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OPEN SPACE 
Open Space is an intensely democratic framework which enables an unlimited number of participants to create their own programme of discussions around a central theme. It is particularly effective in generating high-energy participation, learning and commitment to action.

"Open Space Technology" is the name given to a meeting without a predetermined agenda. Developed in the late 1980s by Harrison Owen of Maryland, U.S.A., this meeting methodology is now used around the world as an effective process for facilitating change in both organizational and community settings.

Open Space Technology meetings are simple to organize, require very little lead time, are effective for any sized group from five to six hundred, and are effective for established groups such as corporations, private sector and public sector organizations, government and non-government organizations, coalitions, teams or communities.  They enable the building of energy and participation in ways that few other processes do.  Open Space Technology meetings create the conditions for interactive processes that allow leadership to surface naturally. 

Open Space is extremely flexible and needs minimal organisation. It can cater for almost any number of people, 
.

Open Space works particularly well when:

· there is an urgent issue needing quick action;

· large and diverse groups are involved;

· there are complex and potentially conflicting issues.

Open Space is unsuitable when:

· the course of action has already been decided on;

· someone wants to control the meeting or event;

· there is inadequate follow-through after an event.

Everyone starts in a circle - ‘the fundamental geometry of human communication’ - and is invited to identify issues that they are passionate about, and willing to take responsibility for. They write each of their issues on a sheet of paper and sign their name. Saying ‘My issue is.... my name is....’, each person announces the topic on which they want to convene a workshop session and sticks their sheet of paper on the wall with a post-it note from a prepared matrix of times and spaces available for the workshops. This continues until all the topics (sometimes over 150!) have been announced. Everyone then gathers around the wall, and signs up for whichever topics they wish to discuss. 

The sessions take place. The results are recorded, and sometimes fed into a computer. There is a final plenary, also in a circle. With events lasting more than one day, the whole group get together at the start and close of each day, recreating a sense of community and providing a forum for news and announcements. The report of all the sessions is available as participants leave, or soon after.

Open Space runs on passion bounded by responsibility. Action is created by those who really care about a topic coming together and taking responsibility for tackling it. Groups naturally form across more formal boundaries, and frequently wish to continue working together after Open Space events. A specific action planning process can follow.

The fundamental principles of Open Space are:

· Whoever comes are the right people. (Participation is voluntary);

· Whenever it starts is the right time. (Be relaxed about time);

· When it's over it's over. (If there's no more to say, move on);

· Whatever happens is the only thing that could happen. (Let go of your expectations);

· The Law of Two Feet: If you are in a situation where you are neither learning nor contributing, it is your responsibility to go elsewhere.

Resources needed

People: One facilitator is all that is necessary - even for events of several hundred people or more. It is possible to pick up a book on Open Space, and to run an event. However, the nature of the facilitation is crucial to the success of the event: the hands-off approach needs the right kind of temperament, and benefits from experience. In practical terms the facilitator guides the opening and closing sessions, explaining the procedure and the guiding principles, and then stands back as far as is possible.

Venue: A space large enough to hold everyone in a circle, plus, ideally, smaller spaces for the discussion groups. 

Budget: The usual costs for an Open Space are confined to the venue and any refreshments that may be necessary, plus minimal stationery (A4 paper, large marker pens, post-it notes, flip chart paper, and masking tape), and possibly a facilitator fee.

Publications etc.:
Books on Open Space by Harrison Owen, are available from Wikima. They include Open Space Technology: A User's Guide and Expanding Our Now, The Story of Open Space price £17.99 (+ p&p).

Wikima also has details of videos showing Open Space in action - for example, Discerning the Spirit - Envisioning our Future, at £30.. 
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