
	

	

	
	

Process	Guide	|	Critical-path	analysis	
	

Objectives	
• Inspire	positive	thinking	about	the	future	

• Shift	to	focusing	on	outcomes	rather	than	tactics	

• Outline	some	threads	in	the	campaign’s	stages	

• Learn	and	practice	the	process	to	‘cut	issues’	

• Provide	experience	and	skill	in	defining	clear	objectives	

• Deepen	our	understanding	about	how	change	happens.	

	

Time:	About	90	minutes	
	

How	it’s	done	
	

Step	1:	Explain	the	process	and	the	purpose	of	critical	path	analysis	

Campaigns	don’t	win	all	at	once	–	they	win	through	taking	successful	steps.	Being	able	to	break	down	the	

steps	towards	winning	is	a	key	skill	for	successful	strategising.	This	tool	gives	participants	challenge	and	

practice	in	setting	stepping	stones	of	achievements	along	the	way	and	sequencing	those	towards	an	

eventual	win.	

	

The	basic	concept	is	to	have	each	person	write	down	the	outcomes	they	think	need	to	happen	for	their	

campaign	to	be	successful	–	not	so	much	the	steps	or	activities	they	need	to	do,	but	the	changes	that	need	

to	happen	for	their	hoped	for	changes	to	be	made	real.	Since	it	is	such	a	big	challenge	--	so	easy	to	be	broad	

and	unrealistic,	not	specific	and	realisable	--	this	tool	utilises	(a)	a	physical	set-up	and	structure	(paper	

plates)	to	support	clearer	thinking;	and	(b)	support	from	other	participants	in	small	groups;	and	c)	

debriefing	midway	to	support	clarity	of	outcomes.	

	

A	successful	critical	path:		

(1) Serves	as	a	simple	and	powerful	aid	to	communicate	your	group’s	analysis,	vision	and	hoped-for	social	

changes.	

(2) Helps	focus	your	energies.	Before	deciding	on	possible	actions	or	tactics,	your	group	members	can	ask	

‘How	will	this	move	us	along	our	critical	path?’	

(3) Identifies	where	your	impact	will	be	apparent,	If	you’re	sensationally	successful,	what	will	change?	

(4) Encourage	a	discipline	so	campaigners	think	first	about	the	impact	you	hope	for	then	you	you‘ll	create	

that	impact	or	change.	

	

Step	2:	Quiet	writing	time	

First	provide	people	with	about	ten	minutes	of	quiet	writing	time.	While	everyone	is	in	the	circle	together,	

ask	them	to	close	their	eyes	if	comfortable,	and	think	of	an	issue	or	problem	they	feel	really	passionate	

about.	Now	encourage	them	to	take	themselves	to	the	time	when	the	issue	or	problem	is	resolved	

somehow,	the	social	or	environmental	changes	they	hoped	for	have	been	realised	or	the	campaign	they’ve	

been	working	on	has	won.	Let	them	get	a	feel	for	it.	What	does	that	change	look	like?	Feel	like?	Now	what	

happened?	Tell	a	story	of	how	that	vision	came	to	be.	What	changes	happened	along	the	way	that	led	to	the	

positive	social	or	environmental	change.	Ask	people	to	record	the	five	or	six	changes	that	needed	to	happen	

before	their	vision	was	made	real.	

	

Step	3:	Create	groups	and	explain	the	set-up	

Now	put	participants	into	small	groups	–	groups	between	three	and	five	work	well.	Have	the	groups	spread	



out	around	the	room.	Ask	people	to	share	their	stories	with	each	other.	

	

Then	put	in	the	middle	of	the	room	some	symbol,	like	a	bowl	of	fruit,	and	explain	that	this	is	the	“vision.”	

It’s	what	folks	are	working	towards	–	their	specific	(as	opposed	to	broad)	campaign	goals.	

	

Each	participant	will	be	given	five	to	six	paper	plates	(extras	are	available	if	needed).	The	task	for	each	

participant	is	to	place	paper	plates	starting	from	where	they	are	now	to	their	vision	(	or	working	

backwards	from	the	vision	to	now),	putting	specific	outcomes	that	are	important	“stepping	stones”	to	that	

vision	on	the	plates	–	this	pathway	does	not	have	to	be	linear.	

	

Someone	working	on	a	campaign	to	end	the	use	of	plastic	bags	in	their	state,	might	have	as	some	of	the	

stepping	stones	(1)	“broad-based	coalition	of	5	action	groups	established	and	working	successfully	

together	to	abolish	the	use	of	plastic	bags,”	(2)	“regular	statewide	media	publications	present	positive	

news	stories	in	newspapers	and	magazines,”	(3)	“people	working	in	grocery	stores	and	jobs	that	use	bags,	

inform	shoppers	about	the	problems	with	plastic	bags	and	urge	them	to	say	‘No	to	Plastic	Bags',	(4)	

“shoppers	refuse	plastic-bags	on	mass”;	…and	(5)	“state	government	passes	legislation	to	ban	plastic	bags”;	

and	so	on,	until	eventually	they	win	their	campaign.	It’s	always	good	to	give	a	bit	of	a	demonstration.	

	

Each	paper	plate	is	one	outcome	that	needs	to	happen	for	the	ultimate	campaign	goal	or	social	change	

vision	to	be	realised.	While	most	of	those	outcomes	can	be	objectives	that	the	organisation	can	work	

towards;	a	few	of	them	might	be	external	factors,	like	an	oil	crisis,	that	can	help	progress	the	movement’s	

goals.	

The	reason	for	having	people	in	groups	is	that	folks	can	bounce	ideas	off	each	other,	get	challenged	about	

the	clarity	of	each	outcome,	and	get	some	feedback	about	the	order	of	the	steps,	too.	Acknowledge	up	front	

that	it's	intended	to	be	challenging.	

	

Invite	questions	and	clarify	as	needed.	

	

(Note:	If	you’re	using	this	tool	in	a	group	that’s	all	working	on	the	same	campaign/issue,	you	may	want	to	

adapt	it	so	participants	are	creating	the	outcomes/plates	together.	Also,	It	may	be	a	challenge	to	get	the	

group	to	think	in	terms	of	bite-sized	campaigns.	While	“economic	justice	for	all”	is	a	great	vision,	this	tool	is	

most	effective	when	identifying	outcomes	with	a	clear	scope,	like	“getting	five	affordable	housing	

complexes	built	in	five	years	time.”	One	way	to	support	the	group	to	get	more	specific	is	to	allow	the	larger	

scope	in	an	earlier	exercise,	by	using	tools	such	as	with	the	Vision	Gallery	or	Scenario	Writing).	

	

Step	4:	Group	work	

Allow	groups	to	work,	giving	support	as	needed	to	get	specific.	Between	20	to	40	minutes	may	be	needed	

for	this	part.	Disagreement	and	discussion	among	participants	is	great	here	for	learning.	Facilitators	should	

be	very	available	for	support,	coaching,	and	as	a	resource.	In	particular,	you	need	to	watch	out	for	people	

writing	tactics	or	activities	on	their	plates	–	we	can’t	help	ourselves,	we	often	focus	on	the	things	we	are	

going	to	do,	rather	than	what	needs	to	change	or	happen.	This	tool	is	about	outcomes	–	“what	are	we	trying	

to	achieve”	or	what	needs	to	change”	rather	than	“what	are	we	going	to	do”.	If	you	find	people	writing	

tactics	on	their	plates,	get	them	to	flip	them	over	and	ask	

themselves,	“what	outcome	are	we	working	towards	with	this	

activity	or	tactic?”	

	

Step	5:	Debrief	on	what	makes	for	good	outcomes	

Interrupt	before	most	groups	look	finished	for	a	quick	check-

in	with	how	people	are	doing.	Make	a	quick	list	of	what	

qualities	good	outcomes	have,	what	do	people	notice	about	

the	visions	and	outcomes	they	are	constructing?	In	terms	of	

framing	visions,	you	might	introduce	the	concept	of	“cutting	

issues”.	Cutting	an	issue	is	about	taking	a	big	picture	social	or	

environmental	problem	and	making	it	a	specific,	immediate	

and	realisable	issue	that	you	can	mobilise	community	around.	

Where	a	problem	is	a	broad	area	of	concern,	e.g.	pollution,	

racism	and	unaffordable	healthcare,	an	issue	is	a	solution	or	

partial	solution	to	a	problem,	e.g.	green	energy,	affirmative	



action	or	national	healthcare.	

	

In	terms	of	outcomes,	you	could	introduce	“SMART”	objectives:	Specific/strategic,	Measurable,	Achievable,	

Realistic,	Time-specific.	People	can	use	SMART	as	a	way	of	analysing	their	outcomes	and	reframing	them	as	

objectives	that	they	can	then	develop	strategy	and	tactics	for.	Do	their	objectives	match	those	qualities?	

This	step	may	take	10-20	minutes.	

	

Step	6:	Give	folks	some	more	time	to	finish	up	

As	people	are	finishing,	you	might	move	in	to	a	break	so	that	people	can	informally	share	with	each	other,	

spend	part	of	the	break	finishing	if	they	so	wish,	or	just	read	people's	stepping	stones	that	they	created.	

	

Step	7:	Debrief	

After	the	break,	spend	just	a	few	minutes	debriefing	how	that	was	for	people.	Invite	people	to	consider	the	

usefulness	of	what	they've	just	done.	You	might	have	a	couple	of	people	demonstrate	how	they	see	their	

campaign	winning	through	modeling	the	steps	

	

	

Source:	

James	Whelan	&	Sam	La	Rocca	with	Daniel	Hunter	http://www.thechangeagency.org	

	

	

These	works	are	licensed	under	a	Creative	Commons	Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike	License.	You	are	

free	to	copy,	distribute,	transmit	and	adapt	this	work	under	these	conditions:	Attribution	to	the	Change	Agency	and	

http://www.thechangeagency.org,	and	the	original	author/publisher	(listed	under	‘Source’);	only	using	this	work	for	

non-commercial	purposes;	share	alike	(if	you	alter,	transform,	or	build	upon	this	work,	distribute	the	resulting	work	

only	under	the	same	or	similar	license	to	this	one).		


