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Social Innovation is a vast and emerging field. It is

arising simultaneously in multiple arenas across the
globe. It is a response to the increasing realization

that many of our dominant systems and structures
don’t have the capacity to respond and address

such complex challenges of our time as climate

change, health care and growing inequity. In our

time together we will explore Social Innovation as

creating the conditions for new possibilities in social
fields through the lens of participatory leadership.
What makes our emphasis unique is the focus on
the process of change not only the content, on

relationships as the basis for results and on reflection
as essential to wise action. We are interested in

opening the space for the generative power of chaos
as well as the clarifying power of order.

6;A?<1B0A6<;
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As is characteristic of Social Innovation work,

these and other thought-leaders and communities

networks, theories and experiences.

to form and larger patterns to surface. ALiA has

we have been influenced by a diversity of people,
t.VDIPGXIBUXFXJMMCFFYQMPSJOHHSPXTPVUPG
the Art of Hosting family of methods, models

BOEQSBDUJDFT.BOZQSBDUJUJPOFSTBDSPTTUIFXPSME
have been exploring “hosting conversations” as a

key metaphor for leadership and change for almost
15 years.

t8FBSFHSPVOEFEJOUIFXPSLPGUIF#FSLBOB

Institute: the long explorations of new science as
a metaphor, the on-the ground pioneering work

that is happening in “learning centers” across the

globe, and the theory of “taking social innovation
to scale”.

tɩFPSZ6 IBTBMTPCFFOBOJOTQJSBUJPOJOUIFPSZ
and practice and we have been inspired and

guided by the work of Otto Scharmer and our

friends at Generon and Reos in some of our work
with large-scale change.

tɩF"VUIFOUJD-FBEFSTIJQJO"DUJPO "-J" 

Institute has long been a space that has brought

of practice together – allowing new relationships

also contributed enormously to the inquiry around
personal practice and personal transformation
as a basis for systemic change as well as the

powerful metaphor of “container” for learning and
transformation.

.BOZPGUIFTFUPPMTBOEBQQSPBDIFTDBOCF

used alone and at various levels of scale. What
is particularity exciting for us is to explore the
possibilities of using them in to intentionally

cultivate positive transformation across a larger

TZTUFNBUHFPHSBQIJDTDBMF BDJUZPSSFHJPO &WFSZ

system is different with it’s own complex needs and
elements coming together. What we hope to offer

is an inquiry into how we might bring a diversity of

approaches to respond to the needs of that system in
a fluid and emergent manner.
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The issues that face our communities and our

planet do not fall neatly within the lines of our

fragmented organizations and systems. The cross

barriers and span into unexpected arenas. We can

/B@6;2@@

rarely understand let alone creatively address issues

like youth engagement, racism or diabetes from the

4<C2?;:2;A

vantage point of one sector or discipline. Real and
lasting innovation requires us to see, understand

and act with unlikely partners and allies. We need

to open up hospitable spaces at the edges of systems

.?A@

where multi-stakeholder, cross-border conversations

A52
6;/2AD22;

can give birth to something new.

*OUIF"-J"SVSBMMFBEFSTIJQJOJUJBUJWF"SUIVS#VMM 
a long-time community leader was invited to bring

0<::B;6AF

together a “leaders” across his community to look at

creative solutions to community resilience in Digby/
Annapolis Counties in NS. He invited leaders

from the local Fishing, First Nations, Arts, Local

;<;=?<36A

$PMMFHF &OWJSPONFOUBMJTUT "GSJDBO/PWB4DPUJBO
and other communities. Knowing that if that

group could find some common ground and mutual

support it would be a powerful catalyst for change in
the broader community.

292:2;A@ i @<69
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Social Innovation is an experiment with new: ways
of seeing the world, relationships, power dynamics
and practices. In order to try, fail, learn and try

again; we need new spaces. These can be physical

spaces, like a room or a forest; conversation spaces
illuminated by a good question or a process which

creates a container for dialogue and seeing together,

it can be a temporal space where the use of timing in
a given event and how we sequence multiple events
over time lays the ground for new relationships,

insights and actions. These are all ways of designing
BTQBDFUIBUDBOIPMETPDJBMJOOPWBUJPO#VJMEJOHB

good container requires paying attention to multiple
details and putting care into creating hospitable

space as well as being responsive to the group and
what is being asked for.

292:2;A@' DUNa Q\ dR N` V[QVcVQbNY` [RRQ a\ `UVSa V[ \b_`RYcR`,

@221

¶;\ ]_\OYRZ PN[ OR `\YcRQ S_\Z aUR `NZR
YRcRY \S P\[`PV\b`[R`` aUNa P_RNaRQ Va·
µ.YOR_a 2V[`aRV[

%

292:2;A@ i @221

&

=2?@<;.9 05.;42' D5.A 6@ A52 @563A 6; B@
;22121 A< 0?2.A2 ;2D @F@A2:@,
&WFSZTZTUFNXFMJWFXJUIJOIBTJUTPXOTVCUMF

"Ui.PWJOHUIF'PPE.PWFNFOUwBSFDFOUHBUIFSJOH

individuals who consciously or unconsciously

35 activists, farmers, civil servants, change agents

rules and patterns. They are enacted through

take the assumptions at the heart of the system

to be true. As change agents wanting to make a

difference, our own personal transformation is key.

Practices of personal contemplation that allow us to
see our own habits, assumptions and intentions are

a powerful and often overlooked force in catalyzing

social innovation. The change that is possible in any
system is in direct relation to the individual shift

that the leaders and change-agents are willing to go
through themselves. This is an essential and often
overlooked aspect of social innovation.

of change agents across NS working on Food Issues,

and connectors gathered to learn about participatory
leadership approaches and to look together at the
bigger picture of the local food system. We took

time in the schedule to meditate, eat delicious local/
organic meals and walk in the forest. A powerful

conversation about burnout and how hard many of
the participants drive themselves became central

to the workshop. The question of how we learn to
nurture and heal ourselves as we are working to

heal a system, became for many, one of the most
profound learnings of the 3 days.
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When working intentionally to create a shift in a

given system, forming a core team is a powerful way
to open a space at the edge. A group of people who
FNCPEZNVDIPGUIFEJWFSTJUZPGUIFTZTUFN GSPN
youth, civil servants and artists to senior leaders

BOEGSPOUMJOFXPSLFST DBOIBWFBHSFBUBCJMJUZUP

heal fragmentation in that system. Ideal core team

members have high commitment to creating change,
have direct experience or knowledge, have good

relationships in a given community or constituency

BOEBSFTFMGTFMFDUFE IBWFKPJOFEUIFUFBNCZUIFJS

PXODIPJDF ɩFJSSPMFJTUPFOHBHFUIFTZTUFNNPSF
broadly in a process of understanding a fuller picture
of the system, build a foundation of relationships

that can break down barriers and silos, to build a

new culture that can spread virally across the system

and discern acupuncture points or areas of focus that
can help bring the desired change.
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Vital and living innovations result from creating the
conditions for people to solve their own problems
through being in meaningful relationships that

lead to action that everyone owns. The only way

we can solve the complex nature of the problems

we are faced with is by being in community with

each other, and have a genuine influence over the

decisions, design and direction of the future. In this

light a Core Team must become community builders
and engage others in the process. This requires that
they become a strong community themselves. This

is the age of participation and new forms of citizen
engagement and conversational leadership are

popping up everywhere, the challenge is to use them
to genuinely build collective wisdom and catalyze
collective action.
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The dominant response to problems in modern

society is to “fix it”. When faced with current levels
of complexity and uncertainty, rushing to solutions

JTSBSFMZXJTF#BTFEPOUIFXPSLPG+PTFQI+PXBSTLJ 
Otto Scharmer and our friends at Reos Partners, we
IBWFCFFOFYQFSJNFOUJOHXJUIiɩFPSZ6wBOEUIF

Change Lab as an approach to discovering collective
action. This work encourages taking a detour and
acknowledging that we don’t yet know the best
way to proceed. It can define a simple pathway

</@2?C2

.0A

to powerful collective discovery. It begins with

exploring the system in new and diverse ways to

understand the system, creates a space for collective
retreat, where insight and commitment can emerge
and allows the insights to be tested, experimented
and eventually scaled up.
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they all have life cycles. They have a beginning,

middle and end. We can see many of our modern

@A2D.?1@56=

systems seem to be failing to sustain themselves in
the complexity of our times. Human systems, like
systems in nature don’t tend to change through

to support movements taking hold, the best thing

699B:6;.A6;4
A52 05<602

we can do is foster critical connections between

pioneers who are working on the ground to create
GSFTIBOESFMFWBOUTPMVUJPOT#ZTUBSUJOHXJUI

building networks, that can evolve into communities
of practice, we create the possibility for systems

of influence which allow formerly fringe efforts to

@B==<?A6;4
2:2?42;02
<3 A52 ;2D

become the social norm.
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plans or dictates, but through emergence. If we want

/B6916;4
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Authentic relationships between diverse

practitioners and would-be allies in the system are
a powerful force for creating movement towards a

2;4.46;4
@A.825<912?@

new system. A community of practice is a forum
to bring together those who are experimenting

2
16 :2
? 2 ?4
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with new initiatives with those who are successfully
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pioneering new alternatives in a given field.

Communities of practice are physical and virtual

containers created for intentional learning together,
advancing the field of practice and sharing

knowledge and stories. CoPs also keep multiple

strategic initiatives connected, so that they don’t

=B?=<@2

fall into issues of fragmentation that may have been
at the root of some of the original failures of the
system.
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There is a path to take between Chaos and Order that leads

There are clear strategic steps we can take when walking the

This model is a basic pattern of learning. All groups who are

innovation. The “Chaordic Path” describes this ongoing dance

structure or order into the chaos to keep us moving forward on

design a process or collective innovation, it is important to plan

us to the emergence of the new, collective learning, real time
between chaos and order. In the extremes of chaos we find

“chamos” and in the extreme of order we find control: If there
is too much chaos, it can lead to “chamos”, despair, apathy or
rebellion. If there is too much control, we will produce more
of the same. The path between order and control is good for
maintaining stability and status quo. As leaders we need to

develop our “chaordic confidence”, i.e. our ability to stay in the
space between chaos and order which supports a generative

emergence that allows newness, collective intelligence and wise
action to occur.

www.chaordic.org/definitions.html

$IBPSEJDQBUIɩFTFTUFQTBSFBXBZPGCSJOHJOHKVTUFOPVHI
the chaordic path. These steps allow us to progress gradually

HJWJOHPVSQSPKFDUPSPSHBOJTBUJPONPSFGPSNBTXFQSPHSFTT

These steps allow us to create conversational processes that are

rooted in real need that are sustainable for the community they
serve and the people working within them. These steps can be
used both as a planning tool and to help understand what you

are discovering about an organization, community or initiative.
www.chaordic.org/cd_process_activities.html

trying to innovate go through three phases. If you want to

for these. In the divergence zone, people explore ideas, and

become aware of diversity and become aware of possibilities.
In the groan zone, new ideas emerge that seem not to be

the property of anyone in particular but rather the groups
as a whole. It is called the groan zone, because it is often

uncomfortable and stretching people beyond their comfortable
views of reality. In the convergence zone, excitement and
clarity builds and decisions become clear.

:2A5<1@ i :<129@
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This is taking the basic model of convergence and divergence

Throughout human history the living system of human

In the Art of Hosting Community there has been an ongoing

QSPDFTTFTɩFZSFQSFTFOUUIFTUBHFTPGQSPKFDUEFTJHOFBDI

work done. We notice that these ways of working together

that heals fragmentation and creates a container for wise,

and applying it to long-term engagements and change

leading to the next and each going through it’s own process of
opening to new possibilities and discovering collective clarity.
It goes from a group of people who have a burning question
and care enough to act, moves to clarifying the core of the

issue, giving form and structure, hosting a conversation with
stakeholders and acting on the clarity that emerges.
www.artofhosting.org/thepractice/5breaths/

organization has created many ways of organizing itself to get
DBOCFDBQUVSFEXJUIJOGPVSPSHBOJ[BUJPOBMQBSBEJHNT DJSDMF 
IJFSBSDIZ BDUJPOUSJBOHMFT CVSFBVDSBDZBOEOFUXPSL &BDI

of these paradigms is alive and familiar to us, and each has its
strengths and weaknesses. When we are designing process,

QSPKFDUTBOEPSHBOJ[BUJPOT JUJTXPSUIQBZJOHBUUFOUJPOUPUIF
different roles of these paradigms so that they can be used
wisely.

experiment of blending these 4 into a new form of organizing

skillful and heartfelt learning and action. It starts with a clear
sense of shared purpose in the centre, a core team at the next
ring that is passionate willing to take responsibility to make
change happen. As the stakeholders are engaged a network

becomes a community of practice and as actions are identified
to move things forward people take leadership and triangles
form.
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Deep Democracy is based on the assumption that there is

ɩFPSZ6FNFSHFEGSPNDPOWFSTBUJPOTXJUIEP[FOTPGUPQ

A multi-stakeholder dialogic change process designed to

groups and society, there is often a bias towards preserving the

renewal that can be intentionally stewarded. It has 3 key

needed to produce breakthrough solutions to complex social

tremendous untapped wisdom and potential in any group. In

status quo and maintaining harmony over listening to unusual
or unpopular perspectives. Deep Democracy sees conflict

and difference as a powerful source of creativity. The tools are
aimed at creating more space to listen to and truly hear the

divergent voices, so that the full wisdom and potential of any
group can be brought to bear thus creating a more whole and
wise group or society.

www.deep-democracy.net

innovators around the world as an archetypal path to systemic
NPWFNFOUT TFOTJOHBEFFQJNNFSTJPOUPVOEFSTUBOEUIF
system cognitively, emotionally and intuitively from many

BOHMFT QSFTFODJOHSFUSFBUJOHGSPNUIFDIBPTUPBRVJFU

QMBDFXIFSFJOOFSLOPXJOHBOEDPNNJUNFOUDBOTVSGBDF 
realizing: bringing new interventions and approached into

being through creating small experiments that can scale up into
the new normal for a given system.
www.presencing.com

generate the shared commitment and the collective insight

QSPCMFNT&BDI$IBOHF-BCJTDPOWFOFEBSPVOEBQBSUJDVMBS
problem that appears to be stuck with no obvious solution in

sight. Change Labs often bring together 25-35 key stakeholders
who represent a “microcosm” of the system. These people are
influential, diverse, committed to changing the system, and
also open to changing themselves.
www.reospartners.com

:2A5<1@ i :<129@



0<::<; :<129@

A.86;4 @<06.9 6;;<C.A6<; A< @0.92

8.<@ =69<A@¹ =?<720A 12@64; :<129

#ZXPSLJOHXJUIFNFSHFODFBOEIFMQJOHUPCVJMEUIFDSJUJDBM

ɩF,BPT1JMPUQSPKFDUEFTJHODZDMFJTBOPSHBOJ[BUJPOBMEFTJHO

between change agents working in a given system, we create

XPSLnPX JOPSEFS *EFB /FFET 1VSQPTF 7BMVFT $PODFQU 

connections, friendship and shared sense of common purpose
the conditions for systems of influence to develop which
possesses qualities and capacities could never have been

present in the individuals alone. To create the conditions

for emergence, the following principles apply: Creating the

Conditions: Start anywhere, follow it everywhere; The leaders

we need are already here; We have what we need; We are living
the worlds we want today; We make our path by walking it.
www.berkana.org

BQQSPBDI"QSPKFDUTQIBTFEEFWFMPQFEJTNBQQFEUPUIJT
Roles, Structure, Practices. This approach ensures that a

concept is supported by a clear and pre-defined articulation

of the needs, purpose and values that drive it. KaosPilots is a

Danish business school that focuses on the creation of “positive
societal change through personal growth and enterprise”.
www.kaospilot.dk
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Good questions are essential for any conversation or inquiry.

The circle, or council, is an ancient form of meeting that

Appreciative Inquiry is a strategy for intentional change that

is meaningful for people, triggers curiosity, invites exploration

thousands of years. The circle has served as the foundation

of ‘what could be; a cooperative search for strengths, passions

You can recognize a powerful question because it taps into what
and generates new ideas and connections. It is often a potent

question that sparks a movement. When 100s of people around
were asked about what makes a powerful question, this is what

they said: A powerful question focuses attention, intention and
energy, is simple and clear, is thought-provoking, generates

energy, focuses inquiry, challenges assumptions, opens new
possibilities and evokes more questions.
www.theworldcafe.com/hosting.htm

has gathered human beings into respectful conversation for
for many cultures. What transforms a meeting into a circle is

the willingness of people to shift from informal socializing or
opinionated discussion into a receptive attitude of thoughtful
speaking and deep listening and to embody and practice the
structures outlined here.

www.artofhosting.org/thepractice/coremethods/circlepractise

identifies the best of ‘what is’ to pursue dreams and possibilities
and life-giving forces that are found within every system that
IPMEQPUFOUJBMGPSJOTQJSFE QPTJUJWFDIBOHF $PPQFSSJEFS
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www.appreciative-inquiry.org
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The World Café is a method for creating a living network

The goal of an Open Space Technology meeting is to create

organizations and communities. It allows groups of 12-500 to

around issues of concern to them. The agenda is set by people

of collaborative dialogue around questions that matter in

have small and intimate conversations while at the same time
making visible larger patterns and wisdom in the collective.

Café conversations rely on tables of 4-5 people sitting together

in dialogue in successive rounds which then weave together the
learning and insight across a room and ultimately make larger
themes and patterns visible to the whole.
www.theworldcafe.com/hosting.htm

time and space for people to engage deeply and creatively

with the power and desire to see it through, and typically,

Open Space meetings result in transformative experiences
for the individuals and groups involved. It is a simple and

powerful way to catalyze effective working conversations and
truly inviting organizations – to thrive in times of swirling

change. It has been described as the most effective process for

organizations and communities to identify critical issues, voice
to their passions and concerns, learn from each other, and,
when appropriate, take collective responsibility for finding
solutions.

www.artofhosting.org/thepractice/coremethods/openspace/
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Art Kleiner, a prominent business and strategy

editor and writer has said that the whole field of

change management is currently at the stage that
where the field of medicine was when surgeons

were also barbers. This is even truer for the field of
Social Innovation. There is very little evidence or

past experience that can give us certainty or a clear
path in this time of unprecedented complexity and
JOUFSDPOOFDUFEOFTT"T.BSHBSFU8IFBUMFZTBJE

in a recent talk, “we don’t know what we’re doing,
that is the starting point”. In light of this we are

continually being asked to build the path as we walk
it. These maps, models and processes being offered

do not constitute a recipe or a truth, they are merely
a set of navigation tools that are being tested in

UIFUVSCVMFOUXBUFSTPGPVSUJNFT.BTUFSZJOUIJT
context seems to be about flexibility, adaptation

and curiosity rather than certainty. The invitation

is to experiment and combine, to test and play and
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Scharmer, C. Otto. Cambridge: SoL, 2007

Aarhus: The Kaospilots International, 2008

Wheatley and Frieze.
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Images from various artists and photographers

pillaged with gratitude via flickr and butdoesitfloat.com.

Credits to be included in the next version.
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