
A Proposal for Making the Most of Global Meetings 

Should we hack the Hackathon Method 1to yield practical solutions with near-

future implementation for our most pressing issues? 

Hacking is creative problem solving. (It does not have to be about technology. A hackathon is any 
event of any duration where people come together to solve problems. Participants typically form 
groups of about 2-5 individuals, take out their laptops, and dive into problems.  

- Joshua Tauberer, Hackathon Facilitator 

The goal of a hackathon  is to work out the practical implications of an idea and create a plan or 

prototype for moving forward (even if it needs further vetting and piloting after the event).  

The idea of using a hackathon at global meetings stems from the idea of using face-to-face time for what 

it’s best suited (collaboration) and doing virtually what can be done just as well (or better) virtually or on 

one’s own.  For example, the flipped classroom, where students do “the lecture” at home and spend 

time in collaborative learning activities based on the lecture content in class.  Student performance and 

teacher satisfaction has risen because of this flip. 

Our organization in general could be served by using our precious face-to-face time for agenda items 

that most require it and doing virtually what can be done virtually.  Often there’s a need for getting 

people from across our organization into a room to hash out the details of the best way to implement a 

policy decision, strategic direction, result-getting tactic (e.g. changing from newsletters to more social 

media friendly communications).  While the decision (e.g. move more to social media) could be decided 

beforehand, what it means practically for Fields Staff and Communications (not to mention HR) could 

better be worked out in a real-time, face-to-face discussion.   

So, what I’m proposing is that our Global Meeting Agenda be vetted to determine what could best be 

done virtually (e.g. decision-making through survey, update through podcast, etc.) and what could best 

be done through face-to-face collaboration (in a rapid-prototyping method like a hackathon).   Then, our 

global meeting could be coordinated so that decisions are made and updates are scheduled ahead of 

time (all would need to be informed well ahead of time).  So, the face-to-face time at the global meeting 

can be about rolling up our sleeves and making as much progress as we can on the details of issues that 

are impacting our work across the organization (again, oh, for the opportunity to get Communications 

staff and Field staff interacting – so many problems could be resolved in a short time by giving them 

some autonomous decision-making time together). 

                                                           
1 The word “Hackathon” comes from IT (video example).  It is an event, typically lasting several days, in which a 
large number of people meet to engage in collaborative computer programming.  It can be thought of as rapid 
prototyping.  Justice minded IT folks have begun using it in collaboration to with non-profits, community and 
government organizations to create solutions to community or global problems. 

https://hackathon.guide/
https://facultyinnovate.utexas.edu/teaching/strategies/flipping/different
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YHUWmha4CTw
http://detroitdjc.org/


The 2-pages that follow attempt to explain what a hackathon could look like for our global meeting 

(GM).  Shall we GM Forward?  … possibly through Action GM?  Or maybe we could just work to our GM-

most?  … okay, enough with the corny names, read on! 

TABLE 1: What a Hackathon is (video link) and what it could look like at our global meeting (GM) 

WHO:  
Participants and Leaders 

Participants: GM members carefully selected from across our organization 
based on the GM AGENDA to participate in solution groups of 5 or less 
people 
 
Leaders: One overall facilitator (me?) who is familiar with the Hackathon 
method; several small group facilitators that can keep each solution group 
on task (recruited from outside our organization) 

WHY:  
The Benefits 

 

 Move key agendas items forward in a more effective and possibly 
more efficient manner 

 Create broader ownership on the implementation side of policy and 
other decisions 

 Develop better solutions 

 Have less need for ad hoc taskforces taking staff away from other 
priorities 

 Move beyond differences in opinion or complaints with how things are 
to defining the best way forward together 

 Keep key organizational initiatives from being “hidden” from staff in 
meeting minutes or off in “a corner of the organization” with 3 or so 
taskforce members 

WHEN:  
Dates and Timing 

Depending on the agenda item, at least 2 hours, staged during one or 
more segments of GM 

WHERE:  
Location and Space 

 No more than 5 people per issue (small group tables) 

 People can float to other solution groups, but want to have best 
thought leaders from across our organization focused on an issue and 
developing as much of a solution as possible during the time, 

 Space needs to be conducive to a group rolling up their sleeves and 
getting to work 

 Computers and internet access for document sharing and real-time 
multiple edits, as well as, for on-the-spot research 

 Atmosphere needs to be creative, energizing and respectful. 
 

WHAT:  
Content of a Hackathon 

WHAT FOR: 
Seriously, what for?   

HOW:  
Seriously, how will this be done? 

A Name for the Event (and 
not calling it a “hackathon”) 

To be inviting and engaging Brainstorm a name for what 
we’ll be doing that’ll invite 
participation and energy (how 
about: Action GM? GM 
Forward? GM-most?) 

GM Membership/Participants To find those who have the 
best to offer in solving the 
problem 

Once there is an agenda for 
GM, identify who best to 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gTB-WNeQ0Ow


WHAT:  
Content of a Hackathon 

WHAT FOR: 
Seriously, what for?   

HOW:  
Seriously, how will this be done? 

participate from each region, 
team or group 

GM Agenda Item To identify GM agenda items 
that could be best served by 
a Hackathon solution group 
- Where a directional decision 

has been made and we need 
face time to flesh it out. 

 

Review the agenda and see if 
there are hackable topics. 
 
IDEA: How about using 
virtual methods (surveys, 
interviews, Google Docs) to 
make some key decisions in 
advance, so that in-person 
time at GM is fleshing out 
the solution details together 
for the implementation of 
that decision? 

Project Group Facilitators To keep our organization 
staff focused on developing 
solutions together 
 

Locate people with 
facilitation skills in our 
networks in ____ to keep the 
groups on task (Hackathon 
experience not necessary, 
they can quickly be oriented) 

Process To move us from idea 
generation or 
policy/directional decisions 
to practical implementation 
steps that will work (or be 
close to working) 

TBD based on agenda item 
- If GM members/participants 

need background information, 
will need to have mandatory 
reading, podcasts, or webinar 
presentations ahead of GM 

- If GM agenda item could be 
made more collaborative, do 
virtually what it takes to get it 
into a “hackable state” (e.g. 
make decision by survey in 
advance) 

- The hackathon solution 
groups will follow a simple 
worksheet that can be 
facilitated by an experienced 
group facilitator 

 
 

It’s participatory without fostering group-think, it’s practical without being cumbersome, 

it’s appreciative without ignoring what’s wrong. - Laura Musoke, Hackathon Participant 
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