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Abstract

Open Space and Future Search can be combined as related stepsin a process of helping a
community decide on its future. Doing SO crestes new ways to address difficult Stuations
that neither method may be able to handle aswell on its own. Two specific case studies
following asmilar combination design are presented showing the complementary nature

of both methods when used together. Some conclusions are offered on when to consider
this combined approach.
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Future Search and Open Space are two proven designs for involving large
numbers of people in dialogue and decisions about issues of importance (Weisbord and
Janoff, 2000; Owen, 1997). While anumber of practitioners of large group methods use
both approaches, often these are considered to be distinct approaches and applied
separately. Clearly, both approaches work aone, but there may be advantagesin
combining them in one engagement, using each gpproach for what it does best. The two
methods are based on fundamentaly smilar principles though they have unique
characterigtics.

Future Search and Open Space are intended to engage whole systemsin
conversation. Both gpproaches siress the value of including diverse points of view.
Open Space can involve as many people as choose to participate. In large systems,
Future Search sdlects a representative sample of the whole system to ensure that those
with authority, resources, information and a stake in the outcome are presen.

Focus, Roles and Outcomes

The two methods stress the importance of a clear purpose for the group’ s work.
In Open Space, conversations are focused around atheme.  Participants define the agenda
by proposing topics they believe are important and relevant to the theme. Future Search
defines atask for the group’swork. Participants work together on this task through a
series of small and large group conversations about past and present conditions before
consdering what they dl desre for the future.

Both approaches stress sdlf-management of participants work. Neither approach
provides additiond facilitation of smal group work beyond thet of generd guiddines for
time, process, and outpui.

Future Search is designed to help the group arrive at agreements about the future
they want and actionsto achieve it. Open Spaceis designed to explore the issues of
greatest importance to the group. Many practitioners add some prioritization and
planning in the closing hours of Open Space, but others leave it open ended.

Comparing the Application of Both M ethods

Future Search can accomplish two very specific outcomes:. cregting a common set
of agreements about the desired future, and building action steps to get there. Future
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Search can be relied upon to achieve these results, across dl kinds of settings, in a 16
hour period.

Future Search, however, has two characterigtics that affect how it isused. The
first of theseisthe number of participants. The design of a Future Search conferenceis
based on a series of small group activities and whole group conversations. The number of
participants is limited to about eight groups of eight people since eight is about the
maximum sze for effective, self-managed, smal group work. This meansthat 64
participantsis an idedl sze for a Future Search. Future Search has been used effectively
with groups as large as 100 and even larger with modifications, but as the number of
participants increases it becomes more likely that the Future Search design will have to
change to accommodate the large number of small groups and the scae of any whole
group discussion. Concurrent or sequential Future Searches have been held to involve
larger numbers of people, but this gpproach is not aways feasible.

A second characterigtic of Future Search is planned, sequentid activities that
build dialogue and move a diverse group towards a shared set of outcomes. This
dructure is very effective, but in politicaly charged environments there may be such a
low leve of trust and strong fedlings that some individuals believe certain topics cannot
be raised or will not be heard. In these Stuations, the structured activities of Future
Search design may cause some to resst the approach as not responsive to their concerns.

In contrast to Future Search, Open Space can be planned to accommodate any
number of participants. A complete Open Space conference can be conducted over
different time periods with three days as an ided period for afull, large conference. Its
design hasavery minimal overall structure and enables the participants to discover what
they are willing and able to discuss with little direction from facilitators. Thereisvery
little in the method' s structure to create resstance, other than the overdl decison to open
decison making to al who choose to participate.

Open Space, however, isless predictable in terms of who will attend the meeting,
or who will participate in particular conversations. Participation is something that the
design of Open Space specificaly does not try to control. If the intent isto arrive at
conclusions based upon the input of representatives of al those with a stakein the
decisons, then Open Space cannot ensure that certain stakeholder views are heard by dl
or that specific cross-sector diadogue actudly occurs.

A second difference between Open Space and Future Search is the limited extent
to which Open Space offers assurance asto its eventua outcomes. While Open Space can
achieve essentidly the same outcomes as Future Search in asimilar anount of time, its
design means that the process and results of the meeting are harder to predict. These
congderations often are important in choosing a particular approach.



Combining Future Search and Open Space Page 4

In summary, both methods, while effective on their own, aso present certain
trade-offsin their respective gpproaches to engaging the whole system in deciding and
acting upon important concerns. Combining both approaches when facing challenging
client Stuations may resolve these trade-offs. Two contrasting cases will illustrate the
usefulness of a combined approach.

Combining Methods. The Case of too Many Participants

Aninitia experience with combining Open Space and Future Search involved
work with alarge Unitarian Universalist congregation. The church had grown rapidly in
recent years to 1000 members. The community was undergoing various chalenges given
its growth and now was looking ahead to its 50™ anniversary. The congregation wanted
to develop a common vision about whet kind of community they wanted to be asa
“mature” organization. After reviewing severa approaches, they chose Future Search for
this process.

A critical problem arose in early meetings with the committee formed to plan the
Future Search. The church was not only large, but it contained severd digtinct
theologica and philosophica communities. All voices needed to be involved in
consdering the church’sfuture. Inclusiveness was akey vaue of the community. Even
more of a problem was the necessity of holding a specific meeting at one place and time
as many people would not be able to attend on any given date. The committee was
concerned that their actionsin setting one date and inviting specific participants would be
viewed as being exclusive and not reflect their values. A proposal to conduct pardld or
sequential Future Search conferences was viewed asimpractica as it would take too
much of the church’s time and resources to convene two or more 16 hour conferences.

After some discussion, a plan was devel oped to hold a series of “conversations’
with the Future Search as just one such conversation in the middie of the whole process.
The Future Search would be preceded by three rounds of Open Space conversations. We
cdled these “Beginning Conversations.” The Future Search would be followed by a
whole community session engaging everyone in “Further Conversations” Each meeting
event had itsown role. The Open Space “Beginning Conversations” would provide
multiple opportunities for anyone to participate and for the whole community to learn
more about members  thoughts on current issues and future desires. The Future Search
would provide an opportunity for extended, focused conversation to produce acommon
ground for the future and action plans for working towards this future. The find sesson
would provide an opportunity to engage everyone in action aress of their choosing.
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Beginning Conver sations

Three separate sessions of Open Space were conducted over atwo week period to
provide multiple opportunities for people to participate. All three sessons were
convened under the same overdl theme. They were held on a Sunday afternoon, a
Saturday morning and aweekday evening. Each session was gpproximately three hours
in length and drew from 25 to 50 participants. None of them were intended to build
toward specific conclusons. Each session began by explaining the theme and ground
rules. Participants then proposed the conversations they wanted to convene relative to
the overal theme. Thiswas followed by two, 45 minute rounds of pardld smal group
conversations with a brief bresk in between. In closing, there was agenera sessonin
which the discussion groups reported out the results of their conversations. The
outcomes of the sessions were posted on flip chart paper where dl could see them. These
sheets remained posted in the church throughout the two week period so that everyone
could see what was being discussed. Some topics evolved from sesson to session. In
effect, the three sessions were part of one continuing Open Space exchange. No attempt
was made to provide closure on common themes or prepare afind report prior to the
Future Search. It was enough for dl to know that these were the conversations that
various members wanted to have.

In addition to providing an opportunity to get more people involved and for
everyone to learn what was on peopl€' s minds, another benefit of these sessions was that
the Future Search planning committee was able to see who was raising various topics.
This helped the committee identify additiond people to invite to the Future Search to
build broader representation of the whole congregation. 1n a community of 1000
individuas, there were people they otherwise would not have known to invite.

Future Search

The Future Search was held afew months later following the standard 16 hour
design over one weekend. More than 70 people were present across 10 stakeholder
groups. By the close of the conference they had identified 19 areas that they dl hed in
common for the future of the church. At the end of the conference, they formed action
teams and began to plan how they would share their experience with the rest of the

congregetion.
Further Conversations

Two weeks later, the church held afour hour, open meeting to share the results of
the Future Search and engage people in further conversations about action aress.
Approximately 180 people attended, including about 40 people who were at the Future
Search. To begin, participants from the Future Search shared their experience of the
various activitiesin the conference. People had a chance to build their own Mind Maps
of the trends impacting the church and to reflect on ther vison for its future. Findly, 90
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minutes were devoted to giving everyone a chance to “vote with their feet” and meet with
others on the common ground items of greatest interest to them. In thisfina section, the
action teams picked up from where they had left off at the end of the Future Search and
began to involve more of the community.

Results

Nineteen conclusions about the future of the church were developed with related
action teams. Among the specific outcomes from this process were:

o A changein the structure of the governing board of the church to include a
youth representative on the board.
o New committees and programs on various topics, for example a program
on handling conflict.
0 Changes to adult education and outreach activities.
o Work to foster a satdlite church to spread their denomination to a
neighboring community.

In the middle of the overal process, just before the Future Search, both the senior
minister and the assstant minister decided to retire. Thiswas due to persond
circumstances and somewhat unexpected, but it certainly raised new issues for the
congregation. In retrospect, a member of the church board said that she felt that going
ahead with the Future Search was the right thing to do, even though at the time they never
redlized the impact this leadership trangtion was to have—a transition which took over
two yearsto complete. The series of conversations about their future helped the
community to know itself better and this asssted them in the search for new minisersto
lead them. The changes did impact the church’s ability to stay focused on the various
actionsthey had identified, but five yearslater, they gill hold the 19 conclusions as
important agreements on their direction.

Combining Methods. The Case of a Politically Charged Environment

A second use of the combined approach involved a consortium of seven
consarvative Jewish synagogues. They were dl located in one area of amgjor city that
had a higtoricaly high concentration of Jews but had been losing its population to the
suburbs. All of the congregations were facing declining attendance and financia
difficulties. All had along history of competing with each other for members. The group
had received a grant to define a more viable future and a planning committee was formed
to prepare for a Future Search.

The planning committee was very aware of what had happened in past attemptsto
discussjoint programs. Several years earlier, one person had been castigated by the
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community for suggesting that the synagogues share church school resources. The
committee wondered what would happen this time when many more issueswould be on
the table.

A series of Open Space sessions was proposed to precede the Future Search to
find out what the community was ready, willing and able to discuss. Three sessonswere
then held at different times and locations. All were about three hoursin length and
intended to provide aforum for people to talk about what mattered to them and not to
produce final conclusions. Notes were posted and shared in the communities. Planning
committee members provided updates to their synagogues.

After the firgt of these sessons, community members began to redize that it was
now safe to talk about awide range of subjects. They began to realize that the future was
in their hands, and was not just the respongibility of those with formd authority. It was
dill arisky propostion and two synagogues withdrew their participation, but the
remaining five continued.

Asin the previous case, the planning committee attended the sessions and learned
about individuas and points of view to be consdered in planning for the Future Search.
This helped them shape the task for the conference and identify pecific community
membersto invite.

When the Future Search was held some weeks later, participants from five
synagogues explored new relationships, even mergers, and arrived at a common agenda
for therr future. Such an outcome would have been inconceivable sx months before. As
in the firg case, the Future Search was followed a few weeks later by an open community
meeting. In this meeting Future Search participants shared their experience, described
the outcomes and opened up action planning for any and al to get involved.

There were both short and long term impacts from this series of conversations. In
the months that followed, severa of the synagogues began combining resources and
activities. In particular, two of the synagogues began to run combined schools.

However, over the next few years the community’ s changing demographics continued to
lower participation in the synagogues. As our lead client, the chair of the planning
committee said recently,

“I think the [process] breathed a number of extrayearsinto the community. If
nothing ese, it made everyone understand that they had a shared future and could in fact
work together as a broader community. Long term, the consortium continues to function
(abat with fewer members) and they seem committed to keeping a community dive.”

We aso asked our client to comment on how the overall process had affected the
outcomes.
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"The meetings in advance of the Future Search brought topics into the open that
had been unspeakable. In the past, they could not be raised without fear of bloodshed. By
the time we got to the Future Search, people knew that it wasn't going to be the leaders
making the decisions, but rather that they al would be responsible. The pre and post
meetings gave the whole process a sense of transparency. Things weren't done behind a
closed door with a select group of people. Rather the process was open to all.”

About three years after the Future Search, one of the synagogues merged with
another synagogue outside of the origind consortium. By coincidence (or maybe not),
this other synagogue had aso recently undertaken a combined Open Space/Future Search
process to condder its future. This merger was truly a courageous act as some of the
other synagogues chose to close rather than to merge. The story is still unfolding.

Other Applications of a Combined Approach.

In addition to the two cases described here, we aso have used asimilar
combination of Open Space and Future Search for work with other religious
communities. In dl these Stuations, multiple Open Space sessons were held before the
Future Search to help the community hear what people wanted to discuss and ensure
opportunities for broad participation. The two methods continued to work together well.

Findly, there was one Stuation that highlighted the potentid risk of usng Future
Search by itsdlf in ahighly charged political environment. Thisrisk might have been
reduced if Open Space had been used in conjunction with the Future Search. Future
Search (or Open Space) done often is effective in paliticaly charged settings, yet this
time there were problems.

In this Situation, the client was a county government office which was creating an
integrated service to address domestic violence, sexud assault, and child abuse. There
was a history of distrust between government and non-government groups addressing
these problems and the new service implied changes in funding and service philosophy
for some of them. Things were moving fast and a number of the existing
nongovernmental and neighborhood- based groups were growing darmed at the
implications for their organizations. The decision was made to hold a meeting to gain
wide input and involvement to shape the important programmatic and service decisons
which would actually define how the new center could operate to serveits clients, and
how it would relate to existing groups. Future Search was chosen as the design for this
mesting.

The facilitators were concerned thet the Future Search was occurring late in the
process of developing the new center and wanted to consider Open Space in addition to
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Future Search. In the end, however, the speed of events dong with the interests and
resources of the client precluded doing anything other than the Future Search itsdf.

Problems began to arise as the planning committee for the Future Search was
formed and began its work. Participation on the planning committee became a significant
political act for some committee members and they seemed to avoid itsdecisons. This
became gpparent when some members would St through a meeting only later to tell
others that they had not heard or agreed to certain subjects that had been discussed. This
affected thar ability to communicate the purpose of the Future Search to particular
stakeholdersin advance of the Future Search.

Thetask for this Future Search was to develop a common picture of how the new
center would operate. Seventy invited participants from al aspects of the system were
present but things did not proceed smoothly. From the start, there was more tension than
usua around the task and process of the conference. Some participants wanted to stop
the meeting to share their concerns over whether the center should exist at al. Other
participants felt their views could not be “heard” in this setting and made the structure of
the Future Search itsdlf akind of scapegoat for their frustration. In spite of these
difficulties, aset of common agreements on the center’ s future shape was achieved by the
end of the conference and action teams began to form. However, the conference was a
tough experience for everyone and produced less dignment than usud.

Looking back, it seems that many of the difficulties with both the planning
committee and the subsequent Future Search might have been addressed if there had been
an opportunity for more ungtructured did ogue across the community in advance of the
Future Search. A series of Open Space conversations would have given more community
members a chance to be heard. Such conversations could have helped the Planning
Committee confront some of the tough issues they were facing in the community’ s trust
of the overdl effort and their own ability to work together. In particular, these
conversations would have helped the planning committee clarify and agree to the
conference task and use this understanding to better explain the role of the conference as
they recruited people to attend. Everyone attending the Future Search would have had a
clearer idea of the task and the opportunity that this Future Search represented.

Conclusion

The joint use of Open Space and Future Search seems quite effective. Whenis
this combined gpproach most appropriate? When one or more of the following
conditions are present:

o A farly large and diverse community of people who need opportunitiesto
be included in the process.



Combining Future Search and Open Space Page 10

o A low leve of trugt across the community in which some participants may
fed that it is ether not safe to spesk out or that they will not be heard.

0 Uncertainty about who needs or wants to be included in conversations
about future action on the topic.

o Uncertainty about how to focus the task or the stakeholder groups for the
Future Search.

Thereis, however, one change we would recommend to the combined design
described here. 1t isin the duration of the Open Space sessons. If at dl possible, they
should be held for longer periods. Anything less than four hoursis very short for an
effective Open Space meeting.  Over alonger period with more rounds of conversation,
there is grester opportunity for synergy to emerge.

Findly, compared to the overd| way Open Space and Future Search were used
together here, might there be other ways to combine the methods effectively in different
Stuations? Two gpproaches come to mind. Firgt, what if Future Search was the initiad
activity and a series of Open Space sessonswere used as part of the conference follow-
up to develop action areas more fully? While we tried some Open Space techniquesin
the community meetings that followed the Future Search to gain broad involvement in
action planning, much more could be done. Second, what if Future Search and Open
Space methods were combined within one, three-day event? In this approach, the
mesting could begin as a Future Search using initid activities that build dialogue and
provide a broad understanding of the context. In the middle of the conference, during
congderation of the desired future, the design might switch to Open Space as people
formed various groupings to discuss future states and actions of particular interest to
them.

There may be Hill other ways these approaches could be combined in whole or in
part. However, both designswork very well as they are and some combinations could be
less effective than either method used done. More action research could help to
determine answers to questions such as; When does combining these methods improve
whole system didogue and action? Are there certain limits beyond which a mixed
approach becomes ineffective? How can you respect the underlying principles of both
methods while continuing to find more flexible ways to use them in addressing needs of
particular sysems?
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