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Get Ready for Open Space Technology!
This guidance is for people who have experienced the Open Space Technology (OST) process and for complete newcomers.

If you have never tried it before, read the whole thing.

If you’re an old hand, read from Q6
Q1:
What is Open Space Technology?

A1:
Essentially Open Space allows people to set their own agendas and to link up with those who share common interests.  It is a very simple process.  How well and productively it works depends on participants’’ talents and resources, but most of all on their willingness to seek out new ideas and people and put them together in novel ways.

Q2:
How does is work?

A2:

1. Open Space begins with a theme and a blank agenda (the bulletin board) of flip-chart paper posted on the wall

2. Everyone sits around tables 
3. The process leader stands in the middle and explains the process

4. S/he invites everyone who want to discuss a particular aspect of the theme to collect a piece of paper and marker

5. Each person who want to, writes down his/her issue along with his or her name and organisation
6. The process leader invites each person with an issue (or agenda item) to come to the centre of the room, explain who s/he is and what s/he wants to discuss

7. The idea is then posed on the bulletin board when all the ideas are posted, the process leader helps the group negotiate, putting similar ideas together (the market place)

8. Then, each idea (or set of ideas) is allotted a particular room and start time.  

Q3:
What happens next?
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People then decide which topic they want to joining following another few
           ‘laws’ and ‘rules’

The law of two feet 

People join up with whichever group interests them.  If they find it’s not what they were looking for, they follow the ‘Law of Two Feet’ and join another group.  Initially, some people feel ill-mannered and uncomfortable about getting up and leaving in the middle of a session but the strength and purpose of this law is for everyone’s benefit: a person who is not really interested in the discussion is no help to the group and is wasting her/his own time

Passion and responsibility

Each ‘issue holder’ is deemed to have a passion for his/her subject.  By the same token, each issue holder is responsible for reporting on the outcome of his/her session via the report format (template provided).

Q4:
Are there any other rules I need to know about?
A4:
No, but there are four guiding principles
1. Whoever comes are the right people

Sometimes a person who suggests a topic finds that the people who join him or her aren’t those s/he expected or hoped for.  The point is that all the people who come want to be there.  In this sense, they are the right people.

Sometimes no-one comes.  If this happens, it’s not a reflection on the idea – it’s just that, right now, this group has other priorities.  The issue holder then has a choice: s/he can ether devote the time to thinking and working on the idea (which is a blessing for those who have little time to sit and think) or s/he can join another group.

2. Whatever happens is the only thing that could have

Outcomes depend on the combination of backgrounds, experiences, beliefs, knowledge, skills and perceptions people bring to a group, and the decision-making processes they choose.  Given all that and the intangible chemistry between people, whatever happens is the only thing that could have happened.

3. Whenever it starts is the right time

There is no need to wait for a particular number of people, to start discussion. Begin as soon as you like

4. When it’s over, it’s over

The session is over when people decide that they’ve gone as far as they want to.  It might be a short discussion, in which case people are free to join another group or talk about something else.  It might take longer, in which case people are free to continue beyond the expected time.

Q5:
It all sounds a bit weird and dis-organised to me

A5:
It can take a bit of getting used to, certainly.  Those control freaks amongst you might find the ‘agenda setting’ part of the day particularly challenging.  Unfortunately, it’s one of those processes that needs to be experienced to be understood and writing it down doesn’t really communicate how liberating and empowering the process can be.  The process has been used at a number of VC Conferences and at last year’s VC/CVS Conference and the vast majority of delegates enjoyed the experience, with typical comments including: 

I had not experienced the Open Space format before and I enjoyed it much more than I would have done had my 2 days been merely a matter of listening to speakers

I very much enjoyed the open space as it gives one a chance to sit in on a variety of different topics
As a novice to the open space technique, I thought this approach worked well and drew out some interesting and helpful contributions

The open space format I felt was very useful and I certainly only ever heard positive comments about it. You only had to look at the queue for adding questions on the last day to prove this.

The structure was a breath of fresh air, with colleagues having the opportunity of being more actively involved than normal. The structure also gave more time for informal networking

The "Open Space" format of the conference was a success in my opinion. I was one of those who stuck his hand right up in the air when conference was asked if they thought the open space set up sounded, "a bit nuts". However I was pleasantly impressed with how well it worked and how much useful discussion I was able to take away from this conference.

Loved the amount of information available via the Open Space system and the opportunity to learn by asking questions that this provided.   I felt it was very successful and covered a wide range of all too relevant subjects for anyone working in the Voluntary Sector.

Q6:
Why use this process, rather than traditional workshops and presentations?

A6:
In a fast moving environment, having an agenda set months in advance means it can be out-of-date by the time the conference is upon us.  The conference is for all levels of VC, CVS & Interface staff as well as board members and it’s important there is something there for all kinds of workers to participate in and find useful.  This year, staff from intermediary bodies will also be invited. The use of OST allows for topics to be posted that are current and allows for anybody, no matter what their role, to talk about the issues that matter to them the most.
Also, delegates from both networks usually cite ‘networking’ as the most useful thing they get from conference.  OST is all about networking, allowing people to talk about the issues that are important to with other people also interested in that topic.

Q7:
What if nobody puts up a topic that interests me?

A7: 
The key to getting as much out of the OST is being prepared.  Think about you would most like to get out of the conference and put that topic up yourself.  Bring materials that can help structure your session for the maximum benefit.  Alternatively, if it’s a topic that you really wish someone else would put up, give them a call beforehand and see if they’ll post it on the agenda.  If you leave an OST event and haven’t talked about the issues you are most passionate about, you’ll only have yourself to blame. Get organised!

Q8:
I’m a bit shy about getting up in front of everyone and saying I’ll run a session

A8: 
There’s no need to be, you are amongst your peers and they will be kind and understanding if you are a bit nervous.  The process leader will also be there to help you.  If you still feel a bit daunted, then why not ask a colleague to run the session with you and you can stand up together to announce your topic?

Q9:
How can I best be prepared for the conference?
A9:
Think about the topic(s) you’d like to see covered.  What are the most important issues for you at the moment?  What would be the best use of your time?  What do you want to get out of attending?  Once you’ve answered those questions, think about the topic(s) you want to facilitate and how you are going to run them.  Do you need to bring materials to inform discussion?  What outcome do you want from your session?  Would you find it useful to have another colleague to help you run the session if a lot of people turn up?  If there is another VC, CVS or Interface that has some interesting work going on that you’d like to hear about, then give them a call and ask if they’d be willing to run a session.
In a wee variation to the OST process, in the lead up to conference, we’re going to allow people to say what sessions they are planning to run so you can get an idea of the topics that will be covered.

Q10:
I’m planning to run a session at conference – how best can I prepare for this?

A10:
One of the challenges about running a session is you are never too sure in advance who might attend – you might get two people or you might get 22.  Think about how you might alter how you manage the session to accommodate the numbers who attend.  Can you break into groups?  Are you planning to bring people up to speed who might wander in half-way through, or leave it up to them to catch up, or put the key points on a flip chart?  Would it help to bring a presentation or supporting materials to kick-start your discussion?  Also, if you plan to use equipment e.g. a laptop and data-projector, remember to tell the process leader so you can be put into an appropriate room. It’s your session and you can run it as you see fit.  Focus on what you want to get out of it and organise the session accordingly. 
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