Meeting Support Tool Helps City Council Manage Risk

A Case Study by Carla Kincaid-Yoshikawa

Risk management is an important process used to analyze proposals and plans, identify potential challenges, determine their severity and impact, and develop effective methods to minimize such risks. Although a risk management plan may require a half-day to three full days of workshop or meeting time to fully develop, these efforts can be an extremely valuable, saving months of effort down the road. The process, though very helpful, can be tedious and demanding.  As David Baguley, Principal of the Advanced Value Management Systems and a consultant to the Brisbane City Council (link to: http://www.brisbane.qld.gov.au/) eloquently puts it, “Risk management is really hard work. It can also be quite a boring process so you have to make it as interesting as possible.”

Even intelligent, dedicated people can find it hard to stay focused and work through all the stages of the risk management process. So it helps if you can find tools that shorten the process and bring intriguing capabilities to the table. In his work with the Brisbane City Council, which uses a Risk Management process extensively, Baguley sought “a tool that would allow us to facilitate meetings efficiently, capture information effectively, and create reports cost effectively.” He found this mixture in IdeaFocus (link to: http://www.ideafocus.com), a meeting support product currently under development that offers exciting new ways to capture, analyze and use complex information in real time meetings.

The Situation

The Brisbane City Council is the largest local government organization in Australia, made up of numerous organizations that are in many ways similar to typical small businesses.  These organizations serve the public need in specialized areas, such as transportation and water. Risk Managers, specialists in each area, work within the businesses and form a network across the entire organization. They orchestrate effective processes that help each business create new plans and proactively identify, and develop strategies to minimize or eliminate, challenges and threats (risks) to success.  The challenge for Baguley was to help the Brisbane City Council establish and disseminate a consistent risk management process across the organization and to facilitate the assimilation of this proactive way of thinking into the organization’s culture.

A major potential stumbling block he saw as he began the project was that the project was entirely dependent upon him.  He needed to enable Risk Managers to work participants from their businesses through this complex process without relying on a trained facilitator to assist with every meeting. Baguley says that IdeaFocus (also headquartered in Brisbane) offers a range of features with the flexibility to respond to many different situations, yet it can create standardized, easy-to-follow processes that assure consistency throughout the organization. Baguley believed IdeaFocus offered the range of capabilities needed to encapsulate the risk management process in a format that could still be adapted to the needs of each business and each meeting.

Benefits

Working with IdeaFocus, Baguley has developed templates for meetings and has begun training Risk Managers to conduct these meetings. Though still early in the process, they have already begun to reap significant benefits from using this meeting support software. By Baguley’s estimate, the effectiveness of meetings and workshops has increased by 50 percent.  Using IdeaFocus the same processes can be worked through, effectively capturing the wealth of information people share, but in most cases the work can be completed in about half the time required using traditional methods. In addition, the information that results from these meetings is often of higher quality because the software’s capabilities encourage people to think about the issues from many different perspectives. 

A key feature of IdeaFocus is the ability to view and work with the same information in different ways. Information can be viewed in an outline mode, with topics and subtopics clearly listed and easily altered and reordered. Then the outline view can be transformed to a grid, with columns that help classify and analyze the information. New columns can be added easily to explore new characteristics or criteria, but relationships between ideas will be retained. A third view, the concept view, offers a kind of flowchart of ideas, graphically depicting the relationships between different aspects of the topics and their associated ideas or actions. It’s a powerful way for people to see their tasks and roles in relation to the plan or organization as a whole.


Each of IdeaFocus’ views offers different advantages, and the ability to move from one view to another and back again enables choice and variety in conducting the meeting. Ideas that are more easily understood with graphic representation can be quickly presented in that format, switched to a grid view and evaluated against various criteria, or turned back into a list for easy organizing and additional brainstorming. Like many meeting support tools, IdeaFocus also allows unplanned, ad hoc processes to be incorporated into a meeting when required. This enables the leader or facilitator to respond to unanticipated issues and opportunities that arise during the course of a planned, structured meeting. However the templates, set up in advance, help ensure that important, fundamental meeting processes are followed consistently, maximizing meeting effectiveness.
In effect, IdeaFocus uses—and allows people to create—templates that structure meetings. These templates capture some of the tacit knowledge of a trained facilitator and enable less experienced people to manage meeting processes more effectively. As in the case of the Brisbane City Council, IdeaFocus enables trained professional facilitators to impact a wider range of meetings by embedding their knowledge in these templates. This frees their time and energy to be applied to more complex or unpredictable meetings, where their skills and experience are most needed. They also have more time, then, to create new, more effective templates tailored to the needs of their organization and meetings. 

One of the most fascinating aspects of the Risk Management project for Baguley is the way the templates are evolving. “We pick up a fair bit of corporate knowledge in each one of these workshop’s [and there is] evolution of the templates,” he says.  Each time it is used, it is improved by feedback from participants, making it a better tool for the next group who uses it.  

Other capabilities of the software also add to its value. PowerPoint presentations can be incorporated into the agenda or brought in on an ad hoc basis, enabling formal presentations of relevant information. In addition, a Web surfing tool allows people to bring in any information resources available on the Internet, a world of information obtainable as needed.

A third capability that adds value to users is the meeting report function. Meeting reports that normally take several days or more to produce and distribute can be prepared and distributed immediately following a meeting, sometimes handed to participants as they leave or e-mailed to them within a few of hours of the meeting. Baguley has seen several benefits from this quick turnaround. From the perspective of project momentum, participants have all the information they need to start on their tasks and communicate necessary information to key external resources immediately, when excitement about and commitment to the project is at its height. This is a great advantage over traditional methods in which people must wait for the minutes in order to really get started. Often while waiting, other priorities begin to siphon off their energy and the initial momentum is lost. Thus, immediate access to the minutes has helped jumpstart plans.

The report capabilities have also offered a substantial reduction in resources needed to create the minutes. Baguley estimates that a report from a risk management workshop can take from eight to 12 hours to prepare. Using IdeaFocus’ report function, reports require only one or two hours. In addition, reusable report templates can be created that filter information, automatically tailoring one or several reports to the needs and interests of specific groups. For example, a group action report that focuses on task and scheduling details can be generated for participants while an executive overview for upper management can be generated from the same material using a different template.

Experience and Implementation

IdeaFocus offers several versions of its tool. The designer version is for people with expertise both in facilitation and in the product, though it doesn’t require general, technical software knowledge to learn. Those at this level can create their own templates or alter templates already offered to meet specific needs. A facilitator version allows users to bring in specific, pre-designed templates for use, such as a brainstorming tool based on De Bono’s Six Thinking Hats or SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) Analysis, but they are not able to alter the fundamental processes. Currently, the Risk Managers use the facilitator version but only Baguley uses the designer version. Eventually, as others gain more experience using the tool, he expects to expand the number of people with designer capabilities. This group would also help train others in the organization and expand the use of the tool exponentially. Baguley’s long-term plan is to have a library of templates that are relevant to the local government, with many people throughout the organization ready and able to use them as needed. This seems like a reasonable possibility, given the reaction he has encountered so far.

Not only has IdeaFocus improved the effectiveness of risk management meetings, it has generated considerable interest and excitement wherever it has been used within the Brisbane City Council. One of Baguley’s biggest challenges is to manage the dissemination and adoption process. With people eager to begin adapting IdeaFocus for use in other types of meetings, there is considerable pressure to expand its use more quickly than may be wise. While Baguley is sure the software will work well for a wide range of purposes, his immediate focus is to create and perfect the range of templates needed for risk management alone, and to continue to train more and more people to use the tool. Once that is done, he and a team of the most experienced users can focus their attention on creating and adapting templates for other needs throughout the organization.

IdeaFocus is one of the newest of a growing number of meeting support tools that improve the effectiveness and lower the costs of meetings. These tools are especially valuable for professional facilitators and consultants, but they also offer substantial benefits to anyone who regularly conducts or attends meetings by helping make meeting time more productive. As tools like IdeaFocus become increasingly user-friendly, their use and impact will continue to grow.

Carla Kincaid Yoshikawa is as associate of Collaborative Strategies and has worked with individuals, teams and organizations to support the development of collaborative processes and working relationships. She has had experience designing and facilitating both face-to-face and remote meetings and continues to explore the implications of these new technologies for teams and teamwork. She can be reached at Carlaky@collaborate.com































Meeting Support Software Alternatives





Though there is often significant overlap of functions, each of the meeting support  and facilitation products currently available has strengths that can be of significant value in specific circumstances. In addition to IdeaFocus, a few of the products that deserve consideration include:





Aliah


(link to: http://www.aliah.com)


Consensus@nywhere and QuestMap


 (link to: http://www.softbicycle.com)


General Dynamics InfoWorkSpace


(link to: http://infoworkspace.com)


Group Decisions Support System or GDSS (link to: http://www.gdss.com)


Group Systems


(link to: http://www.groupsystems.com)


MeetingWorks


(link to: http://www.meetingworks.com)
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