Processes

Affinity Diagramming

Description

Affinity diagramming is a process that helps organize ideas or lists into groupings that have some logical relationship to each other.  It is particularly useful in reducing large lists of ideas into fewer themes or concepts. These can then be worked by the team or they can be worked outside the meeting by individuals or sub-teams before team review.

Application

· Sorting of large volumes of ideas, information or data.

· Identification of key ideas or themes.
· Identification of patterns
· Identification of ideas associated with particular problems
Typical Rules / Materials

1. Affinity diagramming works easiest if individual ideas can be quickly and easily moved from place to place on a wall or a flip chart.  This can be accomplished by using self-adhesive stickers, by using a fabric wall which can be sprayed with adhesive material that allows plain paper to stick or by using a wall (like a cork board) that allows paper to be moved using stick pins.

2. After a team has completed brainstorming or some other idea-generating methodology, two or three volunteers are asked to develop an affinity diagram.

3. The volunteers review the lists.  When someone identifies an item that seems to be recurring, they remove the item from the board and reposition it at another location.  Everyone searches for items that have similarities to the recurring items and place them in the same location.  One of the volunteers gives these items a theme name.  This can be a word or phrase that reflects a theme.  A circle is drawn around these items with a bold pen to highlight the theme.  This process is repeated until all items have their place in a theme.  Items that do not fit into a theme can be placed into a “miscellaneous” theme.

Typical Process Steps

1. The facilitator or the team recognizes that a list of items developed by the team includes many with common ideas or themes.  Two or three volunteers are selected to develop an affinity diagram for the team.

2. While the rest of the team takes a break or conducts other business (usually for 15-20 minutes), the volunteers sort the information in various ways until themes and common ideas emerge.

3. When the volunteers are ready, the team reassembles and the volunteers explain their work.

4. A conversation is held to validate the work and to determine next steps.

