Open Space Overview

(adapted from Working in Open Space: A Guided Tour by Michael Herman retrieved from http://www.openspaceworld.org/cgi/wiki.cgi?AboutOpenSpace)

What?

Open Space is a process tool where participants create and manage their own agenda of parallel working sessions around a central theme of strategic importance.

When and Why?

Open Space works best when the work to be done is complex, the people and ideas involved are diverse, the passion for resolution (and potential for conflict) are high, and the time to get it done was yesterday. It's been called passion bounded by responsibility, the energy of a good coffee break, intentional self-organization, spirit at work, chaos and creativity, evolution in organization, and a simple, powerful way to get people and organizations moving -- when and where it's needed most. 

And, while Open Space is known for its apparent lack of structure and welcoming of surprises, it turns out that the Open Space meeting or organization is actually very structured -- but that structure is so perfectly fit to the people and the work at hand, that it goes unnoticed in its proper role of supporting (not blocking) best work. In fact, the stories and workplans woven in Open Space are generally more complex, more robust, more durable -- and can move a great deal faster than expert- or management-driven designs. 

Four Self-Organizing Principles and One “Law”

1)
"Whoever comes are the right people" acknowledges that the only people really qualified or able to do great work on any issue are those who really care, and freely choose to be involved. 

2)
"Whenever it starts is the right time" recognizes that spirit and creativity don't run on the clock, so while we're here, we'll all keep a vigilant watch for great ideas and new insights, which can happen at anytime. 

3)
"Whatever happens is the only thing that could have" allows everyone to let go of the could haves, would haves and should haves, so that we can give our full attention to the reality of what is happening, is working, and is possible right now. 

4)
"When it's over, it's over" acknowledges that you never know just how long it'll take to deal with a given issue, and reminds us that getting the work done is more important than sticking to an arbitrary schedule. Taken together, these principles say "work hard, pay attention, but be prepared to be surprised!"

The one law is The Law of Two Feet, or in some cases, The Law of Personal Mobility. It says simply that you, and only you, know where you can learn and contribute the most to the work that must take place today. It demands that you use your two feet to go where you need to go and do what you need to do. If at any time today, you find that you are not learning or contributing, you have the right and the responsibility to move... find another breakout session, visit the food table, take a walk in the sunshine, make a phone call -- but DO NOT waste time.

This simple rule makes everyone fully responsible for the quality of their own work and work experience. It creates bumblebees who buzz from session to session, cross-pollinating and connecting pieces of the work. It creates butterflies who may not join any formal sessions, choosing instead to float at the edges. They create the space for everyone to appreciate the energies and synergies unfolding in the work of the conference. Sometimes the most amazing solutions seem to come out of nowhere -- so that's where butterflies tend to look for them.

How it works in brief

The facilitator will help participants create the agenda. Participants are invited to convene or host a session by identifying a topic of importance to them. In agreeing to host a meeting, you are committing to setting the topic, the location and the time of the session. You also agree to ensure that someone takes session notes that can be shared by everyone. Once all the topics are identified, there is an opportunity for people to suggest combining sessions or asking for alternate times. The conveners have the final say about these requests. The sessions begin. At the end of the day a ‘newscast’ is held to highlight key learning, insights and commitments to action as well as to adjust sessions for subsequent days. 

