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Open Space

Excerpted from Mapping Dialogue: Essential Tools 
for Social Change by Mille Bojer, Heiko Roehl, 
Marianne Knuth, and Colleen Magner, with some 
additional text.

Overview 
Open Space Technology allows groups, large 
or small, to self-organize to effectively deal with 
complex issues in a very short time. Participants 
create and manage their own agenda of parallel 
working sessions around a central theme of strategic 
importance….

Harrison Owen initiated Open Space Technology in 
the mid 1980’s. He had had several experiences of 
good to great conferences where the real highlights 
were the conversations outside of the formal 
agenda. This led him to wonder whether a different 
way of organizing might not be possible. His 
question moving forward became how to combine 
the level of synergy and excitement present in a 
good coffee break with the substantive activity and 
results characteristic of a good meeting. 

In seeking for answers, he took some of his 
inspiration from witnessing a four-day long rite of 
passage for young men in a West African village in 
Liberia. Though there was seemingly no organizing 
committee or formal structure, the four days ran 
smoothly with all 500 people managing themselves, 
the activities, events, food, music, and all the 
other aspects of the ceremonial process. From this 
experience, Owen took some of the fundamental 
principles that have come to shape Open Space 
today. In brief they are: the circle as a centre from 
which organizing takes place; a breath, or rhythm, 
that people know and can organize around; the 
village market place where connections are made 
around different offerings; and the bulletin board, 
where information is posted and shared. 

Open Space works particularly well when passion, 
engagement and burning questions are present. In 
such a situation, it truly helps a group move forward 
swiftly and clearly. On the other hand, it can fall flat 
when the engagement or interest is low. People need 
to be present because they want to be, not because 

they have been told they must be. For these reasons 
the intention is vital, as is expressing it clearly in the 
invitation to join an Open Space session, meeting or 
conference.

How It Works
The group will work together to establish their 
agenda on a large, seemingly very blank wall. 
All of the sessions will be posted and hosted by 
the participants themselves. People are invited to 
propose sessions and discussions on topics that 
they themselves are passionate about and willing to 
take responsibility for, in response to the theme or 
question being addressed.

It is important to note that the people who propose 
the sessions are serving as hosts. They are helping 
a group have a conversation about the topic. They 
are not facilitators—everyone in the group takes 
responsibility for the outcomes of the session.

The host of each group needs to compile a report of 
their session using the template provided. 

There are a few structures that help Open Space 
gatherings to be effective. They are: 

Four Principles
• ‘Whoever comes are the right people’. This 
principle speaks to people to let go of their need 
to have certain specific people join their group. 
Perhaps they would like the people in certain 
positions of influence or the experts in an area. With 
this principle people are invited to acknowledge that 
those who care enough to freely choose to join a 
conversation are the best ones to initiate work in that 
area. 

• ‘Whenever it starts is the right time’. This principle 
recognizes that while a session may begin at a 
certain hour, creativity and inspiration don’t always 
work according to our desired timing. Things really 
get started when they are ready. 

• ‘Whatever happens is the only thing that could 
have’. This invites people to let go of expectations 
for how and where things should go. We need to 
learn to let go of these expectations and instead 
be present and pay attention to what is actually 
happening and emerging among us.

•  ‘When it’s over, it’s over.’ We don’t know how 
long it takes to deal with an issue. In Open Space, 
the issue is more important than the schedule. If 
we finish before the allotted time is over, then we 
move on to something else. We should not stay 
somewhere just because the schedule tells us to. 
It also works the other way. If we have not finished 
when our agenda slot is over, we can self-organize 
to extend it into another agenda slot, making sure 
we post it on the wall for others to know, and/or 
find ways to continue the work on the  
issue beyond the conference. 

One Law 
The “law of two feet” encourages people to take 
responsibility for their own learning, peace of mind, 
and contribution. If someone is in a place where they 
feel they are not learning or able to contribute, the 
law of two feet encourages them to leave and move 
on to another group, where they think they might 
add more value, and feel more engaged. They may 
also choose to do something else altogether. Most 
importantly people shouldn’t be somewhere where 
they feel they are wasting their time. 

From this law follows that some participants will 
become “bumblebees”, people who fly from 
one session to another, and just like bees, cross-
pollinate what is going on between sessions, and/
or “butterflies”, who choose at times to skip formal 
sessions and listen to their own sense of what they 
need to do in a given moment. Sometimes two 
butterflies meet outside of the sessions in informal 
conversation, and a new topic might arise out of that 
conversation. 

These principles and the law provide the container 
for the Open Space, enabling people to take full 
responsibility for their own learning and contribution. 
They create a context in which people can be 
focused and work hard, but remain flexible and 
open to surprise. “Be prepared to be surprised’ is a 
typical reminder in an Open Space gathering. 
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