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1. Project aims and objectives
Synergy aimed to determine if web-based asynchronous facilitated meetings offer a useful approach to facilitated work within and between HEIs, and associated organisations.  The project sought to answer the following key questions: 
· Does the asynchronous approach add value to what we do as staff/organisation developers? 

· Can it significantly help the development of our institutions by better enabling the right people to be involved in a given facilitated meeting?

· In what areas can it be used to enhance the quality and effectiveness of what we do?

We wanted to explore and describe specific examples of asynchronous facilitation and to evaluate the effectiveness of the approach in those situations, by identifying both the benefits and the pitfalls.  We also intended to include in our consideration some of the more structured approaches used for face to face facilitation, such as Action Learning Sets or Creative Problem Solving.

2. Methodology
Initially the project methodology was designed as follows: 

1. 
Selection of a small number of settings in SD/OD where facilitation is used, such as Action Learning Sets, Creative Problem Solving, or World Café type of environment , and an investigation of them in asynchronous mode.
2. 
Investigation of the chosen settings, in order to compare and contrast the efficacy and practicalities of conventional ‘gathered’ ways of working, with the distributed asynchronous approach.  
3. 
Emphasis on dissemination to the community, through asynchronous facilitated sessions designed to provide experience of this approach and to gather feedback about it.

It was intended that each asynchronous session would be evaluated and compared with the face to face facilitated setting, using questionnaires designed specifically for participants and session owners/facilitators to provide feedback.

3. Changes to project methodology and the case study approach

In practice the project adopted a case study approach to explore the effectiveness of asynchronous facilitated sessions.  This was partly dictated by the nature of the available opportunities for asynchronous working. Because the activities needed to be ‘real’ and genuine, we had to work with those opportunities that presented themselves. This change of approach necessitated a significant departure from the original methodology.  It was not possible to carry out comparisons with a range of different facilitated settings and techniques as originally intended, simply because in reality such opportunities did not materialise and could not be artificially created.     However, there was opportunity to compare the asynchronous approach with conventional face to face facilitated meetings, including those that took place in the University’s iLab environment (which uses the same software in a face-to-face setting).  A case by case approach was chosen, focussing instead on the groups involved and their particular experience of asynchronous facilitation as compared to same time, same place working.  This proved to be a more productive line of enquiry and therefore it was not deemed appropriate to draw comparisons with specific facilitation techniques such as Action Learning Sets, World Café etc.

4. Intended outcomes and outputs

The primary intended outcome of the project was a better understanding of the issues involved in running web-based asynchronous facilitated groups so that facilitators understand when this approach might be appropriate and how to best manage the facilitation task.

Outputs would take the form of one or more briefings to the SD/OD practitioner community; one or more workshops about the project (run as asynchronous facilitated sessions, so that practitioners experience at first hand the issues under consideration); and a report, with guidance for Facilitators who wish to use the approach.

The work of Synergy was intended to enhance and support activities where facilitated groups are already used to investigate and/or resolve a wide range of issues in higher education, both within and between institutions.  Organisations such as the Leadership Foundation, Higher Education Academy and the Staff Development Forum might benefit from running facilitated asynchronous discussions that could, for example, help in the dissemination/embedding of information, generated by their funded projects. 

Besides these higher level benefits, the project work sought to:

· offer staff greater flexibility in the use of their time (a particular benefit to senior staff whose available time is limited and who have very full diaries);
· free up time from travel to/from meetings; 

· in some cases reduce travel (and perhaps avoid subsistence costs), which will both reduce direct costs to the institution, and help to reduce its carbon footprint.
We also planned to investigate more general advantages in working asynchronously.  For example, within the timescales given to participants by the facilitator: 

· contributions can be made ‘as and when’ a thought or idea occurs;
· the meeting is ongoing in the sense that matters do not have to be left (forgotten?) until the next meeting, so making possible a greater continuity of thought that can allow ideas to grow and develop – also with the possibility of reference to other resources (including people) to help matters progress;
· the facilitator has more time to reflect and better manage the overall process .
5. Case studies

Over the course of the year, Synergy was involved in several asynchronous activities.  Three key activities based in different settings have been selected as case studies and provide clear, but very different examples of practice:

· An intensive three month project with the School of Environmental Sciences at the University of East Anglia, in which the asynchronous approach was used to consult staff and students in a major review of its curriculum;
· A study based on work with the University of Hertfordshire, which is engaged in a major strategic change initiative aimed at transforming the institution into a premier business facing HEI;
· A smaller scale activity, in which asynchronous facilitation was used in strategic Away Day preparation by the Centre for Staff and Educational Development at the University of East Anglia.

These case studies illustrate practice in the use of asynchronous facilitation on different scales and at different levels of the organisation – inter-organisational, inter-departmental and inter-team.   They also demonstrate the flexible nature of the software used to support these activities as a medium for initiating discussion, collecting data and sharing knowledge. They are described in detail in the dissemination report.
The timing of this project had an impact on the level of work that was generated.  The project started in January and by the summer it had gained considerable momentum and interest.  The downside to this was that this peak in interest also coincided with the summer period, with many staff on annual leave and Universities generally entering a quieter period of activity.  This meant that some potentially useful ideas for project activities did not come to fruition and also delayed progress on some key aspects of the work.  Nevertheless, some unexpected opportunities for asynchronous working did present themselves – one further activity in CSED, one in the University Careers Service and a third from the Eastern Region Forum for staff developers. These other activities are detailed in an appendix to the dissemination report.
6. Findings
The Synergy project found that asynchronous on-line facilitation is most valuable when used in conjunction with other techniques, to enhance group working.   The approach might ultimately help to foster organisational learning by encouraging collaboration and intersubjectivity across different groups of people.  This resonates with Etienne Wenger’s (1998) concept of ‘Communities of Practice’, in which learning occurs through social participation with other people in the practices of a particular community, engaged in the pursuit of joint enterprise.  When applied to organisations, this means that learning can be enhanced when people who are members of different communities of practice, interconnect and are able to share knowledge and understanding in order to change working practices and achieve collective goals.   This requires a view of valued knowledge as distributed rather than residing in the domain of a few individuals or those in positions of authority and suggests a workplace pedagogy which promotes opportunities for shared dialogue.  The medium provided by collaborative meetings software, using an asynchronous approach can potentially contribute to this.  For example, research conducted by Boreham and Morgan (2004) identified three relational practices as the basis for organisational learning: opening space for the creation of shared meaning; reconstituting power relations; and providing cultural tools to mediate learning. 
We found that asynchronous approaches, particularly when combined with face to face group work, can support these practices by maximising the time, space and resources for individuals with different perspectives and different ways of thinking and to working, to engage in dialogue.  Hierarchies and power relations are reconstituted through complete anonymity, encouraging the participation of all, regardless of status.  The content generated provides a basis for the creation of new knowledge in the form of joint outputs, such as strategic and project plans, glossaries of information, teaching and learning processes etc.  These are essentially products of organisational knowledge and representations of working practices.  Therefore, the focus on collective tasks and collaboration through shared dialogue, supported by asynchronous working in combination with face to face methods, may encourage participation and contribute to the development of shared products. 
The ENV, Hertfordshire and CSED case studies demonstrate how asynchronous working helped to assist change by supporting key organisational activities:
· Consulting a range of people with different viewpoints by maximising participation;
· Capturing distributed knowledge and promoting ‘joined up thinking’;
· Informing decisions by allowing  multiple voices to be heard;
· Assisting with the strategic planning process.
However, although our experience suggests that the asynchronous approach offers another tool that can be used to aid organisational learning and therefore organisational development, the small scope of our study and the limited amount of data it generated means that we would be cautious about the extent to which our findings can be generalised to similar settings.  We would recommend that further research is conducted to investigate the potential of this powerful medium for different time, different place group collaboration.
7. Dissemination activities
As follows:

· A modest Web presence was created at the outset of the project. This has continued to be updated, and the dissemination report will be made available there online.
· An article was written for Engage to provide early awareness of the project. Shortly afterwards a briefing and other promotional activities were provided at the SDF ‘mid-year’ conference at UEA in April 2008. A ‘concluding’ article will be offered to Engage later in the year.
· The project was heavily promoted through the Eastern Region Forum for staff developers (including some practical opportunities, as mentioned above). Expected sessions for the wider community proved harder to organize/promote than anticipated.

· A presentation was given at the Midlands Staff Development Programme (MSDP) committee meeting in July 2008.
· A session was run at the SDF/LD conference in Edinburgh (November 2008) which was well received.

· The dissemination report is due to be published in May 2009, and we will widely circulate this among the community.

· Dissemination of the project report is planned at the MSDP CPD conference in July 2009.
· We have chosen not to produce the ‘electronic briefing’ as originally intended, since we feel, on reflection, that this medium has limited potential in disseminating the work of the project.  We consider that the project report is more than sufficient for this purpose.
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