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111.35. DEMOCRATIC INNOVATIONS: OPEN SPACE EVENT

Around 20 people from 13 countries met as part of the “Open Space” event held on the
afternoon of Friday 27 June 2008, following the official closure of the OECD/Slovenian
Government International workshop on “Building Citizen Centred Policies and Services.”
This event was endorsed by (but was not officially part of) the preceding workshop.

What follows is a personal perspective, as I cannot hope to capture the details of all
the rich discussions that we generated in a short period of time. Several reports have
already been uploaded to the website of the event www.webjam.com/oecd_openspace and I
hope that others will follow and that the conversations started in Ljubljana will continue
online.

Why hold an Open Space event?

The two reasons for holding the event were to expose the participants to a different -
and more participative — way of working, as well as giving participants the chance to
develop ideas they had as a result of the international workshop. An online forum was set
up in advance of the day to identify key areas for discussion.

The stated purpose of the “open space” event was to: “provide a space for open and
equal discussion between conference attendees and members of the Slovenian civil society
organisations, allowing participants to take forward actions they have identified
previously, develop partnerships of interest, and build ownership of conference outcomes.”

The event was a partnership between Umanotera — The Slovenian Foundation for
Sustainable Development and Involve - a not for profit foundation based in the United
Kingdom. Umanotera’s role was to co-ordinate with the Slovenian Ministry of Public
Administration, identify Slovene participants for the event and run a meeting of Slovene
participants in advance to present the OECD report, co-ordinate Slovenian input and
motivate participants. Involve set up the online space where participants could log their
ideas for sessions to run. We also facilitated the workshop on the day and wrote this brief
report of the event.

Highlights
A wide range of interesting topics were proposed by the participants. In the end the
following sessions were held:
e Exploring Instruments for Community Empowerment.
e E-Democracy Lessons from Slovenia and elsewhere.

e How to improve citizens’ awareness of the implementation status of the Millennium
Development Goals.

e Building Global Coalitions of NGOs for the 2009 Copenhagen Summit on Climate Change.
e Creating a Global Democracy Index.
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Box 35.1. About “Open Space”

“Open Space” Technology is a participative meeting approach, developed in the 1980s by
Harrison Owen. A feature that distinguishes Open Space from many other methods is the amount
of responsibility and power over the agenda given to the participants.

An open space event has a central theme or question, but no fixed agenda (in this case the theme
was the same as the workshop, namely “Building citizen-centred policies and services”). The
participants set the agenda based on their areas of interest and self-organise in breakout groups,
reporting back at the end of the event.

Open space has four fundamental principles:
“Whoever comes are the right people.”
“Whenever it starts is the right time.”

“When it’s over, it’s over.”

“Whatever happens is the only thing that could happen.”
There is also one “law”:

The “law of two feet”. (If participants find themselves in a situation where they are not learning or
contributing, they have a responsibility to go to another session, or take a break for personal reflection.)

These principles help create an environment where participants feel empowered to take joint
responsibility for the successful conduct of the meeting. Open Space has successfully been used by
hundreds of organisations across the globe, in the public, private and not-for-profit sectors.

For more information about Open Space, please see:

wwuw.peopleandparticipation.net/display/Methods/Open+Space.

The discussions covered a broad range of topics. Groups ranged in size from two
people to seven but in all cases participants appeared to have had very useful
conversations. Indeed in some cases the smaller groups were most effective, as people
with high levels of specialist knowledge could work together at the same level.

Some of the innovative ideas discussed on the day included “Dating for democracy”
— the idea to draw on the successful principles of dating sites when designing online
engagement, and the idea of involving citizens in monitoring implementation of targets —
such as the Millennium Development Goals - by measuring how many years countries are
lagging behind the UN targets.

Participants found the chance to share practical experiences across national contexts
very useful; for example, the ways in which different countries are dealing with political
apathy, public distrust and the digital divide when engaging online.

Other benefits were new contacts. Many participants mentioned that they would stay
in touch after the event and develop joint projects together. It was also a good opportunity
for local civil society organisations from Slovenia to interact with colleagues from other
countries and from international organisations.
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111.35. DEMOCRATIC INNOVATIONS: OPEN SPACE EVENT

It was a privilege to be able to facilitate the session and I would like to thank all of
those who took part in the Open Space Event and helped make it a success. I hope the
event has contributed to building successful international partnerships for democratic
innovation.

For more information please see:
www.webjam.com/oecd_openspace
wwuw.involve.org.uk

www.umanotera.org
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