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Generating a sense of common purpose and agrdengay forward is often desired in organisations rimt
always achieved. The reasons are many: local cosceray conflict with the aims of the organisation,
personalities may clash, individuals may be toorsev¢o taking risks, plans that are best for eaghino the
organisation may not be collectively best. Whateterreason, there may be a place for an impropedoach

to decision making, so people can arrive at a sharglerstanding of the issues, develop a sensernon
purpose and achieve commitment to action. Thos¢harpurposes of Decision Conferencing.

What is Decision Conferencing? Decision Conferegci® a series of intensive working meetings, called
decision conferences, attended by groups of pespteare concerned about some complex issues féoaig
organisation. There are no prepared presentatiofigenl agenda; the meetings are conducted asweeking
sessions lasting from one to three days. A unigaéufe is the creation, on-the-spot, of a computzatel which
incorporates data and the judgements of the paatits in the groups. The model is often based dt-amiteria
decision analysis (MCDA), which provides ample sedpr representing both the many conflicting ohjesxs
expressed by participants, and the inevitable taicgy about future consequences. The model i®a for
thinking’ enabling participants to see the logicahsequences of differing viewpoints, and to dgveimgher-
level perspectives on the issues. By examiningirti@ications of the model, then changing it andngyout
different assumptions, participants develop a sharelerstanding and reach agreement about theovamgifd.

Stages in a typical Decision Conference. Four stageify most decision conferences, though evemnévs
different. The first phase is a broad exploratidrthe issues. In the second stage, a model is ramstl of
participants’ judgements about the issues, incafpuy available data. All key perspectives areuded in the
model, which is continuously projected so all papants can oversee every aspect of creating theinim the
third stage, the model combines these perspectigesals the collective consequences of individigs, and
provides a basis for extensive exploration of thedeh, always done on-line. Discrepancies betweedeio
results and members’ judgements are examined,pusiw intuitions to emerge, new insights to beegated
and new perspectives to be revealed. Revisionsmade and further discrepancies explored; afterrakve
iterations the new results and changed intuiticesnaore in harmony. Then the group moves on tdfdbeth
stage, summarising key issues and conclusionsulatmg next steps and, if desired, agreeing aiomg@an or
set of recommendations. The facilitator preparespart of the event’s products after the meeting erculates
it to all participants. A follow-through meeting édten held to deal with afterthoughts, additiodata and new
ideas.

Role of the facilitators. The group is aided by tiaoilitators from outside the organisation who experienced
in working with groups. The main tasks of the famibrs are to see and understand the group lifd, ta
intervene, when appropriate, to help the group stdlte present and maintain a task orientatioitstavork. The
facilitators attend to the processes occurrindnengroup, provide structure for the group’s tabks,refrain from
contributing to content. They structure the dis@rss helping participants to identify the issuesl dahink
creatively and imaginatively. The facilitators hegtarticipants in how to think about the issues wiith
suggesting what to think.

Benefits of Decision Conferencing. The marriageDiecision Conferencing of information technologyougp
processes and modelling of issues provides valdeehdo a meeting that is more than the sum of atgsp
Follow-up studies, conducted by the Decision Analygnit at the London School of Economics and by th



Decision Techtronics Group at the State UniversityNew York, of decision conferences in the United
Kingdom and the United States, for organisationisathn the private and public sectors, consistestilyw higher
ratings by participants for decision conferenceantffior traditional meetings. Organisations usingciBien
Conferencing report that the process helps themrrige at better and more acceptable solutions t@mnbe
achieved using usual procedures, and agreememathed more quickly. Many decision conferences have
broken through stalemates created previously bk t#Hcconsensus, by the complexity of the problem, b
vagueness and conflict of objectives, by ownerghiffiefdoms’, and by failure to think creativelynd freshly
about the issues.

Why Decision Conferencing works. Decision Conferegds effective for several reasons. First, pgrtiots are
selected to represent all key perspectives onsthees, so agreed actions are unlikely to be stoppsdmeone
else arguing that the group failed to consider goméactor. Second, with no fixed agenda or pregare
presentations, the meeting becomes ‘live’, the graarks in the ‘here-and-now’, and participants wegrips
with the real issues that help to build agreeméouathe way forward. Third, the model plays a @lumle in
generating commitment. All model inputs are gerestdiy the participants and nothing is imposed hsb the
final model is the creation of the group, therebwned’ by participants. Perhaps most important, rtizelel
helps to minimise the threat to individuality podsdthe group life: the model reveals higher-lgyetspectives
that can resolve differences in individual viewsd ahrough sensitivity analysis shows agreementiathe way
forward in spite of differences of opinion aboutaiks. Fourth, computer modelling helps to takeltbat out of
disagreements. The model allows participants taliffgrent judgements without commitment, to seerisults,
and then to change their views. Instant play-bakckesults which can be seen by all participantpsedb
generate new perspectives, and to stimulate neaghitssabout the issues.

A brief history of Decision Conferencing. Decisi@bnferencing was developed in the late 1970s by Dr
Cameron Peterson and his colleagues at Decisiah®agigns, Inc., largely as a response to thecdiffy in
conducting a single decision analysis for a probleith multiple stakeholders, each of whom takesffemnt
perspective on the issues. The approach was tgkém 1881 at the LSE’s Decision Analysis Unit by Darry
Phillips, who integrated into the facilitator’s eoinany of the findings about groups from work &t Travistock
Institute of Human Relations. The service and sujippMCDA software continued to be developed tigloout
the 1980s in association with International Computemited and Krysalis Limited. As Decision Cordecing
spread around the globe, facilitators needed toeshaperiences, so they created the Internatioralisivn
Conferencing Forum, which meets annually, and tKeDgcision Conferencing Forum, which gathers twace
year. Decision Conferencing is now offered by ab2@itorganisations located in England, the UniteateSt
Australia, Portugal and Hungary.

When is Decision Conferencing appropriate? Decislonferencing can be applied to most major issaeisd
private organisations, government departments,ite@srand voluntary organisations. Topics typicadigver
operations, planning or strategy. For example, misgdions have used Decision Conferencing to develo
corporate plans and strategies; to evaluate atteenasions for the future; to prioritise R&D prgjts and create
added value; to design factories, ships and compmyttems; to resolve conflict between groups; lkocate
limited resources across budget categories; touatelthe effectiveness of government policies, meseand
projects; to improve utilisation of existing buitdjs and plant; to determine the most effective osan
advertising budget; to assess alternative sites f@chnological development; to deal with a crisiposed by
potentially damaging claims in a professional jalyio develop a strategy to respond to a new gowent
initiative and to create a new policy for healtlmecarovision. Any issue that would benefit from aeting of
minds in the organisation can be effectively resdlwith Decision Conferencing, which provides a viay
‘many heads to be better than one.’

Experience shows that Decision Conferencing workst bin organisations when four conditions are met
reasonably well. First, the style of decision magkim the organisation should allow for consultatiand
deliberation, time allowing. Communication links ositd exist across the organisation’s divisions and
departments, so that information flows laterallynal as vertically. Third, a climate of problemh&ag should
exist, so that options can be freely explored. Ifinauthority and accountability should be welsdlibuted
throughout the organisation, neither concentrateédeatop nor totally distributed toward the bottdMhen these
conditions are met, Decision Conferencing can sgld¢he creative potential of groups in ways thatbénboth
the individual and the organisation to benefit.

For more information about decision conferencinge she website maintained by Enterprise LSE, the
entrepreneurial arm of the LS#&ww.decision-conferencing.com




