Minimum Specifications for Positive Deviance Initiatives

For Leaders, Organizers and Coaches

In contrast to maximum specifications, min specs or simple rules can draw out creative adaptability in people and organizations. This is a powerful lesson in sharing control for leaders and front line staff.  Min specs create a set of “enabling constraints” that move toward more distributed control and less top down supervision.

A small number of min specs can foster innovative solutions.  Less is more.  
The specs provide simultaneous direction and freedom.

In the context of spreading innovative behaviors, min specs clarify the “must-do’s” and “must-not-do’s” for facilitators and leaders.  The specs identify those elements that maintain the core integrity of the initiative while simultaneously inviting participants to autonomously “go wild” with everything else.  

Both autonomy and integration are amplified.  Fidelity in the process is maintained while local wisdom and creativity are celebrated.

Below is a draft of “must-do’s” and “must-not-do’s” associated with Positive Deviance.  The Min Specs include elements, attributes and behaviors that must or must not be present or practiced to achieve our purpose.
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	What We Must Do
	What We Must Not Do
	What Will Emerge in Unique Forms

	· Actively seek involvement, reach out beyond the usual suspects and allow participants to self-select
	· With the exception of infection control leaders, appoint or designate participants
	· That what the core team looks like at each facility will vary

	· Adapt and build as units develop momentum
	· Start cross-unit activities too soon
	· Unit leaders & network weavers will appear at different times

	· Track progress and feed back to community… generating new questions
	· Give answers before the question is asked
	· Each organization will decide what to measure based on their needs

	· Follow existing science and evidence based practices to prevent transmission
	· Interfere with adoption of new practices if no harm is anticipated
	· Processes and conditions that allow new & latent strategies to be put into practice

	· Use inquiry based process Discovery and Action Dialogues 
 
	· Ignore little changes, suggestions, and adaptations that  emerge from discovery dialogues
	· Answers and successful strategies that emerge will differ by organization

	· Feed back to others and rapidly act on suggestions or communicate why they cannot be acted upon
	· Be silent or wishy-washy on suggested actions
	· Strategies for how this will happen will vary between organizations

	· Create conditions and opportunities to enable others to share practices
	· Dampen friendly competition among units
	· Supporting infrastructure will vary among sites

	· Recognize that process is continuous & a new way of managing-leading-thinking
	· Treat as a discrete project
	· Enthusiasm that spill over into other challenges

	· Allow for a periodic “booster” shot
	· Assume there will be no backsliding
	· How this is done will vary by site

	· Cultivate “ownership”
	· Manipulate “buy in”
	· Be ready to be surprised

	· What else…?
	· 
	· 


Min Specs for PD Interactions & Practice

Don't Decide About Me without Me  

When searching in your organization or community for behavior and solutions that are unusually powerful and effective (positively deviant) it helps to broaden your conversations to include the people most involved – this is especially powerful when you can bring together people that don’t normally talk with one another.  

For example in a neighbourhood house you are talking with a group of school age children who are complaining about not getting the same access to the gym as the teenagers.
A good PD response to this would be: “Who has an idea about how we might invite some of the teenagers to talk to us?
Or, during a D&A dialogue at a school council might say: “The real problem in this school is that not enough of our kids are going on to college or university.”
A good PD response would be:  “How could we talk to some students about this problem? Does anyone have ideas about how we might include the students?”
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Take 20 Seconds 

                                 (Pause and look at your shoes)


When facilitating D & A’s it is more important to create a real conversation than it is to provide all the “right” answers – as facilitators we can do this by asking the assembled group good questions and then WAITING for people in the group to answer.


The most important thing to remember here is not to begin speaking too soon after you’ve asked a question.  Pose the question and then wait at least 20 seconds for someone else to speak.


20 seconds of silence in a group can feel like a very long time – on average, facilitators begin speaking after six seconds – so, increase your tolerance of loooong pauses.  


During these long pauses people in the group are often formulating their answers and working up the courage to respond – if you start talking too soon, you truncate that process and communicate (unwittingly) that you’re the one with the answers……….


So, learn to pause for 20 seconds – the first few times you do D&As ask your partner to time you – and find out how you’re doing – learn to count off 20 seconds in your head and stretch those pauses out to at least 20 seconds.

One good way to encourage the group to respond is to look down at your shoes, this disrupts your eye contact with members of the group, signals that this is time for reflection and thinking and takes a little of the pressure to begin talking off you.

Try it, you’ll be surprised how effective this trick is!

Finish What You Start?

                                                   NOT IN D&A!!

There’s probably a voice in your head repeating a lesson from your childhood:  Finish what you start!

And that’s effective advice in many areas of life – but it isn’t especially helpful when you’re doing Discovery & Action.

In a D&A Dialogue you don't have to finish the conversation, in fact, it’s more powerful and effective to start the conversation, keep it short and the go back and back and back and back to the group to continue the dialogue in short, periodic bursts that are high-energy, high-engagement and, therefore, high-impact.

You don’t have to finish, you just have to start.  It’s OK if you haven’t answered every question or gotten every good idea from the staff about how to improve practice.  Just get started and keep going!

Sometimes you’re probably going to feel like you’re just going in circles, that’s when it’s going to be important to slow down, capture new butterflies and celebrate some small wins big time!
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Catching butterflies -- Your New Job  
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Capturing butterflies was the phrase coined by one of the PD/MRSA coordinators in the first round of hospitals using PD – He said: “I used to know my job – it was to tell people important things.  Now, my job is harder because I spend all my time trying to capture butterflies.” (Source: D. Hares, Albert Einstein Medical Center)

And in fact, that’s exactly right -- the most important thing you can do as a D&A facilitator is to notice and capture the butterflies…..butterflies are those lovely, often small ideas that someone will float into a D&A conversation – these ideas are often either so small, or so obvious, that we in regular practice frequently fail to capture because we don’t explicitly notice them.  And, because we don’t explicitly notice these butterflies, we can’t turn them from ideas into action.


Your job is to capture those butterflies – 
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When you think a butterfly is floating around but hasn’t been made explicit, here are some good prompts to use to help capture it:


Wow, did you guys just notice that……….


Can you repeat that?


What do does everyone think about ………….?  

“The range of what we think and do is limited by what we fail to notice.  And because we fail to notice that we fail to notice there is little we can do to change until we notice how failing to notice shapes our thoughts and deeds.” 

~ R. D. Laing
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Small Changes Can Create BIG Effects…..

               Celebrate small wins big time!
Small changes can have very big effects in systems – for example, severe lightning in the Ethiopian highlands gives birth to the most devastating Atlantic hurricanes according to new research from Colin Price at Tel Aviv University.  Price and colleagues at Israel’s Open University studied data from the World Wide Lightning Location Network  and found that periods of intense lightning in eastern Africa disturb westward trade winds that travel across Africa.  The resulting atmospheric turbulence creates low pressure areas known as African easterly waves, which generate tropical storms as they head west over the Atlantic. (Source: Plexus Complexity Post 5/24/07)

Can you imagine?  A hurricane birthed from lightning?

After years of investing in large change efforts across our organizational systems and being disappointed in the return on that investment of time, attention and energy, PD offers a powerful new way to uncover and magnify the small changes that are worth celebrating big time…..

And, as you celebrate these small changes you will provide concrete evidence to participating staff that the whole system is serious about small changes and their potential for creating BIG improvements.


Yes, we really DO want to reinvent the wheel.  

When using PD we really are trying to reinvent the wheel – one of the reasons that PD often seems elusive is because we’ve come to believe that being EFFICIENT is extremely important – thus, we work hard to avoid reinventing wheels.  


But in PD, reinventing the wheel often means helping individuals use the basic concepts and structures developed elsewhere and adapt them for their very own unique contexts – we really are trying to reinvent the wheel – because when they create the wheel – they OWN the wheel.  
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SUSTAINED CHANGE GROWS OUT OF OWNERSHIP………

And ownership is NOT the same as buy-in……..

There is an important distinction between ownership and buy-in.  These words are not interchangeable and they are not synonymous.

Ownership is when you own or share the ownership of an idea, a decision, an action plan, a choice; it means that you have participated in its development, that it is your choice freely made. Solutions that are co-created and truly owned by the people who are directly involved with the problem are more effective and last longer. We tend not to turn our backs on things we create.

Buy-in is the exact opposite: someone else, or some group of people, has done the development, the thinking, the deciding and developed the action plan, and now they have to convince you to come along and buy-in to their idea -- so that you can implement their idea without being involvement in the initial conversations, the resulting decisions and the design of the action plan.  Aiming for buy-in creates lukewarm, pallid implementation and mediocre results that are usually not sustainable.  

PD fosters a deep sense of ownership and avoid the pitfalls of buy-in.  

When it comes to solving intractable complex problems that require behavior and social change, the notion of buy-in is just not useful – people in the system need to own the new behaviors.  

Anytime you or someone around you thinks or talks about buy-in beware!  It is a danger signal telling you that your development and implementation process is missing the essential ingredient of involving all who should be. 

With its emphasis on Discovery and Action with usual and unusual suspects, PD offers a powerful means of avoiding the wasted time and mediocre results affiliated with buy-in.  


HOW DO YOU KNOW IF YOU ARE DOING GOOD DISCOVERY & ACTION DIALOGUES?

We all want to know if we’re doing a good job, especially when we’re trying something new.  If you find yourself wondering how you are doing as a Discovery & Action Dialogue (D&A) facilitator, after you’ve conducted 10 – 15 D&A’s stop and take a look at: (1) your personal To-Do list and (2) your list of staff who volunteer to act on new improvement opportunities generated by the D&A’s.

If you're doing effective D&As, as a facilitator your own to-do list shouldn’t be getting significantly larger or longer with action items from, or for, specific units. Your list of staff volunteers should be getting longer and longer.  If you are conducting effective D&A’s participating staff on units should be volunteering to take on new activities, play new roles and help remove barriers to better practice…..in fact, you may find this shift disconcerting.

Does this mean your job will get easier?  Not necessarily, you may find that you have to work harder at running interference for newly engaged staff, you may find that you’re doing more outreach and offering new and different invitations to usual and unusual suspects and, in what may be your biggest new role, you may have to pay much closer attention to small ideas – and the potential power that can be unleashed by lots and lots of small ideas turning into big change.

So, keep track of what’s on everyone’s to-do list – if yours is the only one getting longer, you may want to think about how you are asking and listening to the answers to PDs important questions:  

# 5.  Do you have any ideas?  What would it look like if…

And, 

 
# 6. What could you do now? How could you get started?  Who else should be involved?  Are there any volunteers?
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