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Abstract 

The purpose of this thesis is to design an organisation attempting to 
facilitate cross-sectoral, action-oriented collaboration to influence 
systemic change towards sustainability, and to create a Design 
Guide for achieving this objective. To answer this, we conducted a 
participatory action research with Smart Urbanism: London 
(SU:LDN) as a case study. This is a start-up organisation whose 
goal is to introduce the paradigm of complexity thinking to the 
planning, design and delivery of cities in order to create a new, 
responsive and sustainable urban fabric. They intend to faciitate a 
mass collaboration across the relevant sectors. The Framework for 
Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) was used as a lens for 
the overall research, the analysis of SU:LDN and the construction of 
the Design Guide. 
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Executive Summary 

Introduction 

The social and ecological systems our civilisation depends on are 

undergoing progressive collapse, due to underlying social processes. In 

order to solve this problem, the relevant actors in the various, currently 

siloed and specialised fields need to enter into collaborative discussions and 

strategic alliances in order to progress towards sustainability. These various 

actors and their interrelating values, interests and other factors constitute a 

complex system. 

 

An organisation capable of functioning in a complex system can benefit 

from being structured in such a way that it is capable of generating value 

from the complex system itself, e.g. adapting and learning from lessons that 

are being learned in the network it is connected to. Many organisational 

theories have been generated in an attempt to provide an answer to this. Our 

research covered 47 of these to give a basis to our research. The added 

value came through our close collaborative action research with one case 

study organisation attempting to operate in a complex system, namely 

Smart Urbanism: London  or SU:LDN
1
. This proceeded alongside the 

literature review and interviews with externals, as well as bringing together 

SU:LDN with The Natural Step (TNS), the originator of the Framework for 

Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD), and an organisation with 20 

years experience of trying to achieve the same goal as SU:LDN. 

 

The thesis purpose was to conduct action research with SU:LDN, providing 

recommendations for their organisational design. Furthermore we intended 

on extracting generally applicable lessons from this research for any 

organisation trying to activate cross-sectoral mass collaboration towards 

sustainability. Our scope was wide, focusing on most aspects of the 

organisation, but not including financials. 

                                                 
1
 SU:LDN, a start-up organisation based in London, is attempting to dissolve boundaries 

between professional and academic siloes. They are looking, in effect, to activate cross-

sectoral mass collaboration towards sustainability in their field of urbanism. 
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Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development  

The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) is designed 

as a generic language for strategic planning towards a sustainable society as 

defined by four scientifically peer-reviewed Sustainability Principles. This 

was the main conceptual and analytical tool we used in our research. 

Furthermore it was utilised as a generic language to facilitate cross-sectoral 

mass collaboration. 

Research Questions 

Main question:  

How can one design an organisation to activate cross-sectoral mass 

collaboration to influence systemic change towards sustainability? 

 

Sub-questions: 

Phase 1: 

 What are the ideal system, success, strategic guidelines for 

SU:LDN? 

 What is the current reality of SU:LDN? 

 What is the gap between SU:LDN's current reality and the 

defined ideal SU:LDN? 

Phase 2: 

 Based on analysis and research what would be a Recommended 

Model for SU:LDN? 

Phase 3: 

 What generally applicable research outcomes can any 

organisation use to structure itself for activating cross-sectoral 

mass-collaboration towards sustainability? 

Methodology 

In research Phase 1, we utilised the Five Level Framework (5LF) to analyse 

the organisation in detail, creating a rough general ideal vision of them, a 

baseline analysis, and then a gap analysis. The data for each phase were 
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unpacked and analysed with the 5LF. This laid the ground for research 

Phase 2, where we provided a Recommended Model for SU:LDN, also 

unpacked into a 5LF. Developing Phase 2 gave rise to a generally 

applicable Design Guide, i.e. the Phase 3 as explained below. This was not 

unpacked into a 5LF. Rather a conceptual map drawn shows the various 

areas the organisation should be aware of in its organisational design. 

Main Research Outcomes: Phase 1 

Systems level 

Ideally, SU:LDN would have solid structure, healthy culture, empowering 

leadership and an overall good understanding of itself and the system they 

operate within.  

Currently, SU:LDN has clear and strong set of values and shared beliefs. 

The SU:LDN team appears to have a general awareness of the mental 

models; importance of internal and external linkages; the danger of siloed 

thought and leadership succession. The dynamics of the team may not yet 

be optimal and more time is needed for the process of ‗cultural 

normalisation‘. The culture of fairness and transparency is currently under 

pressure as people‘s time is not accounted for.  

Gaps identified are that dynamics of the team, including trust and unclear 

motivations and commitment levels require more attention.  

 

Success level 

Ideally, SU:LDN would have a shared meaning of an organisational vision 

bounded by four scientically defined sustainability principles (4SPs), as 

later explained in the introduction.  It would also have an understanding of 

Strategic Sustainable Development (SSD) that is clearly presented to their 

network.  

Currently, SU:LDN has their purpose defined but the clarity of it affects 

and is affected by the lack of common language amongst the Core Team.  

Gaps identified between the ideal and current is that clear understanding of 

vision is still to be achieved through design of common language; and their 

success conditions have not yet been bounded by the 4SPs as the SSD 

perspective is still to be incorporated into their success level. 
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Strategic Guidelines level 

Ideally, SU:LDN would use backcasting, specific questions to prioritise 

actions and honesty, transparency, participation, responsibility, 

accountability and adaptability to guide their decision making, ensuring the 

solutions are in line with their core values.  

Currently, some level of backcasting is used, but the decision making 

process is unstructured and strongly influenced by the chairman.  

Gap. A transparent and inclusive decision making process as well as more 

explicit backcasting from a principle-based definition of success appears to 

be missing.  

Main Research Outcomes: Phase 2 

We created a recommended model for SU:LDN according to the 5LF.  

Key findings from this phase were: 

 The importance of distinguishing between the means, ends, and 

filtering mechanisms of an organisation to ensure that the means 

meet the ends strategically, in a way that is in line with the 

organisation's values. 

 The FSSD provides a systems perspective, contextualising the 

organisation in relation to an attempt at reaching full 

sustainability as defined by the 4SPs. 

However, when trying to outline the means, we found that the 5LF by itself 

was not enough in clearly illustrating how the components constitute the 

organisation and their interrelations to each other. We thus created a 

sectoral model which evolved into a generally applicable Design Guide, 

which became research Phase 3. 

Main Research Outcomes: Phase 3 

The Design Guide is the answer to research Phase 3, and represents the 

summation of the research, as well as our contribution to the field of 

sustainability. It is generally applicable for any organisation trying to 

activate cross-sectoral mass collaboration towards sustainability. We 

recommend that an organisation first use the 5LF to conduct self-analysis 

before evaluating itself using the Design Guide, thus having clear principle-

based success criteria, and disentangle its means from its ends. We created 
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the following conceptual map as a complement to the Design Guide: 

 

 
Design Guide Conceptual Map 

 

The Design Guide highlights four main areas which are critical to an 

organisation's success: 

Core Purpose and Principles:  Uncover, share and institutionalise the core 

purpose, ensure that it is at the heart of the organisation, not an individual, 

and that it can act as an invisible leader. Outline a few sacred principles, i.e. 

the highest guiding philosophies, which can allow for initiative to be taken 

and ‗practical wisdom‘ to be exercised by the organisation‘s members, 

facilitating self organisation. 

 

Internal: Cultural:  Cultural aspects of the organisation are critical to its 

development and success, and can overpower the formal rules outlined in 

Internal: Structural. In the early interview, Inderpaul Johar, one of SU:LDN 

Core Team members emphasised to us the importance of organisational 

culture to an endeavour such as theirs. Our research repeatedly indicated 

that the kind of culture and leadership deployed in the Core Team can have 

a critical impact on the development of the organisation. 
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 Be aware of the importance of how culture takes time to grow, 

and how new social norms take time to manifest themselves, 

become accepted, and become assimilated.  

 The kinds of leadership individuals deploy in this context is 

absolutely critical. An open, empowering leadership is required 

for self-organisation, however strong leadership has its place in 

taking initial bold moves, but must work in a sequence with 

generosity and giving space for others to come forward. This 

can be seen as sequencing, and can be researched in more depth. 

 

Internal: Structural:  As a complement to the cultural sector, the structural 

consists of a few simple rules, the boundary conditions which allow self-

organisation to take place. The principles can be considered as the highest 

guiding philosophies, from which a few simple rules can be developed, to 

constitute the structure. While the principles allow individuals to take 

initiative, the few simple rules of the structure provide an explicit 

'rulebook', to make it easier for new entrants to understand how they can 

function in the organisation. These limits form the boundary conditions 

which allow self-organisation to take place. It is the order component of the 

chaordic enterprise - one designed to function in a complex and dynamic 

system. We find that success principles and strategic guidelines can serve to 

construct these rules. They also must be informed by the core purpose and 

values of the organisation. 

 

External: These are the networks that SU:LDN wish to connect to in order 

to achieve the emergent thinking they believe is necessary to solve their 

complex problem. This is also the area where the various siloed sectors 

exist that need to be helped for mass collaboration. Suggestions are: Create 

the conditions for mass collaboration; Use viral principles in order to spread 

an ‗ideavirus‘ which can spread the organisation‘s network across the 

sectors; Spread a generic language for cross-sectoral discourse, such as the 

FSSD; and provide the facility for knowledge sharing. 

 

The Founders of SU:LDN and TNS utilised a drawing of the model as the 

centre of their discussion, using its layout to organise their thinking, and 

building further ideas on it. While the model appears to have some utility, it 

can be further developed, e.g. on the sequencing of the critical interrelations 

between the sectors. 
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Glossary 

Backcasting: 'A planning procedure wherein a successful outcome is 

imagined in the future, followed by the question: what do we need to do 

today to reach the successful outcome' (Robinson 1990; Dreborg 1996). 

 

Chaordic Organisation/ Enterprise: A Chaordic Organisation is one that 

has been intentionally designed to operate on the edge of chaos, hence the 

name (Chaordic = Chaos + Order). It benefits from and leverage the power 

of complex systems. Chaordic Organisations are compatible with and foster 

diversity, complexity and change, utilise conflict and paradox 

constructively and restrain command and control methods where 

appropriate (Hock 1999).  

 

Complex System: A collection of many simple, nonlinear units that operate 

in parallel and interact locally with each other so as to produce emergent 

behavior (Flake 1998). 

 

Complexity: A mid-point between order and disorder where closely 

connected parts interact (Eijnatten and Putnik 2004).  

 

Communities of Practice: Groups of people who share a concern or a 

passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact 

regularly. 

 

Cross-sectoral: An interdisciplinary, collaborative activity that is carried 

out with the help and involvement of several sectors at the same time. 

 

Explicit knowledge: Information that is fully revealed or expressed without 

vagueness, implication, or ambiguity: leaving no question as to meaning or 

intent (Merriam-Webster 2010). 

 

Few simple rules: Mostly non-changing, structural rules of the 

organisation (the ‗order‘ part of the Chaordic Organisation) that facilitate 

the rise of self-organisation and can outlive its individual members. 

 

Five Level Framework (5LF): A model that allows users to differentiate, 

communicate and understand different levels of an organisation and its 

system. The levels are Systems, Success, Strategic Guidelines, Actions and 

Tools (Robèrt et al. 2002; Robèrt  2000).  
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Harvesting: Collecting the ideas and data from brainstorming sessions and 

group meetings in order to capture the collective intelligence and be able to 

share the knowledge later.  

 

Knowledge-Based Organisation (KBO): An organisation where ideas, or 

concepts or a philosophy is at the centre of the organisation‘s core purpose, 

as distinct from selling/disseminating a product (Adema, Blenkhorn and 

Houseman 2009). 

 

Knowledge Management: 'The process of continually managing 

knowledge of all kinds to meet existing and emerging needs, to identify and 

exploit existing acquired knowledge assets and to develop new 

opportunities' (Quintas, Lefrere, and Jones 1997, 387). 

 

Learning: An increase of problem-solving ability, through experience 

(Washburne 1936). 

 

Learning Organisation: 'An organisation where people continually expand 

their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and 

expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is 

set free, and where people are continually learning how to learn together' 

(Senge 1990, 8). 

 

Meritocracy: A governance ideology wherein appointments are made and 

responsibilities assigned to individuals based on their (perceived or 

demonstrated) ‗merits‘. 

 

Network(s): In the context of this thesis, a set of actors connected by a set 

of ties. The actors can be persons, teams, organisations or concepts' 

(Borgatti and Foster 2003). 

 

Operating System: SU:LDN‘s term for describing the set of simple rules 

that defines how their organisation runs (Campbell et al. 2011; Campbell 

2011c). This is essentially what we term few simple rules (See definition 

above in Glossary). For SU:LDN, it also includes their formal 

organisational charts and strategic planning. 

 

Organisational Culture: 'A pattern of shared basic assumptions that was 

learned by a group as it solved its problems of external adaptation and 

internal integration, that has worked well enough to be considered valid 



xii 

and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way you 

perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems‘ (Schein 2004, 17). 

 

Organisational Learning: When individuals within an organisation 

experience a problematic situation and inquire into it on behalf of the 

organisation (Argyris and Schon 1996). Such behaviour is a valuable part 

of organisational culture and is a product of knowledge sharing, reflection 

on assumptions and deriving lessons from individual and collective 

experience (Kerka 1995). 

 

Organisational Structure: The framework suited for organisation‘s 

purpose within which an organisation communicates (the flows of 

information), coordinates and allocates roles, power and responsibilities.  

 

Self-organisation: An ability of a system to spontaneously organise its 

components or elements in a purposeful (non-random), parallel (all the 

elements act at the same time), distributed (no one element is a coordinator) 

manner, without the help of an external agency.  

 

Sustainability challenge: The environmental crisis consists of a networked 

series of effects caused by a complex interweaving of global factors. This 

threatens the sustainability of human activity on the planet. Altering 

societal processes to move us to a situation where we no longer degrading 

the ecosystem services we depend on, presents a sustainability challenge. 

 

Sustainability Principles/System Conditions: ‗In a sustainable society, 

nature is not subject to systematically increasing: 

 concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth‘s crust; 

 concentrations of substances produced by society; 

 degradation by physical means; 

And in that society...  

 people are not subject to conditions that systematically 

undermine their capacity to  meet their needs‘  

(Ny et al. 2006; Broman, Holmberg, and Robèrt 2000). 

 

Sustainable Urbanism: a new approach within the disciplines of 

architecture and city planning, attempting to integrate social, economic and 

environmental systems into city design, delivery and development (Stevens, 

Plowright and Adhya 2010). 
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SU:LDN: Smart Urbanism: London, a start-up organisation based in 

London. It is the case study for this research. In this thesis we also use this 

acronym to refer to the SU:LDN team members. 

 

Smart Urbanism: SU:LDN‘s working methodology for enabling and 

delivering emergent, open source, sustainable and collaborative cities. Such 

cities would have employed innovation, enterprise and social capital to 

plan, design and deliver high quality sustainable urban environments, forms 

and behaviours that are responsive to complex and changing needs of 

society, economy and environment (Campbell 2011a). 

 

Swarm intelligence: It emerges when individuals spontaneously and 

voluntarily interact to solve problems, for example, when a business offers 

an innovation challenge on its Web site and people around the world 

respond. The collaborative reference work Wikipedia is a great example of 

swarm intelligence. Individuals in a swarm see themselves differently from 

individuals in a group. They resemble stakeholders, who wish to see the 

problem solved, more than shareholders, who ‗own‘ the problem. Swarms 

are more likely than other kinds of groups to share their power or even give 

it away. 

 

Sweet spot: The point of best competitive advantage along the continuum 

between institutional and decentralised organisations (Leadbeater 2005). 

 

Systems thinking: A holistic approach to analysis of complex events or 

phenomena that focuses on the way that a system's constituent parts 

interrelate and interact to form causal relationships (feedback) within the 

context of larger systems.  

 

Urbanism: A philosophy, study and industry sector that focuses on cities 

and urban areas, their geographical, economical, political and social 

characteristics, as well as the effects on, and caused by, the built 

environment. 

 

Virality/Social Epidemic: Ideas, products, messages and/or behaviors that 

spread like viruses via word of mouth or social media channels with 

minimal intervention, creating mass interest (Gladwell 2002; Wordnik 

2011). 
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Web 2.0: A way of describing interactive (or two-way) web applications 

that enable participatory information sharing, interoperability and content 

creation. For example content is not only created by a web designer, but the 

reader can be a co-creator by participating to some degree in content 

creation. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Relation to Sustainable Society 

Many definitions of sustainability have been created, one of the most well 

known of which comes from the UN World Commission on Environment 

and Development in its 1987 Report 'Our Common Future', which reads: 

'Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the 

present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 

own needs' (Brundtland 1987, 43). 

 

However, there are other definitions which may be more useful when 

considering planning for sustainability. In the context of increasing 

systematic degradation of the ecosystem, achieving full sustainability can 

be defined as the point at which that systematic degradation stabilises and 

ceases. This will have resulted from systemic shifts in the processes that 

exist in human society. 

 

The funnel metaphor is used to illustrate (1) the earth entering a ‗funnel‘ 

representing the decreasing ability of social and ecological systems to 

support human society. Should we hit the ‗walls of the funnel‘, human 

society will be unable to continue to function and may experience collapse, 

since the life support mechanisms of the ecosystem will directly inhibit 

societal processes and thus societies‘ ability to function. (2) Should we 

create a society which no longer causes this systematic degradation, the 

walls of the funnel will level out, and we will have reached a sustainable 

society. (3) After this success, sustainable society can start a process of 

restoration (Broman, Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). 
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Figure 1.1. The Funnel Metaphor. Adapted from The Natural Step (2008).  

 

Major global institutions and scientific bodies around the world agree that 

we are entering a period of ecological crisis. This consists of a networked 

series of effects caused by complex interweaving of global factors such as 

deforestation, desertification, increasing toxic levels, biodiversity loss, 

over-exploitation of resources (Miller and Spoolman 2008; Steffen et al. 

2004), as well as global warming (Solomon et al. 2007), increased 

urbanisation and population growth (Glasby 2002; Conditions and Trends 

Working Group 2005).  

 

These different factors affect one another in complex ways that are difficult 

to understand and predict. As a result, there is extensive scientific debate 

not only on the severity of the crisis, but also on the exact way the factors 

will manifest themselves in the future and on what, if anything, can be done 

to solve the crisis (Sagasti and Salomon 1994). Nordhaus and Shellenberger 

argue that these debates have mostly happened in a non-systematic manner, 

applying reductionist thinking and hierarchical, linear ‗cause and effect‘ 

world views (Nordhaus and Shellenberger 2007). This means that 

policymakers are often overwhelmed by differing opinions from their 

scientific advisors, and find it difficult to make strategic decisions 

(Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). These fundamental problems are essentially 

system failures. They are the results of reductionist thinking focused on 

single issues and of the setting of too narrow system boundaries (Meadows 

2008). 
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Academics and professionals are encouraged to specialise more and more 

in individual fields, which has the effect of creating sub-cultures developing 

independently of the influence and understanding of one another. This 

reduces the possibility for cross-sectoral dialogue in the system. Doppelt 

identifies this as one of the key barriers to sustainability (Doppelt 2003). 

Karl-Henrik Robèrt makes the case that greed or stupidity are not the main 

reasons humans are destroying their own habitat. Rather it is that there is a 

lack of a systematic cross-sectoral language that allows us to discuss the 

complex sustainability challenges they are facing (Ny et al. 2006). 

1.2 Cities in Relation to the Challenge 

Cities are a critical arena when considering the sustainability challenge. UN 

Habitat explains that 'half of humanity now live in cities and within two 

decades nearly 60% of the world population will be urban dwellers' (UN-

HABITAT 2008). Cities are expanding fast and as they do they have a 

critical effect on the entropic flows of the planet: 

Cities, through highly centralized nodes of energy, transport and 

material consumption as well as huge habitat alteration, are causally 

linked to global ecologocial decline… Cities have become entropic 

black holes drawing in energy and matter from all over the ecosphere 

(and returning all of it in degraded form back to the ecosphere). 

(Wackernagel and Rees 1996, 547) 

Cities are both affected by and contribute to global sustainability challenges 

such as climate change and water poverty and contamination, rising 

population and social conflict (Roseland and Mitchell 2005; Brundtland 

1987). Cities are complex systems (Christensen 1999; Batty 2003; 

Campbell 2011a) wherein: ‗structures and processes are linked through a 

nested hierarchy of scales which link the microscopic level through 

successively larger scales to the biosphere itself‘ (Allen 1997, xi). This is 

echoed by Wackernagel and Rees (1996, 552): ‗Seriously addressing even a 

single issue in the city can stimulate change in many related factors 

contributing to sustainability...This has previously been called the urban 

sustainability multiplier.‘ 

 

The power of cities lies in their ‗concentration of population, activity and 

ideas. This is an enormous leverage in the quest for global sustainability‘ 

(Wackernagel and Rees 1996, 155). To access this leverage, a new kind of 
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city planning system and organisation is needed, that is capable of 

appreciating, navigating and problem-solving in a city‘s dynamic and 

complex systems. This will help to precipitate the necessary chain reactions 

to influence systemic change toward sustainability. 

 1.3 About Smart Urbanism: London 

Smart Urbanism: London (SU:LDN) is an organisation that attempts to 

tackle the sustainability challenge identified above by basing its thinking on 

complexity theory, and aims to facilitate cross-sectoral dialogue in the field 

of urbanism. As Daniel Epstein, Head of Sustainability for London 2012 

Olympics, and one of the organisation‘s Core Team describes:  

    The role of SU:LDN is to bring together the disparate players and 

professions that contribute to making cities work for people and the 

environment. SU:LDN is seeking to break across siloes and draw 

together key players in the urban realm to rethink the city both in the 

way it is governed and operated and in the way it works for its 

inhabitant. (Epstein et al 2011) 

SU:LDN is a new start-up NGO that has grown out of the Urban Initiatives 

‗Smart Urbanism‘ concept. It is jointly formed by the Useful Simple Trust, 

the Hub London and Urban Initiatives, working in its development stage 

with a number of partner organisations including the University of 

Westminster, the London School of Economics, and The Natural Step 

organisation in Sweden (Smart Urbanism: London 2011).  
 

SU:LDN‘s mission is: ‗to make a big difference quickly, to be relevant to 

the rapidly changing agenda out there, and to become a hot-house for 

creative difference maker‘ (Campbell 2011b). In tackling the sustainability 

challenge faced by cities, SU:LDN have identified a number of issues in the 

planning, design and delivery of cities: 

 The planning profession is trapped by decades of highly 

complex legalistic rules, which are inhibitory to creative 

thinking and action. 

 There is currently an impoverished debate on urbanism.  

 Specialisation, reductionism, and siloed professions are thought 

to be key causes of the collective inability to make powerful 

systemic shifts towards sustainability (Smart Urbanism: London 

2011). 
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Figure 1.2. Nested diagram for SU:LDN.  

 

Figure 1.2 shows SU:LDN operating within its networks. These networks 

are a subsystem of society. Society is part of a bigger system, the biosphere. 

SU:LDN wish to focus their efforts on urbanism networks composed of 

‗learners‘, ‗doers‘ and ‗influencers‘ in order to create a system that is both 

socially and environmentally sustainable (see Figure 1.3). These three 

functions currently operate in isolation to one another. SU:LDN plan to 

connect all the individuals, projects and organisations within and between 

each of these functions. 

 

Figure 1.3. SU:LDN Existing Conceptual Map (Smart Urbanism: London 

2011).  
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SU:LDN do not believe that current urbanism models are sufficient for 

dealing with the level of complexity in urban environments. In a meeting 

with Karl-Henrik Robèrt, Kelvin Campbell, the chairman of SU:LDN and 

highly respected urban planner and theorist stated: ‗We don‘t have the tools 

… we don‘t have the thinking … we don‘t have the mechanisms and the 

processes...[and] all of our institutional infrastructure is fundamentally at 

odds with issues we face‘ (Robèrt, Campbell and Johar 2011a). 

1.4 Conceptual Framework 

We began our research with a general knowledge of several theories 

designed for organisations attempting to influence systemic change in 

complex systems. Some of them are described below. See Appendix B for a 

detailed list of theories covered.  

1.4.1 Systems Thinking 

A systems thinking perspective was utilised throughout our research. 

Systems thinking is a discipline: a body of knowledge, theory and 

technique which offers a perspective, language, and set of tools with which 

to discuss systems (Brand and Karvonen 2007). Moreover, it is focused on 

the interconnection between system elements, rather than the elements 

themselves. 

 

Systems thinking is particularly relevant when dealing with complex and 

recurring problems whose solutions are not obvious (Aronson 1998). 

Systems thinking language is particularly useful for cross-sectoral 

communication. It is thus highly applicable to any discussion of the 

sustainability challenge, and furthermore to complexity in cities. Finally, as 

this thesis will explore, it is applicable to operating in the network of actors 

in the field of sustainable urbanism.  

 

Based on the perspective of systems thinking, our process will be to: 

 Depict our understanding of the system structure and behaviour 

of SU:LDN.  

 Communicate this understanding (and get feedback). 
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 Design high leverage interventions for SU:LDN to adopt in 

order to correct problematic system behaviour and provide the 

means to achieving their goal. 

1.4.2 Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development  

The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) provided a 

lens for our research, giving a systems-overview of strategic sustainable 

development planning. Earlier on, we outlined the systemic problems of 

working in complex systems. The FSSD is a comprehensive framework that 

can be used by any group of people working together with a purpose of 

moving society towards sustainability (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000), taking 

into account the complex system in which this must occur.  

 

The FSSD makes use of a generic Five Level Framework (5LF) to plan for 

a sustainable society, utilising the methodology of backcasting from the 

four Sustainability Principles (4SPs) (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; Robèrt et 

al. 2002; Azar and Holmberg 1995). 

 

Many organisations are caught up in their current practices and ways of 

doing things. When considering sustainability, their immediate position is 

to investigate how to reduce their own destructive flows; in essence 

considering how to be ‗less bad‘. This can be a highly restrictive paradigm 

for an organisation, keeping it entrenched in its current way of acting, 

potentially trapping it in inflexible dead ends, and preventing it from 

making smarter, more strategic moves (Willard 2002). The FSSD allows 

organisations to ‗turn around‘ and come up with a vision  for the future, 

bounded by the principles of sustainability (see below). The components of 

FSSD are outlined in the following entries.  

 

Generic Five Level Framework. The use of the generic Five Level 

Framework (5LF) allows users to differentiate, communicate and 

understand different levels of an organisation and its system. The levels are 

Systems, Success, Strategic Guidelines, Actions and Tools (Robèrt et al. 

2002; Robèrt  2000).  

 

At the systems level (Level 1), the organisation gains an awareness of its 

situation, understanding the context within which it must operate to achieve 

success. At the success level (Level 2), the organisation articulates its 
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conditions for success. From success, it can begin to design strategic 

guidelines (Level 3) to help it prioritise actions (Level 4) to meet these 

defined success conditions. It can then outline the tools (Level 5) that will 

allow it to carry out the actions selected. 

 

Backcasting. Backcasting is a methodology used for planning. The planner 

defines the desired future, then views the current reality from that 

perspective, identifies the gaps, then creates a list of actions in order to 

bridge those gaps (Robinson 1990; Dreborg 1996). In a process called 

backcasting from principles, the future can be defined by the use of general 

principles that are necessary, sufficient, general, concrete and non-

overlapping (Ny et al. 2006). 

 

Backcasting stands out as an alternative to traditional forecasting. The latter 

is about taking steps that are a continuum of past trends and/or present 

methods extrapolated into the future. Backcasting is particularly useful 

when:  

 The problem to be studied is complex;  

 There is a need for major change;  

 Dominant trends are part of the problem;  

 The problem, to a great extent, is a matter of externalities; and 

 The scope is wide enough and, the time horizon long enough to 

leave considerable room for deliberate choice (Dreborg 1996; 

Robinson 1990). 

 

The Four Sustainability Principles (4SPs). The 4SPs offer a definition of 

sustainable society and consist of a set of scientifically peer-reviewed 

principles that define the achievement of full sustainability.  

     In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically 

increasing: 

 concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth‘s crust; 

 concentrations of substances produced by society; 

 degradation by physical means; 

     And in that society...  
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 people are not subject to conditions that systematically undermine 

their capacity to  meet their needs (Ny et al. 2006, 64; Broman, 

Holmberg, and Robèrt 2000, 9-12).  

 

The ABCD Process. The ABCD process is one which an organisation can 

use when attempting to integrate the FSSD into its organisation. During this 

process, in the ‗A‘ phase, it first works on its general awareness of the 

sustainability problem, and generates a vision of itself in the future, 

bounded by the 4SPs. In the ‗B‘ phase, the organisation conducts a current 

reality assessment of their contributions to the violations of the 4SPs and it 

also includes a list of all the things that are already helping to fully comply 

with the SPs. In the ‗C‘ phase, the organisation brainstorms a set of actions 

which can move them from current reality to the desired future. Finally, in 

the ‗D‘ phase, the organisation utilises strategic guidelines to prioritise 

actions and ensure they will strategically take the organisation towards its 

end goal (Ny et al. 2006). 
 

Components of the FSSD have been incorporated throughout our research: 

 The 5LF was used to distill and help analyse the information 

collected,  

 4SPs were incorporated into the ideal and Recommended 

Models‘ vision and operation.   

 ABCD and Backcasting process was used to structure the 

research phases.  

1.5 Thesis Purpose, Scope and Parameters 

Our purpose was to find out what it takes to build an organisation capable 

of influencing cross-sectoral mass collaboration towards sustainability. Our 

focus was on how certain organisational cultures and structures could 

contribute to the achievement of SU:LDN‘s goals.  

 

Our scope included organisational theories with a focus on forms, 

behaviours, philosophies and cultural practices. Our thesis also looked at 

the principles of scaling up (such as viral loops and decentralised 

networks), since SU:LDN has identified they may wish to organise 

themselves using these principles.  
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An assumption was made in the study was that SU:LDN understood their 

field, due to their extensive experience, and hence a review of their 

intellectual content was outside the scope of the study. Due to the time 

limits of our study, we also intentionally scoped out considering the 

financial side of the business model directly. 

1.6 Research Questions 

In order to overcome the previously defined challenges our thesis, questions 

are as set out below, loosely based on the ABCD process: 

 

How can one design an organisation to activate cross-sectoral, mass- 

collaboration to influence systemic change towards sustainability? 

 

In order to answer this question we broke down our research into several 

phases, each with separate questions: 

 

Phase 1: 

1.1 What are the ideal system, success, and strategic guidelines for 

SU:LDN? 

1.2 What is the current reality of SU:LDN? 

1.3 What is the gap between SU:LDN's current reality and the 

defined ideal SU:LDN? 

 

Phase 2: 

2. Based on analysis and research what would be a Recommended 

Model for SU:LDN? 

 

Phase 3: 

3. What generally applicable research outcomes can any 

organisation use to structure itself for activating cross-sectoral 

mass collaboration  towards sustainability?  
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2 Methodology  

2.1 Research Design 

Maxwell‘s Qualitative Research Method (Maxwell 2008) was used 

throughout our process to look at the interplay between the five components 

of the research as shown in Figure 2.1 below: 

 

 

Figure 2.1. Interactive Model for Research Design. Adapted from Maxwell 

(2008). 

 

A main personal goal of the researchers is in helping the global transition to 

a sustainable society, while a professional goal was assisting the SU:LDN 

enterprise in achieving its goals. An intellectual goal was in creating 

generally applicable thesis findings. At the same time we entered the thesis 

with a conceptual framework consisting in part of training in SSD, as well 

as a general overview of theories for organisations working in complex 

systems. The combination of these two components led to the development 

of our research question, which was also informed by, and informed our 

methods and validity (e.g. Interpretive participatory action methods were 

selected as appropriate in answering the research question). 
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2.2 Methods 

Due to our close research relationship with SU:LDN, collaboration and 

mutual influence was both desirable, and unavoidable. As a result we 

decided to employ interpretative participatory action methods (Brydon-

Miller and Tolman 2001; Bradbury and Reason 2001). This focuses on the 

effects of the researcher's direct actions of practice within a participatory 

community with the goal of improving the performance quality of the 

community or an area of concern (McNiff 2002; Dick 2002). We studied 

both the cultural aspects as well as the interpretations and perceptions of 

those aspects (Flood 1999) of the SU:LDN Core Team.  

2.2.1 Literature Review 

The literature review that was carried out throughout our research focused 

on: Open source, smart networks, Knowledge Management, organisational 

culture, diffusion of innovation, chaordic theory, and learning organisation 

theory, as well as a general scanning of 46 other theories (See Appendix B). 

Our sources were peer-reviewed journals, academic texts and websites. We 

used key words such as open source, smart networks and chaordic theory. 

2.2.2 Case Study (SU:LDN) 

It would have been possible to have attempted to answer the research 

question without a case study, creating a hypothetical model for a generic 

organisation. However, our use of SU:LDN as a case study enhanced the 

research in several ways: 

 Access to SU:LDN provided rare insight to the ‗on the ground‘ 

reality of attempting to start a changemaking organisation of this 

kind, helping us to unearth the underlying processes critical to 

this type of organisation. It was particularly useful since 

SU:LDN is still at its formative stage, with the culture being 

determined, formal structures set up, and vision clarified. 

 The ability to cite specific events and observations in SU:LDN 

was essential in contextualising the general findings of our 

literature review. 

 The SU:LDN interviewees frequently referred to the learnings 

and understandings of their experiences in their other 
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organisations with highly relevant goals. Thus the interviews 

collected data from the experiences of multiple ventures. 

 

Data Collection. As part of our research project, we: 

 Conducted 32 unstructured conference calls with SU:LDN to 

gather data for our Current Reality analysis and test the validity 

of our theories. 

 Worked in the SU:LDN office for one week, attending meetings 

and performing formal and informal interviews. 

 Conducted document analysis of their website, memos, and 

supporting internal documents on networks, collaboration and 

strategy. 

 Brought together the founders of The Natural Step and SU:LDN 

in Stockholm to share their experiences of attempting to activate 

cross-sectoral mass collaboration towards sustainability. 

 Performed seven semi structured interviews with externals with 

relevant experience in areas such as systemic change towards 

sustainability and organisational design. 

 Attended five events which were informative to our research 

question: 

o At the Ashoka Globaliser Summit, we observed advice given 

by panelists experienced on organisational design to 

leverage social change to a series of organisations 

attempting to create positive social epidemics. 

o At the Alliance for Global Sustainability we watched 

lectures and conducted workshops on cross-sectoral 

discourse for sustainability issues. 

o We attended the World Business dialogue for research on 

action-oriented approaches to managing uncertainty. 

o We attended the Art of Hosting workshop to study Chaordic 

Organisational design and collaborative practices. 

o We attended the World Student Environmental Summit 2011 

and triangulated the Design Guide with experts on 

sustainability leadership.  

 

Data Analysis. With physical drawing and 3D modelling software, we co-

created conceptual maps with the SU:LDN team. Open coding (Lavrakas 
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2008) was performed inductively as we processed the data. Thus, relevant 

codes emerged as we processed the data. Selective coding (Lavrakas 2008) 

was then used as we began to boil down our key themes into a shorter list. 

This was facilitated by the qualitative research analysis software tool 

‗HyperRESEARCH‘ which created reports which collated the various 

instances where these codes appeared.  

 
Validity. Research progressed through an iterative combination of external 

reading, which allowed us to create an increasingly superior conceptual 

framework to understand the SU:LDN case; and advice and analysis from 

contact with SU:LDN and other externals which directed our focus of 

study. This helped our research remain relevant and directed.  To deal with 

validity threats, we used the ‗four forms of triangulation‘ (Denzin 2006):  

 

 Data triangulation: Interviews were conducted in different 

settings (both formal and informal), over a wide range of time 

(throughout the period of our research), and with interviewees 

both inside and outside our case study. Data was also cross 

analysed with other relevant research projects (primarily other 

MSLS theses on similar subjects). Our choice of primary 

research subjects can be described as purposeful sampling 

(Patton 1990). We intentionally targeted individuals and sources 

of information which we determined were best placed to reliably 

answer the research questions.  

 Investigator triangulation: Our three-person researcher team 

helped triangulate our interpretations of data 

 Theory triangulation: As well as FSSD, we utilised several other 

theoretical schemes, such as Edgar Schein‘s understanding of 

organisational culture, and Gareth Morgan‘s understanding of 

organisational metaphor, amongst others. 

 Methodological triangulation: We used several methods for data 

collection and analysis, such as interviews, observations, and 

document analysis. Our literature review was also wide ranging, 

covering 46 theories. See Appendix B. 
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Figure 2.2. Research Phases with research questions. 
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2.2.3 Step-by-Step Process for Research Phases 

As seen in Figure 2.2, we divided our research into phases. The 5LF was 

used in Phases 1 and 2 as our primary data analysis tool for understanding 

organisational design in an environment that is complex, dynamic and 

evolving. It helped us to clearly distinguish the organisation‘s means 

(actions and tools) from their ends (success) and guidelines (strategic) to 

filter actions ensuring that they strategically, and in line with the 

organisations values, achieve the purpose. 

Phase 1: FSSD based analysis of SU:LDN  
 

Phase 1.1: Ideal. Outline an imagined ideal state for SU:LDN using the 

SSD core concepts. We concentrated on system, success and strategic 

guidelines for the ideal version, since the actions and tools would be highly 

specific and hard to detail in an ideal organisation. 

Step 1: Make contact with case study organisation.  

Step 2: Conduct a preliminary literature review.  

Step 3: Create an ideal SU:LDN capable of activating cross-sectoral mass 

collaboration towards sustainability, with SSD core concepts integrated, 

unpacked into the 5LF. 

 

Phase 1.2: Current Reality. Assess the current reality of the organisation. 

Step 1: Develop interview questions using the FSSD. Questions attempted 

to identify SU:LDN‘s awareness of their internal and external system, their 

understanding of goals and success, their guidelines that help them in their 

decision making processes relevant to scaling up and networking, and 

finally the actions and tools they are intending to utilise. Literature on 

asking questions (Brown et al. 2002; Brown et al. 2003) assisted us in 

crafting targeted and focused interview questions. Please refer to Appendix 

C to read the interview questions. 

Step 2: Conduct interviews with the Core Team. We utilised structured 

interview questions, but prompted expansion when an informative 

perspective arose. 

Step 3: Transcribe audio files.  

Step 4: Unpack data into 5LF and code for graphic explanation. 
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Phase 1.3: Gap Analysis 

Step 1: Using coded transcripts, analyse the gap between the ideal and the 

current reality according to the 5LF using a row by row comparison.  

Phase 2: Recommended Model 

Step 1: Create 5LF-based conceptual map, situating SU:LDN in relation to 

final success, showing how means relate to ends. The 5LF was turned on its 

side, with a hierarchical map overlaid, showing how, from right to left, 

success in achieving a sustainable society would be supported by the 

organisational success conditions, how strategic guidelines could prioritise 

actions, and how the various means could serve to achieve the success 

conditions.  

Due to our interviews frequently pushing to find the SU:LDN members‘ 

core purpose, as well as the construction of core purpose documents by the 

chairman, we were able to distill key success conditions, which were then 

verified by the team. 

Step 2: Use the notes from previously conducted interviews with external 

experts and notes from literature review to create a recommended 

organisational model for SU:LDN. The findings of our literature review 

served to populate the ‗means‘ of the Recommended Model. However, our 

arrangement of the ‗means‘ was inadequate to illustrate their systemic 

interrelationships. As a result we created the Design Guide (See Phase 3). 

Phase 3: Design Guide 
Step 1: Brainstorm and outline a list of possible contents, e.g. theories and 

concepts, to be part of the Design Guide. As one of the building blocks to 

start our discussion, we used The Chaordic Stepping Stones. 

 

Step 2: Examine in detail the relevant sectors of the organisation to contain 

the above contents, e.g. culture, structure, principles.  

 

Step 3: Determine the appropriate placement and use of the contents into 

the sectors within the overall guide, and check whether and how they 

complement one another.  

 

Step 4: Populate each layer of concentric circle with contents and link each 

to others, moving inside-out, from internal to external.   
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3 Results 

What follows is a list of our research outcomes following the step-by-step 

method outlined in the methodology. At each level of the 5LF, we are 

aware of the existence of internal and external sectors. By internal we mean 

both the cultural and structural elements of SU:LDN, i.e. formal explicit 

rules and structures, the person-organisation dynamic, how it functions and 

the kinds of relationships (e.g. strong/ healthy/power differential) between 

individuals (Bradbury 2001).  
 

By external, we mean the entities outside SU:LDN, i.e. the networks of 

researchers, doers and influencers. We acknowledge that the distinction 

between these sectors is not always clear. An element that falls into one 

category, looked at another way, usually shows elements of the other 

category. However, we still find these categories useful to illustrate, at a 

general level, the relationship between the elements. 

3.1 Phase 1: FSSD based analysis of SU:LDN 

3.1.1 Level 1: System 

Answer to research sub-question 1.1: Ideal. SU:LDN should have a solid 

structure, healthy culture and an overall good understanding of itself. The 

leadership style would be situational, such that team members would step in 

to lead where and when they see their strengths are most needed, with the 

support of other members. The inter-personal relationships would be based 

on respect and trust, communication would be open and collaborative, and 

the working environment would create space for co-learning and co-

creating. 

 

SU:LDN would use a systems thinking approach to gauge the consequences 

of their influence on their external network. The network consists of a 

broad range of actors in the field of sustainability: learners, doers and 

influencers in an environment that is increasingly multi-disciplinary, 

complex and dynamic. SU:LDN would help build an understanding of the 

basic mechanisms of social and ecological systems‘ destruction and would 

share this knowledge and viewpoint with all the individuals and 

organisations they partner, communicate and do projects with. This would 
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provide a shared basis for understanding the system within which they are 

collaborating.  

 

Answer to research sub-question 1.2: Current Reality. Based on their 

conceptual diagrams, it appears that SU:LDN have a general understanding 

of the importance of the linkages which exist between their internal 

organisation and their network of researchers, doers and influencers. In 

addition they have a fairly clear understanding of the relevance of their 

organisation to society, biosphere and sustainability at large but have yet to 

detail a general systems overview of this. 

 

SU:LDN are clearly an organisation based on a strong set of values, one of 

which is: ‘the need for a new thinking, new metrics and new exemplars that 

will give us a far better evidence base and set of tools to move us to where 

we have to be‘ (Smart Urbanism: London  2011). The Core Team shares 

certain common beliefs such as the importance of the city, having a 

positivistic view on people and the necessity of challenging the 

sustainability rhetoric (Smart Urbanism: London 2011; Campbell 2011a; 

Johar 2011a; Hill 2011; Sykes 2011).  

 

The SU:LDN team appears to have a general awareness of the mental 

models that each member brings to any meeting.  These are currently still 

being explored (Campbell et al. 2011). Due to the nature of our 

participatory action method, we posit that this discovery process might have 

been shaped or even accelerated by our study. They are also aware of the 

danger of siloed thought in general, but are still suffering from this problem 

to some extent within their team. ‗So [the discussion is] constantly playing 

on tensions which I don‘t believe are mutually incompatible … they are 

totally compatible. It‘s just a fact that we in our own industry have become 

siloed‘ (Campbell 2011c). So far the siloed thought does not appear to be 

seriously disrupting the SU:LDN teamwork. However, it may have more 

severe long-term implications to the organisation as it grows in scale.  

 

Additionally, ‗the culture [of the Core Team] is not fully normalised‘ (Johar 

2011a). Daniel Hill, a member of the SU:LDN Core Team argues that 

spending more time together is the major priority:  

     I think we still need to understand each other better as we are going into 

this business....Things could be much more nuanced, enabling, 



20 

devolved…trusting, two way... it‘s not about just throwing out a bunch 

of tasks, it is about listening. So I think that is pretty important. 

Nevertheless, our relationship in its essence requires trust and mutual 

understanding‘. (Hill 2011) 

Johar (2011a) thinks that ‗The key issue is trust‘. Others feel that the 

culture of fairness and transparency is currently under pressure as people‘s 

time is not accounted for. Members of the Core Team have not made their 

motivations clear and the ownership structure still needs to be discussed 

(Johar 2011a; Sykes 2011; Hill 2011). 

 

SU:LDN are aware of the danger of leadership succession in the 

organisation, and from the beginning have consciously tried to design their 

organisational structure to not depend on any one individual (Campbell 

2011c). The founder, Kelvin Campbell, is currently maintaining a delicate 

balance between driving the organisation forward to keep critical 

momentum, and holding himself back in order not to be overpowering and 

to allow leadership and initiative to emerge from the Core Team. There 

appears to be consensus that he has so far been holding this balance 

successfully (Johar 2011a; Hill 2011; Sykes 2011). However, there is the 

threat of a leadership void in the future. Daniel Hill mentioned he did a 

thought experiment - what happens if the chairman leaves? A big question 

arises: How does leadership translate into self-organisation that keeps 

going? (Campbell et al. 2011) 

 

From our observation conducted thus far, the dynamics of the team may not 

yet be optimal. Some members have expressed the view that the addition of 

one or two individuals ‗may add a spark‘ (Johar 2011a; Campbell 2011c).  

 

SU:LDN are attempting to create an organisational structure which is able 

to operate in a complex system (Campbell 2011c). Without a knowledge of 

organisational theory for working within complexity, SU:LDN intuitively 

began attempting to formalise the construction of this rules-based system, 

calling it their operating system, essentially a set of simple rules which 

define how it runs (Campbell et al. 2011; Campbell 2011c). This can be 

seen as the order component in the chaordic chaos and order combination: 

A few simple rules that facilitate the rise of complexity. These are the 

relatively rigid and generally non-changing structural elements of the 

organisation which can outlive the individual members of it. 
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Answer to research sub-question 1.3: Gap Analysis. The Core Team still 

needs a better general systems overview of full sustainability and their 

relation to society and the biosphere.  The SU:LDN organisational culture 

still faces some uncertainty and needs further exploration: 

 Motivations and commitment levels still need to be made clear. 

 Time is needed for trust to develop. 

 Dynamics of the Core Team require more attention.  

3.1.2 Level 2: Success 

Answer to research sub-question 1.1: Ideal. SU:LDN would have a shared 

organisational vision
2
 bounded by the 4SPs that is clearly presented to their 

network. All the projects and organisations SU:LDN collaborate with 

would understand and share SU:LDN‘s vision of success. Everyone in the 

team would get to develop their personal leadership competencies. In 

addition, their success can be defined by a series of conditions which, if 

met, would prove that they have succeeded. Note that this is further 

developed, in Phase 2, Recommended Model. 

 

Answer to research sub-question 1.2: Current Reality. SU:LDN is aware 

of the importance of visualising success (Sykes 2011). Currently, 

SU:LDN‘s mission is: ‗to make a big difference quickly, to be relevant to 

the rapidly changing agenda out there, and to become a hot-house for 

creative difference makers‘ (Campbell 2011b). Daniel Hill (2011) 

commented: ‘I think we are still exploring the extent of this purpose but 

also the tactics and strategies of meeting that purpose‘. SU:LDN operate on 

a six-month agenda and have clear short-term goals.   

 

Through conducting action research, we helped SU:LDN explore their 

purpose. Consequently, a core purpose was made explicit with the 

Chairman coming up with several options, which can be distilled to:  

     Our purpose is to enable rapid and fundamental change in the way we 

plan design, deliver and operate our urban localities to meet the 

emerging social, economic and environmental challenges. We will 

fundamentally change the system of institutional planning, and move its 

enablers from the same old ‗place-making‘ agenda to that of ‗condition-

                                                 
2
This vision is co-created internally by the Core Team, and not imposed by an external.  
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making‘ for sustainable urbanism and social innovation to flourish. 

(Campbell 2011b) 

Although the document on SU:LDN‘s mission and values represents a 

shared purpose by the Core Team, we noted that it was made unilaterally by 

the Chairman and presented by him to the rest of the team. 

 

There is a need for a vocabulary for collaboration. ‗The language to 

collaborate with has not been designed‘ (Campbell 2011c). Sykes (2011) 

believes that clear core purpose can help solve the problem of lack of 

common language on important points within the Core Team.  

 

Answer to research sub-question 1.3: Gap Analysis. SU:LDN have not 

incorporated the SSD perspective for their own use. Therefore their success 

conditions have not yet been bounded by the 4SPs. The short term six-

month goals could also be complemented by adding concrete mid-term and 

long-term goals. SU:LDN need to express their core purpose consistently 

and explicitly:  

We are all hearing different things and seek out different elements of it 

… The problem we have at the moment is that every time we talk about 

[core purpose, we do so], in words which then people sort of interpret in 

slightly different way. (Sykes 2011) 

SU:LDN thus still need to develop a language for collaboration internally 

and externally.   

3.1.3 Level 3: Strategic Guidelines 

Answer to research sub-question 1.1: Ideal. SU:LDN would use 

backcasting from principles of success to highlight and energise the 

creative tension between its desired future and current reality. The strategic 

prioritisation method would be used to ensure that actions chosen will lead 

towards achieving success, i.e: 

 1. Does this action move us in the right direction towards success? 

 2. Does this action provide for a flexible platform? 

 3. Does this action generate enough of a return on investment (social, 

political, ecological and economic) to continue the process? 

(Holmberg and Robèrt 2000).  
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They will utilise strategic guidelines such as honesty, transparency, 

participation, responsibility, accountability and adaptability to guide their 

decision making (Robèrt et al. 2002) ensuring the solutions are in line with 

their core values. 

 

Answer to research sub-question 1.2: Current Reality. SU:LDN appear to 

informally use the following guidelines for their decision-making and 

prioritisation of actions. We have roughly determined that, when SU:LDN 

are faced with a decision, they consider the following: 

Does the action: 

 help create conditions for tangible and operational projects in 

urbanism to flourish? 

 deliver measurable results? 

 allow the project to be modular and adaptive?  

 allow the project to be replicable and scaleable? 

 allow the team to act with a global mindset?  (Smart Urbanism: 

London 2011). 

 

We noted that during SU:LDN‘s start up phase most decisions are being 

pushed through by the chairman in his quest to move things forward (Johar 

2011a; Hill 2011). Sykes (2011) highlights that a main factor preventing the 

growth of a truly self-organising system is strong leaders who dictate where 

the group should go: 

    We‘ve done a lot of work on complex, adaptive systems … We 

developed these simple rules and what we found, it is difficult to get 

away from the fact that you will always have strong leaders that will 

dictate where we want to go. … we‘ve not been able to quite get there 

and I am not sure that we ever will.  

Inderpaul Johar (2011a) acknowledges that if SU:LDN is to remain open, 

innovative, adaptable and relevant their decision making will need to 

balance the interests of those in the room and the new entrants.  

 

Answer to research sub-question 1.3: Gaps. A gap identified is the 

absence of clearly articulated and holistic 4SPs application when 

considering whether the chosen actions are taking them in the right 

direction. While some use of the concept of backcasting is present, it could 

be incorporated in a more explicit manner, and it could include backcasting 
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from a principle-based definition of success, both in terms of the 

organisational vision and the vision of sustainable urbanism. They do not 

seem to have a clear decision making process that is transparent, and that 

includes all relevant stakeholders.  

3.1.4 Level 4: Actions 

Answer to research sub-question 1.2: Current Reality. SU:LDN are using 

a collaborative strategy. ‗We must harness the... power of the team to work 

together in a... collaborative way... with our industry networks‘ (Campbell 

2011c). SU:LDN plan to collaborate with strategic partners. For example 

they have partnered with London Olympics to launch the Smart Urbanism 

concept and they have entered into collaboration with The Natural Step to 

develop cross-sectoral language and capture best practices and 

methodologies in sustainable urbanism. Some concrete actions they plan to 

take are: spend more time and do things together in different contexts 

(Johar 2011a); co-create a prospectus for their learning component where 

they clearly articulate their core purpose and common values (Sykes 2011); 

utilise a Myers-Briggs test to develop a shared understanding of the 

dynamics of the Core Team (Hill 2011).  

 

SU:LDN plan to conduct action research in the field of urbanism, at the 

same time producing research data and challenging the status quo; and 

produce a knowledge sharing platform, protocol and language for extending 

the Smart Urbanism conversation to the wider audience (Johar 2011a; 

Campbell 2011c). 

 

The challenge SU:LDN faces is that tasks are currently not being matched 

to what they feel individuals‘ strengths are (Campbell et al. 2011). Daniel 

Hill (2011) identified that the team needs to ask: ‗Some structured 

questions around what funding and dialogue models would look like‘. 

SU:LDN as a team became aware that they were taking on many tasks in 

their organisation which they were not trained in, for example event 

management. Consequently, they are in dire need of manpower, also to help 

them develop the platform to facilitate their discourse and to manage their 

events (Smart Urbanism: London 2011).  

 

Answer to research sub-question 1.3: Gaps. SU:LDN has at this point in 

time brainstormed a wide range of actions and has identified many areas of 
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interest to them. What is now needed is a clear process for SU:LDN to 

prioritise their actions in accordance with clearly defined strategic 

guidelines and goals. SU:LDN sometimes frame ‗going viral‘ as their 

success, but in fact it is a means to their success, not success itself. 

3.1.5 Level 5: Tools 

Answer to research sub-question 1.2: Current Reality. SU:LDN are 

currently using a number of tools:  

 Dinners for cultural normalisation (Johar 2011a). 

 Advisory Board to challenge the ideas of the Core Team 

(Campbell 2011c). 

 Their book 'Massive Small: The Operating System for Smart 

Urbanism' to present their ideas. 

 External events such as the London Olympics to spread their 

idea. 

 Their shared workspace. 

 An online component to make the organisation more visible to 

the external world. 

 Online collaboration tools, e.g. Google, TeamBox and Skype. 

 

We observed during their weekly meetings that a tool for harvesting 

essential points and ideas is missing. SU:LDN are still searching for an 

appropriate knowledge sharing platform, and a protocol is needed for 

extending the Smart Urbanism conversation to the wider audience. They are 

aware that such a platform might not exist yet and that they might need to 

collaborate with others to build it (Campbell et al. 2011). 

  

Answer to research sub-question 1.3: Gaps. While SU:LDN have plenty of 

tools at their disposal, they are not generally acquainted with the kinds of 

tools necessary for achieving the success for this kind of organisation.  

3.2 Phase 2: Recommended Model 

Our method for unpacking and analysing the organisational challenge was 

structured around the 5LF. Its five categories allowed us to clearly 
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distinguish between means (IV and V) (actions and tools) and ends (I and 

II) (success), as well as establishing filters (III), in the form of strategic 

guidelines to ensure that means achieve ends strategically and according to 

the organisation‘s values. 

 

 
 

Figure 3.1. Recommended Model. 

3.2.1 SU:LDN Success Conditions (Ends) 

As seen in Figure 3.1. the 4SPs‘ incorporation into the model (1,2,3,4) 

allowed us to situate the organisation and its goals in the context of 

achievement of a completely sustainable society; which in fact was 
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SU:LDN‘s underlying intention. This principle based definition allowed 

them to clearly identify this. ‗If you don‘t define the end game at the level 

of principle it becomes a talk club. The element ‗Do‘ won‘t happen‘ 

(Robèrt 2011a). 

 

At the organisational success level, we outlined a list of success conditions 

which define organisational success for SU:LDN, now set in the context of 

an attempt at reaching full sustainability in society. 

 

Condition 1: To have rapidly and fundamentally influenced the major 

institutions involved in planning, design and delivery of cities to utilise a 

condition-making agenda in the creation of cities, as well as an overall 

systems thinking perspective. They advocate a move towards heuristic, 

simple-rules-based planning procedures. 

 

Condition 2: Have integrated the 4SPs into the planning, design and 

delivery of cities globally. The 4SPs define the achievement of full 

sustainability in the field they are applied to. Thus, SU:LDN can define its 

success by integrating the 4SPs into the planning, design and delivery of 

cities globally. 

 

Condition 3: Have spread a strategic systematic language through the 

sectors to enable cross-sectoral discussion on sustainability in 

cities. Within these sectors, professionals and academics are further siloed 

into specialisations which struggle to communicate between each other. 

This reductionist thinking is found to be one of the main causes of the 

collective inability to make powerful systemic shifts towards sustainability 

(Campbell 2011a; Doppelt 2003; Ny et al. 2006; Santos Martins 2010). 

 

Condition 4: Have facilitated a thriving and highly relevant global 

discourse on urbanism and sustainability. To allow a generative and 

creative evolution in any field, that is capable of adapting to changing 

circumstances, it is necessary to have this lively interchange (Plessis 2007; 

Das and Teng 1998). 

 

Condition 5: Have created a system which captures wisdom, knowledge, 

information and data, and have shared it with the learners, doers, and 
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influencers in the field of urbanism. The knowledge pyramid (Ackoff 

2010; Rowley 2007) illustrates a hypothesised hierarchical relationship 

between data, information, knowledge and wisdom, building on each other 

sequentially (See Figure 3.2). In the context of knowledge sharing, the 

higher up the pyramid one progresses, the harder it is to transfer the 

learning through a network. Nonetheless this can be seen as a success 

condition for SU:LDN, who are trying to build an engine for this successful 

facilitation of an intelligent action-oriented conversation that can produce 

the answers necessary to meet the sustainability challenge. 

 
 

Figure 3.2. The Knowledge Pyramid. Adapted from Ackoff (1989). 

3.2.2 SU:LDN Strategic Guidelines (Filter) 

Strategic guidelines act as a filter to ensure that an organisation is taking 

actions that are strategic and in line with its vision. We recommend that 

SU:LDN, when faced with complex decisions, utilise Strategic 

Prioritisation Questions: 

 

Does the action : 

 move us towards the organisation‘s vision? 

 provide a flexible platform for continued movement toward 

organisation‘s vision? 
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 produce sufficient return on investment in political, cultural, social 

or economic capital to further catalyse the process of moving 

towards success, in the short, medium and long-term action? 

 allow the organisation to remain transparent? 

 allow the organisation to be open and inclusive? 

 promote meritocracy in the Core Team and the network? 

 help to develop and apply real-world solutions to the sustainability 

problem? 

 help create conditions for tangible and operational projects in 

sustainable urbanism to flourish? 

 deliver measurable results? 

 

These strategic guidelines are incorporated into the ‗structure‘ segment of 

the Design Guide, in Phase 3 as shown below. 

3.3 Phase 3: Design Guide 

As explained in Methodology, in order to simultaneously group the learning 

outcomes of our research and to more clearly describe their interrelations, 

we decided to create a Design Guide. The latter is a product of 47 theories 

(See Appendix B), informed by systems thinking and the ‗chaordic stepping 

stones‘ (Corrigan 2011).  

 

The Design Guide is illustrated by a sectoral map, as shown in Figure 3.3 

on the next page. It shows the various areas that we posit an organisation of 

the described kind should be cognisant of in its development. The linear 

flow of the Design Guide proceeds inside-out, beginning with the core 

purpose of the organisation, and proceeding outwards.  

 

‗Thinkers‘ are universities, e.g. Imperial College or think-tanks, such as the 

Institute for Sustainability. ‗Doers‘ include businesses, e.g. Urban 

Initiatives while influencers may be non-governmental organisations, e.g. 

Greenpeace. We acknowledge overlaps in these categories, e.g. a highly 

influential university doing cutting-edge research in science and advising 

companies on how to become more sustainable.  

 

The ‗Science‘ and ‗Decision-Makers‘ areas in the Design Guide illustrates 
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the fact that our society needs an open-minded dialogue on sustainability 

issues between scientists and decision-makers in politics and business if it 

wishes to move towards sustainability. These areas infiltrate each of the 

‗Doers‘, ‗Influencers‘ and ‗Thinkers‘ sectors and are shown just once for 

illustrative purpose only. 

 

 

Figure 3.3. Design Guide. 

Our Design Guide is an attempt to make our research general enough to be 

widely applicable to any organisation attempting to activate cross-sectoral 

mass collaboration towards sustainability. The Design Guide does not 

prescribe only one way an organisation of this kind can be designed, but 

brings the designers‘ attention to vital areas they should be aware of. 
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While the Design Guide is generally applicable, in our justification of our 

research outcomes we frequently reference the SU:LDN case to reinforce 

and explain our thinking. The real-world observations and experiences 

garnered from our analysis of the SU:LDN case allowed us to ground and 

contextualise many of the assertions made in the researched literature.  

 

We recommend that an organisation conducts a 5LF analysis of their own 

operation, as a complement to the Design Guide. The organisation can 

perform this by looking at the system it operates within; at how it defines 

its success in that system; how the guidelines ensure that the actions taken 

are strategic; at the actions themselves, and the tools to help these actions 

take place (Robèrt et al. 2002; Ny et al. 2006). We posit that the increased 

clarity that this can bring will mean that the organisation is far better placed 

to situate their elements in relation to the Design Guide.  

 

The complex problem of the sustainability challenge can only be solved by 

new thinking emerging from mass collaboration across the sectors (Robèrt 

2011; Campbell 2011; Sykes 2011). ‗True solutions and innovation lie not 

in one leader or one viewpoint, but in the bigger picture of our collective 

intelligence‘ (Biester et al. 2011, 3), where the importance of mass 

collaboration, as discussed in the next section. 

3.3.1 Mass Collaboration 

Matt Ridley (2010) explains collective intelligence: Noone in the world 

knows how to make a pencil, for example, no one knows all about timber 

logging, freight, and graphite mining; not even the CEO. Thus: 

    In human society, through exchange and specialisation … we can 

actually do things that are beyond our capabilities. … What‘s relevant to 

a society is how well people are communicating their ideas, and how 

well they're cooperating … So we've created something called the 

collective brain. We're just the nodes in the network. We're the neurons 

in this brain. It's the interchange of ideas, the meeting and mating of 

ideas between them, that is causing technological progress, 

incrementally, bit by bit. 

This is also referred to as ‗swarm intelligence‘ (Fisher 2009), which can be 

seen as intelligent collective behaviour of decentralised self-organised 
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systems. This is a term we‘ll use to refer to the external network, which 

constitutes the actors the organisation must connect to.  

 ... Through the cloud, through crowd sourcing, through the bottom-up 

world that we've created, where not just the elites, but everybody is able 

to have their ideas and make them meet and mate, we are surely 

accelerating the rate of innovation (Ridley 2010). 

Leadbeater explains the power of online sharing:  

     A web of expectations emerges through repeated community interactions 

that happen with little top-down adjudication, though small-scale 

negotiations may continue. Shared use is often strengthening. Taking 

ideas from a shared pool multiplies their power, rather than sapping it 

(Leadbeater 2009).  

The power of online communication to facilitate mass collaboration is well 

recognised (Libert and Spector 2010; Anderson 2010; Wilhite 2011; 

Leadbeater 2009; Shirky 2009; Shirky 2010). As a result, the Design Guide 

will investigate how an organisation can be designed to take advantage of 

this force. 

3.3.2 Centre: Core Purpose and Principles 

The importance of core purpose was noticeably the single most recurrent 

theme in our literature review and case study. (Moxley 2002; Senge 1990; 

Campbell and Johar 2011a; Sykes 2011; Hill 2011; Hock 1999; Kaiten, 

Niederhumer and Stonehouse 2010). Purpose appeared as a key finding in 

other theses on similar themes which were investigated for triangulation.  

     Generating unwavering clarity around organisational purpose was seen 

as critical to the life force of knowledge based organisations 

[organisations with an idea at their core]. This manifested as an 

infectious and attractive quality among their constituency and partners 

… and established precedence over the perpetuity of the organisation 

itself. (Adema, Blenkhorn, and Houseman 2009,vii) 

We placed core purpose at the heart of our conceptual map. As will be seen, 

its relevance recurs throughout the Design Guide. SU:LDN state that the 

core purpose is certainly key, however generating it is a complex process of 

many iterations, that needs to be spiral (Johar 2011a). ‗What brings an 

emergent organisation dealing with complexity together is ‗a loose 

confederation of shared values which slowly consolidates into purpose... 
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they harden … it relies on constant feedback loops to evolve the purpose. 

then it gets tighter and tighter‘ (Campbell and Johar 2011a). 

Collins and Porras (1996) combine purpose and values to create what they 

call ‗core ideology‘
3
. They highlight the danger of confusing core values 

(which do not change) with operating practices, business strategies, or 

cultural norms (which should be open to change). We later found that 

Stagen (2008) consultancy also place core ideology at the centre of their 

organisational model.  

    Core ideology represents an organisation‘s deepest sense of purpose, 

values and vision. Foundational to a conscious [organisation], the set of 

ideas embodies philosophical principles that establish a sense of 

meaning for a company and its stakeholders. Core ideology is not 

created. Rather, it is uncovered, articulated and institutionalised.  

To clarify this, our model shows core purpose at the centre, surrounded by 

values.  One level out, we outline principles in its own sector, informed by 

purpose and values at the heart. What follows is a set of actions that an 

organisation can take to unveil the core purpose and principles to be better 

able to activate cross-sectoral mass collaboration towards sustainability. 

 

Identify the need. To create clarity of purpose, the organisation can first 

sense the need that they are trying to meet by the work they are doing. This 

is: ‗the first step to designing an organisational structure or change initiative 

that is relevant‘ (Corrigan 2010, 1). 

 

Based on the need, uncover, atriculate and institutionalise the core 

purpose, informed by the organisational story. From the need flows the 

purpose (Corrigan 2010). The organisation should take time to ensure that 

the deep core purpose of the team is established, cleared and shared (Hock, 

1999; Stacey and Griffin 2000). One of the most commons mistakes an 

organisation attempting to be chaordic can make is to proceed too quickly 

without having properly achieved full buy-in on a clear core purpose 

(Biester et al. 2011). Judith Sykes explained that, from her experience in the 

Useful Simple Trust, taking time getting the team to have a workshop on 

writing down core purpose was a good way to get them to more deeply 

accept the idea of the core purpose that was, in a sense, ‗already on the 

table‘ (Sykes 2011; Hill 2011).  

                                                 
3
 We acknowledge that some may find that ideology might be a loaded and potentially 

problematic term. 
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Based on collaborative discussions at an ‗Art of Hosting‘ (AoH) workshop, 

we developed our conceptual model for the Design Guide. Toke Møller 

(2011), one of the leaders of the Art of Hosting group, collaborated with us 

in developing the concept, drawing on his experience of building Chaordic 

Organisations. He pointed us to the quote by Mary Parker Follett: 

'Collective clarity of purpose is the invisible leader' ( Biester et al. 2011, 

13). When each member of the team is certain that the others have the same 

core purpose at heart, they can trust the other members to take actions for 

themselves, knowing that, assuming the other members are competent at 

their task, inevitably the outcome will serve the shared goal (Møller 2011; 

Allen 2002; Hock 1999). This increased level of trust can be a great fuel for 

empowering leadership, which was identified as one of the most crucial 

ingredients needed in the Core Team at SU:LDN (Johar 2011a). 

Furthermore, having that core purpose made explicit, means others who 

believe what the organisation believes, can be drawn into the organisation, 

as shown later.  

 

During our informal discussions with Kelvin Campbell (2011), he 

mentioned his frustration with trying to define the core purpose, in that it is 

easy to descend into generalities. Karl-Henrik Robèrt (2011b) explains  that 

going back to the organisation‘s story of how it was created when 

identifying core purpose and values can help to avoid ‗constructs‘: 

statements that may sound good but are hollow and fail to move people. 

Kelvin Campbell (2001) asks: ‗What‘s the story that would really excite 

people… That story informs the purpose‘. The organisation can also ask 

itself: What is the simplest, most powerful question to keep at the heart of 

the work? (Corrigan 2010). 

 

Create success conditions. Success conditions of the kind established in 

Phase 2 for SU:LDN can be incorporated into this central purpose and 

values area, as a means of clearly defining what success will consist of for 

the organisation, facilitating backcasting (Ny et al. 2006). 

 

Don’t rely on rules and incentives, rely on purpose and principles. Daniel 

Pink (2010) states in a TED Talk that, based on a plethora of research 

papers from MIT, financial incentives do not generate high performance or 
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engagement for tasks requiring creative thinking (McGregor 1960).
4
 Barry 

Schwartz (2009) agrees, further arguing that a reliance on rules and 

incentives demoralises professional engagement, as it creates people who 

are addicted to incentives, and not the purpose of the work: ‗It is possible to 

build on and nurture character and keep a profession true to its proper 

mission … Rules and incentives are no substitutes for [practical] wisdom.‘ 

 

An organisation which is based on principles and purpose can allow self 

organisation, since it allows people to utilise their own ‗practical wisdom‘ 

when dealing with a problem, they can use their own initiative and make 

their own decisions, while being guided by the basic philosophical 

principles. This is highly conducive to self-organisation. Dee Hock (1999), 

originator of chaordic theory, stated: 'Simple, clear purpose and principles 

give rise to complex and intelligent behavior. Complex rules and 

regulations give rise to simple and stupid behaviour‘. Furthermore, as 

Franklin D. Roosevelt said: ‗Rules are not necessarily sacred, principles 

are‘ (Great Quotes 2011).   

     Principles of cooperation help us to know how we will work together. It 

is very important that these principles be simple, co-owned and well 

understood. These are not principles that are platitudes or that lie on a 

page somewhere. They are crisp statements of how we agree to operate 

together so that over the long term we can sustain the relationships that 

make this work possible. (Corrigan 2010,2) 

As a result, we find that the organisation should navigate according to a set 

of principles, and use practical wisdom in order to interpret these. We 

distinguish here a ‗principle‘ from a  ‗scientific principle‘. By principle we 

mean a philosophical rule, held sacred by the Core Team that stems from 

the purpose and values of the group. A scientific principle, as in the 

example of the 4SPs, is a scientifically determined rule which, if broken, 

will have certain definable consequences.We note that establishing visions 

and boundaries to manage an organisation is that if vision and mental 

models are not shared empowering people will only increase organisational 

stress (Senge 1990). 

                                                 
4
 While the stress generated by striving to reach the incentive makes the individual work 

harder on simple, mechanical tasks, it shuts down lateral thinking, which is needed for 

tasks involving even relatively basic cognition. 
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3.3.3 Internal: Cultural 

Our case study, literature review and external interviews repeatedly 

indicated that the kind of culture and leadership which manifests in the 

Core Team can have a critical impact on the development of the 

organisation, and can overpower the formal aspects of the organisation 

(Schein 2004), such as those outlined in Internal: Structural, even if those 

are explicitly intending to create a non-hierarchical, self-organising system.  

 

Inderpaul Johar  emphasised the importance of organisational culture to an 

endeavour such as SU:LDN, and of the danger that with the wrong culture, 

it can end up with the trappings of a Chaordic Organisation, but not the 

functionality (Johar 2011a). What follows will be a list of disciplines and 

practises which an organisation can adopt in order to generate a culture 

which is capable of functioning to activate cross-sectoral mass 

collaboration towards sustainability. 

 

Practise the Disciplines of the Learning Organisation. Senge (1990) 

proposed a set of five disciplines for an organisation to practise in their 

culture. These represent a powerful set of cultural practises to help an 

organisation 'facilitate the learning of its members and continuously 

transform itself' (Pedler, Burgoyne, and Boydell 1998).  

 Personal mastery: Controlling personal energies, seeing reality 

objectively. 

 Mental models: Surfacing assumptions on how the world works 

and scrutinising them. 

 Shared vision: Shared commitment to core purpose (this re-

emphasises core purpose as a practise). 

 Team learning: The team learning as a group. 

 Systems thinking: A perspective which focuses on relations 

between elements in a system, rather than individual elements. 

 

It has been hypothesised that in fact a chaordic enterprise is an end-state to 

which a Learning Organisation might evolve, since the disciplines involved 

in becoming a Learning Organisation provide the necessary attributes to be 

able to operate ‗on the edge of chaos‘ (Eijnatten and Putnik 2004; 

Fitzgerald and Eijnatten 2002; Møller 2011; Tetenbaum 1998). 
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Flood (1999) highlights the limitations of the Learning Organisation, 

explaining that Senge‘s Fifth Discipline does not take into account the 

‗systemic character of the natural and social worlds‘ as it rests on only one 

thread of systems thinking, namely systems dynamics. Flood argues that 

one should go beyond this and consider complexity theory, open systems 

and critical systemic thinking among others.  Our model, with its condition-

making perspective (boundary conditions giving rise to emergence through 

self organisation) is based on complexity thinking. Open and critical 

systemic thinking could serve as valuable avenues for further development. 

 

Unleash the founder. The panelists in the Ashoka Globaliser Summit 

repeatedly observed that the founders of the various changemaking 

organisations they were advising were mis-spending their energy. They 

were frequently embroiled in operational processes of the business, which 

were not their greatest strength, or where their energies would be most 

critically spent (Ashoka 2011). Inderpaul Johar (2011a) described 

‗unleashing‘ the founder as getting the organisational and general decision 

making away from the founder, and allowing them to dedicate 100% of 

their energy into they key strengths, such as thought leadership and theory 

development or presentation to key network hubs. Adding 'sequencing' as 

proposed by Inderpaul Johar would assist in further articulating the 

complexity of this process.  

 

Empowering Leadership. Empowering leadership is needed to build the 

capacity for self organisation. This is scaleable and compatible with self-

organisation. ‗Most of this boils down to the kind of leadership people 

deploy‘ (Johar 2011a). ‗Leadership sets the tone for the culture of 

innovation, and process for innovation is the tool that helps shape it‘ 

(Shapiro 2001,76). 

Ensure the cultural elements, such as overly strong, directive leadership do 

not overpower the nascent structure‘s ability to create self-organisation. 

Leaders can emerge in a collaborative endeavour which crosses many 

organisational boundaries. As a result the leadership which emerges in these 

situations can have no formal power or authority. Leadership here can be 

complex as all group members are peers (Chrislip and Larson 1994). There 

must be a balance of power for collaborative partnership (Moxley 2002).  

    Collaborative leaders focus on promoting and safeguarding the 

collaborative process… not to impose their views on collective issues. 
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… Collaborative leadership allows for the talents of many to come 

together to focus on the issues and challenges at hand. It facilitates big 

changes as people define a future state and then work to achieve that 

change (American Society for Training and Development 2011, 80). 

Judith Sykes also mentioned the importance of empowering leadership 

being supportive; it is not enough to dump weights on members and expect 

them to swim, they must be supported in the challenges that are given 

(Sykes 2011). ‗Give enough support and challenge, and people will rise up‘ 

(Brown 2011a). 

 

Give time and space for cultural normalisation. Take into account the time 

it takes for cultural normalisation, also identified as a gap for SU:LDN in 

Phase 1. The team must spend a great deal of time together, socialising and 

getting to know one another (Johar 2011a; Hill 2011; Sykes 2011). ‗You 

don‘t need to control how they get to know each other, just create the 

environment for them to get to know each other‘ (Brown 2011a). Use 

‗tricks‘, such as getting the team together with their spouses to create a 

closer relationship (Johar 2011a). 

 

Encourage Feedback and Self-Reflection. Incorporate an outside presence 

during startup, to increase self-reflection and analysis. The thesis team‘s 

presence in the case study was found to increase self-reflection and analysis 

(Hill 2011; Campbell 2011a). We recommend incorporating an external 

questioning presence to the organisation. One way to ensure feedback flows 

is creating a candid culture (Dieken 2009), where feedback is freely given 

and received. 

 

Clarify which practises the Core Team will commit to. They must be few 

and simple. After presenting our guide to Toke Møller (2011), he stated that 

a strong emphasis on practise would make our guide much more useful, 

since: 

    There has been too little talk about about practise, and a lot of becoming 

intellectually clear about vision and values … are we practising our 

vision? … Values is the emperor‘s new clothes question. … You can 

know the core purpose in your head and never get to it, because you just 

keep knowing it, but you never practise it. … What can the Core Team 

practise to begin to become the purpose? That is the power of beginning 

with a Core Team: Ten or so people who begin to practise the purpose 
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they are trying to obtain: That is unbeatable [Furthermore he states] If 

you want to change the culture, change the practises. For example, using 

circle. It‘s so simple most intellectual people will skip and jump, and say 

‗let‘s get to work, we don‘t have time for this‘. What they are 

overlooking is that is is the very nature of how we work, what we 

practise will determine the quality of the actions that we offer the world. 

3.3.4 Internal: Structural 

We define structure in this model as the explicit, simple principle-based 

ruleset, rather than sets of complex rules and regulations. 

 

Find The Balance in The Rigidity of Your Rules. ‗Today‘s leaders need to 

find the right balance between too much and too little structure for an 

organisation to rapidly adapt its capabilities to survive‘ (American Society 

for Training and Development 2011, 84). Note that in our model, the 

cultural section is far larger than the structural. Consider that in a military 

organisation, a strong structure means that culture has a smaller effect; the 

consequence of breaking the rules is clear, and as a result cultural effects 

have less consequence. The organisation can rely on its structure. In an 

organisation aiming to facilitate cross-sectoral mass collaboration, the 

opposite is true since it needs its members to be highly creative, self-

directed and utilise their lateral thinking to solve complex problems.  

 

The organisation should try and select as lightweight a structure and still 

leave space for self-organisation. These rules emerge from the purpose and 

principles of the organisation (Corrigan 2010;  Hock, 1999; Stacey and 

Griffin 2000; Palmberg 2009). 

 

Having some structural rules are essential, they make it clear for actors 

entering the network what kind of system they are entering. For example, in 

the Chaordic Organisation ‗VISA‘, large and powerful  companies feel 

secure in investing in the shared organisation, as the set of rules ensures 

that no one organisation can ‗game the system‘, and claim unfair advantage 

(Hock 1999). 

 

This provides the ‗order‘ part of the Chaordic Organisation, and gives it the 

relatively unchanging, reliable component that allows for the generation of 

value and successful operation in the complex network. It explicitly 
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outlines the boundary conditions which allow self-organisation to take 

place. Kelvin Campbell has coined this as a ‗few simple rules‘, which sets 

the boundary conditions for self organisation to occur (Campbell 2011). 

 

These rules, once established, define procedures that can create predictable 

routines in a chaotic system, and as such can create trust and the desire for 

connection to the organisation (Epstein et al. 2010). Steven Johnson (2003) 

explains this by saying how using rules, for example giving priority on a 

webpage to the additions of newcomers, one can create ‗… a kind of 

planned emergence… you're not totally in control, but you're changing the 

underlying rules in interesting ways because you have an end result which 

is maybe a more democratic spread of voices.‘ 

 

Develop the Organisational Metaphor. The organisation should be 

characterised with a metaphor for universal comprehensibility. Gareth 

Morgan (1997) explains both the power and danger of using organisational 

metaphors: ‘We have to accept that any theory or perspective that we bring 

to the study of organisation and management, while capable of creating 

valuable insights, is also incomplete, biased and potentially misleading‘. 

 

We have found that the metaphor can help give conceptual form to the 

structures involved for doing the work of the organisation, such as: 

    Circles and networks … understand what these are, how they operate, 

and how they are embedded with various contexts and cultures and what 

implications each has for our work …. Ask what is the deeper pattern of 

the work, what organisational forms are in alignment with that, and how 

can they activate the principles to best do the work. (Corrigan 2010, 3) 

 

Decide on the balance between Institution vs. Collaboration. Does the 

organisation want to be more open and collaborative, or more exclusive and 

institutional? There is certain value in both, on the one hand, both Ashoka 

and The Hub use exclusivity with great effect, to keep up quality of the 

discourse (Johar 2011a). On the other hand, Shirkey (2005) explains: ‗The 

more … groups forego traditional institutional imperatives, like deciding in 

advance what's going to happen, or the profit motive, the more leverage 

they'll get…‘.  Furthermore, institutions often make themselves irrelevant 

and incapable of dealing with the issue they were founded to fix: ‗One of 

the first things that happens when you institutionalise a problem is that the 

first goal of the institution immediately shifts from whatever the nominal 

goal was to self preservation‘ (Shirkey 2005).  
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Thus the institution itself becomes more important that the core purpose. 

Our research frequently stated that core purpose is more important than the 

life of the organisation itself (Adema, Blenkhorn, and Houseman 2009; 

Hock, 1999; Senge 1990; Biester et al 2011). Thus there is a need to stay 

fresh and relevant, not to adopt a fixed creed, and to be highly adaptable, 

while staying true to the core purpose (Hock, 1999; Campbell 2011c).  It 

may be a good idea to design the rules to capitalise on the power of both the 

institution and the open collaborative network, operating in ‗the 

decentralised sweet spot‘, thus gaining some of the benefits of both 

(Brafman and Beckstrom 2007; Leadbeater 2005). 

 

Strategic Guidelines. Strategic guidelines limit and prioritise choices to 

ensure that an organisation is always taking actions in accordance with its 

core purpose (Robèrt 2000; Robèrt at al 2002). We found that guidelines for 

any organisation can be incorporated into the structural ruleset, in order to 

improve strategic decision making in the organisation. 

3.3.5 External 

So far the Design Guide has discussed preparing the organisation internally 

to be capable of dealing with the chaotic swarm. The organisation must 

now also create the conditions for the mass collaboration, as well as swiftly 

connect to the swarm itself. 

 

Create the conditions for a mass collaboration. Chris Anderson (2010), 

curator of TED demarcates three conditions that must be fulfilled in order 

for mass collaboration to emerge. They are:  

 Crowd: The crowd includes all roles which support innovation. 

This constitutes the ‗ecosystem‘ from which innovation 

emerges. 

 Light: Accomplishments must be made visible for social 

recognition, feedback and followup. 

 Desire: This can be equated with the desire for mastery and 

growth. 

 

Daniel Pink (2009), expands on what desire may consist of. Looking at the 

open source movement, he questions what gave the contributors to that 
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mass collaboration the motivation to work so hard for no pay. He 

determined that three main drivers for engagement are: 

 Self-direction: Being challenged, and being able to define the 

terms of engagement.  

 Mastery: Being given an opportunity to develop and be 

recognised for it. 

 Purpose: Being able to make a positive contribution to the 

world. 

We recommend that the organisation thus presents the opportunity for 

actors to be fulfilled in all of these three areas: ‗The secret to high 

performance isn't rewards and punishments, but that unseen intrinsic drive. 

The drive to do things for their own sake. The drive to do things because 

they matter‘ (Pink 2009). 

 

Present your core purpose to the swarm, so they can flock to you. As we 

have seen, Hock (1999) Pink (2009) and Schwartz (2009) express the 

importance of  core purpose to create meaningful engagement in an 

organisation and network. Furthermore, Fisher (2009) states ‗Individuals in 

a swarm see themselves differently from individuals in a group. They 

resemble stakeholders, who wish to see the problem solved, more than 

shareholders, who 'own' the problem‘. 

 

The theory of the Golden Circle (Sinek 1999) appears to have one of the 

more concrete explanations for why communicating a clear core purpose is 

so important when spreading a product or idea. Sinek (1999) explains that 

the central parts of the human brain which control decision making 

correspond to feelings like trust and loyalty, and have no capacity for 

language, while the ‗what‘ parts of our brain are late additions and do not 

control behaviour and decision making. Thus people do not buy what you 

do; they buy why you do it. And what you do simply serves as the proof of 

what you believe: 

    Listen to politicians now with their comprehensive 12-point plans. 

They're not inspiring anybody. … We follow those who inspire us. 

Whether they're individuals or organisations, … it's those who start with 

'why' that have the ability to inspire those around them or find others 

who inspire them. (Sinek 1999) 
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As a result, we would recommend the organisation present why they are 

doing, not what they are doing. For example, in SU:LDN‘s case, this would 

mean presenting their desire to challenge the status quo, and to re-energise 

and make sustainable our urban life at the finest grain, up to the greatest 

scale. A strong central polemic gives the initial energy and critical 

momentum to start the machine running. 

 

Spread the epidemic through the swarm to reach the tipping point. An 

organisation which wishes to generate mass collaboration for systemic 

change needs to expand its network rapidly (Campbell and Johar 2011a; 

Ashoka 2011). The most fundamental principle is that members of the 

network need to be empowered to continue the spread of the network itself.  

When this happens you get an exponential growth or what is described as a 

‗viral loop‘(Penenberg 2009). 

 

Follow the viral checklist. From a combination of several sources, we have 

boiled down a list of principles to ensure a viral spread: 

 Have web component to augment word of mouth spread. 

 Initial free offering. 

 Users develop the content. 

 Users empowered to develop the network. 

 Create network effects: the more users, the more attractive 

joining. 

 Stackability: the viral network synergises with other entities as it 

grows. 

 Spread the virus in a vacuum (Godin 2002), i.e. ensure that there 

is no competing virus in the vicinity. Further make use of the 

‗blue ocean‘ strategy to ensure rapid spread in an uncontested 

space
5
 (Chan Kim and Mauborgne 2005). 

 Spread rapidly to avoid a competitor leapfrogging you. 

 Increase the frequency of interactions in the network. 

                                                 
5
 The ‗blue ocean‘ strategy is about how an organisation can produce high growth and 

profits by creating new demand in this uncontested market space, or a ‗blue ocean‘, 

compared to being in direct competition with other suppliers for current customers in an 

existing industry (red ocean). 
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 Offer incentives for the members to spread the network. For 

example, both the user who brings a new member into the 

network, and the new member can be rewarded. 

 Smoothness: instant attractiveness when a user first sees the 

gateway. Make the first steps of participation clear and inviting. 

 Create multiple levels of complexity, to allow initial rapid 

engagement, while supporting more complex engagement 

(Gladwell 2002; Penenberg 2009; Godin 2002; Ashoka 2011a; 

Ashoka 2011b). 

 

Use a polemic and purpose as a spearhead. A polemic expressing purpose 

can serve as a spearhead to grow the network. The law of diffusion of 

innovation states that it is necessary to achieve a tipping point of between 

15 and 18 percent take-up market penetration to achieve mass-acceptance 

of an idea. It is necessary to access these ‗early adopters‘ first, since the 

early majority will not try something new until someone else who they look 

to for leadership and trend-setting has tried it first (Rogers 1962). 

 

When spreading an innovation, 'The Chasm' symbolises the difficulty of 

accessing and persuading early adopters (Moore 2000). Sinek (2009) 

emphasises that early adopters are comfortable in making intuitive, or ‗gut‘ 

decisions, meaning that these are best attracted by presenting ‗why you are 

doing, not what you are doing‘. 

 

Make the content ‘sticky’. The content being delivered outwards to develop 

the network needs to be ‗sticky‘ or attention-grabbing in order to spread 

virally, and create a social epidemic. Stickiness can be measured through 

various techniques, and designed for (Gladwell 2002; Godin 2002). A 

finding at Ashoka Globaliser Summit was that organisations need to be able 

to access talent capable of adding this stickiness to content. Complex 

content can be simplified into a digestible, virally transmittable form. To 

take the TNS example, pointed out by Shane Tedjerati (2011) at Ashoka 

Globaliser 2011: ‗TNS Are like the porsche engineers trying to sell the car, 

rather than the Porsche organisation itself. In other words, TNS have 

created an organisation to develop the framework, not to spread it‘ .  
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Access the network hubs. Some actors in a swarm have a vastly 

disproportionate effect in achieving a tipping point to create a social 

epidemic Gladwell (2002) expresses this as the ‗law of the few‘. Because of 

the uneven distribution of network connections, there is a tendency for 

clustering according to a ‗power law‘, resulting in some nodes gaining 

more connections than many others. Hence, the most efficient way for 

spreading is through the hubs (Fisher 2009) and the individuals with 

disproportionate influence on spreading an epidemic (Penenberg 2009). 

Furthermore, Shirkey (2003) points to the power-law distribution of a few 

extremely well linked to blogs, with a long tail of less linked to blogs, 

following an 80-20 rule 
6
. 

 

It is possible to characterise these hubs, explaining their function in 

achieving a tipping point for a social epidemic. An organisation can begin 

to try to map out these kinds of agents to strategically connect to them and 

to spread their idea virally.  

Gladwell (2002) identifies three kinds of important agents: 

 Connectors are highly social people, who connect due to ‗their 

ability to span many different worlds [... as] a function of 

something intrinsic to their personality, some combination of 

curiosity, self-confidence, sociability, and energy‘ (49). 

 Mavens are experts in their field. ‗Mavens are really information 

brokers, sharing and trading what they know‘ (69). 

 Salesmen are highly persuasive and charismatic people. 

 

Beckstrom and Brafman (2006) identify the following agents in creating a 

decentralised organisation: 

 Catalysts: Highly social individuals who get the ball rolling for 

their organisation and then pass control on to the members.  

 Champions: Builders of the decentralised organisations; more 

salesmen than organisers. 

 

Godin (2002) describes two kinds of individual who are key to spreading an 

idea virally. 

                                                 
6
 The 80-20 rule states that roughly 80% of the work comes from 20% of the people 

participation. This is also known at the law of the vital few or the Pareto principle.  
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 A promiscuous sneezer is some one who talks about many ideas 

to many people they meet, spreading them wide. 

 A powerful sneezer rather has a great deal of authority, so does 

not talk about as many ideas, as their reputations are dependent 

on the kinds of ideas they support, but when they do say 

something is has a much greater effect. 

Both are key to spreading what Seth Godin calls an ‗ideavirus‘ (Godin 

2002). This concept is reaffirmed by Len Fisher (2009) who states that the 

path to take is to find the hubs and inform them. Given that the well-

connected few are pressed for time, it becomes important then to contact as 

many people as possible to get the message well spread through a network.  

 

Be aware of the power of context. We recommend the organisation should 

be aware of how: ‗Epidemics are sensitive to the conditions and 

circumstances of the times and places in which they occur‘ (Gladwell 2002, 

139). 

 

Be aware of timing, an ideavirus has a lifecycle. Being aware of timing is 

critical. Godin states it is possible for an organisation to spread an ideavirus 

but be unready to exploit the window of opportunity this offers for further 

actions to trigger the necessary cross-sectoral collaboration. Asking inviting 

questions to raise the awareness of the importance of timing would be a 

valuable addition to the Design Guide‘s model (Møller 2011).  

 

Utilise Projects to create followthrough and growth in the swarm. A good 

way to ensure that the network devotes time and energy to the mass 

collaboration is ensuring that projects run through it. Thus the network will 

become part of day-to-day work (Brown 2011a). 

 

Invite the swarm to practise. The network can be invited to engage in 

practising the purpose established in the internal sector (Møller 2011). 

 

Distribute a shared language to the swarm. The FSSD is currently the 

only framework specifically designed to be generally applicable in order to 

facilitate cross-sectoral mass collaboration towards sustainability (Robèrt 

2011a). It provides a systems based generic framework which defines full 

sustainability and facilitates planning in complexity to achieve it. 

(Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; Robèrt 2010). As a result it can function as a 
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shared language for different organisations to facilitate cross-sectoral 

collaboration. The 4SPs can serve as boundary conditions for the 

discussion. 

 

In an interview with the authors, Karl-Henrik Robèrt (2011a) explained 

how the ABCD process, part of the FSSD, allows many different 

stakeholders in fragmented siloes to facilitate an action-oriented 

conversation about sustainability: 

Utilising ABCD, [organisations in the swarm] can identify challenges on 

the B list, possibilities on the C list, with a D list of some smart early 

moves to get them there. Each sector does that by use of the same 

principles of sustainability. They can compare notes, and when they do 

they will encounter numerous shared challenges, numerous shared 

dreams of possible solutions for the future, and numerous complementary 

smart early moves.Then they can find an avenue for co-operation. So this 

is how you can really make them co-operate. By merging forces around 

certain solutions, they can share resources.  

Further theses have investigated in depth how the FSSD can serve as a 

shared language for cross-sectoral collaboration, such as Tyler, Tyler and 

Bibiri (2007). 

 

Give key players a sense of ownership in the model. Barrett Brown 

(2011a) also indicates that key powerful actors and network hubs should be 

included in the generation of the model, in order to gain a sense of 

ownership in it, thus assisting it in becoming institutionalised. Our case 

study agreed with this (Campbell and Johar 2011a). 

 

Share, harvest and direct the swarm intelligence. Knowledge sharing is 

also a key organisational element that must be considered, both culturally 

and structurally, internally and externally (Johar 2011a; Larsson 2011). 

Capturing and allowing succession to the higher levels of the knowledge 

pyramid is widely acknowledged as the single greatest challenge to 

Knowledge Management (Frappaolo 2006). In the chaordic organisation:  

Knowledge is one of the primary preconditions for emergent change. 

Chaordic organisations must rely on the collective intelligence of their 

people to create a desired future. Knowledge and information sharing go 

hand-in-glove. In the chaordic organisation, power accrues to those who 



48 

become a source of knowledge by sharing what they know. (Tetenbaum 

1998, 27) 

 

Move from a consumptive to an investment system. Johar (2011): ‗One of 

the biggest threats in these types of models is that … If you release 

relationship capital and opportunity capital in a collective pot, people can 

leverage it for personal gain quite quickly‘. 

 

Johar (2011) further explains that in order for knowledge to begin to be 

shared freely, a move through three types of behaviour must take place: 

 There is consumptive behavior. 

 Then conversational behavior, people talk about everything but 

they don‘t actually do anything.  

 The third one is invested behavior, which is when you start to 

invest in the team.  

 

This move is dependant on trust. A lack of it causes the earlier two kinds of 

behaviours. Getting the right balance in the internal sectors discussed 

earlier can be key in achieving this. 

 

Build knowledge sharing capacity. Furthermore there is a fundamental 

structural challenge in knowledge sharing. Providing a platform for 

knowledge to be progressively built on by a swarm intelligence, capturing 

and sharing all levels of the pyramid, would have great positive potential 

for a move towards a sustainable society. Technical solutions such as wikis 

hold promise for this, but there are problems. From our interviews we have 

found that this is very much a ‗holy grail‘: 

Its not the knowledge that needs auditing but also relevant relationship 

capital, relevant experience…It is impossible to do… You can share 

information as much as you like. It‘s not just empirical knowledge, it‘s 

social semantics on top of that. Even if we do a knowledge audit, its 

usefulness decays quickly. People are lying, affecting the truth, over 

exaggerating its relevance, its transferability, its ease of deployment. So 

you end up saying you can‘t do that. So you have to trust individuals. 

(Johar 2011a) 

Organisational memory can serve to preserve higher levels in the 

knowledge pyramid. In a Learning Organisation, learning takes place at 
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three levels: Individual learning, group learning and organisational learning 

(Senge 1990; Eijnatten 2004). This means that even if an individual leaves 

the organisation, the organisational memory can retain some of his wisdom 

(Ahmed and Wang 2003). Scaling this up presents great challenges, 

however (Larsson 2011). Johar (2011a) highlights the importance of a 

culture slowly growing from person to person, this is one way to transfer 

organisational wisdom.   

 

Use heuristics to process the mass of crowd-sourced information. Finally, 

in ‗Swarm Intelligence‘, Fisher (2009) advises us to look through the mass 

of data until the nuggets surface, to pick the ‗gems on the surface‘ and to 

identify patterns. These patterns however need to be meaningful, and hence 

need to be tested and statistically evaluated.  

 

Fisher (2009) further states that one longstanding assumption about 

information, i.e. that more is better, is not always true. We can often make 

good, quick decisions by using ‗heuristics,‘ or rules of thumb, that simplify 

complex situations. The heuristics he refers to are: 

 

1. ‗Recognition‘ – Between two choices, select the one with which you are 

most familiar. 

2. ‗Fluency‘ – If you recognize more than one, choose the one with which 

you are most familiar.  

3. ‗Tallying‘ – Quickly list the positive and negative aspects of a choice and 

decide on the one with the highest total. If both choices seem roughly 

equivalent, choose the one that will lead to your goal most directly.  

4. ‗Take the best‘ – Evaluate the characteristics of each option. Choose the 

option that has more of the attributes that are important to you.  

5. ‗Satisficing‘ – Opt for the solution that ‗exceeds your aspiration level.‘ 

 

The above outlined how the organisation internally can be capable of 

dealing with the chaotic swarm by looking at how it can create the 

conditions for the mass collaboration, as well as swiftly connect to the 

swarm itself. Next in the Discussion section, we provide the implications of 

our research, a critical perspective on it while situating it in relation to 

others.  
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4. Discussion 

4.1 A critical perspective on our research 

4.1.1 Situating our work in relation to other research 

Several other theses have looked in depth at using the FSSD to tackle many 

of the specific issues we have highlighted in our research. We direct the 

reader to these for more in-depth analysis of how the FSSD can be used. 

Tyler, Tyler and Bibri (2007) inform us of the usefulness of the FSSD lens 

in overcoming shortcomings of the traditional frameworks of Knowledge 

Management. Adema, Blenkhorn and Houseman (2009) analyse ‗Scaling 

up Impact of Knowledge Based Organisations working towards 

Sustainability‘. Their research looked at 13 different case studies of KBOs, 

giving a wide range of data. Thus we utilised these theses primarily for 

triangulation. 

4.1.2 Research Strengths 

Results were triangulated from many different sources, as explained in the 

Methods sectiona above. This interplay between finding concepts in the 

literature, and having this triangulated with the real world experiences of 

the members of our case study and the external interviewees proved 

productive in making the research less abstract.  

 

Co-creation of the model with the SU:LDN team meant that they had many 

opportunities to agree with and reinforce, or challenge, assumptions that 

were developed in our model. Inderpaul Johar (2011b) and Kelvin 

Campbell (2011d) stated that our group served as a ‗reflective and 

independent research orientated partner in the formation phase of the 

organisation which is highly valuable.‘ Kelvin Campbell (2011d) stated: 

‗The strengths of the research lay in challenging our thinking, processes 

and tools and posing alternatives.‘ Hence, our thesis research and SU:LDN 

organisational development progressed iteratively. 

 

Bringing our research outcomes together into the Design Guide helped to 

describe the relational aspects. For example, by distinguishing the Internal: 

Structural sector, and the Internal: Cultural sector, we were able to describe 
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how the kind of leadership deployed in the Core Team can affect the 

success of building self-organisation based on the set of a few simple rules 

in the structural area.  

 

The utility of the Design Guide would be that it can be placed on a table in 

front of an organisation‘s Core Team, who will draw on it and develop it to 

further their organisational design, as well as to help raise awareness of key 

points. Example of key points can be: the importance of actually practising 

the purpose and principles; or how best to arrange the organisation‘s 

internal culture and structure in order to operate in a complex and chaotic 

system.  

 

Furthermore, the Design Guide provides guidelines for how this kind of 

organisation can spread its content and connect to its network of relevant 

actors in what we define as the external sector. In a sense as Alfred 

Korzybski noted, ‗the map is not the territory‘ (Pythagorian 2009). The 

Design Guide cannot do justice to the complexity of what takes place in a 

real organisation. Its value lies, rather, in the kinds of thoughts it can 

generate in a team which uses it as a prompt for their organisational 

creation to achieve its vision.  

4.1.3 Research Challenges 

When doubt was cast on a specific theory, we attempted to triangulate the 

proposition. For example, Dodds, Muhamad and Watts (2003) cast doubt 

on Gladwell‘s proposition that network hubs are crucial to spreading a 

social epidemic, finding that only 5% of emails transmitted through a 

network passed through hubs. However all other authors we covered on the 

subject including physicist Adam Pennenberg, supported Gladwell‘s claim 

(Penenberg 2009; Godin 2002; Fisher 2009). 

 

One of our biggest challenges during our 5LF based analysis was clearly 

distinguishing ends from means. For example, becoming a chaordic 

organisation could sound like a success condition. However if we look 

closely, we can determine that chaordic operation would simply be a means 

towards a greater organisational purpose. The 5LF helped to make this 

distinction. 

 

With more time and resources, we would have covered a broader range of 

relevant experts and case studies operating in different contexts, and we 
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would have carried out a pilot project to test our final Design Guide. Most 

importantly we would deepen our model to take into account more 

dimensions, as discussed below. 

 

Finally, our research may have focused too much on how various theories 

can support and inform each other, and not enough on anomalies. These 

anomalies can be places where observations in reality and the proposed 

model diverge. 

4.1.4 Design Guide Criticism and Avenues for Further Research 

Based on critical feedback on our design model from the SU:LDN team and 

external interviewees, as well as the perspective of other theories explored 

towards the end of the thesis, several threads appeared which could inform 

further theoretical development on the Design Guide:  

 Power in Self-Organising systems and Planned Emergence as a 

control to it. 

 Sequencing: The Design Guide through time, based on critical 

dependencies in the model‘s sectors. 

 Spiral Dynamics theory as an additional dimension to the 

Design Guide. 

 Knowledge Management in the self-organising network. 

 

We predict that research in each of these threads will provide insight and 

new questions to each of the others. These threads are discussed below. 

 

Power in Self-Organising systems and Planned Emergence as a control. 
What appears to be emerging from our research is that power and self 

organisation have a complex and interdependent relationship. In ‗The 

Learning Organisation: Power, Politics and Ideology‘, Coopey (1995) 

highlights that in its attempt to create self-organising learning structures, 

Learning Organisation theory does not take into account how the very real 

political forces of the organisation can shape and disrupt an attempt at 

being a Learning Organisation. Adam Curtis (2011) agrees: 

     [has] power really gone away in these self-organising systems, or [is it] 

just a rebranding? … [For example,] The experiments with [the 1970s 

communes] all failed, and quickly. What tore them apart was the very 

thing that was supposed to have been banished: power. Some people 
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were more free than others – strong personalities dominated the weak, 

but the rules didn't allow any organised opposition to the suppression 

because that would be politics. … These are the limitations of the self-

organising system: it cannot deal with politics and power. And now we're 

all disillusioned with politics, and this machine-organising principle has 

risen up to be the ideology of our age. 

In relation to this, we note that Chaordic theory presents an interesting 

concept; what if power explicitly accrues to the members of a network who 

contribute the most knowledge (Tetenbaum 1998) 
7
. This creates a kind of 

automatic promotion of the most philanthropic members of the network. 

What emerges with a structuring rule like this is what Steven Johnson 

(2003) calls ‗planned emergence‘, as described in the previous section 3.3.4 

Internal:Structural about finding the balance in the rigidity of rules. The 

implications of power in this system, as well as the intentional use of rules 

in a system like this, explicitly in order to manage power issues, could be 

another avenue for further research. 

 

Sequencing the Design Guide through time, based on critical 

dependencies in the sectors. Inderpaul Johar (2011) stated: ‗The model 

proposed is tangibly on the right path of an alternative startup theory, and 

will, I am sure, be a critical milestone in its development‘. However he 

added that it represents a ‗static end state‘, and would be significantly 

improved by considering the critical dependencies between its various 

elements through time, which could develop into a ‗sequencing model‘.  

 

Johar (2011a) states that sequencing can serve as a vital mechanism to 

‗trick‘ a self-organising system into operation in order to create the 

necessary complex structure. For example: ‗The leader can have the 

foresight to use their initiative and power to create the initial momentum to 

begin a movement, and then voluntarily step back to allow for an open 

process to be designed, and finally possibly be invited back again to 

unleash strong leadership.‘ This is a multi-stage process, akin to a dance
8
, 

wherein appropriate ‗stances‘ are adopted by Core Team members. These 

‗stances‘ depend not only on the conceptual models of individuals or 

groups the Core Team members are communicating to, but also on the stage 

                                                 
7
 Power accruing to the greatest contributors occurs as a cultural phenomenon in 

Wikipedia (Wales 2006). 

 
8
 This concept is discussed in ‗The Dance of Change‘ (Senge et al.1999). 
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of development of the organisation.  

 

Converting the existing Design Guide into a sequencing model, analysing 

the interdependency challenges could be an avenue for valuable further 

research. For example the procedural uncovering of the organisation‘s Core 

Purpose, as it relates to the development of organisational principles, could 

be analysed in a step-by-step outline. 

 

Including Spiral Dynamics theory in the Design Guide. Spiral Dynamics 

was a theory covered late on in our thesis research, and so was not 

originally considered during the creation of our thesis Design Guide. 

However, we found that its perspective presents various opportunities for 

further research. Pioneered by Professor Clare Graves (1981), it proposes 

that, when forced by changing environmental conditions, people and 

societies adapt to their environment by constructing more suitable 

conceptual models. Beck and Cowan (1996) posit that these conceptual 

models are organised around progressively more complex core value 

systems, which are also known as vMEMEs. vMEMEs are expressed 

through MEMEs, which are themselves ideas, cultural practices and habits 

that spread by themselves at different levels of intensity. vMEMEs can take 

place at individual, group and societal level.  

 

Furthermore, Barrett Brown (2011b, 34), drawing on Spiral Dynamics, the 

self-identity research of Jane Loevinger, as well as the work of Cook-

Greuter, identified a set of nine action logics. An action logic refers to ‗[a] 

developmental stage of meaning-making that inform and drive an 

individual‘s reasoning and behaviour.‘ Action logics provide a more 

detailed analysis of vMEMEs and their operation in organisations. Brown 

(2011b) posits that the later, more complex action logics are better adapted 

for dealing with the complex issues facing the world today, such as the 

sustainability challenge. Having a more complete understanding of the 

world, individuals with the later action logics are more able to affect deep 

systemic change in the societal processes causing global unsustainability.  

 

As we have seen, by spreading a content using the FSSD language, the 

organisation can more easily create mass collaboration towards 

sustainability by giving a shared mental model of what achieving 

sustainability would be, so that the organisations can plan strategic moves 

to get there together. Similarly, Spiral Dynamics theory could serve to 

provide a complementary view of societal development, acting as map to 
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locate the different conceptual models of the actors in the mass 

collaboration. This could inform the operations within the internal sector 

and connections to the external sector of the Design Guide. This is 

elaborated below in the following ways: 

 Spiral Dynamics and the internal sector. 

 Spiral Dynamics and the external sector. 

 

Spiral Dynamics and the internal sector. Johar (2011) felt that our Design 

Guide‘s illustration of culture is too ‗organisational or systems orientated‘. 

The process of how cultures can be seeded, new social norms manifested, 

accepted and then assimilated, the impact of leadership, environment and 

power should all be further elaborated in this model. Spiral Dynamics 

theory could inform this research. For example: 

 An in-depth exploration could be performed on how individuals 

with different (or similar) action logics can work together 

around a shared purpose, in order to facilitate cross-sectoral 

mass collaboration towards sustainability. 

 Consideration of the different vMEMEs in individuals and 

groups both in the Core Team and the network could further be 

combined with sequencing in the model, perhaps discussing 

which leadership styles are most appropriate to deal with which 

action logic, at different stages in the organisation‘s 

development. Beck and Cowan (1996, 115) call this ‗morphing 

leadership‘, wherein the leadership can adapt its style in order to 

deal with different vMEMEs and stages of the organisations 

development, while maintaining the integrity of its core.  

 

This also raises several questions which could be pursued, which may help 

understand the critical sequencing of the centre of the model, such as:  

 How do the vMEMEs of the Core Team relate to the formation 

of core purpose and shared value systems?  

 How does a specific vMEME in the team affect the culture of 

the organisation and its startup sequence, as well as future mass 

collaboration? 

 

Spiral Dynamics and the external sector. Spiral Dynamics also posits that 

higher-complexity vMEMEs ‗overwhelm less complex ones by injecting 

psychological viruses into their cultures‘ (Beck and Cowan 1996, 126). Our 
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research has already considered how the organisation may transmit 

‗ideaviruses‘ to facilitate mass collaboration.  

 

Further research could look at whether these could act as viruses which 

could facilitate the upward movement of individuals and groups on the 

spiral, creating worldviews better adapted to deal with the sustainability 

crisis. For example, in the field of urbanism, SU:LDN can predict it may 

frequently be connecting to networks of ‗orange achievers‘. Research could 

look at how the spread of an ideavirus into such a network by the 

organisation could provide avenues for these networks to advance to more 

complex levels of the spiral.  

 

Our model also discussed the presentation of the core purpose to the 

external swarm, to create engagement, crucial for mass collaboration in 

order to solve current sustainability challenges. Spiral Dynamics shows 

how politicians frequently construct messages that appeal to different 

vMEMEs.  This poses the following questions: How can the organisation 

adapt to do the same? And should it? Furthermore, how does the vMEMEs 

of the Core Team shape the organisation itself? 

 

Knowledge Management in the self-organising network. While not 

explored in depth in this thesis, we have observed the recurrent crucial 

significance of Knowledge Management for mass collaboration. Capturing 

and allowing succession to the higher levels of the knowledge pyramid is 

widely acknowledged as the single greatest challenge to Knowledge 

Management (Frappaolo 2006). Nonetheless, this further research on the 

topic would be answering the limiting factor for organisations trying to 

facilitate mass collaboration across sectors. Linked to this, further research 

can be performed on technology platforms that can be utilised to facilitate 

and harvest emergent thinking generated in group interactions, both 

physically and online. This is linked to the power discussion, as well as the 

Spiral Dynamics perspective. Spiral Dynamics theory observes that 

organisations with healthy spirals have informational flows which pass 

through a minimum of filters. 

 

In summary, the above explained how several threads could inform further 

theoretical development on the Design Guide. These threads started with  

power in self-organising systems and planned emergence as a control to it; 

moving to sequencing based on critical dependencies in the Design Guide‘s 

sectors; including the Spiral Dynamics theory as an additional dimension to 
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the Design Guide; and ending with Knowledge Management in the self-

organising network. We hope that further research in each of these threads 

will provide insight and new questions to contribute to more clarity around 

the design of an organisation for mass collaboration towards sustainability.   
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5 Conclusion 

This thesis was an attempt to design an organisation to activate cross-

sectoral mass collaboration towards sustainability. Knowing how to do this 

can help move us to a sustainable society, since breaking down the 

professional and academic siloes is necessary to create the full systems 

perspective required for making strategic moves towards a sustainable 

society.  

 

The results from this thesis serve primarily as a way of locating the relevant 

strategies and theories, to designing this kind of organisation, and generally 

outlining their interrelations, thus providing a platform for further targeted 

research. The thesis began as an action research project to advise SU:LDN 

in their organisational make up, a nascent organisation trying to facilitate 

cross-sectoral collaboration towards sustainability.  

 

In research Phase 1, we utilised the 5LF to analyse our case study 

organisation SU:LDN in detail, creating its ideal vision, a baseline and a 

gap analysis. This laid the ground for research Phase 2, where we provided 

a Recommended Model for SU:LDN to bridge the gaps. As action research 

progressed, it developed through a wide-ranging literature review and series 

of external interviews, as well as attendance to international events such as 

the Alliance for Global Sustainability Annual Meeting. The results evolved 

into a generally applicable Design Guide, the research Phase 3. This was 

intended to be useful general guiding document to spark thought and 

strategic thinking in a Core Team building an organisation that wishes to 

facilitate cross-sectoral mass collaboration towards sustainability in its own 

field. The Design Guide takes existing theories of chaordic organisation and 

combines them with more recent theories of scaling up organisations in 

order to leverage change.  

 

The thesis emphasises the importance of purpose and principles at the 

centre of the organisation, as guidelines to allow self-organisation. It then 

considers the balance between structure and culture in such an organisation, 

arguing for a lightweight structure with an empowering leadership and the 

dedication to practising purpose and principles.  

 

A main research outcome is that by providing an opportunity for self-

direction, mastery, and contributing to a greater purpose, the organisation 

can corral a large momentum in the external, chaotic system of relevant 
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actors engaged in addressing the sustainability challenge. By providing a 

medium and language for them to communicate, such as the FSSD, it can 

create a new way to collaborate across sectors, and therefore the emergent 

thinking needed to answer the sustainability challenge.  

 

The research further brings together concepts of viral transmission of ideas, 

and tipping points, finding that the early adopters who need to be targeted 

for diffusion of innovation, are the most receptive to the presentation of 

purpose. Thus, fundamentally, the Design Guide tries to tell a complete 

story of designing such a changemaking organisation, a kind of framework 

upon which further learnings can be developed. 

 

TNS and SU:LDN utilised the model as a central talking point in their 

thinking; adding elements and ideas to it, for example the use of a fund of 

money at the centre of the organisation, helping to facilitate cross-sectoral 

strategic alliances. Notably, having the core purpose at the centre, and 

communicating this to the externals in order to generate involvement, was 

repeatedly gestured. Thus the Design Guide appears to already have some 

utility. 

 

However, the Design Guide certainly can be developed in several further 

dimensions. It could evolve into a dynamic, sequencing model showing the 

kind of dance an organisations' Core Team can perform in order to spark a 

self-organising system into action, which can scale up to leverage mass 

change.  

 

Furthermore by providing a deeper discussion of the relationship of power 

to the Design Guide, and concepts of planned emergence to structure and 

manage this power, the Design Guide could become less vulnerable to a 

central weakness of self organisation.  

 

The lens of societal development the Spiral Dynamics theory presents, 

based on a background of solid sociological research, provides a crucial 

new perspective to the further development of the Design Guide. This 

perspective may allow the organisation to more clearly consider 

communication and mass collaboration with individuals and groups with 

different world views, as well as the organisation‘s possible role in virally 

spreading ideas through its network. The resulting clear communication can 

serve to catalyse a shift in consciousness, providing conceptual models 

better adapted to dealing with the complex sustainability challenge.  
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Finally the importance of Knowledge Management in the network is 

another crucial thread which should be more closely explored, e.g. by 

conducting further research on technology platforms that can be utilised to 

facilitate and harvest emergent thinking generated in group interactions, 

both physically and online.   
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Appendix A: List of Collaborators and Selected 
Biographies 

Collaborators 

The Core Team of SU:LDN:  

Professor Kelvin Campbell (Chair); Mr. Dan Epstein (Director); Mr. 

Inderpaul Johar (Director);  Ms. Judith Sykes (Director); Mr. Dan Hill 

(Director: Managing); Mr. Christopher Martin (Research + 

Communications) 

The Natural Step experts:  

Mr. Jonas Oldmark; Mr. Richard Blume and Professor Karl-Henrik Robèrt, 

PhD, MD; Stanley Nyoni. 

BTH Staff:  

Tamara Connell and Professor Tobias Larsson.Ashoka Globaliser 

Network experts: 

Nihar Kothari, Shane Tedjarati, Steven Semeels, Perolof Soderberg.  

Other experts: 

Dr. Barrett Brown, Toké Møller. 

 

Selected Biographies 

Kelvin Campbell is the co-founder of Urban Initiatives (UI), a leader and 

innovator in interdisciplinary urban planning and design practice. 

Throughout his career Kelvin has worked as urban design lecturer and 

assessor serving on numerous committees and advisory panels. He has also 

contributed significantly to development of the new urbanism ‗paradigm‘ 

called Smart Urbanism (SU).  

 

Daniel Hill is a Director of UI where he has led and managed some of the 

largest multi-stakeholder urban projects. He has engineering, planning and 

banking background and particularly organised mind and the ability to 

think outside the box. Dan brings to the SU: LDN ‗team work‘ knowledge 

and skill in managing business start ups - formalising new systems, 

processes and financial planning inputs as well as communicating and 

organising day to day activities.  
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Judith Sykes is a director of MustRD, the research and development arm 

of the Useful Simple Trust (UST). As a board officer, Judith has been 

involved in growing the Trust as well as transforming the organisation into 

more inclusive, participatory environment. Judith brings to SU: LDN her 

entrepreneurial mindset, engineering background and Research and 

Development skill.  

 

Inderpaul Johar is a Director and Co-founder of 00:/, an organisation 

offering ‗sustainable design‘ architecture, research and strategy. Indy is also 

a shareholder and newly appointed director of the HUB King‘s Cross in 

London, a social entrepreneur‘s club and incubator. Indy is interested in 

creation of micro- economics, cross-disciplinary innovation and necessary 

spatial conditions for social networks to thrive. Indy‘s professional track 

record and interests make him a perfect fit for SU:LDN‘s goals and 

particularly SU:Hub - the DOING function.  

 

Dan Epstein has over 30 years experience in thinking, designing and 

delivering sustainable development in the UK and overseas. Dan‘s 

strengths are knowledge of the whole sustainability agenda and how it 

applies to development, his reputation and knowledge of the market and the 

respect he commands within it, his ability to sell ideas and business and his 

experience in place-making. Dan brings to SU:LDN all these strengths and 

a link to 2012 Olympics, as he is the Head of Sustainability team.  
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Appendix B: Theories and Concepts used in the 
research 

 
1. 100 ways to Motivate Others: How great leaders can produce 

insane results without driving people crazy by Steve Chandler 

and Scott Richardson.  

2. 24/7 Innovation: A blue print for Surviving and Thriving in Age 

of Change by Stephen Shapiro.  

3. Art of Hosting Commons.  

4. Birth of the Chaordic Age by Dee Hock 

5. Blue Ocean Strategy by Chan Kim and Renee Mauborgne.  

6. Building organisational culture that stimulates creativity and 

innovation by E. Martins and F. Terblanche.  

7. Building your company‘s vision by James Collins and Jerry 

Porras.  

8. Capitalism as if the World Matters by Jonathon Porritt. 

9. Chaordic Stepping Stones by Chris Corrigan. 

10. Chaordic Systems Thinking by Frans van Eijnatten.  

11. Chaos, complexity, learning and the learning organisation: 

towards chaordic enterpise by Frans Eijnatten and Goran Putnik 

12. Collaboration, trust and innovative change by Ruth Hattori and 

Todd Lapidus. 

13. Co-opportunity: Join up for a Sustainable, Resilient, and 

Prosperous world by John Grant. 

14. Cross disciplinary Colloboration and Learning by Deana 

Pennington. 

15. Designing organisations for flow experience by Frank Heckman. 

16. Foundations for a learning organisation: organisational learning 

mechanisms by Anona Armstrong and Patrick Foley. 

17. Here comes everybody - the power of organising without 

organisation by Clay Shirky. 
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18. Holocracy by Brian Robèrtson. 

19. Hub Culture by Stan Stalnaker.  

20. Knowledge Management by Carl Frappaola. 

21. Levarage points: Places to intervene in a system by Donnella 

Meadows. 

22. Making the Business Case for Sustainability by Bob Willard. 

23. Mastering the art of creative collaboration by Robèrt Hargrove. 

24. Nudge: improving decisions about Health, Wealth and 

Happiness by Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein. 

25. Organisational culture and leadership by Edgar Schein. 

26. Organisational Learning by Marlene Fiol and Marjorie Lyles. 

27. Organisations as responsible contributors to society: Linking 

quality, sustainability and accountability by Jan Jonker. 

28. Organizing Genius by Waren Bennis and  Patricia Biederman. 

29. Overcoming the seven sustainability blunders by Bob Doppelt.  

30. Rethinking the Fifth Discipline: Learning within the 

unknowable by Robèrt Flood. 

31. Talk Less, Say More: Three Habits to influence others and make 

things happen by Connie Dieken. 

32. The Circular organisation by A. Romme.  

33. The Fifth Discipline by Peter Senge. 

34. The impact of organisational structure and practices on learning 

in the workplace by David Ashton. 

35. The Necessary Revolution by Peter Senge.  

36. The New New Economy: more start ups, fewer giants, infinite 

opportunity by Chris Anderson. 

37. The New Socialism: Global Collective society is coming online 

by Kevin Kelly. 

38. The Perfect Swarm, the science of complexity in everyday life 

by Len Fisher. 
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39. The starfish and the spider - the unstopable power of leaderless [ 

decentralised] organisations by Ori Brafman and Rod 

Backstrom.  

40. The System Archetypes by William Braun. 

41. The Wealth of Networks: how social production transforms 

markets and freedom by Yochai Bankler. 

42. Tribes by Seth Godin. 

43. Unleashing the Idea virus by Seth Godin.  

44. Viral Loop by Adam Penengerg.  

45. We think, mass innovation not mass production by Charles 

Leadbeater.   

46. What makes a Virtual Organisation work? by Lynne Markus, 

Brook Manville and Carole Agres. 

 



 

79 

Appendix C: List of Interview Questions 

 What is the mental model or assumptions that you bring to 

SU:LDN? Can you comment on those of the other Core Team? 

 What do you think are the key elements missing from the 

SU:LDN picture? Are there any perceived gaps in consciousness 

of the organisation?  

 What are the key opportunities and threats in the current 

SU:LDN organisational culture? 

 What current culture is SU: LDN operating with? What are the 

existing assumptions, values and ‗artifacts‘ of the organisation?  

 What is your motivation for being part of SU:LDN‘s team? 

 What is the current learning that you observe taking place? 

 What are some of the ways in which you capture the information 

and share it currently? (technological, structural, cultural) 

 What are the SU:LDN‘s core competencies and what is the 

product? 

 How do you think SU:LDN can avoid a trap of having an 

appearance and governance structure of a chaordic organisation 

but actually having the culture of an autocracy? 

 What do you see as a fitting hypothetical communication 

structure/architecture for SU:LDN currently and in the future?   

(e.g. knowledge sharing) 

 How do you think you could go about making that empowered 

leadership happen? What do you think are appropriate forms of 

leadership to an organisation like SU:LDN? 

 What are some organisational practices you observed at your 

previous company that you believe would be useful to adopt by 

SU:LDN and why?  

 What are the practical measures SU:LDN can take in the short-

term to better handle the business complexity and uncertainty it 

faces in its attempt to be open and collaborative? 

 What general principles are you experiencing right now that are 

generally applicable to anyone trying to create an organisation to 

influence systemic change? 


