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Organisation biography development exercise

To help an organisations to collectively re-create its history and in the process to draw valuable lessons for moving into the future. 
Group size

Between 6 and 20 participants
Goals
· To describe an organisation as a picture over time to gain an insight into the phases in the organisation’s development
· To help build a collective understanding of how the organisation reached its present state
· To examine any turning points or crises in the life of the organisation and to try to understand how these impacted on where the organisation is now and what it can learn from these to move into the future

Facilitator experience
Moderate, but well acquainted with the development concepts of Bernard Lievegoed and with the development phases of an organisation (see page 74 of the Barefoot Guide).

Time required

1
Introduction
10 mins

2
Drawing biography charts
30 mins

3
Presentation
30 mins

4
Small group discussions
40 mins

5
Plenary discussion
40 mins
6
Input on Phases of Organisation Development
30 mins
7
Final insights and implications
30 mins
3.5 hours
Materials required
A flipchart, newsprint, crayons, masking tape and felt-tipped pens.

Physical setting
A room with sufficient space for three or four flip sheets to be stuck on the wall.

Process
1. A biography is the history of an organisation or person.  Draw ideas from the group for what they think is meant by this term and ask them to suggest any possible uses for a biography of their organisation.
10 minutes
2. In groups or pairs, depending on the group size, ask participants to “draw” their organisation’s history as a line on a chart with marks indicating broad phases, major triumphs, setbacks and turning points.  Ask them to develop images that capture any of these.  Ask them to prepare a colourful presentation of what they have done in the plenary session.
30 minutes 

If appropriate the participants could develop the story of particular themes like Practice, Leadership, Culture, Stakeholder Relationships etc..
3. Ask the participants to display their drawings and present, in a lively a way as possible, the biographical story of the organisation, taking particular care to describe what actually happened at the turning points.  Deal with any questions for clarification only after the presentation is complete.
30 minutes
4. Arrange the participants in groups of three or four and ask them to work with the following questions:

· looking over all the presentations where were the major turning points and phases?

· what were the causes of each?

· what was actually done to resolve the crisis issues?

· were the solutions good?  Could things have been different? How?
· What learnings are there?

· What might these mean for the future?





40 minutes

5. Ask each group to present their findings. Discuss in plenary.





40 minutes
6. Ask the group what they have observed about organisations during the process.  Introduce the concept of organisation development phases without going into too much detail (See page 74 of the Barefoot Guide).  Illustrate your talk with examples from the presentations.
30 minutes
7. Hold a final discussion to capture major insights and implications for the future.
30 minutes
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