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Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness that most frightens us. We ask ourselves, who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented fabulous? Actually, who are you not to be?…Your playing small does not serve the world. There’s nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won’t feel insecure around you. We are all meant to shine, as children do…. It is not just in some of us; it is in everyone. And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same. As we are liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others.

—Marianne Williamson, A Return to Love




 






WARNING: This book is not for heroes or saints or perfectionists.

 

This book is for flawed people (and we are all flawed in one way or another) who are not happy with the way things are and would like to make a difference.

 

This book is for ordinary people who want to make connections that create extraordinary outcomes.





 


Foreword

Assume hope, all you who enter here.

 

When he was still in prison, serving a sentence of four and half years’ hard labour for his human rights activities in defiance of the communist regime, long before he became president of Czechoslovakia—and long before, I suppose, there was even the remotest notion in his mind that he would be president or indeed that democracy would be restored any time soon in his beloved country—Valclav Havel wrote this about hope in a letter to his wife, Olga: “Hope is a dimension of the spirit. It is not outside us, but within us.” Many months later he wrote: “The more I think about it, the more I incline to the opinion that the most important thing of all is not to lose hope and faith in life itself…This doesn’t mean closing one’s eyes to the horrors of the world—quite the contrary, in fact.” Havel made a critical distinction between hope and optimism: “[Hope] is not the conviction that something will turn out well, but the certainty that something makes sense, regardless of how it turns out.” Havel’s story and his wisdom are lessons for all of us who have a desire for transformative effect in a world that so often seems so unyielding.

 

Here’s another: in the mid-fifteenth century, for several decades prior to the European discovery of America, people were certain that the end was nigh. There was a kind of apocalypse watch in effect. The authoritative Nuremberg Chronicle provided blank pages for readers to record signs and portents of the impending end.

 

Of course, the end was not nigh. Nor were the riches of India. But when Columbus sailed out on the curved sea, everything changed. An unimaginable future began to take shape.

 

If history shows us anything, it’s that the obdurate world does yield. Change—surprising and sometimes radical change—does happen. The world does turn on its head every once in a while. And what seemed almost impossible looking forward seems almost inevitable looking back.
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We are living at a point in history when the need and desire for change is profound. Our current trajectory is no longer sustainable. We cannot ignore the compelling environmental and social challenges that vex today’s world because they will undermine us all. We cannot dismiss the fractures in our own communities, or the fissures between those of us fortunate to live in comfort and the massive number of our fellow human beings who live under the crush of poverty around the world.

 

It is a pivotal time. We need to be change-makers—and very capable ones at that. Over the past two hundred years, human society has developed exceptional ingenuities, proficiencies, organizations and systems for the task of making things—from steam engines to microchips. Going forward, we must learn to be equally adept at the task of making change. It’s an essential modern competency. In fact, the challenge of change has begun to draw an interesting and diverse assortment of players, and their numbers have been growing over the last few years. I have been in the business of social change for more than twenty-five years. The recent growth in the field has been astonishing to observe. It is evidence of the urgency of the challenges we face and an indication that social change has moved from the margins to the mainstream. But how can we move the dial on our most complex and seemingly intractable social problems? How can we be more than just anxious critics of the status quo or wishful thinkers about a better future, and become actual and effective agents for large-scale transformations?

 

These are the questions that Getting to Maybe sets out to address. There are no simple formulas—serious and significant social change necessarily involves recognizing and dealing with complex systems, which seem to operate with a logic and life of their own, are far from inert, and battle (like the living organisms with which we are more familiar) for their own preservation. But if you’re willing to open your mind to the nature of these systems, you will discover a world of possibility.

 

This book is about the art, the science and the experience of possibility. Its bold purpose is to change the way we change the world. Again and again, you’ll see from the examples it contains that change seems to be a process that can be tapped but not muscled. The science of complexity, admirably brought to life in the pages that follow, helps us to see the world through a different lens, to make a fundamental shift in perception—from complexity as obstacle to complexity as opportunity.
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I have been asked by the authors to say something about the genesis of this book. The story goes back to the fall of 1999, when I was approached by a senior executive at DuPont Canada to help them with the development of their corporate citizenship strategy. He told me they were not interested in just making charitable contributions to worthy causes—they wanted to find a way to make a significant difference. As I began my investigations and came to learn more about DuPont, I was struck by the fact that this is one of the world’s great innovation-driven companies. The culture of innovation is powerful inside DuPont and has been central to the company’s success throughout its long history. As DuPont says, “We didn’t get where we wanted to go by taking baby steps. We got there by taking leaps…leaps that have changed everything.”

 

Because my own work involves the development of large-scale social change projects, and because I’ve had the opportunity over the years to tackle a very broad range of social challenges (ranging from AIDS prevention to environmental protection, from civic engagement to using sport and play to improve the lives of the world’s most disadvantaged children) with a broad range of clients (in the public, private and voluntary sectors), I had become increasingly convinced of the need for radical innovation linked to a systems approach amongst those who are working to make a difference.

 

So I made a pretty bold recommendation to DuPont. I suggested that they make social innovation itself their cause of choice: help foster the development of new mindsets and new skill-sets for achieving large-scale pattern-shifting impact. Draw on the company’s own invaluable knowledge assets—developed over many years by being deliberate, thoughtful and scientific about complex systems and the human, organizational and collaborative processes necessary to achieve innovation. These “processes,” as DuPont put it, “get partners working together to a higher-order purpose on complex challenges to achieve breakthrough results.”

 

I fully expected to be shot down. This suggestion was about as far out on a limb as any corporate citizenship program I was aware of. It was difficult to envision, more difficult still to communicate. It would take a long time and a lot of hard work before there were any payoffs. It had no simple hooks to give it ready emotional resonance for the public.

 

But DuPont has a big appetite for bold, problem-solving challenges. They not only got the concept, they leapt at it. Ron Zelonka, who was the executive vice-president in charge of the Research and Business Development Unit, as well as a brilliant scientist, created the Social Innovation Enterprise under his wing, and hired two staff members from within DuPont—Colleen Brydon and Chris DeGrow—to run it. (A few years later, Lori Summers would take the helm.)

 

As a first step, I convened a round table of about a dozen leaders from Canada’s social sector to meet with the DuPont team and explore the opportunity to promote social innovation and refine our initial thinking. One of the participants we invited was Frances Westley, a co-author of this book. Frances had designed and was directing the McGill-McConnell Program for National Voluntary Sector Leaders, an executive MBA for the non-profit sector. It was unique in North America, truly innovative in its approach and highly consequential in its effects. I think it’s fair to say that the attendees were impressed by DuPont’s commitment to foster social innovation. By the end of the session they recognized the seriousness of the company’s intention, the depth of knowledge they could bring to the challenge, and the rare combination of courage and humility with which they were venturing forth.

 

Once the Social Innovation Enterprise was operational, we formed a working alliance with a community development initiative called Opportunities 2000, whose mission was “to create bold solutions that reduce and prevent poverty” in the Waterloo region of Ontario, about ninety kilometres down the road from DuPont Canada’s headquarters (for a full description of the project see 5. Let It Find You). Soon after, DuPont formed another key partnership with the Ontario Science Centre. The science centre was at the formative stages of a dynamic new venture—its leap into the twenty-first century—driven by a goal congruent with that of the Social Innovation Enterprise: to promote a culture of innovation and collaborative problem-solving to help equip a new generation to meet the challenges and opportunities of the future.

 

In early 2002, Chris, Colleen and I began to consider the best path for the Social Innovation Enterprise. We shared a conviction that the richest opportunity lay upstream, in research and knowledge development: advancing knowledge about social innovation so that it could advance the work of change-makers. We reconnected with Frances Westley to explore the possibility of forming a joint initiative at McGill. From these deliberations, the McGill-Dupont Social Innovation Think Tank was born.

 

Frances is a master at many things, not the least of which is the design of brilliant cross-cutting collaborative processes. She recruited two eminent academic colleagues, Brenda Zimmerman and Michael Patton, who eventually also became her co-authors. In addition to their own scholarship, they, too, had considerable experience on the social change front, working with voluntary sector and government organizations. Warren Nilsson and Nada Fara, both doctoral candidates at McGill’s Faculty of Management, came on board as research associates and active participants. Along with Chris, Colleen and myself, this made up the think-tank team.

 

We were a hybrid group and we followed a hybrid process. We brought ideas, insights and hunches shaped by our respective individual experiences to the table. We drew on research and theory about transformative processes from a broad cross-section of sciences—from biology and ecology to behavioural psychology and management to network analysis, chaos and complexity theory. We identified a variety of examples of successful social change initiatives and examined them for detectable—and informative—patterns of congruence. We consulted leading social innovators to gain insights about lived experiences. And we engaged some world-leading thinkers, among them Henry Mintzberg, C.S. (Buzz) Holling, William Isaacs and Thomas Homer-Dixon, to participate in our working sessions.

 

Getting to Maybe was born of those inspiring discussions with some of the leading players in the field. What drove us was not the idea that we could create something definitive, but the hope that it could be generative. That we could constellate some of the diverse knowledge of transformative processes with actual case studies of significant social change. We believed that ways of seeing could change ways of doing, that influencing perspective could influence practice that in turn could influence progress. Coming out of the work of the think-tank, and drawing on their own rich experience as academics and practitioners, Frances, Brenda and Michael have created Getting to Maybe.
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Perhaps Getting to Maybe strikes you as an odd title for a book whose core message is a powerful statement of hope and profound possibility. Until you recognize that “maybe” so accurately describes our fundamental relationship to the world. It is a relationship in which time is one of the critical dimensions—a relationship to what is ahead, a relationship that is constantly unfolding.

 

The world ahead is what calls to us, compels our judgments and commands our actions.

 

The world commands us. We do not command it. And yet—it yields. So “maybe” becomes a potent word for the brave, the inventive, the adventurous. Maybe, just maybe, we can discover a way to save a species, prevent an epidemic of disease or violence, help lift people out of poverty and indignity, break the grip of intolerance, lighten our footprint on the fragile earth.

 

“Maybe” comes with no guarantees, only a chance. But “maybe” has always been the best odds the world has offered to those who set out to alter its course—to find a new land across the sea, to end slavery, to enable women to vote, to walk on the moon, to bring down the Berlin Wall.

 

“Maybe” is not a cautious word. It is a defiant claim of possibility in the face of a status quo we are unwilling to accept. And as you will see from reading this book, transforming the world is possible because the very complex forces of interconnection that make systems resistant to change are the same ones that can be harnessed to propel change.

 

“Maybe” is hope incarnate—for all but the complacent and the cynical.

 

This book is for the rest of you.

—ERIC YOUNG, PRESIDENT, E.Y.E.
 KOEYE, B.C., JUNE 2006




 







Light the first light of evening, as in a room In which we rest and, for small reason, think The world imagined is the ultimate good.

 

Wallace Stevens, “Final Soliloquy of the Interior Paramour”






 


1. The First Light of Evening

From 1984 to the autumn of 1985, Bob Geldof, the lead singer of Irish rock band the Boomtown Rats, raised over sixty million pounds for famine relief in Ethiopia.1 He did it by organizing Band Aid, first cutting a best-selling song in collaboration with British rock stars and then organizing a huge Live Aid telethon, which lasted seventeen hours and was broadcast from both sides of the Atlantic. Geldof was seized with the determination to help the starving of Ethiopia while watching a BBC documentary on the famine. Hundreds of people were involved in making Live Aid successful, but the vision behind the effort was his. Live Aid not only set a standard for international rock concerts, but also tapped a new charitable niche—youth—and challenged the aid delivery system set up by governments and non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Geldof worked out a strategy that allowed him to use the expertise and distribution systems of existing aid organizations while he cut through much of the red tape that traditionally slowed aid delivery. While Live Aid did not solve the problem of famine in Africa, Geldof was widely praised for his innovative contribution. He has been knighted, won numerous awards, and was nominated in 1986 for the Nobel Peace Prize. And yet, in many ways he was an unlikely hero. By his own admission, he was a marginally successful musician who had been leading a desolate life and making little effort to contribute to anything other than his musical career. He had been born poor and never received much of an education. As one journalist wrote, “God opened the door and saw this scruffy Irishman and said, ‘Oh what the heck, he’ll do.’”

 

And he did.
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In 1997, the World Bank reported that an estimated thirty million people had contracted HIV/AIDS and 90 percent of them were in developing countries.2 Statistics from the UN show this number had climbed to forty million by 2004 and is predicted to climb by another twenty million in the next two decades. Among those countries hardest hit is South Africa, which has the highest number of infected people of any country.

 

By any number of measures, Brazil should be at the top of the list with South Africa. In 1990, Brazil had almost twice as many cases of HIV/AIDS as South Africa, and a World Bank study predicted that Brazil would have off-the-chart infection rates for HIV/AIDS by the turn of the millennium. The World Bank researchers told Brazil to focus on prevention—and in effect to be prepared to lose all those infected before the epidemic was under control.3

 

At the start of the new millennium, as predicted, one in four people in South Africa were infected with HIV. However, in Brazil, a miracle occurred: the country’s infection rate had dropped to 0.6 percent (1 in 160). Today, Brazil is touted as a model for developing countries fighting HIV/AIDS. How did this miracle happen?

 

If you look for a charismatic leader who inspired the people, you quickly realize there wasn’t one. Instead, Brazilians at all levels, from government bureaucrats to local community leaders, joined forces in the service of a key guiding principle: no person, no matter how poor, insignificant or illiterate, could be written off as beyond cure. Liberation theology, a version of Catholicism that infuses Brazilian culture, proclaims the importance of empowering the poor and creating liberty for all. Health care workers looked for ways to ensure treatment would be available to all citizens regardless of their ability to pay and found resources that were hidden from external observers and HIV/AIDS experts. Volunteers from churches and other non-health charities worked alongside the clinical experts, and became invaluable in both helping people follow complicated drug regimens and learning ways to prevent infection. At the government level, a clause in an international trade agreement was used to wage a successful legal battle for the right to make generic drugs in cases of national emergency, which reduced the price of HIV/AIDS drugs.

 

To spread the prevention message, the Brazilians decided to use humour rather than fear. Clowns wearing costumes made of condoms handed out condom lollipops to drive home the safe-sex message in a fun and memorable way. One playful billboard depicted three beautiful women sitting around a condom-shaped table. The thought bubbles above their heads all said “Si.” The message was that women will say yes, yes, yes to men who use condoms! These campaigns were in stark contrast to those in most other countries, which stressed “Use condoms or you could die.” Clearly Brazilians did not want anyone to die of AIDS. But they reasoned that youth, who were the most susceptible to contracting HIV, often feel invulnerable and rarely are thinking about death, especially when they are contemplating sex.
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Live Aid is a miracle in close-up, which in our awestruck or inadequate moments we can put down to the actions of a hero—an individual larger than ourselves who is capable of changing the course of history. How, we wonder, could Bob Geldof have done this by himself? What was happening around him and to him that made such action possible? In his own words, “Doors impenetrable a week earlier swung open effortlessly.” Many of our good intentions seem to be smothered before we get off the couch. How were his efforts magnified and amplified?

 

In Brazil a multitude of interactions tipped a near tragedy into a triumph (at least for now). But who led, who followed and what were the obstacles and the opportunities for action? How did the effort of so many individuals produce the kind of results described above? Who were the individuals who contributed to this miracle?

 

This book answers those questions. This book is about figuring out how to make the impossible happen. It is about the “first light of evening” and about a world where ultimate good can be not only imagined, but also created. It assumes that in any social innovation something radically new occurs and assumes that, for this to happen, there must be, first and foremost, a belief that intractable problems can be solved. It assumes there must be an individual or group of individuals poised and ready to act—but these do not have to be perfect people. There must be an alignment of circumstances that make action possible. The trick is to see the relationship among all these elements. And in order to see, we must often change our thinking. We must move from seeing the world as simple, or even merely complicated. To understand social innovation we must see the world in all its complexity. In good measure, therefore, this is a book about how to think about complexity.

 

Traditional methods of seeing the world compare its workings to a machine. We say “things are working like clockwork” or “like a well-oiled machine,” and people are seen as “human resources” who use management “tools.” By using a machine metaphor, often unconsciously, we ignore the living aspects of our world and our work. Complexity science embraces life as it is: unpredictable, emergent, evolving and adaptable—not the least bit machine-like. And though it implies that even though we cannot control the world the way we can control a machine, we are not powerless, either. Using insights about how the world is changed, we can become active participants in shaping those changes.

 

All complex systems, from human beings to stock markets to global organizations, share behaviours that cannot be explained by their parts. The whole is different than the sum of the parts. You cannot fully understand a human body by describing it as a list of its parts, just as an organization chart barely scratches the surface in describing an organization. In complex systems, relationships are key. Connections or relationships define how complex systems work; an organization is its relationships not its flow chart. And this perception is crucial in understanding how complex systems differ from simple or complicated systems.

 

Yet we long for simple solutions to our complex social problems, are drawn to mechanical solutions that prescribe one-size-fits-all remedies and measurable results, and often feel that the circumstances we face—politically, culturally and personally—are too overwhelming for us to take any positive action to change them. The word “complex” applied to any situation can seem like a code word for inertia from our politicians and resignation as a citizen, but the revelations of complexity theory actually reveal the shock of the possible—a vivid term coined by Eric Young.

 

Some of the challenges we face as humans are as simple as they seem—like baking a cake. If we follow the recipe, measure properly and mix the ingredients in the right order, bring the oven to the right temperature and take the cake out when the timer dings, we have a reasonable chance of enjoying the result. Baking a cake has clear cause and effect relationships that can be mastered through developing and repeating basic skills. Even someone who has never baked still has a high probability of success since a well-tested cake recipe outlines the steps that have worked in the past and should continue to work in the future. Human systems designed around an assembly line have a similar “recipe” quality.

 

Everyone would agree that sending a rocket to the moon is not simple. Expertise is needed—and coordination of the experts is an area of expertise in itself. Formulas and the latest scientific evidence have to be applied to predict the trajectory and path of the rocket. Calculations are required to ensure the vessel carries sufficient fuel based on current conditions. This is a complicated problem, but if all specifications are met, all tests done, if the coordination and communication systems are sophisticated and functioning, and if everything is done in the right order, there is a high degree of certainty that we can control the outcome. Moreover, success in sending one rocket to the moon increases assurance that the next will also succeed.

Simple, Complicated and Complex Problems4










	
SIMPLE
	
COMPLICATED
	
COMPLEX


	
Baking a Cake
	
Sending a Rocket to the Moon
	
Raising a Child


	
The recipe is essential
	
Rigid protocols or formulas are needed
	
Rigid protocols have a limited application or are counter-productive


	
Recipes are tested to assure easy replication
	
Sending one rocket increases the likelihood that the next will also be a success
	
Raising one child provides experience but is no guarantee of success with the next


	
No particular expertise is required, but experience increases success rate
	
High levels of expertise and training in a variety of fields are necessary for success
	
Expertise helps but only when balanced with responsiveness to the particular child


	
A good recipe produces nearly the same cake every time
	
Key elements of each rocket MUST be identical to succeed
	
Every child is unique and must be understood as an individual


	
The best recipes give good results every time
	
There is a high degree of certainty of outcome
	
Uncertainty of outcome remains


	
A good recipe notes the quantity and nature of the “parts” needed and specifies the order in which to combine them but there is room for experimentation
	
Success depends on a blueprint that directs both the development of separate parts and specifies the exact relationship in which to assemble them
	
Can’t separate the parts from the whole; essence exists in the relationship between different people, different experiences, different moments in time






But parenting is complex. Unlike baking a cake or sending a rocket to the moon, there are no clear rules to follow to guarantee success. Every parent knows that raising one child provides experience but is no assurance of success with future children. And while parents often resort to reading the manuals written by experts, the texts all seem strangely inadequate. This is because every child is unique and must be understood as an individual. Moreover, the child evolves and changes in response to forces that parents do not control. The flour does not suddenly change its mind, and gravity can be counted on. Children, however, have minds of their own. Hence our interventions are always interactions. There are very few stand-alone parenting tasks. Almost always, the parents and child interact to create outcomes.

 

Successful social innovation combines all three problems—simple, complicated and complex—but the least understood is the complex. And yet complexity is the most fundamental level when we try to understand how social innovations occur. Both Live Aid and the Brazil HIV/AIDS miracle are the products of complex interaction. Single individuals, single actions and single organizations all play a part, but it is the subtle rules of engagement, between and among the elements, that is the force that seems to give initiatives a life of their own. In other words, complex systems comprise relationships. Relationships exist between things. You can point at things, but you can’t point at relationships. They are literally hard to see.5

 

Disasters can occur when complex issues are managed or measured as if they are merely complicated or even simple. For example, our current approaches to dealing with mental illness focus on engineering the correct psycho-pharmaceutical intervention to fix the problem. The fact that many patients are too ill to adhere to their prescribed drug regimens is ignored as it demands of our specialists a level of interaction and adjustment most are not equipped to deliver. A new layer of expertise develops around forcing compliance to the drug regimens rather than crafting regimens and support systems that respond to the needs and circumstances of the patient.

 

Similarly, we organize our schools to be efficient in supplying education to large numbers and largely unresponsive to the wide range of learning styles and capacities that we know exists. Then we diagnose those who cannot learn efficiently as suffering from learning disorders and attempt to treat them, not the system.

 

Both of these are examples of addressing apparently intractable problems, crying out for social innovation, with methods, tools, approaches and mindsets that are appropriate for complicated situations. And while at times such an approach can give us a measure of false security, inevitably it gets us into trouble.

 

As the world has become more interrelated through global travel, disease transmission, population growth and migration, and global economic initiatives, our sense of being able to stay in control of the circumstances that most affect us diminishes. And as the illusion of control diminishes, we experience increased pace and intensity of change. We feel like we are in a vehicle hurtling to who-knows-where.

 

If we were to step off Earth and onto a larger planet like Jupiter, we would be acutely aware of gravity exerting a much greater force. Well, we are now in a time when complexity is exerting a much greater force. Our social and economic systems are undergoing a phase transition.6 We no longer have the luxury of remaining complacent. As Francis Bacon pointed out four hundred years ago, “He that will not apply new remedies must expect new evils; for time is the greatest innovator.” Time and the times are indeed presenting us with new challenges and opportunities on an unprecedented global scale.

 

As Eric Young has said: “We know two things with absolute certainty: (1) that in twenty years, even ten, our world will look very different, and (2) that the decisions and actions we take today will significantly shape our emergent future. However, we can have no certainty about what the future will be. It is not a good time for control freaks.”7

 

But it is a good time for those capable of living with uncertainty. Times of great complexity offer the possibility of transformation. Those willing to embrace complexity are offered some immunity from the sense of “being stuck” that afflicts so many, from the feeling that the system can’t be changed, that we have to accept famine, disease or war as inevitable.
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Linda Lundström designs and manufactures women’s clothes. Through her young adulthood, her focus had been on fashion, not an area where one thinks to look for a story of social change.8

 

In 1986, Lundström was at home breastfeeding her infant daughter one day. The baby was a bit fussy and taking longer than normal. To help pass the time, Lundström turned on the TV and saw John Kim Bell, an Aboriginal conductor and composer. He was talking about artistic talent in the First Nations community in Canada, and Lundström found herself mesmerized. Memories came flooding back of her childhood in Red Lake, a mining town in northern Ontario, and its racism toward First Nations. She began to cry and couldn’t stop.

 

As a girl, she hadn’t been particularly aware of the racism rampant in the town, and she’d left for good at seventeen. Yet she felt as if John Kim Bell was speaking directly to her, and that she must have been more aware of the racism than she had ever wanted to admit.

 

Entrepreneurs are competitive people, and Lundström is no exception. When she was fifteen, there was a competition in Red Lake and the surrounding communities to select a girl to represent the area. Whoever sold the most tickets to the Winter Carnival Dance would win a prize and become Winter Carnival Queen. Lundström desperately wanted to be the queen. Competition was tough and Red Lake was the smallest of the towns competing. She knew she would have to find an angle that others hadn’t used in order to increase her sales.

 

The mining company had built and owned most of the houses in Red Lake. They all looked pretty much alike from the outside. But the First Nations people lived on one side of the mine and the whites lived on the other. Every day the First Nations children walked around the mine to go to school on the white side. Whites rarely crossed over to the Native side.

 

Lundström decided she would expand her market by selling to the First Nations people. Without telling her parents, she headed off to “Hiawatha Drive”—as the street where the First Nations community lived was derogatorily called by the whites. The first door was answered by a woman who was stunned to see a white girl standing there. Lundström was even more stunned to look over the woman’s shoulder and into her house. There was no plumbing or electricity, and the walls were unfinished. As she went from door to door, she saw the same thing again and again. The mining company had put a roof over the First Nations employees to create the illusion that their treatment of all staff was equitable. But the houses were shells. Lundström sold tickets to every First Nations person who answered the door and became the Winter Carnival Queen, but not one Native person attended the dance.

 

As she watched John Kim Bell on television, Lundström felt like she was back on “Hiawatha Drive.” But she was no longer a teenager; she was a successful businesswoman in her mid-thirties with influence. She couldn’t believe that she had “forgotten” those early experiences. And the nagging feeling that she was part of the problem and hence had to be part of the solution stayed with her after the tears finally stopped. Over the next few days she realized that she needed to start somewhere. And, like Geldof, she knew intuitively that the best place for her to start was where she was. Geldof decided to reverse starvation the only way he could: by making a record. Lundström decided to reverse racism the only way she could: by starting a new line of clothing.

 

Lundström called John Kim Bell not only to offer a donation to his Native Arts Foundation (now the National Aboriginal Achievement Foundation), but to share her inspiration. They decided to have an ongoing art competition sponsored by Lundström. The winning artist’s work would be used to embellish a line of coats fashioned after the traditional Inuit parka. Each coat sold with a Native motif would carry a card printed with the name of the artist along with his or her story about the meaning of the design.

 

Lundström also travelled back to Red Lake to meet the First Nations people in her hometown. She admired the beautiful beadwork of the women and asked if they would like to make beaded jewelry to complement her clothing lines. The women who met regularly to create beadwork for Lundström began to call themselves the Niichiikwewak (the Beadworkers). Although Lundström’s goal was to provide them with an opportunity to earn income and establish a business, she was surprised at the significance of the social aspects of the Niichiikwewak beaders. The women in the beading business became a support group for each other, became more confident and developed a stronger collective voice.

 

As her own fashion business grew and thrived, Lundström found that people were interested in what she had to say. She was invited to give more speeches to community and business groups. She used these as opportunities to share her story of growing up in Red Lake and of her sense of calling to address racism and segregation. The more open and honest she was in her talks, the more she was invited to speak. Even when she was speaking to bankers on her latest business approach, she managed to find a way to raise the issue of racism in Canada.

 

With the honoraria for her speeches, she established the Kiishik Fund, a foundation whose aim is to educate children about First Nations heritage by bringing them into classrooms to share their language, art and traditions. The foundation also sends First Nations students into the bush with elders and teachers to learn the ways of their ancestors.

 

Lundström is neither a reader nor an intellectual, but she is a graduate of the school of life. Despite the fact that the accolades for her community work continue to pile up, including two honorary doctorates and many local and national awards for her contributions to building community, she would be the first to acknowledge that twenty years of activism have made only the smallest dent in the problem of racism.

 

Like Geldof, Lundström is an unlikely missionary. She believes that she acted not out of great confidence in her abilities but because she had no choice. To delay action further was to become a part of the system she saw as wrong. So she acted in a way that presented itself most immediately to her. She set out alone, with no guarantee that she would succeed. To her surprise, the response was warm. The First Nations craftswomen worked with her; the leaders supported her ideas; the ideas flowed. This is how social transformation happens.
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When Rusty Pritchard and his wife, Joanna, had their first child, they made an unusual decision. Instead of fleeing to the suburbs of Atlanta, Georgia, where the streets are safe and the lawns are green, they bought a house in a slum in the inner city, renowned for its crack houses and prostitutes.9

 

Rusty was a professor at nearby Emory University, but he didn’t move to the neighbourhood to do research. Rather, the choice was an act of faith, that by taking this risk he and Joanna could make a small contribution to transforming a neighbourhood.

 

The Pritchards were members of a liberal, progressive and evangelical group concerned with acting on the social justice implications of Christian faith. These were thoughtful, educated people. They were interested in writers like John Perkins and Bob Lupton, who were determined to rebuild the communities of American cities.10 The Pritchards saw this process of transformation as one of great complexity, but one where even a small group of individuals working together could tip the dynamics of the system. They believed, for example that if a certain percentage of middle-class people moved to a neighbourhood, the violence and drug use in that neighbourhood would abate. This wouldn’t be gradual. If X percent bought houses and moved in, nothing would happen; if X + 1 percent of the houses were owned by the middle class, there would be a sudden shift. Rusty and his wife were willing to be a drop in the bucket because they believed that when that bucket was full enough, it would tip, and the neighbourhood would be better not only for them but for many.

 

Rusty recalls: “There were families that moved there before us, or to nearby neighbourhoods. Four families in one place, three in another, two in another, a few more sprinkled around nearby. We were part of the second wave. Now there are eleven households—not all are families, some are single people who live together—in four neighbourhoods all in the southern part of Atlanta who meet together in a more organized way as a ‘church’ in a senior citizens’ centre, who think very strategically about rebuilding community. There were, of course, a latent, disconnected body of long-term residents, homeowners, who weathered the bad years, persisting but staying behind burglar bars, who begin to re-emerge and provide the baseline fuel load for re-ignition of strong community.” Rusty, Joanna and the other like-minded souls wanted to be the additional fuel and (importantly) the intentional spark to re-ignite the good social capital.

 

Research gave some support to their assumptions. Jonathan Crane from the University of Illinois studied changes in the rates of teen pregnancies and school dropouts across the United States, comparing communities with different proportions of high-status adults or role models, such as professionals, managers or teachers.11 In communities where fewer than 5 percent were professionals, the number of teenage pregnancies and high school dropouts was high. But if the proportion of professionals passed the 5 percent threshold, the number of teen pregnancies and high school dropouts was dramatically lower. Like water becoming ice, the 5 percent level was a “phase transition threshold”: a point at which a system transformation seems to occur. Adding more role models above the 5 percent level had very little impact on the results. But even a slight drop below the 5 percent level was enough to double the incidence of dropouts and teen pregnancies. This is what is referred to as the “tipping point,” popularized by Malcolm Gladwell in his book of the same name.

 

Despite evidence from such studies and the company of others, what Rusty and Joanna Pritchard did required a leap of faith. This was, after all, not a research experiment, it was their lives. They believed engagement to be key—if this kind of sea change was to occur it would be through the ripple effects of changing neighbourhood interactions. After they moved in, Rusty looked around for a way to get involved. He noticed the kids in the neighbourhood had bicycles, but many were broken. He opened a bicycle repair clinic on Saturday mornings in his own driveway. Soon the kids were flocking to learn about bicycle repair. And this began to show results.

 

Some of the bike-repair club are now in high school and training as junior counsellors for a summer day camp Rusty’s group started that reaches out to other neighbourhood children. Rusty says, “These young men and women are real leaders in caring for others! The bike-repair group became a miracle of sharing, as spare parts, tires, tubes and tube patches are accumulated and left behind for others.”

 

This is a story in progress, a transformation underway. But that is one of the important things about social innovation; it is not a fixed address. By the time we arrive the destination has changed. So it takes perseverance as well as patience. No one, Rusty least of all, would glorify his act as in itself a social innovation, and yet, like the Brazil HIV/AIDS miracle, he is joining with many others who believe that, by doing their bit, they will be part of a transformation. He and his wife followed their conscience, but they were thinking like a movement. “What convinced us to give it a try?” Rusty says. “Quite simply…we couldn’t do anything else. We’d been involved in social justice ministries in ‘client/provider’ relationships and found it very unsatisfying. We wanted to be part of a community and learn from people who were trying to live out the gospel of Christ with their whole lives, even if it didn’t make a difference on the ground. Nobody in our group thinks we’ve arrived at answers, just that we’ve joined a community that keeps us asking the right questions.”

 

This attitude is fundamental to a complexity perspective. Social innovation requires that while we may not be able to predict outcomes, certain kinds of interactions are more likely to result in transformation than others. Rusty and Joanna thought, acted and waited patiently. This is the way social innovation happens.

[image: image]

Our intention in writing this book is to connect with people who desire to make a difference. We can act only in time and space, we can act only from who we are. This apparent limitation is actually our greatest strength. In connecting to the world, even in the smallest ways, we engage its complexity and we begin to shift the pattern around us as we ourselves begin to shift. Social innovation begins where the individual and the system meet. It takes courage to engage and stay engaged; it takes courage to act in the absence of certainty and clarity. But to not engage, to not connect does not mean we protect ourselves from uncertainty. In a sense, as Bob Geldof and Linda Lundström both realized, to not engage simply reinforces the walls inside and outside us, and makes the future much less bright. On the other hand, by paying attention to how and when we engage, as did Rusty and Joanna Pritchard and the HIV/AIDS workers in Brazil, we do more than pull down a few walls: we engage with possibility, we engage with what may be. And seeming miracles become possible.

 

Notice that the previous paragraph opened with “Our intention in writing…” Social innovators intend to bring about change, to make a difference, to transform. But as we will explore in this book, they work in a world that is itself transforming, that is changing the innovator as he or she seeks to change the world. A complexity lens allows us to look at these interactions more closely. Control is replaced by a toleration of ambiguity and the “can-do” mentality of “making things happen” is modified by an attitude that is simultaneously visionary and responsive to the unpredictable unfolding of events. The successful social innovator is, intentionally or not, a part of the dynamics of transformation rather than the heroic figure leading the charge.

 

At first blush, this may not seem like much of a gain. We tend to prefer the image of the leader on the charging stallion to that of the sailor trying to navigate stormy seas. The leader on the stallion seems to be in control of his destiny, while the sailor has no chance of controlling a stormy sea. The sea is too powerful to overcome with force and too unpredictable to reliably anticipate. Instead, the sailor needs to be adept at reading the weather, understanding the patterns, reacting to changes and adjusting his sails. What, then, is to be gained by this change of perspective? Just this: a greater chance of actual success by being more closely attuned to and aligned with how social innovation actually unfolds in the real world.

 

Many of the popular images and metaphors of complexity science emphasize rampant unpredictability and swirling chaos, as with hurricanes and tsunamis. A sense of helplessness, even fatalism, pervades many complexity models, suggesting we can know what has happened only after it has happened, and the exact same thing will never happen again. So why bother even figuring out what just happened? Complexity scientists believe they can portray real-world dynamics better than simple causal models, but they tend to downplay, even dismiss, the possibility of human agency. We, on the other hand, by studying successful social innovations and drawing on our own experiences, believe that social activists can use the insights that come from complexity theory to increase the likelihood of success. Not guarantee success. There are no guarantees, no certainties. This book does not promise success if you follow seven proven steps. Instead, we’re about tipping the scales in favour of successful social innovations in the face of seemingly overwhelming odds. Getting to maybe—as our title suggests.

 

These two perspectives—intentionality and complexity—meet in tension. If you intend to do something, you make a deliberate commitment to act to bring about change. Complexity science is about unpredictable emergence without regard for (indeed, even in spite of) human intentions. These two perspectives meet in the question that is the foundation of this book: to what extent and in what ways can we be deliberate and intentional about those things that seem to emerge without our control, without our intention?

 

As we start on this journey, what can guide us? Here are a few points of orientation:

 

• Questions are key. In complex situations there are no final answers. But certain key questions illuminate the issues of social innovation.

• Tensions and ambiguities are revealed through questioning. Social innovation both reveals and creates tensions. Once understood, these tensions can then be engaged—not simply managed—in the interests of amplifying the desired change.

• Relationships are key to understanding and engaging with the complex dynamics of social innovation. For social innovation to succeed, everyone involved plays a role. As systems shift, everyone—funders, policy makers, social innovators, volunteers, evaluators—is affected. It is what happens between people, organizations, communities and parts of systems that matters—“in the between” of relationships.

• A certain mindset is crucial: framed by inquiry not certitude, one that embraces paradoxes and tolerates multiple perspectives.

 

Questions, tensions, uncertainties, relationships, mindset. These words are a curiously reflective description of what, surely, is all about action. Doesn’t innovation by definition require action? If Geldof, Lundström, the Pritchards and the legions of Brazilian HIV/AIDS workers had merely reflected, we wouldn’t call it innovation. Or would we?

 

We’ve been taught that thinking is separate from doing. But in this book we offer thinking as a form of doing, and emphasize doing as an opportunity for thinking, reflecting and learning. Complexity science suggests that how we think about things matters. A fundamental sociological premise is the Thomas theorem: what is perceived as real is real in its consequences. We would add: how we think about and understand the world frames our actions. Indeed, we can be even more basic: whether we think about things matters.

 

The capacity to think astutely is often undervalued in the world of action. But philosopher Hannah Arendt identified the capacity to think as the foundation of a healthy and resilient democracy. Having experienced totalitarianism in Nazi Germany, then having fled it, she devoted much of her life to studying it and its opposite, democracy. She believed that thinking thoughtfully in public deliberations and acting democratically were intertwined and that totalitarianism is built on and sustained by deceit and thought control. In order to resist efforts by the powerful to deceive and control thinking, Arendt believed that people needed to practise thinking. She wrote that “experience in thinking…can be won, like all experience in doing something, only through practice, through exercises.”12

 

We consider every effort at social innovation an opportunity for those involved to practise thinking.

 

Recent action on the world stage of politics offers a prime example. The American invasion of Iraq was conceived as a complicated problem with the goal of regime change. The U.S. military planned the invasion based on a “shock and awe” strategy, which would use overwhelmingly superior force and unprecedented speed to quash the Iraqi military. While there were some relatively minor deviations from the original plan, on the whole the invasion unfolded as an exercise in implementing a complicated blueprint for victory. “Mission accomplished,” President George W. Bush declared. It worked, as far as it went. But then came the challenge of securing the peace.

 

Nation building is a complex challenge, more like rearing a child than sending a rocket to the moon. However, the United States in Iraq treated the tasks of securing the peace, instituting democracy and building a new nation as a complicated rather than complex problem. Perhaps the political environment and the controversy over the invasion kept those nominally “in charge” from being able to acknowledge their lack of control, the inherent uncertainties, rapidly changing and unstable system dynamics, and unpredictably emergent insurgencies. But we’d argue that failing to think about the situation as a complex rather than merely complicated problem has increased the chaos in Iraq and contributed to instability and loss of life. This is not a political judgment; this is a complexity judgment.

 

Our book’s title riffs on the certitudes of a very popular management book about negotiations called Getting to Yes.13 We think that getting to maybe is the best we can do, and we mean that in the best possible way. Just as social innovation holds thought and action in tension, and complexity theory, as we parse it, balances intention and unpredictability, the word “maybe” combines two ideas and holds them in tension.

 

MAY—possibility, what might be, the essence of intentionality as a vision of what could happen, if only…

BE—state of being, the way things are, presence, reality…

 

Getting to Maybe is about acting deliberately and intentionally in a complex, uncertain world by virtue of being in and of that world. For, as the social innovators we chronicle climb each mountain of maybe and reach the summit of realized possibility, a new mountain of maybe inevitably becomes visible in the distance. But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. First we want to give you a preview of the journey itself—the journey that is the story of this book.

 

The examples we studied, through multiple conversations with social innovators in most cases and careful study of autobiographies in others, revealed an archetypal narrative that goes something like this. Some active, caring person becomes increasingly distressed by some problem (HIV/AIDS), injustice (racism) or situation (gang violence). That person decides that something must be done. The impossibility of things staying as they are gives birth to the possibility of change—what we’ve called getting to maybe—and that moment of recognition and birth is the focus of the next chapter.

 

By determining to take action this person becomes what we’ve come to call a social innovator. Our cases suggest that those who are ultimately successful begin their journey by more fully understanding the situation and the system that is the source of their discontent. They first “stand still” (see Chapter 3). As they observe, think, analyze, ponder, they also act. They look at where they are, who they are, where they might find allies and what scope of change is needed, and in so doing, they encounter the entrenched powers that benefit from and hold in place the existing system—the very system they want to change. That encounter with “powerful strangers” (Chapter 4) helps them discover, reframe and unlock critical resources.

 

The pace of the narrative picks up, often dramatically, as our social innovators find themselves in flow, in sync with others, moving rapidly forward in unexpected and unpredictable, even previously unimaginable ways. They thought they were looking for something and suddenly find that it has found them (“Let It Find You,” Chapter 5). “Maybe” suddenly has the feel of “will be” or “must be.”

 

But remember, this is a story of nonlinear dynamics and the unexpected—it does not unfold smoothly. New barriers emerge. Threatened powers fight back, for they too see what may be coming, and they don’t like it. Resistance is aroused. Things start falling apart. The premise that things will likely get worse before they get better becomes fact, not theory. Doubt surfaces, grows, overwhelms—well, almost. It certainly feels that way. In this phase of the journey, the social innovator has descended unsuspecting into “cold heaven” (Chapter 6).

 

Then, sometimes at the darkest moment (this is an archetypal narrative after all), “hope and history rhyme” (Chapter 7). What seemed like a local, personal social quest suddenly connects with larger forces. It turns out that the timing is right, the moment has come, not through planning, not through rational goal setting, not through careful management and forceful control, but by being at the right place at the right time: a historical moment made conscious and intentional (not simply accidental or serendipitous) by the prepared mind. Intentionality joins possibility joins historical forces and becomes, in the words of poet Seamus Heaney, “the outcry and the birth-cry of new life at its term.” In our words, social innovation has succeeded.

 

Looking back, the social innovator has a sense that a door opened—however briefly (“The Door Opens,” Chapter 8). At the beginning there could be no certainty that the door would open. Still, it opened. Knowing it had opened, seeing it open, having the will to move through it was made possible by intentionality, the consciousness that comes from paying attention to real-world dynamics, and the vision of the possible.

 

That’s the storyline, the journey this book invites you to take. It is a story in which there are no simple answers. No hero could take credit for the outcomes. Yet this book is filled with heroic actions.

 



Yes, a dandelion

because they are the flower

of wishes. You blow that ball

of seeds and the wind carries them to the one

assigned to grant or reject.

And it’s a good thing

that it’s the dandelions

who have this power

because they are tough

and sometimes you have to be tough

to even remember

that you have any desires left at all,

to believe that even one

could be satisfied, would not turn

to an example of

“be careful what you wish for,

it might come true.”

Maybe that’s exactly why

there are so many of them—

the universe gives us extra chances

to keep dreaming.

Each one an uprising,

a burst of color

in the cracks of our hearts,

sunrise

at an unexpected time,

in an unexpected place.

 

Ellie Schoenfeld, “Lucien’s Birthday Poem”
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