cuts across divisions; the future of a community
or a social issue within a community; or the future of a sector
(education, health care, employment) within a region. As we
refine the task, it’s easier to create a list of people needed to
do the job. Often, we try on a variety of tasks for size, going
from local to global and back again.

In a corporation, for instance, whether the sponsor is the
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CEO or one department head, we have several options. We
can look at the department or the whole company. We can
have a conference on the future of the industry, letting
corporate stakeholders fit their own plans to the larger vision.
We can search the future of the sector, e.g., systems technol-
ogy, graphic imaging, planning. We can search the future of
the company in its community. We can search an implemen-
tation plan for purposes already widely shared.

If we don’t have agreement or if the task feels too narrow,
we keeping trying alternatives.

EXAMPLE
An Information Systems group in an energy com-
pany started out to plan a conference on its own
future. “Information Systems may not operate as a
division in ten years,” said one manager, “so why
constrict our vision?” So they widened their focus to
technology, with the corporation as a backdrop and
information systems as an integrating function. Now
everything was up for grabs. (They might have
opted for the future of energy services in their
region, seeking to gear information systems to the
larger business.) Indeed, no matter which route they
went they would explore both issues – the future of
their business and the future of their specialty.

Community Planning and Leadership
In a community, we can search the future of a neighbor-

hood, a local area, a whole town, the wider area including
adjacent towns or counties; or specific issues of concern to
many citizens that cut across all boundaries, like health,
housing, education, and public safety. Regardless of focus,
we always seek to involve a variety of citizens who don’t
ordinarily meet. Each time we look at a different level of task,
we see a different stakeholder mix.

EXAMPLE
The Santa Cruz Community Foundation had worked

“How do you
create a language
that expresses
what you’re here to
do? Those conver-
sations were really
important. We got
clarity that this
was not about
bricks and mortar.
It was about
looking at housing
as a metaphor for
the way we live.”
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for two years on affordable housing. Now they
hoped to bring together all the leaders in housing to
discover new possibilities. In the first planning
meeting it became clear that housing is linked to
every other sector – business, employment, labor,
social welfare, zoning, construction, and urban
planning. The implications were that as they en-
larged the context, they realized they would need
stakeholders from every sector.

No matter who initiates the conference, a steering group
invariably considers how to involve their neighbors. They
may not start there. But as they talk about their own future,
they realize it is inextricably bound up with the place across
the river, the freeway, or the railroad. A common situation
we encounter is adjoining cities, towns, or neighborhoods
settled by different ethnic groups. The conference could be a
forum for talking about their common stakes in the larger
community.

As the group decides whether to have a conference, they
also struggle with how to take leadership. Communities or
interest groups, which are loosely-structured systems, often
have no easy way to work this out. The conference task is
broad and planners have diverse, sometimes competing
interests. We try patiently to undo the assumption that the
person who called the meeting or we as facilitators own the
work. We resist the temptation to tell people what to do or to
make decisions for them. And we coach people to broaden
ownership lest a few folks end up doing it all and resenting
the work or being resented by others later. This process of
taking ownership may happen over weeks or months, not
necessarily in one meeting.

Describing the Task
As we decide on the central task, we look for a key phrase

that captures the spirit and purpose. We keep a running
brainstorm list, and may not choose a conference title for
some time.

“It doesn’t take
a lot of people to

bring about
significant

changes. It’s a
matter of having a

clear sense of
what you want

and then making
movement

towards that.”
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BRAINSTORMING TASKS
Example – A Computer Consulting Firm

MAIN TITLE: Forté 2005
POSSIBLE SUB-TITLES

Discovering maximum contribution
Unleashing information
Discovering true competitive advantage
Creating a shared vision
Breaking down technology walls
Creating shared vision for computing, relationships

and community
Integrating perspectives
Reaching out for common ground
Building a shared vision for a seamless partnership
Building vision for information technology leadership

TITLE CHOSEN – Forté 2005: Building a Shared Vision
For Employee, Customers, and Industry Leadership

EXAMPLES OF ACTUAL CONFERENCE TASKS
Renewing the Commitment: Corporate Accounts

Business of BC/BS of Maryland
Creating the Future: Topeka the Next 20 Years
Haworth: Quality by Design
Manufacturing and Massachusetts 2002: A Vision

of a Statewide Service System for Small and
Medium-sized Firms

The Future of Wellness in the Delaware Valley
Aligning for Action: A metro-wide conference spon-

sored by Kansas City Consensus. Working together
to become the Child Opportunity Capital

Global Risk Management 2005: Partnerships for the
Future

Coming Together as a Community around Housing:
A Search for our Future in Santa Cruz County
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Organizing Stakeholder Groups
What are the criteria for stakeholders? We like manage-

ment professor Dale Zand’s concept:

• people with information;
• people with authority and resources to act;
• people affected by what happens.

Always, we ask the steering group what other criteria
seem relevant to them. At some point, we may suggest
options. In business conferences, we like as many levels
present as possible. From supplier and customer organiza-
tions, even internal, we want influential folks who know the
business. If our focus is technology or economics we may
consider industry experts. If our sponsor is a non-profit
agency, we push for funders and clients. If public policy
looms large, we like public servants. If our focus is a
community’s future, we want all sectors. In addition, we
always explore what demographic cross-section of local resi-
dents makes sense for the future search.

OBSERVERS
Q: A lot of people are curious about this process. Do
you have room for “observers?”
A: We want folks who have an investment in the
outcomes, know their relationship to the task, and
will help us do the job. We discourage people who
want to watch for their own reasons, or people
assigned by higher-up. This is not a make-or-break
issue, just a distraction we don’t need.

We know that a diverse group can put together a far richer
picture of the conference focus than any one person has now.
We are aware that when we don’t assemble an unusual
group, one that makes the planners a little anxious (and
excited), it’s probably not the ideal group. One pitfall is a
conference in which the stakeholders have a tenuous “rela-
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tionship,” say, a common interest in a topic, but no practical
reasons for working together. A community cultural center,
for example, used a future search as a start-up meeting. It had
a small staff and no real community links. Several partici-
pants showed up out of curiosity about the method or out of
personal loyalty to the director. They had fun, but no invest-
ment in the center. People need some identity with the task
and a desire to be involved in shaping the future.

If the group is not interdependent around the task and
they don’t experience the need to act together, then a future
search is probably not the methodology to use. We have run
future searches with a professional society that meets annu-
ally, with academic researchers who have little in common,
and with consultants eager to showcase their own technolo-
gies. In every case we had good dialogue and little or no
action at the end.

Stakeholder Brainstorm
Our method for selecting stakeholders is relatively simple.

We ask the planners to brainstorm all possible attendees. We
emphasize that this is for discussion only, not an invitation
list. We keep going until we’ve exhausted all groups and key
people with any stake in the task. Here’s a brainstorm list
from a community housing conference:

Business
Agriculture
Tourism
Builders
Retail
Office Workers
Small Business Owners
Environmentalists
N1eighborhood Activists
Cultural Groups
Religious Groups
Transportation
Social Services

Academia
Health Care
Former Residents
Homeless
Legal Community
Police
Youth
Electeds
Governmental – Bureaucrats
Newly-Marrieds
New Markets
Commuters (both directions)
Mental Health
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Media
Seniors
Farm Workers

Next we discuss the stakes of each group (or person) and
check off those who are “essential,” “desirable,” and “op-
tional.” How many stakeholder groups are we talking about?
The potential is infinite. We have had as few as six, as many
as 12. There are practical limits. Our ideal model is eight
stakeholder groups, for then we can have eight mixed groups
with one person from every stakeholder group in each circle
– a total of 64.

Conference size can be a frustrating matter. We’ve worked
with as many as 100 people, and as few as 30. We like up to
64 participants for a conference large enough to influence
system change and small enough for open face-to-face dia-
logue. If the dialogue were in small groups only, we could
manage hundreds of people with little constraint save physi-
cal space. In our conference we want every group to hear
from every other group on every task. People have to be able
to see and hear each other easily.

We have worked with nine or ten stakeholder and mixed
groups under special circumstances – e.g. community con-
ferences with many constituents. There are obvious limita-
tions. It’s harder to build community; report-outs take for-
ever, and it is likely that important thoughts go unspoken. If
you want to involve more people, consider running one
future search then enlisting participants in deciding how to
involve others.

You might also consider two or more parallel future
searches. We have run future searches with as many as six
groups of 50-60 people They start off together and work in
separate rooms through the discovery of common ground.
Then they meet in a big room to identify common ground
across all the conferences. Action planning takes the form of
an Open Space (Owen,1992) meeting, with as many as 300
people selecting projects to work on. This allows people with
similar needs to collaborate even if they were in other rooms
earlier. This route requires more time, considerable logistical

Union
Banks
Vacationers



1 3 4

F U T U R E
S E A R C H

support and experienced facilitators.
Fortunately, there are many more people capable of work-

ing in this mode now than there were five years ago as “large
group interventions” (Bunker and Alban, 1996) become bet-
ter understood by practitioners.

Another strategy is sequential future searches. To build
commitment to a strategic plan, Tobin Quereau at Austin
Community College ran a future search on each of five
campuses, followed by a “capstone” with people from the
campuses, top officials and community educators.

Future Search As Lightning Rod
 We are resigned to the fact that future search conferences

easily become lightning rods for every agenda, value, and
unfulfilled dream. People with no future search experience
may want to load requirements onto the event to satisfy
many needs. This is okay so long as the needs don’t cancel out
a potential success. We are responsive and wary at the same
time. Since every future search is a leap into the unknown, we
need to stack our deck for success. We must not let “now or
never” cloud our good judgment.

No conference is the last chance to do anything. If the task
is worthy, people will keep going and bring in more people.
So we settle for “good enough” the first time, and do not set
up 12 or 14 stakeholder groups, for example, until we know
how to manage them. Some sponsors read this as a mixed
message. “You want a broad cross-section, including a lot of
outsiders. Yet you draw the line at 64 people!” That’s a fact;
so far, that’s the best we know how to do.

We will never know how many people are enough or what
makes a “whole system.” We want conference sponsors to go
further than they are used to going, perhaps not to the end of
the rainbow, but far enough so that important new things
happen. We can combine related stakeholder groups into one
circle. If we need more people, those who come this time will
figure out how to bring others aboard. Future search is a
learning laboratory, not a panacea. So eight stakeholder
groups with eight people in each is an ideal toward which we

“Approaching 50,
it was really
refreshing to have
these high school
students there
with me looking at
the same issues
in the same way,
out of role...”
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work. Nice work if you can get it, and, as the song says, we can
get it if we try. Or something close, most of the time.

Stakes Versus Demographics
We’ve thought a lot about stakeholder groups based on

commitments like occupation, organization, or role and those
based on natural differences like gender and ethnicity. Both
possibilities exist. To isolate groups by personal traits, how-
ever, is to emphasize differences about which people have
strong feelings and that cannot be altered. Our experience so
far strongly parallels the research dating to World War II
showing that people drop their stereotypes faster when they
work on projects together.

So we recommend personal traits as criteria to ensure
diversity, not to define task groups. Could we imagine con-
ferences where folks explore an issue by age, race, gender, or
country of origin? Possibly, if such categories were inescap-
able for our task. We would never say “never” but in general
think it’s a mistake to divide a future search on those lines. We
rather would have a conference that reflects our community,
where stakeholder groups are organized by role, function,
occupation, etc., and as diverse demographically as we can
make them.

Of course, issues of gender, origin, and race come up in
future search conferences. These usually are raised as commu-
nity issues, not the problem or grievance of one person or
group. Our conferences have lead us to a conclusion upside-
down from the way the we used to think. Rather than a
conference on “diversity” or “race relations” or “gender
relations,” we much prefer a conference on the community’s
future, as envisioned by a cross section of all citizens. Let
diverse people talk to one another about what sort of commu-
nity they want to live in – its health care, education, housing,
safety, etc. Let them work together to imagine and act out
how they want their lives to be. Under these conditions
“diversity” becomes reality data, not an ideological issue or
a threat to any particular group.

“We tried more
traditional

approaches...people
who were movers
and shakers. We

didn’t have enough
diversity in the
room....Change

really comes when
the people who

need it most sit
with people who

can help make
things happen.”
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Selecting Stakeholders
At some point we draw eight circles on a flip chart to

represent stakeholder groups. Filling in the circles is the most
important task our planning committee will do. We create
these groups because we hold the theory that we have  to
differentiate before we integrate. So our attention is not on
how  a planning group differentiates the system, but that the
groupings they chose are identifiable, plausible interdepen-
dent parts of the whole system. The planners shape the
conference by the way they identify groups, combine some,
and drop others. Who to invite is a pure judgment call. We
want to be mindful of a simple criterion: Will people accept
their stakeholder category as reasonable?

After many weeks, the Santa Cruz County planners, who
had brainstormed the long list you read earlier, settled on the
following stakeholder groups:

Government
& Public Policy

Jobs and Employment

Social Support

Transportation
& Neighborhoods Providers & Advocates

Religious Institutions

Aesthetics, Our
Environment/Planning

Health & Education

What you don’t see here are the demographic criteria also
used to insure a cross-section of the community. By design,
we had teens and retirees, men and women, residents of rural
Watsonville and urban Santa Cruz, wealthy executives and
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unemployed farm workers, AIDS and homeless activists, a
local legislator, and many backgrounds including African-
American, Anglo, Asian, and Latino. The steering committee
made a chart with stakeholder labels across the top, and
demographics down the left side. These included income,
age, ethnicity, gender, and geographic location. Then they
filled in every slot. They combined functional groups with
shared perspectives. In the event, we had eight mixed groups
and nine stakeholder groups.

For a future search on transportation, a steering group first
produced this list: education, health care, business, residents,
government. As they talked they saw that people who work
in schools, hospitals or businesses have similar, not different,
transportation issues. At last they recast the stakeholders as
Policy makers, Policy Implementers, Employers/Institutions,
Citizen Users (bike, pedestrian, car, transit), Businesses that
Attract Customers, Mobile Businesses and Delivery Services,
Providers of transportation, and Non-Elected Politically Ac-
tive Citizens.  This enabled people who provided transporta-
tion services to hear those who used them and people who
ran businesses to hear from those who had to travel to their
businesses.

Young People As Stakeholders
Increasingly, we see many young people included in

future searches. A few years ago we might have one or two
adolescents and thought we were pushing boundaries. Now,
Future Search Network members report that young voices
are so valuable in certain school and community future
searches that they consider them a condition for success.
“The quality of the dialogue,” says Myron Kellner-Rogers,
“goes up whenever children are present.” Adds Sue
McCormick, “In all my experience children’s insights are
profound, their observations clear and refreshingly authen-
tic, their contributions invaluable.” To which Ray Redburn
adds, “The youth participants were the ‘truth tellers,’ the
ones who raised really important issues or asked a provoca-
tive simple question that enabled the whole group to move
deeper.”
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CHAPTER 8

Planning II
Finishing the Job

“The problem of modern man isn’t to escape
from one ideology to another...our problem
is to live in the presence and in the attributes
of reality. Then we will be able to put the
picture together. This picture can only be the
outcome of all the empathy given to many
things observed in common. When many
things are observed in common by the many
who constitute a society, we will have
reached a condition worth celebrating.”

– Frederick Sommer

WE NEED from one to several follow-up planning
meetings to complete a future search agenda. Here
are the major agenda items that remain once the task

and stakeholders have been selected:

• Time frames: how far back and forward
• Review customized design
• Invitation list: who and how to reach them
• Future scenario: what to include
• Document/communicate outcomes
• Action planning: expectations
• Logistics: site, workbooks, etc.
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The next major steering committee decision is how far
back and how far forward will we search? The answers
determine how we structure our review of the past. It may
also affect the conference title if the future date is to be
included.

Reviewing the Past: How Far Back?
To organize a review of the past, we create three time lines

divided into three or four “eras.” Eras can be related to (1) the
age of “X,” (2) critical events in the life of “X,” and (3) the age
of the oldest conference participants. “Default” eras are the
70’s, 80’s, 90’s until now. If we have no good rationale for
other time frames, we use the defaults.

EXAMPLE
A four-year-old company in a young industry
assured us that it made little sense to review the
‘60’s. The president was born in 1963, the planning
group’s mean age was 32, and there would be few
stakeholders over 40. The planners couldn’t see
going back before 1975. We encouraged them to
leave the door open so that the few over-40’s could
add what they knew about the start of the industry.
We calibrated our time line as pre-1970, 1970-79,
1980-89, 1989, and now because the company was
formed in 1989. Here all time frames applied glo-
bally and personally. For the conference focus we
reviewed the industry’s history, and asked people to
add data about the company’s four-year life.

The Ideal Future: How Far Forward?
A related decision is how far forward to project “X’s”

future. To free ourselves from current reality we have to
access our dreams, wishes, and ideals as if they are feasible. The
larger the change and the faster we want to make it, the less
feasible it becomes. Fighting fires, managing crises, we rarely
stop to ask whether what we’re doing now begets more of the
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same or moves us toward an ideal future. Going further into
the future, say 10 to 20 years or more, has important conse-
quences for feasible short term action steps.

We learned this from the late Ed Lindaman, NASA plan-
ning director for the Apollo space capsule used on the first
moon shot. On the way to the moon, Ed liked to say, the
astronauts made tiny course corrections. Because the moon is
250,000 miles away, it only took small course corrections
early in the flight to hit the moon. There are two benefits in
projecting a future search as far ahead as the planners can
tolerate. First, released from present constraints, we dream
larger dreams. Second, we can make smaller (therefore more
doable) course corrections next week. So we urge our steer-
ing committee to step as far into the future as they are willing
to go. Ten years out is a reasonable target. Twenty is even
better. Shorter time frames tug us toward problem-solving,
keeping us from saying where we really want to go. Small
changes now will get us to the moon if we can decide together
where the moon is!

EXAMPLE
A newly-public corporation chose a five-year time
horizon. As the conference reached common ground
on a host of issues, a disagreement created high
anxiety. Many in the room thought it was unrealistic
to go as far as their 5-year scenarios called for.
Talking it over at the end, they said 10 years seemed
attainable. So we changed our time frame retroac-
tively, increasing the probability that doable steps
now would have a big impact later.

Conference Dates
We need three months or more from the first meeting to

organize a future search. That’s if everything goes like clock-
work. People fill their calendars months in advance. Desir-
able places are hard to reserve. Groups that want a conference
now may settle for a less-than-optimum stakeholder mix
and/or a sub-optimal meeting place. We urge sponsors to
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pay attention to the time they need to get the people they
really want.

There is a related calendar consideration – finding a meet-
ing place. We prefer off-site locations with a chance for
recreation. When people stay together they build community
more quickly. The closer we schedule to holidays and vaca-
tion times the longer in advance we have to book. We may
need up to six months to get a meeting room with windows
(the only kind we can work in).

OFFSITE MEETINGS
Q: Must you always meet off-site? Can people go
home at night?
A: Escaping distractions is a luxury that pays off.
However, this is not a make-or-break issue. We have
run good conferences where people go home at
night, meeting in schools, colleges, churches, or
other local facilities. We can do our work so long as
people commit to the whole conference.

Finalizing the Stakeholder List
Now it’s time to finalize the stakeholder invitation list. The

steering committee must select specific people who meet
their criteria. Alternates may need to be identified in case first
choices can’t make it. Sometimes, stakeholder groups can be
asked to send volunteers.

EXAMPLE
To recruit for an industrial plant conference, the
manager told team members and leaders that any-
one who wanted to come was invited. They had
room for one team leader and three team member
groups. They filled the circles with volunteers,
guaranteeing commitment and enthusiasm. (When
we have more volunteers than slots, we suggest a
lottery.)
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STAKEHOLDERS SPEAK FOR THEMSELVES
Q: Do stakeholders represent their organizations?
A: We never consider future search participants as
“representing” anybody, except themselves. They
bring important information, viewpoints, and
experience as stakeholders. We think it’s unrealistic
to assume they can speak for or commit people who
aren’t there.

Invitations
Once we know the date, place, and specific stakeholders,

the committee sends out invitations quickly. Invitations can
be long or short, a one-time mailing or several mailings, and
may involve personal phone calls. A lot of thinking goes into
getting people the steering group really wants.

Sometimes sponsors assume their stakeholders won’t show
up, stay, or spend time talking about, say, the past. They
imagine certain people are too busy, important, or knowl-
edgeable to need this meeting. Even if they came, they would
never agree on what to do, etc. We have heard, for example,
a long list of people who “won’t come.” It includes doctors,
funders, customers, farmers, bankers, young people, politi-
cians, and practically any ethnic group you can name. In the
event, though, we have worked with all of them. The as-
sumption that some people won’t come must be tested each
time. If we want positive change, we can start with our own
assumptions. Get the people to the meeting who need to be
there. People new to future search may compromise key
components before they have any experience. The alternative
to compromise is to arm the inviters with as much informa-
tion as they need to advocate effectively.

So far 95 percent of future searches we’ve worked with
have raised the “right” crowd. In a business school, confer-
ence planners sent out one puzzle piece a week for five
weeks. To get the sixth and last piece, people had to show up.
What was the last piece of the puzzle? “You! “ In a community
manufacturing conference, policy makers and company presi-

“I felt honored
when Herm called
and asked me to

come. I asked him
who I should be

representing, and
he just said, ‘How

about being Joe?’ I
said, ‘Great, I can

do that!.’”
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dents were considered essential. They asked a U.S. Senator to
lend his support in a luncheon speech. He agreed to tell how
he would follow-up on the output. Publicizing his commit-
ment helped get key people to attend. Naturally, we’d rather
have had him participate in the conference. However, a
luncheon speech insured the right people were in the room
and a valuable ally for follow-up had been confirmed. What
we don’t want are long keynote or closing speeches, nor even
short ones by people who don’t participate in the conference.

Sometimes steering committee members visit key people
and invite them face-to-face. Often they divide up this work,
following up people they know personally. One useful tech-
nique is for the steering committee to brainstorm a list of the
benefits to stakeholders of their attending the conference.
Here’s an actual example:

Benefits to Stakeholders
• Ability to influence.
• Opportunity to meet neighbors, leaders, and folks with

shared interests.
• Can contribute and learn at the same time.
• Participation in a leading edge process.
• Opportunity (business firm) to meet other employees,

vendors, customers to gain additional perspectives to
improve their own performance.

• Learn more about challenges facing us and help define
ways to meet them.

• Opportunity to help influence strategy.
• Create ways to leverage information use and delivery as

a competitive advantage.
• Identify areas of commonalty and diversity.
• Influence the direction of the whole community.

We advise steering committees to tell those invited what
benefits they can expect if they attend, and to ask if there are
barriers to their participation that the steering committee can
help remove. We like to let people know that this will be a

“We invited people
that we thought
were creative,
concerned, and
interested in their
community; people
who might be
willing to give
some time to
something like
this.”
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safe, enjoyable, and valuable experience. The box opposite
shows how one group anticipated these issues before making
phone calls.

PLANNERS IN ACTION

The Santa Cruz community planning group worked out
answers to these questions before making phone calls
to solicit attendance:

1. Why was I invited to participate?
2. What does housing have to do with me?
3. Why must I be there the entire 2 1/2 days?
4. What will I have to do if I come?
5. Who else will be participating?
6. What will be the outcome to this conference?
7. I can’t come. Can I send someone to take my place?
8. Is so-and-so invited? Why not?

When a Good Idea Becomes a “Have-To”
After finishing this chapter, we began rethinking the

origins of some of our planning practices. We worried that
this book, rich in details from our own experience, would
become a literal blueprint. Procedures, especially creative
ones, can be exceedingly seductive. If you watch the way a
standard design evolves, you quickly see how a creative idea
can turn into rote repitition. The pattern goes like this: a
planner for a conference on quality says, “Why not have
people bring something that symbolizes quality? This would
help them become invested in the conference.” Says another,
“Great idea!” To which we add, “Okay, but how and when
would you use what people bring?” A long discussion fol-
lows. Finally, it is agreed that when people introduce them-
selves at the start they can show their quality symbol and tell
why they brought it. We do that, and the ensuing activity,
which takes no more than 15 minutes, creates a wonderful
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sense of shared purpose, exactly what the steering committee
intended.

Now, here’s where the fun begins. The next time we plan
a conference, we say, “What do you think about having
people bring an artifact or symbol to the conference? We
could use it as part of the getting acquainted session at the
start.” The steering committee now wants more information.
Why? What? Is it essential? What should we bring? An hour
long discussion ensues, on a wrinkle that is not essential to
the success of our conference and that, in this instance, is
supplied by us, not by the steering committee. Suddenly, we
have taken a situation-specific good idea from one confer-
ence and made it a feature of our generic design. We have also
added significantly to the length of our planning meeting.

We have another example. In a corporate conference some
years ago, the steering committee, uneasy with the idea of
letting people imagine an ideal future in whatever way they
wish, decided they’d like to “prompt” people with a list of the
kinds of features they’d like to hear addressed: size, struc-
ture, dollar volumes, and product lines in addition to rela-
tionships, policies, and so on. (In the event, no future scenario
groups address all these issues, nor do they need to for the
future search to succeed.) In any case, putting these prompts
into the worksheet reduced the steering committee’s anxiety.
In no time at all, we had built into our planning a new steering
committee task: working out their own prompts for the
future. Now, this is not a bad thing, for it does help the
steering group set more concrete expectations. Is it a make-
or- break design feature? We doubt it. On balance, we think
it helps future scenario groups focus their work.

We can point to many examples of specific adaptations for
particular circumstances that we have not put in our generic
design. However, the temptation exists, and we have to resist
standardzing every variation lest we end up one day with a
set of tasks that no longer carry out our original purposes – to
put responsibility more firmly in the hands of our partici-
pants.



1 4 7

C h a p t e r  8

P L A N N I N G  I I
F I N I S H I N G

T H E  J O B

Memento/Artifact Museum
Many steering groups, despite our example to the con-

trary, do in fact ask participants to bring an artifact, story, or
item that is personal and symbolic of their relationship to the
conference topic. Tangible items start people thinking about
the meeting before they arrive. People discuss these articles
at the start of the conference. The items have been funny,
intriguing, interesting, touching, and always effective in
forming a community quickly. If this step is taken, it needs to
be a steering committee decision, based on what they con-
sider appropriate to the task.

Reviewing the Detailed Design
Between planning meetings we adapt our conference

design to the steering committee’s decisions. In a later meet-
ing we go over this work plan in detail. We reiterate the tasks,
goals, roles, etc. This review gives us a chance to talk over last-
minute concerns and confirm our working agreement with
the committee. Often these follow-up steps take place on the
telephone. In practice most steering groups have several
meetings without us.

Future Scenario Prompts:
What Should We Include?

A major future search task calls for participants to imagine
their ideal future and prepare a creative presentation. The
planning committee may suggest some features they would
like to see addressed in these scenarios. It is desirable to have
people visualize their ideal community, corporation, or net-
work as concretely as they can, imagining that they already
have created what they want. (See box for actual examples.)
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PROMPTS FROM VARIOUS CONFERENCES

COMMUNITY CONFERENCE

1. Put yourself into the future. Look back to 2000.
Visualize and describe the community you really
want as if you are living in it now, in 2010.

2. List your accomplishments since 2000, with special
reference to:
• Nature of community leadership
• Mix of population
• Types and location of housing
• Zoning and planning policy
• Financing methods for new and existing projects
• Employment opportunities
• Relations between county and university
• Community services and facilities
• Transportation
• Relations between north and south county areas
• Public policies, community initiatives
• Other highly-desirable features

CORPORATE CONFERENCE

In your dramatization cover:
• Achievements of the last 5 years
• Structure, size, $ volumes, and product lines
• Notable policies, procedures, systems, and values
• Outstanding features of the company as a place
   to work
• Customer relations
• Relations with the community
• Other highlights you consider extremely desirable
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Documenting the Conference
There are good reasons to document a conference. One is

to provide participants with a record of what they did and a
reminder of commitments made. Another is to help people
who didn’t attend understand what happened. A surprising
amount of work gets done in less than three days, and the
results are often dramatic. For example, we’ve seen strangers
from labor, government, and business build a coalition.
We’ve seen boards of directors redefine their roles – some-
thing they could never do before. We witnessed the birth of
an implementation plan for a city vision involving every
neighborhood. We watched in wonder as mistrustful parties
to a corporate merger produced a shared vision and mission.
When people find alignments they never thought existed,
their stories are worth telling. Our communities and corpora-
tions could stand a little good news about meetings.

At the same time, the full power of a future search can’t be
experienced second hand. People who did not attend can’t be
expected to make the same internal shifts and commitments
as those who have worked through the past and present
together. We can, however, show them issues that were
worked on, the common ground achieved, and the action
commitments made. And we can, if we plan it, involve others
in covering the same ground in a later conference or in shorter
meetings.

Here are some ways to think about documentation. Is the
goal of our document to inform only, or is it also to involve
others in future actions? Most conferences prepare a written
document from data gathered in real time. It can range from
typing up flip charts and action plans to a narrative report.
We prefer the latter. Flip charts don’t mean much except to
the people who created them, unless they are presented with
a written narrative.

We’ve seen everything from newspaper formats to four-
color reports, with photos, charts, graphs and artwork. The
objective is not to give somebody else an experience they can
only have for themselves. It’s to tell them what was done,
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what was learned, what plans are underway, and how – if
that is a goal – they can join the parade.

Media Coverage
Should news, radio, or TV reporters be invited to cover a

future search? If they come as stakeholders, participate in it,
and write a story afterwards, we say “yes.” If they want to
show up in the middle, interview people on what happened
the first day, and put it the morning paper, we say “no.” What
little coverage we have seen before and during the event
usually misses the point entirely. Journalists rarely have
future search experience. They tend to be cynical about large
public meetings, involving a cross-section of interests with
an apparently-vague agenda. Their cynicism is well-founded;
they cover a lot of talky meetings with high-sounding agen-
das, often involving some of the same people. They have no
reason to believe this one is different.

If coverage is planned, we need to be thoughtful about
what constitutes real news. One possibility is to invite report-
ers to the last session, the action planning, at the point where
people make public their goals and plans. Another is to invite
the press to interview people after the conference. Our wish
is that these conferences be covered in terms of what they
mean to the people who participated in them, once those
people have had a chance to act. Until then, the story is only
good intentions, confusion, and nothing much else. The best
stories are written weeks or months later, when the confer-
ence impact has become a reality. Our fear is that some
insensitive journalists, short of any actual outcomes, might
dismiss the techniques and process as “soft,” and discount
the hard impact because it’s not visible yet.

Integrating Technology
Increasingly, people want to wed new technologies to

future search. Many folks are interested in how to use com-
puters, for example, both to display data during the confer-
ence and to record flip charts. We are very cautious about
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this. We don’t want to do anything that takes participants
away from conversing with each other. This is much more
important than having a comprehensive record of what was
said.

The point is that we are creating an environment for
dialogue, and this environment includes walls papered with
flip charts created by the participants which remain for the
duration. These charts shape the dialogue and reflect emerg-
ing interpretations and agreements. Overheads or computer
screens that come and go cannot substitute for this function.
Indeed, to use machines to flash charts briefly (as in a corpo-
rate data dump) is to lose the main point of our work. This
will be true even if each person is immediately handed a print
out. This event isn’t over until its over. While we’re in
progress, we like all the output in plain sight, not in a
computer file, not in a drawer, and not sitting in little piles
around the room.

EXAMPLE
At one conference we agreed to experiment with a
new technology, useful for documenting meetings.
A non-participating recorder with a lap-top com-
puter sat with each group noting flip chart contents.
The benefit was a compiled list of report-outs in
everyone’s hands at the end of the conference.
However, having one-eighth of our participants
working as typists struck us as too high a price to
pay. We liked the output but believe that one or two
typists at a small table could do it as well. (In
Harrison Owen’s Open Space meetings, for example,
people bring laptops if they wish. A room is set
aside for typing up notes after each session. Volun-
teer participants do the job, and the output is distrib-
uted at the end of the conference, or daily if facilities
allow. Flip charts remain on the walls.)

We believe what happens within and between people will
influence participant behavior no matter what form the docu-
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mentation takes. If these important shifts do not happen, no
amount of documentation will make them happen after the
fact. We also are aware of the extent to which technologies –
e.g. overhead projectors, films, computers – can be used to
insulate us from chaos, anxiety, and confusion. So we guard
against attractive substitutes for true engagement. We do not
want to compromise any of the critical dynamics of a future
search.

Video
Many sponsors arrange to videotape their conference. A

10-15 minute video can capture the energy and emotion of the
experience even better than written words. A 20-30 minute
video can go more deeply into the content, tracking particu-
lar stakeholders through the three days. However, 16 hours
of unedited tape is useless. You need a crew that knows the
production process and how to work with large interactive
groups. They must know how to recede into the background
and not intrude on the work. With a skilled crew, participants
forget about the cameras in the first few minutes. Blue Sky
Productions (www.blueskyvideo.com), a company we helped
found to support this work, is among the most experienced
companies anywhere at videotaping large group events.

Gif ts
Gifts for participants are, of course, optional. For reasons

we cannot fathom, everyone loves T-shirts. We still wear our
“I am a CRE stakeholder” shirts to go with our Forté Systems
baseball caps.

Logistics and Participant Workbooks
Conference administrators always perform a critical job

and can use all the help they can get. Here are some admin-
istrative tasks:

www.blueskyvideo.com
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• Finding sites
• Food
• Lodging
• Transportation
• Meeting room set-up, flip charts, etc.
• Participant registration
• Participant workbooks
• Reproducing worksheets and handouts
• Participant list
• Creating mixed groups
• Supplies for future scenarios

A sample workbook appears in Appendix B. Details on
materials and room set-up appear in Appendix A. At this
point we are ready to go. For conferences close to home, we’ll
arrive on opening day. If we have to travel far, we come in a
day earlier. And we always check before leaving home to
make sure our supplies have arrived.

If we have done a good job of planning, we have sowed the
seeds for success. Now we can now turn all of our attention
to facilitating the meeting.
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CHAPTER 9

Facilitating Future
Searches
 PART I – Don’t Just Do Something,
Stand There

“If you always do what you always did, you
always get what you always got.“

 – Anon

tered by facilitators with diverse styles in cultures around the
world. It is especially suitable to large groups addressing
high-stakes issues.

Our broad purposes as we facilitate a future search are to:

• Work only with the ideas, experiences and energy of
participants;

• Encourage people to stay engaged amidst differences;
• Hold off problem-solving until people have a common

umbrella and a variety of action choices.

The advice that follows should be read in context: we
assume a clear purpose, the right people in the room, and

N THIS CHAPTER WE DESCRIBE a philosophy and theory of
facilitation that our South African colleague Jan Grobelaar
calls “hands-off intervention.” This practice has been mas-I
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“It was different
from any confer-
ence I’ve ever gone
to. I think the
facilitators were
very skilled in
allowing it to be
the people’s
conference and not
their conference.”

good meeting conditions (Chapter 7). Only then will our
proposed methods pave the way to new forms of cooperation
and creative action steps. To aspire to less in a task-focused
meeting is to waste everyone’s time. We will never be good
enough to facilitate our way out of a poorly-planned future
search.

A Philosophy of Facil itating
We owe our philosophy of facilitating to JohnandJoyce

Weir, whose “self-differentiation” workshops have influ-
enced thousands of people over the past 40 years. Self-
differentiation means developing the many parts of oneself.
The process involves experimentation, awareness, self-en-
counter, acceptance, and choice. In future search our analogy
is helping a system find and accept its own many parts so that
people expand their range of choices.

First, we believe with the Weirs that everybody does the
best they can with what they have each minute of each day.
This is true for groups and whole systems too. What we get
is what we see, whether we like it or not. It is not our task to
make people better, only to help those who choose this path
discover how to do that for themselves. In future search each
person, each small group, each conference is doing the best
they can with what they have.

And so are we.
Second, we believe with the Weirs that we all do only what

we are ready, willing and able to do. Providing a diagnosis or
explanation for a situation does not make people more ready
to act. Diagnosis calls for intervention to fix a deficiency.
Most of us are reluctant to accept others’ prescriptions. Each
person has a unique way of seeing the world. What another
believes is best (a perception generated inside of them, not
you) may not seem right to you. It is tempting to label this
reluctance “resistance” and provide another fix for that. In no
time we forget what we came to do and are off on a tense
exploration of “deeper” issues that may satisfy a few people
and leave much of a group puzzled or resentful. In our
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philosophy there are no relevant deeper issues than the ones
visible to and brought to the surface by participants.

We choose to work on what is workable now, not what
(perhaps) would become workable if we did a whole lot of
other work first.

Third, we are aware that all of us filter experiences based
on our genes, ethnicity, race, gender, age, place of residence,
past experience, and a thousand other factors. This leads to
an extraordinary spectrum of unprovable beliefs that we
treat as irrefutable “facts.” We act on what we believe to be
true, provable or not. That is a fact worth pondering. To
change our behavior means changing our perceptions of
what is possible. This is done more easily in large groups if we
have access to others’ perceptions and can state our own
without having to defend them.

 Finally, from the Weirs we have learned that we only
move by moving. Talking about moving is not equivalent to
doing it. In motion we access parts of us not observable when
we are passive and “taking it all in.” (The reverse is also true,
which is why we need both.) The same is true for groups.
When people move in large group meetings, they change
more than their own positions in space. They change the
shape, flow, energy, and possibilities in the room. We believe
the most effective meetings are those that enable us to use all
our parts – mind, body, and spirit. We ought to have oppor-
tunities to move, sit still, speak, listen, dance, sing, imagine,
react, act.

Implications for Practice
The obvious implication for practice is structural. We seek

to design a meeting in which people find it easy to move if
they choose. In future search all participants are on their feet
writing on flip charts in the first hour. We move to the mind
map wall. We move toward the “mess” in selecting issues to
talk about. We move during future scenarios, and during the
discovery of common ground. We move in selecting and
organizing action groups. Along the way people have access
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to all the room’s resources, chairs, tables, walls, easels, mark-
ers, tape, supplies.

To help others, we start by moving ourselves. In every
future search we experiment with our own capacity for
tolerating statements we don’t believe, ideas we oppose, and
styles of interaction that make us cringe. We stay aware of the
tug of war within us between our own and others’ concepts
of right and wrong, truth and falsity, valid information, and
the meaning of everyday words we take for granted.

The more we learn to hear all views without reacting, the
more a group is likely to express all sides of polarized issues.
We train ourselves to listen for the parts of each statement
with which we agree. This counteracts our tendency to make
a case (inside our heads, of course) for the parts we oppose.
To the extent that we act congruently with our philosophy
that all statements contain value, the easier we make it for
future search groups to do the same.

As we experience our own potential for faulty assump-
tions, stereotyping, mistrust, and anxiety, we find it easier to
accept that this is where new groups usually start. The more
we can learn to live with uncertainty, the better prepared we
are to value a group’s struggle. So we resist the tendency to
manage our anxiety by talking, asking questions, explaining,
repeating, or moving to take away tense moments.

Fortunately, somebody in every future search knows what
needs to be said. You can only learn that if you wait long
enough for them to say it. We keep the door open by listening
without acting. We are mindful that each time we solve a
problem, we deprive others of a chance to solve it for them-
selves. Each time we interrupt the action, we preempt some-
one else’s acting. Just waiting often is all a group needs from
us to shift toward active dialogue, reality checking, and
creative collaboration.
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Key Facil itator Tasks
What we do when facilitating is:

1. Keep task and time frame boundaries front and center;
2. Encourage self-management and responsibility;
3. Stay with uncertainty about the outcome and the dis-

comfort it provokes until people decide what they will
do;

4. Assure that every person who wants to speak has a
chance in the time available;

5. See to it that those with controversial views know that
they are not alone.

(Information on our first two facilitator tasks appears in
this chapter. The third task – staying with uncertainty – is
taken up in this chapter and the next. The last two tasks are
covered in the next chapter.)

What We Don’t Do
Because “facilitation” covers so many other activities, we

also want to say what we don’t do. We don’t work on
communication skills. We don’t tell people what is appropri-
ate to bring up. We don’t reconcile disagreements. We don’t
reinterpret peoples’ comments. When participants have agen-
das other than the central task, we listen without working
them. We don’t act as process consultants on interpersonal
dynamics. We don’t challenge peoples’ motives or assump-
tions.

Except for the future search’s purpose, which is our an-
chor point, we don’t take positions with respect to content.
When participants do things we would not do, we listen. We
don’t judge (aloud) the relevance or usefulness of any state-
ment. We are facilitators in the narrowest sense. Our job is to
keep people moving toward action on their common future.
The best way to do that is to seek a spectrum of views for hot-
button topics, and see to it that nobody stands alone in an
unpopular place. We rely on the structure of the meeting to
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“One thing that
really opened my
eyes..there’s a lot
of similarities from
the team leaders
to the staff, to the
‘outsiders,’ to the
team members.”

encourage new ways of working. If people question the
overall purpose publicly, we turn to the steering committee.

Boundaries of Time and Task
A key part of our work is maintaining time and task

boundaries. Boundaries make it easier for people to convert
frustration into creative energy. Without boundaries we
could not accomplish complex tasks with large groups. If we
muddy our boundaries, we muddy our purpose. We are
mindful that it’s easy to let time slip and justify it as someone’s
“need.” We don’t pretend that we can extend one task
without short-changing another. We have only 16 hours or so
to explore and act on the whole range of possibilities.

We therefore ask people to share responsibility in a way
that few groups ever do. This means doing the best job they
can in the time available, managing so that each person who
wants to speak has a chance. Inevitably, some people can’t
say everything they want to say. At the same time, by
managing the boundaries, we increase the probability that
people will say everything that needs to be said.

We also realize that not all groups find working together
smooth or easy. Those who come to treat the task as bigger
than their personal needs, will participate constructively,
despite some tough going. The tension that we live with as
facilitators is that our design does not include explicitly
fixing all sticky situations that arise in groups. Our philo-
sophic choice is to put the burden on participants, knowing
that we soon will be gone, and they will still have issues. If we
start to diagnose and fix group deficiencies, we will be in a
bottomless pit. So our key “diagnostic” question is, “Will
they show up?” Once we start, the key question is, “Are they
still working on the task?” We do not indulge ourselves with
delicious fantasies of how wonderful this group would be if
only they were trained to (fill in your favorite group skill).
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“This was a safe
environment where

people can reveal
their experiences
and not have to

defend ourselves or
attack. I got a

tremendous amount
of insight when we

got to share what’s
significant to us

and we didn’t have
to defend ourselves

about it.”

Supporting Contrarians
Our philosophy includes welcoming contrary remarks as

advancing the future search task. Divergent views give people
an opportunity to modify stereotypes and assumptions for
themselves. Like it or not, every comment reflects how some-
one feels, sees, hears, believes, or thinks. And that is a reality
people ought accept if they want to work together. The
people in this room are all we’ve got, warts and all. We have
no choice but to consider every statement part of the common
pool. More, these statements give people a chance, if they
wish, to explore another side of the issue. This principle
makes our job much easier. We need not act on every com-
ment. All we need do is accept every statement as part of the
shared reality.

SOME OTHER THINGS WE DON’T SAY

“Well, at this point you should all be feeling pretty
helpless and scared.“

“We’ve been to the depths. Now it’s time to go to the
heights.“

“We’ve heard a lot about the environment. How come
nobody has mentioned family life?“

“The next task is great. You’re gonna love it!“

“Compared to other groups, you are much more (or
less)_____.“

“We asked you to note two or three items. How come
you did six?“

 “Do you really think it’s as bad as all that?“

Write your own example:
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Validating Polarities
In addition, groups tend to connect to the “all good” or “all

bad” aspects of life and temporarily forget that life is a
spectrum. We have seen future search groups put only nega-
tive trends on a mind map for 20 minutes or more. We may
complete the map before somebody says, “How come there’s
nothing positive on our list?” And we check our tendency to
jump on a bandwagon that would deny or soften a polarity.
You will not hear us say things like, “That’s an extreme case.
What’s the more usual trend?” Instead, we are more likely to
ask, “Does anybody have anything to add?” We always let
information and the “positive” and “negative” values put on
it emerge from the group.

Structure Influences Behavior:
Theory in Action

A second major base for future search lies in the discover-
ies of Fred Emery and Eric Trist, two pioneering social
scientists (Chapter 4). Their contributions also are docu-
mented in two previous books (Weisbord, 1987 and Weisbord,
et al., 1992). Emery and Trist made a landmark discovery that
having a clear task and putting it into a global context reduces
a group’s tendency to fight or flee.

Exploring the whole before acting on any part, people
seem better able to contain their anxiety about differences
and roadblocks. Indeed, a global exploration brings to life
Solomon Asch’s conditions for dialogue, that we experience
ourselves living on the same planet, facing similar con-
straints, with the same life issues to resolve (also Chapter 4).
In addition, making the common task a focus of dialogue
(rather than personal traits), enables progress on emotionally
charged issues.

The implication for practice of these simple (though not
obvious) ideas, is that the whole group participate in every
facet. The time lines and mind map establish boundaries for
a conversation about the same world – the one described by
all the people in the room, given a chance to include any
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aspect. They are they only ones who can interpret what they
have put up. We  want them to find meaning together. All
explorations become the common property of the group. In
short, if we are to act effectively together, we need to all keep
talking about the same world before doing anything about it.

Encouraging Self-Management
We also are mindful of Eric Trist’s pioneering work with

leaderless groups during World War II, and the Emery/Trist
discovery of self-managing work teams in the British coal
industry in the 1940’s and ’50s. (Weisbord, 1987, Chapter 7.)
The theories based on these discoveries directly influence the
way we manage future searches. For example, a group of six
or eight can organize its work without facilitators. One
simple aid is the “self-manager guide” (see below.) We
suggest (but do not insist) that groups divide the work, using
a recorder, reporter, time-keeper, and discussion leader. That
way half the group shares leadership. If they rotate once,
everybody takes a leader role within 24 hours.
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This largely unobserved sharing of the load should not be
minimized. It contributes significantly to the success of small
groups, the quality of their output, the vitality of large group
dialogue, and the high degree of implementation afterwards.
Facilitators are sometimes tempted to get involved with
small groups, micro-managing the selection of leader roles
(e.g. “Spend the first five minutes deciding who will do
what.“) To us, self-management means more than the tasks to
be done. It includes the process of deciding how the tasks are
distributed.

Our role is to enable results and to stay out of the way. If a
small group is struggling, we become involved only if they
invite us. So long as people work toward a shared goal, we
don’t need them to have elegant process skills. Our job is to
note whether they keep moving, not how gracefully they
move. We feel most secure when unexpected incidents can be
accepted as “current reality,” not labeled something only
facilitators can fix. We are at risk if we attempt to diagnose
and solve “problems” without consulting the group. We
always take up proposals that affect everyone with the whole
group, e.g. a schedule change to take advantage of good
weather. (We have been known to switch afternoon hours to
the evening session after a group conversation.)

Doing More by Doing Less
If people approach us privately about the behavior of

another person or group, hoping we will step in and fix it, we
ask, “What would you like to do?” If they say the issue is
affecting everybody’s work, we ask if they would like to
check that out with the whole group. If they say their small
group needs help, we ask if the group is asking for this help
or just them. If people can’t think of an action step, we ask
what they need to keep working. In short, if an issue is not
raised publicly, we consult the person carrying the issue, not
the group or person they identify as needing help.

As we gain experience, we find ourselves doing less. There
was a time when we would move participants’ flip charts to
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create wall space. There was a time when we would organize
issues on the common ground wall. There was a time when
we distributed supplies. Now we touch only those charts we
have made. We point people to where the supplies are
located and invite them to help themselves. If more wall
space is needed, we point the need out to the group. And we
invite group members to cluster, edit and move items on the
common ground wall. We don’t touch it.

Conflict
One future search ground-rule is that problems and con-

flicts will be heard but not worked. There are dilemmas in
putting conflict on hold. Some people may say deeply-felt
differences keep them from moving on other issues. So
pervasive is the culture of conflict management, so widely-
known the therapeutic value of “putting it all on the table,”
many people believe they can’t do anything without getting
into their conflicts. While the impulse is admirable, indulg-
ing it is fatal to a future search. It’s based on a false assump-
tion. If we couldn’t do anything until we delved into our
deepest disagreements, people would hardly get through a
day with their families, co-workers, drivers on the highway,
or fellow players in sports contests. We do not “work” every
issue in daily life. We do not need to work every contentious
issue in future search before we can act on our agreements.

A future search provides a precious opportunity that
rarely appears in communities and corporations – a chance to
do something constructive right now. We do not mean to avoid,
bury, or deny conflict. We mean only to contain it, to invite
people to put on the back-burner what they have not been
able to resolve until now in favor of what is already resolved;
that which they could not act on before because they never
had access to each other. As facilitators it falls to us to both
support and confront the urge to fight when it threatens the
meeting’s purpose. We get better at this as we practice
containing our own impulse to fix things when somebody
has a problem, making space for others to live with what is
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while deciding if they wish to do anything. So we don’t just
do something. A lot of the time we just stand there and wait.
Such are the paradoxes of a future search

Facil itating a Common Ground Dialogue
We see a tendency to replay disagreements most clearly

when people confirm their common ground prior to action
planning. Nearly always a few people raise issues that may
separate and divide. Sometimes they challenge the language.
“I can’t support a ‘100 per cent crime free community’ be-
cause it’s unrealistic.” This leads to a conversation about
whether our common ground is “moving toward” or “actu-
ally achieving.” People need enough talk to confront what
they are saying to each other about crime, and whether they
believe they can wholly cut it out. They ought to be able to
express reservations, skepticism, or reluctance to go along
with what others want. If they hear each other out on this, the
issue is likely to be resolved on common ground in a few
minutes.

Sometimes a group brings substantial value conflicts to
the surface. “What do we mean by ‘families’?” someone will
say. “Do we include all loving relationships or only tradi-
tional nuclear families?” This opens an important conversa-
tion that might continue for 10 or 15 minutes before people
realize this is not an issue on which agreement is likely
without a great deal more talk, and perhaps not at all. Some
dialogue is important. And we need to move the issue to the
“not agreed” list if we are to accomplish the purposes of
future search.

In a way, the apparent backsliding at the common
ground wall seems to us to be functional, relevant, and
important to the eventual implementation of whatever is
decided. We think it’s a form of “should we/shouldn’t we”
dialogue that often precedes a decision to act. People are at a
choice point: whether to keep fretting over what is unre-
solved or to commit to what is possible now. Tension rises as
a group seeks to rework or duck, the tough stuff brought up,
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or to get into semantic tangles. Often people find they use the
same words to mean different things – e.g. “family.” Our
position at these moments is unequivocal. We believe the
dialogue is essential to the success of the future search. The
only question is how long to listen before asking people what
they want to do with the issue.

Future search is most effective when people discover, for
example, many meanings of “family,” not simply agreeing
on one meaning, so that the common ground honestly re-
flects everyone’s views. Some also may be tempted to keep
talking as a substitute for crossing the line from talk to action.
So it is equally essential that we not reopen unresolved
issues. Any polarized issue that comes up near the end of a
conference is one that we are unlikely to work out at this
juncture. It helps if we allow people to revisit the item long
enough to make this discovery for themselves.

Keeping Choices Open
Our facilitation at this point has three aims. One, we allow

enough time for the whole group to say whatever is on their
mind about their common ground. A second is to make sure
that if a disagreement surfaces we hear various sides. We
don’t want lone dissenters hanging out on a limb. They are
rarely alone in their thoughts, and everyone is helped by
reality data – who else has this issue. A third aim is to reaffirm
that we are here to help people work on issues that they feel
ready, willing and able to tackle now.

A group may persist in working disagreements. If partici-
pants don’t come to a spontaneous resolution in 10 minutes
or so, we ask if they are ready to move the issue to the “not
agreed” list. We also make clear that the choice is theirs, and
we respect it. They need to be kept aware that a key feature
of future search is acting where people already agree. To
focus relentlessly on unresolved issues reduces action plan-
ning time. This does not mean “not agreed” issues are dead
forever. Parties often set aside time in the future to tackle key
issues in dispute.
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EXAMPLE 1 – In a city conference on reducing infant
mortality the group faced issues of competition for funds,
beneath which were deeper concerns about race, gender,
power and control. In a follow-up meeting some months
later, drawing on norms of open communication and respect
for others’ opinions, participants went more into their feel-
ings about race and gender and how to sustain momentum
for family-centered, neighborhood infant care. They freed
themselves to take steps they were not ready for at the future
search.

EXAMPLE 2 – A large corporation growing 25 per cent
a year, centralized many activities to cut costs. At the future
search, people protested that many training issues needed to
be dealt with locally. This knocked “a single company-wide
training program” off the common ground list. During action
planning in regional groups, many regions proposed their
own training programs. They made a deal with corporate
staff to form a task force on company-wide training policy
that would meet regional needs. (Note that the tension be-
tween central and local is a classic organizational dilemma
rarely resolved for long. The best “resolution” is to keep
talking.)

Contracting for Success
An unspoken request to consultants goes like this: “Give

us methods, advice, data so powerful that you will take away
ambiguity and allow us to bounce back and forth between
contentment and renewal without every having to visit con-
fusion or chaos.” Consultants who accept that contract inevi-
tably fail. It is not given to us to do for others what they only
can do for themselves. The commonly observed disappoint-
ment with “flavors of the month” and “quick fixes” results
from repetition of a fantasy – that this method will exempt us
from having to muddle through for ourselves.

We believe the spirit of the deal in a future search is that
facilitators manage task assignments, large group dialogues
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and dynamics, and the consideration of unforeseen glitches
if they affect the task. Participants manage everything else. If
we take a more intrusive role, we are likely to keep people
from discovering the joys and paradoxes of taking charge of
themselves. Participants have thanked us for staying out of
the way and letting them work. That’s our payoff. We have
learned, after years of experimenting, to just stand there. That
is something that actually works!

Facil itator Guidelines: A Summary

VALUES
• Belief in peoples’ ability to self-manage their work.
• Desire to create open systems.
• Commitment to democracy in action.

SKILLS NEEDED
• Managing large group dynamics – subgroups, stereo-

types, scapegoating.
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• Letting people struggle. Living with the unfamiliar.
• Planning with a group that includes skeptics.
• Trusting people to self-manage tasks without prior

training.
• Stopping action if people fight or flee.
• Using designs faithful to key concepts/values.
• Saying “no” to conference requests that defeat the

sponsor’s purposes.
• Working on your own issues around “looking good,”

control, stereotyping, rescuing, lecturing, etc.

HOW TO SHARPEN SKILLS
• Attend future searches and/or the Future Search Net-

work public workshops called “Facilitating with the
whole system in the room.”

• Co-manage one or more future searches. Conferences
benefit from two facilitators.

• Find a mentor.
• Read everything you can get your hands on.
• Talk with experienced facilitators and participants.
• Seek self-awareness activities – skill building, and per-

sonal growth groups.

ADVICE FOR FACILITATORS

Develop your own capabilities. Our design “works.”
And so do others. We’re also confident that all designs
fail because the magic is not in the markers. For “it” to
work, we have to work – on ourselves. To accept polari-
ties in groups, we start by accepting them in ourselves.
To allow others to be themselves on the roller coaster,
we need to know what it’s like to ride it ourselves.
Sometimes we have too little experience to do what we
want and sometimes we run into problems we can’t
control.

Sometimes we start changing a design before we
understand how and why it works. There are more
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efficient techniques for doing many of the tasks we
advocate. But greater speed and less uncertainty may
not serve a group in the long run when it needs to have
an experience together. We, for example, think mind
maps serve the purpose of group transformation better
when people are left to struggle with making sense of
the issues instead of having them sorted into neat
boxes. We could be wrong, of course, but we do know that
an extraordinary will to act comes from future search
that does not come from more “rational” and orderly
exercises. So we strongly urge those who would do
things differently to pay attention to what happens
during and after meetings they run. Did you get the
degree of cooperation and follow up you hoped for?

Our facilitating is a unique amalgam of our lives, the
way we think, our commitments, training, and limita-
tions, all of which determine both our design and what
comes out of our mouths at any moment. We suit some
people, but we’re not everybody’s answer. We work from
theory, intuition and a philosophical belief in the trans-
formative power of structures, processes and experi-
ence of the whole, which we believe exerts more tug on
participants to act responsibly than cognitive mastery
of “the issues.” In that sense ours is not a how-to-do-it
book but rather how-we-do-us in a future search. If you
resonate to our principles, you probably can use them in
ways that suit you.

So our advice is to do what excites you, not what
excites us; consult your own experience and style. Pay
attention to what you think, feel, and say as you man-
age a meeting. And pay attention to what is actually
happening. We strongly urge you to work with a partner,
preferably somebody different from you. Large groups
take a lot of psychic and physical energy. There’s too
much going on for one person to manage it all. Together
we do things neither could do alone. When one of us
works, the other can relax – a little.
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CHAPTER 10

Facilitating Future
Searches
 PART II – Riding the Roller Coaster

“To bring health to a system, connect it to
more of itself. The primary change strategy
becomes quite straightforward....The system
needs to learn more about itself from itself.”

– Margaret Wheatley

IN THIS CHAPTER WE ELABORATE on how we stay with
uncertainty, keep the door open for people who want to
speak, and see that nobody stands alone. We believe that

keeping these goals in mind we help groups stay connected,
develop trust, and commit to action.

We have shown repeatedly that this happens more often
than not in future search. How much is related to structure
and how much process is hard to say. Still, we have found a
sound theory base for facilitating. It is a source that deserves
to be more widely known among practitioners. Yvonne
Agazarian, its creator, calls it “Systems-Centered group
theory.” Applying her concepts greatly simplifies our choices
about how to use our authority to enhance a group’s capacity
for cooperating.
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All Systems Differentiate and Integrate
Agazarian (1996) describes how the same dynamics of

change occur within ourselves, society, and all systems in
between. Systems, she points out, survive, develop, and
transform by experiencing, owning and integrating differ-
ences. We stunt our growth rejecting those who differ from
us. (This concept aligns markedly with John and Joyce Weir’s
concept of self-differentiation in which growth comes from
owning and integrating the buried parts of ourselves.)

Task groups, says Agazarian, also transform their capabil-
ity for action by integrating functional differences rather than
reacting to stereotypes. Functional differences are those that
serve the task. Her phrase “functional sub-group” describes
people who share task-related characteristics. Parents, teach-
ers, students in a school future search, for example, each have
stakes based on their roles. Stereotypes are labels we put on
differences that lead to faulty conclusions. Stereotyping means
acting as if all people with a shared trait are alike in every way
that counts. E.g. “Teachers are bossy.” “Students are irre-
sponsible.”

The sub-group perspective provides us with a road map
for turning stereotypes into functional differences. The map
enables us to track that there are always among us “differ-
ences in apparent similarity” and “similarities in apparent
difference.” Indeed, future search is an excellent setting to
observe this. The process of differentiating and integrating
starts the moment we begin planning a future search. We
design the meeting to maximize stakeholders’ differences.
This principal, worrisome at first to some clients because it
increases potential conflict, becomes a critical milestone on
the road to a new integration of interests on common ground.

Similarities and Differences are the Key
“Differentiate” means to distinguish, classify, define, sepa-

rate, discriminate. Each synonym implies accepting differ-
ences. Differentiate also can mean isolate, exclude, ostracize
and segregate, all of which imply rejection. “Integration”
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means to make one, harmonize, blend, synthesize, unify. It
also means centralize, orchestrate – words that imply control.

The paradox of future search is this: we seek to orchestrate
a meeting so that people have a greater-than-usual opportu-
nity to accept and use differences well without being told to
do that. The more points of view a group gets out, the greater its
potential unity when it decides to act.

When we speak of a group as transforming its capability
for action, we are not talking about a once-in-a-lifetime
epiphany. We are speaking about differentiating and inte-
grating – views, information, life experience, visions, actions.
It is something we are capable of doing naturally under the
right conditions. And we will realize that capability more
fully when we learn to let differences live without having to do
something about them.

Without a reasonable basis for differentiating it becomes
much harder to achieve integrated action. As facilitators, we
have two points to influence differentiation in a future search
community. The first is during planning when we seek a
structure of diverse parties for the task at hand. The second
is in the meeting itself, when we keep aware of informal sub-
groups that form around key issues, independent of stake-
holders.

Stakeholders: A Functional Structure
 As a planning group organizes and reduces a long list of

possible invitees into eight or so stakeholder groups, they
develop categories that they consider meaningful for their
goal. People will spend about half a day in stakeholder
groups. This is enough time to make two discoveries, enabled
by this structure, that have contributed to the success. The
first is that, despite a shared label, members of a stakeholder
group do not necessarily hold identical views. The second is
that different stakeholder groups see some issues the same
way. The latter discovery is often electrifying, because it
upsets common stereotypes, e.g., “The business group and
environmentalists really want a lot of the same things for our
community!”
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But there’s an irony. We tend to be emotional, not neutral,
about differences – seeking out people who are like us and
believing we will like people less who are different from us.
We welcome statements that support our stereotypes and
ignore those that don’t. We often see difference as a threat.
The psychology of stereotyping is built into us: we tend to
disown aspects of ourselves that we don’t like, assign them to
others, look down on the others, and feel better about our-
selves.

From Stereotypes to Functional Subgroups
We may sort ourselves along stereotypical lines even

when it defeats what we mean to do. If we perceived obvious
categories simply as descriptive – men and women, black
and white, rich and poor, sick and healthy, old and young,
abled and disabled, housed and homeless – we’d have no
problems working together. However, that’s not the kind of
creatures we are.

We often stereotype others for reasons that have nothing
to do with them. In imagination we make them into compli-
ant allies or hostile adversaries, poor unfortunates or movers
and shakers. We are familiar with our tendency to assign
personality traits to people based solely on race, gender or
ethnicity, even though we know this is irrational. But that is
just the tip of the iceberg. We can assign imaginary traits
based on a person’s size, age, clothing, job, almost anything.
Having fit somebody with a label, we may react uncon-
sciously to whatever stereotypes of them are tucked away in
our memory banks, e.g. “All old people are forgetful.” Very
quickly we create a pecking order – one group starts acting
“one-up,” another “one-down”

As “one-ups” we want people to be more deferential to us
or we may act, noblesse oblige, as if they need to be taken care
of. We may ignore or dismiss their ideas as irrelevant. As
“one-downs” we stay silent or look for ways to undermine
those we think are out to get us. Groups can stay stuck forever
if they allow differences to function so that some people have
all the power and others none.
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Working with Subgroups: Theory
Into Practice

There are three simple actions we can take so that func-
tional differences outlive stereotypes, groups stay whole,
and task-focused work continues:

1. Wait for a spectrum of views to be expressed;
2. Assure a functional subgroup for any sticky statement

by finding others who have the same view;
3. Listen for an integrating statement from a person who

realizes that both A and B have points worth hearing.

Making Space for All Views
When we open a large group dialogue, a frequent re-

sponse is a long silence. We make it a point to stay silent as long
as it takes for the first person to say something. When people start
talking, we make space for all views by staying out of it.
Whether they agree doesn’t matter so long as they don’t
attack each other. If there are several long silences, that tells
us that at this point people have said all they want to say. We
don’t want to judge this behavior as good or bad, just to
observe it. Usually we’ll say once more, “Does anyone else
have something to add here?” After waiting several seconds,
we will then ask, “Are we ready to move on?”

If the group assents and nobody volunteers anything, we
move on. (In some cultures people will be extremely active in
small groups and have little to say in large groups. We respect
this tendency.) We do not ask people why they are silent or
what it is they are not saying to each other. Our job is to work
with what is already there. Philosophically, we believe we
can only make a dent in the world’s problems if we work with
groups using what they already have. A large group dialogue
(which is the only facilitating we do in a future search), is not
the time for probing questions on what’s missing. It is a time
to discover who is ready to put what on the table.



1 7 8

F U T U R E
S E A R C H

The Importance of All ies (“Functional
Subgroups”)

We also note whether people contain their frustration and
keep working or abandon the task. People stay engaged
when they feel connected enough to the whole to say what
they really believe. In his consensus experiments, Solomon
Asch (Chapter 4) found that just one ally enabled people to
stay true to their own reality. Without an ally, people may
agree with propositions they know to be false or values they
don’t hold. We become active when we see one party at risk
of being scapegoated, out on a limb by themselves.

 This happens when somebody in a large group dialogue
strongly contradicts someone else. Anxiety rises. Electricity
fills the room. Will we have conflict? What will the facilitators
do? Our impulse might be to smooth over the tension or try
to dissuade the non-conformist. (e.g. “You have a good point
but we don’t have time to get into that now.”)

Rather than act, we wait. We believe that silent, informal
subgroups already are forming around the statement just
made. Informal subgroups are latent. Neither we nor the
participants know where they are. But we know they exist if
a group is diverse enough for the task at hand. Most of the
time these groups form spontaneously. Indeed, any group
dialogue can be heard as a continual forming and reforming
of subgroups, e.g. “I agree with A,” or, “I have a different
reason for going along with B.”

Seeking an informal subgroup when any one person is at
risk of being cast out is the simplest way we know to help a
group stay task-focused. A good bit of our facilitating is just
listening to what’s going on. Anytime somebody supports a
dissenter, we’re off the hook. They have made a subgroup
that validates a difference. If others oppose a dissenter, we
listen to their statements. Anxiety rises. Often the group
expects us to mediate or resolve the tension. Instead, we ask,
“Who else sees the same issue?” or “Do others have a similar
opinion?” In short, we seek out a subgroup. Note that we
don’t organize subgroups, we discover what already exists. If
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no one chooses to join, we might ask, “Are there views on
(topic/issue) in addition to the ones we’ve heard.”

 This interrupts the notion that many people have but
don’t say, that “Everybody except  (person) has the same idea
on this. If we ignore it, it will go away.” Or, as some others
may feel, “Let so-and-so take the heat. I’m not getting in-
volved.” When subgroups become public, nobody remains
isolated. The whole group maintains its integrity as a differ-
entiated entity with a shared goal. Further work on the task
is assured. There’s nothing left for us to do once a lone voice
is no longer alone.

Less Is More
It’s important to mention that we do not use this technique

every time somebody gets no reply. We might ask a “who
else” question two or three times in a future search. Most of
the time we wait to see what others say. Most of the time
others provide a spectrum of views, making our questions
redundant. How do we decide whether to speak? Well, that
is a judgment call, based on our discomfort with a statement,
or our perception of discomfort in others. If a strong feeling
hangs heavy in the air without acknowledgment, we may ask
a “who else” question. If we’re not sure, we ask, “Is there
more anyone wants to say?” Or, “Are we ready to move on?”

During a whole group dialogue it takes a while for people
to stop talking to us and start talking to each other. Nearly
always people start off raising hands, waiting to be recog-
nized. After a while, as the conversation unfolds, we become
less central. We like people to converse rather than respond
only to us. If they don’t, we invite them to: “Just talk with one
another.” In very large groups we do stay aware of raised
hands, especially when people are unable to insert them-
selves. Now and then we might say, “There’s somebody in
the back who’s trying to get in.”

During a future search there are usually five whole group
dialogues, each following small group reports. They tend to
run 5 to 20 minutes, except for the “reality dialogue” that
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precedes action planning. This conversation usually takes at
least 30 minutes and has been known to run two hours or
more.

Q: How do you know when a group is “finished” with a
large group dialogue?

A: When a spectrum of views has been expressed to the
group’s satisfaction and people perceive that all have
some validity and support by informal sub-groups.

Listening for the Integrating Statement
The most useful expression of subgrouping comes in the

form of an “integrating statement.” This is a “both/and”
statement that validates what may have sounded until now
like an “either/or” conversation. A both/and statement ac-
cepts that each side of a polarity has validity for those who
hold the view. To stay in dialogue does not require resolu-
tion. It requires that we hold on to our anxiety and need for
closure on one side or the other. When someone makes an
integrating statement, this frees everybody for the next task.

EXAMPLE 1: A future search on education in a suburban
community

Context: Stakeholder groups have reported on what they are
doing and want to do in the future.

Participant A: I’m struck with how similar all the groups
are on this.

Facilitator: What’s an example?
Participant: We all want lifelong learning for ourselves and

our kids.
Participant B: Nobody mentioned college education. I

wonder why.
Participant C: Some of us can’t afford college.
Participant D: I think anybody who wants an education

can get one. I managed to work my way through.
Participant E (forming a subgroup for C): “Yeah, but
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education is getting more expensive all the time. I bet a
lot of people here would not be able to get into that
high-priced college on the East Side.

Participant D: I still think anybody can do it if they are
motivated enough. (D has stereotyped non-attenders as
unmotivated and separated herself on a highly-emo-
tional issue by making a statement nobody can prove. D
is out on a limb. Will anybody join her?)

Here are some possible directions for this scenario.

Possibility 1: F joins D, keeping the group intact.
Participant F: Well I worked my way through too, just like

D. And it wasn’t easy. If I hadn’t had help from an uncle
I wouldn’t have made it.

Possibility 2: Nobody says anything. D’s statement hangs heavy
in the air.

Facilitator: Have others worked their way through college?
(Not “Who else believes anybody can go to college if
they are motivated?” We are looking for factual infor-
mation, not opinions.)

Participant F: I did, and it wasn’t easy.
 articipant G: I had to drop out in my junior year. I lost my

tuition aid.

Now the dialogue becomes complex. Subgroups form for
other views. D is validated, and her stereotyped argument is
refuted by people with contrary experience. The only thing
missing now is an integrating statement, and here it comes:

Participant C: Well it seems to me this is not a simple issue.
A lot of us have found a way to get through college, and
others have not, even though they want to. And not
everybody wants college. Part of our job here is to see
whether we can set up a system to help everybody with
what they want to learn. (Now a spectrum of views
lives in group, the ex-tremes and the both/and possibil-
ity. We are ready to move on.)
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Working with Strong Feelings
A more complex example has to do with expressions of

strong feelings – frustration that turns into anger and attack.
We believe frustration contains potential energy for con-
structive action. We also dislike frustrating situations. Our
first impulse is to look for a way to dissolve them. It’s much
easier to validate a frustrated person than to fix a relationship
that is frustrating them. It is also more helpful. We want to
facilitate so that we neither bury the frustrating issue nor
encourage confrontation between emotional parties (which
might be appropriate in family therapy).

 In future search, we are looking for the least intervention
that will permit people to stay identified with the issue they
have come to work on without denying their feelings.

EXAMPLE 2: A conference on the future of a business firm.

Context: Conversation on common ground values and how to
plan for the next generation of leaders who will carry these
values.

Participant A: We don’t have a succession plan for senior
leaders.

Participant B (A senior leader, with irritation): We don’t
need a plan. Everybody’s going to be replaced eventu-
ally, and anybody should be able to step up to the job.

Participant A: We have to have a plan. You’re ignoring the
issue. It won’t go away.

Participant B: So what. It doesn’t matter. You can’t plan for
every contingency.

Participant C: I’ve heard this all before and it doesn’t get
us anywhere.

Here are possible turns this conversation might take.

Scenario 1 – Participants resolve it themselves. Facilitator just
waits.

Participant D: It seems to me that even though you can’t
plan for every contingency, we could take some actions
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to get ourselves ready. (This is an integrating state-
ment.)

Scenario 2 – Facilitator steps in to have situation validated by
creating a subgroup that includes opposing parties.

Participant A: This is getting us nowhere. I’m really frus-
trated.

Facilitator: Who else feels frustrated now?
Participant B: I do.
Participants C, D, E: I do. I do. I do.
Facilitator: Can you give an example?
Participant D: I have a different frustration. Some people

have longer time horizons than others. This stops us all
the time.

Participant A: I’m glad I’m not the only one here who’s
frustrated. I’ve thought about this issue a lot. There’s
more to it than just a plan. It gets at the whole issue of
how we maintain our values as we grow.
 (A subgroup has formed around frustration by parties on

both sides of the succession issue. Thus the frustration need
not escalate and the parties stay in dialogue with more dis-
tinctions to work with about the whole situation.)

Rather than set up opposing positions, we seek emotional
support for each one. Often, this comes with recognition that
people who seem to be irreconcilable in their views are on
common ground with their feelings. Talking about the issue
puts everybody in the same boat – angry, sad, anxious, frust-
rated, joyful, elated, hopeful, apart from the content that may
separate them.

Authority Dynamics
Each future search becomes a new temporary community.

It’s a relatively flat structure, but not without authority
figures. The sponsors represent one authority. And we rep-
resent another, since we are up front at the start. Moreover,
we know future search dynamics better than most; after all,
it’s our game board. Still, the decisive moves belong to the
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other players. How we use our authority affects this system.
We believe that action breakthroughs come with “real-time”
shifts in relations among stakeholder groups. For this to
happen we need to keep a relatively neutral relationship
between the group and ourselves. That means staying alert to
the many ways we might stimulate or respond to authority
projections. (e.g. giving orders, judging comments, cutting
people off.)

To avoid the pitfalls of the facilitator role, we seek to be a
“dependable authority.” That means we provide informa-
tion people don’t have, start and end on time, reiterate overall
goals, manage large group dialogues so that all views are
heard, and back out when the group is working.

We do not pretend we have no authority. We are mindful
of the power that goes with center stage. We know well the
temptation to serve by doing for people what they can do for
themselves. Or to treat every suggestion as a problem we
should solve. Above all, we have to watch our tendency to
take group frustration personally and withdraw or clamp
down. We work hard to sit on our own wishes to control the
uncertainty, minimize conflict, squash differences, and keep
everybody happy. We contain our own fantasies that this
group will fly apart if we don’t keep the lid on. We struggle
to put aside our needs to be loved, appreciated, and all-wise.
We have to trust that out of apparent chaos these people who
may be confused, bewildered, excited on Day 1 will create
order by Day 3, so long as conditions for discovery are
maintained.

Minimizing Authority Projections
So we seek to minimize authority dynamics by shifting

attention from us onto the central purpose. Participants work
as peers on simple, self-managed tasks. They interact with
each other far more than with us. They share leadership roles.
The tasks are empty bottles into which people pour percep-
tions and experiences they consider relevant.

Still, it would be foolish for us to believe that future search
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groups don’t act out authority issues with us. This relation-
ship, as between children and parents, students and teachers,
employees and bosses, lies deep in human experience. It is
archetypal. In each of us there is an undercurrent of depen-
dency and its opposite, counter-dependency waiting for the
right stimulus.

When people are in an overly-dependent mode, they give
up their ability to learn and to make decisions. This may
happen in the early stages of a future search, before people
recognize how much latitude they have. Groups may look to
us for enlightenment, wanting us to summarize their work,
e.g. “Here are the three most important things we have
learned from looking at the past.” Some people become
annoyed when we don’t provide as much clarity as they
want. So they may flee into complaining, problem-solving,
or getting coffee.

If we minimize power struggles between us, and between
us and the group, there will be fewer participant tugs-of-war.
Defiant groups attack each other if they can’t take shots at the
leader. We are there to be shot at and will be. It’s no fun, but
it’s no big deal either. If we don’t fall dead and we don’t shoot
back, we will have a quick truce, followed by a peace treaty.
So we accept everything we hear as something this commu-
nity needs to deal with.

Handling Authority Dynamics
Dependency (asking the leader for direction) is fairly

common and easy to deal with. “How are we doing so far?”
does not call for a performance review. Nor does the ques-
tion, “How do we compare to other groups?” People are
looking for reassurance. We tend to nod approvingly with-
out making a speech or passing judgment.

Counter-dependency is a little trickier. It takes many
forms. A simple example: “I’m not getting anything out of
this. What’s the point anyway?” When people want to fight
us because we’re in charge, we need to take a deep breath
before doing anything.
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Facilitator: Who else has questions about what we’re
doing?

We’d like the group to handle this. We also want a sub-
group for the inquirer. If some wonder about the point, others
will supply it. If nobody sees the point, then we would have
a conversation with everybody.

MORE COMPLEX EXAMPLE

Participant: You set us up to get to common ground. This
is a powerful technique for manipulating people to your
view. I get worried when I see people led down a path
they will regret next week because it’s so impractical.

Facilitator waits. Many others join the conversation, saying they
did not feel manipulated, they believe in the work they have done,
and intend to act.
Facilitator, fearing the dissenter will be isolated: I also care

deeply that people not be led down a path they would
regret.

As a last resort, we try to find an honest way to join a
dissenter if no one else does. Fortunately, the need almost
never arises.

Another authority dynamic, participants seeking our ap-
proval, is more seductive and also treats us as objects rather
than people with a role to play. It comes in the form of
gratuitous compliments, e.g.:

Participant: You are so terrific for taking this job on. It
must be really hard to deal with such a big group.

Facilitator: Thanks.



CHAPTER 11

After the Conference
“Action groups formed at the end of the
conference are working on plans and ideas
in housing, economic development, diver-
sity, and fund raising...these groups have
been joined by dozens of new faces – people
who weren’t at the March conference but
heard about its activities through other
people or this newsletter.

– Santa Cruz County Future Search News

WHAT HAPPENS AFTER A FUTURE SEARCH? That de-
pends largely on what people sign up to do. No sign
ups, no action. The fact is nobody knows how to get

other people to do things they don’t want to do.
Traditional change theory has it that we have to “build in”

follow-up mechanisms. Future search theory holds that we
get more implementation when we attend to each stage of the
process, giving people ample opportunity to engage each
other. From many years of future searches, we know that
people are likely to carry out projects that matter to them if
they have enough support and resources. They will create
whatever structures they need. The only mechanism we need
to “build in” is the opportunity for people to sign up and get
together, and sufficient resources in the room to make action
doable if people so choose.

There is always a temptation to shorten dynamic aspects

“I’ve been through
a lot of these and

you walk out feeling
warm and fuzzy.

Here we walked out
with a common set
of goals, a plan and

some ideas for
action. We weren’t
going to go home
and forget about

this. There were
definite assign-

ments.”



1 8 8

F U T U R E
S E A R C H

of a future search and “make more time for action planning.”
We strongly believe in more time for action planning. But not
at the expense of the dynamic roller-coaster ride. To fall into
that trap is to revert to a mode that has disappointed people
repeatedly. If we short circuit the shared encounter we de-
prive the group of an experience that builds commitment.

A future search makes a big ripple in the life of an organi-
zation or community and the effects are felt for a long time.
People invariably create projects and structures that take on
a life of their own. These are not consultant-driven, nor do
they require a lot of outside help to keep going. As a result we
have a growing inventory of practices that keep the momen-
tum over time. We have no prescriptions. Instead, we pay
attention to what people actually do.

Follow-Up Starts During Planning
Follow-up actually starts in the planning phase. Steering

committee decisions from months earlier make a big differ-
ence in the last few hours of a future search. For example,
people need resources to support follow-up. Are steering
committee members in a position to provide meeting space,
mailings, web site, email assistance if it should be needed?
Are people assigned to document the conference? Have the
planners considered a format and distribution plan to reach
people who are not there?

If money is likely to be important, there is no better
strategy than having funders as participants in a conference.
This has to be considered during planning. We have seen
many follow-up plans made entirely on the basis of funders
identifying needs in the moment and offering up the cash.

Follow-Up Practices That Work
The most effective follow-up strategies are those that

enable every person involved to have a greater sense of the
whole and to take responsibility for action. It’s easy to lose
sight of this simple principle in the search for new and more
powerful techniques. There is an easy way to evaluate the

“At last I saw
that everyone
was getting
together and
saying, ‘I’m going
to do this. And
whoever else
wants to do it,
come here.”
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latest procedure, in addition to cost and ease of use.
Anything works that increases everyone’s ongoing view of the

whole. Anything fails that leaves people in the dark about what
others are doing. Anything works that supports people acting on
their own. Anything that deprives people of initiative fails.

Here are three practices that work. We recommend all of
them.

REVIEW MEETINGS
Periodic reconnecting for up to a day is the best way to run

any organization, temporary or ongoing. We give a simple
review meeting design at the end of this chapter. Exercising
leadership this way requires no extraordinary skills or con-
cepts. Instead of seeking to “coordinate” task forces by re-
mote control, you only need somebody capable of finding a
space, arranging for refreshments, and sending out a meeting
announcement. Then people can coordinate their own work
in real time, assuming that you arrange an interactive meet-
ing based on future search principles.

NEWSLETTERS
Creating a flow of news from each to all can take many

forms, including email listservers, and newspapers, on line
and in hard copy. Scores of examples exist.

WEB SITES
Many communities and organizations already have these.

They cost very little to create, and every future search in-
cludes people who know how to create them. Future Search
Network (www.futuresearch.net) has links to many sites. If
you want good examples, check out our home page. These
sites can be as simple as a posting of conference reports and
other documents. They can be as elaborate as ongoing dia-
logue groups within and between task forces. This technol-
ogy is so new it’s hard to know where we can go with it. But
for actually doing work on consequential projects, the web
makes communicating fast and easy. And it provides ready
document storage without anybody having to file anything.

“As a follow-up,
we’ve been meeting
and talking about

strategies for
housing that are

not pie-in-the-sky.
It’s very pragmatic,

more practical,
doable kinds of

things.”

www.futuresearch.net
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Here is one practice that usually fails: assigning coordina-
tion and control of action plans to a person or group not
engaged in doing the work.

Follow-Up Strategies
Here’s a review of what some conferences have actually

done afterwards to act on common ground: *

• The Alliance for Employee Growth and Development
began rotating quarterly meetings among different
regions, so that people in every part of the country
could participate in planning.

• ACM Siggraph, a trade association interest group,
scheduled a public accountability meeting at the annual
conference three months after the future search. Seven
task forces reported on what was done and not done.
They also set up on-line bulletin boards so that all
members could participate in task force work via
Internet.

• Bay State Skills Corporation, co-sponsor of Manufactur-
ing and Massachusetts 2002, set up meetings with state
legislators to brief them on outcomes and convened a
proposal-writing committee that used the conference
output to raise millions of dollars for a state-wide
manufacturing extension service. Conference partici-
pants continue on advisory boards for the new service.

• Haworth, Inc., the office furniture manufacturer, made
a 7-minute video, added a discussion guide, and made
both available to all departments. In addition, task
forces formed at the conference invited many other
people to join their work, stimulating work redesign
and quality improvement projects throughout the
corporation.
*The authors want to thank Nancy Aronson, Tammy Blossom, John

Hoopes, Drew Howick, Gail Ledesema, Christy McGraw, Susan Olson,
Paul Pelkola, Joan Saries, Bill Schmidt and John VanDeusen for follow-up
examples from conferences they have sponsored or run.



1 9 1

C h a p t e r  1 1

A F T E R  T H E
C O N F E R E N C E

• The Greater Santa Cruz Community Foundation formed
a coordinating committee from conference planners and
volunteers at the conference. They took on the job of
publishing a regular newsletter, linking action groups,
and providing meeting space, secretarial help, and other
resources. A revolving rental loan fund was created for
farm worker housing, other new housing projects were
initiated, and task forces continued working on a cross-
section of community visions. Several more future
searches were planned.

• 3 M Corporation’s internal consultants provided space
for stakeholders to meet and continue planning, and the
director of the sponsoring department set up a review
meeting four months later. Output from the future
search became input to the redesign of two divisions
that had been involved in the conference.

• Kansas City Consensus initiated a series of additional
future searches in many sectors – some run by facilita-
tors trained in the initial implementation conference –
with area schools districts and a “youth summit” for
children age 13 and older. In regular review meetings
ten action teams updated the community on progress in
creating audio tours for visitors from other neighbor-
hoods, a youth empowerment project to involve young
people in decisions, and the use of schools as commu-
nity centers.

• Oak Hill Elementary School created a giant grid with
action teams across the top and time frames down the
side. As groups reported their plans in a follow-up
meeting, they were posted on the grid. The whole
meeting got involved in prioritizing the efforts. The grid
stayed visible, and was updated regularly as action
teams continued to meet for follow-up.

• Sun Prairie, WI school district recruited six local resi-
dents as facilitators to help advisory teams after the
future search. Through newspaper ads and direct mail

“I was gang member.
I went through a lot.

Most of the time,
when they said,

‘Let’s do this for the
youth,’ then they’d

say, ‘Where’s the
money at?’ In this

conference they
didn’t even mention

money. They just
said we’re going to

do it.”
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local residents were recruited to join the teams. Each
team had a cross-section of stakeholders – board, ad-
ministration, students, government officials, business
people, teachers, and labor union members. About half
the volunteers came from the conference and half from
the community. They met twice as a total group with
the Board of Education to report progress. A stakehold-
ers’ steering team coordinated for a year after the
conference.

• A Federal Bankruptcy Court discovered that many
people were excited and they wanted to get to work the
moment the conference ended. However, they had not
anticipated this development, and, to their dismay,
nobody had meeting time available the week after the
conference. They couldn’t meet for several weeks and
this slowed down the momentum. Moral: Keep calen-
dars open after the conference if you want fast action.

• Mission College in Santa Clara, CA, found a great many
non-participants eager to hear about the conference and
to join in follow-up. However, so much else was going
on they couldn’t get anything out publicly for several
months. Later, they realized that they should have
produced a public report in the week following the
conference, showing who participated, what was de-
cided, and who to contact to become involved. Despite
this glitch, faculty future search members, after a lead-
ership change later in the year, used the output in
setting new directions.

• A Silicon Valley manufacturing conference formed a
Manufacturing Education Council with several Silicon
Valley firms and colleges that had attended the confer-
ence. They brought in numerous others, who began
working on a Bay Area service center for manufacturing
– one of 100 planned for the United States. Business,
university, and state government officials who had met
in the conference became an ongoing advocacy and
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action group. Another task force, meeting on its own
time, got a grant to develop a manufacturing core
curriculum for 107 California community colleges.

• Members of a homeless veterans organization had so
much on their plate they couldn’t imagine forming new
groups or taking on more work. Instead, they decided
to expand what they already had in place, shaping
existing projects based on what had come out of the
future search. People were greatly relieved to find they
did not have to add new responsibilities.

• Forté Systems, a software service firm, put their mind
map and other charts on an office wall, created a
“buddy” system with people who did not attend the
conference, and held an open house for all employees
and family members to present their future plans,
strategies, and new ideas for involving people.

Designing Review Meetings
From these and other cases we see a clear advantage to

having periodic review meetings that bring together stake-
holders from the original conference and other interested
parties. People report what they are doing, what they have
planned, and how other people can sign up to help. A chance
to do further action-planning can be built in. A review
meeting requires no more than four to six hours and usually
starts with task force or individual action reports, for
example:

• What we said we were going to do;
• What we have done;
• What we’re going to do next; and
• What help we need.

A design that works well goes like this:

• Invited groups (newcomers sit in appropriate groups)
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have half an hour to prepare 5 minute presentations,
based on items above (30 minutes)

• Groups present and discuss their reports (45 minutes)
• Groups do further work as indicated by the content of

their report outs (One to two hours)
• Summary reports of second round, next steps

(30 minutes)

Some organizations have followed this pattern for years.
It is a simple, inexpensive way to keep action planning fresh,
connected, and relevant for all parties.

Consultant Tip
If you’ve done your job, you’re done. Of course, you can

contract for further services. Often future search is just one
scene in the middle of a long movie, where consultants
already play an important part as stage managers. However,
when people take responsibility for their own planning, they
implement their plans with or without consulting help, as the
examples above indicate. Often a coordinating committee is
formed at the end of the conference; volunteers join steering
committee members who want to stay involved. The com-
mittee links action groups, keeps communication flowing,
and accepts responsibility for distributing the documenta-
tion.

Future Search
as a Social Change Strategy

The examples here tell us that these conferences open up
new ways of imagining constructive change processes. They
are less dependent on consultants, more congruent with
what self-motivated human beings are actually capable of
doing. They offer clues to how we might parlay our separate
efforts into effective work on the world's problems by work-
ing where we are, with what we already can do.
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FUTURE SEARCH NETWORK
(formerly SearchNet)

Future Search Network has three purposes. One is to
help people master the basic principles of future search
conferences. A second is to provide a match-making
service – between community-based non-profits that
need planning help and consultants who want to serve.
The third is to provide information, tools, and services
that will help our members to help themselves.

We are a grassroots movement. We exist only be-
cause so many people want to learn future search
planning methods by helping their communities. As
individuals we’re making ripples. Together we can make
waves. If each of us runs one conference a year, we
stimulate common futures and new action plans among
thousands of people. As we widen the discovery of
common ground among people we need and have not
met, or people we distrust and have stereotyped, we
enable creative action on many issues.

To belong, you don’t have to be a consultant. Anybody
can join if they will do one pro-bono Future Search
Network activity a year in the non-profit world – run,
organize, or sponsor a conference, provide facilities to
people sponsoring conferences, mentor or “shadow”
consult to facilitators, provide scholarships to people
who want to learn, research the process, share your
learning, and so on. We provide progress reports in a
periodical, FutureSearching, a benefit of membership. We
intend to keep Future Search Network simple, inexpen-
sive, locally-based, and interactive. We hope to show
that if each of us does locally what we care about we
can make a difference to the future of our planet. We
welcome your ideas, projects, and partnership.

Future Search Network Information: 1-800-951-6333
www.futuresearch.net • email: fsn@futuresearch.net

www.futuresearch.net
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EPILOGUE

Toward a Global Change
Strategy

HOW DO WE USE WHAT WE KNOW to change the world for
the better? Events unfold so fast now, the idea of
deliberately “changing” systems in perpetual motion

seems crazy-making. How organize any human activity as
the ground shifts under our feet? Alone, we feel helpless to
deal with the serious social, technological and economic
dilemmas of our time. Yet, we put a great deal of faith in
individual instruction – getting everybody “ready” to act.

For decades whole systems change strategies have relied
on training, assuming that if every person could be taught
new skills, the system would improve. This plausible as-
sumption has always been problematical. Hundreds of orga-
nizations have put everybody through this or that workshop,
often with great personal benefits, only to see little systemic
change in structure, policy or procedure. Yet, a high percent-
age of problems everywhere are structural. By this we mean
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who has access to information and resources, and who is
alowed to act on what they already know. Structural changes
are well within our capability to make, right now. We can
work in ways that deprive people of a whole view and isolate
responsibility in a few hands. Or we can broaden everybody’s
vision and opportunities so that people use the brains and
hearts they were born with and skills they already have.
When more people are enabled to do more of what they are
ready, willing and able to do right now, we will see more
positive change in society.

Opportunity Matters More Than Training
One time in India we ran a simulated future search for 70

executives, consultants, and leaders from foundations and
NGO’s. At the end we compared the “common ground” of
middle-class Indians from many regions, castes and religious
backgrounds, with a similar list from a cross-section of Cali-
fornians at a future search on housing. The group was aston-
ished at the degree of commonality on both lists –employ-
ment at liveable wages; lifelong learning, environmental
preservation, participatory government, health and housing
for all.

We have seen similar overlaps from England and Canada,
South America and South Africa, and many countries of Asia.
Indeed, people all over the world, in dialogue with each
other, want many of the same things.

Doing this work, we realize our aspirations for a better
world align with millions of others; as our collective aware-
ness grows, so does our range of choices and opportunities
for action. Each time we sponsor, organize, or run a future
search we bring more people to a shared appreciation of the
world we have and the world we really want. A future search
(1) creates more open systems than would otherwise exist,
and (2) gives people a taste of effective ways to cooperate.
Anyone who organizes a “whole system in the room” meet-
ing contributes to the betterment of all of us.

More, we set ourselves on a course toward acting to bring
about the world we really want. To the extent each of us goes
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where our commitments take us, to the extent that we let each
other know what we are doing and learning, we are imple-
menting together a practical global change strategy. We can
draw on impulses and capabilities for community and coop-
eration that have been a part of human experience for millenia.
Indeed, if we wish to reverse the negative trends in the world,
we will act with what we already have, where we are now.
That, in a nutshell, is systems thinking in action. And, in our
opinion, that nutshell is one worth hanging on to.

Anyone Can Participate
You can participate in this global change strategy by

applying the core principles of future search when you find
openings. The principles are few and practical: getting “the
whole system in the room” for the task at hand; having
everybody talk about the “same elephant,” focusing on the
desired future instead of the problem list, and having people
control and manage their own work. That so many thousands
of people work effectively within these guidelines gives us
great hope for our species.

Changing large organizations, cultures, communities or
whole societies is something we only know how to talk about.
Running a future search is something we actually know how
to do. Hundreds of Future Search Network members have
done it. We invite readers of this book to join us in making the
world a better place.



This page intentionally left blank 



APPENDIX A

Logistics
Conference Sites,
Room Set-Up, and Materials

“Rooms without a view are prisons for the
people who have to stay in them....When
people are in a place for any length of time,
they need to be able to refresh themselves by
looking at a world different from the one
they are in, and with enough of its own
variety and life to provide refreshment.”

– Christopher Alexander

XPERIENCED FACILITATORS HAVE LEARNED, mostly by
trial and error, how the quality of a conference setting
influences the well-being of people engaged in future

search. We have drawn upon the expertise of Robert Weisbord,
an architect interested in holistic health, who has attended
many conferences and written a guide for Future Search Net-
work members. He bases his recommendations in part on
Christopher Alexander’s studies of how people have used
space over many centuries in diverse cultures.

Future Search Room Requirements
The future search conference room and surrounding set-

ting are variables we can control. So we always stack the deck
for success by holding our meeting in a place where people
want to be. It sounds simpler than it is. Many hotel and resort

E
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conference centers are well-designed for the latest audiovi-
sual hardware, software, techno-hookups, and night time
entertainment – but they have forgotten the windows. People
interact more successfully in spaces where they feel good. We
can always find wall space in windowless hotel “dungeon”
rooms, but our requirements for rooms with wall space and
windows have driven many a conference logistics person
crazy.

In 1993, we found a “technology” that enabled break-
throughs in design, set-up, and room requirement. These are
Foamcore boards, 4 feet x 8 feet x 3/8” or 1/2” per sheet. They
are very light and can be taped together. They are stiff enough
to stand against existing walls or pillars and they are light
enough to be placed sideways on easel ledges (two easels
hold one board). A less expensive alternative is to use 4 x 8
sheets of insulating board, available from home centers and
lumber yards. Celotex is one brand name. These have silver
foil on one side. We cover them with butcher paper for an all-
white background similar to Foamcore.

 We discovered that Foamcore boards on easels also make
good room dividers for rooms that are too big. We now send
12 to 20 sheets to every conference if we don’t have adequate
blank walls. We use six boards for the time lines, three for the
mind map, and three for the common futures activity. We
also encourage conference centers to stock these boards, as
they do easels, so that we don’t have to ship them around. In
the same way that there’s no such thing as too much com-
puter memory, you’ll never regret having extra 4 x 8 boards
around, especially if you personally can’t check out your
conference room in advance.

In Search of an Ideal Conference Room
“If you can find a room that feels good to be in,” says

Robert Weisbord, “chances are you’ve got a good future
search room.” Below are some rules of thumb that increase
the chances a room will feel good. The closer we come to these
ideal conditions, the more creative our conferences are, and
the happier we and the participants are doing the work.
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• The Right Shape and Size. Rooms that are square to
square/rectangular work best. We look for rooms where the
length is less than two times the width. A room that is 35 feet
wide by 45 feet long is a wonderful space for 64 people
arranged in eight circles of eight each. People can communi-
cate across the room and still feel connected. In a much larger
or more rectangular room, we lose this critical intimacy.
When necessary, we create boundaries using 4 x 8 boards.
Many hotels have portable frames with draperies that can be
used to support the boards and make instant walls wherever
you want them.

• Windows. Natural light, outside air, and a refreshing
view of the world beyond the room are the great benefits of
windows. Ideal rooms have windows that open on at least
two sides, reminding us there is a world outside. Our senses
stay more alive in natural light and with the occasional smell
of outside air. At the Marconi Conference Center in Marshall
California, for example, participants can glimpse Tomales
Bay in the distance and smell the flowers and trees through
the open windows. At Mohonk Mountain House in New
Paltz, NY, they catch the majesty of the surrounding moun-
tains and the serene beauty of a glacial lake. Urban sights,
sounds, and smells can be equally as stimulating and inspi-
rational. Another bonus is that day light means we use less
electricity and are less exposed to the depressing effects of
artificial light, which is rarely full-spectrum.

• Wall Space. We need wall and/or Foamcore board space
for the time lines and mind map. More, since we want all
information on flip charts to be in full view throughout, we
need a lot of wall space. We need space for our Common
Ground and Potential Projects summaries. We also need wall
space for hanging the newspaper articles if people bring
them, and for an (optional) picture gallery.

• Circles Versus Tables. Our first choice (since 1996)
always is to have chairs in a circle without tables. This en-
ables great flexibility and eases the burden of people moving
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around and paying attention. Chairs can be taken where they
are needed. It also makes feasible smaller rooms in an emer-
gency. If, in rare cases, tables are a must, we prefer five foot
rounds over squares or rectangles.

• Comfortable Chairs. Participants spend much of each
day sitting, and a great deal of they time turning their
attention back and forth between the entire room and others
in their circle. Chairs that have arms and can swivel and roll
work best.

Room Set-Up
The set-up takes us about two hours. We get a lot of help

from volunteers on our steering commitee.

Global (Time Line 2' x 24')
Mind Map (12' x 6')
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FINISHED-ROOM CHECK LIST
A GENERIC DESCRIPTION

• Each circle is set with:
• Group number in middle
• 1 box of magic markers
• 1 roll of masking tape

• Three time lines are on the walls, the central one on
Foamcore, the others wherever we can find wall space.

• The mind map paper is on the wall or mounted on
Foamcore. A circle is drawn with the future search topic
in the middle.

• The six opening flip charts are made and posted:
• Welcome • 4 room apartment
• Open Systems Chart • Working Agreement
• Agenda • Groundrules

• Flip chart easels for each group are leaning
against the walls. (Because the group doesn’t use them
right away, we leave them folded – we appreciate the
unobstructed view for the brief time that we have it.)

• The future scenario supplies are laid out on
another rectangular table against the wall.

• Sound System. Regardless of the size of the
room, an amplification system is often a good idea. If
acoustics turn out to be perfect when the room is full,
you can always put the system aside. Three micro-
phones – one for the facilitators and one for each side
of the room work well. We prefer cordless mikes that can
be passed around more easily than the wired type.
Music is nice during breaks.

• Registration Table with participants’ workbooks,
badges, logistics information, etc. Each participant’s
workbook contains the schedule, a participant list, mixed
and stakeholder group assignments, worksheets for
each task, handouts, note paper, etc. Conference
planners have used ring binders, spiral bound books, and
folders with sheets placed in pockets.
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Hanging the Time Lines
If we don’t have the wall space for the time lines, we use

six Foamcore sheets taped together standing upright to make
an 8 foot high by 24 foot long wall. Hint – if you tape them
together accordion fashion (like a dressing room screen, with
tape on alternating sides) they can be folded, stored, shipped,
and reused. We have also used three Foamcore sheets placed
side-ways on easels to make a “time line wall” that is 4 feet
high and 24 feet long.

To create the time lines, we cut three sheets of butcher
paper 2 feet high and 24 feet long. We hang one 24 foot strip
across the middle of our “time line wall” – making it easy for
people to write on it. We label the time line in the middle with
the name of our conference focus and date it across the top
with the beginning and end of each era indicated. We cut and
date two identical 2 foot x 24 foot strips, one for Global and
one for Personal data. Since we generally review the past over
three eras, we have an 8 foot span for each era. We want the
dates to match when the time lines are assembled in parallel
for the analysis.

We hang the two time lines – Global and Personal – in
separate sections of the room so that groups of people have
easy access for writing. We don’t need continuous wall space
for the Global and Personal time lines. We can divide them
into three 8 foot sections or two 12 foot sections. We just want
to mark the sections clearly so that we can easily match them
up for our review of the past.

The groups that are assigned the Global and Personal time
line reports will move the data bases and align them with the
conference task time line on the (Foamcore) time line wall.
Global goes above and Personal below.

Hanging the Mind Map
If we don’t have adequate wall space, we use three

Foamcore sheets taped together, standing upright to make a
wall 8 feet high x 12 feet long. On this wall we center a butcher
paper rectangle approximately 6 feet high x 12 feet long. We
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have also used two Foamcore sheets placed side by side,
resting on easel ledges, making a mind map wall 4 feet x 16
feet. It worked well. We draw a circle in the center of the
paper and write in the name of the conference focus – the
organization, the community, or the issue.

To Sum Up. .  .
A good room for eight circles of eight people (no tables) is

about 1,600 square feet, roughly 35 feet x 45 feet, though we
can work well in a space as small as 32 x 40. If you you use
tables you’ll want about 2,000 square feet, say 40 feet x 50 feet.
Rooms almost as wide as they are long work better than long,
narrow rooms, where it’s harder to see and hear from one end
to the other.

Our ideal room has large windows on two sides with flat
walls on the other two sides. It has good lighting, tempera-
ture control, and acoustics. We want enough room for people
to move around comfortably (obvious) and with windows
that let in outside light (not so obvious). Our workspace, plus
comfortable chairs and healthy food, are among the few
aspects of a conference we can control. So we do everything
possible to control them because they make a successful
meeting more probable.
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FUTURE SEARCH CONFERENCE MATERIALS CHECKLIST

For Partipants
• Participant Invitation letter - see sample in Resource

Section.
• Administrative assistance at Conference registration.
• Name Badges.

For Participant Workbooks
• Participant workbook binders.
• Conference participant list.
• Table assignments for mixed groups and stakeholder

groups.

For Room Set-up
• Group numbers.
• 12 to 20 Foamcore or Celotex boards, 4’ x 8’ by 3/8”

or 1/2” thick.
• One box of water soluble magic markers for each table

and two boxes for the facilitators. (We like broad tip
Mr. Sketch.)

• One flip chart easel with full flip chart pads for each
table and two for facilitators.

• Butcher paper: three strips, 2’ wide x 24’ long for the
time lines, two strips 4’ wide x 12’ long for the mind
map.

• One roll of masking tape for each table and one for
facilitators.

• Colored dots (3/8 or 1/2 inch): a different color for
each stakeholder group, seven dots per person.

• Supplies for future scenarios – enough for each mixed
group: construction paper, scissors, scotch tape,
glitter, glue, pipe cleaners, stickers, and anything
else you can imagine.

• Amplification system: one microphone for facilitators
and two for group – cordless preferred.

• Circles of chairs for small groups.
• One small table for facilitators, Two rectangular

tables – one for mementos and one for scenario
supplies.
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Sample Workbook

There’s no such thing as a typical workbook. We supply a set
of worksheets modified to reflect the specific conference. We
have found these useful in helping people track the tasks, and
they are easily modified or skipped entirely if developments
require it. The “handouts” are generic items summarizing
some of our thoughts about the process. Conference sponsors
often add group assignments, a name and address list of
participants, housekeeping information about the meeting
site, and other information they want people to have.

The worksheets help people track through the conference
tasks. We adapt them to each situation, changing the lan-
guage if need be. The time frames grow out of planning, along
with the purpose of the conference.
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 “OUR TOWN” 2010
Working Together to Build Our Future

FUTURE SEARCH AGENDA
Conference Staff: Sandra Janoff and Marv Weisbord

MONDAY, JUNE 5, 1999
1:00 pm – 6:00 pm OPENING AND WELCOME

OVERVIEW & PROCEDURES
FOCUS ON THE PAST:
Highlights and Milestones
Goal: Appreciate our history, trends we
have  experienced, what the past means to us
FOCUS ON THE PRESENT: Current Trends
Goal: Understand the forces having an
impact on “Our Town” now

TUESDAY, JUNE 6, 1999
8:30 am – 12:30 pm FOCUS ON THE PRESENT (continued)
12:30 pm – 1:30 pm LUNCH
1:30 pm – 6:00pm FOCUS ON THE FUTURE

Goal: Imagine an ideal future for “Our Town”
WEDNESDAY, JUNE 7, 1999
8:30 am – 1:00 pm COMMON GROUND ON THE FUTURE

Goal: Discover our common future and
direction
PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE
Goal: Make short and long-term action plans

1:00 pm NEXT STEPS AND CLOSING

NOTE:  All sessions will begin and end on time.  There will be
breaks each morning and afternoon, with refreshments
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FRAMEWORK FOR A FUTURE SEARCH CONFERENCE

How this conference differs from typical participative meetings:

• The WHOLE SYSTEM participates – a cross-section of as
many interested parties as practical.  That means more diver-
sity and less hierarchy than is usual in a working meeting, and a
chance for each person to be heard and to learn other ways of
looking at the task at hand.

• Future scenarios – for an organization, community or issue –
are put into HISTORICAL and GLOBAL perspective.  That
means thinking globally  together before acting locally.  This
feature enhances shared understanding and greater commit-
ment to act.  It also increases range of potential actions.

• People SELF-MANAGE their work, and use DIALOGUE – not
“problem- solving” as the main tool.  That means helping each
other do the tasks and taking responsibility for our perceptions
and actions.

• COMMON GROUND rather than “conflict management,” is the
frame of reference.  That means honoring our differences rather
than having to reconcile them.
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WORKING AGREEMENT

Conference staff: Sandra Janoff and Marv Weisbord

            Staff           Participants

• Set Time and Tasks • Provide information/Make
   meaning

• Large Group Discussions • Manage own small groups
• Keep Purpose Front and • Future scenarios/Action
   Center    steps

GROUND RULES

• All ideas are valid
• Everything is written on flip charts
• Listen to Each Other
• Observe time frames
• Seek common ground and action
• Differences and problems are
   acknowledged – not “worked”

“Our Town” / Handout 2
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SELF-MANAGEMENT LEADERSHIP ROLES

Each small group manages its own discussion, data, time, and
reports.  Here are useful roles for self-managing this work.
Leadership roles can be rotated. Divide up the work as you
wish:

•  DISCUSSION LEADER – Assures that each person who wants
to speak is heard within time available.  Keeps group on track to
finish on time.

•  TIMEKEEPER – Keeps group aware of time left.  Monitors
report-outs and signals time remaining to person talking.

•  RECORDER – Writes group’s output on flip charts, using
speaker’s words.  Asks people to restate long ideas briefly.

•  REPORTER  – Delivers report to large group in time allotted.
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FOCUS ON THE PAST

Purpose:  Develop a mutual picture of our world, values, and
histories.

1. Alone, think about memorable personal, global, and
local (future search topic) events that represent
to you notable milestones and/or turning points.

2. Use a magic marker to write (or draw) your notes
on time lines on the wall.

PERSONAL
What You Did? (Why Important?)

1970’s

1980’s

1990’s to Now
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GLOBAL EVENTS
What Happened?

1970’s

1980’s

1990’s to now
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 LOCAL COMMUNITY, ORGANIZATION OR ISSUE
What Happened?

1970’s

1980’s

1990’s to Now
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FOCUS ON THE PAST
“The past is prelude...”

REPORTS ARE DUE AT_______________O’CLOCK

Purposes: Tell the story of the recent past. Establish a context
for our shared future.

• Self-manage: Decide on leadership roles for your
group.

• Each group views our histories from a different
perspective.

• Discuss the time lines and write your summary on
flip charts.

• Prepare a 3-minute summary report.

GROUP ASSIGNMENTS
1. Group(s)________
a. Use the Personal time line to tell a story about the people in

this room.
b. What are the implications of your story for the work we are

here to do?
2. Group(s)________
a. Use the Global time line to tell a story about our recent

history.
b. What are the implications of your story for the work we are

here to do?
3. Group(s)________
a. Use the Local [future search topic] time line to tell a story

about the recent past.
b. What are the implications of your story for the work we are

here to do?

Notes...
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 FOCUS ON THE PRESENT

Trends Affecting Our Future

Purpose: Create a shared picture of the world we live in and
experience the whole together.

Method: The whole group will create a “mind map” of present
trends in society – social, economic, technological, political,
environmental, etc. – that people believe are shaping their
future.

Ground rules for mind-mapping:

1. This is a group brainstorm – no evaluation, no
censorship.

2. Person who names the issue says where it goes on
the map.

3. Opposing trends are OK.
4. Give examples.  Speak in terms of WHO and/or

WHAT. (“More cellular telephones” is an example of
the trend toward “better communications.”)

Notes (for your own use):
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FOCUS ON THE PRESENT

Stakeholder Perspectives On External Trends

REPORTS ARE DUE AT______________O’CLOCK

Purpose:  To find out what we care about, what we are doing
now, and what we want to do.

Self-manage: Decide on leadership roles for your group

1. Talk over a few key trends of concern to YOUR
STAKEHOLDER GROUP. Draw a map or picture
showing how they are related.

2. On the same flip chart, note what you are doing now
about the situation you describe. Also note what
you are not doing now that you want to do. (Rather
than what you want others to do.)

3. Prepare a 4-Minute report.
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FOCUS ON THE PRESENT

”Prouds” and “Sorries”– Owning Up

REPORTS ARE DUE AT_____________O’CLOCK

Purpose: Accepting our feelings about what we’re doing now.

[Note: This is an experience in owning up to what is, not blaming
or problem-solving. The motto is “own it, don't moan it!Æ”

Self-manage: Decide on leadership roles for your group.

Method: On a flip chart, brainstorm two lists.

1. What are you doing right now that you are PROUD of in
relationship to (future search topic).

2. What are you SORRY about?

(Both individual and group prouds and sorries
are appropriate.)

3. Highlight those items that you care most deeply about.

4. Prepare a 3-minute report.

Notes:
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FOCUS ON THE FUTURE
Ideal Future Scenario

PRESENTATIONS ARE DUE AT ______________O’CLOCK.
Purpose:  To imagine a future you want to work toward.

1. Put yourself _________years into the future.
Visualize the community you really want as if it
exists now.  What is life like?
What relationships exist among stakeholders?
Imagine your dream has come true.

2. On a flip chart, list key accomplishments since the
year of the future search.
Describe the notable programs, policies, structures
that now exist?

3. Think back to the year of the future search. What
was the major barrier you had to overcome then to
get going? How did you do it?

4. Choose a creative  way to present your vision as if it
is happening now.

Examples: • A TV Special   • Magazine Cover Story  • Drama
• A Day in the Life  • A Work of Art  • Other – your choice.

Your scenario should be:

a. Feasible – People can do it.
b. Desirable – Society would benefit.
c. Motivating – You would work to make it happen.

Do not consider cost or difficulty. This is an exercise in
describing what you really want.

Timekeepers’ note - You have 7 minutes per scenario.

“Our Town” / Worksheet 8
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COMMON GROUND ON THE FUTURE

-Notes-

Purpose: To discover the common ground desired by the
conference.

1. Note desired futures – what we want – that are
being presented in the scenarios.  This is our poten-
tial common ground agenda.

2. Collect examples, projects, ideas that groups use as
ways to get there – how we may do it.

COMMON GROUND – (WHAT)

POTENTIAL PROJECTS & BIG IDEAS – (HOW)
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COMMON GROUND FOR THE FUTURE

Purpose: To confirm the common future desired by the whole
conference.

1. Prepare a list of values and principles that make up
your common ground (what everyone wants).

2. Make a second list of projects and "big ideas" (how
to make it happen).

3. Join another group and compare your common
ground lists. Merge into one list. If you disagree
about an item, put it on a third list – Not Agreed.

4. Compile all potential projects. You may eliminate
duplicates if time permits (not essential). Projects
are proposals that do not require consensus.

5. Cut lists into strips, one item per strip, and put on
the wall.

Note: We are discovering what people hold in common.
We also will accept and hear differences if they arise.
Action planning on common ground is the intent of
future search. Experience has shown that projects
supported by everyone are more likely to be imple-
mented.

Notes....
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PERSONAL ACTION  PLANNING

(This sheet is for your own use.)

Purpose: To identify short and long term action steps.  What
are steps you want to take RIGHT NOW to work toward your
common future agenda?

Short term actions (next 3 months)

WHAT                      HELP NEEDED FROM                  DUE DATE

Long term actions (next 3 years)

WHAT                      HELP NEEDED FROM                   DUE DATE

“Our Town” / Worksheet 11
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VOLUNTARY or STAKEHOLDER GROUP ACTION PLANNING

(This sheet is to record group planning ideas and decisions)

YOUR STAKEHOLDER OR TASK GROUP____________

REPORTS ARE DUE AT______________O’CLOCK

Purpose: To decide on short and long term action steps.
 What are steps you will take as a group to work toward your
common future agenda?

Short term actions (next 3 months)

WHAT                      HELP NEEDED FROM                   DUE DATE

Long term actions (next 3 years)

WHAT                      HELP NEEDED FROM                   DUE DATE
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APPENDIX C

A Future Search
Design Guide
January, 2000

We use this framework in designing our conferences. The
general pattern is to do three kinds of work for each explora-
tion. First, everybody generates an information base. Second,
small groups decide what it means to them. Third, small
groups present to the whole, and the whole conference
dialogues on the implications. Our rough norm is 45 minutes
for each kind of work.
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DAY 1
1:00 pm – 2:00 pm Participants sit in Mixed Groups

Welcome by sponsor
and conference staff

Overview, agenda, dynamics,
groundrules, etc.

Small group introductions

2:00 pm – 6:00 pm REVIEWING THE PAST
Worksheets 1 to 4
Reports and Discussion

PRESENT TRENDS (External)
Worksheet 5
Group builds Mind Map
Individuals identify concerns

with dots

DAY 2
8:30 am – 12:30 pm Participants meet at

the mind map wall
Whole group discusses

major clusters and themes

Reorganize into Stakeholder Groups

PRESENT TRENDS, cont.
Worksheet  6
Reports and discussion

OWNING THE PRESENT
Worksheet 7
Reports and discussion
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G U I D E

Reorganize into Mixed Groups

12:30 pm – 3:00pm CREATE IDEAL FUTURES
(Includes lunch)
Worksheet 8

3:00 pm – 4:30 pm PRESENT FUTURE SCENARIOS
During presentations
Worksheet 9

4:30 pm – end COMMON GROUND ON THE FUTURE
Worksheet 10

DAY 3
8:30 am – 1:00 pm Whole group meets at wall

REALITY DIALOGUE

Reorganize into stakeholder
or voluntary groups

ACTION PLANNING
Usually two rounds of planning,
public reports, and discussing
commitments
Worksheets 11 and 12

Close

If more planning time is desired, we break at
noon for lunch and continue action planning
from 1:00 to 3:00 pm. This decision is made in
advance by the steering committee.
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Florida Atlantic University
College of Nursing

APPENDIX D

Sample Invitation Letter

Dear___________________

As a stakeholder in the future, you are cordially invited
to participate as a member of the conference, Discovering
Common Ground: The Future of Health. Healing & Envi-
ronment, Lantana, Florida, February 23-25, 1995. You have
been selected because of specific strengths and insights
you can bring to the future search process.
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The group of 48 participants (stakeholders) will con-
vene at 11:00 am on Thursday, February 23 for registration
and lunch, followed by a full afternoon session. We will
conclude the conference with lunch, scheduled for 1:00
pm, on Saturday, February 25th. A detailed Agenda for the
three days will be available at registration. We will be in
residence at the Cenacle, a beautiful retreat setting on the
intracoastal waterway.

The goal of the conference is to discover our common
ground for the future of health, healing and the environ-
ment. Work of the conference is based on the assumption
that the future doesn’t just happen. The future results in
part from what we do, or don’t do, today. Through this
conference, we will determine what the most desirable
future of health, healing and the environment looks like to
a cross section of key individuals, so that all of us can
shape our present and future actions accordingly.

Working together in several small groups, as well as in
the total group, we will pool information, analyze it and
present conclusions. Before we bring the conference to
closure, members of each key group (as listed below) will
consider how these envisioned futures are likely to affect
their own planning over the next five years. A report of the
conference work will be made available to all participants
to guide decision-making and planning.

Conference stakeholders have been chosen to represent
the following key areas:

• Health
• Education
• Environment
• Business
• Public Service/Government
• Arts/Humanities/Religion/Healing
The conference will be guided by two consultants who

are professionals in the fields of human behavior and large
group dynamics; they are also experienced with and
committed to the future search process. Their role in the
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conference is to assist us to accomplish our tasks; they
have no stake in the outcomes. The activities of the confer-
ence will be designed so that the conference belongs to
each of us individually as well as to all of us collectively as
does the future of health, healing and the environment.

Financing to support this conference has been
solicited by the planning committee from local businesses
and persons in the private sector. Therefore, there will be
no cost to participants other than time, energy and a
commitment to work with the future search process. While
it is not an expectation, several invited individuals have
volunteered a donation to the general fund. Please inquire
if you want to be involved as a donor; we would welcome
your gesture of support.

As part of the conference preparation, you are asked to
bring with you, for group sharing, an item or artifact that
represents health or healing to you.

The members of the Steering Committee, welcome you
to this very interesting venture. We look forward to an
energizing and productive time together.

Sincerely,

Eleanor A Schuster
Conference Coordinator

Note: Our thanks to Eleanor Schuster and the Florida Atlantic
University College of Nursing for permission to use this letter.

In addition, Laurie McCann of Future Search Network has
produced a collection of invitation letters called Getting Out The
Word About Your Future Search Conference, available at 800-951-6333
or fsn@futuresearch.net
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APPENDIX E

The Parable of the Blind
Men and the Elephant

It was six men of Indostan
To learning much inclined,
Who went to see the Elephant
Though all of them were blind,
That each by observation
Might satisfy his mind.

The First approached the Elephant
And, happening to fall
Against his broad and sturdy side,
At once began to bawl:
“God bless me, but the Elephant
Is very like a wall!”

The Second, feeling the tusk,
Cried, “Ho! what have we here
So very round and smooth and sharp?
To me ‘tis very clear
This wonder of an Elephant
Is very like a spear!”
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The Third approached the animal
And, happening to take
The squirming trunk within his hands,
Thus boldly up he spake:
“I see,” quoth he, “The Elephant
Is very like a snake!”

The Fourth reached out an eager hand,
And felt about the knee:
“What most the wondrous beast is like
Is very plain,” quoth he;
“Tis clear enough the Elephant
Is very like a tree!

The Fifth, who chanced to touch the ear,
Said, “Even the blindest man
Can tell what this resembles most;
Deny the fact who can:
This marvel of an elephant
Is very like a fan!”

The Sixth no sooner had begun
About the beast to grope
Than, seizing on the swinging tail
That fell within his scope,
“I see,” quoth he, “the Elephant
Is very like a rope!”

And so these men of Indostan
Disputed loud and long,
Each in his own opinion
Exceeding stiff and strong,
Though each was partly in the right,
They all were in the wrong!

– John Godfrey Saxe
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Some Future Search
Sponsors
1980's and 1990's

Agriculture and Environment
Captive Breeding Specialist Group
Community Involved In Sustaining Agriculture, CT
Del Cabo Organic Farmers, Mexico
Environmental Action, Potomac, MD
European Union, Bangladesh
Jacobs Farm, NJ
Regional Planning Agency, CO
Schuylkill Valley Nature Center, Phila., PA
Trust for Public Lands, Springfield, MA
Urban Land Institute, Washington, D.C.
US Environmental Protection Agency
US Forest Service Fire Research
USDA Natural Resources Conservation
Water Development Board, Bangladesh
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Banking and Insurance
Bank of America, Commercial Support Systems Division
Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce
CIGNA International, PA
Core States Financial Corporation, PA
DG Bank, Germany
District Four Credit Union, Canada
Fannie Mae, DC
Royal Trust, Global Private Banking Div., United Kingdom
Inter-American Development Bank, DC
Royal Bank of Canada
Royal Trust Company, United Kingdom
State Street Bank, MA
UNUM Insurance Company, NH
Wholesale Bank of Westpac, Australia
World Bank, DC
Zurich Insurance, Australia

Business and Manufacturing
3M Germany
3M Plant Engineering, St.Paul, MN
Advanced Micro Devices
Advanta Corporation, PA
American Fishing Tackle Manufacturers Association
American Red Cross, Capitol Area, NJ
Amoco Corporation
Ashland Chemical
ASKOE Steyr, Austria
Association of American Railroads
AT&T Alliance for Employee Growth and Development
AT&T Card Services Center
Atomic Energy of Canada, Medical Products Division
Auburn Technical Assistance Center, AL
Avery Denison, MA
Bay States Center for Applied Technology, CA
Bay State Skills Corporation, Boston, MA
Blue Cross/Blue Shield of Maryland
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Brain AG, Germany
Brazilian Institute of Quality and Productivity
Capral Aluminium Smelter, Australia
Chemical Manufacturers Association
Christian Science Publishing Society
Continental Cablevision, Western New England
Commonwealth Edison, Chicago, IL
DFS Deutsche Flugsicherung, Germany
Digital Equipment Corporation, MA
Electronic Payment Services, Inc.
Elsag Bailey Hartmann and Braun, Germany
FAIRWAY Filamentos, Brazil
Fashion Today Magazine, Germany
Goulds Pump, Inc., NY.
Grace Cocoa, CT
GTZ, Gesellschaft fuer Technische Zusammenarbeit,

Germany
GWW, Gemeinnuetzige Werk und Wohnstaetten,

Germany
Haworth, Inc., MI
Hoffman-LaRoche, NJ
International Printers Network, London, England
Johnson and Johnson, Chicopee Division, NJ
Jossey-Bass Publishers, CA
MNC Corporation, Singapore
New Hampshire Travel Council
New Leaf Distributing Co., GA
New Society Publishers, PA
Nissan of North America,
Noteworthy, Inc.
Papermates, Inc.
Penn Ventilator Corporation, PA
Quaker Oats Pet Foods Plant, KS
Reichhold Chemical, NC
RR Donnelly, Hudson Division, NY
Shared Medical Systems, PA
Siemens AG, Germany
Sony Electronics Corporation
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StorageTek, CO
Whole Foods Market, TX
Woodlawn Corporation

Communities
and Community Developmnet
Adams County Business Education Partnership, PA
America Speaks, DC
Beloit Community, WI
Benton, Lane, Linn, and Lincoln Counties , OR
Boston Foundation, MA
ByWard Market, Ottawa, Canada
City of Laramie, WY
City of Launceston, Australia
City of Lithgow, Australia
City of Ottawa, Canada
City of Surrey, BC, Canada
City of Viersen, Germany
City of Wilmington, DE
Columbus Chamber of Commerce, OH
Communities for a Drug Free Colorado
Community Action of Greater Middlesex County, CT
Community Connections, MA
Community of Black Mountain, NC
Community of Danbury, MA
Community of Hopkinton, MA
Community of Londonderry, NH
Community of Kansas City, MO
Community of Madison, WI
Community Partnership Agency, Woodland, CA
Community Resource Exchange, NY
Connecticut Coalition Against Domestic Violence
Dane County Heritage Foundation
Dervitt Police and Town Officials, Syracuse, NY
Gay Men’s Chorus of Washington, DC
Gettysburg Chamber of Commerce, PA
Greater Santa Cruz Community Foundation, CA



2 4 1

A p p e n d i x  F

T Y P I C A L
S P O N S O R S

Harrisville Planning Board
Maine Association of Non-Profits
Mantua Community, Philadelphia, PA
Massachusetts Department of Public Health, MA
National Civilian Community Corps
New Economics Foundation, London, United Kingdom
Parents Educating Parents Network, Minot, ND
Pee Dee Region of South Carolina
Pinecrest Community, CA
Queen Emma Foundation, Oahu, HI
Radio Nederland Training Center, Zimbabwe
Rocky Ford Community, CO
Roxbury Community, MA
Major Events Tasmania, Australia
Sacramento Area for Total Quality, CA
SunDaram Industries Ltd., India
Sunnyside Community Services, CT
Town of Dewitt, NY
Tuolumne County, Sonora, CA
United Jewish Communities of Harrisburg, PA
Victorian Opera Society, Australia
West Virginia Future Search Consortium
West Virginia Governor’s Office for Community Service
Women’s Resource and Development, Northern Ireland
Yolo County Dept. of Social Services, Woodland, CA

Higher Education
Allegheny University, School of Health Professions, PA
Antioch Seattle Whole Systems Design, WA
Antioch University, Master’s Program, MA
Auburn University Technical Assistance Center, AL
Austin Community College, TX
Boston University School of Dental Medicine, MA
Brigham Young University, Marriot School of Business, UT
California School of Professional Psychology
California Institute of Integral Studies
Franklin College Library
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George Washington University, School of Business, DC
Gloucester County College, NJ
Keene State College, NH
Madison Area Technical College, WI
Maine College of Art, ME
Mission College, CA
Rockland Community College, Suffern, NY
TAFE - Institute of Technical and Further Education,

Australia
Temple University Center City, PA
Trinity College School for Professional Studies, MA
University of Chicago Graduate School of Business, IL
University of Colorado, Denver
University of Illinois, College of A.C.E.S.
University of Maine, Farmington
University of Mass, Center for International Education
University of Mass, Department of Environmental

Management
University of Michigan Department of Housing
University of Minnesota, Crockston
University of Minnesota Extension Service
University of Missouri School of Education
University of North Carolina Institute of Government.
Washington State Board for Community

and Technical Colleges
Westfield State College, MA
William Patterson College, NJ
Worcester Polytechnic Institute, MA

Primary and Secondary Education
Bensalem School District, PA
Block Island Public Schools, RI
Blue Mountain Union School District, VT
Blue Valley School District, KS
Brockton Public Schools, MA
Burlington School District, VT
Carson City School District, NV
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Catlin Gabel School, Portland, OR
Centennial School District, PA
Chatham Public Schools, MA
Chester-Upland School District, PA
CHILD  (Children’s Integrated Learning

and Development), Thailand
Children’s Literacy Initiative, PA
Counseling and Guidance Programs in Washington State
Danvers Public Schools, MA
Deighton-Rehobeth Regional Schools, MA
Delaware County Intermediate Unit, PA
Duxbury Public Schools, MA
Encina High School, Sacramento, CA
Family Literacy in Colorado
Glen Urquhart School, Salem, MA
Lawrence Public Schools
LEARN (UCLA School of Management

and Local Businesses), CA
Lower Merion Vocational Training Center, PA
Maine State Board of Education
Montgomery County Public Schools, MD
National Math Education Commission of the States
New Hampshire Department of Education
New York City Board of Education, NY
North Montgomery County Technical Career Center, PA
Novoto Unified School District, CA
Oak Hill Elementary School, KS
Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, WA
Parents Educating Parents Network, Minot, ND
Pennsylvania School-To-Work Partnership, PA
Perkioman Valley School District, PA
Philadelphia Housing Authority, PA
Philadelphia School District, PA
Randolph Public Schools, MA
Raynham Public Schools, MA
San Juan Unified School District, CA
Springfield School District, MA
Sun Prarie Area School District, WI
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Synergy School, Stockton, CA
Toronto Waldorf School, Canada
Totem Falls Elementary School
US National School-to-Work Program
Washington State Association of Vocational Educators
Will Rogers Middle School, Sacramento, CA
Winchester Public Schools, MA
York County Area Vocational Technical High School, PA

Government
Boulder Department of Public Works, CO
CALTRANS - California State Transportation Systems
Colorado Division of Criminal Justice
County Fermanagh, Northern Ireland
Delaware State Police
European Union and Ministry of Education, Bangladesh
Federal Judicial Center, Washington, DC
Human Resources Development Council
Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, Bangladesh
Ministry of Health, Population, and Highways, Sri Lanka
Ministry of Population and Environment, Nepal,
Ministry of Population, and Welfare, Islamabad, Pakistan
New Hampshire Lodging and Restaurant Association
Marion County Health and Human Services, OR.
Northwest Colorado Council of Governments, CO
Office of Family Policy of the US Office

of the Secretary of Defense
Philadelphia Mayor’s Commission on Literacy, PA
Ramsey County Community Partnership, MN
San Joaquin County Prevention Partnership
South Dakota Rural Development Council
State of Delaware Governor’s Cabinet
Texas Department of Health
Union Sanitary District, Freemont, CA
US Bankruptcy Court, CA
US Environmental Center, Washington, DC
US Environmental Protection Agency, Washington, DC
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US Federal Judicial Center, Washington, DC
US Forest Service, Pinecrest, CA
US Office of Personnel Mgt. and HR Development Council
Western New South Wales, Australia,
Wilmington Police Department, DE

Healthcare and Medicine
American Cancer Society
American Society on Aging
Association of Community Health Nursing Educators
Blue Cross/Blue Shield of Maryland
Canadian Diabetes Association, BC and Yukon, Canada
Centers for Disease Control
Chandler Hall Health Services, Newtown, PA
Collaboration for Healthy and Happy Family, Thailand
Covina Healing Arts
Department of Health, Mikwaukee, WI
Delaware County, PA
Erie County Mental Health Association, NY
Executive Leadership in Academic Medicine
Florida Atlantic University, Dept. of Nursing
Group Health Cooperative, WA
Health Canada
Hyacinth AIDS Foundation, NJ
Independent Living Center, Philadelphia, PA
INOVA Health Systems, VA
Kahuku Hospital, HI
Kanton Glaurs, Switzerland
Katholische Lkiniken Marl/Westerholt, Germany
Latino Health Access, Orange County, CA
LifeSpan Hospitals
Linda Creed Breast Cancer Foundation, PA
Marion County Health and Human Services, OR
Milwaukee Department of Health, WI
Multnomah County Early Childhood Care and Education

Committee, OR
National Spinal Cord Injury Association



2 4 6

F U T U R E
S E A R C H

Nevada State Board of Health
New Jersey Department of Mental Health
Passiac County Mental Health Board, NJ
Princeton Alcohol and Drug Alliance, NJ
Regina Saskatchewan Health District, Canada
St. Josephs Health Systems
Saint Mary’s Hospital, NJ
Saint Michaels Hospital
San Joaquin County Prevention Partnership
Sisters of Mercy Health System, St. Louis, MO
South Dakota Office of Adult Services and Aging
Substance Abuse Prevention, Gloucester County, NJ
Sunnyside Community Hospital, WA
The Light Center
Visiting Nurse Association of America, Florida Division
Wyoming Medical Center Foundation, WY
York County Area Agency on Aging, PA

Social Services
Colorado Foundation for Families and Children
Connecticut Coalition Against Domestic Violence
Corporation for National Service
Habitat For Humanity, CO
Independent Living Center, Philadelphia, PA
Knutson Foundation
Lutheran Social Services
National Clearinghouse for the Defense of Women
National Civilian Community Corps
Pathfinder International, Bangladesh
PLAN International, Surrey, England
Resources for Human Development, PA
UN Coordinator for Bangladesh
UN Development System in Bangladesh
UN Family Planning Agency
UN Population Fund (UNFPA), Bangladesh
UN Population Fund (UNFPA), Nepal,
UN Population Fund (UNFPA), Islamabad, Pakistan
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UN Population Fund (UNFPA), Manilla, Philippines,
UN Population Fund (UNFPA), Sri Lanka
UN Population Fund (UNFPA) and Planned Parenthood

Association of Thailand
UNICEF, Bangladesh
UNICEF, Iran
Women of Vision, Seattle, WA
Women Organized Against Rape, Philadelphia, PA
Women’s Resources and Research Center

Religion
American Ethical Union
American Jewish Conference, PA
Association of Unity Churches, MO
Beth Tikva Synagogue, Rockville, MD
Bryn Athen Church, PA
Cal Aggie Christian Association
Church of St. Martin
Davis Friends Meeting, CA
Elwyn Institute, PA
Episcopal Church USA
Episcopal Diocese, Danville, CT
Episcopal Diocese, Hartford, CT
First Unitarian Congregation of Ottawa, Canada
Friends Yearly Meeting, PA
Jewish Reconstructionist Federation, PA
National Episcopal Church
Native American Baptist Churches of Arizona
Orleans United Church, Ottoawa, Canada
St. John’s Episcopal Church
St. Vincent dePaul Catholic Parish, UT
Sierra Sanctuary, CA
Sisters of Loretta Community, MO
Trevor’s Place, PA
Trinity Memorial Church, Philadelphia, PA
University of California, Davis, Campus Ministries
United Church of Christ, NY
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United Methodist Church in Absecon, NJ
Unity Church, Kansas City, KS
Washington Ethical Society, DC

Technology
Association for Computing Machinery
Cubulus GmbH, Germany
Digital Equipment Corporation, MA
ESTAC, Educational, Scientific and Technological Associa-
tion of Canada
Forte Consulting, Wayne, PA
LAM Research, San Jose, CA
Software Engineering Institute, Pittsburgh, PA
University City Science Center, Philadelphia, PA

Youth
Action For Children, OH
Child Day Care System in Oregon
Holly Shores Girl Scouts Council, NJ
Kansas City Consensus, Junior League, KS
Ohio Head Start Association, OH
PLAN International, Surrey, England
Penn Laurel Girl Scout Council, PA

Arts and Museums
Australian Film Commission
Brooklyn Children’s Museum, Brooklyn, NY
Museums in The Life of the City, Philadelphia, PA
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3 M Corporation 191
4–room apartment 71, 97

Ackoff, Russell 45
ACM Siggraph 190
action

local 65. See also thinking:
global

political, state-wide 39
Action Planning 105
action plans 54. See also self-

management
action research 65
Agazarian, Yvonne 75, 173
agenda

completion 139
planning 124
typical 18

See also conference
agreements

documenting 101
agricultural extension 40
Albert Einstein College of

Medicine xv
Alcan Smelters & Chemicals

Ltd. (SECAL) 40
Alexander, Christopher 201
Aligning for Action Confer-

ence 35
Alliance for Employee Growth

and Development 41
allies 178
Aronson, Nancy 36
Aronson, Richard 30
Arsht, Beverly 36
As If 99
as if 116
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Asch, Solomon 67, 95, 162, 178
AT&T 41
Auburn Technical Assistance

Center 40
authority

54, 106, 113, 121, 183
Axelrod, DickandEmily 14, 38

Bangladesh 36
Bay State Skills Corpora-

tion 190
Industrial Modernization

Program 40
Beatles, The 122
Beaulieu, Jean Pierre 40
beliefs

unprovable 157
Bell, Mike 31
Berkshire Plastics Network 40
Berman, Morris 75
Beutler, Lisa 33
Bion, Wilfred 68
Black Health Coalition 31
Block, Peter 264
Blossom, Tammy 35
Blue Sky Productions 265
Bohm, David 13, 17
boundaries 70
Boyd, Bob 42
breakthrough

for sponsors 56
Bristol-Siddeley 67

merger meeting 68
British coal industry 163
Buzan, Tony 88

candidates 113
Carriere, Emile 40
Carriere, Rolf 37
change 29

as shared reality 29
chaos 73, 100
chaos theory 73
Children of Dhaka 37

Children’s Literacy Council 38
Children’s Literacy Initia-

tive 38
Children’s Mercy Hospital 36
choice 24
coexistence

new model of 79
Cohn, Carole 34, 36
collaboration 79

stakeholder 30
commitment 113, 125

action 149
Common Future 103
common future 22, 101
Common Ground 30
common ground xii, 4, 5, 23,
     44, 50,  54, 100, 149, 166,
         186, 222

agenda 101
to avoid conflict extremes 59

common pool 17
common task 162
Communications Workers of

America 41
community

business 45
development 33
forming quickly 147
issues 135
productivity of 50
sustainable 59

community conferences 51
complexity 73, 100
computers 151
conditions

for effective dia-
logue 67, 162

for success 50, 55
short fall 49

conference
adaptations 146
closing 109
community 125
dates 141
design 227
documenting 149
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framework 211
room requirements 201
structure of 6
task, definition of 127
tasks 6
title 140

conference room
ideal 202
set-up 204

conferences
community 51
community futures 64
expert 60
sequential 52
single unit 60

Confirming a Common
Future 100, 104

conflict 58, 165
stance toward 58

conflict management 53, 61
confusion 71
consensus

implementing city-wide    35
futures 100
time 102
when valid 68

consultant tip 194
consultants 26
contentment 71
control

locus of 54
Copleman, Ralph 14, 115
costs 119
course corrections 141
current reality 53, 73, 97

experiencing 9

Dannemiller, Kathleen 13
Day 1 18, 55, 82, 228
Day 2 22, 94, 228
Day 3 23, 55, 104, 229
daylight 55
Delaware Valley Area

SearchNet 115

democracy 64
demographics 135
denial 71
dependency 106, 185. See also

authority
DePol, Leslie 33
design

generic 124, 127
guide 227
ideas 80
limits 11
of follow-up review 193
reviewing 147
updating 79

development
regional economic 31

diagonal slice 52
dialogue 67, 166

conditions for effective 67
reality 25

Dialogue Group 13
Digital Equipment Corpora-

tion 43
disagreements

unresolved 58
discussion leader 213
documentation 149
documenting 101
Dupre, Susan 33

easels 205
elephant

touching the 63. See also
whole elephant

Emery, Fred 1, 13, 65, 67–70
Emery, Merrelyn 13
Emery/Trist model 97

global context 162
Esty, Kathryn 36
European Institute for

Transnational Studies 264
experts 79, 112
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facilitating
advance by not 165
authority dynamics 183
contracting for succcess 168
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Planning a Future Search

Defining the Task: 
Why Do This Now?

“We chose a very difficult topic for this community.
Who’s problem is housing really? Is it just the people
who can’t afford it or is it all of us? By looking at
housing in a broader context and by involving more
people in the issue we moved it out of the political
domain to the domain of the community.”

Selecting
Stakeholders

“We decided
we wanted
educators,
people from churches, all kinds of non-profits, farm
workers, business, government, students, retirees…”

“We’re
growing so
dramatically in
the corporation
it’s scary and
exciting. Can
we have some
sort of control
and direction? I
think a lot of
people will be
excited about a
process where
they might
have a say in
what happens
in the growth.”

“We couldn’t fall back on any of our old tools. We
had to sit there and practice what we hoped to
implement in the future search. Every voice is valid.
We can’t impose our stereotypes. We can’t assume
that we know the best way.”

➪

➪

➪ ➪



Getting Started

“To regain
our position 
as a manu-
facturing
leader and
compete in a
worldwide
recessive
economy, we
must be
willing to
change.”

“I came into the room and thought, well, if
nothing else comes out of this, this is the most
diverse party anybody’s ever given.”

”There’s no need for anybody
to change their mind or anybody
else’s for us to be successful. You
need not give up your beliefs,
values, and commitments.”

“Expect to hang out in
confusion. It’s a jigsaw puzzle
with pieces that may feel
overwhelming. The road to
renewal often leads through
denial and confusion.”

“I’m with the Beach Commu-
nity Project. Here’s a picture by a

boy who went
to prison and
now wants to
be a commu-
nity leader.”

“Here is an eggshell broken into pieces and
painted with many colors. The pieces are scattered,
however interdependent, moving in a kind of wave
towards this egg which is a whole.”

➪

➪

➪

➪

➪
➪



Recalling the Past

Creating Global, Personal, 
and Local Time Lines

“Pre-1968, we went from hope to shock; from
1969–75 we saw heightened mistrust and confusion,
and a growing sense of self-reliance. Since 1984 we
have a sense of confusion, insecurity with growing
violence and a sense of helplessness.
At the same time we see a need to
heal, and refocus on community.”

Noting Milestones

“A lot of people were left out of the post-World War
II group—so we start the women’s movement, the
civil rights movement, the war on poverty. Technol-
ogy affected our lives. We’re now a global commu-
nity. We’re affected by AIDS and gang violence.”

Making History Visible, Discovering Patterns, 
Telling Stories about What the Past Means

➪

➪

➪

➪



Appreciating the Present

Describing Trends

“I contributed things I thought
everybody knew. The response
was, ‘Oh, really?’ The map helped
everyone see their community
through other eyes.” 

“The sense of community was
destroyed so long ago that a lot of
us have forgotten what it’s like to
know the person next door. We’re
all burning out.”

Recording Trends 
and Concerns

“It gives you an appreciation for
the complexity. You realize you
can’t handle everything.”

Touching
“The
Mess”—
Noting
Trends

“The confusion is: How can we put this all
together and come out with something positive?”

➪

➪

➪
➪



“We looked at
lack of youth
and family
opportunities,
declining jobs,
and loss of
community.
We have gang
and interven-
tion programs
and threats of punishment; we
want new education structures,
more vocational education, extra
classes after school; mentor
programs.”—Health and Education

stakeholder group

Owning
What We
Do Now

Discussing
Implications
for Action

“We’re proud of our ethnic and
religious diversity. We’re sorry we
don’t have enough help for
youths in the streets.”—Commu-

nity Activists stakeholder group

“We’re sorry we are in our own
individualistic way working in
isolation. We’re proud that we are
becoming more part of the change
process… not as resistant as we
were.”—Business stakeholder group

➪

➪



Living the Future

Present-
ing as 
if the
Dream
Has
Come
True

Developing Ideal Scenarios

“We’ve worked out an on-the-job training
program with the school system. We’re attracting
tourists. We’ve preserved our tall trees. We have a
recycling industry creating jobs.”

“We have adopted a declaration of interdepen-
dence: We hold these truths to be self-evident, that
all species are necessary parts of the human mosaic
of life. Every
person has
value, the
right to be
treated with
dignity and
respect, the
right to a safe
and healthy
environment.”

“We have a cultural center for agriculture and a
regional market.”

➪

➪

➪
➪➪



Confirming Common Ground and 
Potential Projects

Identifying Common
Themes

Reality Dialogue: 
What Are We Really
Agreeing to Do?

“I look at things in a practical
everyday world. We do things
according to density, that’s how
we build. Am I the only one who
thinks like that? I’d like to hear if
anybody else agrees with me.”

Merging Themes with Other Groups

“We need to look at preservation of farmland and the environment in
relation to housing. Housing sometimes comes into conflict with both.”

Posting
and
Grouping
Themes

“I’m willing to work for certain types of projects, not
just any local housing project. I think there is some
disagreement. That’s fine with me.”

“I see an
equality/diver-
sity theme,
government,
neighborhoods,
business part-
nerships,  safe
environment,
and mass transit
as themes
supported by the whole conference.”

➪

➪

➪

➪
➪



Moving Into Action

Making Long- and Short-Range Plans

Taking
Respon-
sibility
for
Action

Making
Public
Commit-
ments

“We came up with concrete short-range goals. The
first is to make sure we reach low-income people on
home-ownership opportunities. We need volunteers
from banking and real estate to help with the
research.”

”We are going to begin work on a
cultural arts center for the valley.”

“Our chief of police is going to
make a presentation to council,
stressing the importance of the
work we’ve done here on the

issue of
housing.”

“This wasn’t just two days spent
talking and sharing. People were
going to take action and continue 
the conference in their own small
communities. I really felt good.”

“We are going
to develop a
network of
stakeholders on employment and
education with emphasis on
including the Latino community.”

➪

➪

➪
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