Harrison,

Back in January 1993, I attended a superb one-day workshop that you led at the University of Maryland on Open Space, with “increasing and enhancing diversity in the workplace” as the theme. It was a great experience for me and led me to begin dabbling in the realms of Open Space in years since (with coaching from you and others along the way).

I am now seriously considering a move out of my current position as a senior associate for a small higher education consulting firm and exploring numerous options. One would be to continue on a less-than-full time basis with the firm. Another would be to establish a similar relationship (in terms of time commitment) with another firm that I used to work with. A third would be to work in a 2/3 capacity for a small national non-profit based here in D.C. and consult on the side. And a fourth would be to move out into the world as an independent full-time (the scariest and least likely scenario at this point). 

Your workshop in ’93 inspired me to run a series of Open Space sessions & workshops while I was associated with the American Association for Higher Education. Usually these were done as part of a much larger national conference of 2,000 people but the workshops I led (ranging from 3 hours to 7 hours) were always among the highest rated elements of the conference. These successes eventually led to a few opportunities to run several Open Space events – one at Belmont University in 1995 for 70 faculty for a day an a half; one at Keene State College in 1996 for 330 staff and faculty; and one with 75 IT leaders affiliated with the Teaching, Learning, and Technology Group in 1998. All were highly successful and empowering experiences, both for me and for those participating. My most recent foray into Open Space was co-leading a day-long workshop with Kelvie Comer (also on the OST listserv) on Open Space in teaching and learning environments. Although it had only 20 participants, it was a smashing success for those involved. And, as you might imagine, the “space” wasn’t even “open” for the entire 6 hours of the workshop. There were 3 or 4 short periods of presentation and lots of open-ended Q&A. But people still “got” it and “loved” it!

I’d like to share one other story before directly responding to the ideas in your proposal. A few years ago, perhaps in 1996, I attended the first day of a two-day Open Space on Open Space gathering that you helped to organize at a hotel near Dulles Airport. While sitting in a session on (something like) “Creating More Open Spaces in Organizations,” I gradually had an important a-ha. Folks were discussing, if not bemoaning, how few examples there were of a true open space environment in organizations. And, I realized that I had spent nearly a year in “open space” on a 500 person peace march across the U.S. in 1986. It inspired me to recount that experience through writing a lengthy article that got published in the Organization Development Journal in 1998 and a much shorter version titled, “A Laboratory in Democracy,” that will be published later this fall. I’ve included the latter document as an attachment.

I have not had as many opportunities as I would have liked to actually “do” Open Space but when I have it has always been very powerful. In fact, after my last experience with the Teaching, Learning, and Technology Group, participants there inspired me to begin collecting information about how OST was being used in colleges and universities. By last summer, I had uncovered about 8 or 10 examples aside from mine and by last fall I had submitted an article for publication with the Planning in Higher Education Journal. That article on Open Space ran in the Summer 2000 issue. An earlier version is attached here as well.

This is all to say I have a great deal of gratitude to the open space (and other large scale events) journey I have taken over the last six or seven years. And it is to say, in a very long-winded way, I am very intrigued by your proposal. 

Let me offer a few comments and responses to each part of your proposal:

Part I: An Introduction to Open Space

I think the focus here is correct. When I went through Future Search training with Marv and Sandra long ago, we were required to bring a potential client with us. We went through the training together, client and consultant. The training was primarily run as a Future Search with pauses throughout for extensive Q&A. Working with a client side by side was an enormous help for me and helped the client to facilitate the necessary PR/Communications to get the future search conference project off the ground on her campus. 

What I wonder here is if it might be possible to do a simulated open space with a theme that most people would be able to identify with. So people can experience the larger open space dynamics that they might not get in your part (d). 

I also think that unless the client does show up that drafting the invitation and theme might seem to be a little artificial or lacking in the necessary perspective of the client him or herself.

I’m also wondering who the audience is for Part 1. Is it independent consultants? Internal consultants? Organizational leaders? All of the above? 

I do think that all five (a-e) elements would need to be covered in the 2 day training but I do wonder (unless I’m missing something here) whether it might not be too compartmentalized without both an extended chance for simulation and having a client to work with in tandem.

Finally, I do like the on-line component although what would work best I’m not sure. I’ve always been impressed with the work of Lisa Kimball at Caucus so she’d definitely be a good partner to help create the right environment.

Part II: Opening Space for Organization Transformation

I think this is right on target in terms of focus and length and content. I suspect that only a subset of those who finish Part 1 will proceed to Part 2. Some who attend Part 1 will need time to experiment with Open Space back home before realizing what Part 2 might be able to do with them. More experienced (or those more biased to ‘open space’) practitioners will probably be excited to move directly into Part 2. 

Again, the use of Caucus or something like it would be very valuable.

Part III: Leadership in Open Space

I think this too is on target with focus, length, and content. Again, the audience seems a bit different here. The target market seems to be organizational leaders in reading the description, not so much consultants. However, consultants would not only benefit from the program, they, in fact, would probably be the most eager to attend. So it raises the question for me about whether the overall program is to train consultants/facilitators for assisting clients in creating ongoing open space or is it to prepare organizational leaders in creating ongoing open space within their own organizations or both. 

Although you don’t say it in your proposal, an on-line component would again be crucial. 

Sequencing

I could see running these sessions one after another several times a year. Part One would always be open to newcomers but Parts Two and Three would require some kind of Open Space prerequisite. Part Two could potentially be a stand-alone but could be marketed in such a way that people intrinsically saw the value of attending Two and Three together. 

Commitment

Commitment for me at this point is a little fuzzy since I don’t know if I’ll still be stationed here in January, working for another organization, or primed for going off on my own (or some combination). However, that said, I am very interested in continuing this conversation and if it evolves, like I would hope it would into something tangible with you and other similar partners, I could easily see making a three year commitment starting at the beginning of 2001. 

I would feel very comfortable leading the first workshop since it is similar in nature to what I’ve done, in shorter time frames with numerous higher education audiences. Workshops 2 and 3 appear to be fairly straightforward to organize and run since they are essentially Open Space conferences on important Open Space-oriented topics. However, I know that I still have an incredible amount to learn and experience in pursuing this Open Space path but would approach it as an incredible growth opportunity. 

Fees and Compensation

I think the fee structure in general makes sense. It certainly is within the price range of many corporate, 2 and 4 day workshops, perhaps less. Clients in the non-profit or higher education world, on the other hand, might think twice before shelling out that kind of money. They are accustomed to workshops for half that price or less.

It seems like the overall theme of the three workshops is “Moving Your Organization into Open Space” or, more generically, “Moving Organizations into Open Space.” What would be real exciting in the longer term would be to create a consortium of organizations that have committed to living in open space. They could learn and share with each other on a regular basis and we could begin to track the kinds of practices, processes, principles, challenges, and problems that emerge through making this kind of commitment. 

One other thought before I close … for workshop 2 it would be great to find ways to attract different kinds of functional types into the mix so that conversations don’t stay at too high or abstract a level or aren’t grounded in everyday organizational realities. For example, I’m thinking: 1) what would a progressive VP of HR’s perspective be on the implications of an Open Space organization on policy, hiring, work with unions, legal issues; 2) what would a progressive CFO’s perspective be for OS’s implications on budgeting, accounting frameworks, information sharing, government regulation … to name two.

Harrison, thanks for allowing me the opportunity to reflect on these things and to respond to the next phase of your work. I have the highest respect for what you’ve done, for the tremendous energy you have liberated within practitioners worldwide, for your generosity and openness, for your provocative, if not radical ideas. You have been a real leader in this movement, especially in how you’ve allowed it to take a shape all of its own. 

Deepest regards,

Steve Brigham

202-298-2809

