Open Space, Impact of Large Scale Interventions
Summary (not a literal transcription) of the conversations on the Platform of Aloe Ridge Hotel, Johannesburg, during the Learning Exchange of the Future Search Network

9 November 2007
Participants 

Marsha Pendergrass, Pendergrass Smith Consulting, USA
Drusilla Copeland, Ander and Lindstrom Consultancy, USA
Mechthild Doerfler, Education sector, Germany
Grethie Coetzee, Development Solutions, South Africa
Sarah Hugow, University of Fort Hare, South Africa
Interview with Marsha 
Tonnie: What do you look for when you look for impact?
Marsha: Here is what I should do:

1. Look at the documentation about all the Future Searches that has been run. Every FS that has been given is documented. 

2. What is the theme and how was it developed, what was primary the catalyst?

3. Did they have the system in the room?

4. What action plans came out of them, what was the process for the action plans; for each one of them: what do the processes look like? 

5. Make a grid: compare, what common themes can be seen? 

6. Make a “snap shot” of “what is”: call all of them and see: where are they now? Are the groups still together? Are they the same people? What did they do with the action plans? Do they have any sub-goals? 

7. Write an analysis 

8. Develop a logic model: 

· What is it I am trying to change?
· inputs

· tasks

· the big goal

· outputs

9. Is there actually been any change? Did they change anything? How do the inputs lead to the outputs? 

10. Look at the summary reports: what system is involved (business or not, internal-external, social)

Build from several levels: 

· Identify the sub-themes as check points

· Individuals: who were there? 

Tonnie: What would you be interested in? 
Marsha: Look at the ripples. Does it ripple out of the person, of the social group. What is the relationship. Impact does not always mean success, does not mean we reached the goal. So be really clear about the goal of your paper. 

Sarah: We can use the definition of success of Aria. She is not talking about success, she is talking about impact.  

· Success: the achievement of something that you have been trying to do, it works in a satisfactory way. 

· Successful: when it achieves what it intended to be achieved

· Successful FS:  when people are able to do things together they considered impossible to do. 

Tonnie: When you use medicines you receive an information leaflet, with a description of working elements, effects, possible side effects and contra-indications. Do you know of any undesired side effects of FS? 
Marsha: Absolutely there are side effects. The Future Search is a pretty linear process, it takes time. You pick a theme: You do a FS on …..

Is it a methodology or a process? It is a process. 
Is it a thing or a thought? 
If it is a thing, you can read the book and do it. 
If it is a thought, you have to have some understanding in order to use it right..
Tonnie: It is not a tool. 

Marsha: Impact in the development sector has to be measurable. Is your research going to be quantitative? (no). “We are giving you the whole smörgass board”. So you have to say: I am only going to look at this piece of it, what people are doing later. 

Tonnie: I want to look at the whole process. Often it starts with a proposal for a sponsor. 

Marsha: No, it does not start with a proposal for a sponsor, it starts when somebody says: “We have to get our arms around this”. Then someone says the magic words: “I know a process that will help you”. That is when it starts: Let’s talk about FS. How much does it costs? What do we need? Then call someone, or the Futures Search Network. FSN: we will figure it out. 
Tonnie: What happens after the FS, do you agree upon that before the FS? Is it an ongoing process?(Remember the story of Drusilla, she is planning the third FS for the same company).

Marsha: Drusilla said they called her. The CEO, or transit director was there. So then, when there was a problem with the Union, the said: let’s do a FS again. 

Tonnie: Could that be an example of a second order effect, a learning effect? They know about what a FS can do. Do they ask other questions, or look for other processes? 
Marsha: Exactly. Another part of the research questions would be: If it does succeed, what are the things that need to be in place in order to make the results sustainable? What are the pre-conditions for sustainable impact? When it works, why does it work? Talking about your research paper helps me to frame, I can explain it better. 

Sarah: Have you been reading about complex adaptive systems? 

Tonnie: Yes, I have. But there is a risk of getting stuck in all that theory (e.g. complexity theory), there is a big split between what theorists do and what practioners need. There is a big gap between those two worlds. 
Marsha: In business there are cross-overs: “Build to last” (Joe Collins) is theoretical grounded, shows how it works, what things are in common in successful businesses. About building a business, so it is not depending on the founder. Really great concepts. 

Sarah: I am going back to school next year, about the links between higher education and development. In the first year you do courses and in the second year you do your dissertation. 
Tonnie: What triggered me, you can look at the system level, corporate level, but also at the personal level. Dynamics are getting higher and higher, so the system is on the move. Are there noticeable effects on the personal level tat you can take to other systems? 

Marsha: Small change in one system can bring big change in another one. It is of all ages. Old things die and new things emerge. Open your minds, share with the people around you, make a tangible memory, an explicit memory of your experience. Write it down, because the system changes. When you leave, someone can take over. We just fall of the tree somewhere, like an acorn. We are the tree, not the forest. 

Marsha: I am quite excited about your research. Hope to come back to you later
Tonnie: Thank you, you were very helpful. 

Marsha and Sarah leave, the conversation continues with Mechthild 

Tonnie: What do you look for when you look for impact, for sustainable effects. What are you thinking of what sustainable effects could be? What are measures for sustainability?

Mechthild: Visiting early learning centres, I focused on this subject, and so I can compare. NGOs do training for people in health care services. An NGO in Durban is working in a rural area, in a community, a project for children. The connection of the people working together is caused by the same vision. You can see and hear it when people are working. It took a long time (3-4 years) before there was enough trust. They have to know who I am. So you need time to create a trustful relationship. This is better with NGOs with a good structure, it brings stability, continuity in relations. It helps when you are involved in more then one process, you can cross-pollinate. 
Tonnie: What happens after the process of the FS?

Mechthild: You have to look at the bigger picture, not only at the FS. You need a lot more information. The more professional the NGOs are, the better they can work on this bigger picture. Rich people want to help children, but the foundation and the NGO have to fit together and work professionally. You need to work on structures. You need to know “what we are doing” in the bigger picture. 

An example, and this is why I don’t want to go back to my old job: They educate women working in townships, but they do not get in contact with the townships themselves. They are complaining that the women do not use what they have learned. They have to develop structures in the community: coaching, training, to make the energy spent more effective. Not only count the people they have trained, but what is achieved. 

Tonnie: So you do not speak of follow up, the process just goes on. I think the process has to fit the situation. Leaders have to be ready for participation. A negative sustainable effect could be: loosing trust in participative processes. 

Mechthild: Asking about effectiveness implies that sometimes there is no effectiveness. Focus not only on problems, but also on positive things, what we do well and watch for the little steps, e.g. when you get all the people together and people are listening to each other in a FS. Even when it is not sustainable (you never know). 

Tonnie: It is a difficult word, sustainable. Change is never sustainable in a static way, the process goes on. 

Mechthild: Sometimes it is by coincidence. I have an example. A member of a fundraising conference has a different position after six month. She phones the facilitator and said: “I want you to help us, first you were the right people in the wrong place, now you are the right people in right place. There are positive effects you did not plan, were not predictable. One important working element: create conditions where people can meet. 
Grethie joins us (0.19 min), welcome. 

Tonnie: We changed the question from “What are sustainable effects” to “What do you look for, when you look for impact. 

Grethie: Can we identify the outcomes. You have to do things to keep the momentum going. 
Mechthild: We were a very close team, but we did not change the structure. They were not professional enough. 

Grethie: Did you play the role of “linker”, to keep things going? 

Mechthild: Maybe you were doing more than you thought. 

Grethie: How do you play the role to keep parties involved? If you have a FS we tackle an issue and build a huge network of organizations facing the same problem. 

Mechthild: We have to look at the system. There is much more than the FS. The FS itself is “like nothing”, it is helpful. 

Grethie: Some people see FS as a philosophy, a way of using, a process. Some see it as a product that needs to be actively marketed. 
Mechthild: I am an integrator. The way you get people together is maybe unique for FS, is there something special? But I don’t need a goeroe. 

Grethie: You know why I find FS so incredible? We have so many different opposite voices, we don’t talk to each other, don’t know each other. FS is special to me. Let me give you my theory. You need to find a champion first, in the community, who buys into the idea, from a development point of view. It is not a corporate perspective, not about changing the organizations itself. From a development perspective I find FS the one giving the most empowering to the community. It is an equalizing platform. There are 3 things you need in development: government, community and business. Perhaps they can discuss on common ground for the first time. FS levels the playing ground. After the FS….., I want to go and prove this. 
When I studied development everyone talked about participation, but nobody knows how to get participation. I found a tool. I see the FS as your first step. After the FS a lot of energy is generated and a lot of buying in is created, plans of what to want do in the community. You need this force to be continued. To keep the momentum going. If there is a champion, they can take the responsibility. They must not just hold the FS, make sure that there comes a local partnership structure.  Usually out of the FS comes a working group, spontaneously. What I want to be formed out of that is to form an NPO (not an NGO), allowed to receive funding, make sure that they form a steering committee, after the FS, of the three perspectives (business, government, community). Then there has to be another three day local partnership training, to learn how to work together. A friend of mine has developed a training and I want us to do one, a simulation, so everyone knows what to do after a FS. 
Mechthild: That means that you as a facilitator need a contract with the system that you can keep mentoring. Is this a reality that you can get this contract? 

Grethie: The only way to get it maybe is to work through a champion. Someone who has an interest in “this happening”. 
Tonnie: The example of Drusilla is prove, or an illustration: She had a champion (CEO), there was a follow up. That came spontaneously after the first FS. You are saying we need structure? 

Grethie: We as FS-ers need to be trained on what happens after the FS. FS is the start, just the first step. We have to find out how to start the local partnerships. How can we sustain next steps? 

Mechthild: But we are an outsider, we are not part of the system. What would be different if I am not an expert, but just the facilitator? If you are an expert, part of the system, you can use your network as well, you know the champions and the structures of the municipality…Can I do the FS as an expert too? 

Mechthild: As an outsider you need a linking person from the inside.  
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Grethie: Let me draw it (see photo of flip chart). I have to communicate with the linkers between the partners. The facilitator has to “equalize” the physical forces, the linkages between the partners: FS - local partnerships - the champion - the linkers. To keep the momentum going, help them plan their next FS. You have tot have linkages to every party or you can get corrupted yourself. You need a champion organization who pays you, a non profit organization, get a mandate beforehand. The champion can be everyone who wants to see change (e.g. Bill Gates). 

Tonnie: Buying in is an important effect of FS, but how do you see that people are buying in after the FS?

Grethie: For 3 days they have been planning around an issue. They established small steering committees, who try and do something. There is a buy in there. That can go on for more than 10 years, but if you do not feed the energy it will fade out. I am not talking about effects, influence is an effect. We as a FSN can say: this is what we want to achieve. We can decide what change we want to establish as a network. We champion …, find sponsors for topics. We can do did, we have resources, we are spread, connected. That means that we have to decide that we are more than a philosophy. We have a responsibility to do a specific kind of change. 

Tonnie: Do a FS on FS, similar to the OS on OS, with a lot of diversity, on the internet. 

Grethie: There has been a lot of talk about that. It is a difficult question. How can we get all of us together? We have to do that on the internet. 

Mechthild: I think I have already decided, but I need more experience. 

(Making of photos)

Thank you very much. 
0.50 min: The End
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