True “freedom” is not the absence of structure... laiher a clear structure which enables
people to work within established boundaries irmatbonomous and creative way.

—Rosabeth Moss Kanter
The Change Masters

Method Matters:
The Technology of Participation’s
Participatory Strategic Planning Process

™

By Marilyn Oyler and John Burbidge

Historical Account

The goal of the Metro Atlanta Literacy Network (MLMas clear. The strength of their
original vision had carried them through numerauscesses and at least one major setback. But
now they found themselves at an impasse. Unceytapathy, and misunderstanding among
member organizations had risen to such an extahstimething different had to happen. Their
immediate solution was to find a planning experbwlould develop an action plan to hire a new
executive director

When the MLN called Atlanta’s Nonprofit Resourcen@efor help, they encountered a
different response. Said consultant Aileen Wieldiddhen the Network’s future existence was
in question, the key issue was probably not findingexecutive director. Nor in good conscience
could we recommend a plan prepared for them bypare We could, however, offer them the
Technology of Participation (ToP)S3pecifically, Wieland suggested they do Tro®®
Participatory Strategic Planning process (PSP).

Rather than trying to sell them a concept, Wielafidred a taste ofoP methods. She
led the board members through a “Wall of Wondaeridiine in which they identified major

events and turning points in the Network’s hist@ke then introduced them to the ToP
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Discussion Method to reflect on the significancéhaf timeline and to create a story of their
journey to date. After this tantalizing appetizéey were ready for the main course.

One more thing remained to be done. A critical fitep in the PSP process is developing
the focus question. After brainstorming and dismrsghey arrived at, “How can MLN grow and
fulfill its vision of a literate Metro Atlanta fathe 21st century?”

Twelve Network members—a mixture of current anarfer board members—embarked
on their two-day strategic planning meeting. Aftterating the focus question, the facilitator
began with: “Imagine yourself five years from nosading a newspaper headline, ‘Metro Atlanta
Literacy Network Reaches Goal of a Totally LiterAteanta’. What do you see happening? What
new structures or ‘best practices’ are in placeavdhe people saying about the Network’s
achievements?”

At the end of the session, people were surprisédwtmuch they agreed about the future
of the Network. Differences of opinion that somarés would divide the group didn’t
materialize. All the participants felt they'd hdebir say and contributed to building a common
vision.

Visioning is one thing. Naming those things preugmniou from attaining your vision is
quite another. This was the challenge of the sesesdion on Underlying Contradictions. Using
the analogy of a logjam on a river, Wieland askexigroup to name the logs in the way of their
vision for a literate Metro Atlanta. Among thosemwead, one stood out. It was “Negative
perceptions about the Network.” She asked for ndata on this but little was forthcoming. Next
morning, after further probing, an open discusgimved to be the breakthrough the group
needed. Said Wieland, “I could feel a new energhégroup. People remarked how divisive
and draining these negative perceptions had becbney.expressed relief over finally facing
and naming them togethe¥.”

From here on, this new energy was apparent agthep glecided on bold and innovative
actions. Two major directions emerged, each witkcie initiatives. Wieland asked the

participants to choose one initiative to which thegught expertise or for which they had
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passion, and to work as teams to map out key actarthe year and for the next three months
in detail.

Reflecting on the experience a few days laterNéwvork president said, “A new
executive director is now a down-the-road ideastocess made us work toward a shared
vision of what we wanted and where we wanted taagd, to take ownership of that.”

The impact of the planning was felt far beyondekient itself. A year later, participants
reported that 50 percent more board members weodvied in the work of the organization; six
new organizations had joined; and the Network nadeiased its visibility by staffing exhibits at
two conferences, conducting workshops with foueottrganizations, becoming involved in a
national reading campaign, and creating a promatieideo. Perhaps most telling, three years
earlier, nobody had wanted the job of board pregjd® one person reluctantly stepped into the

breach. This time, there were two nominees.

The Basics

The Participatory Strategic Planning process isyadart of the Technology of
Participation, but it is not the whole package. Aigaonany tools in the ToP kit, the most
frequently used are the Discussion method, the ¥farx method, and the Action Planning
method, all of which are incorporated into PSP. MEople use several methods, often in

combination with one another or with other typepaiticipatory processes.

ToP Method Purpose

A simple, four-step process that moves from objective data to decisions by
soliciting everyone’s input on an issue. Can be used to reflect on an
experience, analyze data, talk through problems, and accomplish a variety of
other purposes.

Discussion Method

A five-step process that weaves everyone’s wisdom into a common standing
point or sense of shared reality. It generates creative ideas, and uses both
rational and intuitive approaches to build group consensus. It is the core tool
used in the first three steps of PSP.

Workshop Method

A three-hour planning process that begins with a group’s anticipating its
“victory” and ends with a comprehensive plan and assignments for the task at
hand. It is excellent for designing short-term projects or completing projects
that have stalled.

Action Planning Method

Table 1. Related Methods in the Technology of Participation Tool Kit.
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TheToP Participatory Strategic Planning method isua-Biep process, usually done over

two days, although you can modify the time accagdmcircumstances. The steps are:

. mapping out the group’s Practical Vision of isure;
. analyzing the Underlying Contradictions prevegtihat vision from being realized;
. proposing bold, innovative actions to deal wiikge contradictions and aligning these

into focused Strategic Directions;
. spelling out the milestones on a one-year Impleaten timeline to accomplish these

directions, along with a detailed 90-day launchpla the who-what-when-where-how.

4. '
IMPLEMENTATION
FOCUS
QUESTION

1. PRACTICAL
2. UNDERLYING
CONTRADICTIONS

3. STRATEGIC
VISION
Figure 1. The Participatory Strategic Planning Process

DIRECTIONS

PSP is most appropriate when a group or organiz&ieeeking to change direction,
launch a new venture, or work through a particigsme preventing it from moving ahead. It
assumes a basic consensus on the mission andatoes wf the organization, and a willingness
on the part of all present to contribute to thecpes and to trust the method.

The outcomes of PSP are clear—a set of chartspagssense of ownership and
commitment to carry out the plan, clearly definelds and responsibilities for action, and an
enhanced sense of community among the plan buil@iaeslatter is the result of many factors,
but as Wieland noted, it has a lot to do with theus that PSP puts on exploring the
contradictions in depth and the way the processasapeople to listen deeply to one another.

Commitment to implement a plan is one of the halke@f PSP. In the case of the MLN,
commitment became visible as participants weredagakéhe end of the two days to finish the

statement, “As a result of this time together,Il.wi.” For Wieland, this was a pivotal moment.
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“I was deeply moved as | heard each member conantiitet work ahead. The real surprise came
when three former board members dedicated thensthactive involvement agaim.”

When an organization undertakes a two-day PS®dibing a lot more than just coming
up with an implementation plan. It is replacing tieed to hire a planning consultant or a conflict
mediation specialist with trusting its own peopealevise the solutions to move the organization
forward. Whereas outsiders walk away after an watetion, PSP participants reaffirm their
decision to stay and build the organization. lhiigf this, the cost of hiring two or three ToP
trained facilitators for two days to guide this gees is a small investment with multiple and

lasting returns.

Getting Started

Several basic principles guide the PSP processt, Kifs important to spend time —
usually with a small representative group befoeeglanning proper — to decide on the focus
guestion for the strategic planning. This involigentifying the area of concern, naming the
objectives you wish to achieve with the process;ifging the participants and stakeholders, and
delineating the time frame involved. The resulinisopen-ended question that captures the
group’s concerns and catalyzes its creativity.

Second, it is often useful to precede strateginrptay with other methods that lay the
groundwork for planning, such as an environmerdahsin the case of MLN, the facilitator led
the group in a “Wall of Wonder” timeline. This egese restored the group’s sense of purpose
and was key to the Network’s deciding to do thatstic planning.

Third, PSP, like all ToP methods, rests on ceasumptions that derive from its origins
with the Institute for Cultural Affairs (ICA). Sonaf these are deeply embedded in the ICA’s
commitment to participation per se. Author and Tadtlitator Laura Spencer spells out four
basic tenets of the ICA’s understanding of partitign:

. It is an ongoing, integrated, whole-systems aggno

. It is an evolving, organic, and dynamic process;
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. It is a structured process involving learnabldsk

. It requires a commitment to openness from evezyowolvedYi

These tenets are the bedrock upon which ToP mettedsbeen built. They are shared
by fellow ICA author, editor, teacher, and facti@aBrian Stanfield, who names four

assumptions of PSP:

. Everyone knows something the group needs;

. PSP builds on commonly understood mission, oljest and values;

. Those who implement the plan participate in tlaaping;

. Senior management will be involved in, or at teagare of, the planning.

Finally, PSP is a consensual methodology. It igexative process that creates and
strengthens the consensus of the group from stéirtish. Consensus is not unanimity or
majority rule but finding a way that allows evergoio say “yes” and the group to move forward.
The process flow is carefully crafted to engendersensus—set the context, do a brainstorm,

organize the data, name the categories, and reftettte outcome and its implications.

Roles, Responsibilities, Relationships

Who patrticipates in a PSP depends on the naturearoup involved and the task at
hand. It has been done with all levels in an ogtion, from senior management to
departmental teams, as well as with a cross-seacfiparticipants in an organization. Typically,
it involves all those who have a strong investnierihe outcome of the planning and includes
people from different levels in the organizatiormwéver, even in the most lateral of
organizations, without the support and involvenadrthe major decision-makers, plans
produced by participants may end up being justtdéns.

A fundamental of the PSP process is having a TaiRed facilitator lead the process.
Like many methods, TotRemands more than simply following steps in arrutgor's manual.
Inherent in these techniques are presuppositi@ises, and assumptions about individuals,

groups, and life itself that have given birth tesa methods over more than a quarter century. To
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honor these roots and the nuances of style tha¢ makilled facilitator, a person needs to have
been exposed to PSP and worked with a seasonedrtmier a period of time.

This is what the ToRaining system is designed to address. It incliadegrriculum of
facilitator training courses, a fast-track progranglobal trainers’ network, a mentoring program,
and an international training-of-trainers progrdmP trainees interested in deepening their skills
and sharing their experiences using the methods tr@ated Facilitator Guilds across the United
States and in several other countries. In addiaamymber of ToP trained facilitators have been
instrumental in forming the International Asso®atiof Facilitators (IAF), an organization
devoted to professionalizing the art and sciendaalitation

The role of the facilitator is to help the groupaiver common ground and move beyond
conflict to a situation in which everyone wins. Aeding to Mirja Hanson, former IAF president,
the quest for common ground involves three maiividiess: building shared awareness, creating
consensus agreements, and mobilizing productiveracthis is no small feat. Facilitating a
yearlong timber-harvesting mediation between 2éregt groups in Minnesota underscored this
for Hanson. “When the challenge is to manage husdoe thousands of pieces of data, with 25
perspectives on each piece, changing space camg]ishifting moods, interaction effects, and
finite time frames—facilitation skill, method, aeaperience can make or break the effectiveness
of public discourse¥’

This statement suggests a high degree of dependertbe facilitator in the PSP process.
At first glance this would appear to be true, gitlea fact that the process is tightly structured,
accomplishes a lot in a limited time, and is geados¢hrd producing a particular product.
However, the role of the facilitator in all Tokethods is restricted fmrocess Thecontentof a

strategic plan is what the participants bring.

Before During After

Sponsor

Works with facilitators to
decide focus question and
participants; collects
background data

May participate in the
planning process; protects
participants from
encroaching
responsibilities

Assists participants in
implementing plan; holds
participants accountable
for accomplishments;
helps deal with problems
that arise
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Designer/
Facilitator

Works with sponsor to
decide focus question and
participants; clarifies who
will be responsible for
ensuring follow-up

Leads the PSP process;
keeps time; invites
reflection on each step of
the process

Conducts evaluations with
participants and sponsors
and a 90-day celebration
of accomplishments and
plan rollover

Participants

Commit to making time
available; agree to work
with the facilitator

Bring content to the
process; trust the
methods; honor input of
other participants

Support implementation
teams or task forces in
follow-up actions agreed
upon in plan

Table 2. Roles and responsibilities in the Participatory Strategic Planning Process

Participants are called upon to trust the procedglze facilitator guiding it. In a county

health department, people initially resisted thecpss because of varying levels of trust in the

facilitator, the purpose for using the methods, laod the process was implemented. Many

people had never been asked to participate ingpartiment’s planning before and distrusted the

invitation to take part. Few had ever participatedny kind of structured method and grew

impatient with the length of the process, whileesthwere skeptical that it would result in any

change. After ToP methods were used in a varieggetiings for many purposes, this mistrust

began to evaporate. People grew to expect anddalgt in using the methods. In the words of

one staff member, “In three years, trust has bedh besponses have become more agency-

specific and show greater nuance, and there igpeddevel of understanding.”

Another expectation of participants is that thesate a plan for themselves, not others.

People are seldom short of great ideas, but t@m dftese are great ideas someone else should

do. Some elements in a plan may require permissidinding from external sources to realize.

However, the key is selecting those options thetigygants can and will do.

Impact on Power and Authority

Like all ToP methods, PSP is designed as an emposvdrtool, i.e., it enlarges the

decision-making capacity of organizations and edsehe implementation of those decisions to

a wider range of people. While many people todgyrivate-, public-, or nonprofit sector

organizations value this more lateral, inclusivprapch, some do not. Denver-based consultant
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David Dunn discovered this while introducing ToPthoels to government employees and
citizen activists in Sarajevo, Bosnia, and Herzé&ugav

“The people who love ToP methods are those in &@srand 30s who are working their
way into positions of influence,” said Dunn. “Thdsgght, young leaders are creating all kinds
of nongovernmental organizations. Those with vestegtests in making decisions for others—
from international development agency executivdsdal leaders who stand to lose authority—

are not flocking to coursesi”

Conditions for Success

One of the main reasons for PSP’s success isttimeiudes everyone’s input. Because
individuals do their own thinking and writing beéosharing with the larger group, everyone has
a chance to participate. The loudest, the mostudatie, or the most flamboyant don’t dominate
the group. The final charts take into accountrgluits and reflect a synthesis that is greater than
the sum of the individual parts.

Another reason for PSP’s success is its emphagissocarning underlying contradictions.
This crucial step acts as a reality check, demaiiat the group deal with any sober
considerations in its path. Frequently, contraditdiare like cataracts. You do not see them
directly, yet they cloud your vision and blind ylmuwhat is there. Once they are detected and
dealt with, whole new vistas of possibility can opg.

PSP will not be successful if those who createaa phave little or no way to implement
it. If a senior manager or department head pretenawssite participation from his or her
colleagues but insists on retaining the power to @@y decision that comes out of the planning,
it defeats the purpose of the exercise. Also, dpbe are not willing to trust the method to
incorporate diverse perspectives and handle kisgtes, it will not succeed.

When using PSP, watch out for certain pitfallss&idon’t shortcut the method. An
important part of PSP is when the facilitator gségicipants to step back and reflect on what is

happening, especially at the end of the entiregg®cWhen everyone is tired after two days of
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intense planning and itching to get home, it is stimes tempting to forgo this final step.
However, this is often a critical moment in the Wehprocess, as people have the chance to ask
that gnawing question they've been holding backrelan insight they've gained, or make
connections between this and other methods theyigceuntered.

Second, facilitators need to spend time on the nlyidg contradictions. This vital step
often requires in-depth drilling to get to the hedrthe matter, or even for participants to
understand what is meant by a “contradiction.” §&doh describes it as “the unmentioned item in
every conversationd Helping people grasp that contradictions are ndase problems, a lack

of something, abstractions, or the personal faulidividuals can take time and effort.

Theoretical Basis

PSP and the other ToP tools come out of the 35history of the Institute of Cultural
Affairs’ (ICA’s) work with thousands of communitiesd organizations worldwide. Its roots are
in the Institute’s early work in neighborhood plarmin the low-income community known as
Fifth City on the West Side of Chicago; its sumRessearch Assemblies, which involved
thousands of people from all over the world from thid-1960s through the mid-1980s; and a
long list of social programs and training coursesging from town meetings and human
development projects to the Social Methods Schiedlthe LENS (Leadership Effectiveness and
New Strategies) seminar.

From its earliest days, the ICA has been an actsrarch organization, alternating
between team-based model building and practicalementation of those models in everyday
situations. It has used the writings of a wideyaofscholars and popular writers to discern
trends and to spark its creativity — everythingrirbao-tzu’s classic treatise on strategyi fre
Art of Warto Kenneth Boulding’s insights into the relatiomshetween images and behavior in
The Image-but essentially, it has evolved methods like P®khfits own corporate think tanks,
repeated use of them in a diversity of situati@amsl ongoing refinement. It has placed a high
value on tapping the wisdom and experience of Ipeaple and group-generated solutions,

rather than the work of individual experts and arad-based research.

Page 10



As the ICA made increasing use of PSP and othemietRods in its work with
communities and organizations, it began to offeintng in these methods to a vast and growing
audience of trainers, facilitators, and consultamtsusiness, industry, governments, and
nonprofit organizations around the world. At theeiof writing, ToP methods were being taught
in many languages in 21 countries. Participant Wwooks have been translated into Arabic,

Chinese, Croatian, Dutch, English, French, GerrRantuguese, and Spanish.

Sustaining the Results

The benefits of PSP include a strong sense of @hipeof the product, a commitment to
carrying out the plan, increased communication iwithe organization, and a detailed timeline
with built-in accountability. Retaining these batsefequires that they blend into an
organization’s culture—“the way we do things arotnede.” When this happens, the capacity of
PSP to affect that culture can be quite profound.

Julia Leon, a coordinator with the Information Tealogy Department (ITD) at Emory
University, was part of such a process. Having agpeed staff morale problems and low
approval ratings from their customers, Leon andesofrher colleagues who were trained in ToP
methods used them to help achieve a greater séhsg-;n and cooperation among those with
whom they worked.

“What happened during those six months changedédoigow we worked,” said Leon.
“We became steeped in participatory methods, wewakshops with our campus customers to
gain their input, and we even used the principfggagaticipation to analyze the enormous
amounts of data gatheretl"Since then, ToP methods have become standardtiogera
procedure at ITD. Said one staff member, “ToP lE®ine enough part of our culture that the
difference isn’'t obvious until you attend an ‘olgle’ meeting.*v For Leon, there was an added
bonus. “The organization is a different place takmoow. Things are aboveboard. Anything can

be talked about; now we know how to taik.”

Some Final Comments
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Invariably, when people encounter ToP methods, #ieyexcited about them. Some of
the reasons are often repeated—the methods areadi@aimple; they tap the group’s wisdom
and experience at a profound level; they are bo#tip and pragmatic; they produce tangible
results in highly usable forms; they provide a aghtbr broad-based input; and they are easily
applicable and transferable.

According to Nancy Tam Dauvis, a facilitator witheRie County, Washington, “I've been
using brainstorming and related techniques forsydaut | see a difference in the quality of
individual responses and group dialogue with Tofhods.*vi Their humble birth in grassroots
neighborhood planning and their long use in a watege of situations worldwide may account
for this quality difference.

PSP stands out from similar methods in other, rtamrgible ways. First, it places a lot of
weight on discerning the underlying contradictioAhough this step can be painful and
sometimes tedious, it is crucial to creating a Mgdtan grounded in the real situation. In the
words of management guru Peter Block, “The firstoicourage is simply to see things as they
are. No excuses, no explanations, no illusionsisfiful progress.. Vi Moreover, the very
naming of the contradictions often opens a doorwdhe future. It's as though the solution
already lies hidden within them, waiting to be asled.

Second, the ICA has found it beneficial to prodag#anning document that honors the
input of the participants and reproduces it ineaglaccessible way. The work of each PSP step
is given to participants in charts containing thére data from the session, expressed in their
own words. When people see the fruits of their tapib is both an indication that their
contributions are being taken seriously and anntize to take the next step in the process.

Third, all ToP methods rely heavily on reflectieehniques that allow people to
“experience their experience.” A colleague of mimee said that no experience is complete until
it has been reflected upon. Using the Discussiothbtg facilitators guide participants in
reflecting on the process. This gives people arscbance to take note of what they have been

through, evaluate it, and think of ways they migpply it in other situations.
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Finally, one caveat. PSP is not a panacea foff alh@rganization’s ills. An organization
may need to think through its mission all over agegarticulate its core values, or seek conflict
resolution. Strategic planning does not addressethencerns. However, as Stanfield points out,
“Strategic planning, at its most transparent, eease people from stories of ‘it can’t be done,’
free up people from blame games, and catalyze thentaking responsibility for the future
In this sense, it is both an art and a scienceréuptires the skill of a “methods” surgeon to
exercise. As Mirja Hanson reminds us, “collectiemigs doesn't just happen. Method

matters.®x
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