Notes on Imagining Scotland– by Bliss W. Browne  5/1/03

A maieutic process.

Maieutic (ma·yoo’·tik) adj. To bring into clear consciousness ideas that are latent. A Socratic

midwife. Imagine process does that for individuals and for emergent communities in ways that inspire and help propel action. Helps form (in creative ways) and bring to consciousness ideas and communities. To do Imagine work any place involves

· Listening for the local language and questions

· Paying attention to the local culture – symbols, practices, meaning making

· Attending to the evidence of an inbreaking future

· Asking questions pegged to the culture, language and manifestations

· Weaving the knowledge/experience/values of individuals (woof) and the physical milieu (warp) into the fabric of community building for the future 

For example – Imagine Scotland  (launch conference was April 4-5, 2003)           
I thought in advance about the project, with the sponsor and local organizer. What outcomes are of interest? Who has been invited? Who is coming? What space is available? How does the conference support the key mission of participating organizational partners (SCF and IS)? Negotiated an agenda as a starting point and frame of reference. 

Set-up. Upon arrival in Scotland, reviewed the physical space and met conference site director. Photo shoot with head of SCF in front of Parliament and reaffirmation about what he wanted to see come out of the conference. Focusing meeting with IS organizer over tea in which wished for flowers appeared at the table. A bright spot of serendipity. Logistics meeting and dinner on the night before conference with all principals to review both logistics and needed outcomes and do some relationship building among principals. Asked for a map of Scotland to help me think about the group because I didn’t know if the people attending would represent all of Scotland, or just Edinburgh. Wanted to know who was in the room, whether we were all of Scotland. Evening seemed generally positive and issues of mixed agendas seemed unlikely to derail the process. SCF agreed that they did not need the conference to serve as an editing forum for the draft Charter. Open Space process was explained and it was noted that this focused time could provide a venue for focused conversation about the charter and any other topics of particular interested to SCF. Imagine organizers gathered materials that could help create exhibit boards at the conference to explain AI, Open Space, background of Imagine Scotland, for those who were interested. 

Event began with registration, buffet lunch and exploration and creation of exhibits by interested participants. Allowed people to greet old friends and make new ones in an unstructured environment and get settled in their rooms if they were staying overnight.

Entry. A large room with 150 maps of Scotland stacked by the podium. Lots of wall space. I thought, “What could we make visible together quickly?” We distributed the maps to every chair and I began to take my cue from that resource to think about mapping as a possible opening theme. Meanwhile, 175 people were filling the room and sitting in chairs arranged in pods of 8. A graphic recorder was standing by to draw cartoons of the proceedings. A young volunteer videographer was standing by to record the event, and encouraged to capture what he saw as of most interest.

The SCF opened the event with brief introductions and some background on the Scottish Civic Charter they were launching and which participants had been sent in advance. Margaret Wright, mother of Imagine Scotland, gave an enthusiastic welcome and shared why this day was a dream come true. As facilitator, I observed the people happily settling in the chairs and decided they would not be readily willing to move again right away. So I decided to give them :10 minutes to get settled. I invited them to introduce themselves and out of their intros create a “Hope Map”. “Introduce yourselves to the people in your circle with your name and a hope that brought you here today. Write your hope on a Post-It.” Since the Conference was about imagining Scotland’s Future, it seemed appropriate to ask for a hope (pull of the future) operating in them. We brought to consciousness a hope map of the whole room in comfortable groups of eight people. Only ten minutes had gone by.

I then invited people to move and become a living map of Scotland. “Imagine that where I am standing is the far north--the Shetland Islands, with Dumfries and Galloway on the southern edge of the room, and Aberdeen on the eastern wall, and the Hebrides to the far west. I invited people to “Think about where in Scotland your heart is? Then go and stand there.” While they were going to their places, they put their hopes [Post-Its] on the back wall. 

Visually, it became clear that all of Scotland was represented in the room. 

I noticed that several people had difficulty choosing where they would stand. For instance, the woman standing near me in the Shetland Islands didn’t start out there. So, I asked people to raise their hand if the choice was difficult, and I interviewed several of them. The woman near me was born one place, lived in another, but she had married in the Shetlands, and that was where she saw herself returning in the future. 

Comment: People have multiple loyalties and knowledge. People live one place but work in another; they are born somewhere but often choose another place. Their knowledge of the country is layered and diverse. Choices are key and reflect values.

People were then given the opportunity to meet others from their region. “You now have :10 minutes to introduce themselves to the people in your region. As a group, decide one thing you want others to understand about your region. Define it together – may be local issues, things you love, how you think of yourselves.” 

Comment: This solves the problem that often occurs at conferences of not meeting the people you normally live nearby and care most about—your natural interest group. Also subtly invites people to define themselves and the community to which they belong and avoid getting stereotyped by other’s definitions or common myths about their place. 

Then went to each group and interviewed their spokesperson about what they wished we would all understand about their region. For example, Aberdeen people wanted the group to know that despite the oil wealth most of them are not rich and are struggling just like everyone else. Those from the Orkney Islands wanted people to understand that the islands are under populated but well built. An infrastructure has already been built there, and is ready to use again.  Friendly rivalries between Edinburgh and Glasgow surfaced as people spoke from their hearts. This took about :30 minutes. People now had a second “natural” community – of people who shared their love of a common place.

In plenary, then moved to discover what participants saw as vital common goods—public goods which were vital to Scotland’s future and required everyone working together to achieve.  This began to invite people to imagine the whole of Scotland, to think about the “commonwealth”, to link “public” and “participation” to common good. “What common goods are vital and require everyone working together to achieve?” example: Health, Youth Development. Participants asked why these are important to our future, and why they require working together. This set affirmative topics for the inquiry out of the values, interests and experiences of the participants.

People created poster boards with their named common goods like “Treasure our Children.” Once 20 or so had been named, we read each of the posters and invited people to self-organize into groups around the topics that held most interest for them. Affinity Groups had :30 minutes. Their task: “Identify the most vital questions that need to be asked on the topic in order for Scotland to move forward. No answers, just questions. Questions set the agenda. What questions do you want people to ask broadly about this topic. Write the questions

down. When you are finished hang the poster boards on the back wall”.  Comment:  All the questions were around affirmative topics. The questions set the agenda for the conference and laid the ground for focused discussion and action groups the following day in Open Space. I used a similar exercise in Gothenburg but each group to create a performance around stories involving one common good—first pair each shared  a 1 minute story around that good, repeated back by the partner in the 1st person, that pair picked one of their stories to share with a second pair, then with a second foursome. Then each group had ten minutes to create a short performance of one of their stories. The groups then embodied the stories and values they are honoring in ways that are highly memorable and symbolic. 

We were now only 1:30 into the conference. Each person had already interacted directly with 40 or so other people around the initial introduction, the regional groupings and the affinity groups; and they had visual clues showing who they were as a whole—where people were from, their hopes, common values, vital questions—without the need for long debriefings in plenary which time precluded. We had recognized and rallied to include a deaf participant with multiple people volunteering as transcribers for him. People were generally now eager to talk further about the questions they had raised. So, we took a :30 minute tea break. The room was buzzing. 

As people were wandering by looking at the back wall notes, I asked several to organize the Hope Notes into thematic clusters. Clusters of Hope Notes were posted near Poster Boards of Common Good Questions where they corresponded. The cartoonist drew images that illustrated the themes that appeared—like the mother treasuring her child which then got surrounded by questions and hopes related to youth development and participation.

Now only 2:00 hours into the conference the consciousness of the room was visible and accessible on the back wall, 75’ x 10’ high covered with posters, questions, unifying images and Hope Notes. 

For :15 I delivered a core training in Appreciative Inquiry using “banner headlines” and illustrating it with the work we had just completed. 

<sum> Words create worlds. Example: asking about hope as a starting point. Hope is just as real as problems.

<sum> Images are powerful. Mapping…cartoons 

<sum> The questions you ask determine what you find. Focus on affirmative topics and questions not answers. Leaves agenda open for people to participate and bring their values and experiences to bear.

<sum> Positive images lead to positive actions –Self-defined with energy and influence

<sum> Sharing stories expands possibilities : Discover that the things you value are already embedded in the culture. The stories expose them to focus.

<sum> Making visible the expanded imagination and vital elements increases accountability and helps identify possible partners.

Comment: Teaching AI this way takes it out of the realm of “technical expert model” and makes it more accessible and memorable. They remember the process because the concepts are embedded in the experience. Brief summary sheet on Ai with more resources also included in the packet.

Next :45 minutes devoted to experience of paired Appreciative Inquiry around experiences of community engagement. Participants can find environment in which they are most comfortable to conduct the interview.  Check in privately with SCF Sponsor about what they most need to get out of exercise following the AI in order to link it to Charter process. He comments that this is not the venue for editing the Charter. What would be helpful is to ask “What are the underlying principles to keep in mind over the next 4 years? Two to four things that are utterly essential?

Participants come back to small groups. (their 4th today) in mixed groups. Devise key elements of a civic participation charter for Scotland. Create ways to illustrate it. Lots of colored paper, balloons, decorative items to use on their creations. 1:00 hours to produce to end the afternoon. (Some are colorful and rich; some are flat.) All are posted on back wall.

Free time. (Wall notes are typed for a handout for each person tomorrow.) On each dinner table are put fresh flowers, pipe cleaners, Imagine Scotland poster. People are invited to create centerpieces. Mural by women from Sikh Temple in Edinburgh is brought into the dinner space so it can be viewed by all. Dinner includes an open mike for stories of possibility—including the story of the Sikh mural, the flowers at the tables, and several others. Evening includes opportunities for poetry, music making or “fireside chat.” (The latter greatly enhanced by the wonderful drawing by the cartoonist Graham or a dog lying in front of a fireplace.) You can create anything you want –including a fireside--because it is images in your mind. After groups break up formally at 11 pm, return home to organize the notes from the day (until 3:30 am) so as to make them available to participants the next morning. 

Morning II: 

Lots of reorganizing of physical space has to happen quickly since we are not allowed into the room until 8 am.  Additional notes are recorded from the day before, and wall space rearranged to make room for day 2 inputs. Chairs are rearranged into one big 175 person circle. Flower arrangements from the night before are put into the center of the circle since people have been asked to vote on which they think represents exceptional imagination. As opener, I ask if anyone would like to volunteer to lead an opening warm up breathing exercise. Patricia from Dolphinton does after a pregnant pause. People then vote with their feet on the best flower arrangement from the night before and that group is rewarded with a bottle of champagne for their ingenuity. Then begins more formal intro to Open Space and organizing. Intro to Open Space takes :05 backed up by one sheet description. (There was also a 1 page description of Appreciative Inquiry.) People are eager to talk in groups about their issues and ways to move them forward.

1:30 available to do an open space meeting. Anyone can present an issue to the group on a poster. That person agrees to facilitate it and write it up for transfer to a transparency to report back to the whole group. Summary recording sheets are given to each facilitator. Focus of these groups is to report back on the questions: So what? Recommendations for moving forward. Next Steps. 1 – 3 minutes to make each report. Each person in the group puts their name and contact information on the chart, for follow up.

After vigorous OS discussions, facilitators bring their reports back in. Physical copies of the reports from yesterday are distributed for people to review over tea. Open space summary sheets are put onto transparencies in time for the plenary. Summary reports are given, but prove often too long and not sufficiently focused. But everyone at least gets a flavor of the range of topics discussed and concrete actions to move them forward. And there is now a basis for moving actions forward with self-identified communities now connected to the issues of most interest to them. 

People are invited to reflect on the conference in writing including actions and commitments emerging out of the time together. A moveable wall is taken to the center of the room. It is low enough that people can see over it. Action planning sheets get posted on it.  On the Action Planning sheets are conference highlights, what was most useful, three things essential to participation, commitments to do, name and other contact details. 

Center wall now visibly represents the foundation for moving forward. 

Closing circle with microphone. Each person can speak or pass. Invited to name something especially useful. How to move forward. Personal learning or thanks. Most people speak including many expressing gratitude for the event. Least enthusiastic responses seem to be from SCF staff, though the organization receives many accolades for sponsoring the event. Many express how inspiring and energizing they have found the event. Every voice is heard which in itself in powerful. Participants break for lunch and there follow many mini-organizing conversations that have been set in motion by the event.  

Comment: Total time of the workshop was 24:00 hours. Actual work time was about 8:00 hours. Succeeded in setting in motion spirit and beginning infrastructure for Imagine Scotland process across a wide range of Scotland. Underwritten by Scottish Civic Forum – A watchdog group for making Scotland government processes accessible to ordinary citizens. Not clear they were comfortable with the event. It was clearly more participative than they were used to. Their unease may be because so much of the event was driven by participants’ agendas and interests rather than serving as a focused forum for supporting and extending the agenda of SCF. It did provide a basis, if they choose to build on it, for expanded participation in their organization but perhaps on terms outside their comfort zone.

Participant feedback sheets clearly demonstrate strong interest in both the concept of IS and many concrete actions that had been catalyzed to move it forward in multiple locations. I encouraged Margaret to gather stories from participants, get IS website up (www.imaginescotland.com) and running and constitute expanded design team out of most interested participants. Share the tasks and ownership of the IS vision with this significantly expanded group and provide multiple ways for participation to expand. One follow up included her hosting interested participants in her home from 4:00 p.m. to midnight the following week. One person drove several hours to get there. Meeting with SCF staff was very disappointing and negative.  They expressed frustration about lack of concrete outcomes related to the Charter. Their responses indicate IS and SCF were operating out of different agendas throughout though that was not indicated in explicit inquiry before and throughout the event. For Imagine Scotland, though, event was a resounding success. Has modeled a process and built a beginning infrastructure and community which can provide a strong basis for moving forward. Kudos especially to Margaret for staying faithful to and bringing to manifestation a very big and powerful way forward for Scotland. Email correspondence since then has been huge from many corners of Scotland.

