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Introduction: As global conditions change, graduates require a new set of skills.
Consequently, universities must review their curricula and teaching methods to
adapt to this evolving landscape. This requires intentional and organized efforts,
which are best supported by well-structured action plans. While creating action
plans is a common practice and there has been progress in improving their
development, there is still a lack of systematic and collaborative approaches
described in the literature to address the needs of higher education institutions.
Methods: This methods paper describes the Focus Forward methodology - a
participatory and multistakeholder approach for action plan development. This
methodology is centered around a 1.5-day workshop to socialize evidence of
the problems to be addressed, to analyze the root causes of such problems, and
to identify and prioritize potential innovative solutions to address such causes.
To ensure thorough preparation and effective execution of the workshop, this
methodology is operationalized through three major stages including Workshop
Planning, Workshop Implementation, and Action Plan Writing, thoroughly
described in this manuscript.

Results: This methodology has been implemented in five different settings to
date. To illustrate each step, we provide real-life examples drawn from across
these five implementations, highlighting key differences between them.
Discussion: The FF methodology is in alignment with many good practices
identified previously in the literature which focused on maximizing the potential
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of a participatory multistakeholder workshop for the development of purposeful
action plans. This methodology has proven to be both scalable and adaptable,
supporting organizations, higher education institutions and beyond, navigating

complex challenges.
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action plan development, participatory approach, prioritization, root cause analysis,

solution identification

1 Introduction

As the global landscape changes, higher education institutions
must seek thoughtful solutions for arising challenges. With
emerging health threats, climate change, and rapid technological
advancements, health-related programs can be particularly affected
- not only these changes call for a new set of knowledge and skills
from the new graduates, but also for innovative teaching methods
and collaborations that help prepare them for real-world needs.
However, to keep these education programs aligned with such
requirements, proactive and organized efforts are necessary and
best supported by a well-structured action plan.

An action plan is roadmap of activities and actions that
must take place to achieve specific goals (Community Tool Box,
2025b). The relevance of creating and implementing action plans
is well recognized in health, with many health-related action plans
publicly available (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
2024; World Health Organization, 2025). This is also evident
from the development of tools designed to streamline the design
process of those action plans, such as the National Action Plan for
Health Security (NAPHS), National Bridging Workshops (NBW),
and OH-SMART (Pelican et al., 2019). However, while action
plans have been widely used to enhance health security and
collaboration across health disciplines, little evidence was found
of systematic approaches for developing action plans to revise
and update veterinary education curricula. Given that veterinary
education is essential for improving animal health services, the
One Health workforce, and overall health outcomes in humans
and animals, this shortfall highlights the need for structured
methodologies to guide curriculum revisions in a way that aligns
with the growing professional demands and global challenges.
After extensive research, four manuscripts were found describing
thorough approaches for curricular revision in veterinary schools
(Irons et al., 2017; Lloyd et al., 2003, 2004; Wijayawardhane et al.,
2020). These publications describe good methodological practices
to identify problems, such as the use of strong evidence to inform
the development of solutions (e.g., needs assessment reports) and
participatory and collaborative approaches through internal and
external stakeholder engagement in focus groups or small group
meetings. However, none of these publications focused on offering
a detailed systematic methodology to go from data to action by
developing purposeful action plans.

To fill this gap in the literature, this manuscript explains
the Focus Forward (FF) methodology. This methodology was
first introduced in 2016 as a participatory and multistakeholder
approach to analyze gaps in the University of Gondar College
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of Veterinary Medicine and Animal Sciences (UoG-CVMASc)
curriculum and prioritize solutions in the context of Ethiopia
(Hoet et al, 2020). This unique methodology allowed the
individuals to share and discuss recognized problems, analyze root
causes, identify potential solutions, and prioritize interventions
by anonymous real-time polling, all in one event. In turn, this
supported the development of an effective action plan. Due to
its adaptable and scalable nature, the FF methodology has gone
on to be used successfully in other animal health sectors beyond
education, as will be described in this manuscript.

This article details the FF methodology, providing reasoning
for each decision and elements to consider during implementation,
allowing the reader to customize this methodology to their
situation and needs. By doing so, the authors aim to guide higher
education institutions to find solutions for increasingly complex
challenges that can benefit from the input of multiple stakeholders.
Additionally, the paper also contributes to expand the range of
frameworks available for participatory solution identification and
action plan development beyond the field of education.

2 Methods

The Focus Forward methodology is centered around a 1.5-day
workshop. Day 1 has three major aims: (1) to socialize or share with
the participants evidence of the problems to be addressed;

(2) to analyze the causes of the problems by performing
a root cause analysis; and (3) to identify potential solutions
to address such causes. Objectives 2 and 3 are accomplished
through focus group discussions, where facilitators lead structured
conversations. On Day 2, the main aim is for the participants
to prioritize the identified solutions. This information is later
used to develop the action plan. To ensure thorough preparation
and effective execution of the workshop, this methodology is
operationalized through three major stages: Workshop Planning,
Workshop Implementation, and Action Plan Writing (Figure 1). The
stages and respective activities are detailed in the following sections.

A. Workshop planning

The first step in the Workshop Planning stage is the assembly
of the FF Task Force. It is recommended that this task force consists
of people directly involved in all three FF stages. Table 1 outlines
the roles of each task force member, providing essential context
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FIGURE 1
Flow chart of the Focus Forward methodology representing the planning, implementation, and action plan development stages, key actors involved
in each stage, and sequence of activities under this framework.

for understanding the methodology and how its implemented. The
FF Task Force responsibilities includes convening regular meetings
prior to the workshop to manage the Technical Planning (see
section “A.1 Technical planning”). This encompasses decisions
related to workshop content, including prioritization of the main
themes and discussion topics, and creation of the necessary
audiovisual and facilitator/participant materials. Additionally, the
FF Task Force will also manage the identification and invitation of
the workshop participants, prepare the agenda and handle event
logistics, as part of the Logistics Planning (see section “A.2 Logistics

Planning”). The composition of the FF Task Force and expectations
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from each group are detailed on Table 1, along with the description
of other relevant roles of the FF methodology.

A.1 Technical planning
A.1.1 Selection of workshop topics

The need to develop an action plan arises from the
identification of gaps or problems that must be addressed to
obtain the desired outcome(s), for example, advancing veterinary
education. Therefore, to start developing an action plan, it is key
to analyze and interpret existing data to identify the most relevant
problems that are preventing the desired outcome(s). Inputs can
include data generated by the government or regulatory agencies
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TABLE 1 Focus Forward Task Force and other relevant actors of the Focus Forward methodology — terminology and roles.

_ Acs RO

Focus Forward Task Force Hosting organization(s)

Organization(s) that sponsors the application of the methodology, which is (are) in charge of
developing and writing the action plan, as well as overseeing the implementation of the action plan.
Representatives are designated by the individual - head of department, college dean, or organization
leader - endorsing the activities.

Technical experts

Professionals with a strong background in approaching similar problems as those to be addressed or
have relevant experience with the problem itself, fully comprehending the issues to be addressed.
Technical experts are invited by the hosting organization, are normally part of their networks, and can

be internal or external to the organization.

Neutral coordinators

Provide an unbiased perspective on the problems and proposed solutions, playing a key role in the
preparation of the workshop, facilitation of discussions, and action plan writing.
Neutral coordinators are selected by the hosting organization and are external professionals with no

institutional or personal ties to it.

Facilitator/notetaker

Trained individual who guides the discussion, ensuring that all inquiry questions are covered, and
relevant insights are gathered from the participants. May fulfill the role of notetaker (documents the
discussion) if experienced enough to manage both roles simultaneously

Can be selected from the FF Task Force (preferably neutral coordinators)

Data managers
information

(day 2).

Experienced professionals in data management who will transcribe, compile, and consolidate all the
collected during the focus group discussions (day 1), and prepare them for the prioritization process

Can be selected from the FF Task Force (preferably neutral coordinators).

(e.g., surveillance and monitoring programs), self-generated data
(e.g., needs assessment reports), or data that is publicly available
(e.g., peer-reviewed research). Most importantly, inputs must be
evidence-based and provide tangible metrics to avoid bias and
subjectivity in the action plan. Because this process typically
identifies a considerable number of issues of varying complexity,
it is very unlikely that they could all be properly discussed in just a
one-day workshop. Therefore, it is necessary for the FF Task Force
to undergo an internal prioritization exercise to select only those
problems that are most relevant or are expected to have the highest
impact if solved.

This prioritization process should allow the creation of a
manageable list of topics for in-depth discussion. It is important
to note that the final number of topics to be covered during the
FF workshop can vary significantly based on the structure and
dynamics of the tables, number of participants, the complexity
of the problems discussed, and/or how controversial they are.
However, it can be used as guidance that with about 50 participants,
eight groups can be formed, with each pair of groups addressing
the same topics to support result validation; considering the
group discussions are conducted over a single day, four discussion
sessions can be held, allowing for a total of 16 topics or problems
to be addressed. Once the list of topics is finalized, the next step
is to organize them to start shaping the discussion and inform the
development of audiovisual materials. To do so, the FF Task Force
might search for common themes across the topics to cluster them
into sections. These themes will help guide the discussion, the event
itself, and the action plan.

A.1.2 Workshop inquiry questions

To properly guide the discussions and foster innovative
solutions among the participants, inquiry questions need to be
thoughtfully prepared. For the FF workshop, it is recommended
that each topic is discussed using at least two key inquiry questions:
one focused on root cause analysis (e.g., What are the barriers
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for faculty/instructors to gain expertise or knowledge to teach a
specific subject?) and another to identify potential solutions or
interventions (e.g., What potential interventions could address
the identified barriers?). Following good practices of focus group
discussions described elsewhere (Community Tool Box, 2025a;
Krueger, 2002), it is crucial to ensure that questions are open-
ended, not dichotomous. Additionally, since complex questions
might limit the breadth of insights gathered, questions should be
clear and concise, avoiding clustering multiple issues together. It is
not appropriate to design questions to assess the knowledge level of
the participants on a particular topic (e.g., What do you know about
andragogical methods?), nor their personal believes or feelings (e.g.,
Are you satisfied with the new curriculum?). Instead, questions
are intended to collect participants’ experience with a particular
issue, and how, from their point of view and expertise, that issue
could be addressed. Therefore, it is important to have insights from
multiple perspectives; while new graduates and faculty can provide
more creative ideas, administrators will provide the limits of what
is possible to implement.

Once the questions are drafted, it is recommended to pilot them
ensure the inquiry questions are clear, relevant, and appropriate.
If possible, consider conducting a pilot test of the questions
with individuals who resemble the workshop participants’ profile.
This process will help identify unforeseen inconsistencies and
misunderstandings and increase the quality of discussion for
the actual event.

A.1.3 Workshop materials

Significant attention should be paid during the WP stage to the
development of workshop materials such as the participants’ and
facilitators’ folders, as these will play a significant role in enhancing
engagement and understanding throughout the event. Within
the participants’ documentation folder, we suggest including the
event agenda, the inputs supporting the need to act (e.g., needs
assessment report), and hard copies of the discussion guides
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outlining the inquiry questions. These guides are designed to
help facilitate and frame the discussions, while at the same time
allowing the participants to provide written comments if they are
uncomfortable sharing them publicly or if they want to further
expand upon a shared idea. Facilitators play a pivotal role in
maintaining the direction and focus of each group discussion;
therefore, it is advised that their documentation folder include a
checklist enumerating their tasks, as well as guidelines to support a
productive debate and a pertinent discussion. A digital spreadsheet
version of the discussion guides should be provided to allow the
facilitators to record participants’ ideas during the focus group
discussions in real-time. Ideally, the facilitator has experience in
that role, is familiar with the topic, and relates well to the focus
group participants (Community Tool Box, 2025a). To achieve
this, we recommend conducting a pre-workshop training, allowing
facilitators to study the discussion guides, and become comfortable
with their role and tasks. Importantly, this training must also offer
guidance on basic facilitation techniques to foster an effective and
impartial discussion and to avoid influencing or biasing the group’s
responses with the facilitator’s own opinions. In some situations,
depending on the complexity of the groups or topics, it may be
helpful to have a notetaker to support the facilitator in accurately
documenting the ideas and insights.

When
presentations), good communication practices should always

developing ~ workshop  materials  (including
be considered. For example, different sections could be color-
coded across all the workshop materials for easier traceability and
user friendliness, improving the event logistics and dynamics.
Also, avoid using complex terminology, niche acronyms, and
professional jargon as some participants may not be familiar with
such terms. Additionally, it is preferable to produce materials in
the local language to decrease the likelihood of misunderstandings
and improve the accuracy of information gathered. In the
presentations, the authors recommend including inspirational
stories about successful implementation of solutions addressing
similar issues. If possible, consider inviting guest motivational
speakers who have experience in designing and implementing such
solutions and who will relate to the participants.

A polling system is required during the workshop prioritization
phase. For this selection, key considerations include anonymity, the
possibility of real-time tallying votes, scalability to accommodate
high number of participants, cost, accessibility, and additional
resources necessary to support the polling system. For example,
online systems will require participants” access to devices like cell
phones or tablets and availability of reliable internet. Real-time
display of results is highly recommended as it promotes a more
interactive and transparent process; however, it is also prudent
to have paper-based backup plan in case the internet connection
or electricity are unstable. These materials are also helpful in
the event that some participants are not comfortable using the
online polling system.

A.2 Logistics planning
A.2.1 Workshop participants selection and group
formation

The selection and grouping of participants are crucial
during the workshop planning stage. Who is present and how
they are grouped significantly affect the workshop’s dynamics
and, ultimately, its outcomes. FF workshop participants should
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consist of both internal and external stakeholders, with careful
consideration of their level of power and interest in the process
(Thamma, 2023). Internal stakeholders include the people who are
directly affected by the problems that the organizers are looking
to address (e.g., faculty, staff, and students); they play a pivotal
role in understanding the root causes of each problem and are
motivated to find solutions. External stakeholders include both
boundary partners and top decision makers; these individuals or
organizations have substantial influence on the strategy design
and implementation of interventions (e.g., National Veterinary
Association, Ministry of Education, Ministry of Agriculture).
Therefore, it is encouraged to involve all these relevant partners
early in the process of action planning to increase buy-in and
improve the likelihood of successful implementation, making this
process a multistakeholder, multiagency, and multidisciplinary
methodology.

Once selected, the participants should then be purposefully
clustered in small groups, ideally with 6 to 8 participants (Krueger,
2002), besides the facilitator. Some aspects to be balanced in the
tables include the representation of the different stakeholders,
institutions/organizations, senior and junior partners/personnel,
introverted and extroverted participants, peer to peer relationship,
and personal character (i.e., strong personalities), if known. This is
crucial to ensure that no perspective is over- or underrepresented in
each discussion and to foster an environment in which participants
feel comfortable talking as well as listening to different points of
view. Besides the distribution of participants in groups, the FF
Task Force should distribute the participants across the topics to
be discussed. Based on the authors’ experience, it is key to consider
each participant’s expertise and allocate to them the topics about
which they have the most knowledge and experience to ensure they
contribute effectively. However, it is not always possible to achieve
combinations of people that satisfy both the group dynamics and
the expertise level. In that case, prioritizing the group dynamics will
have the biggest impact in the workshop outcomes.

When working on the distribution of topics, it is important to
be mindful of the number of tables/groups that will discuss the
same issue. Ideally, each problem should be addressed by at least
two groups to avoid collecting biased data that cannot be validated
against another table and to increase the chances of obtaining
innovative ideas.

B. Workshop implementation

B.1 Focus group discussions

The FF workshop begins with a focus group discussion for root
cause analysis and solution identification (Day 1). The FF Task
Force will introduce each section, ensuring that all participants
have a common understanding of the concepts and problems to be
addressed. Following initial overview of the problems, participants
at each table, who have been pre-assigned to specific topics,
should have at least 30 min to discuss the inquiry questions
among themselves.

Before the first discussion starts, participants should briefly
introduce themselves to their group and select a spokesperson
(ideally a different person for each section), who is expected
to briefly share an overview of the group’s discussion and
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brainstorming with the other groups. During the discussion period,
the group will systematically address all inquiry questions assigned
to them with guidance from the facilitator.

As emphasized in the facilitators’ documentation folder and
training, they are expected to provide probing questions to
foster insightful interventions from the participants such as “How
would such a solution be implemented?” and “Who would be
involved?.”(Krueger, 2002) It is important to emphasize, however,
that facilitators are not part of the discussion and should refrain
from providing their own opinions. Facilitators are also responsible
for capturing all the participants’ comments and ideas, preferably
in a digital format (e.g., using a customized spreadsheet template)
to be easily shared with the rest of the FF Task Force. However,
when possible, it is best to have a person fully dedicated to taking
notes. Furthermore, it is advisable that they keep track of the time
of discussion to ensure that the group will be able to complete
the assignment on the allocated time. To help with this task, it is
recommended to have a countdown clock visible to everyone in the
room.

After the discussion, the group spokesperson shares the
discussion highlights with the rest of the room, focusing on the
identified solutions, using no more than 2 min per group. This
information will be relevant for all the participants, who can use
the hard copies of the discussion guides to write down further
comments about their or other groups’ topics. This step is especially
important because while it is not feasible for every group to discuss
each topig, it is crucial to empower participants to provide their
perspectives on all topics.

This process will then be repeated for each section during
Day 1. Regarding seating dynamics, there are advantages and
disadvantages in rotating participants among groups between
sections. The advantage of rotating is that you can assign
specific topics to participants that could be subject matter experts
and contributes to keep people consistently engaged and active
throughout the day. The disadvantages are that people need to be
re-introduced in each session and that the coordination could be
very logistical demanding. Therefore, it is crucial that the hosting
organization considers the tradeoffs of each seating dynamics
to determine which best fits the purpose and aligns with how
participants prefer to work.

Alongside the discussion sections, it is essential to have
a dedicated team from the FF Task Force, which we refer
to as data managers. They are tasked with transcribing,
compiling, and consolidating all the information collected in
each individual section, including both the notes from the
facilitators and the comments provided by the participants in the
discussion guide copies.

B.2 Organization and consolidation of solutions
After Day 1, FF Task Force members, facilitators, and data
managers convene to analyze and consolidate the participants’
proposed solutions. This activity can take several hours to
complete, depending on the volume and quality of insights
gathered. Factors that can expedite this process include using an
online software for data collection in which the data managers
can be working as data is collected and preparing the facilitators
to collect accurate and relevant data, particularly actionable
interventions rather than the desirable outcomes. During this
process, it is crucial to preserve the original meaning and ensure
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that no participants ideas are lost. Therefore, it is appropriate that
the neutral coordinators oversee this step.

The expected result from this exercise is a list of clear
solutions/interventions for each of the problems addressed in
the focus groups. Such solutions are then incorporated into the
selected polling system.

B.3 Prioritization of solutions

Day 2 of the FF Workshop is dedicated to solutions
prioritization. Through this process, participants anonymously
select the ideas they believe will better address the problems. By
doing so, they generate quantitative data, determining the solutions
to include in the action plan.

Before polling, the FF task force should provide a summary of
the activities that took place on the previous day using the same
sequence as they were introduced. It is also useful to describe the
process that the organizers followed to consolidate the participants’
ideas from the previous day. This ensures transparency, which
helps to maintain the engagement and commitment of the
participants. From this point forward, the problems being
addressed and their respective lists of potential solutions from
the focus groups are presented and discussed one at a time.
Participants are given the opportunity to request clarification
as needed. Participants should be discouraged from engaging in
lengthy discussions, criticizing others’ ideas, or marketing their
own. During this consultation period, if an individual tries to
introduce new ideas that were not previously discussed, inquire
with the rest of the participants if they would like to include this
proposed new solution for voting. In the case that consensus is
reached, incorporate it as a new option or as part of an existing one.
Before the first vote, explain/test the polling system and inform the
participants of the number of solutions that they would be able to
vote on for each listed problem. If a real-time polling system is used,
results can then be shown upon completion of the polling, and the
speaker can provide a brief summary, indicating the participants’
favorite solution(s). In the event of tied results, the FF Task Force,
particularly the host organization, will decide if an additional
solution could be included into the plan. Moreover, it is important
to note that solutions not prioritized during the workshop can
still be considered in the future. However, the opposite should be
avoided; eliminating any of the solutions that the group agreed
should be prioritized is strongly discouraged.

At the end of the voting, the organizers will have a list
of prioritized solutions, weighted by how many participants
supported each one, to help decide what goes into the action plan.
The final presentation of the workshop is intended to focus on
the next steps that will be followed, including an explanation of
how the data collected will be integrated into the action plan and
implementation strategy.

C. Action plan development

This final stage of the FF methodology is focused on developing
and refining the strategy to operationalize the prioritized
solutions, followed by action plan writing, its socialization, and
publication. Importantly, it is recommended that these steps
of data management and action plan writing receive oversight
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from the neutral coordinators to ensure that the action plan
accurately reflects the results from the FF workshop (and the
different stakeholders) and not only the preferences of the
hosting organization.

The solutions prioritized during the workshop form the
foundation of the strategy and can be analyzed using the SMART
criteria (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2025): Are
they specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound?
To ensure this, each solution must be broken down into clear
components, including the activities that make up the solution, the
expected outputs from those activities, and the timeline for their
implementation, following a traditional strategic planning.

Some of the selected solutions may be deemed not actionable
or achievable, especially those beyond stakeholders’ domain of
work. In any case, these solutions should still be listed in the plan,
indicating the reason no action would be taken to implement them.
By not developing an intervention that are unlikely to be successful,
the Task Force is preventing the risk of setting unattainable goals,
which can undermine the full implementation of the created
plan. However, listing such activities instead of omitting them
help to promote transparency. Similarly, in the case of solutions
that cannot be attained within the specific implementation period
defined for the action plan, the effort should be on including
all the necessary interim/preliminary activities associated with
these solution(s). This will still allow the organizers to keep the
momentum forward and implementing the action plan.

To provide a clear framework for action, it is crucial to
define who needs to be involved in each solution, their roles
and responsibilities, and necessary resources. It is also essential to
define indicators and means of verification to enable tracing the
progress of action plan implementation. These parameters lay the
foundation for an effective implementation strategy (C.1., Figure 1).

After completing the analysis and breakdown of each
solution, it is important to identify overlapping activities
to be combined (eliminating duplicative work), as well as
complementary activities to be implemented sequentially or
cooperatively. This consolidation and alignment of all proposed
solutions will help to ensure a more streamlined and efficient
approach when implementing the plan. In this step, it is important
to pay close attention to the language being used so that consistent
terminology is applied throughout the document, followed by a
comprehensive review, to identify mistakes and inconsistencies.

The next step (C.2., Figure 1) is to narrate the implementation
strategy in the final action plan document, followed by review
and approval by the FF Task Force. After that, it is recommended
to conduct an external review process, reengaging the external
stakeholders, particularly those with high influential power who
will have a major impact on the implementation of the plan (i.e.,
high-level administrators, government officials, donors/investors).
This review process reinforces the plan’s validity and contributes to
successful execution. The last step would be to socialize the action
plan before its launch and implemented.

3 Results

This methodology has been successfully implemented in
different fields, serving organizations beyond veterinary education

Frontiers in Education

10.3389/feduc.2025.1667571

establishments. Particularly, this methodology has also been
implemented to support the agricultural sector generating
solutions to address antimicrobials resistance in different
production systems.

Tables 2, 3 and the following section presents a brief description
of the various iterations of the FF methodology, focusing on the
development and implementation aspects described before, and
highlighting the major differences between iterations. To develop
an effective action plan, the FF process must address problems
identified and prioritized by the hosting organization. Therefore,
in every iteration of the FF, multiple sources of information have
been used to help frame the problem and justify the need for
intervention. In the absence of reliable and tangible evidence to
support the problems to be addressed, it would not be possible
to create an effective action plan nor proper mitigation strategies,
changes could not be correctly measured, and improvements
would be subjective. For example, the self-assessment report of
the UoG veterinary curriculum quantified the proficiency of the
graduates in Day 1 Competencies, providing a clear baseline and
justification of the problems to be addressed by the FF (The Ohio
State University, 2025). By focusing on objective, evidence-based
problems, workshops have generated greater participant interest
and engagement in the activities. This approach enhances the
legitimacy of the entire process and, ultimately, strengthens the
resulting action plan.

It is worth noting the role of the different organizations
in each Task Force. For example, in the case of 2019 and
2021 FF in Colombia, PorkColombia was the leading agency;
The Inter-American Institute for Cooperation on Agriculture
(IICA) and OSU provided technical guidance and acted as
neutral coordinators among stakeholders with potentially differing
interests; and the Colombian Institute of Agriculture and Livestock
(ICA) staff worked as technical experts, providing access to relevant
information and data that justified and supported the identified
problems to be targeted in the FF. Importantly, ICA also played
an important role in ensuring essential connections for action
plan implementation, working as boundary partners as well. This
approach seems to increase buy in and contribute to action
plan implementation.

Neutral coordinators, like OSU and IICA personnel, are the
most suitable choices for facilitating the FF focus group discussions.
However, this was not always feasible, and facilitators were often
recruited from the leading or hosting agency. This poses a potential
limitation as they might favor solutions according to the agency’s
interests, potentially introducing bias into the discussion and the
action plan. In this case, to minimize their conflict of interest and
impact, three safeguard practices were put in place: (1) two to three
tables were assigned the same topic to create redundancy and one
of the tables had assigned a neutral party facilitating the discussion;
(2) the organization and preparation of the solutions for the
prioritization exercise was done by the neutral coordinators (in this
case, OSU and IICA); and (3) none of the FF Task Force members,
including the facilitators, were allowed to vote to prioritize the
solutions. With these safeguards, the use of facilitators from the
hosting organization is still of value, as they were highly familiar
with the issues under discussion and related with the participants,
enabling them to ask insightful probing questions and helping to
refine the solutions suggested by the participants. Additionally, it
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TABLE 2 Description of past iteration of the Focus Forward methodology in the context of veterinary education.

UoG-OSU WOAH twinning program Focus

Forward: advancing veterinary education in

2024 National Focus Forward on veterinary
education: consolidating the implementation

Ethiopia of the 2020 National Veterinary Curriculum?
Year 2016 2024
Country Ethiopia Ethiopia

Objective of the Focus

To develop an Action Plan addressing gaps and deficiencies in the

To develop a National Action Plan addressing barriers and

etal,, 2024)] and Curriculum Mapping

Forward UoGP Veterinary Curriculum aiming at increasing the proficiency challenges in the implementation of the 2020 National Veterinary

level on WOAHES Day-1 Competencies on veterinary graduates Curriculum, aiming at increasing the level of proficiency on WOAH
Day-1 Competencies of veterinary graduates
FF Task Force Hosting Organization/Technical Experts: UoG twinning team Hosting Organization/Technical Experts: UoG team including Dean
including Dean, UoG twinning program coordinator, and faculty members

and faculty members Neutral Coordinators/Technical Experts: OSU team including VPH

Neutral Coordinators/Technical Experts: OSU twinning team Program Director and Associate Director, faculty members, VPH

including VPH program director, 4 faculty members, VPHY residents, and master student
residents

Inputs Results of curriculum assessment [AID-1C Assessment tool (Hoet Needs assessment of 2020 National Veterinary Curriculum (Bessler

et al.,, 2024)

Facilitators/notetakers
OSU: faculty and residents
WOAH: representative

Number of Facilitators/Notetakers = 9 UoG: faculty

Number of Facilitators/Notetakers = 11 UoG: faculty
OSU: faculty and residents

Workshop participants Number of participants: 51 Number of participants: 44
Internal stakeholders: faculty and teaching staff Internal stakeholders: faculty and teaching staff
External stakeholders: representatives from Ethiopian Veterinary External stakeholders: representatives from Ethiopian Veterinary
Association, Ministry of Livestock and Fishery, Ministry of Association, Ministry of Livestock and Fishery, Ministry of
Education, Deans of Veterinary Schools across Ethiopia, UoG Education, Deans of Veterinary Schools across Ethiopia, UoG
faculty faculty
Modality In person In person
Seating dynamics Rotating Static
Motivational speakers Internal Internal

Action plan writing Internal (within organization)

External (National)

22024 National Focus Forward on Veterinary Education: Consolidating the Implementation of the 2020 National Veterinary Curriculum harmonized with the WOAH guidelines for Day-1
veterinary graduates - Promoting Quality Veterinary Medical Education in Ethiopia; * University of Gondar; ‘World Organisation for Animal Health; Veterinary Public Health.

conserved resources by minimizing the need for additional external
personnel.

In our experience, it is key to have a motivational speaker(s)
between presentation of the problem(s) that need to be addressed
and the start of the group discussions. Following the example of
Ethiopia, the Task Force can select a speaker within the team.
This approach is less costly and can still offer the necessary
motivation to the participants if the selected speaker has indeed
successful and relatable stories to share on how such problems
have been addressed previously. However, when there is no
such person in the Task Force, it may be appropriate to invite
external motivational speakers, which was the case in the three
iterations of the FF in Colombia. In those iterations, highly
recognized or experienced international professionals were invited
to share their experiences in addressing the identified problem(s) in
their respective countries and/or organizations, showing that such
problem(s) can be successfully solved.

Participants selection requires thoughtful consideration to
achieve the desired representation of the sector. For example,
the workshops in Ethiopia promoted the participation and
collaboration of professors and other faculty members, as well
as veterinary associations and government officials, while the
workshops in Colombia included private sector and pharmaceutical
industry representatives, producers, and veterinary associations, as
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well as academia. However, it is important to note that the overall
stakeholder structure is the same; in all five iterations, there was
a combination of internal and external stakeholders with various
levels of influence and interest in the process. To maximize such
diversity, seating arrangements are a key element that must be
considered as described before (see Workshop participant selection
and group formation).

The FF methodology has offered flexibility not only in terms
of subject matter and participants, but also in its implementation
modality. The 2021 iteration highlights the use of an online
format, which allowed the FF workshop to take place during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Even though evidence suggests that
in-person discussions can be more productive for generation of
ideas (Brucks and Levav, 2022), the online modality allowed the
workshop to go forward when in-person gatherings were restricted.
This adaptability allowed the development and implementation
of an action plan before the issues being addressed escalated.
Furthermore, the ability to execute the workshop remotely might
offer significant benefits to avoid long distance travel and related
expenses.

As per the recommendation, the data from all FF iterations was
managed by the neutral coordinators (IICA, OSU). However, in
the case of the 2023 iteration in Colombia, results were analyzed
by the hosting organization alone (FENAVI). While that is not
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TABLE 3 Description of past iteration of the Focus Forward methodology, adapted to address non-veterinary education issues.

Event title

Focus Forward:
searching for innovative
interventions to manage the

responsible use of
veterinary drugs

Regional Focus Forward:
regionalization of innovative
interventions to manage
antimicrobials to minimize
the risk in the pork sector

Focus Forward:
generating innovative
solutions to mitigate

antimicrobial resistance in
the Colombian poultry

industry
Year 2019 2021 2023
Country Colombia Colombia (multiple regions) Colombia

Objective of the Focus

To develop a National Action Plan

To develop regional customized Action

To develop a National Action Plan that

Forward focused on the best practices of veterinary Plans for the main production zones in allow the Federation of Poultry Producers
drug management, with the aim to Colombia to help pork producers (FENAVT) to respond to antimicrobial
minimizing the risks associated with their implementing strategies that promote resistance
use in the Colombian pork sector good practices and the rational use of
veterinary antimicrobials
Hosting Organization/Technical Experts: Hosting Organization/Technical Experts: Hosting Organization/Technical Experts:
FF Task Force PorkColombia® PorkColombia Technical Experts: ICA, FENAVI
Technical Experts: ICA® International International Consultants Neutral Technical Experts: ICA
Consultants coordinators: IICA and OSU Neutral coordinators: IICA and OSU
Neutral coordinators: IICA® and OSU
Agrosaviad Research PorkColombia PorkColombia Veterinary Drug Survey ICA surveillance reports INVIMA®
Inputs Research Report PorkColombia/ICA Sanitary surveillance reports
2015 - 2017 PorkColombia Veterinary Survey Report Agrosavia research
Drug Survey Report Published Research

Facilitators/notetakers

Number of facilitators = 10/number of
notetakers = 10 ICA: official veterinarians
Porkcolombia: program professionals

Number of facilitators/notetakers = 9 ICA:

official veterinarians Porkcolombia: field
professionals

Number of facilitators = 6/number of
notetakers = 6 ICA: official veterinarians
FENAVT: good production practices,
environmental and food safety
professionals.

Number of participants: 122

Number of participants (all regions): 282

Number of participants: 40

Workshop participants Internal stakeholders: IICA, ICA director Internal stakeholders: ICA official Internal stakeholders: IICA, ICA, and
and Porkcolombia staff veterinarians, and Porkcolombia staff FENAVI staff
External stakeholders: representatives External stakeholders: pork production External stakeholders: representatives
from Ministry of Agriculture and Rural representatives including those from the from poultry and egg production
Development and Ministry of Commerce, public sector, professional associations, including those from the public sector
Industry, and Tourism, from Academia, academia, and pharmaceutical and food (Ministries of Health and Agriculture),
and from the pharmaceutical and food industry. private sector, professional associations,
industry; Pork producers. academia, and pharmaceutical and food
industry.
Modality In person Virtual In person
Sitting dynamics Rotating Rotating Rotating
Motivational speakers External External External

Action plan writing

External (National)

External (Regional)

Internal (within organization)

aColombian Association of Pork Producers; ®Colombian Institute of Agriculture and Livestock; “Inter-American Institute for Cooperation on Agriculture; Colombian Corporation of

Agriculture Research; “National Institute of Drug and Food Surveillance.

recommended, it might be the most logistically feasible option
in some circumstances. In this case, the team writing the action
plan needs to be even more careful, as there is a greater risk of
introducing bias. Additionally, the review process with external
stakeholders becomes even more crucial to ensure that their
ideas were effectively captured and are accurately reflected in
the action plan.

4 Discussion

The earlier sections detailed the FF methodology as it was
shaped primarily by practical experience. In this discussion, the
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methodology is analyzed through the lens of existing literature to
explore its strengths and limitations.

The hosting organization works together with the technical
experts and neutral partners to identify priority problems
based on existing data, bridging technical knowledge and local-
identified needs. The methodology uses focus groups as it is a
powerful method to facilitate meaningful debates among diverse
stakeholders. In veterinary medicine specifically, focus groups
have also proven useful to improve education outcomes (Moore
et al., 2002). While they are primarily employed as a pure
research method, they often are not used in a way that empowers
participants to influence final decisions, which is a notable
distinction of the FF methodology. This methodology maximizes
the value of bringing stakeholders together for a focus group
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discussion by combining it with a participatory prioritization
process to identify the solutions receiving most support to integrate
the action plan. These characteristics match the core ideas of
Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR), Participatory
Action Research (PAR), Transactive Planning, and Empowerment
Ethics particularly as it empowers the hosting organization at all
stages, working with them rather than for them (Boudreau LeBlanc
et al,, 2022; Chevalier and Buckles, 2019; Friedman and Huxley,
1985; Lantz et al., 2006).

Recognizing potential asymmetries in power is central to the
FF methodology. These dynamics must be carefully considered
within the FF Task Force, within the hosting organization, and
among workshop participants. Therefore, considerations of power
dynamics and stakeholder reflexivity (specifically considering and
critically examining the assumptions, beliefs, and influences of the
organization and the participants that could affect the actions and
outcomes) are essential throughout the Focus Forward process, as
in any participatory approach (Boudreau LeBlanc et al., 2022). To
support this, the FF methodology incorporates several intentional
design choices. For example, engaging neutral coordinators at every
stage helps maintain transparency and reinforces the legitimacy of
the process by ensuring that the priorities identified and selected
by participants during the workshop guide the final action plan,
thereby minimizing potential conflicts of interest for the hosting
organizing. Seating arrangements are planned to prevent certain
individuals from dominating discussions. Moreover, to support
participants who may feel uncomfortable speaking in a public
forum alongside individuals in positions of authority, participants
can handwrite their ideas, which are later analyzed anonymously
alongside the notetaker’s records. Power dynamics also influenced
the decision of using anonymous voting for prioritizing solutions,
helping prevent concept dominance or the use of authority and
influence of one individual in the group to impose their opinions on
others and therefore, influencing the solutions proposed. Another
example of how the FF methodology managed these challenges
is the collection of quantitative data through polling, which
ensures that the results reflect unbiased stakeholder preferences
for solutions to be integrated into the action plan. Despite
these intentional efforts, this methodology still has space for
improvement regarding reflexivity on power dynamics within the
FF Task Force itself. Future iterations could benefit from a more
systematic, prior analysis of the task force’s internal structure and
the relative influence of the hosting organization, technical experts,
and neutral coordinators.

The final stage, when the action plan is developed, largely
follows traditional strategic planning (Buehring and Bishop,
2020), using the SMART framework to support the design of
a roadmap for practical and feasible implementation. Although
strategic foresight and scenario planning are not explicitly used
(Buehring and Bishop, 2020), the process still considers potential
organizational changes, especially shifts in administration and/or
leadership, and how these might affect implementation of the final
action plan. This is done by involving multiple team members
throughout all stages of the FF to build broad buy-in, including
from possible future administrators. It also allows activities to be
adjusted during implementation, provided they continue to address
the core problem they are intended to target. This approach keeps
the clarity and accountability enabled by the SMART framework
while ensuring the plan remains flexible and adaptable. Lastly, while
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the action plan is informed by stakeholder perspectives, all equally
considered in shaping priorities, the process is ultimately driven by
pragmatism, as the FF Task Force translates the prioritized ideas
into actionable strategies considering the feasibility of each solution
and the hosting organization’s scope of work (Boudreau LeBlanc
etal., 2022).

Based on this discussion, several key strengths can be
highlighted. Particularly, the FF methodology is truly participatory,
engaging multiple stakeholders at all stages; it is grounded in local
needs identified by the hosting organization, incorporates strategies
to manage power dynamics, is action-oriented and transparent, and
can be implemented at different levels (from local to national level),
across sectors (academia, non-profit, private, and public sectors)
and disciplines (e.g., veterinary education, agriculture sector).

However, some limitations must be acknowledged. It is
resource-intensive, requiring several months of preparation and
follow-up work; also, as an overwhelming number of ideas
can be generated through the workshop, the organization and
consolidation of solutions can become very challenging, especially
due to the short turn around (few hours between day 1 and 2). This
process is highly dependent on good facilitation and notetaking,
which is also noted as a potential limitation of the methodology.
Furthermore, successful facilitation requires fostering a shared
understanding of the key concepts under discussion, hence the need
to provide good training and guidance materials; however, greater
emphasis could be given on co-constructing a common language
within the FF Task Force and among workshop participants
(Boudreau LeBlanc et al., 2022). Finally, a key limitation is that
the timed workshop format can lead to superficial discussions,
limited deliberation, and does not allow for analysis of barriers to
implementation, as performed by other authors (Lloyd et al., 2004).
This addition could help participants prioritize solutions that are
more feasible to implement, ultimately leading to an action plan
with a higher likelihood of success.

Despite these areas for improvement, the FF methodology
has consistently proven successful in three key indicators: (1)
participants consistently provide highly positive feedback on the
FF workshop (feedback scores 4.4-4.8/5), (2) it has allowed
for the development of functional action plans, which hosting
organizations have successfully implemented; and (3) these action
plans resulted in tangible outcomes. For example, the first iteration
of the FF in Ethiopia led to the development and implementation
of a new World Organisation for Animal Health (WOAH)
harmonized curriculum for the University of Gondar. In Colombia,
the results allowed to inform the AMR mitigation strategy in
the pork sector, resulting in the allocation of budgetary resources
and the implementation of training and awareness campaigns for
producers. For the poultry sector, it allowed the organization to
study successful cases, study strategies for controlling drug residues,
and strengthen the baseline of the pathogen reduction and AMR
mitigation program, helping them to create an action plan which is
currently being implemented.

This introduces the FF
methodology to approach curriculum analysis and action
planning through multistakeholder participation, thereby filling

manuscript and documents

a gap in the literature as stated in the introduction. The detailed
explanation of each stage is meant to allow any reader to
replicate this methodology, contributing to increase the reach
of truly participatory methodologies that empower the hosting
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organization and contribute to shift from top-down to bottom-up
approaches (Boudreau LeBlanc et al., 2022; Chevalier and Buckles,
2019; Friedman and Huxley, 1985; Lantz et al., 2006). As such,
this methodology is most valuable to align existing programs with
external standards and to address complex problems that benefit
from inputs from multiple stakeholders. In situations where urgent
action is required, however, this methodology may not be a good
fit.

This methodology is centered on a participatory,
multistakeholder workshop that enables systematic problem
identification and solution prioritization. Using the FF

organizations will be able to address institution-specific needs and
design clear roadmaps for tackling complex challenges.
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