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Iransparen
Strategy

BRIAN STANFIELD

Each person’s view is a unique perspective
on a larger reality.
—Peter Senge

Follow your plan, rather than your next

good idea.

—ICA Research Paper

There was a rock in the middle of the road.
—Anon.

Action will remove the doubt that theory
cannot solve.
—4th Century B.C. Chinese philosopher

hen people first encounter an

ICA planning process, they

tend to see the method as a set
of steps to geta group neatly participat-
ing in dialogue, problem-solving, or
planning. Atfirst, they learn to use the
techniques somewhat mechanically.
After further practice and reflection,
they begin to see beyond the steps, gim-
micks and techniques to the underlying
method. It takes a while to realize that
the methods come from a different para-
digm; one where everyone is assumed to
have wisdom to communicate, where
everyone is responsible for the outcome,
and where nothing is real until you have
participated in it. From this paradigm,
what happens to a group in facilitated
planning is just as important as what the
group produces.

Many Edges readers have seen the
Technology of Participation (TOP™
method of strategic planning used in
their organization, and some have taken
the course, Facilitated Planning. Some
have read a description of the steps in
Laura Spencer’s book Winning Through
Parricipation. This article digs deeper
into the dynamics to explore both the
science and the artistry needed to bring
off these sessions within a group.

TOP™ Strategic Planning rests on cer-
tain assumptions:



* Like most ICA methods, it is highly
participatory. It presupposes that every-
one knows something that the group
needs; that everyone has a piece of the
puzzle.

¢ It does not start from scratch. The
group or organization will already have
clearly stated its mission, know its objec-
tives for the year or four-year period, and
understand its operational values.

* It assumes that those people who
have to implement the plan are partici-
pating in the planning. Top-down plan-
ning does not work very well, as has
been shown time and time again,

* T'op management will be involved
in, or atleastaware of, the planning so
that they will not feel threatened by the
impression of losing control of what is
going on.

"The diagram for TOP™ Strategic
Planning on the next page shows the
four parts of the process:

Practical Vision — creating a shared
group vision :

Underlying Contradictions (Obstacles) —
identifying underlying issues blocking
accomplishment

Strategic Directions (or Proposals) —
focusing ideas for new directions

Action Plan — organizing a specific prac-
tical plan of action.

When a group decides to take two or
three days of TOP™ strategic planning, it
is committing itself to a substantial reali-
ty check. T'o develop a practical vision, a
group has to be willing to examine its
true situation and consider a range of fu-
ture possibilities. To discern the under-
lying contradictions, the group has to be
prepared tolook at all the places where
the vision is being negated. This is tan-
tamount to admitting that something
has to change...and it starts here! To
create strategic directions requires cre-
ativity and risk. To forge action plans,
the group needs each person’s commit-
ment to put wheels under the new direc-
tions through precise deeds and
timelined assignments.

“Humankind cannot bear very much
reality,” T.S. Eliot reminds us of the eva-
sive characteristics of human conscious-
ness when confronted with
overwhelming possibility or creaturely
limitations. So itis that some groups do
not allow themselves to hope and dream
for the future in the vision workshop.
Other groups shy away from looking at
real contradictions, obstacles and other

-

negations. Still others revel in clarifying
all the blocks they face, but pull up short
when itis time to make proposals to deal
with those blocks. Then again, some
groups and individuals participate
strongly in the first three parts of the
process, but, when it comes time to de-
cide actions, suddenly lose all interest, or
become confused or non-committal.

There is nothing abnormal in these
responses. Itis justas the poet says. This
is why groups who get stuck often call on
outside consultants to help them deal
with their real situation, to help them get
unstuck and move forward.

Let’s look more closely at the dynam-
ics of each of the four parts of ToP ™
strategic planning,

PRACTICALVISION

We begin by looking at the desired fu-
ture...the vision is a snapshot of that.
The orientation is toward the positive—
the situation we want to create and de-
velop.

Seeing the Forest and the Trees
“You can’t see the forest for the trees”
goes the well-known saw. The “forest”
is the big picture and the vision of the
future. Developing a practical vision is a
way to see both the woods and the trees.
People in organizations often get so in-
volved in the nitty gritty details of their
work that they forget why they are doing
it. Creating or returning to their practical
vision helps them “re-see” the whole,
and do the whole along with the nitty
gritty. Some organizations or parts of or-
ganizations have no vision at all. Others
have the vision of doing what the boss
says. Companies are finding that when
their employees don’t help with plan-
ning, they deprive themselves of arich
source of information. When an organi-
zation gets participation in developing
its practical vision, everyone gets a
chance to “bracket” the trees for a while
in order to see the woods, and to get
fired up again over the possibilities of a
future they want to help build.

A Vision Is Latent

"The hopes and dreams that make up the
practical vision are usually latent. They
are hidden, concealed in the depths of
the subconscious, underneath all the
daily workplace complaints. A partici-
pant mightsay, “Vision: I have zilch.

But complaints, just listen to me.”
Underneath those woes is vision in dis-
guise waiting for a chance to get into the
open. You generally find the vision by
asking people what they hope and
dream for; what they need, long for, or
anticipate. Indirectly, you can discern it
in stories, symbols, styles, and architec-
ture.

Sometimes visions jump out and sud-
denly appearin “Eurekal” fashion.
Sometimes they seem to crawl down
through the roof, out of the walls, or up
through the floor in a painstaking
process. The consultant’s job is to help
participants make overt their own con-
sciousness and so express their operating
vision, so that they can see new possibili-
ties, fresh alternatives that answer to spe-
cific needs. A good vision is practical, full
of specific things you can see. A good vi-
sion makes your heart groan with hope at

the very thought of it: ““Employee profit
sharing’—oh, yes!”; ““Introduction of
teams’—My! O My!” ““Permanent water
supply’—Glory, alleluia!l” To get to this
stage, facilitators sometimes use visual-
ization techniques to go beyond linear
thinking and get the right brain imagina-
tion going. No group gets fired up abouta
knee-jerk vision of the future.

Element of Wildness

A good vision should have some ele-
ments of wildness. The facilitator needs
to encourage a certain freedom of imagi-
nation in the group so that it can express
its real hopes and dreams. The vision
covers both real needs and felt needs. It
must go beyond the tame and fairly pre-
dictable to include items that provoke a
few Wowls.

"This wildness is in tension with the
objectivity of the consultant and the ob-
jective dimension of the vision: that the
hopes and dreams of the group are al-
ways expressed on behalf of the next




generations—the group’s children and
grandchildren and beyond.

Organizations seem to understand
when they need outside consultants. It
was once said that no local community or
organization could know and under-
stand its operating vision until it en-
countered something “outside” or
“other.” To create the practical vision
requires both the objectivity of the con-
sultant and the subjectivity of the local
participants. The consultant or planning
facilitator has to play this “other” or ob-
jective role.

UNDERLYING .

CONTRADICTIONS (Obstacles)

The next step is to state what s getting
in the way of realizing the vision.

Terminology
In ICA’s current literature and courses,
we refer to this process as locating the
obstacles. Prior to 1986, we called it
“underlying contradictions”—a some-
what weightier term than obstacle,
which does not quite communicate, but
“one some clients found confusing. In
this article, both terms are used.
Obstacle or contradiction analysis is the
linchpin of the TOP™ strategic planning
process. ' : '
A third name we have used for under-
lying contradiction is block—in the
sense of a logjam. The vision is to get
lumber prepared and to market to bring
inrevenue. But the picture is of logs
floating toward the mill, jammed togeth-
er halfway down the river. Not only are
they not going anywhere, but future logs
coming downstream will also be
blocked. Unless the logjam is cleared,
nothing can happen.

Philosophy

The contradiction is the realm of that
gap that any sensible person knows
about—the gap between one’s intention
for a situation and what actually comes-
to be. In Western philosophy, Hegel
came closest to describing what a contra-
diction is. His philosophy was based
upon thesis and anti-thesis out of which
emerges synthesis. Out of the tension of
a thrust and a counter-thrust comes the
“notyet”. T.S. Eliot said it best:
“Between the idea and the action falls
the shadow.”

The contradiction is the shadow that
intervenes between what we want to do,
and getting it done. The contradiction is
whatever says NO to the Practical
Vision—contradicting and negating it.
You know you have a contradiction
when you are driven to write proposals.

What a Contradiction Is Not

1. A contradiction is not a problem. A
problem might be: “We’re losing fax
messages, because we’ve run out of
paper and no one has ordered a fresh
supply, because we haven’t paid our sta-
tionery bill.” Problems are dealt with by
solving them: “Well, let’s pay the bill,
and get the copier paper.” Contra-
dictions run a lot deeper than that.

2. Contradictions are not psychologi-
cal, but sociological. They are related to
structures, policies, patterns and forms
that are saying “no” to the vision.
Encountering unlikeable qualities in
people can be unpleasant, but they are
not contradictions. That certain people
hate each other or don’t get alongisnota
contradiction—it will always be the
case. Racial discrimination in the work-
place is a contradiction. A contradiction
does not deal with symptoms, but with
sociological structures and policies that
cuta group of people off from their de-
sired future.

3. Similarly, contradictions should
never be stated as moralisms. “Students

are lazy” is not a contradiction. You have-

to dig deeper to find out why they might
appear to be lazy. Maybe they’re being
sent to school without any breakfast and
need to be fed.

4. Contradictions are never stated in
the negative. They are real entities;
hence, it makes no sense for a contradic-
tion to begin with the phrase “a lack of.”
Alack of money is not a contradiction,
while wasteful spending priorities might
be.

What is a Contradiction (Obstacle)?
1. A contradiction is a real locus in cur-
rent society, or in an organization, thatis
alever for the whole society or organiza-
tion. Itis a locus, or place, of social paral-
ysis. No one knows what to do about it,
because no one knows how to talk about
it. Itis like a family ashamed of their
idiot son whom they keep locked up, so
no one else will know about him.

2. Although a contradiction can be
the source of great pain for many people,

a contradiction is zo# negative. In fact, it
can become the doorway to the future.
When people come to terms with it, it
can leverage an organization or a whole
society into the future. Tiny, marginal
farms were the painful reality that led to
the creation of the cooperative move-
ment.

3.1tisacomplex phenomenon—a -
vortex of underlying irritants, deter-
rents, and blocks. Itis a coagulation of
factors that transparently reveal the
focal point of social paralysis. A “vi-
cious colonial salt tax” was the doorway
to Gandhi’s Indian revolution. Itis al-
ways a struggle to capture a contradic-
tion in a memorable three- or four-word
phrase.

4. Contradictions are not what people
talk about round the water fountain. In
fact, one definition of a contradiction is
the unmentioned item in every conver-
sation. It’s what everyone shies away
from, yet it permeates the whole com-
munity. In this sense, a contradiction is a
timely social truth which, if allowed into
the light, will shake the rafters and cre-
ate a new situation.

The obstacles part of planning, like a
root canal, is often the most painful part.
Butitis the key to any creative change.
Itis important to take enough time to
discuss and name each contradiction
carefully since the rest of the planning
process builds on them as the founda-
tion for a futuric plan.

STRATEGIC DIRECTIONS

The third task in TOP™ strategic plan-
ning is to create strategies to deal with
the contradictions. Itis about creating
the new.

Getting out a full raft of contradic-
tions can overwhelm even the stoutest
soul. In some situations social scientists
give us statistical reasons why nothing
can be done. The situation seems to say
to the vision, “No, no, impossible!” It
takes a great deal of courage for the
group to pick itself up off the floor to
look at where possibility might lie.

One big gift of TOP™ strategic plan-
ning is that as soon as you become aware
of an obstacle, you geta hint of what can
be done aboutit. A group can, therefore,
look through a contradiction to see what
will begin to move the whole situation
into the future. Strategic directions be-
come, not things to wish or dream for,
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but things which must be done because
of the situation. As soon as you know
that wasteful spending priorities exist,
you have a good clue as to what must be
done.

We use strategic directions rather
than goals because they are built on our
discernment of the real situation. A goal
isakind of abstractidea that is superim-
posed on the real situation. We use
strategic because people are asked to go

beyond their latest good idea to respond

to the obstacles. Strategic directions re-
present judgments and decisions made
by the group which will putitin an ad-
vantageous situation in the future.
Moving into fundraising would help se-
cure your future if you knew that your
100% government funding was due to
end in a year.

Laura Spencer, in Winning Through
Participation, describes strategic direc-
tions as “broad directions or proposals
that deal with the underlying contradic-
tions. They may be direct, addressing a
contradiction head-on to remove it, or

they may be indirect, circumventing the

contradiction. They often take the form

of new programs, projects, campaigns, or

systems.”
Like the practical vision, a strategic
direction is never something that is per-

formed. It is, rather, a pointer to a crucial

arena of action; action plans must be
forged and implemented or projects
planned. Itis a pathway towards break-
through. Strategic directions are not cre-
ated in relation to the vision. An
organization, if it is to be successful,
must be driven by its vision; but great
leaders are always contradiction-orient-
ed: they are obsessed with models and
scenarios that will break the logjam of
the contradictions by creating models
for new directions. To get rid of the
British in India, civil disobedience was
Gandhi’s strategy, not his vision for the
future.

The focus question in a strategic dir-
ections workshop is: What can we do to
deal with the contradictions? Strategic
directions point to the arenas or ball
parks where the game is to be played,
but not necessarily to a specific match.
Inacommunity development consulta-
tion, new directions and proposals can
be turned into projects—palpable struc-
tures such as a preschool, a health clinic,
a snail farm. Organizational planning
uses action plans.

very organization has its own trade

talk and jargon for describing the

impact of its product or service.
Since ICA Canada’s mission is facili-
tating a culture of participation, we
have tried and true ways of saying what
happens to a group when it participates
ina facilitated event—we speak of
maximizing creative thinking or mak-
ing meetings more productive or en-
couraging a diversity of perspectives.

Recently I'was in northern Ontario

and had the opportunity to ask this
question to two different groups of
peoplein Timmins and Kirkland
Lake. This is what they said in res-
ponse to the question, “What is the
impact of participation?” It’s interest-
ing to note that the responses, while
overwhelmingly positive, hint here
and there ata down side as well.
Downer responses are welcomed.

Creates an upbeat mood

* Provides a sense of reward, of
achievementand accomplishment;
diminishes cynicism; arouses collec-
tive pride in seeing what the group
has done; releases frustrations

¢ Eliminates tunnel vision and leaves
the group with greater openness,
optimism, and a more global outlook

Affirms the group, individuals,

and the difference in perspec-

tives

* The group knows that everyone has
been listened to and heard; their -
ideas are validated

* Creates the feeling of being accept-
ed and valued

* Instills an appreciation of differ-
ences; can see how different indi-
viduals complement each other’s
strengths

Enables greater collegiality in

the group :

* Advances greater honesty in com-
munication which undumps and re-
lieves personal baggage

* Enabled by the process to make
discoveries about oneself and others

¢ Breaks down professional and per-
sonal barriers

* Encourages a sense of equality,
trustand camaraderie; personal and
professional satisfaction

* Promotes formal and informal orga-
nizational networking and alliances

Provides motivation, commit-
ment, energy and momentum
* Releases energy and enthusiasm, of
both adrenalin and endorphins, a
sense of momentum, motivation to
do more; exhaustion and revitaliza-
tion at the same time
¢ Increases buy-in, ownership of, and
commitment to, the decisions made
by the group
* Gives individuals the courage to
face future obstacles and accom-
plish goals which each couldn’t do
-alone.

Can create mayhem

¢ Can stir up old quarrels

* Can weaken the authority structure

* Can be an unpredictable risk to non-
conformists. 4 '

—Duncan Holmes

Just as the contradictions stem from
the operating vision and the proposals
stem from the contradictions, the action
plans stem from the proposals.

ACTIONPLANS

"The final task in facilitated planning is
to forge clear, step-by-step plans for
each strategic direction, creating a coor-
dinated action plan which the group has

decided to implement. The commit-
ment goes beyond mere buy-in. The
group has invented a totally new plan,
not just giving agreement to a plan that
came down from higher-up.
TOP™action planning takes the group
outof the realm of routine implementa-
tion and cog-in-the-fog operations. After
determining measurable accom-
plishments for the strategic directions,
the group prioritizes the most catalytic




ones for the entire plan. They make a
conscious decision to win on those ac-
tions that will irrevocably alter the fu-
ture, selecting those that could break
through the inertia that has kept them
mired in the past. The challenge, there-
fore, is to design a manoeuvre that will
really make something happen, that will
qualitatively transform how things are
done. :

If some participants seem to be talk-
ing only administratively, operationally,
or abstractly, they may be backpeddling
into the status quo. This is natural.
When it comes time to name exactly
where individuals are going to spend
their time and energy, certain human
proclivities can turn the most relevant
and useful strategic directions into mush
by letting vagueness and ambivalence
setin. TOP™action planning cuts off this
possibility of retreat by listing meas-
urable accomplishments for the strate-
gic directions, listing specific actions to
be done, putting each action on a time-
line, then naming the people who will
implement the action. Finally the cost of

each action is written down.

When people are allowed to pick the
action they are really interested in, and
work with others who are similarly moti-
vated, the creativity and energy can be
explosive. They often come up with im-
agery, code names and slogans to sup-
port their work. “Jump ship and join the
Pirates” was the slogan for a team whose
action plan was to hold celebrations to-
ward creating a new culture in the work-
place. The “Search and Rescue” team
was assigned to recruit a new communi-
cations manager.

TOP™strategic planning does not pre-
tend to be a panacea for all of an organi-

zation’s ills. There are some situations
that require more than planning. The
group may need to think through all over
again what their mission is. Others may
need to articulate their corporate values
in the face of new consumer demands.
Still others may need conflict resolution
experts. Then, of course, there are situa-
tions that are so far gone that not even
Martin Luther King, Mother Teresa and
Mahatma Gandhi together could doa
thing with them. Fortunately, those are
few and far between.

Strategic planning is more than a
technique for a group’s operational plan-
ning. Strategic planning, at its most
transparent, can release people from
stories of it can’t be done, free people up
from blame games, and catalyse them
into taking responsibility for the future.
The TOP™ strategic planning facilitator
is like the Music Man responding to
“trouble in River City,” going in with
method and personal authenticity in-
stead of music, and moving the group
through its blocks into concerted action
for a new future. <%
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OCTOBER 21-22, 1995
VICTORIA COLLEGE+ UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO

TO REGISTER contact ICA Canada, 577 Kingston Road,
Suite [, Toronto, Ont. M4E IR3. Tel: (416) 691-2316

MEMBERS: $160 I

NON-MEMBERS: $185
Includes 2 lunches and all snacks..
C AN A D A

Deduct $20 for early registration before
September 22. Add applicable GST.

[CA Canada’s FIRS

Facilitators
Conference

and Annual General Meeting

Join ICA members and your facilitator col-
leagues for the facilitators' event of the year.

Many of you bave asked for more opportunities
to learn from each other. This is your chance to
meet colleagues, bave fun together and discover
the wonder of facilitating authentic participa-
tion. Join in networking that is more than social
schmoozing and making contacts. Come and get
energized with opportunities for learning, net-
working, discovery and creation.

Do you bave a case study to share, a special
application of the methods, a miracle story>
Otbers need to hear what you bave discovered.
We want to bear from you and we want to see
you there. '

There is a great wave of change taking place in
our society and ICA members and colleagues
are a big part of making it bappen in their com-
munities and workplaces. So come and join this
emerging learning community and discover
what you bave in common.

* Make connections and swap ideas with
others who use ICA methods

* Discover innovative approaches in
your sector

* Improve your skills and expand your
competency

* Develop expertise and find partners

* Gain confidence in applying ICA's
methods

* Explore the leading edges of the
emerging discipline of facilitation

* Contribute to research on facilitation
methods and applications

* Participate in forming a network of
ToP™ facilitators

* Look at the trends and new directions
in ICA’s work.

* Discover inner strength and share
stories




For ICA members

First Annual Facilitators Conference

At the upcoming First Annual Facilitators
Conference, October 21-22, 1995, ICA
members can hone their facilitation skills or
simply learn more about facilitation. This
event is filled with opportunities for learn-
ing, networking, discovery and creation—
great fun with great people. Come and
discover how much wisdom you already
have to share. (Details on previous page.)
In the morning , a sparkling keynote on
“Edges in Facilitation” will be followed by

The Facilitators Roundtable

workshops on “Using ToP in Your Sector.”
In the afternoon a presentation on trends
and directions in ICA’s work will be fol-
lowed by concurrent workshops on fea-
tured topics. On Saturday evening, dine
out in small groups and then close the day
with a participatory celebration.

On Sunday morning, a Research
Roundtable on the “Journey of the
Facilitator” will precede the lunchtime
ICA Annual General Business Meeting.

The Facilitators Roundtable, launched in
October at the Facilitators Conference, isa
series of monthly meetings. The intent is
to form a community of facilitators who are
developing a vital culture of participation
in their own situations. Picture a learning
network rather than a training program, a
forum for dialogue rather than a debating
society, sharing approaches that work
rather than a support group.

The Facilitators Roundtable will focus
on topics like community change, organi-
zational transformation, the learning orga-
nization, the discipline of facilitation,

Social Research Process

discovering meaning in our work, the spirit
journey of the facilitator and will look at
new methods for developing creative re-
sponses to society’s contradictions.

A self-organizing system, the group that
gathers will set the agenda and participants
will facilitate the sessions. The group will
develop a schedule of topics and activities
and will probably meet monthly in sessions
two to three hours long.

No fees are anticipated for joining, but
the group will find ways to contribute to-
wards its own maintenance. For informa-
tion , call Wayne Nelson at (416) 691-2316.

ICA has always relied on and been guided
by social research to discern the signs and
trends of the times. New responses are al-
ways needed in major areas of social crisis
and chaos. Since many ICA members are
facing tough times, working together in
meaningful ways may be most fruitful both
for them and for ICA in general.

New directions are being developed for
ICA’s social research, but we want to dis-
cern:

(a) areas of current collapse or concern
in Canadian and global society

(b) pressure points that could rebalance
the collapse

(c) methods and processes needed to
catalyse action on these points.

First steps include publishing a context
paper with a historical context, details on
why now, and some initial thinking espe-

International Partnerships

cially on limitations and sustainability is-
sues. ICA members who express interest
will receive the context paper and an invi-
tation to the first meeting. We will talk
about what we all want, what process to
use, what time people have available, and
next steps. We will carry on if there is suffi-
cient volunteer interest. Participation is
open to ICA members only. The overall
structure of the research needs to be clear-
Iy envisioned with some face-to-face
meetings, some electronic dialogue com-
ponents, and a thythm of gathering points
and entry points. A core group will be re-
quired to be “the journey masters” and to
think through the process and outcomes of
each meeting. All participants need to be
clear about their limits and possibilities for
involvement.

There are many opportunities to collabo-
rate on urgent and important projects
around the world through ICAs network of
30 affiliated offices. Members of ICA

Canada are invited to form a task force on
international development partnerships,
especially in India and Africa. %
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