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For many years I have practiced a form of participative planning and leadership uniquely suited to the task of making the world a better place for children and youth. In the course of doing this work, I have discovered common threads that seem to unite people from all walks of life. I’ve seen people from diverse backgrounds and perspectives – such as social workers, physicians, nurses, child care specialists, teachers, clergy, government officials, employers, youth, and families - come together, plan, and carry out extraordinary action steps to heal themselves and their communities.

From this work I became convinced that we all hunger for a world where dignity and respect prevail for everyone.  Instead of systems that pathologize, stereotype, and lump children and families into a dizzying array of risks, diseases, and disorders, we aspire to humane practices that honor all people. Our species, I believe, has a remarkable capacity for creativity, healing, and cooperating for the common good (See Appendix 1). 

Since 1991, as a senior public health executive in the States of Wisconsin and Maine, I have sought to mobilize people to improve the health of mothers, children, and families. The purpose of public health, as defined by the Institute of Medicine, is to fulfill society’s interest in fostering the conditions under which all people can be healthy. Public health seeks to assure that all people have the opportunity to fulfill their potential to be healthy in mind, body, and spirit. A central commitment of public health is to end health inequalities and protect human dignity and rights. Maternal and Child Health (MCH) seeks exactly the same goals. We work to create sustainable systems, policies, and services that help all families and communities provide children with the care, love, dignity, and respect that they need.
Future Search

The methodology I have used, Future Search, is at its simplest, a 2 1/2 day planning meeting. However, it embodies a particular theory and philosophy of leadership that recognizes that every person does the best they can with what they have, and that all come equipped with the capacity for extraordinary cooperation if given a chance to use their own experience and wisdom. Moreover, Future Search is based on four common sense principles that I will describe in a moment.  In my 30 years as a physician, public health leader, and public servant, I have found these principles to be powerful guidelines for creating successful and humane public policies . Also, I have learned to understand how these principles align with the 10 Essential Public Health Services, as described by the Center for Disease Control and Prevention. More, these principles have paved the way for effective grassroots programs that continue for years. I know of no other methodology that so effectively links planners, providers, agencies, families, and children into a web of cooperative planning and implementation. 

Outcomes

Here are 10 examples of how Future Search has led to effective outcomes:  1) Created essential but previously unlikely partnerships to address infant mortality in Milwaukee, Wisconsin; 2) Resulted in $7 million per year in dedicated revenue for human services in Seattle; 3) Transformed racial tensions into collaborative economic development projects in Berrien County, Michigan; 4) Leveraged new funds for parenting education and child care in New Mexico; 5) Led to a plan for health coverage for all people in Vermont; 6) Established the San Gabriel, California, Healthy Start Family Resource Center; 7) Established the Nevada Public Health Foundation; 8) Increased youth participation in the governance of 4-H clubs throughout Montana; 9) Reduced absenteeism from asthma in Minneapolis schools; 10) Enabled Community Connections, a grassroots organization in North Platte, Nebraska, to obtain a $1.2 million grant to expand before-school, after-school, and summer programs, and to reduce tobacco use.    Dozens of other effective outcomes from Future Searches all over the world have been documented.

Principles  
The principles that make Future Search especially suited to the ambitious task outlined above are these: 

The first is that if you want plans that are both visionary and practical, you need to have  "the whole system in the room,” meaning people with authority, resources, experience, information, and need. 

The second says that if you want action plans based on genuine dialogue and commitment, you must give people a chance to explore the whole before seeking to fix any part, that is to have everybody talking about the same world, one that includes ALL of their realities. 

The third principle has people putting common ground and desirable futures front and center, while treating problems and conflicts as information, not action items. 

The fourth principle asks people to manage their own work and take responsibility for acting on what they learn. People discover that they do in fact have the means to change their own lives, and if they don’t do it no one else will. 

Future Search has proved especially useful in uncertain, fast-changing situations in which deeply entrenched systems and policies are under pressure to change and in which it is important that everyone have access to all perspectives in order to act responsibly. For more on the methodology of a Future Search Conference, see Appendix 2. 

Because Future Search has people work with their own knowledge and experience, using structured dialogues as a key procedure, it honors and transcends cultural differences. Thus, it is used successfully in North and South America, Asia, Africa, Australia, Europe, and India to create umbrellas for social, economic, educational, and health planning and leadership (See www.futuresearch.net). The actions generated by Future Search are both local and global and have been shown to continue far into the future.  They demand hard work and tenacity, for the world needs hard work to overcome severe injustice and violence and breathe life into a threatened future. But we can learn, as Nelson Mandela said, that "miracles happen with vision and spirit".
Appendix 1

Humane Systems for Child and Family Health

The following are 10 characteristics of humane systems, policies, programs, and services for children and families. Such systems:

1. Honor and respect the dignity of all people, and of their cultures.

2. View everyone as an "expert" and honor all voices, especially those who have historically not been included in the design of the policies that affect them .  Always ask:  Who else should be at the table?

3. Involve families and communities from start to finish.

4. Use simple and clear, non-jargon, non-bureaucratic, non-violent language and communication. This means not using acronyms unless we are willing to explain what the letters mean, and not using military metaphors such as "targeted" and "surveillance" unless we define them first in context.

5. Draw on the strengths, resiliency, and resources of all people involved, including the families and communities that we serve, as well as the strengths that make systems and policies work well.  

6. Collect, keep track of, analyze, and use data in an honest, clear, and accurate way that is true to the basic principles of public health and that serves as the foundation for action.

7. Advocate at all levels for resources to humanize and dignify systems, policies, programs, and services in the long term. 

8. Stay faithful to the purpose of public health, which is to foster the conditions that will enable the whole population to achieve optimal health.  And to be able to serve the health of the public, take care of our own health first.

9. Are non-judgmental, and realize that behind every statistic, every risk factor, every death is a real human being, with all the complexity, magnificence, and potential for good that is in each of us.

10. Are relationship-centered...i.e. carry out the work of public health within a context that appreciates the vital role of loving and thoughtful human relationships in promoting health, safety, and justice.

Table 1

Humane Systems and Future Search

	Humane Systems for Children and Families (Aronson)
	Future Search (Weisbord and Janoff, 2000)

	1.  Honor and respect the dignity of all children and families, and of their cultures.
	Bridges cultural boundaries.  Honors the experience of every person in the room. Explores the whole before seeking to fix any part.



	2.  View everyone as an "expert" and honor all voices, especially those who have historically not been included in the design of the policies that affect them.  Always ask:  Who else should be at the table?


	Represents practical cost-effective way to get everybody improving whole systems.  Invites courage to live up to ideals that challenge status quo. Makes space for all voices to be validated.  Invites self-management and shared responsibility for action.



	3.  Involve families and communities from start to finish.


	Since people will commit to plans that they have helped to develop, emphasizes identification and inclusion of all stakeholders.  



	4.  Use simple, clear, non-jargon, non-bureaucratic, non-violent language and communication. This means not using acronyms unless we are willing to explain what the letters mean, and not using military metaphors such as "targeted" and "surveillance" unless we define them first in the context of public health.


	Recognizes that such communication is essential to get the “whole system” in the room, express what we really want, confirm shared aspirations, and commit to collective action.  Jargon and acronyms block the path to common ground.   

	5.  Draw on the strengths, resiliency, and resources of all people involved, including the children, families, and communities that we serve, as well as the strengths that make systems and policies work well.


	Enables the skills, experiences, and motivation that people already have and move them toward the futures they really want.  


	Humane Systems for Children and Families (Aronson)
	Future Search (Weisbord and Janoff, 2000)

	6.  Collect, keep track of, analyze, and use data in an honest, clear, and accurate way that is true to the basic principles of public health and that serves as the foundation for action.


	Allows for every person to enter “data”. Creates a shared context for interactive planning.  

	7.  Advocate at all levels for resources to humanize and dignify systems, policies, programs, and services in the long term. 


	Fosters conditions to enable people to work together and achieve previously unimaginable results for the betterment of the whole society. The political will to sustain such conditions is necessary for democracy to work.  



	8.  Stay faithful to the purpose of public health, which is to foster the conditions that will enable the whole population to achieve optimal health.  And to be able to serve the health of the public, take care of our own health first.
	Changes the conditions under which people interact. Challenges us to own up to the shadow side of our natures. Integrates the voices that pull us away from creative and humane impulses. Views health through lens of whole child, family, community, system, society  – mind, body, spirit. 



	9.  Are non-judgmental, and realize that behind every statistic, every risk factor, every death is a real human being, with all the complexity, magnificence, and potential for good that is in each of us.


	Helps people reconnect with the “better angels of our nature (Lincoln)”.   Facilitates systems change that upsets stereotypes by experiencing, owning, and integrating our differences. 

	10.  Are relationship-centered...i.e. carry out the work of public health within a context that appreciates the vital role of loving and thoughtful human relationships in promoting health, safety, and justice.


	Assumes that everything and everyone are inter-connected. Affirms that humans are 99% genetically alike. Taps into our shared heritage as a species aspiring to cooperate with each other.  Strives for dignity, meaning, and community.




Appendix  2

An Orientation to Future Search

By Sandra Janoff, Ph.D. and Marvin Weisbord*

Future Search is a unique planning method used world-wide by hundreds of communities and organizations. The method enables large diverse groups to (1) validate  a common mission, (2) take responsibility for action, and (3) develop commitment to implementation. The method is especially useful in uncertain, fast-changing situations when it is important that everyone have the same large picture in order to act responsibly. Future Search has been used effectively in a wide variety of cultural contexts, for example, in North and South America, Asia, Africa, Australia, Europe, and India, to create umbrellas for social, technological, and economic planning.

A Future Search may involve 60 to 70 people and sometimes 100 or more. People work in small groups as “stakeholders” (shared perspectives), and in mixed groups that are a cross-section of the whole. Every person has a chance to speak and listen. This makes possible a shared picture based on the experience of all those present. The meeting also is managed so that that the entire group can be in dialogue when necessary. The minimum length is four sessions of half a day each, spread across three days to allow for “soak time.” One intensive planning meeting often sets the stage for projects that continue with high involvement for years.

How Future Search Works

Future Search follows tested principles derived from six decades of research and experimentation with what it takes to enable people to act cooperatively without having to defend or sell their own agendas or give up cherished values. The first principle involves "getting the whole system in the room"--meaning people with authority, resources, expertise, information and need. The second involves putting the focal issue in global perspective, helping each person to see a bigger picture than usual. The third requires seeking common ground and desirable futures, while treating problems and conflicts as information, not action items. The fourth asks people to manage their own small groups and take responsibility for acting on what they learn. Future Search features working sessions among a wide range of parties who together have what is needed for principled action if they choose to take it.

The Meeting Agenda

There are five sessions labeled Past, Present, Future, Common Ground, and Action. Each involves creating a data base, sharing understandings in small groups, reports to the whole, and large group dialogues. Sessions are cumulative and the product is an action plan and follow-up structure. People begin with a history of the situation that brought them together. They then build a map of world trends affecting their issue. Each stakeholder group tells what it is doing now about key trends and what its members want to do in the future. Small groups then devise preferred future scenarios. People identify their common ground, key themes that appear in every scenario. The final session is given over to action plans, an implementation strategy and accountability.

Changing Assumptions 

Many Future Search participants come with justifiable skepticism based on past experiences in unproductive meetings. In  Future Search they often will set aside stereotypes and untested assumptions as they discover what can be accomplished in this new setting, Most Future Search participants, given access to information, resources, and people in authority who usually are not available all at once, will make effective action plans none of them thought were possible. 

_____________________________________________________________________

*Co-directors of Future Search Network, an association based on public service, colleagueship, and learning with 350 members in 21 countries. They are co-authors of FUTURE SEARCH: An Action Guide to Finding Common Ground in Organizations and Communities (Berrett-Koehler, 2nd edition, 2000). See www.futuresearch.net for more information.

Appendix 3

The Use of Future Search to Enhance the Leadership, Legacy, and Vision for Maternal and Child Health 

By Richard Allan Aronson, MD, MPH

December 2006

Future Search is a powerful interactive tool for local, state, and national leadership in maternal and child health.  The significance of Future Search within the context of maternal and child health includes the following:

· Provides conditions for families, including those who have previously not been at the table, to be in dialogue and partnership with providers and people in charge of large health care systems and human service organizations.

· Provides a forum to launch innovative actions that address the underlying systemic factors that affect the health of children, families, and communities.

· Fosters essential but previously unlikely partnerships to create more humane systems that promote prevention and healing throughout the life span, grounded in the Life Course Perspective.  

· Brings together, usually for the first time in the same room, people from diverse groups such as the health professions, foundations, insurance companies, education, faith, people directly affected by health disparities, mental health, business, community, government, and families. 

· Can overcome turf issues in health and human services that block people and organizations from taking steps toward unity and respect. An example is the longstanding mistrust between academic medical centers and communities of color that prevents the two from collaborating on a wide variety of efforts, such as action research to prevent violence. 

· Enables meaningful action to proceed in a timely and unified manner even when the participants may disagree on other issues.

· Brings to the surface and validates deeply engrained issues such as discrimination that contribute to health disparities.  

· Intensifies the urgency to include children, youth, and families in all phases of health programs, policies, services, and systems.

· Clarifies the importance of viewing health within an interconnected ecological context that honors social connectedness, conscience, and the quality of human relationships as vitally important determinants of health status.

· Enables health care to rise above traditional models based on morbidity, mortality, risk, and deficits.  Instead, it taps into the strengths, resources, resiliency, and capacity of people and organizations to become healthy in mind, body, and spirit.

· Drives home the fundamental idea that because children are our future, the extent to which we have integrated systems and policies that honor and promote their health will, in effect, determine how successful we are at becoming a more just, more peaceful, more democratic, and less violent society.  

· When diverse people gather together to envision a community where children are healthy and thriving, and where families are loving and affirming, they realize how much they have in common.  Future Search brings alive the biological reality that human beings are 99.9 % genetically alike.

· Makes a compelling point that the idea of dividing people according to the color of their skin is biologically meaningless.  Rather, it shows that race is a social construct that we have used to divide people from each other.  

· Paves the way for health and human service systems that strive to become culturally and linguistically competent.   Future Search honors and respects the uniqueness of cultures and the potential for diversity to enrich a person’s health.  The rapidly changing demographic diversity of the United States is fertile ground for Future Searches. 

· Opens the door to looking at and promoting health in a much broader context.  For example, what constitutes a healthy organization, and how does that concept affect the health services that such an organization provides?  If we ignore systemic problems within health organizations such as institutional discrimination, in which employees feel unappreciated and disrespected, the wounds fester.  How can such an organization be of service to the outside world? Future Search challenges organizations to take a self-assessment to address such internally systemic issues. 

· Illuminates the deeper meaning of access to health care.  People are gifted with intuition.  They intuitively know when they call a health program or medical office to what extent they are honored and welcomed.  When you feel like you are imposing on the very people you count on to help you, the motivation to engage with the systems disappears.  Families seeking care for their children intuitively sense whether an organization humanely cares about them or views them as problems, often stereotyped.   

· Brings out the necessity for having healthy employees in order to strengthen the organization’s productivity. Healthy employees depend on an organization that honors diversity and the unique creativity and gifts that each person brings to that organizations.

Summary

Future Search represents a process where we can move beyond our job titles, professional degrees, turf, and fears and help each other reach a deeper understanding of the underlying root systemic factors that contribute to the great public health challenges of our time. It has the potential to unite us by discovering that we have much more in common than we previously believed. This happens not by changing people’s behavior but by changing the structures and conditions under which we work with each other. 

Through the principles of Future Search, we can put into practice a style of leadership that emphasizes vision, risk, and collaboration. It includes but goes beyond the risk reduction model of public health.  It can expand our leadership capacity by fostering systems and environments in which children and families can grow and thrive, and live compassionate, productive, and dignified lives.

Underlying this model is the hypothesis that how we live together – the quality and meaning and connectedness of our relationships in family and community – has a powerful influence on our health, well being, and safety.  The most fundamental mission of public health – a mission that drives the way we do business - is to facilitate the collaboration, formal and informal support systems, and strengths to allow for people to grow and live in healthy and healing ways.  The underlying assumption is that human beings, at their best, seek positive connections with each other, and that these connections enrich all of our lives.  Future Search is a tool to deepen the practice of public health. 

We can then mutually learn to discover previously unimaginable common ground…a common ground that we share, regardless of class, race, ethnicity,  culture, religion, and political positions.  It is a tool that we hope will lead us to a paradigm shift so that health and human service systems become relationship-centered…and families become partners in creating humane and respectful systems for all children.  
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