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To change an organization, the more people you can involve, and the faster 
you can help them understand how the system works and how to take 
responsibility for making it work better, the faster will be the change. 
It doesn’t happen through isolated pilot projects —Marvin Weisbord
‘a lot of the work is trying to involve people from the whole system – 
wouldn’t it be great to short-circuit a lot of the work?’
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Techniques to Match to Our Values – Weisbord 

• In 1969, technology was limited, 
organizations reorganized ‘every seven years’.​ 
The pace of organizational change 
accelerated over the decades. ​

• The 'learning curve' traces the evolution from 
Taylorism (experts solving problems) to 
participative management (everybody solving 
problems). ​

• Frederick Taylor's principles of scientific 
management emphasized efficiency, 
cooperation, and development of workers but 
were often reduced to time and motion 
studies. Taylor's values included rational 
systems and eliminating labor/management 
conflict, but his methods were criticized for 
being dehumanizing. ​

• Alternatives to Taylorism emerged in the 40s 
and 50s, focusing on democratic leadership, 
group problem-solving, and teamwork. ​

• Kurt Lewin and Ronald Lippitt's research on 
group dynamics highlighted the benefits of 
democratic leadership over authoritarian 
methods. ​

• Socio-technical systems design, developed by 
Eric Trist and others, emphasized multi-
skilled, self-managing work teams and 
flexible, dynamic organizations. ​

• The socio-technical approach involved labor-

management collaboration and participative 
design practices. ​

• Large group interventions, such as the 
Conference Model, aimed to involve more 
people in the redesign process and achieve 
faster implementation. ​

• Weisbord advocates for 'getting everybody 
improving whole systems' to create 
productive workplaces with dignity, meaning, 
and community. ​

• Effective design processes should include the 
whole system in the room, focus on the 
future, and enable people to use their 
existing skills. ​

• Large group interventions provide 
opportunities for new behaviors and fluid 
coalitions, turning systems thinking into 
experiential activities. ​

• The future of organization design depends on 
the values of the people involved, not 
methods. ​

• Critical to align techniques with values to 
achieve sustainable and meaningful 
organizational change. ​

• Historical figures have provided valuable 
insights, but current practitioners must adapt 
to modern challenges. ​
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An interview with Paul Tolchinsky

‘Carried bag’ for Eric Trist – Eric ‘helped people design and create 
their own workplace’. Saw the pieces, was more interested in the 
whole. A more difficult time with managers.
Factory with 140 day strike – smashing windows, then went back to 
work…
Cybernetic root to all of these things – all studying a lot of the same 
things
Eric’s world – you change the social system, you change the 
technology, and you change the interfaces.
At the time, debating Kurt Lewin human relations sort of model and / 
versus the Tayloristic model – he was a humanist and a human 
psychologist first.
Met Taiichi Ohno several times – hardware, software, and 
humanware. They added ‘voice of the customer’ and ‘linestop’ – 
accountability and power.
Asked ‘why does the cycle time on change take so long?’ Deliver 
change just-in-time
At the time, the way the work was done – they weren’t looking at 
ecosystems, at permeability of boundaries, at reconfigurability. Few 
designed for the many. Needed to redesign design.
Started with a microcosm of employees. But then it would take 
months to sell it – because the whole hadn’t been on the same 
journey. Same journey Marv Weisbord took.
Kathie Dannemiller, Paul’s partner, believed that was more limiting. 
To Marv – 64 people was enough to have all the dynamics
Bill Passmore – fast cycle change
The Axelrods – the conference model
All attempts to bridge the cycle time divide – how do you engage the 
many to decide for the many.

Risk is we ignore part of the system because of the complexity – it’s 
almost always the thing that stops the change
Can’t look at them linearly, that’s not the way they work
1990s – whole system process but still fairly linear
Why not do all simultaneously and iterate it? Developed Large Scale 
Interactive Processes.
Keep it to the minimum critical – sociotechnical design principle
And look at it holistically in a way that doesn’t freeze it
Late 90s/2000s doing more synchronously, more simultaneously – 
discover, dream, decide iteratively 
David Cooper-Rider – Appreciative thinking and Appreciative Inquiry 
comes from
Bill Passmore and Paul did a project – David and colleagues were 
supporting
Did an organisation diagnosis – half of the system interviewing the 
other half – interview about everything working – then everything 
that’s broken – Olympic Gold report and obituary
Ten workshops with 25 people each. The obituary people want to go 
first – dressed in black, fake coffins, read the eulogy. ...by the time 
they were done, there  was no energy in the room… chilling… 
hopeless. Then – the ‘Olympic report’ – people dancing on the tables
David Cooper-Rider – ‘why are we focused on what drains energy?’
Much easier to create your future than it is to try to fix your past
Seeking people who live the future today…
Take whole systems thinking, appreciative enquiry and org design all 
together..
Evoke the wisdom in the system
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BRIEF REVIEW OF 
PREVIOUS MODULES

Facilitation and workshop design
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Facilitation

• Facilitation ensures structured and 
effective human interactions, crucial for 
achieving shared goals in complex settings.

• Facilitators act as guides, energy holders, 
or taskmasters, shaping group dynamics 
and outcomes.

• Balancing authority and vulnerability is 
essential to foster trust while avoiding 
coercion and respecting agency.

• Techniques like facilitation canvases and 
session flows help structure planning and 
execution.

• Room layout and atmosphere profoundly 
influence participant engagement and 
collaboration.

Seeing facilitation as managing relationships highlights its unpredictable, dynamic nature

Jim Elliott ‘Every time I intervene, I deprive a group 
member of the chance to do something important. 
In Janoff and Weisbord (2004)

Annette Simmons, Group Process consulting 
‘Don’t become a load-bearing wall, otherwise 
the moment you leave the agreements they 
made are at risk of falling apart.’
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Power and risk

• Naïve / superficial facilitation avoids 
certain risks, but deeper methods engage 
complexity and human dynamics.

• Managing potency: effective facilitation 
balances the power of influence with 
safeguards like norms and boundaries.

• Awareness of personal and group 
assumptions supports intentional and 
ethical interventions. Understand, 
interrogate, and set your stance.

• Safe, supportive environments encourage 
openness and effective emotional 
processing.

• Facilitators model behaviours, shaping 
expectations and fostering respectful 
interactions.

Purpose aligns goals, expectations, outcome – will also shape and exclude possibilities
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Tools for design and planning

• Diamond-shaped session flow: involves 
stages of divergence (exploration), 
emergence (discussion), and convergence 
(decision-making).

• Chris Corrigan’s seven helpers – practical 
tools for fostering dialogue, action, and 
sustainable group cohesion.

• Five rhythms/energies: flowing, staccato, 
chaos, lyrical, and stillness.

• Context cues: environmental signals shape 
participant behaviour, aligning with 
meeting goals.

• Group size: smaller groups foster dialogue 
(four!), while larger ones require 
intentional structures to prevent 
fragmentation.

Weisbord and Janoff: engage all relevant stakeholders and surface shared values
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Approaches to workshop flow and dynamics

• Divergent and convergent patterns: 
alternate between exploring diverse ideas 
and focusing on actionable insights.

• Differentiation and integration: balance 
individual views with collective goals.

• Four dynamics: encourage group 
alignment through segmentation, 
blending, empowerment, harmonisation.

• Eight Breaths of Process Architecture: 
framework for navigating group processes 
and transitions.

• Six conversations that matter: foster 
connection, reflection, and actionable 
insights through meaningful dialogue.

• Five rhythms: match facilitation strategies 
to the group’s dynamic energy flow.

Finding the flow and shaping the flow
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Practical tools and techniques

• Ground rules and icebreakers: establish 
shared expectations and build rapport.

• Dyads and triads: enable focused, small-
group interactions for deeper idea 
generation.

• Clustering and decision analysis: facilitate 
idea organisation and prioritisation with 
visual and voting tools.

• Gallery walk: encourage active group 
engagement by displaying and reviewing 
collective outputs.

• Circle patterns: use spatial arrangements 
like fishbowls to enhance participation and 
focus, with an egalitarian implication.

• Co-coaching and TOOTs: support reflective 
learning and system-wide understanding.

Deploying effective deep tools while avoiding facilitator-induced cringe

Tarmo Toikkanen, CC0, via Wikimedia Commons
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INTRODUCTION TO 
LARGE GROUP PROCESSES
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Introduction

Large group processes: participatory 
methodologies designed to engage diverse 
stakeholders in addressing complex challenges 
and co-creating solutions.
The intent is to: 
• foster alignment on shared goals and 

visions
• enable systemic change by involving ‘the 

whole system in the room’
• support collaborative decision-making, 

innovation, and community building.

Central concepts
• ‘Whole system in the room’: large group 

processes aim to represent all parts of a 
system—different stakeholder groups, 
levels of hierarchy, and diverse 
perspectives—to ensure holistic and 
inclusive outcomes. First coined in Future 
Search (Weisbord and Janoff) and 
popularised across large group process 
methodologies.

• Stakeholder inclusion and legitimacy: large 
group processes work on the principle that 
sustainable change requires the active 
involvement of those impacted by 
decisions. 

Bringing E, S1-S5 into the metasystem space?
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Some views and labels found in literature

• A principle-based action meeting and 
planning method (Weisbord, 2008)

• A specific philosophy of facilitation, a 
hands-off approach that enables people to 
take responsibility for themselves, making 
it a structural approach rather than 
behavioural (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010a)

• LGI is a catalyst in a transition 
(Bunker & Alban, 1997)

• An incubator in which directional, 
contextual, relational, and task-coherence 
dimensions can ripen and evolve 
(Barbeau & Aronson, 2006)

• LGI as rite de passage (Senge, 1999; 
Weber, 2005b)

• A means to build learning bridges between 

those in power and the other voices in our 
society so that something new can emerge 
(Tan & Brown, 2005)

• A process of teaching people to work with 
a set of principles, to break the cycle of 
dependency on consultants 
(R. H. Axelrod & Axelrod, 2006)

• A process for social capital development; a 
goal-oriented effort, to create better 
working relations and prevent conflict 
(Hasle & Møller, 2007, p. 424)

• A new paradigm beyond change 
management (Nistelrooij & Wilde, 2008).

van der Zouwen, 2021
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Concept

Key features:
• Scale and inclusivity: designed to handle 

groups of 50–2,000+ participants, 
incorporating diverse stakeholder 
perspectives.

• Focus on systems thinking: treats 
challenges as interconnected, addressing 
root causes and systemic dynamics rather 
than isolated problems.

• Time-efficient design: many large group 
processes compress months of dialogue 
into two or three days of intensive 
participation.

• Action-oriented outcomes: large group 
processes prioritise actionable 
commitments, ensuring participants leave 
with a shared, tested plan.

Pushing balance to the co-create space
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Propaganda

• Slow, lacking agreement, designed 
abstractly and top-down, off strategy, 
‘wicked’ approaches

• versus Fast, agreement-based, 
strategic, potentially adaptive, driving 
real transformation 

Weisbord
• Little or no diagnosis is required to 

stimulate constructive action.
• Systems can transform their capability 

for action in a matter of days, not 
months or years.

• Little or no action planning is needed 
to get people acting together once 
they experience the whole together.

• Moreover, they cannot experience it 
any other way.

Any table with old, bad on the left and good, new on the right is selling something
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Blind men describing an elephant 
by Hokusai
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History

• Pre-war: Taylorism (and Gilbreth)
• Origins in post-war thought: influenced 

by Kurt Lewin’s work on group dynamics 
and the action research approach. 

• Systems thinking from war technology
• Tavistock Institute’s contributions to 

organisational psychology laid the 
foundation for participatory methods.

• Growth of Organisational Development 
(OD) practices, often from post-war group 
therapy: the 1960s and 1970s saw the rise 
of methods like the Search Conference 
(Emery & Trist), and later Syntegrity (Beer), 
focusing on systemic approaches to 
organisational and societal change 

• Introduction of socio-technical systems 
theory and participatory design.

Emergence of large group processes:
• Future Search (1980s) Weisbord and 

Janoff: 'whole-system in the room’.
• Open Space Technology (Harrison Owen, 

1985): Revolutionised self-organised 
collaboration.

• World Café (Brown & Isaacs, 1990s): 
made informal conversational methods 
accessible for large-scale use.

• Real-Time Strategic Change (Robert 
Jacobs, 1990s): focused on aligning large 
organisations in real-time.

Contemporary trends:
• Hybrid approaches blending methods 
• Digital tools for virtual large group work
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Large group intervention methods; a brief history

Jack Martin Leith (2004); based on Weisbord (1992)
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Reflection

• How do I see myself as part of this history of organisational development and ‘systems 
interventions’?

• What resonates and appeals to me in what I have heard?
• What do I have reservations about, and what are they?
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CORE THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS

Large group processes draw on a rich tapestry of theories, including systems 
thinking, group dynamics, social constructionism, and action research, to foster 
large-scale change. 
These foundations ensure large group processes are participatory, systemic, 
and adaptive, addressing the complexity of modern challenges.
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Systems thinking

Large group processes are grounded in a type 
of systems thinking which views organisations, 
communities, or problems as interconnected 
wholes rather than isolated components.
• Interconnectedness: every part of a system 

influences and is influenced by others.
• Boundaries and perspectives: systems 

thinking examines what is included / 
excluded in decision-making, using tools 
like Boundary Critique (Ulrich, 1983).

• Feedback loops: large group processes 
address reinforcing and balancing 
feedback loops to identify leverage points 
for change (Meadows, 2008).

Griffin et al: Bertalanffy, 1952; Emery & Trist, 1965; Katz & Kahn, 
1978; Senge, 1990 

Examples in large group processes:
• Future Search and Scenario Planning bring 

together diverse stakeholders to map 
interdependencies.

• Participatory Systems Mapping helps 
visualise relationships and systemic 
effects.

• Viable Systems Model (Stafford Beer): 
Applied in Syntegration to optimise 
systemic viability.

Systems thinking is more evident and possible if you imagine you have the system in the room
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Social constructionism

Reality is co-created through shared meanings 
and narratives, making collective dialogue 
central to understanding and change. 
• Berger and Luckmann (The Social 

Construction of Reality, 1966): Highlighted 
how shared meaning shapes social 
structures.

• Gergen’s work on dialogical processes.
• Need to work on the past/problem first.
Examples:
• Narrative Practices in Participatory 

Narrative Inquiry or World Café foster 
shared understanding.

• Methods like Future Search rely on 
stakeholders co-constructing a desired 
future through dialogue.

The complexity of the system’s internal 
responses must match the complexity of the 
external environment it faces.
Variety and parallel processing
Everyone solves problems together
Implications for large group processes:
• Ensures diverse stakeholder participation 

to reflect the system’s variety.
• Foundational in methods like Whole-Scale 

Change and Real-Time Strategic Change, 
which bring together cross-functional 
teams.

Requisite Variety 
(Ashby’s Law)
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Socio-Technical Systems 
(STS) Theory
Developed by Trist and Emery at the Tavistock 
Institute, STS theory integrates social and 
technical elements in organisational design.
Key principles:
• Joint optimisation: both social (people, 

culture) and technical (processes, tools) 
systems must align.

• Participation: effective systems require 
those impacted to co-design solutions.

Applications in large group processes:
• Participative Design Workshops (PDW) 

explicitly apply STS principles in work 
redesign.

• Work-Out and Rapid Improvement Events 
draw on STS by involving employees in 
operational decision-making.

Pioneered by Kurt Lewin, action research 
involves cycles of planning, acting, observing, 
and reflecting to solve problems 
collaboratively.
Experiential Learning: Kolb’s Learning Cycle 
emphasises concrete experience, reflective 
observation, abstract conceptualisation, and 
active experimentation. Time compression and 
rapid feedback loops, iteration.
Applications in large group processes:
• Collaborative Development Action Inquiry 

(CDAI) integrates cycles of inquiry and 
action to foster systemic learning.

• SimuReal uses experiential modelling for 
scenario testing and learning.

Action Research and 
Experiential Learning
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Group dynamics

Group dynamics, rooted in Kurt Lewin’s 
research, explores how individuals interact in 
group settings, influencing large group 
processes through behaviour, stages of 
development, and systemic roles.
Stages of Group Development (Tuckman, 
1965): forming, storming, norming, performing
Triple Task Theory (Bion, 1948):
1. Focus on the objective (e.g. problem)
2. Group relationships
3. Emotional dynamics (Turquet)
Group-As-A-Whole (Tavistock): 
understanding collective behaviours like 
scapegoating or groupthink.
Kenneth Gergen: 
dialogue co-creates meaning and resolves 
conflict through shared understanding.
Values theory (Maslow, McGregor)

Gestalt/psychodynamic/Tavistock:
• Awareness of ‘here-and-now’ group 

dynamics (T-groups)
• Addressing relational and emotional 

patterns to build authenticity.
• ‘Speaking for’ or ‘taking on roles for’ the 

system.
Systems Thinking (Tavistock/NTL): 
open systems theory informs boundary 
management and environmental interactions.
Examples:
• Deep Democracy: managing conflict by 

integrating minority perspectives.
• Open Dialogue & Art of Hosting: fostering 

inclusion and emotional safety.
Griffin et al: Bion, 1961, Bennis and Shepard, 1956, Lewin, 
1951, Tuckman, 1965, Smith and Berg, 1987), and large group 
dynamics (Alford, 1989; Turquet, 1975; Pasmore and Fagans, 
1992; Gilmore and Barnett 1992; Kreeger, 1975). 
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A dive into Clarkson’s Group Imago

Provisional Group Imago
Initial stage: individuals enter the group with 
their own expectations and needs based 
on past experiences. Focus on establishing 
boundaries and understanding the group task
Adapted Group Imago
Members start to modify their initial 
expectations based on their interactions within 
the group. Characterized by conflict 
and testing of boundaries
Operative Group Imago
Group develops cohesion and shared norms. 
Members feel safer and are more invested in 
the group's future. Involves maximum game 
playing and reenacting family dynamics

Secondarily Adjusted Group Imago
Group functioning effectively with minimal 
interference from distracting group processes. 
Members achieve insight and engage in 
effective problem-solving
Clarified Group Imago
Group members saying goodbye and dealing 
with the grief of termination. Focus is on 
integrating the experiences and moving 
forward with a higher level of functioning.

Each stages has positive and negative 
behavioural possibilities.

Developed from Berne and Tuckman
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Dialogue and Democratic 
Participation
Inspired by Habermas’s work on 
communicative rationality and Bohm’s 
principles of dialogue.
Core ideas:
• Effective change requires open, inclusive 

dialogue where all voices are valued.
• Decisions emerge from deliberative 

processes rather than imposed solutions.
Applications in large group processes:
• Citizen Assemblies exemplify democratic 

deliberation.
• Open Space Technology allows self-

organised dialogue on pressing issues.
• Deep Democracy integrates all 

perspectives, particularly marginalised 
voices.

Critical Systems Thinking (CST):
• Examines whose perspectives and values 

are privileged in decision-making (Flood 
and Jackson, 1991).

• Tools like Boundary Critique help surface 
power imbalances.

Power dynamics:
• Barry Oshry’s power+systems explores 

how roles and systemic behaviours 
perpetuate inequalities.

• Also an example of experiential learning 
where ethics are a real issue!

Applications in large group processes:
• World Café and Liberating Structures 

address inclusivity and equity.
• Methods like Pattern Languages aim to 

distribute power across participants.

Ethics and power 
dynamics
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KEY PRINCIPLES OF 
LARGE GROUP PROCESSES

The principles of large group processes are interconnected and mutually reinforcing, 
forming a robust foundation for enabling large-scale collaboration, systemic alignment, and 
adaptive change. 
They attempt to ensure inclusivity, action orientation, and responsiveness to complexity.
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Van der Zouwen: synthesis of how the principles of LSI produce the 
characteristics and the need for the whole system in the room events
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Ten core principles

1. Whole system engagement
2. Systems thinking and interconnectedness
3. Common ground over conflict resolution
4. Creating a safe space for dialogue
5. Rapid prototyping and real-time decision-making
6. Aligning vision and action
7. Diversity and inclusion in design and participation
8. Fostering collective intelligence and learning
9. Self-management and participant ownership
10. Adaptivity and flexibility
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Whole system 
engagement
Large group processes aim to include 'the 
whole system in the room,' ensuring diverse 
stakeholders are represented to reflect the 
complexity of the challenge.
• Encourages systemic understanding by 

breaking down silos and connecting 
diverse perspectives.

• Increases commitment and ownership of 
outcomes by involving all affected parties.

Large group processes treat organisations, 
communities, and problems as interconnected 
systems rather than isolated parts.
• Acknowledge and address feedback loops 

(e.g., reinforcing or balancing).
• Map interdependencies to identify 

leverage points (e.g., Participatory Systems 
Mapping).

• Systems thinking not merely a conceptual 
framework, but experienced directly as 
diverse groups redefine system boundaries 
through participation and co-creation

Applications in practice:
• Scenario Planning considers how multiple 

variables interact in future scenarios.
• Triple Task Approach integrates systems 

thinking into reflection, action, and 
engagement.

Systems thinking and 
interconnectedness
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Common ground over 
conflict resolution
Many large group processes prioritise finding 
shared values, goals, and aspirations rather 
than focusing on resolving conflicts.
• Conflict as insight: methods like Deep 

Democracy and power+systems address 
systemic tensions and integrate minority 
perspectives into decision-making.

• Implications: balancing productive conflict 
with the search for alignment ensures 
deeper systemic engagement.

Large group processes create environments 
where participants feel psychologically safe to 
share ideas, voice concerns, and engage 
authentically.
• Use of structured formats like Fishbowl 

Conversations to balance speaking and 
listening.

• Dialogical approaches like Open Dialogue 
foster mutual understanding.

Reduces defensiveness and increases 
openness to collaborative problem-solving.

Creating a safe space for 
dialogue
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Rapid prototyping and 
real-time decision-making
Large group processes condense months of 
work into short, intensive sessions, enabling 
rapid feedback loops and actionable results.
• Prototyping solutions during the session 

(e.g., in Design Thinking Workshops).
• Immediate prioritisation and action 

planning (e.g., in Rapid Improvement 
Events or GE Work-Outs).

• Enables organisations to act quickly in 
dynamic, complex environments.

• Builds momentum and avoids delays in 
implementation.

Large group processes emphasise connecting 
high-level strategic vision with actionable 
steps.
• Methods like Hoshin Kanri cascade 

strategic goals into operational plans.
• Search Conferences focus on envisioning 

desired futures and co-creating pathways 
to achieve them.

Ensures alignment between diverse 
stakeholders and organisational priorities.

Aligning vision and action
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Diversity and inclusion in 
design and participation
Large group processes actively seek to include 
diverse voices, particularly those often 
marginalised or excluded.
Tools for inclusivity:
• Boundary Critique (Critical Systems 

Heuristics) ensures decisions consider 
what is included/excluded in the system.

• Polarity Management balances competing 
needs to include multiple perspectives.

Examples in practice:
• World Café encourages equal participation 

in informal conversations.
• Warm Data Labs focuses on relational 

diversity to understand complex 
interdependencies.

Large group processes leverage the 
knowledge, experience, and creativity of 
diverse participants to generate innovative 
solutions.
• Meta-Planning for structured idea 

generation and prioritisation.
• Collaborative Development Action Inquiry 

(CDAI) for iterative reflection and action.
Unlocks the potential of groups to think 
beyond individual or siloed perspectives.

Fostering collective 
intelligence and learning
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Self-management and 
participant ownership
Large group processes empower participants 
to take responsibility for their contributions 
and the outcomes of the process.
• Reduces dependency on facilitators and 

fosters creativity.
• Strengthens collaborative decision-making 

and action.
Examples in practice:
• Open Space Technology (OST) relies on 

participants creating their own agendas.
• Art of Hosting uses participatory 

leadership techniques to distribute 
ownership across the group.

Large group processes balance predefined 
structures with flexibility to adapt to 
participants’ emerging needs.
• Liberating Structures and Warm Data Labs 

allow emergent solutions to arise in real 
time.

• Participatory Narrative Inquiry adapts its 
process to the stories participants share.

Responds effectively to complexity and avoids 
rigid imposition of solutions.

Adaptability and flexibility



38

Reflection

• Which of these principles align with my systems practice intervention?
• Which are most challenging in practice?
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CLASSIFICATION AND ENUMERATION 
OF LARGE GROUP PROCESSES
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CLASSIFICATION OF 
LARGE GROUP PROCESSES
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My breakdown: complexity type, focus 

Complexity types 
(Grammar of Systems, Hoverstadt):
• Perceptual complexity: methods addressing 

mental models, shared perspectives, and 
cognitive alignment.

• Structural complexity: methods targeting 
systemic interdependencies, roles, and 
organisational design.

• Dynamic complexity: methods that respond 
to adaptive, fast-changing systems requiring 
real-time collaboration.

Focus areas:
• Visioning and alignment: long-term thinking, 

shared vision creation.
• Solutions design: practical problem-solving 

and process innovation.
• Emergent change: adaptive and responsive 

collaboration for system transformation.
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Other classifications

Holman and Devane (1999)
• Planning methods to help set a direction
• Structuring methods to redefine working 

relationships and create new structures
• Adaptable methods that vary, including 

planning, structuring, and other.
Bunker and Alban (1997)
• for creating the future
• for work redesign
• for discussion and decision-making.
By methodological structure
• Structured methods: predefined steps, 

clear facilitation
• Emergent methods: flexible, responsive 

to participant needs 
• Technology-enabled methods

By process intent
• Exploration and sense-making: focusing 

on understanding systems and trends
• Planning and design: co-creating 

strategies or organisational solutions
• Implementation and action
By context of application
• Organisational strategy and change
• Community development
• Policy development
By participant dynamics
• Whole-system inclusion: involves diverse 

stakeholders for systemic change
• Self-organised and participant-led: 

participants take control of discussions 
and outcomes 

• Facilitator-drivenSignificant input from Jack Martin Leith
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Complexity Focus Methodological Rigour Process Intent Participant Dynamics Context

Future Search Perceptual Visioning and Alignment Structured Planning and Design Whole-System Inclusion Organisational Strategy

Scenario Planning Perceptual Visioning and Alignment Structured Exploration and Sense-
Making

Facilitator-Driven Policy Development

TIP – The Integral Process Perceptual Visioning and Alignment Emergent Exploration and Sense-
Making

Facilitator-Driven Complex Problem Solving

Cognitive Edge Methods Perceptual Solutions Design Emergent Exploration and Sense-
Making

Whole-System Inclusion Organisational Learning

Polarity Management Perceptual Solutions Design Structured Problem-Solving Facilitator-Driven Organisational Dynamics

Citizen Assemblies and 
Variants

Perceptual Solutions Design Structured/Facilitator-
Driven

Policy Making Whole-System Inclusion Policy Development

Art of Hosting Perceptual Emergent Change Emergent Implementation Self-Organised Community Development

Deep Democracy Perceptual Emergent Change Facilitator-Driven Problem-Solving Whole-System Inclusion Conflict Resolution

Gurteen Knowledge Café Perceptual Emergent Change Emergent Sense-Making Self-Organised Knowledge Sharing

Real-Time Strategic Change 
(RTSC)

Structural Visioning and Alignment Structured Implementation Whole-System Inclusion Organisational Strategy

Hoshin Kanri Structural Visioning and Alignment Structured Planning and Design Facilitator-Driven Operations

Rapid Improvement 
Events / Work-Out

Structural Solutions Design Structured Implementation Whole-System Inclusion Process Improvement

Participatory Innovation 
Model

Structural Solutions Design Emergent Problem-Solving Facilitator-Driven Innovation

Triple Task Approach Structural Emergent Change Emergent Implementation Whole-System Inclusion Organisational Learning

GroupWorks Patterns Structural Emergent Change Emergent Problem-Solving Self-Organised Facilitation

Interactive Planning Dynamic Visioning and Alignment Structured Planning and Design Facilitator-Driven Strategy and Innovation

Search Conference Dynamic Visioning and Alignment Structured Exploration and Sense-
Making

Whole-System Inclusion Community Development

Liberating Structures Dynamic Solutions Design Emergent Problem-Solving Self-Organised Innovation

Fast Cycle Full Participation Dynamic Solutions Design Structured Implementation Whole-System Inclusion Rapid Strategy Alignment

Warm Data Labs Dynamic Emergent Change Emergent Exploration and Sense-
Making

Self-Organised Systems Exploration

Collaborative Development 
Action Inquiry (CDAI)

Dynamic Emergent Change Emergent Implementation Facilitator-Driven Organisational 
Transformation

Power+Systems TOOTs Dynamic Emergent Change Structured Exploration and Sense-
Making

Facilitator-Driven Leadership Development

Theory U Dynamic Emergent Change Emergent Exploration and Sense-
Making

Facilitator-Driven Leadership Transformation

Social Presencing Theatre 
etc

Dynamic Emergent Change Emergent Implementation Self-Organised Systems Change
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Overview of the LSI family

Van der Zouwen, adapted from 
a brochure by VISTA Consulting
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1. Better leadership of 
‘the system’

2. Move to a more 
legitimate authority 
system

3. Support the system 
to develop itself 
(find more legitimacy)

4. Support the system 
to generate more 
fruitful / legitimate 
possibilities

6. Support the system 
to explore itself and its 
possibilities

5. Help the system to 
function better as a 
system

Push to critical challenge of legitimacy of existing power
Pu
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 to

 in
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ss
 

A structuring of systems leadership approaches.
Note that all approaches should open up questions 
of both legitimacy and of effectiveness.

Systems conveners 
learn, with people, to 
redefine ‘the system’

Compare: systems leadership
https://i2insights.org/2021/06/22/systems-leadership/ 

https://stream.syscoi.com/2021/06/21/a-schema-for-better-understan
ding-systems-leadership-and-systems-change/

https://i2insights.org/2021/06/22/systems-leadership/
https://stream.syscoi.com/2021/06/21/a-schema-for-better-understanding-systems-leadership-and-systems-change/
https://stream.syscoi.com/2021/06/21/a-schema-for-better-understanding-systems-leadership-and-systems-change/
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Visioning and alignment Solutions design Emergent change
Perceptual 
complexity

Future Search

Three Horizons etc
Scenario Planning
TIP – The Integral Process

Preferred Futuring
Delphi Method
Stakeholder mapping
ICA Strategic Planning Process
Participatory Narrative Inquiry
Causal Layered Analysis (CLA)

Soft Systems Methodology

Cognitive Edge methods
Polarity Management
Citizen Assemblies and variants

AmericaSpeaks 21st Century Town Meeting
Meta-Planning
Converge-diverge model

Open Space Technology (OST)

Art of Hosting
Deep Democracy
Gurteen Knowledge Café

ProAction Café
Open Dialogue
Storytelling and narrative practices
Fishbowl Conversations 

Structural 
complexity

Whole-Scale™ Change

Real-Time Strategic Change (RTSC)/
Real-Time Work Design
Hoshin Kanri

Axelrod Conference Model®
Participatory Systems Mapping
Strategic Change Accelerator (IBM ACT)
Whole Systems Approach
Viable Systems Model facilitation
Boundary Critique (Critical Systems Heuristics)

M&G Taylor Method/ Accelerator/DesignShop
Consensus Workshop Method

Rapid Improvement Events / 
GE Work-Out etc
Participatory Innovation Model

Gemba Kaizen
Design Charrettes
Value Stream Mapping
Cross-Impact Analysis
GameStorming
Participatory/Community Mapping
Participatory budgeting

The Organization Workshop
Participative Design Workshops (PDW)

Triple Task Approach
GroupWorks Patterns

Pattern Language for Large Groups
Generative Scribing

Dynamic 
complexity

Appreciative Inquiry (AI) Summit

Interactive Planning
Search Conference
Large-Scale Interactive Process (LSIP)

Future Back Planning
Scenario Narratives

Problem Solving Team Build/MacDonald Team 
Discipline
Breaking the Shell

Liberating Structures
Fast Cycle Full Participation

Think Like a Genius
Technology of Participation (ToP)
SimuReal
Design Thinking Workshops

Syntegration/Team Syntegrity 
When Cultures Meet/Encounters With The Other

Constellations
People Need People / Warm Data Labs
World Café
Collaborative Development Action Inquiry (CDAI)
Power+Systems TOOTs
Theory U
Social Presencing Theatre etc

Circle Methodology
Collaborative Leadership Development
Strategic Forum
Systemic Design

All approaches (71) – featured, mentioned
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Main featured approaches (16) 

Visioning and alignment Solutions design Emergent change
Perceptual complexity Future Search Soft Systems 

Methodology
Open Space Technology 
(OST)

Structural complexity Whole-Scale™ Change

Whole Systems Approach

Real-Time Strategic 
Change (RTSC)/Real-Time 
Work Design

Axelrod Conference 
Model®

M&G Taylor 
Method/Decision 
Accelerator

Consensus Workshop 
Method

The Organization 
Workshop

Participative Design 
Workshops (PDW)

Dynamic complexity Appreciative Inquiry (AI) 
Summit

Problem Solving Team 
Build/MacDonald Process

Breaking the Shell

World Café

When Cultures 
Meet/Encounters With 
The Other
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Other interesting approaches mentioned (21)

Visioning and alignment Solutions design Emergent change
Perceptual complexity Three Horizons

Scenario Planning

TIP – The Integral Process

Cognitive Edge methods

Polarity Management

Citizen Assemblies and 
variants

Art of Hosting

Deep Democracy

Gurteen Knowledge Café

Structural complexity Real-Time Strategic Change 
(RTSC) / Real-Time Work 
Design

Hoshin Kanri

Rapid Improvement 
Events / GE Work-Out etc

Participatory Innovation 
Model

Triple Task Approach

GroupWorks Patterns

Dynamic complexity Interactive Planning

Search Conference

Large-Scale Interactive 
Process (LSIP)

Liberating Structures

Fast Cycle Full Participation

Warm Data Labs

Collaborative Development 
Action Inquiry (CDAI)

Power+Systems TOOTs

Theory U

Constellations

Social Presencing Theatre 
etc
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Other approaches not featured (34)
Visioning and alignment Solutions design Emergent change

Perceptual complexity Preferred Futuring

Delphi Method

Stakeholder mapping

ICA Strategic Planning Process

Participatory Narrative Inquiry

Causal Layered Analysis (CLA)

AmericaSpeaks 21st Century Town 
Meeting

Meta-Planning
Converge-diverge model

ProAction Café

Open Dialogue
Storytelling and narrative practices

Fishbowl Conversations

Structural complexity Participatory Systems Mapping

Strategic Change Accelerator (IBM 
ACT)

Viable Systems Model facilitation

Boundary Critique (Critical Systems 
Heuristics)

Gemba Kaizen

Design Charrettes

Value Stream Mapping

Cross-Impact Analysis

GameStorming

Participatory/Community Mapping

Participatory budgeting

Pattern Language for Large Groups

Generative Scribing

 

Dynamic complexity Future Back Planning

Scenario Narratives

Think Like a Genius

Technology of Participation (ToP)

SimuReal
Design Thinking Workshops

Circle Methodology

Collaborative Leadership Development

Strategic Forum

Systemic Design
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Known gaps in my focus

• Sector-specific approaches: for example, 
Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) in 
development contexts, or charrettes for 
urban planning.

• Emerging digital methods and codesign 
tools: virtual collaborative tools like Miro, 
MURAL, or online participatory workshops 
using Zoom-integrated platforms.

• Global indigenous practices: such as talking 
circles, Ubuntu Circles or collective wisdom 
processes inspired by non-Western 
traditions.

• Hackathons.
• Barcamp, unconferences.
• Religious practices.
• Transition design.
• Many more futures methods 

(Griffin et al have Lippitt, 1983, Schlinder-
Rainman and Lippitt, 1980)

• Simulations.
• Peace-making and conflict resolution, e.g. 

Conflict Transformation Circles, Facilitated 
Power Analysis.

• Additional public engagement/governance 
approaches.

• Interpersonal approaches which border on 
small-group, e.g. Circling, T-Groups, 
Encounter groups and other socio-dynamic 
and group therapeutic processes. Also 
scrum, mob programming etc.

• Cultish (?) processes – EST, Landmark Trust, 
Tony Robbins workshops.

• Embodied and somatic approach beyond 
Theatre of the Oppressed.

• Ritual practices.
• Other innovation / open innovation / 

product and service design approaches.
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OVERVIEW OF 
FEATURED APPROACHES
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Perceptual complexity 

Visioning and alignment 
Featured 
• Future Search: Shared visioning 

through diverse perspectives.
Mentioned
• Three Horizons / Berkana Two 

Loops / Panarchy Adaptive Cycle: 
Visualising system-level transitions. 
(Two Loops more relational and 
community-focused, Adaptive Cycle 
more ecological resilience 
perspecitve)

• Scenario Planning: Long-term 
scenario exploration.

• TIP - The Integral Process for 
Working on Complex Issues (Sara 
Nora Ross): Integrates multiple 
perspectives and layers of 
complexity, using developmental 
approaches to clarify and align on 
shared issues and goals.

Solutions design
Featured
• Soft Systems Methodology (SSM): 

designing responses to messy, ill-
defined problems.

Mentioned
• Cognitive Edge Methods: Narrative-

driven sense-making.
• Polarity Management: managing 

conflicting yet interdependent 
priorities.

• Citizen Assemblies: structured or 
semi-structured forums that bring 
together a representative sample of 
citizens to deliberate on complex 
societal issues. Variants include 
Citizens' Juries (smaller, more 
focused deliberations) and 
Deliberative Polling (combining 
surveys with structured 
deliberation to gauge informed 
public opinion).

Emergent change
Featured 
• Open Space Technology (OST): Self-

organised exploration.
Mentioned
• Art of Hosting: Collaborative, 

emergent design.
• Deep Democracy (Lewis Method): 

integrating minority perspectives to 
resolve conflicts.

• Gurteen Knowledge Café: Informal 
conversations for knowledge 
sharing.
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Structural complexity 

Visioning and alignment 
Featured 
• Whole-Scale™ Change – a variant of 

RTSC for structural alignment.
Mentioned
• Real-Time Strategic Change 

(RTSC)/Real-Time Work Design: 
Aligning organisation-wide 
strategies.

• Hoshin Kanri: aligning goals across 
organisational levels.

Solutions design

Featured
• M&G Taylor Method/Decision 

Accelerator/DesignShop: Immersive 
design for complex decision-
making.

• Consensus Workshop Method: 
Structured consensus-building.

Mentioned
• Rapid Improvement Events / GE 

Work-Out etc – work-based process 
improvement with streamlined 
decision-making and empowered 
teams.

• Participatory Innovation Model

Emergent change
Featured 
• Participative Design Workshops 

(PDW): Employee-led structural 
redesign.

• Organisation Workshop: Self-
management and teamwork. 

Mentioned
• GroupWorks Patterns: Frameworks 

for group design.
• Triple Task Approach: Balancing 

action, reflection, and group 
engagement.
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Dynamic complexity 

Visioning and alignment 
Featured
• Appreciative Inquiry (AI) Summit: 

Vision-driven adaptability.
Mentioned
• Interactive Planning: Continuous 

scenario planning.
• Search Conference: Goal alignment 

and emergent action.
• Large-Scale Interactive Process 

(LSIP): Real-time emergent 
collaboration.

Solutions design
Featured
• Problem Solving Team 

Build/MacDonald Team Discipline: 
a structured team-building method 
that enhances collaboration and 
problem-solving efficiency in 
organisations by aligning group 
dynamics.

• Breaking the Shell: identifying and 

planning to overcome barriers to 
success in a psychodynamic way.

Mentioned 
• Liberating Structures: Iterative 

creativity.
• Fast Cycle Full Participation: high-

speed collaborative decision-
making

Emergent change
Featured 
• Syntegration/Team Syntegrity: a 

cybernetic approach to 
collaborative decision-making.

• When Cultures Meet/Encounters 
With The Other: Dialogue for 
cultural understanding.

Mentioned
• World Café: Structured 

conversations for adaptive action.
• Power+Systems TOOTs: Cultural 

behavioural exploration

• Theory U: deep sensing, 
connection, and prototyping 
transformative actions.

• Constellations: a systemic approach 
that visually and spatially maps 
relationships, dynamics, and 
patterns within a system to uncover 
hidden connections and resolve 
underlying tensions, fostering 
transformation.

• People Need People / Warm Data 
Labs (Nora Bateson): a relational 
process for exploring 
interdependencies and systemic 
complexity through conversational 
inquiry, fostering deep 
understanding and adaptive 
collective responses.

• Collaborative Development Action 
Inquiry (CDAI) (Torbert): combines 
reflective practice, dialogue, and 
action to foster organisational 
learning and transformation 
through iterative cycles of inquiry.
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OVERVIEW OF 
OTHER APPROACHES
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Perceptual complexity – other approaches 

Visioning and alignment 
• Preferred Futuring: Narrative-based 

strategic alignment.
• Delphi Method: consensus-building 

for long-range forecasting.
• Stakeholder Mapping: visualising 

and prioritising stakeholder 
relationships.

• Participatory Narrative Inquiry: 
collects and analyses stories to 
make sense of complex systems 
and uncover hidden dynamics.

• Causal Layered Analysis (CLA): a 
futures method that explores 
multiple layers of understanding, 
from surface problems to 
underlying cultural myths and 
worldviews.

Solutions design
• AmericaSpeaks: Structured 

participatory deliberation.
• 21st Century Town Meeting: 

Structured participatory 
deliberation.

• Meta-Planning: Idea generation 
and prioritisation.

• Converge-Diverge Model: a 
structured process for guiding 
groups through phases of idea 
divergence (exploration and 
creativity) and convergence 
(prioritisation and decision-
making).

Emergent change

• ProAction Café: Structured 
conversations.

• Open Dialogue: Inclusive listening 
and understanding.

• Storytelling and Narrative Practices: 
sense-making and fostering shared 
meaning through narrative.

• Fishbowl Conversations: rotating 
participant discussions with 
observer roles.
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Structural complexity – other approaches 

Visioning and alignment 
• Whole Systems Approach: a holistic 

framework for aligning systems 
thinking with group engagement.

• Axelrod Conference Model®: Multi-
event redesign process.

• Participatory Systems Mapping: 
Mapping interdependencies.

• Strategic Change Accelerator (IBM 
ACT): Adaptation-focused design 
and alignment.

• VSM Facilitation: diagnosing and 
redesigning organisational 
structures for viability.

• Boundary Critique (Critical Systems 
Heuristics): a systems thinking 
approach that examines boundary 
judgments to reveal what is 
included or excluded in decision-
making.

Solutions design
• Gemba Kaizen: Lean process 

optimisation.
• Value Stream Mapping: 

streamlining workflows and 
eliminating inefficiencies.

• Design Charrettes: co-creating 
solutions collaboratively with 
diverse stakeholders.

• Cross-Impact Analysis: exploring 
interdependencies between actions 
and their potential impacts.

• Cross-Impact Analysis: exploring 
interdependencies between actions 
and their potential impacts.  

• Participatory Budgeting: enables 
communities to decide how to 
allocate parts of a public budget, 
fostering inclusivity in financial 
decision-making.

• Participatory/Community Mapping 
– visual co-creation of community 
relationships.

Emergent change
• Pattern Language for Large Groups: 

A meta-framework for facilitating 
any large-group process.

• Generative Scribing: visual 
facilitation that captures group 
dynamics and key insights in real 
time, fostering shared 
understanding.
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Dynamic complexity – other approaches 

Visioning and alignment
• Future Back Planning: envisioning a 

desired future and planning 
backwards.

• Scenario Narratives: exploring 
multiple future pathways to 
enhance decision-making.

Solutions design

• Thinking Like a Genius: Adaptive 
brainstorming.

• Technology of Participation (ToP): 
Multi-step facilitation processes.

• SimuReal: Real-time scenario 
modelling.

• Design Thinking Workshops: 
collaborative sessions focused on 
iterative problem-solving, using 
empathy, rapid prototyping, and 
feedback loops, for user-centred 
challenges and innovation.

Emergent change

• Strategic Forum: structured 
stakeholder engagement for 
cultural and strategic shifts.

• Circle Methodology: inclusive 
dialogue and collective group 
healing.

• Collaborative Leadership 
Development: building systemic 
leadership for transformative 
change. 

• Systemic Design: combining 
systems thinking with participatory 
methods.

• Social Presencing Theatre, 
Legislative Theatre, Theatre of the 
Oppressed etc: a body-based 
approach to exploring systems 
change and sensing the dynamics 
of social systems.
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Antlerboy’s Large Group Process Mentor

• A trained, dedicated ChatGPT
• You will need an account to access – not, I think, a paid account 
• Play around with this and look at the selection of different approaches in particular
• Feedback very welcome

link.redquadrant.com/ChatGPTlargegroupprocessmentor 

https://link.redquadrant.com/ChatGPTlargegroupprocessmentor
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MAIN FEATURED APPROACHES
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Appreciative Inquiry (AI) summit
Perceptual complexity, visioning and alignment

• A collaborative approach that focuses on 
identifying and leveraging an 
organization's strengths to envision and 
achieve a desired future.

• Use in strategic planning, organizational 
development, cultural transformation.

• Developed in the 1980s by David 
Cooperrider and Suresh Srivastva at Case 
Western Reserve University. Still practiced 
globally.

• Emergent and adaptive: flexible process 
that adapts to the organization's context, 
emphasizing positive inquiry, storytelling. 

• Key steps: the 4-D Cycle
1. Discover: Identify organizational 

strengths.
2. Dream: Envision a desired future.
3. Design: Co-construct the ideal 

organization.
4. Destiny: Implement and sustain the 

vision.

• Whole-system inclusion: engages all 
organizational levels to co-create the 
future.

• Example: Inclusive summits where diverse 
stakeholders share success stories and 
envision the future, used by companies 
like British Airways and the U.S. Navy for 
cultural transformation.

• Focuses on positive aspects rather than 
problem-solving. Encourages storytelling 
to build a shared vision. 
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Future Search
Perceptual complexity, visioning and alignment

• A planning meeting that brings a cross-
section of stakeholders together to create 
a shared vision for the future. 

• Uses include community development, 
strategic planning, organizational change. 

• Developed in the 1980s by Marvin 
Weisbord and Sandra Janoff; used 
worldwide. 

• Structured: follows an agenda over several 
days, focusing on past, present, and future 
analyses. Uses timelines and mind maps to 
explore shared histories and future 
possibilities. 

• Whole-system inclusion: Involves all 
relevant stakeholders to ensure diverse 
perspectives. Mixed small groups discuss 
critical issues, ensuring varied viewpoints. 

• Key steps or phases 
1. Review the past: create a shared 

timeline. 
2. Explore the present: identify trends 

and current realities. 
3. Create ideal future scenarios: 

envision desired outcomes. 
4. Identify common ground: find shared 

goals. 
5. Plan actions: develop actionable 

steps. 
• Emphasises finding common ground over 

conflict resolution. 
• Encourages systems thinking by examining 

the whole picture. 
• Example applications: applied in urban 

planning initiatives and corporate strategic 
sessions. 
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Jansen’s Four Rooms of Change / Four Room Apartment

Original model:
• Contentment – no change 

need or demand
• Denial – defensive, but 

pressure continues
• Confusion – between worlds
• Renewal – possibilities
(Ashridge additions – potential 
distractions):
• Sun deck – pause, potential 

future, more denial
• Despair – denial. no action
• Paralysis – stuck in confusion
• Door – testing in reality…
Modern version: thevirtualtrainingteam.c
om/articles/change-management-models-the-cha
nge-house/ 

Yes/no model from original book: link.redquadrant.com/Jansenyesno 

https://www.thevirtualtrainingteam.com/articles/change-management-models-the-change-house/
https://www.thevirtualtrainingteam.com/articles/change-management-models-the-change-house/
https://www.thevirtualtrainingteam.com/articles/change-management-models-the-change-house/
https://link.redquadrant.com/Jansenyesno
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Soft Systems Methodology
Perceptual complexity, solutions design

• A methodology for tackling ill-structured, 
complex problems through iterative 
learning cycles and participatory 
modelling. 

• Used in public sector planning, community 
engagement, and organisational analysis. 

• Developed by Peter Checkland in the 
1970s; widely taught in systems thinking 
and management courses. 

• Structured: employs iterative cycles of 
problem analysis and solution 
design. Tools include rich pictures and 
conceptual models. 

• Facilitator-driven processes: Facilitators 
guide participants through structured 
inquiries. Stakeholders collaboratively 
develop and test conceptual models. 

• Designed specifically for complex, 'messy' 
problems. 

• Applied in urban planning and public 
sector strategy. 
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• Clients – Who are the beneficiaries or victims of 
this particular system? (Who would benefit or 
suffer from its operations?)

• Actors – Who are responsible for implementing 
this system? (Who would carry out the activities 
which make this system work?)

• Transformation – What transformation does this 
system bring about? (What are the inputs and 
what transformation do they go through to 
become the outputs?)

• Worldview – What particular worldview justifies 
the existence of this system? (What point of view 
makes this system meaningful?)

• Owner – Who has the authority to abolish this 
system or change its measures of performance?

• Environmental constraints – Which external 
constraints does this system take as a given?

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=Jc1HdtHKWX_rDM&tbnid=QhJzCpEwbAHNKM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.emeraldinsight.com%2Fjournals.htm%3Farticleid%3D838586%26show%3Dhtml&ei=wpheUv7mDsua1AWQ24D4Ag&bvm=bv.54176721,d.d2k&psig=AFQjCNFYCXPZWJgZuakpGTKcgOEMHggy3Q&ust=1382017594196118
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Open Space Technology (OST)
Dynamic complexity, emergent change

• A self-organizing practice that allows 
participants to create their own agenda 
around a central theme. 

• Uses include innovation, conflict 
resolution, community engagement. 

• Introduced by Harrison Owen in 1985; 
widely adopted for its simplicity and 
effectiveness. 

• Emergent and adaptive: Lacks a formal 
agenda; topics emerge organically from 
participants. Participants propose and lead 
sessions based on their interests. 

• Self-organized and participant-
led: Participants take responsibility for 
convening and attending sessions. The 
'Law of Two Feet' encourages individuals 
to move to sessions where they can 

contribute and learn. 
• Key steps or phases 

1. Opening circle: Introduce the theme. 
2. Creating the agenda: Participants 

propose session topics. 
3. Concurrent sessions: Discussions 

occur in parallel. 
4. Closing circle: Share insights and next 

steps. 
• Highly flexible and adaptable to various 

group sizes. Encourages personal 
responsibility and active participation. 

• Used in tech conferences and community 
problem-solving events. 
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Tell the truth
• Show up and be present 

without preconceived notions. 
• Say what is so, when it is so, 

without blame or judgment. 

• Pay attention to what has 
heart and meaning. 

• Be open to outcome not 
attached to outcome.

Law of two feet
• Bumblebees cross-pollinate
• Butterflies observe in silence

Passion, responsibility

The circle: face to face
The breath of life
The bulletin board agenda
The marketplace of ideas
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Real-Time Strategic Change/Real-Time Work Design
Structural complexity, visioning and alignment 

• Aligns strategies, structures, and processes 
across large systems in real time, fostering 
widespread engagement. 

• Large-scale organisational transformation, 
strategic planning, system alignment. 

• Developed by Robert Jacobs in the 1990s; 
widely used in corporate and non-profit 
sectors. 

• Structured: Highly planned and step-by-
step, focusing on simultaneous alignment 
across organisational levels. Uses large-
scale meetings to synchronise vision and 
implementation. 

• Involves representatives from all parts of 
the system for simultaneous 
engagement. Large events featuring cross-
functional teams working together on real-
time plans. 

• Key steps or phases 
 Engage stakeholders: Align goals and 

set expectations. 
 Large-scale meetings: Identify 

priorities and co-design actions. 
 Sustain momentum: Implement 

changes and evaluate progress. 
• Aligns the whole system in a short 

timeframe. Integrates planning and 
execution seamlessly. 

• Widely applied in mergers, cultural 
transformations, and strategy rollouts. 
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Whole-Scale™ Change
Structural complexity, visioning and alignment 

• A systems-based method for involving the 
whole organisation in planning and 
implementing change. 

• Used in cultural transformation, strategic 
alignment, organisational redesign. 

• Evolved as a derivative of RTSC; focuses on 
whole-system thinking. 

• Structured: Uses structured events and 
facilitated dialogue to ensure alignment 
across stakeholders. Large-scale facilitated 
sessions combining strategic goals with 
individual roles. 

• Whole-system inclusion: Brings all levels of 
the organisation into the conversation for 
systemic alignment. Cross-functional 
discussions during facilitated workshops. 

Key steps or phases 

• Pre-event planning: define goals and set 
up the framework. 

• Whole-system events: create shared 
understanding and action plans. 

• Post-event implementation: ensure 
changes are integrated system-wide. 

Emphasises both planning and collective 
ownership of outcomes. 
Widely used in restructuring efforts and 
cultural realignments. 
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Whole Systems Approach
Structural complexity, visioning and alignment

• A comprehensive framework that applies 
systems thinking principles to address 
large-scale, complex problems through 
stakeholder engagement and systemic 
alignment. 

• Used for organisational transformation, 
systems redesign, and strategy alignment. 

• Rooted in systems thinking literature; 
widely adapted across organisational and 
community settings. 

• Structured: Focuses on analysing and 
redesigning systemic 
interdependencies. Tools include causal 
loop diagrams and stakeholder mapping. 

• Whole-system inclusion: Engages all levels 
of a system for co-creating 
solutions. Mixed-group workshops 
featuring diverse stakeholders. 

• Key steps or phases 
1. Diagnose current state: Analyse 

existing system structures. 
2. Design future state: Co-create visions 

and strategies. 
3. Implement solutions: Align actions 

across all stakeholders. 
• Integrates systems thinking with 

participatory approaches. 
• Used in public health system redesigns and 

community development projects.

•  
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Axelrod Conference Model®
Structural complexity, visioning and alignment

• A multi-event process designed to engage 
all parts of an organisation in systemic 
change. 

• Used for organisational redesign, strategic 
implementation. 

• Developed by Richard Axelrod; remains a 
key structured methodology for systemic 
engagement. 

• Structured: Focuses on multiple linked 
conferences to build momentum and 
alignment. Facilitated events with specific 
stakeholder roles and predefined agendas. 

• Whole-system inclusion: Involves key 
organisational representatives across 
multiple sessions. Each conference tackles 
specific issues and feeds into the next. 

Key steps or phases 

1. Conference design: Establish goals and 
structure. 

2. Linked events: Conduct a series of 
connected meetings. 

3. Follow-up: Monitor progress and refine 
strategies. 

• Builds alignment progressively through 
linked conferences. 

• Used in organisational redesign and long-
term strategic initiatives. 
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M&G Taylor Method/Decision Accelerator/DesignShop
Structural complexity, solutions design
A structured process for tackling complex 
challenges through immersive, design-driven 
environments.
• Innovation, strategy, design-sprints, and 

decision-making. 
• Originated in the design and innovation 

sector; continues to be used in high-stakes 
corporate environments. 

• Explicitly focused on Ashby’s Law. Blends 
design thinking / large-group facilitation. 

Technology-enabled and augmented:
• Uses design-thinking principles and visual 

facilitation tools. Tools like collaborative 
whiteboards and real-time data synthesis. 

• Facilitators create structured but flexible 
design spaces. Groups iterate prototypes 
within an immersive workshop. 

Key steps or phases 
• Frame the problem: Define goals and 

constraints. 
• Facilitated sessions: Explore, ideate, and 

prototype solutions. 
• Synthesis and next steps: Identify 

actionable solutions. 
Sizings:
• Type I PatchWorks 
• Type II Strategic-Transformational 
• Type III Tactical 
• Type IV DesignShop Inside 
• Type V Augmented Meetings
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Summary from: Towards a Practice of Collaborative Sustainable Innovation 
Design – Foresight Enhancement and the DesignShop Process – Dee Brooks

DesignShop methodology, for collaborative 
innovation and strategic foresight. ​
• The DesignShop methodology is a 

structured approach to collaborative 
design and problem-solving that engages a 
diverse group of stakeholders in intensive, 
iterative, and facilitated sessions. ​ It aims 
to harness collective intelligence to 
address complex challenges and create 
innovative solutions. ​

• Diverse Perspectives: By involving a wide 
range of stakeholders, the process 
leverages diverse perspectives and 
expertise, which enhances creativity and 
problem-solving. ​

• Iterative Approach: The methodology 
emphasizes iterative cycles of work, 
allowing for continuous refinement and 
improvement of ideas. ​

• Structured Facilitation: The process is 
guided by experienced facilitators who use 
a variety of tools and techniques to keep 
the group focused and productive. ​

• Collaborative Environment: The 
methodology fosters a collaborative 
environment where participants feel 
empowered to contribute and co-create 
solutions. ​

• Visual Sensemaking: The use of visual tools 
and graphic facilitation helps participants 
to better understand and engage with 
complex information. ​



82

MG Taylor method – steps in delivery

Problem Definition:
• Initial Dialogue: Engage with lead sponsors to 

understand the challenge. ​
• Sponsor Design Session (SDS): Conduct a 

workshop with key stakeholders to frame the 
problem and establish objectives. ​

• Problem Frame: Develop a detailed problem 
frame that outlines the scope, objectives, and 
desired outcomes. ​

Intervention Co-Design:
• Module Selection and Draft Agenda: Choose 

appropriate modules and create a draft agenda 
for the DesignShop session. ​

• Assignment Writing and Customization: Prepare 
customized assignments and exercises tailored 
to the specific challenge. 

• Team Assignments: Organize participants into 
diverse teams to ensure a mix of perspectives. ​

• Knowledge Inputs: Gather and prepare relevant 
information and resources to support the 
session. ​

Day 1: Focusing on scanning and understanding the 
problem.
Day 2: Focusing on developing and testing solutions.
Facilitation: a combination of plenary sessions, 
breakout groups, and report-outs to guide the 
process.
Outputs and follow-through:
• Capture work: document all work done by 

participants during the session. ​
• Compendium and executive summary: create a 

detailed compendium of the session’s outputs 
and an executive summary for broader 
communication. ​

Key components
• Futures Swarm: An environmental scanning 

exercise to identify trends, signals, and emerging 
issues. ​

• Scenarios and Test: A two-part exercise where 
participants create and test scenarios to explore 
alternative futures and their impact on proposed 
solutions. ​
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Axioms

• The future is rational only in hindsight.
• You can't get there from here, but you can 

get here from there.
• Discovering you don't know something is 

the first step to knowing it.
• Everything that someone tells you is true. 

They are reporting their experience of 
reality.

• To argue with someone else's experience 
is a waste of time.

• To add someone's experience to your 
experience--to create a new experience--is 
possibly valuable

• The only valid test of an idea, concept or 
theory is what it enables you to do.

• You understand the instructions only after 

you have assembled the red wagon.
• If you can't have fun with the problem, 

you will never solve it.
• Every individual in this room already 

possesses the answer. The purpose of this 
intensive interaction is to stimulate one, 
several, or all of us to remember and 
extract what we already know.

• Creativity is the process of eliminating 
options.

• In every adverse condition, there are 
hundreds of good solutions.

• You fail until you succeed.
• Nothing fails like success
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Consensus Workshop Method
Structural complexity, solutions design

A facilitation technique that guides 
participants to achieve shared understanding 
and agreement on complex issues. 
Used for team alignment, community decision-
making, and policy development. 
Developed by ICA Canada; widely taught and 
applied in participatory settings. 
Structured: Uses predefined steps to build 
consensus progressively. Includes focused 
conversations and idea synthesis. 
Facilitator-driven processes: Skilled facilitators 
guide the group towards consensus. 
Facilitators use methods like silent 
brainstorming and group clustering. 
1. Brainstorming: Gather ideas individually or 

in groups. 
2. Clustering: Group similar ideas into 

themes. 
3. Consensus building: Prioritise and agree 

on outcomes. 
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The Organization Workshop
Structural complexity, emergent change

• A participatory process designed to 
explore organisational dynamics, focusing 
on power, collaboration, and systemic 
change. 

• Used for leadership development, team 
building, cultural transformation. 

• Developed by Barry Oshry; widely used in 
leadership training and organisational 
consulting. 

• Structured: uses role-playing and 
simulations to reveal organisational 
dynamics. Simulations explore 
relationships between 'tops,' 'middles,' 
and 'bottoms.' 

• Facilitator-driven processes: Facilitators 
guide participants through structured 
simulations. Role-playing as different 

organisational levels. 
• Key steps or phases 

1. Role assignments: Assign participants 
to organisational roles. 

2. Simulated scenarios: Explore 
challenges and dynamics. 

3. Debrief and reflection: Analyse 
insights and lessons. 

• Focuses on understanding power 
dynamics and relationships. 

• Used in leadership development programs 
globally. 
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In Barry’s own words

The Organization Workshop (OW) is a group 
learning session in which participants 
experience universal conditions, traps, and 
dilemmas of organizational life. By learning 
firsthand about these traps, along with solid 
theory on avoiding them, participants emerge 
with concepts, methods, and a common 
language to improve their interaction in any 
organization. The result is better partnerships 
for higher performance.
In the Organization Workshop, participants 
directly experience the costs of system 
blindness— the costs to them personally and 
to the organization—and they experience the 
organizational power as well as the personal 
liberation, creativity, and empowerment that 
come from moving from system blindness to 
system sight.

Elements
• Transition
• Days
• Reflections
• TOOTs
Schedule
• TRANSITION

 Day 1, Reflection
 Day 2, Reflection

TOOT 
STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK
 Day 3, Reflection
 Day 4, Reflection End

STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK
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Participative Design Workshops (PDW)
Structural complexity, emergent change

• A participatory process for redesigning 
work systems through collaborative 
decision-making. 

• Used for workflow redesign, team 
collaboration, organisational 
improvement. 

• Developed by Emery and Trist; widely used 
in participatory design projects. 

• Structured: Employs participatory 
methods to redesign work processes 
collaboratively. Uses structured workshops 
to involve employees in system redesign. 

• Whole-system inclusion: involves 
employees from all levels in design 
decisions. Cross-functional groups co-
create work process improvements. 

• Key steps or phases 

1. Define Objectives: Identify system 
inefficiencies. 

2. Collaborative Redesign: Engage teams 
in co-creating solutions. 

3. Implementation: Test and refine new 
processes. 

• Empowers employees to take ownership 
of changes.  

• Used in manufacturing and service 
industries for workflow optimisation. 
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Problem Solving Team Build/MacDonald Process
Structural complexity, solutions design

• A collaborative approach to building team 
capacity while solving organisational 
challenges. 

• Uses include team development, conflict 
resolution, organisational improvement. 

• Developed by MacDonald in corporate 
settings; remains popular in team-building 
contexts. 

• Structured: Focuses on team collaboration 
through problem-solving 
exercises. Facilitators lead teams through 
structured problem-solving tasks. 

• Facilitator-driven processes: Teams work 
under guided facilitation to build trust and 
solve challenges. Role-playing and 
collaborative exercises. 

• Key steps or phases 

1. Define challenges: Identify team 
issues or organisational problems. 

2. Collaborative problem-solving: Work 
in groups to propose solutions. 

3. Feedback and synthesis: Refine and 
implement solutions. 

• Combines problem-solving with team 
development. 

• Widely used in corporate team-building 
sessions. 
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Team problem-solving

You’re not here 
until everyone’s here 
– shared understanding

Context

Purpose

•How to…?
•What if…?

Purpose
owner

Most appropriate 
decision-making rule

Manage delivery, 
review, learning

Founded on data, 
knowledge, and 
understanding
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Problem solving team build

1. State the problem – ‘the headline’ – 
a clear sense of purpose
* Test understanding with team – 
iterate until complete

2. Provide the full background to the 
problem and any relevant issues
* Test understanding with team – 
iterate until complete

3. Get really clear about the outcomes 
and potential barriers
* Work with team until complete 
(how to… / what if…)

4. Generate ideas for solutions
* Work with team until complete

5. Select ideas to pursue – agree plan 

* Work with team until everyone is 
clear

6. Get benefits/concerns of selected 
ideas
If any critical concerns exist, work on 
them using a mini problem solve

7. Assign tasks
* Test understanding with team – 
iterate until complete

Prepared agenda – timekeeper – leader – 
creativity – ground rules 
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‘Seven steps to heaven’

1. Understand enough context to move 
forward
Test understanding and iterate until 
complete

2. Generate enough of a shared and clear 
purpose to move forward
Test understanding and iterate until 
complete

3. Get really clear about the critical 
questions: outcomes and potential 
barriers
Generate a complete set of ‘how to…’ 
and ‘what if…’ questions

4. Generate ideas for solutions
Work until complete

5. Select ideas to pursue – agree plan 
Work until everyone is clear

6. Get benefits/concerns of selected ideas
If any critical concerns exist, work on 

them using this procs in miniature
7. Assign tasks

Test understanding and iterate until 
complete
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‘How to… and ‘What if…’
• The critical questions process 

keeps you focused on the 
outcomes that matter, not 
fixated on the steps you have 
chosen

• ‘How to…’ questions frame the 
outcomes you need ‘how to 
achieve x’ – you don’t answer 
the question, just post it.

• ‘What if…’ questions, if 
answered, identify the risks and 
obstacles – what will we do if 
this happens?

• Generate a rounded set of 
critical questions – you’ve got 
enough when knowing the 
answers to these questions 
would get you to the results 
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Breaking the Shell
Dynamic complexity, emergent change

Unblocking barriers – used for organisational learning, 
personal growth, systemic adaptation. 
The exercise is called 'breaking the shell’ , the minimum for it 
is about an hour (timings given below), although it works 
much better if given up to two hours. I've used it quite a lot 
and it really seems to work well.
[5 mins]
The set-up is to focus everyone on a vision - something clear 
and simple, quickly covered.
[15 mins]
Then the question is 'what barriers stand in the way of 
achieving this'? The idea then is to get as many barriers out as 
possible, one per post-it note. I usually get everyone to spend 
a couple of minutes producing as many as possible, then read 
them out and put them all on a flip-chart; hearing everyone 
else's tends to get people producing many more.
[10 mins]
At this stage it's a good idea to have a coffee break so people 
are just focusing on all the problems and issues - a deliberate 
down-point.
[5 mins]
The next step is to introduce the categorisation approach. 
Barriers are categorised into four groups:
Brick walls - insurmountable obstacles we just have to live 

with!
Paper walls - look like real walls until tested, but are easily 
overcome, even by individuals
Partition walls - hard for individuals, but management or a 
project effort can overcome
Mindset issues - like collective paper walls, common 
assumptions that are not easily overcome 
[10 mins]
Then everyone has to place their post-its on a different chart 
according to which type of barrier they are, and in the process 
group similar barriers together 
[15 mins]
Finally, there is a group discussion to agree the categorisation 
and consider the issues.
The whole purpose of the exercise is to get all the concerns 
and obstacles out on the table, then change the way people 
are thinking about the obstacles. The categorisation changes 
our psychological approach - brick walls just aren't worth 
worrying about anyway, paper walls we should just get over, 
and the others can actually be worked on.
 This naturally leads on to an action planning session - every 
individual commits to overcome their 'paper walls', and key 
actions to address the partition walls and mindset issues are 
discussed and agreed. The whole set could potentially be done 
in an hour and a half, if squeezed.
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Breaking the shell: types of challenges

Brick walls
External and unalterable 
challenges which affect 
performance and are 
not likely to change. 
Can’t be changed

Partitions
Challenges that can be overcome 
with extra effort, time, money or 
people. Individuals might make 
progress, groups of employees 
can make more, management can 
overcome them totally. 
We can change

Paper walls
Look like real challenges – until 
you test them. Then you realise 
you can simply push through 
them on your own, and others 
have already done so. Might exist 
because it is ‘policy’ etc.
I can change

Mindset challenges
The most difficult to deal 
with – untested beliefs 
and perceptions. When you 
believe you can't, you are correct. 
Something that needs 
to be changed collectively.
Innovate to change

Creative Commons license 2010-18 RedQuadrant – attribution required benjamin.taylor@redquadrant.com 079 3131 7230
Developed from an activity at www.squarewheels.com 

http://www.squarewheels.com/
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World Café
Perceptual complexity, visioning and alignment

A conversational process that fosters dialogue, 
knowledge sharing, and collaborative thinking 
in a relaxed, café-like setting. 
Used for knowledge sharing, community 
building, and strategic dialogue. 
Developed in the mid-1990s by Juanita Brown 
and David Isaacs; remains a popular method 
for large-group discussions. 
Emergent and adaptive: Participants rotate 
between small-group conversations, fostering 
a cross-pollination of ideas. Uses 'table hosts' 
to document ideas and themes that emerge. 
Self-organized and participant-led: participants 
guide their discussions within a loose 
structure. Small tables with rotating 
participants ensure inclusivity and dynamic 
engagement. 

Key steps or phases 
1. Welcome and introduction: Set the theme 

and explain the process. 
2. Small-group discussions: Explore questions 

in rotating groups. 
3. Harvesting: Share insights and themes 

with the larger group. 
Focuses on informal, relational dialogue to 
surface collective insights. Encourages cross-
pollination of ideas through structured 
rotation. 
Used in organisational planning, community 
problem-solving, and educational workshops. 
‘The World Café is built on the assumption that 
... People already have within them the 
wisdom and creativity to confront even the 
most difficult challenges; that the answers we 
need are available to us; and that we are Wiser 
Together than we are alone.’
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Seven design principles
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When Cultures Meet/Encounters With The Other
Dynamic complexity, emergent change

The meeting of cultures comes in many forms. Cultures meet 
when two organizations merge. Or when two units in an 
organization need to interact more effectively in order to 
achieve a desired outcome. Or when increasingly diverse 
populations enter the workplace. This meeting of cultures 
inevitably disrupts the status quo. Feelings and reactions are 
generated on all sides that regularly heighten interpersonal 
tensions and diminish overall organizational effectiveness.
When Cultures Meet addresses the pitfalls and the productive 
possibilities when differing cultures come together. 
This workshop helps members of differing cultures deepen 
their understanding of and master the process of coming 
together so that they are able to develop a single, unified, high 
energy organization. The workshop generates the knowledge 
and skills necessary to make the process successful, creative 
and enriching.
This workshop explores the central role dominance plays in 
this process. The dominant culture is 'the way it has always 
been' in the work place or in society at large. The dominant 
culture has its 'rules' -- generally unaware and unspoken -- 
regarding what are acceptable and unacceptable behavior, 
speech, values, ways of working, and more. And into this 
culture come the 'others' with their own 'rules'. When we 
don't see or understand these differing cultures and their 
rules, we inadvertently push 'hot buttons' that trigger 
misunderstanding and conflict, all of which derail the goals 

of working together. 
FORMAT:
The workshop is a blend of experiential activities and 
debriefing, strategic frameworks, and application. It is 
comprised of two modules. 
In the first, two cultures are created -- the Dominants and the 
Others. This dynamic simulation gets to the heart of issues 
faced by both Dominants and Others as these two cultures 
meet.
The second module focuses on the possibility of developing a 
single more robust organization. We explore moving from our 
reflex responses to differences to a more reflective response.
KEY LEARNING POINTS:
• To clarify the role dominance plays when two cultures 

come together.
• To identify 'hot button' issues that trigger 

misunderstanding across cultural lines.
• To provide an opportunity to practice listening to 

differences rather than be triggered by them.
• To apply a road map for creating a single robust human 

system in which cultural differences add to the creative 
energy of the system.
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Schedule
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Syntegration / Team Syntegrity
Dynamic complexity, emergent change
‘The one reason why companies fail: lack of 
massive communication between Systems 3 
and 4’ Beer
Syntegration / Team Syntegrity is a licensed 
product used for large group processes to 
handle complex and messy problems with 
many interdependencies.
Interdependence of issues requires parallel 
processing, and identifying issues is critical.
Syntegration is built on a (protected) 
geometric model, an icosahedron – each node 
represents a topic and each strut represents a 
person. Structure helps manage the 
interdependence of topics.
Legal caveat: the terms ‘Syntegration’ and 
‘Team Syntegrity’ and associated elements 
(coloured icosahedron and algorithm) are 
protected under license by Malik, and 
unlicensed use can lead to legal action.

The process involves three iterations of 
meetings, each focusing on surfacing issues, 
integrating them, and planning actions. Each 
team is connected to ten other teams through 
shared membership and critic roles.
Participants provide input, Critics help keep 
team focused and manage process, Facilitators 
manage time and record discussions.
There are different models such as the 
octahedral model, which involves fewer topic 
groups and can be completed in a shorter 
time. The complexity of the problem dictates 
the number of issues, groups, and participants.
Tight organization and time management are 
crucial for success syntegration.
Printed, color-coded timetables and badges 
help participants navigate.
Reverberation: as groups surface, integrate, 
and resolve issues, they start to share and 
shape these issues across iterations.
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How syntegration works

‘Syntegration differs from other collaborative 
group processes in several outstanding ways. 
Beer was seeking a means to affect the System 
3/4 homeostat in organizational systems, as 
articulated in his Viable System Model… 
Syntegration was invented to help 
organizations balance attention and resources 
on both the ‘Inside and Now’ and the ‘Outside 
and Then’. Beer determined that a group of 
about thirty people brought enough variety to 
be representative, but recognized that special 
meeting protocols were required to ensure the 
group did not devolve into chaos and a useful 
outcome could be achieved. Beer’s deep 
understanding of neurophysiology, 
mathematics, philosophy, systems science, 
management cybernetics and other fields of 

activity including the arts, resulted in a group 
process truly designed for humans, one that 
enables the best possible contribution of each 
participant, and mitigates the resulting 
complexity through means that generate and 
sustain both group cohesion and individual 
autonomy.’
Truss et al

Process:
• An opening question
• The problem jostle: generating statements 

of importance
• The lottery – allocation of people to topics 

and roles
• Outcome Resolve – three iterations
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Patrick Hoverstadt – Fractal Consulting

• Deals with really complex and messy 
problems with lots of interdependencies 

• The only large group process designed to 
produce convergence on a solution 

• Other approaches are good at surfacing 
issues, Syntegration surfaces and resolves 
them 

• Never failed for us 
Client quotes:
• ‘its magic…’
• ‘That convergence is worth millions’

Most important points in his perspective:
• the most important point about 

syntegration is that it is (as far as I know) 
the only process designed to start with an 
unstructured problem and take the group 
through to resolution, taking into account 
all the interdependencies. 

• Other approaches that do resolution tend 
to start later in this (not at the start) and 
there are lots – like Open Space 
Technology or World Café – that are good 
for opening up but not closing down.

• The way the structure absorbs the 
complexity is critical.

• Also the speed – which isn’t unique as an 
event, but is as a soup to nuts resolution 
approach.

‘Has never failed for us’
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OTHER INTERESTING APPROACHES
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Three Horizons
Perceptual complexity, visioning and alignment

• A foresight framework to explore the 
transition from the current system 
(Horizon 1) to emerging ideas (Horizon 3) 
via innovation and transitional activities 
(Horizon 2).

• Used for strategic planning, innovation, 
and navigating systemic change in 
business, government, and communities.

• Developed by Bill Sharpe, it remains 
popular in future-oriented organisations.

• Emergent and Adaptive: Encourages 
dialogue across stakeholders to envision 
future possibilities while addressing 
present constraints.

• Key steps: Identify current challenges (H1), 
explore future aspirations (H3), and map 
transitional innovations (H2).

• Similar to the Berkana Two Loops model 
(more relational and community focused) 
and the Panarchy Adaptive Cycle (more an 
ecological resilience perspective)

• Not to be confused with the IBM approach 
by the same name!
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Three horizons
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Three horizons – possible modes
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Three horizons links

• Kate Raworth’s seven minute video https://youtu.be/_5KfRQJqpPU. 
• Short blog article related to the video: https://medium.com/@matchboxstudio/kate-raworths

-three-horizons-framework-intro-a-guide-for-workshop-use-5e25235c587d
• Another short blog which focuses on that ‘messy middle’ and what we need to do about it: ht

tps://www.thersa.org/discover/publications-and-articles/rsa-blogs/2020/04/change-covid19-
response

More on the Three Horizons if you want to explore:
• https://www.iffpraxis.com/3h-approach
• https://collectiveleadershipscotland.com/week-1-2-three-horizons/

https://medium.com/@matchboxstudio/kate-raworths-three-horizons-framework-intro-a-guide-for-workshop-use-5e25235c587d
https://medium.com/@matchboxstudio/kate-raworths-three-horizons-framework-intro-a-guide-for-workshop-use-5e25235c587d
https://www.thersa.org/discover/publications-and-articles/rsa-blogs/2020/04/change-covid19-response
https://www.thersa.org/discover/publications-and-articles/rsa-blogs/2020/04/change-covid19-response
https://www.thersa.org/discover/publications-and-articles/rsa-blogs/2020/04/change-covid19-response
https://www.iffpraxis.com/3h-approach
https://collectiveleadershipscotland.com/week-1-2-three-horizons/
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Scenario Planning
Perceptual complexity, visioning and alignment

• A structured method to explore and 
prepare for multiple plausible future 
scenarios.

• Commonly applied in strategic planning, 
risk management, and long-term decision-
making.

• Originated from military planning; 
popularised in corporate strategy by Shell 
in the 1970s.

• Structured methodology: Combines 
research, expert input, and facilitated 
workshops to build scenarios.

• Distinctive for its ability to manage 
uncertainty and guide flexible strategic 
choices.

• Approach:

• Resist the pull for quick answers
• Think about purpose more than data
• If a leader, avoid being seduced by your 

role
• Find a learning edge: if you are an 'answer' 

person, seek more questions and vice 
versa

• Advocacy and inquiry: let disagreement be 
an asset. Seek first to understand
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The process in ONE HOUR – five year perspective

18:30:00 2 mins - setup: TWO TEAMS – TWO TEAM LEADERS
18:32:00 4 mins - silent brainstorm – certainties and uncertainties
18:36:00 5 mins - loud discussion – group the certainties, eject uncertainties
18:41:00 8 mins - organise and prioritise the uncertainties
18:49:00 2 mins - setup: ONE GROUP – ONE LEADER
18:51:00 5 mins - bring together and compare the uncertainties 
18:56:00 8 mins - select the best uncertainties, create the scenario axes
19:04:00 2 mins - setup: FOUR GROUPS – FOUR LEADERS
19:06:00 8 mins - develop the scenario stories – collaborative team story build
19:14:00 1 min 30 - naming the scenarios
19:15:30 ONE GROUP
19:15:30 5 mins - one-minute report back
19:20:30 5 mins - discuss the implications
19:25:30 2 mins 30 - most surprising/interesting implications?
19:28:00 2 mins - retrospective and next steps
19:30:00   Ends

The high-intensity interval training version!
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Certainties and uncertainties output

Post-its of uncertainties Post-its of certainties

Profoundly 
disabled live 

longer

Age 90+ group 
will increase

Library won’t 
be a universal 

service

Every school 
child will have 
a tablet device

Health services 
will look very 

different

Energy costs 
will rise

Obesity will 
continue to riseCouncil will 

have less 
money

More children 
living in 
poverty

Dental health 
will not have 

improved
More use of IT 

widening 
digital divide

Student debt 
higher Literacy will be 

important to 
employment

Roads less 
clogged Lit linked to 

tech adv

Economy 
recovered

We will have to 
pay for 

everything

Literacy will 
rise

Plymouth will 
get poorer

Flooding will 
have occured

We will have a 
labour Gov

Fewer 
disadvantaged 

uni grads

Scotland part 
of UK

Politics won’t 
impact public 

services

Plymouth City 
of Culture 2017

Economic 
downturn  Libs 

important Sherford 
development 

started

People reading 
less

Local gov as it 
is now

Society will 
become more 
fragmentedWe won’t need 

libraries

Library 
legislation 

change

Transformation 
complete

Libraries will 
become comm 

hubs

Group these by affinity – they provide the 
background for the scenario planning
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Example of uncertainties organised
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MATERIAL IMPACT

Roads less 
clogged

Lit linked to 
tech adv

Economy 
recovered

We will have to 
pay for 
everything

Plymouth City 
of Culture 2017

Literacy will 
rise

Economic 
downturn  Libs 
important Sherford 

development 
started

Plymouth will 
get poorer

People reading 
less

Local gov as it 
is now

Society will 
become more 
fragmentedWe won’t need 

libraries

Library 
legislation 
change

Flooding will 
have occured

We will have a 
labour Gov

Fewer 
disadvantaged 
uni grads

Scotland part 
of UK Politics won’t 

impact public 
services

Transformation 
complete

Libraries will 
become comm 
hubs
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Scenario plot based on axes

• Identify the two most critical 
uncertainties and treat them as 
simple bipolar variables.

• Identify scenarios 
• Now make the scenarios more 

concrete by fleshing them out into 
imaginary, but plausible, stories 
that reflect the forces at play.

• Write a scenario narration 
explaining what has happened 
and provide your reasoning. 
This will help with further analysis.

• One technique: tell a group story. 
One person starts with first line – 
each group member adds a line in 
turn.
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TIP – The Integral Process
Perceptual complexity, visioning and alignment

• A multi-layered approach that integrates 
perspectives and developmental models 
to tackle complex societal and 
organisational issues.

• Applied in resolving multi-stakeholder 
challenges and developmental strategy.

• Developed by Sara Nora Ross, combining 
systems thinking and integral theory.

• Adaptive process: Uses developmental 
mapping and collaborative inquiry to 
align goals.

• Distinctive for its focus on integrating 
diverse perspectives and understanding 
complexity developmentally.

• Develops groups in Model of Hierarchical 
Complexity evaluation.

Concerned with development as well as (and to) deal with complexity
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 A set of narrative-driven sense-making 
tools, including the Cynefin framework, for 
managing complexity and uncertainty.

 Used in organisational strategy, 
innovation, and systems change.

 Developed by Dave Snowden, it is actively 
used in organisations managing complex 
systems.

 Emergent and Adaptive: Facilitates 
collective sense-making through 
workshops and participatory analysis.

 Unique for leveraging narrative data to 
explore patterns and inform decision-
making.

Cognitive Edge Methods Cynefin / SenseMaker
Perceptual complexity, solutions design
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Focuses on managing interdependent and opposing 
values (polarities) within systems to achieve balance.
Applied in organisational strategy, leadership 
development, and conflict resolution.
Developed by Barry Johnson, with tools like polarity 
maps widely used.
Structured methodology: 
Guides groups in identifying, mapping, and managing 
polarities.
Unique for addressing 'unsolvable problems' by 
leveraging the tension between polarities 
constructively.
Framework: Uses the Polarity Map, a visual tool that 
helps groups identify the upsides and downsides of 
each pole, guiding participants to leverage the 
strengths of both while minimising the weaknesses.
Ideal for addressing complex, ‘both/and’ tensions in 
organisations or communities, such as innovation vs. 

tradition or local vs. global priorities, where 
competing needs coexist.
Large group process: engages diverse stakeholders to 
map their perspectives, collectively explore tensions, 
and co-create strategies for managing polarities over 
time.
 Outcome: Builds shared understanding, enhances 
collective decision-making, and fosters sustainable 
collaboration by aligning group awareness around 
dynamic systems and interdependencies.

Polarity Management
Perceptual complexity, solutions design
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Citizen Assemblies and Variants
Perceptual complexity, solutions design

• Structured forums where a representative 
sample of citizens deliberates on societal 
issues and makes recommendations.

• Commonly applied in policy-making, 
governance, and addressing complex 
social challenges.

• Originated in democratic practices; 
variants include Citizens’ Juries and 
Deliberative Polling.

• Facilitator-driven process: Combines 
expert input, group deliberation, and 
democratic decision-making.

• Unique for its emphasis on inclusivity and 
informed decision-making by ordinary 
citizens.

Process:
• Recruit
• Setup the space 
• Meet and greet: make attendees feel 

welcome and comfortable, sign in
• Welcome: lead facilitators introduce 

themselves, explain the running order, and 
introduce an icebreaker activity

• First discussion: small groups discuss 
what's good and not so good about their 
area and country, followed by feedback.

• Second discussion: small groups discuss 
what they want their community 
candidate to do, followed by feedback and 
voting on top priorities.

• Connect in to cause / candidate
• Finishing up: facilitators thank everyone, 

and invite enthusiastic participants to the 
next organizers' meeting
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 A facilitation framework using 
participatory leadership techniques to 
foster collaboration and collective 
intelligence.

 Applied in community development, 
organisational transformation, and 
stakeholder engagement.

 Emergent and Adaptive: Combines 
dialogue-based practices like World Café 
and ProAction Café.

 Self-organised: Encourages shared 
ownership of outcomes and participatory 
leadership.

 Known for blending various collaborative 
techniques into a flexible framework.

Art of Hosting
Perceptual complexity, emergent change 
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 A facilitation approach that surfaces and 
integrates all voices, especially minority 
perspectives, in decision-making.

 Applied in conflict resolution, team 
dynamics, and organisational culture.

 Developed by Arnold and Amy Mindell, 
widely adopted in organisations 
addressing systemic conflicts.

 Facilitator-driven: Uses structured tools 
like 'voting with your feet' and role-
reversal exercises.

 Unique for its focus on integrating diverse 
perspectives to create deeper alignment.

1. Collect all perspectives 
(even those opposing your own)

2. Actively look for the alternative 
voices (does anybody think 
something completely different?)

3. Spread the alternative 
(who shares this opinion?)

4. Add the wisdom of the minority to 
the decision of the majority 
(what do you need to go along with 
the decision of the majority?)

5. Dive into the unconscious

Deep Democracy (Lewis Method)
Perceptual complexity, emergent change 
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 A conversational method for sharing 
knowledge, fostering learning, and 
generating collective insight.

 Used in knowledge management, 
organisational learning, and strategy 
discussions.

 Developed by David Gurteen, widely used 
in organisations and knowledge networks.

 Emergent process: Structured yet informal 
dialogue to surface collective intelligence.

 Known for its simplicity and focus on 
conversational learning.

• This approach emphasizes dialogue over 
debate, encouraging participants to 
suspend assumptions, listen actively, and 
explore diverse perspectives. The goal is to 
surface collective knowledge, build 
relationships, and enhance understanding, 
which can lead to improved decision-
making and innovation. 

Gurteen Knowledge Café
Perceptual complexity, emergent change 
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Knowledge Café method

Preparation:
1. Venue: Choose a comfortable space with small 

tables seating 4–5 participants each, arranged to 
foster informal discussion.

2. Participants: Aim for 16–32 attendees to ensure 
diverse perspectives while maintaining an 
intimate setting.

3. Facilitator: Select an individual to guide the 
session; professional facilitation skills are not 
mandatory.

4. Question: Develop a compelling, open-ended 
question relevant to the group's interests to 
stimulate meaningful conversation.

Introduction (10–20 minutes):
1. The facilitator introduces the Knowledge Café 

concept, clarifies its purpose, and presents the 
central question.

2. If applicable, a guest speaker may provide a brief 
talk to contextualize the topic, but this should be 
concise to maximize discussion time.

Small Group Conversations (30–60 minutes):
1. Participants engage in discussions at their tables, 

exploring the posed question.
2. After 10–20 minutes, the facilitator prompts 

participants to switch tables and mix with 
different individuals, typically repeating this 
process two or three times to encourage diverse 
interactions.

Whole Group Conversation (15–30 minutes):
1. All participants reconvene in a circle to share 

insights and reflections from their small group 
discussions.

2. The facilitator ensures an open forum where 
everyone can contribute, fostering a collective 
dialogue without dominating the conversation.

Conclusion:
1. The facilitator summarizes key themes and 

thanks participants for their engagement.
2. No formal recording of the discussions is 

necessary; the emphasis is on the conversational 
process and the insights gained.
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 A strategic planning method aligning 
organisational goals across all levels 
through iterative cycles.

 Used in operational strategy, continuous 
improvement, and organisational 
alignment.

 Originated in Japan and widely used in 
lean organisations.

 Structured methodology: Combines long-
term goals with iterative feedback loops 
(Plan-Do-Check-Act cycles).

 Unique for cascading strategy from 
leadership to operations, ensuring 
alignment at all levels.

1. Planning and Communication: This phase includes 
setting the course and getting involvement from all levels 
of the organization, using tools like the X-Chart.

2. Project Initiation and Execution: Focuses on creating a 
project charter, defining accountability, and conducting 
weekly project reviews to track progress.

3. Reflection: Emphasizes assessing what worked and what 
didn't, with leaders playing a crucial role in ensuring 
lessons are learned and applied.

4. Lean Philosophy: Hoshin Kanri builds on the Lean 
Philosophy, serving as a visual tool to drive the right 
conversations at the right time.

5. Breakthrough Objectives: Focuses on achieving 
breakthrough objectives through a disciplined and 
structured approach, involving the entire organization.

6. Continuous Improvement: Integrates Total Quality 
Management (TQM) to achieve goals, emphasizing the 
involvement and recognition of every employee's 
expertise.

Hoshin Kanri
Structural complexity, visioning and alignment
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 Structured, time-bound workshops 
designed to address specific organisational 
challenges by streamlining processes and 
improving efficiency.

 Used in lean manufacturing, process 
improvement, and team-based problem-
solving.

 Popularised by General Electric as the 
'Work-Out' process, now adapted widely.

 Structured methodology: Teams identify 
issues, brainstorm solutions, and develop 
action plans within a few days.

 Unique for empowering teams to make 
real-time decisions and implement 
changes immediately.

Rapid Improvement Events / GE Work-Out etc
Structural complexity, solutions design 
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•  Event planning, co-
delivery, dedicated 
coaching and skills transfer

•  Voice of the customer
•  Customer journey maps

•  SIPOC
•  Demand analysis
•  Stakeholder analysis

•  High level value 
stream map

•  Process data

Discovery 
and 
enabling

Training

•  Problem statement
•  Intervention action plan

Lean Rapid 
Improvement 
Event

Embed and 
control

•  Further intervention planning
•  Programme inputs
•  Capture learning

1.Context 

and
 demand

2. 
Customer

3. 
Training

4. 
Process

5. RIE 
definition

6. RIE 
launch 
event

7. RIE

8. Review 
& plan

9. RIE 
feedback 

event

Whole system

Engagement       Learning              Results

Lean Rapid Improvement Event

Critical gateway:
‘go/no go’
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A stakeholder-driven approach to co-creating 
innovative solutions to ‘wicked problems’ by 
integrating diverse perspectives.
Used in organisational strategy, product 
development, and systems innovation.
Emergent and adaptive: combines 
participatory design principles with 
collaborative innovation practices and portfolio 
style delivery.
Facilitator-driven: engages cross-functional 
teams and stakeholders to co-create ideas.
Unique for its focus on stakeholder inclusivity 
and fostering co-created innovation.

Participatory Innovation Model
Perceptual  complexity, solutions design 

 Action Map (1993): 
THE NATIONAL ROAD SAFETY SYSTEM OF CHILE 

 
A Training and certification of drivers 

 A-1  Training professional drivers 
 A-2  Training particular drivers 
 A-3  CERTIFICATION OF DRIVERS 
 A-4  Training driving instructors 
 A-5  CERTIFICATION OF INSTRUCTORS 
 A-6  Certification of examiners 
 A-7  CONTROL OF DRIVING SCHOOLS 
 A-8  Permanent qualification of drivers 
 
B Management of vehicle quality 

 B-1  Technical specifications 
 B-2  Safety equipment 
 B-3  Certification of new vehicles 
 B-4  Effective technical inspection 
 B-5  Control of inspection plants 
 B-6  Control de maintenance workshops 
 B-7  Training of mechanics 
 
C Management of roads and public spaces 

 C-1  Traffic management 
 C-2  Management of traffic signals 
 C-3  Updating of designs 
 C-4  Maintenance 
 C-5  Road safety implements 
 C-6  Stops and rest areas 
 C-7  Facilities for pedestrians 
 C-8  Facilities for cyclists 
 C-9  Location of activities 

D Management of transport services 

 D-1  Compensation regime 
 D-2  Working hours and conditions of 

service 
 D-3  Permanent qualification of drivers 
 D-4  Stowage and dangerous loads 
 D-5  School transport conditions 
 
E Enforcement 

 E-1  CONTROL OF DRIVERS 
 E-2  Inspection of vehicles 
 E-3  Inspection of road conditions 
 E-4  Control of transport services 
 E-5  Control of pedestrians 
 E-6  Enforcement by the citizans 
 
F Judicial Action  

 F-1  PENALIZING INFRACTIONS 
 F-2  Effective system of penalties  
 F-3  Broadening competences of local 

judges 
 F-4  Administrative decongestion of lower 

courts 
 F-5  ACCIDENT INVESTIGATION AND 

EXPERT REPORTING 
 F-7  Civil accountability of the State 
 
 

G Accident care and insurance 

 G-1  Integrated rescue system 
 G-2  Integrated rehabilitation system 
 G-3  Insurance coverage 
 
H Research and information 

 H-1  Integrated information system 
 H-2  REGISTER OF DRIVERS AND 

OFFENDERS 
 H-3  REGISTER OF VEHICLES 
 H-4  Register of accidents 
 H-5  Register de instructors and examiners 
 H-6  Studies of accident-producing factors 
 H-7  Effective information to users 
 
I Education and communications 

 I-1  Incorporation into the al curriculum 
 I-2  Training of teachers 
 I-3  Preparation de of teaching material 
 I-4  Protection of school children 
     I-5  DISSEMINATION CAMPAIGNS  
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 Balances action, reflection, and group 
engagement to enable adaptive responses 
to systemic challenges.

 Applied in organisational learning, 
strategic planning, and team development.

 Developed as a meta-framework for 
engaging diverse stakeholders.

 Structured methodology: Participants 
alternate between collective tasks, 
reflective discussions, and planning cycles.

 Distinctive for its integration of reflective 
practice with actionable outcomes.

Triple Task Approach
Structural complexity, emergent change
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 A set of design principles and tools for 
creating effective group processes in 
meetings, workshops, and collaborative 
events.

 Used in facilitation, organisational design, 
and participatory processes.

 Emerged from collaborative efforts by 
facilitators to document best practices.

 Emergent and Adaptive: Encourages 
facilitators to select and combine patterns 
suited to specific contexts.

 Known for its visual frameworks and 
adaptability across diverse facilitation 
challenges.

GroupWorks Patterns
Structural complexity, emergent change
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 A method to address complex 
organisational issues by focusing on 
idealised designs and collaborative 
planning.

 Commonly used in strategic planning, 
systems change, and innovation.

 Developed by Russell Ackoff, it combines 
systems thinking with participatory 
processes.

 Structured methodology: Participants 
envision ideal systems and backcast to 
identify actionable steps.

 Known for integrating systemic and 
participatory approaches to achieve 
alignment and adaptability.

Interactive Planning
Dynamic complexity, visioning and alignment
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 A participatory approach to align diverse 
stakeholders on shared goals and actions 
through future-focused dialogue.

 Used in community development, 
organisational transformation, and policy 
design.

 Developed in the 1950s by Fred Emery and 
Eric Trist, it remains widely used in change 
processes.

 Structured methodology: Focuses on 
exploring shared challenges, envisioning 
desired futures, and creating actionable 
plans.

 Unique for its emphasis on co-creation and 
collective ownership of outcomes.

Search Conference
Dynamic complexity, visioning and alignment
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Large scale interactive process (LSIP)
Dynamic complexity, visioning and alignment

• A participatory method designed to enable 
large groups of stakeholders to co-create 
strategic visions and drive rapid 
organisational alignment. 

• Involves highly structured, dynamic 
meetings where diverse participants 
generate ideas, prioritise actions, and 
commit to implementation.

• Focuses on simultaneous large-scale 
involvement, enabling rapid decision-
making and alignment.

• Uses visual tools and structured facilitation 
to manage complexity and create shared 
understanding.

• Often used for organisational strategy 
development, change management, and 
cultural transformation, notably in 

multinational corporations, public sector 
transformations, and major project 
planning.

• The ability to quickly align diverse 
stakeholders on strategic goals and 
actionable plans sets it apart, particularly 
in contexts requiring rapid systemic 
change and broad engagement.
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 A toolkit of participatory methods 
designed to foster creativity, collaboration, 
and inclusivity in groups of any size.

 Applied in organisational innovation, team 
building, and stakeholder engagement.

 Developed by Henri Lipmanowicz and 
Keith McCandless, it remains widely used 
across industries.

 Emergent and Adaptive: Combines 
modular techniques (e.g., 1-2-4-All, Troika 
Consulting) to suit specific contexts.

 Distinctive for its simplicity, scalability, and 
ability to engage all participants equally.

www.liberatingstructures.com 

Liberating Structures
Dynamic complexity, solutions design 

http://www.liberatingstructures.com/
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 A high-speed collaborative decision-
making approach involving all relevant 
stakeholders in intensive, focused 
sessions.

 Used in corporate strategy, crisis response, 
and large-scale planning.

 Developed to integrate speed with 
inclusivity in decision-making.

 Whole-System Inclusion: Ensures that all 
participants have input in real-time 
decision-making.

 Known for balancing rapid outcomes with 
broad participation.

Fast Cycle Full Participation
Dynamic complexity, solutions design 
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 A relational process for exploring systemic 
complexity through conversational inquiry 
and shared understanding.

 Applied in systemic change, organisational 
learning, and community engagement.

 Developed by Nora Bateson, it focuses on 
the 'warm' interdependencies between 
system components.

 Emergent and Adaptive: Uses open-ended, 
non-linear conversations to uncover 
relational dynamics.

 Distinctive for its emphasis on exploring 
relationships and fostering deep systemic 
insight.

Warm Data Labs / People Need People
Dynamic complexity, emergent change 
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 A systemic mapping process that visually 
and spatially represents relationships, 
dynamics, and patterns within a system.

 Applied in conflict resolution, leadership 
development, and systemic change.

 Emergent and Adaptive: Participants 
create spatial representations to explore 
hidden dynamics and interconnections.

 Facilitator-driven: Requires skilled 
facilitation to guide insights and 
transformative actions.

 Unique for revealing underlying tensions 
and fostering systemic healing.

Constellations
Dynamic complexity, emergent change 
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 A participatory method integrating 
reflection and action to foster learning and 
systemic transformation.

 Applied in organisational change, 
leadership development, and systems 
learning.

 Developed by William Torbert, combining 
inquiry cycles with group action.

 Facilitator-driven: Encourages deep 
dialogue and iterative reflection-action 
loops.

 Known for its integration of developmental 
learning with practical outcomes.

Collaborative Development Action Inquiry (CDAI)
Dynamic complexity, emergent change 
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 Experiential workshops designed to 
explore systemic behaviours and power 
dynamics within organisations.

 Used in leadership development, cultural 
transformation, and organisational 
learning.

 Developed by Barry Oshry, it uses 
structured simulations to reveal systemic 
patterns.

 Facilitator-driven: Participants enact roles 
to surface insights into power and systemic 
relationships.

 Unique for exposing hidden organisational 
dynamics and fostering behavioural 
awareness.

‘To create a setting in which all members of 
the system can become clearer about how the 
system is experienced from many different 
vantage points.’

TOOT guidelines:

No Work

Speak Through Me

Tell the Truth

Listen Carefully to Others

No Stories

Power+Systems TOOTs
Dynamic complexity, emergent change 
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Theory U
Dynamic complexity, emergent change 

• A change methodology for sensing and 
addressing deep-rooted systemic 
challenges by moving through phases of 
observing, presencing, and prototyping.

• Used in leadership transformation, social 
innovation, and systems change.

• Developed by Otto Scharmer and the 
Presencing Institute, widely adopted in 
corporate, education, and community 
settings.

• Emergent and Adaptive: Combines deep 
listening, reflective practice, and co-
creation of new solutions.

• Distinctive for its focus on 
transformational processes and 
'presencing' to access future possibilities.

Core techniques:

• Case Clinic
• Dialogue Interview
• Guided Journaling
• Prototyping
• Sensing Journey
• Shadowing
• Stakeholder Interviews
• Social Presencing Theatre

‘Theory U proposes that the quality of the 
results that we create in any kind of social 
system is a function of the quality of 
awareness, attention, or consciousness that 
the participants in the system operate from.’
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Seven leadership capabilities
• Holding the space of listening: Listening to 

yourself, others and to what is emerging 
from the collective. 

• Observing: Suspend the voice of judgement 
and observe what is rather than a 
projection. (mindfulness skills)

• Sensing: Requires the tuning of three 
instruments: the open mind, the open 
heart, and the open will.

• Presencing:  Connect to the deepest source 
of self and will allows the future to emerge 
from the whole rather than from a smaller 
part or special interest group

• Crystalizing: When a small group of key 
persons commits itself to the purpose and 
outcomes of a project, the power of their 
intention creates an energy field that 
attracts people, opportunities, and 

resources that make things happen. This 
core group functions as a vehicle for the 
whole to manifest.

• Prototyping: Moving down the left side of 
the U requires the group to open up and 
deal with the resistance of thought, 
emotion, and will; moving up the right side 
requires the integration of thinking, feeling, 
and will in the context of practical 
applications and learning by doing.

• Performing:Organizations need to perform 
at this macro level: they need to convene 
the right sets of players (frontline people 
who are connected through the same value 
chain) and to engage a social technology 
that allows a multi-stakeholder gathering 
to shift from debating to co-creating the 
new.
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 A body-based approach to sensing 
systemic dynamics and facilitating change 
through embodied awareness and 
movement.

 Applied in organisational transformation, 
leadership development, and systems 
change.

 Developed by Arawana Hayashi and 
integrated into Theory U practices.

 Emergent and Adaptive: Uses physical 
movement to represent and explore the 
dynamics of social systems.

 Unique for its focus on embodied 
intelligence and uncovering hidden 
systemic patterns.

Social Presencing Theatre (and related methods)
Dynamic complexity, emergent change 
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RUNNING LARGE GROUP 
PROCESSES
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Shmulyian et al five ‘I’s      FutureSearch principles

• having the right Individuals in the room
• aiming the method at resolving the right 

Issue
• having Intentional process (including pre-

work, intra-method process, and follow-up)
• having the right Information in the meeting
• using the right Infrastructure (such as 

appropriate physical space, technology)

1. Paying attention to who is involved (get the 
‘whole system’ in the room:
authority, resources, expertise, information, 

need
2. Taking time to learn from each other - 

explore the whole before choosing where to 
act

3. Take a future focus and seek common 
ground (acknowledge, but don’t ‘work’ 
differences and conflicts) 

4. Self-management and responsibility for 
action
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Griffin and Purser

A sense of the whole begins to emerge in large 
groups when participants:
• Experience a sense of interdependence 

and interconnectedness with others
• Engage in processes that brings a systems 

perspective to the events purpose
• Achieve visible results through highly 

participative and synergistic methods
• Feel a sense of appreciation and positive 

affect for self, others, and the 
organizational system

• Build community and trust through shared 
learning and experience

• Feel a sense of oneness that all are in this 
together regardless of position or level

• Feel a sense of greater hope for a better, 
more nurturing, and fulfilling future 

Propositions:
1. Dialogue among stakeholders is necessary 

to transform collective thinking 
2. Community building and relational 

practices foster interdependence and 
interconnectedness.

3. Collective learning increases a system’s 
capacity to produce results that matter.

4. Diversity through shared inquiry promotes 
system vitality, synergy, resourcefulness, 
and growth.

5. Self-managing methods foster 
commitment and shared responsibility.

6. Whole systems perspective involves 
understanding how all factors (people, 
processes, sub-systems, and technology) 
within the system relate to each other and 
to the whole.
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Core steps

Pre-event planning
• Identify who needs to be involved to 

represent the ‘whole system.’
• Defining objectives: clarify the purpose 

and outcomes desired (e.g. visioning, 
strategy development, problem-solving).

• Logistics and preparation: organise venue, 
technology, and materials. For virtual large 
group processes, ensure robust online 
tools.

Designing the engagement process
• Choose methods that align with 

complexity and focus.
• Tailor to context.
• Build appropriate flexibility into the 

structure to allow emergent outcomes.

Facilitating the event
• Skilled facilitation is crucial to guide 

participants, manage dynamics, and 
ensure inclusive participation.

• Ensure usual considerations apply e.g. 
variety of sessions types to maintain 
energy and focus .

Post-event action planning – in advance
• Ensure expectations are set and 

appropriate mechanisms are in place
• E.g. ensure follow-up meetings to track 

progress and maintain momentum.
Sustaining change
• Build feedback loops into the process to 

monitor progress and adapt as needed.
• Share outcomes widely to reinforce 

stakeholder commitment.
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Jack Martin Leith principles

For collaborative working
•The whole has greater wisdom than 

the sum of the parts 
•Everything derives from purpose 

and outcomes 
•Principles determine behaviour 
•An honest assessment of current 

reality is a solid foundation on 
which to build the future 

•Ownership and commitment 
emerge from an egalitarian 
approach 

•People need to feel they are part of 
a community

For designing…
•The most effective design is one 

created by a design team 
•Collaboration is a continuing 

process, not an event 
•The people attending the gathering 

are active participants, not a 
passive audience 

•People need time to connect and 
reflect 

•Wisdom comes from an 
appreciation of the whole system 

•Make decisions in real time, not off-
line, and begin implementation 
immediately 

•Engagement means engaging the 
whole person 

•Effective gatherings require healthy 
conditions 

…and facilitating 

collaborative gatherings
•The facilitator is there to hold the 

space 
•Facilitation requires a participant 

focus ‘Work with what is happening 
rather than what you think should 
be happening’

• Less is more 
‘Never do anything yourself that 
could be done by participants. 
Ensure that power remains with 
the group and do not do rescue 
work.’ 

•There is strength in diversity 
•Ask: ‘Does anyone else feel like 

that?’
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Five key tips and advice

Preparation
• Understand the system: identify key dynamics, tensions, 

or power imbalances.
• Tailor the Method: Choose or adapt the large group 

process approach to the specific context and goals (e.g., 
use Future Search for alignment, Open Space for 
emergent topics).

• Co-Design: Involve key stakeholders in planning the 
process to build trust and relevance. 

2. Facilitation Techniques
• Encourage Equal Participation:

 Use tools like Fishbowls or 1-2-4-All to ensure all 
voices are heard.

 Actively draw out quieter participants and manage 
dominant personalities.

• Balance Structure and Flexibility:
 Stick to a framework while allowing room for 

emergent dialogue and unexpected outcomes.
• Keep Energy Levels High:

 Alternate between plenary and breakout sessions 
to avoid fatigue.

 Use visual aids, generative scribing, or storytelling 
to maintain engagement. 

3. Managing Group Dynamics
• Address Conflict Productively:

 Use approaches like Deep Democracy to surface 
and integrate tensions.

 Frame disagreements as opportunities for learning 
and growth.

• Foster Psychological Safety:
 Set ground rules for respectful communication.
 Encourage participants to speak honestly without 

fear of judgment. 
4. Navigating Power and Diversity
• Be vigilant about power dynamics and ensure 

marginalised voices are heard (e.g., using Boundary 
Critique).

• Create an inclusive space by respecting cultural norms 
and different ways of knowing (e.g., through narrative 
practices).

 5. Post-Event Support
• Provide a clear summary of outcomes, next steps, and 

responsibilities.
• Offer additional support to participants tasked with 

implementing actions.
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CHALLENGES AND ETHICAL 
CONSIDERATIONS
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Objections and weaknesses

• Hard work – has to be worth it
• Dependence on facilitators
• Leaders have to be ready and capable
• Are we really able and willing to deal with 

radically competing claims?
• Power play is possible
• Influence of personality (extrovert / 

introvert); some people are afraid to 
contribute in a large group

• Large group leads to decreased risk-taking, 
decreased ability to have a useful 
discussion and fear of standing out

• Under organising: each party strives for its 
own goals

• Favours educated and articulate people
• Collusive climate brings mediocrity: 

conflict avoidance, conformity
• Common ground projects are a list of ‘the 

easiest things to do’

• Too much complexity -> group conflict – 
groupthink –> call for strong leaders -> 
autocratic not collaborative leadership -> 
groups suppress their internal differences 

• The assumption of common ground 
legitimizes interests and aims of more 
powerful groups

• People fight, flee or freeze in the face of 
differences instead of keeping dialogue 
alive

• Sponsor and or facilitator manipulate the 
process of stakeholder selections to meet 
their(unconscious) needs/goals

• ‘Talk-fests’: Too much talking, not enough 
changing, it does not lead to action while 
it should

• Large groups can reduce risk-taking and 
critical discussions (e.g., groupthink, 
power play, or collusion).



164

Challenges

Over-reliance on facilitators
• Risk: process success may depend too 

heavily on skilled facilitation.
• Mitigation: train internal facilitators or 

build participant capacity for self-
organisation (e.G., Through art of hosting).

Balancing structure and flexibility
• Risk: overly rigid methods can stifle 

creativity; excessive flexibility may lead to 
confusion.

• Mitigation: choose methods that balance 
structure (e.G., RTSC) with adaptability 
(e.G., Liberating structures).

Sustaining momentum
• Risk: lack of follow-up can lead to inertia 

or loss of engagement.
• Mitigation: develop clear action plans with 

accountability and feedback loops.

Power dynamics and marginalisation
• Risk: certain voices may dominate while 

others are excluded.
• Mitigation: use tools like boundary 

critique, deep democracy, and 
differentiation/integration to surface 
hidden power dynamics and include 
marginalised perspectives.

Groupthink or superficial consensus
• Risk: participants may prioritise agreement 

over critical thinking.
• Mitigation: encourage constructive conflict 

(e.G., Polarity management) and ensure 
minority views are considered.

An idealised or adaptive future?
Planning the change or making the change?
What world are you going back into?
Consideration for those not in the room?
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Ethical considerations

Inclusivity and representation
• Ensure diverse voices are genuinely 

included, not tokenised.
• Avoid processes that favour the dominant 

group at the expense of marginalised 
perspectives.

• Methods like Boundary Critique ensure 
that marginalised voices are included, and 
tools like Polarity Management help 
balance competing priorities

Transparency
• Be clear about the goals, scope, and limits 

of the process.
• Avoid creating false expectations or 

overpromising outcomes.

Epistemic justice
• Value different ways of knowing (e.G., 

Lived experience, cultural knowledge).
• Avoid privileging 'expert' knowledge over 

community insights.

Respecting participant autonomy
• Avoid manipulating participants toward 

pre-determined outcomes.
• Enable genuine co-creation and shared 

decision-making.

Groups operate on three levels: explicit work tasks, emotional dynamics, and meta-
awareness of group processes. Effective facilitation requires managing these concurrently 
to ensure both task completion and emotional cohesion.
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Eight things to think about in systems | complexity | cybernetics

1. Not seeing the whole
2. Believing we know what the whole is
3. Assuming the whole that we see is real and concrete
4. Denying the realities of the parts
5. Assuming that seeing we are part of the whole creates a paradigm shift
6. Believing that we are speaking from a different paradigm
7. Denying the problems inherent in the whole
8. Ineffectual and counterproductive approaches as a result of the above

See my appendix ‘what can systems thinking and change learn to become?’ to Roar 
Bjonnes / Systems Change Alliance ‘Understanding Systems To Change The World’ 
link.redquadrant.com/8systemsthinkingerrors 

https://link.redquadrant.com/8systemsthinkingerrors
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APPLICATIONS AND CASE STUDIES
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Applications and case studies

Power+Systems Organization Workshop
• Social care directorate
• Housing Association
• Elite university
Encounters with the Other
• Local place-based systems working
Future Search
• Place-based organisational change
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Other examples

1. Organisational Strategy Alignment
Method: Future Search
Context: A global NGO needed to align its strategy across 15 
countries.
Outcome: Through participatory visioning, stakeholders co-
created a 10-year roadmap.
Key Success Factor: Whole-system engagement ensured 
ownership and commitment.
 
2. Policy Formation
Method: Citizen Assemblies
Context: Ireland’s Citizens' Assembly deliberated on same-sex 
marriage and abortion rights.
Outcome: Recommendations led to significant policy changes.
Key Success Factor: Structured deliberation ensured balanced, 
informed decisions.
 
3. Community Building
Method: World Café
Context: A post-disaster recovery effort engaged local 
residents in rebuilding their community.
Outcome: Participants identified key priorities and formed 
action teams to implement them.
Key Success Factor: Informal dialogue fostered trust and 
collaboration.
 

4. Process Improvement
Method: GE Work-Out
Context: General Electric used Work-Out to eliminate 
bureaucratic inefficiencies.
Outcome: Teams implemented actionable solutions within 
weeks.
Key Success Factor: Rapid prototyping and empowered 
decision-making.
 
5. Systemic Innovation
Method: Scenario Planning
Context: Shell Oil used Scenario Planning to anticipate energy 
transitions.
Outcome: Helped the company prepare for future market 
shifts.
Key Success Factor: Exploration of multiple scenarios allowed 
flexibility in strategy.
 
6. Cultural Transformation
Method: Appreciative Inquiry Summit
Context: A university engaged staff and students in shaping its 
future culture.
Outcome: Strengthened community ties and aligned on 
shared values.
Key Success Factor: Focus on strengths and positive 
storytelling.
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EVALUATING AND 
SUSTAINING CHANGE 

From van der Zouwen (2011)
I’m not sure Peter Block would approve!
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Evaluating change

Outcome metrics
• Implementation of action plans: how many 

initiatives proposed during the large group 
process have been enacted to what 
degree?

• Achievement of objectives: were the large 
group process’s stated goals (e.g., 
alignment, innovation, decision-making) 
met?

• Participant satisfaction: surveys or 
interviews to gauge the perceived value of 
the process (some time after the event)

Process metrics
• Stakeholder diversity: was the 'whole 

system in the room' adequately 
represented?

• Engagement levels: did participants 
actively contribute and feel heard?

• Quality of outputs: how actionable, 
innovative, or consensus-driven were the 
outcomes?

• Satisfaction (on the day)

Systemic Impact
• Long-term changes in behaviour, 

collaboration, or organisational culture.
• Improvements in systemic metrics (e.g., 

efficiency, equity, or resilience).
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Sustaining change

Embedding accountability
• Assign clear roles, responsibilities, and 

deadlines for follow-up actions.
• Use project management tools to track 

progress on commitments.
Institutionalising learnings
• Build lessons from the large group process 

into organisational policies, systems, or 
workflows.

• Offer training or toolkits to help replicate 
the process in smaller teams.

Feedback loops
• Regular check-ins with participants to 

reflect on progress and challenges.
• Use iterative cycles of action and learning 

(e.g., through Action Inquiry).

Visible wins
• Celebrate quick wins to sustain 

momentum and demonstrate success.
• Share stories of impact through internal 

and external communication channels.
Nurturing networks
• Foster ongoing collaboration among 

participants through working groups, 
digital platforms, or follow-up events.

• Build a community of practice around the 
large group process outcomes

LGIs often over-focus on the event itself rather than embedding outcomes in a sustained 
programme of work. This creates risks of limited long-term impact.
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FUTURE OF LARGE GROUP 
PROCESSES
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Whither large group processes?

There are a million different versions of large group 
processes, with some genuinely interesting variants – 
yet, by and large, they 'more in the breach than the 
observance' these days, for a range of interesting 
reasons.
There is a major issue (which it's hard to avoid in 
training the topic!) with the emphasis on an event 
rather than a wider programme of work.
And a reinforcing loop with consultant-facilitators 
who are wedded to a particular method, seeing 
themselves as part of the Open Space community, or 
the Future Search community, or whatever. Further 
buttressed by 'community lead' gurus who absolutely 
work in this same way, and bring significant 
ideological stances to the situation.
Those ideological stances also contribute to the 
complexity and to the issues with large group 
processes. For example, I massively respect Weisbord 
and Janoff, who are behind Future Search - but they 

bring a certain perspective about 'whole system in 
the room' and 'whole systems make improvements' 
(as per the pre-reading).
Whereas Merrelyn Emery (widow of Fred Emery, now 
leader of Open Systems Thinking) argues with that, 
saying that creating a flat democratic structure in a 
workshop then sending people back into a broken 
hierarchy isn't the silver bullet is a mistake - but that 
in fact you need to go further and the 'event' needs 
to become 'the organisation'.
Maybe one of the coffin nails for ‘whole system in the 
room’ work was hubris — we believed our own 
marketing 
And large group methods can be sorted into two 
buckets: Open Space / Barcamp or people sitting at 
tables and working their way through a sequence of 
pre-designed activities.
In both cases, once the client organisation has 
experienced it, they think they can do it themselves.

My thoughts plus correspondence with Jack Martin Leith
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Likely futures

Integration with technology
Digital large group processes:
• Virtual platforms like Zoom and Miro are 

enabling large-scale online gatherings.
• Tools for real-time polling, mapping, and 

decision-making enhance engagement.
AI and big data:
• AI can analyse patterns in participant input 

to uncover insights.
• Big data integration supports evidence-

based discussions in areas like Citizen 
Assemblies.

Emphasis on Relational Systems Thinking
Warm Data Labs and similar approaches 
highlight the importance of relational 
understanding in tackling systemic complexity.
Large group processes are evolving to focus 
not just on outcomes but also on the quality of 
relationships and interdependencies.

Hybrid models
Combining structured and emergent methods 
to address complexity, e.g. Appreciative Future 
Search, Tech-Augmented World Café. 
Focus on global challenges
Large group processes increasingly used to 
address cross-sectoral, global issues: climate 
crisis, social equity, resilience through e.g. 
scenarios, Assemblies, Warm Data Labs.  
Expanding accessibility, democratising 
Simplified frameworks (e.g., Liberating 
Structures) make large group process 
principles accessible. Cultural adaptation to 
diverse contexts.
Ethical Innovations
Ensuring equity, inclusivity, and epistemic 
justice remains a priority.
Methods are increasingly addressing systemic 
biases and fostering shared ownership of 
outcomes.
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LEARNING ACTIVITY ONE
APPLICABILITY 

Take notes for your workbook
• Work in small groups to identify the most important three core 

themes you see in the large group processes described, and the most 
useful two differentiators between them.

• Identify five key criteria for when to consider using a large group 
intervention.
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Jack Martin Leith – when and when not

Broadly used to:
• plan and implement organisation change
• solve complex problems
• facilitate breakthrough 

thinking/innovation
• enable organisational learning
• revitalise organisation, create community
Likely to be essential when faced with:
• a lot of complexity and uncertainty
• very little clarity – the issue is unclearly 

defined, it’s unclear what needs to be 
achieved, or the way forward is unclear

• a requirement to involve diverse groups 
with different agendas

• a need to produce breakthrough results 
quickly.

When not to use collaborative gatherings:
• as a one-off event with little or no 

attention to the follow-through process.
• as the latest ‘flavour of the month’.
• excluding key stakeholder groups.
• with no design group, or design group 

blindly follows the recipe book instead of 
working with underlying principles.

• Ignoring the facilitation principles.
• a ploy to get buy-in through manipulation.
Without awareness it’s a first step to liberating 
the organisation from a ‘command and control’ 
culture towards collaborative governance. Are 
you ready for this?
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Jack Martin Leith and Paul Miller, 2004
from model by Bryan Smith in Fifth Discipline Fieldbook
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LEARNING ACTIVITY TWO
GROUPING AND SELECTION

Take notes for your workbook
Work in small groups, identify a ‘top five’ set of large group processes. 
Differentiate (and group if appropriate) them to guide you in how you 
you would use them in systems practice interventions. 
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SAFEGUARDING, RADICALISATION, 
PREVENT & BRITISH VALUES

What attributes of large group processes have the possibility of raising 
concerns around safeguarding, radicalisation, British Values? 
How can we avoid or mitigate these issues? How do they impinge on our 
practice?
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KEY SOURCES AND TOOLKIT
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Key sources and toolkit

• Weisbord (2005) – Techniques to Match 
our Values

• Weisbord – My Life on the Learning Curve 
• Leith’s Guide to Large Group Intervention 

Methods (2001)
• Leith (2023) Creating Collaborative 

Gatherings Using Large Group 
Interventions – Chapter 28 of the Gower 
Handbook of Training and Development, 
Third Edition, 1999: Twenty-four years 
down the track

• van der Zouwen (2011) Building an 
evidence based practical guide to Large 
Scale Interventions: Towards sustainable 
organisational change with the 0whole 
system.

• Bunker and Alban (1997) Large Group 

Interventions: Engaging the Whole System 
for Rapid Change

• Holman and Devane (1999) The Change 
Handbook: Group Methods for Shaping 
the Future.’

• Griffin and Purser (2007) Large Group 
Interventions: Whole System Approaches 
to Organizational Change, in The OD 
Handbook, Tom Cummings (Editor) 

• Shmulyian et al (2015) Art or Artist? An 
Analysis of Eight Large-Group Methods for 
Driving Large-Scale Change, in Research in 
Organizational Change and Development

Relevant documents at link.redquadrant.com/largegroupprocesses

https://link.redquadrant.com/largegroupprocesses
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Other sources

• Towards a Practice of Collaborative 
Sustainable Innovation Design the 
DesignShop Process Foresight 
Enhancement + by Dee Brooks

• Bell, Simon and Morse, Stephen (2010). 
Learning from all sides: Triple Task as a 
new approach to problem solving. In: 
Conference of the Operational Research 
Society (OR52), 07-09 Sep 2010, London, 
UK.

• Weisbord and Janoff (2015) Faster, Shorter, 
Cheaper May Be Simple; It’s Never Easy – 
Future Search Network, The Journal of 
Applied Behavioural Science

• Additional resources and other named 

methods from Chris Corrigan: https://www
.chriscorrigan.com/parkinglot/facilitation-r
esources/ 

• And from Andi Roberts:
https://andiroberts.com/collaboration-tool
s/

• Tonnie Vander Zouwen https://www.linked
in.com/posts/tonnievanderzouwen_read-s
ample-of-the-book-co-creation-in-work-act
ivity-7260253354990125057-zmL1/

Relevant documents at link.redquadrant.com/largegroupprocesses

https://www.chriscorrigan.com/parkinglot/facilitation-resources/
https://www.chriscorrigan.com/parkinglot/facilitation-resources/
https://www.chriscorrigan.com/parkinglot/facilitation-resources/
https://andiroberts.com/collaboration-tools/
https://andiroberts.com/collaboration-tools/
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/tonnievanderzouwen_read-sample-of-the-book-co-creation-in-work-activity-7260253354990125057-zmL1/
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/tonnievanderzouwen_read-sample-of-the-book-co-creation-in-work-activity-7260253354990125057-zmL1/
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/tonnievanderzouwen_read-sample-of-the-book-co-creation-in-work-activity-7260253354990125057-zmL1/
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/tonnievanderzouwen_read-sample-of-the-book-co-creation-in-work-activity-7260253354990125057-zmL1/
https://link.redquadrant.com/largegroupprocesses
https://link.redquadrant.com/largegroupprocesses
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Always happy to talk…

www.antlerboy.com for all contacts

http://www.antlerboy.com/
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