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Organisation biography development exercise

Goals
(
To describe an organisation as a picture over time to gain an insight into the phases in the organisation’s development

(
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 theses crises to move into the future

(
To gain some skills in presenting the biography of an organisation for an audience as an initial stage of making an appropriate process intervention.

Facilitator experience
Moderate, but well acquainted with the development concepts of Bernard Lievegoed and with the development  phases of an organisation.

Time required

Process steps

1
Introduction
10 mins

2
Drawing biography charts
30 mins

3
Presentation
20 mins

4
Small group discussions
10 mins

5, 6
Plenary discussion
10 mins

7, 8, 9
Lecture and plenary session 
40 mins

2 hours
If there is more than one organisation present (for instance, in a training situation), preparing the charts can be done simultaneously but time will have to be allowed for steps 3 and 4 to be taken by each group.

Materials required
A flipchart, newsprint, 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 a given situation 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.

2
Ask participants to “draw” their organisation’s history as a line on a chart with marks indicating major triumphs, setbacks and turning points and prepare to present what they have done in the plenary session. If there are participants from more than one organisation present, ask them to break into groups with the others from their organisations to prepare the biography.  The biographies should cover at least five years, or from inception if the organisation is less than five years old.  Ask participants to prepare another sketch showing the structure or form of the organisation at present.

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.

4
Arrange the participants in groups of three or four and ask them to work with the following questions:

(
where were the major turning points?

(
what were the causes of each?

(
what was actually done to resolve the issue?

(
was the solution good?  Could it have been different?

5
List the comments of the groups on a flipchart and discuss in plenary.

6
Ask the group what they have observed about organisations during the process.

7
Introduce the concept of organisation development phases without going into too much detail.  Draw this material from the references below if necessary.  Illustrate your talk with examples from the presentations.

8
Ask the following questions in plenary:

(
does the concept of development phases in an organisation’s life make sense?

(
what value does it have for us as facilitators in the process of change?

