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Today, I want to talk about some important features of effective workshops.

We all have our own experiences of workshops.  I have been on both sides of 

the stage: as a military SME participant and now as an analyst facilitating 

workshops.  I have been in some great workshops, some mediocre ones and 

a couple where it was only politeness that prevented me from leaving.  

However, the most frustrating workshops I have attended are those that didn’t 

feel that great but I couldn’t really say why.  I hope that this presentation will 

contribute to our understanding of what makes an workshop effective and thus 

allows us to improve our own performance and provide feedback to others.

Workshops are the front of house of the analysis community: it is our 

opportunity to directly engage with the customer and create an impression of 

the quality of our work.  While we may be focused on the workshop as the key 

evidence activity for our study, it may be another meeting for a busy customer 

and one which he struggles to value as the outputs may not crystallise into 

results for a number of weeks or months.  The analyst and the participant may 

come to the room with very different perspectives [next slide]
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I don’t know if any on these ring true for you.

The point is that the workshop can be seen as a transaction between the 

participants and the organisers.  We both want something out of the event.  

For the analyst, the output is probably more tangible: I am going to go back to 

the office at the end of the day with a set of notes, maybe some e-voting data 

or collections.

What does the SME participant get out the workshop? A sense of a job well 

done? A hope that this will translate to good output, then to good outcomes 

and eventually a benefit to his or her organisation?  Let me present a view of 

what effective workshops are about [next slide].
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From the analyst’s perspective, I suggest that amongst other things, we want 

to create valid outputs (represented on the right hand side of the diagram) and 

generate confidence in the eyes of the customer through a well run workshop 

which demonstrably adds value (left-hand side of the diagram).

Valid outputs (right-hand side) come from suitably qualified and experienced 

persons (SQEP) or perhaps ensuring that attendees are representative of, or 

able to speak on behalf of, their communities.  We also need to use 

appropriate methods whether that’s MCDA, E-voting with Delphi, private 

surveys or public surveys.  And I’m sure you could add in other elements that 

contribute to valid outputs.

Confidence is trickier. I think we are all familiar with many of the elements 

which contribute to confidence: looking the part, keeping to timings, an 

engaging briefing style, suitable control, the ability to maintain momentum and 

bring energy to the group.  These points are generally about the personal 

characteristics and style of the facilitator (and to some extent the chair and 

any expert briefers) and there is a lot which we can personally work on.

What is perhaps more subtle is the idea of generating confidence through the 

demonstrating what I have called ‘value add’ on the slide.  That is to say, we 

wish to demonstrate to the participants that by being in the workshop we are 
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going to achieve things that wouldn’t otherwise have been possible – we are 

going to add value.  Part of this, of course, comes from just gathering the right 

experts together in the room.  But this is only a necessary condition, we must 

also show that we are doing something special to bring out the value.

I suggest that we can increase our value add by considering four subjects: the 

‘Availability heuristic’, the ‘Representative heuristic’, unexplored territory 

and scope relaxation.  I will expand on those subjects in a minute but first I 

would like to suggest that demonstrating confidence in the workshop to the 

customer is important beyond the workshop itself.  I believe there is a halo 

effect in play here.  That is, there is a tendency for an impression created in 

one area, our workshop engagement, to influence opinion in another area: the 

quality of, and therefore confidence in, our analysis when delivered in written 

reports or through the presentation of results.  But I would go further than 

saying it’s a tendency.  Ideally we would like to generate positive 

conversations, or dare I say ‘a buzz’  about our workshops which enhances 

the reputation of individual analysts, our organisations and in the general 

contribution that Operational Research makes to the customer achieving his 

objectives.
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In many situations, people make estimates by starting from an initial value that 

is adjusted to yield the final answer.  The initial value, or starting point, may be 

introduced deliberately in the workshop or may appear during the flow of 

conversation. That is, different starting points yield different estimates, which 

are biased toward the initial values. This phenomenon is familiar to us as 

‘anchoring’.

Anchors may relate to time, comparison with competitors, the group average 

in the room or the expert opinion of another group. Anchor values may be 

explicitly or implicitly provided by the facilitator, self-generated or be provided 

in an unrelated workshop topic.

It may therefore be very important to consider when to introduce anchors into 

your workshop.
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The Availability Heuristic is a mental shortcut that relies on immediate 

examples that come to a given person's mind when considering a certain 

topic.

It was described by Amos Teverskey and Daniel Kahneman in the 1982 book, 

“Judgement under uncertainty: Heuristics and biases”.

The general idea, just as for other heuristics, is that when faced with a difficult 

problem to solve, individuals sometimes substitute a simpler problem (and 

sometimes don’t notice the difference).

People assess the frequency of a class or the probability of an event by the 

ease with which instances or occurrences can be brought to mind. For 

example, one may assess the risk of among middle-aged people by recalling 

such occurrences among one's acquaintances.

Availability is a useful clue for assessing frequency or probability, because 

instances of large classes are usually recalled better and faster than instances 

of less frequent classes. However, availability is affected by factors other than 

frequency and probability.  When the size of a class is judged by the 

availability of its instances, a class whose instances are easily retrieved will 
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appear more numerous than a class of equal frequency whose instances are 

less retrievable.

In addition to familiarity, there are other factors. such as salience, which affect 

the retrievability of instances. For example, the impact of seeing a house 

burning on the subjective probability of such accidents is probably greater 

than the impact of reading about a fire in the local paper.

The ease of constructing instances does not always reflect their actual 

frequency, and this mode of evaluation is prone to biases.
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One of the factors that have no effect on representativeness but should have 

a major effect on probability is the prior probability or base-rate frequency of 

the outcomes.  The fact that there are many more farmers than librarians in 

the population should enter into any reasonable estimate of the probability 

that Steve is a librarian rather than a farmer.  However, considerations of 

base-rate frequency do not affect the similarity of Steve, or the description of 

Steve, to the stereotypes of librarians and farmers

Interestingly, experimental research suggests that subjects use prior 

probabilities correctly when they have no other information available.  

However, when personality sketches are introduced then the prior probabilities 

are ignored.
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The representative heuristic suggests that when assessing the likelihood of a 

sample result, in this case the average height of the men in the sample, we 

consider the similarity of this result to the average height in the population of 

men (i.e. the corresponding parameter).

The judged probability of a sample statistic will essentially be independent of 

sample size.  Experimental subjects judged that the probability of an average 

height > 6 feet was the same for the samples of 1000, 100 and 10 men.  Even 

when sample size was emphasised in the formulation of the question then 

subjects continued to appreciate the importance of sample size: the 

representative heuristic was too powerful.

12



I’m going to try your patience with one more example.
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The reliance on heuristics and the prevalence of biases are not restricted to 

laymen. Experts are also prone to the same biases when they think intuitively

– especially in the context of workshops.
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Considering heuristics as shortcuts in naturalistic setting allows us to consider 

what we might be missing in workshops.

This is an extension of the Rasmussen ladder model of decision making which 

includes the interaction of different functional phases in decision-making: 

situation analysis, goal evaluation, planning and action execution.

Heuristics are used as short-cuts to speed up the default-route through the 

process. For example a ‘RPD’ heuristic may allow a decision-maker to move 

quickly from the blue ‘observation’ box directly to the green state of knowledge 

‘task’ oval without having to go through the intermediate steps of identification 

of system state, evaluation of options and prediction of consequences.  In 

decision terms this is likely to be a good thing but in terms of evidence 

gathering in a workshop it is probably not what we want.  We want to slow the 

process down and not leap to conclusions.
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