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A report to Participants on the Future Search Conference held on 7th & 8th October 2004

Workplace 
Partnership 2014



Foreword
As we approached the critical point where we were about to make the transition to new structures 

under the Health Reform Programme, we in the Health Services National Partnership Forum (HSNPF) 

were very aware that we needed to consult with all of the key players and activists in workplace 

partnership across the entire health services.

We needed an opportunity to explore and discuss, in depth, how workplace partnership could best 

work in the new health system.

Our experience of the Future Search process suggested that this would be an innovative and 

immediate way to involve “the whole system” in a strategic, yet practical, method of planning for 

the future and addressing the issue of reconfiguring ourselves to operate effectively within the new 

Health Service Executive from 1 January 2005.

We were very pleased to be able to assemble ninety two interested and active management and union 

participants from Partnership Committees, from iHSE and from the HSNPF itself, who, together with 

the staff of HSNPF, engaged over two days in addressing the five important tasks in the conference.

All of the proceedings, outcomes and recommendations were recorded and are summarised in this 

short report. The recommendations from the conference were subsequently adopted by HSNPF.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank all involved in the event for the quality of their work over 

the two days. 

Larry Walsh

Director

February 2005
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1. Introduction
This report explains what happened at the Future Search strategic planning conference on workplace 

partnership in the Health Service held at the Great Southern Hotel, Dublin Airport, on the 7th and 8th of 

October 2004. It describes the process of the meeting and summarises its outcome.

Transcriptions of the flipcharts of most of the individual group sessions have been recorded and are 

available on our website www.hsnpf.ie. This includes the final recommendations and commitments to 

action developed around the “agreed areas for action” by seven groups in the closing stages of the 

conference.

2. Purpose of the Conference
The purpose of the conference was to bring together representatives of all key groups with a stake 

in the issue of workplace partnership in the health service in order to take shared ownership of how 

workplace partnership can best work in the new health system.

The stakeholders were represented at the conference by the following groups:

• Health Services National Partnership Forum Members

• The Interim Health Service Executive

• Union Joint Chairs of Health Board Partnership Committees

• Management Joint Chairs of Health Board Partnership Committees

• Union Joint Chairs of Hospital Partnership Committees

• Management Joint Chairs of Hospital Partnership Committees

• Health Board Partnership Facilitators

• Hospital Partnership Facilitators

• HSNPF Headquarters staff

http://www.hsnpf.ie
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3. A Summary of the Conference Recommendations
A summary of the conference recommendations is presented here:

“How Workplace Partnership can work in a New Patient-centred Health Service”

• Maintain centrality of Partnership

- in Sustaining Progress

- In Quality and Fairness

- In the reforms

• Make renewal / refinement of the purpose and goals of Partnership

• Make the business case for partnership – not just ideology 

• The Forum to give proactive leadership

- leadership by unions and management for their respective constituencies

• Build Partnership structures appropriate to the new Health Service

• Retain and utilise a capacity to deal with significant change issues

• The management system of the Health Service to be built on Partnership principles

• Align and integrate the Organisation Development, Human Resources, Industrial Relations and 

Partnership processes

• Make Partnership central to Service Planning and Accreditation

- build Partnership criteria into requirements and checklists

• Demand an excellent communications system

- for the Health Service

- for Partnership

• Health Service training to underpin Partnership principles and practices

- by reflecting Partnership principles in design of all courses

- by presenting Partnership philosophy and practices

- by developing Partnership competencies
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4. The Future Search Process
Future search is a process for strategic planning in a single meeting. It is widely used around the world 

to transform a system’s capability for co-operative action and rapid change. It seeks to involve ‘the 

whole system’. The future search meeting is task-focused and brings together up to 60-70 people 

who have a stake in the future of the system. The system in question can be any human endeavour 

involving a large number of people. It may be a private sector, public sector or community/voluntary 

based venture. The stakeholders explore their past, present and desired future, discover common 

ground and make concrete action plans.

Future search is purposeful, requires no expert speakers, and encourages dialogue and learning as 

a catalyst for action and follow-up. It is especially helpful in uncertain, fast-moving situations.

Future search can be used to:

• Create a shared vision and practical action plans amongst diverse parties 

• Build commitment to implement a vision or strategy that already exists 

• Initiate rapid action on complex issues where no co-coordinating structure or shared vision exists 

• Forge partnerships with a critical mass of key stakeholders

A future search consists of a number of interlocking tasks or steps:

• Understanding the past 

• Understanding the present 

• Creating ideal future scenarios 

• Identifying the common ground 

• Action planning

The agenda for our conference closely followed this arrangement.
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5. How the Conference Unfolded
Over the two days of the conference, the participants and workgroups were guided by the conference 

facilitators, Eamonn O’Dwyer, Seosamh Ó Maolalaí and Esther-Mary D’Arcy. The planned activities 

were explained for the participants in a series of worksheets provided in the handout material.

Where people worked in groups and established their points on flipcharts, the content of these 

flipcharts have been recorded as far as possible. They have been placed on our web site, 

www.hsnpf.ie

The large mind map is reproduced in this report and can be viewed in detail on www.hsnpf.ie

5.1 Understanding the past

Our first objective - understanding our past - involved charting on huge timelines set around the 

conference hall the key global, organisational and personal events that have shaped us in the thirty 

years since 1975. 

Worksheets 1, 2, 3 and 4 guided the participants through this stage of the conference.

Participants worked in mixed groups for this session. Within minutes of the conference starting, 

everyone was on their feet and moving about with markers, sharing their experiences, discovering 

both common ground and differences and thereby creating the conditions for truly effective dialogue. 

There followed a summary and feedback by all groups of the notable trends and developments at 

global, local and personal levels. This session helped everybody, particularly those with relatively short 

histories in the health service, to understand our past and to appreciate how, for better or worse, 

it has made us what we are today. A summary of the timelines is available at www.hsnpf.ie

Creating a time line
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5.2 Understanding the present

5.2.1 The mind map

We then moved on to understanding our present which began with the creation of a large mind map of 

all the trends in healthcare and the health service which we believe are shaping, and are being shaped 

by, the Partnership agenda. Key among these were: 

• Economic, social and political developments

• Public expectations of the health service

• Progress and contribution of Partnership

• Changing the workplace culture

• Participation and inclusion

• Changing the way work is done and decisions made

• EU legislation

• Impact of technology 

• Health Service reform 

Creating the mind map of key trends

5.2.2 Stakeholder groups

The participants then formed into stakeholder groups. ( For list of Stakeholders Groups, see list 

on page 2).

Participants were asked to consider within their stakeholder group how the key trends are related and 

their impact on workplace partnership. They were guided by worksheet 6. They were asked to prepare 

a short report. A reporter for each group gave a brief presentation of the findings of the group to a 

plenary session. Some of the factors identified as impacting on workplace partnership included:

• Leadership and commitment

• Health service reform

• Communications and training

• The EU Directive on Information and Consultation

• Measurement and evaluation of the partnership process
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5.2.3 Prouds and sorries

The next exercise, still focusing on the present, involved a reflection and presentation of the “prouds” 

and “sorries” of each stakeholder group. It was an appealing and open exercise of owning up to what 

is really happening, under the motto “own it, don’t moan it”. A selection of the “prouds” and “sorries” 

is set out below. The full list is available on www.hsnpf.ie

Some Prouds:

• Success at regional level

• Involvement in the Performance Verification process

• Involvement in Patient Journey workshops and Shared Services workshops

• Quality of Work Life survey

• Local Partnership Annual Report leaflet and Partnership work – crèche

• Commitment

• All that we have done (Service Planning, influence etc). Improved patient care, bridge building

• As managers, open and consulted in the process

• How HSNPF has grown over the last 5 years and levels of achievement

• Commitment to role

Some Sorries: 

• Lack of success on the ground due to logistics

• Mainstreaming not achieved

• Can’t communicate more about the new design (work in progress) – to do so would violate 

the statutory remit of iHSE – under legislation / privilege of Minister

• Didn’t engage in process sooner

• The process is sometimes too closely associated with the facilitators

• Failed projects due to lack of general and union buy-in

• For what we are not achieving/can’t get due to lack of capacity or lack of resources & time

• Under-resourced

• Avoiding hard issues

Enfolded in words

http://www.hsnpf.ie
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5.3 Creating ideal future scenarios

We were all now ready to consider the future. New, mixed stakeholder groups were formed at this 

stage. The groups were asked to put themselves ten years into the future. It was now October 2014.

In small groups we created ideal future scenarios for the workplace in the Health Service in 2014. 

This was a time to cut loose, be creative and have some fun. Workplace scenarios were played out in 

humorous sketches, in rhythm and in song, showing great imagination and giving rise to much laughter 

and learning.

Observing a future scenario

5.4 Identifying the common ground
Then, when the laughter had died down, we worked together to identify the common ground themes in 

the desired futures so that we would have a sound basis for moving together into action planning.

The combined participants then finally worked these ideas into eight (8) agreed areas for action.

Agreed areas for action: 

1 Partnership structures 

2 Training and development 

3 Patient/customer involvement

4 Accreditation (not worked on any further at this conference)

5 Education - National

6 Culture change

7 High level mainstreaming of Partnership as the preferred management system

8 Communication.
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5.5 Action planning

Finally we moved from action ideas into action planning and groups formed around what had emerged 

as the key areas to be worked on. 

The outputs from the seven action planning groups – including more than 80 recommendations - are 

recorded and available in the Future Search Report on www.hsnpf.ie

The following are some of the key recommendations from the Action Ideas and Action Planning work of 

the conference:

• Define our partnership customers

• Formalise customer involvement in partnership 

• Put patients at the centre of partnership

• Involve patients in service planning

• Focus on service delivery

• Develop accreditation through partnership

• Use partnership as a business model

• Show evidence that partnership works

• HSE and trade unions to jointly endorse partnership at leadership level

• HSE to have an Assistant Directorship for Partnership

• HSE to be represented at a senior level on HSNPF 

• Partnership to be a core component of education from school, to college, to work

• Invest in people – Action Plan for People Management (APPM)

• Partnership to be an agreed performance indicator in the system

• Partnership to be a Key Performance Indicator (KPI) in new consultants’ contract

• Develop guidelines for partnership proofing

• Develop a clear communications process 

• Each organisation to have a mapped process for communications

Each group did some initial work within their group, which they then presented back to a full 

plenary session, before the conference formally ended. 

Each group made recommendations to HSNPF. In addition some groups were able to make 

commitments to follow through on selected actions. 

These seven documents are an important part of the outcome of the conference.

Identifying the common ground
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6. Conclusion
So we closed the conference, after some 14 hours of work spread over the two days, and brought

to an end what was for many participants, internal and external stakeholders alike, a unique experience 

of dialogue and discovery. 

Both Larry Walsh and Matt Merrigan gave their closing remarks and expressed their thanks to all the 

participants and those who planned and facilitated this event.

There will be updates on the follow through on the recommendations.

The conference documentation and the conference report are available on 

www.hsnpf.ie/ News and events
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7. Postscript
Since our Future Search on 7th and 8th October, events have moved swiftly in the health service and in 

health services partnership. 

• HSNPF meeting 20th October 2004: The Health Services National Partnership Forum met for 

a full-day session on the 20th October and reviewed the outcomes of the Future Search and the 

research it had commissioned on health service partnership. At this meeting, the HSNPF and its 

constituent organisations – management and unions – recommitted to the partnership process and 

endorsed the partnership structures for the new health system which had been developed at the 

Future Search.

• Excellence through Workplace Partnership 1st December 2004: The HSNPF hosted a 

hugely successful exhibition and conference Excellence through Workplace Partnership in the 

Burlington Hotel Dublin on 1st December 2004. The conference was attended by over 300 

managers, staff and trade unionists from across the health sector. The conference was opened 

by An Tánaiste, Mary Harney T.D., Minister for Health and Children and included contributions 

and presentations from a range of speakers. Kevin Kelly, Chairman of the Interim Health Service 

Executive addressed the conference on the topic of the health service reform and stated: “What 

we are dealing with, in this programme, is the biggest change programme in the history of the 

State and it is extraordinarily complex and I believe that Partnership has got to be at the heart of it.”

• Two important publications were launched at the conference: Learning in Partnership – a 

Review of Health Services Partnership and Promoting Innovation and High Performance 

– the Impact of Partnership Approaches to Change in the Irish Health Services. 

See details on www.hsnpf

• Health Act 2004 and establishment of the Health Service Executive: The Health Act was enacted 

by the Oireachtas in December 2004 and the Health Service Executive became operational on 

1st January 2005.
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