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FOUR WAYS OF INTRODUCING NEW CONCEPTS FOR STRATEGIC CHOICE
This note responds to two recent requests I have had to outline briefly the range of different types of contribution that can be made to programmes of management development and training directed towards professionals, administrators and planners involved in the provision of public services, in order to introduce them to the philosophy and toolbox of the Strategic Choice Appreoach.

Reviewing my experience of involvement in management development activities over the last couple of decades - predominantly but not exclusively in the public sector - I can distinguish four complementary types of contribution that have proved effective, often when working alongside colleagues or associates in a team setting. These four types of activity can be seen as covering a spectrum from something close to the delivery of straightforward lectures to something close to on-line consultancy on people's current problems. They are:

(1) an introductory lecture on an alternative perspective of planning;

(2) work in small groups on a realistic multi-stage planning exercise;

(3) a mutual consulting workshop based on live problems facing participants;

(4) a live planning workshop with a group facing a shared problem situation.
Often, two or more of these elements have been combined within the overall design of a particular management development module.  ^Typically, both the methods and the content are adapted to the context, in discussion with those who are sponsoring the activity and may be more closely attuned to the specific needs of those attending.  With these points in mind, the four learning formats will now be outlined one at a time.

(1) AN INTRODUCTORY LECTURE
The options here can range from a single ad hoc lecture or conference presentation designed to fit a standard slot of 90 minutes or less, to a planned sequence of lectures  within a management development lasting several weeks.

In most cases, the aim has been to introduce the set of general ideas about decision-making and planning under uncertainty which have grown from the work of the Institute for Operational Research.  Because these ideas originated in the domain of public sector management, they offer perspectives rather different to those to which the participants may have become exposed elsewhere. Specifically, the ideas tend to be centred on the making of difficult decisions under insistent pressures of time rather than on the design or adaptation of broader systems for corporate management, planning and control. Depending on the context and the audience, such lectures often include particular recognition of the challenges of working across agency boundaries.

The ideas presented are intended to help people to develop a shared language in which to address the difficulties they experience in coming to grips with complex problems which have not only operational but also organisational dimensions. However the general approach which is introduced differs from some other approaches to management development in placing little emphasis on an expectation that people should develop common goals, aims or values. The emphasis is rather on the strategic management of uncertainty through time; and the primary aim is to help people work together in moving incrementally towards agreement on actions under the familiar real-life pressures of limited resources, conflicting interests and insistent pressures for commitment.

In one-off lectures to practitioners, the emphasis is usually restricted to the introduction of a limited set of general ideas, illustrated so far as possible by practical experiences selected from a field with which the audience will be familiar.  Among the most important philosophical concepts which can be introduced at this level is a picture of three contrasting types of uncertainty - broadly technical, political and structural - which compete for the attention of decision-makers when they face difficult problems. This picture can be presented simply in diagrammatic form, as can a complementary picture of four complementary modes of decision-making - shaping, designing, comparing, choosing - which illustrates the dynamic yet flexible way in which groups and individuals tend to work at difficult decision problems in practice.

It is usually possible also, even in a single brief lecture, to introduce various points about the organisation of planning and policy processes.  These tend to challenge more familiar perspectives in so far as they do not imply an idealised starting point of shared purposes or aims. It has been found that audiences of public service professionals usually react readily to concepts such as that of policy stress - a state where an individual at the receiving end of two or more contradictory policy guidelines – based on different schemes of classification - has to find ways of reconciling them in dealing with concrete local problems.  Another helpful idea is that of planning as responsible scheming, implying an ability to work effectively through informal networks which cut across agency boundaries, while retaining a sense of personal responsibility.

Where there is an opportunity to give more than one lecture to the same group, it becomes possible to introduce and illustrate some of the more specific methods by which this kind of alternative approach to the making of difficult decisions can be made operational in practice. This depends on whether the purpose of the series of lectures is to give people an introduction to methods of decision-making they can apply directly in their work, or merely to give them fresh perspectives on management processes which they can contrast with more orthodox perspectives - perspectives which often derive from business settings that are less complex in terms of accountability and purpose than those experienced by many public service professionals.

One example of the kinds of visual aids to communication that can be introduced is the graphical language of AIDA - Analysis of Interconnected Decision Areas - for mapping the structure of complex problems.  Another is the device of the commitment package – or progress package - as a means of organising a coherent set of proposals for moving forward towards decisions in an incremental way.  The aim of such a package is to strike a conscious balance between flexibility and commitment, by including specific action proposals in relation to some parts of a complex problem, in combination with proposals for various forms of exploration to provide a basis for dealing later with other parts where it is agreed that action should be deferred.  Sometimes, it is possible to illustrate these ideas "live" by interacting with members of the audience in analysing particular instances of problems which are currently concerning them in their work.

(2) WORK IN SMALL GROUPS ON A MULTI-STAGE PLANNING EXERCISE
A format which is frequently used in the design of a free-standing management development course which lasts for more than a single day - and also in the design of a module within a broader programme (e.g, a two-day module within a ten-week residential course) is one which intersperses lectures on concepts and methods, as outlined above, with periods of one to two hours in which participants have the opportunity to work in small groups in applying these concepts and methods to a realistic multi-stage planning problem using materials prepared in advance. 
Within an intensive two-day programme, it is usually possible to schedule a sequence of five short lectures, each followed by a period of group working in which the task is to carry out a different stage of work on a shared semi-fictitious problem, with a fresh input of information at each stage.  Successive inputs – normally each of a page or less in length - take different forms according to the stage of decision-making.  They include overview statements, reports on alternatives, news cuttings, maps, cost estimates and position statements from the vantage points of different professions and interest groups. Through this phased approach, it is possible to introduce the planning problem initially in relatively broad terms, then to bring in additional perspectives in a step-by-step manner while also reflecting in a realistic way the tendency for perceptions of problems, assumptions and uncertainties to change progressively with the passage of time.

Groups are generally encouraged to make liberal use of flip charts and coloured marker pens in the small group sessions.  The emphasis is on working together using the walls of the room to record progress, rather than sitting in fixed positions around a table as in the familiar committee mode of decision-making.  If there is enough time in the schedule, the groups can be asked to bring the results of each phase of their work back into a plenary session, for a brief round of verbal presentations before the next round of brief lecture followed by group sessions begins. Depending on the level of staffing of the programme, the small groups may be able to turn for help to members of staff who are assigned to groups either on a visiting or a more permanent basis.  However, this kind of support is by no means essential as it is generally found that groups can adapt spontaneously enough to the recommended style of interactive group working.  Indeed the course providers usually end up working in more of a trouble-shooting capacity, helping only where difficulties are encountered in use of the concepts or methods or, occasionally, where the dynamics of a group becomes dysfunctional. 

There are several decision-making exercises, of varying levels of complexity, which have been successfully developed as a basis for this kind of group work, some based on public sector decision and planning problems and others on business management situations. Most of them have some basis in a real decision-making situation, though in each case it has been found wise to make adaptations in order to dovetail the learning of the participants to the staged introduction of concepts and methods through the lectures.  Whenever this kind of group training exercise is introduced in a specialised management context where it has not been used before, It can be helpful to develop new group exercise material if there is the time and opportunity to do so. 
One of the earliest group exercises that was developed is based on the actual problems faced duing the 1970’s by a low-income community in western Canada who were then under threat of relocation to make way for heavy industry, but were campaigning against the Mayor of their municipality to stay in their homes, with provision of more adequate sewerage and the upgrading of other local amenities. This case introduces a high level of conflict of interest as well as complexity of the problem structure itself; furthermore, several levels of government and professional perspectives are introduced.  It was particularly helpful that there was in existence for many years a 50-minute film about the problems of the actual neighbourhood in question which could be shown to the participants after the exercise.  This was produced by the Canada National Film Council as a case study of community decision-making, and included shots of most of the key actors being interviewed as well as of committee and public meetings.  Other exercises have been based on locational and marketing choices for a small marine instrument business; closure of a psychiatric hospital; and provision for special needs in a further education college.
(3) A MUTUAL CONSULTING WORKSHOP USING PARTICIPANTS’ PROBLEMS 
This type of exercise has been developed more recently, primarily in the context of a series of three-day seminars with groups of between six and sixteen health and social service professionals from authorities in different parts of the country. These seminars, were organised by the Nuffield Centre for Health Service Studies at the University of Leeds, and were devoted to exploring issues of inter-agency working at local level.

Typically, the exercise occupies a full day in the middle of a three-day programme, and begins with a single brief lecture in which the aim is to introduce a few alternative ideas to counter the conventional orthodoxies of rational planning and management to which many of the participants may have been exposed.  It is found that concepts such as policy stress and responsible scheming can be very helpful in establishing a climate where people feel able to talk about their own current decision problems in an uninhibited way, free of a sense of guilt that they are failing to conform to approved principles of rational management that hold sway within their own corporate setting.

This introductory lecture is followed by two successive periods of work in very small groups, ideally each of three people; typically, the first group session comes before lunch and the second one after. The first group period is comparatively unstructured, and gives each participant a chance to share with the others an outline picture of one or more current decision problems which he or she is currently facing within his or her own organisational setting.  This may involve issues about relationships with other agencies; which may be a source of difficulty in so far as it may be far from easy to decide how to move forward.  At the end of this session of preliminary problem-sharing, the idea is that each member of each small group should offer for discussion one current decision problem of a fairly specific nature, which then becomes the subject of a more closely-structured exercise in mutual consulting within the same group in the following session.

In their next small group session, the group members take it in turns to assume the roles of problem-owner, interviewer and note-taker or scribe. The interviewer asks the problem-holder a series of questions about the decision problem which he or she has contributed, using a simple check list organised by eight headings: problem description; alternatives; involvement; other related decision problems; comparisons; uncertainties; possible ways forward; and a proposed strategy for progress. The note-taker records the responses with a view to transcribing them afterwards to give a summary “profile” – normally spread over two flip charts which can be presented, one above the other, to members of the other groups in a gallery at the final plenary session of the day. The presentation and discussion of these profiles needs to be tightly scheduled, especially if it is to end with a process of voting for a preferred case that can be discussed in more depth in a plenary session.

This kind of exercise deviates from the cyclic philosophy of the Strategic Choice Approach in that it requires the interviewers to work through a sequence of questions in a linear way, typically within a time limit of half an hour per problem owner. However, given this constraint, it does allow the participants to exchange a wealth of information about some of the real problems on their various current organisational agendas within quite a short period of time. The introduction into the checklist of ideas about different ways of managing uncertainty usually proves to be particularly helpful in so far as they may begin by focusing on fairly concrete current problems, yet to move gradually into discussion of more sensitive and political questions of how they should handle their relationships with other actors and agencies.

(4) A LIVE PLANNING WORKSHOP
In contrast to the vehicle of the mutual consulting exercise, the vehicle of the live planning workshop is best adapted to the management development needs of a group of people who are all currently involved in real time in the same current planning problem - and who are prepared to experiment with new ways of tackling that problem in a collaborative spirit.  It is not necessary that those involved should all come from the same department or even the same organisation, as the aim is to expose differences in perspectives and assumptions and allow people to work with these in a constructive way.

Such a planning workshop can be compressed into a single day, or may be spread over two or more consecutive days.  In some cases it can be scheduled to run intermittently - for example with the participants setting aside the same day each week over a period of several weeks. While one important purpose is to make progress towards decisions on the real issues of concern to participants, that purpose is typically combined - except in straightforward consulting assignments - with either a research purpose or an educational purpose or both. The research purpose may be to test the relevance of this kind of workshop approach to a field of decision-making where there is as yet little experience in application, or to learn how it might be adapted to the culture of another country.  The educational purpose may be to introduce a new set of decision makers to fresh perspectives on decision and planning processes, and thus to enhance the problem-solving capabilities of the organisation or organisations concerned; or it may be to develop training materials which can be used on later occasions.  
In pursuit of these parallel purposes, any planning workshop lasting for more than a single day will often be preceded by a brief introductory lecture - though it is quite possible to plunge into the selected problem without any formal introduction, leaving the methods to be introduced by example. The workshop may also be punctuated by periodic review or evaluation sessions in which perceptions of progress or difficulties can be elicited and discussed.  One design which has twice been used to good effect with professionals involved in urban development problems is one that brings together parallel teams of professionals working in different parts of the country, each working on an "on line" problem of its own. Each team is assigned a facilitator who pays frequent visits to help in carrying the work on that problem forward; them all the teams come together in a central location every two or three months for a one-day "forum" at which they exchange views on progress and problems.

These two comparatively large scale action research projects have been written up in some depth, and there have been subsequent follow-up studies to evaluate their longer-term impacts. There have also been many shorter exercises which have not been written up in this way; however, some reasonably comprehensive written reports are available, starting with that on a one-week workshop in Brazil presented in the file IOR1984Pernambuco.doc.   
FURTHER DEVELOPMENTS

There has now been considerable experience in applying these four main types of contribution to management development programmes, in various combinations and alongside people concerned in many different problem fields ranging from child health in the community to information technology strategy within the firm.  Adaptations are continually being made to incorporate new lessons drawn from these experiences, and to tailor the methods to the requirements of different professions and decision contexts.

Investment of a significant amount of time iin development work is usually worth while to construct realistic and balanced group exercises as described in (2) when working in new fields of decision-making.  This is because it is important that such exercises should reflect the particular types of operating predicament, and the particular forms of complexity, which practitioners in these fields meet in the course of their work. 
It is found that this kind of information can best be generated through the running of one or more live decision workshops as described in (2), in collaboration with relevant decision makers, planners and expert advisers.  Briefer exercises in mutual consulting as described in (3) can also provide an effective way of generating a large sample of "snapshots" of practical decision problems in a short period of time; however, these in themselves cannot provide sufficient depth of understanding, and are best regarded merely as a preliminary to the selection of cases that might be pursued further by means of live planning workshops.

In the development of all the types of approach to learning described above, important insights have also been gained by the use of more conventional research methods: semi-structured interviews, participant observation of committees and other group meetings; analysis of background documents; and feedback sessions at which tentative research findings are presented and discussed with informants. It is the willingness to use all these methods in combination which will be crucial to the success of any future collaborative efforts to extend these types of management development approach into new fields of decision-making practice.

John Friend
23 September 1986
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