Adaptive Action:
Same and Different
by Royce Holladay

In HSD, we say that Adaptive Action builds capacity to see, understand, and influence systems,
using three simple questions that comprise the Adaptive Action Cycle: What? So what? Now what?
People see patterns in the world around them, collecting data and information about their
observations and experiences (What?). Then they make sense of that data to understand the
dynamics and identify options for actions they can take move forward (So what?) In the Now what?
phase, they take action and move into the next cycle--seeing their impact and using their results as
the next set of data to continue to understand and influence their worlds
It appears so straight forward, and in many ways it’s familiar. It’s how we intuitively see and
respond to our worlds, and naming the cycle helps us be more intentional in our own decision
making. It also helps us talk with others about how we make decisions and take action together.
Adaptive Action is different from other decision-making and problem-solving approaches in many
ways, but one of the most critical differences is that it’s simple enough to be flexible. Adaptive
Action can be used by anyone at any time and in any situation. An Adaptive Action cycle can last
across years or can be completed in an instant. We can engage in multiple cycles of Adaptive
Action at the same time, learning and applying new perspectives across many cycles. It can deal
with patterns in physical, conceptual, emotional, social, or political reality. It can be public or
private; solo or shared; formal or informal. This level of flexibility makes it appropriate to simple to
engage, and yet it offers ways to take meaningful and powerful action.
Stepping into an Adaptive Action about a particular challenge asks only that you gather and
consider data about the patterns that swirl around you, relative to the question at hand. Often the
challenges are daunting--too many variables that influence each other and are influenced by forces
you can’t see, with no way to identify a root cause. When you are faced with this level of
complexity, you need powerful and simple ways to see and make sense of your world. One of the
simplest and most powerful ways we start to do that is in the use of a model we call Same &
Different.
When you deal with a complex situation, the last thing you need is a complicated model. You need
a tool for sorting through the mass of data quickly and clearly, and Same & Different does that. This
simple tool asks you to describe the patterns you see in terms of the similarities and differences that
seem important in the formation of the patterns you see.
Here’s how it works. You begin by framing the question or situation you need to understand, then
you draw a T-shaped frame on a page--or by using the template in this document. You (and others if
this is a group process) brainstorm similarities and differences you see emerging in the complexity
of the data you have. “Sames” go on one side; “Differences” go on the other side. Then you engage
in open, inquiry-based dialogue about what you see. Question to ask yourself include:
•

Which of the similarities or differences is helping in our work? Which are interfering?
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•

What is the balance of similarities and differences, and is that balance healthy for the work
we need to do?

•

What are stories we can share with each other about how the same and different influence us
individually and as a group?

•

Are we paying attention to the differences that make a difference?

•

Are we leveraging our similarities?

•

What more do we need to know about the patterns that affect this question?

That’s it. It’s that simple, and its simplicity is what makes it so flexible across different challenges
and for individuals or groups. It’s easy to note the simplicity of this model, but it may not be so
obvious why it’s so powerful. For one thing the level of clarity about same and different limits the
distortion of the data, and it reinforces points of agreement when a group is in conflict. It’s a fast
and simple process that requires little or no preparation beyond reflection on the data. Groups or
individuals benefit from using this model. It helps you see into any issue that interests you, from
processes and procedures to feelings and emotions to situations to ideas to plans for the future.
Its real power, however, is in the inquiry that’s triggered as you begin to use the similarities and
differences you name immediate to the given challenge as well as what you see surrounding that
challenge. The questions you ask help you see into the depths of your situation to identify actions
you can take to build more productive and coherent patterns.
Listing the Sames & Differences about an issue is a first step in seeing and understanding the
patterns that shape your challenges. It has been our experience with individuals and groups that it
doesn’t take long for such a consideration of similarities and differences to lead to thoughtful and
authentic discussion of even the most challenging of “undiscussables.”
What challenges are leaving you feeling “stuck” and how might you use this simple model to move
you into cycles of Adaptive Action?
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Same

Different

Steps:
•

Describe the situation/question clearly and in some detail.

•

Looking at the data, brainstorm the similarities and differences you see.

•

List similarities on the “Same” side; differences on the “Different” side.

•

Inquire into questions that emerge as you reflect on similarities and differences.

•

Identify actions you can take to move forward, based on what you see.
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