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Abstract. The need for participative techniques for organisational and other interventions is well-established, but sometimes techniques are less than satisfactory, being consultative rather than participative. We introduce a new technique we have developed that has broad application in organisational design and management. Called Future Inquiry, this large group process builds on existing methods to produce insights that are grounded in the experience of stakeholders, reflecting the reality of everyday working life, and identifying existing strengths as well as needs. We report on its use in research data collection and its application in developing intervention strategies to improve the psychosocial work environment. 
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1. Introduction

How is it possible to get agreement to move forward when an organisation or industry group comes complete with conflicting opinions, all held equally dearly?  How can ideas be translated into action that makes a difference? Alas, there is no one, perfect technique for developing interventions and seeking their implementation; no neat one-size-fits-all approach that comes with guaranteed success.  In fact, there are many processes that work, some of them well-documented and accessible (Holman & Devane, 1999) and what makes them work may not be the intrinsic design of the process, but factors to do with the group, its commitment to change and the skill of the facilitator in guiding, preparing and conducting the process (Weisbord, 2008 - in press). But, no matter how well-intentioned a program of change is, without appreciating the politics of implementation at organisation and industry level, initiatives are prone to failure (Blewett, 1999). Thus, a process leading to change must take these features into account as potential impediments, constraints or enablers, without allowing them to take over the agenda.  In our practices we have used, and been impressed by, the capacity of two participatory planning approaches that lead to change.  


The first is appreciative inquiry (Whitney & Cooperrider, 1998), with its focus on examining new directions for action by looking at what works well now, rather than problem solving.  Problem solving tends to be slow and invites examining the past to look for the causes of problems.  It is often limited to closing gaps rather than looking for expansive, fresh ideas and tends to generate defensiveness (by blaming others) that reinforces power and control agendas.  Appreciative inquiry brings a focus on positive stories and ideas that tends to generate respect for what has been done well, identifies the part that individuals play in their organisation, reinforces accepted values and invites an affirmation and expansion of ideas.  However, we find its structure lacks the capacity to generate formed plans for actions.


The second is Future Search (Weisbord & Janoff, 2000), a collaborative large-group process that provides the opportunity to hear and consider the voices of the “whole system” in the room. Using a highly structured and focused agenda that examines the past, the present and the future, the many perspectives of the participants are brought together to enable their “common ground” to be identified. The process encourages creativity and commitment to actions that are grounded in reality; the outcomes are matters that people will implement as they have been selected because they are things that people are prepared to commit to.  We have also observed voluntary cooperation and the formation of new working relationships. Participants share leadership and engage as peers in robust discussion, in an environment that is focused on the future.  If the right people are in the room and it is well planned and expertly facilitated, then time and resources spent on a Future Search are, in our experience, well spent.  But often a client company or industry group will not be able to commit 30-100 people for the required 16 hours over three days.


Faced with the dilemma of needing to engage “the whole system”, find common ground and appreciate what works and build on it, and do it in a maximum of one day, we have developed Future Inquiry by amalgamating these two key approaches. The Future Inquiry Workshop that we have developed from these methodologies engages people in thinking past “problems” to thinking about the future.  We have modelled many of the techniques that we use on those that are used in Future Search but we have modified them to enable the whole workshop to be conducted within one day.  For example, in designing the future we define a specific task with constrained rules that can be conducted in 30-40 minutes.  Future search includes a highly creative exercise for designing the future; it takes several hours to complete but the results are exhaustive, detailed and descriptive.  We do not see Future Inquiry as a substitute for appreciative inquiry or Future Search, but it is a useful alternative to have in the toolbox when circumstances demand it.


Future Inquiry embodies the principles of participation and respect that underpin effective participatory processes, ensuring that these are built in from the beginning.  The workshop engages a large group of people who are representative of the “whole system” of the industry or organisation and the particular focus of inquiry. We actively seek common ground as a basis for action knowing that people are more likely to take action where they have shared commitment.  Having taken action on common ground, groups are likely to find that other, sometimes more difficult areas can be tackled.  


In this paper we report on an example of the use of Future Inquiry during research into psychosocial risks in the health and community services sector in New South Wales, Australia.  The workshop followed analysis of key literature and identification of intervention strategies. We used the workshop to identify the needs of the industry and determine where the gaps existed with respect to the successful implementation of intervention strategies.  We conducted an industry-wide Future Inquiry workshop to collect data on the different perceptions of risk within the industry, to hear the industry’s views of the ideal future, and to discuss options for strategies for change that would lead to implementation of the desired future.  

2. Setting up a Future Inquiry workshop

Planning is crucial to the success of a Future Inquiry workshop.  In the example we report on in this paper we worked with a tripartite commissioning group (a Steering Group); that is, representatives from management, labour and government.  In other instances, particularly when working with a single organisation, we aim to work with a reference group that consists of the key industrial and organisational-political groups that operate in the organisation.  This is important to ensure that the right people are in the room for the Future Inquiry workshop.  Getting ‘the whole system’ in the room can be a very discomforting proposition for some organisational actors where significant conflict exists or where there is a strong belief that their views are in opposition and are irreconcilable.  Thus, providing a facilitated venue for the Steering Group to talk about the process is a first step to building confidence within the group.  We define our needs for the workshop (as facilitators) but leave the management and organisation of the workshop to the Steering Group; this builds commitment to making the workshop a success. 


During the planning stages we ask the group to identify the stakeholders that have influence over or who are affected by the issue under discussion. We brainstorm an initial list of individuals and groups, and then refine this list to about eight key stakeholder groups.  We identify a representative of each stakeholder group, some will be on the Steering Group, others will be outside the group, but those in the Steering Group inevitably have links to the necessary people.  The responsibility for determining which individuals attend the Future Inquiry workshop is usually passed to each stakeholder group. 


In our example the Steering Group selected nine stakeholder groups: unions, employer representatives, employee-elected health and safety representatives, workers and managers, treatment providers, OHS coordinators and consultants, rehabilitation coordinators and consultants, the OHS regulator, and the workers’ compensation regulator.  These groups selected a total of seventy participants who attended the day-long workshop.


We use low technology during a Future Inquiry workshop.  We choose to do this because it is reliable, readily available, inexpensive and it works.  Thus we use flip charts and easels, water-based marker pens, masking tape and removable adhesive gum. We ask people to write their discussions, observations, diagrams and drawings on flip charts; these are displayed for everyone else to see.  Participants wear name tags with no titles, but with their preferred given name written large and family name and affiliation written small so that traditional hierarchies are broken from the start. Membership of stakeholder groups is identified with a coloured sticker on each name tag.  We may also pre-determine the membership of mixed groups to avoid collusion by known influential participants by using a number on the name tag.  During the day, participants will be directed into stakeholder groups by colour and mixed groups by the number on their name tag. We usually have no tables in the room for participants, instead participants move the chairs to form and re-form groups of various sizes and memberships, depending on the exercise.  We ask for a square room that will take all the participants in a single-row circle and use this configuration for most plenary sessions.  We prefer natural light sources and ask that healthy food is served during the breaks so that people are given the best chance to keep focused and alert.  These features we know are “condition for success” from our experience with Future Search.


We use two facilitators because the role is a demanding one; there are many participants and there is generally a lot of activity in the room.  Two facilitators can better maintain the energy in the room by swapping tasks and allowing the other to rest briefly.  This tandem activity requires skill and considerable trust between the facilitators.


In our example Future Inquiry workshop our role was not only that of facilitators, but also content experts and researchers.  We have not found this an impediment to facilitation because we genuinely want to hear what the group is prepared to commit to doing as a result of the research activity, and we trust the process to work to give us this information.  What we learn informs the recommendations that we make because we gain an understanding of the political context and the limitations on implementation that exist.  Whilst this might not alter the content of our recommendations, it might alter our recommendations about how change may be achieved.

3. Future Inquiry format

Each of the Future Inquiry workshops we have facilitated has had a similar format, although the workshop tasks vary with each assignment.  Variation arises because of the nature of the matter being investigated, the nature of the group that will be involved and the time available for the workshop. Drawing on Future Search, we move participants from an examination of the past, the present and the future with respect to the topic.  Participants work in stakeholder groups for some exercises and in mixed groups for others, giving them the opportunity to test ideas with their peers and at other times representing their stakeholder voice with representatives from other stakeholder groups.  Some exercises are done as a plenary group so that the whole room is able to hear the different views that exist within ‘the whole system’.
3.1 The past

In industry-level or research-oriented Future Inquiry workshops, such as our example, we typically address the past through a short, formal presentation of the literature on the topic, or a presentation of other data (such as preliminary research findings), in order to answer the question, “What do we know about the topic already?”  This is particularly important in the research context because extensive literature review will be part of the research project and will inform decisions and recommendations.  We have found that presentation of a literature review to ‘the whole system’ can be a ‘reality check’; an opportunity to dispel some myths and establish a base line for discussion. We field questions from the participants at this point to make sure that there is clarity of understanding in the room. The remainder of the workshop is handed to the participants while we withdraw as content experts and act as facilitators.

3.2 The present

We gain an appreciation of the present by asking participants to work in stakeholder groups to identify what works now and what doesn’t work now in relation to the topic of the workshop. The ideas are collected on flip charts and hung on one wall for everyone to review during a tea break.  Doing this review task during a natural break in formal proceedings invites people to talk casually. Common themes can be readily seen by this stage and we overhear comments from members of traditionally opposed groups such as, “I didn’t know you held the same view as us…”. The common themes are collected on flip charts during a plenary session immediately after the break, and these, too, are displayed on the wall.

We turn the examination of the present to a discussion of the trends that influence the capacity for the industry or organisation to do well in the area under discussion. The whole group is involved in this and develops a large, group mind map. The centre of the mind map contains the topic area expressed as the ideal, as in our example, “a workplace free of stress”.  The trends collected on the mind map have different priority for different people and different groups of stakeholders.  Each participant is given 5 sticky dots in their stakeholder colour and invited to ‘vote’ for the trends that they considered most important or significant.  They spread their dots across the mind map as they choose. Stakeholder groups then re-convene to examine the voting on the mind map and select a few trends considered significant by their group.  They are asked to identify what they (as individuals or as a stakeholder group) are doing now in response to those trends, and what they could, should or would like to do now in response to those trends. Groups can express this in words or in pictures but the task is to identify what works and what doesn’t in the present, the trends that exist now that impact on achieving the ideal, and what particular stakeholders are doing and would like to do in response to those trends.  We stress that this is not an opportunity to lay blame at the feet of others for things that have not been done, but to examine what they may have done and not done.  Thus they create a clear picture of the present that is shared by others in the room.

3.3 The future

Having heard and discussed the past and examined the present as stakeholders and as a plenary group, we turn attention to the future.  We ask participants to imagine it is now 10 years in the future and all problems concerning the topic under consideration are solved and the situation is ideal.  Thus, in our example, we asked participants to imagine a future with stress-free workplaces.  Mixed groups, consisting of at least one member from each stakeholder group assemble to describe this ideal future and write the front page of a newspaper for 2017 to reflect on the work done since 2007 that enabled them to reach that future. They are asked to consider questions such as: What barriers did you overcome back in 2007 to get to today? How did you do it? What is being delivered for the industry? For your organisation? For people who work in the industry? For families and the community?  For the economy?  For the nation? They are asked to include in their description: a headline, an image, a list of key milestones along the way, and a quote from each group member about how they feel about the changes over the last 10 years. They are asked to make sure that what they describe is feasible (people could do it if they wish), desirable (the whole community would benefit), and motivating (they would work to make it happen).  The completed newsletters are hung on the wall and the whole group examines them looking for similarities and differences.  
3.4 Getting to the future

The whole group finally gathers to discuss the areas of ‘common ground’ from the newsletters; that is, to determine what people commonly want and what would they be prepared to work for.  These items are recorded on flip charts. In a plenary discussion they are worded to form strategies for action that would enable movement towards the desired future as outlined in the newsletters.  The strategies are divided up amongst the plenary group with self-selected groups working on specific strategies that the whole group identified as having priority.  Short reports are made to the whole group. The workshop ends with the whole group taking a few minutes to reflect on the day and what actions they commit to taking on the following working day to move the collective agenda forward.  In our example the workshop ended with commitment by participants to primary prevention strategies that had not previously been a consideration in the industry. 
4. Conclusion: using Future Inquiry

We have used Future Inquiry in a variety of settings and have found it particularly useful as a means of data collection, in developing an industry-based strategy, and in the first stages of planning in an organisation.  It is a truly participative process that allows differences to between stakeholders to be acknowledged without causing conflict and for an agreed path forward to be identified.  While it does not have the power of a full Future Search conference it is built on the same values and establishes respectful relationships from the outset.  A focus on positive stories and ideas generates respect for what has been done well, identifies the parts that individuals play in their organisations, articulates accepted values, and invites an affirmation and expansion of ideas.  The process yields insights that are grounded in the experience of stakeholders, reflecting the reality of everyday working life, and identifying existing strengths as well as needs.
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