HSD Institute:
Adaptive Action in Real Life
The eight-year journey of Adaptive Action at the Human Systems Dynamics Institute is our own
story of engaging with a new paradigm of seeing, understanding, and influencing patterns. As we tell our
story we share the journey that led to development of ourselves as scholar/practitioners, our body of
knowledge about human systems dynamics, our 501(c)3 institution, and our network of diverse and
creative Associates. We talk about how we got stuck when we slipped back into our old-world paradigms,
and how the rigors of Adaptive Action moved us through waves upon waves of dynamical change.
We hope you will see how our understanding of the emergent nature of complex adaptive human
systems has informed our commercial and research decisions. We hope you will see what it has meant for
us to set conditions for self-organizing in a real institution, with real clients, working in a real world.

Without This, Nothing
Like any complex adaptive system, the beginning was not an empty slate. The journey began with
a few, fundamental principles. In old mathematics these might be called axioms or common notions. They
are the initial conditions from which the rest of the action emerges.
First, from the beginning we established a container. The HSD Institute was designed to be a
laboratory for the study of human systems dynamics. Like a petri dish, it was the primary container for
our extended experiment in complex human systems dynamics. We tried to be conscious of our theory as
we made the pragmatic decisions that ran the business, as we developed the theoretical foundations of the
field of study, as we attempted to stay true to the emerging practice and theory, and as we engaged a
growing network of colleagues, supporters, and Associates.
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Second, we assumed some fundamental differences. We wanted to create a pattern of adaptive
capacity that could accommodate the complexity of our environment. To encourage this pattern, we
created the HSD short list of simple rules and invited many agents (students, clients, staff, friends) to
engage with us in integrating the rules into practice to generate adaptive patterns. Those rules set the
conditions for the self-organizing processes that we hoped would foster the pattern.
Third, our intent was to establish exchanges with our colleagues across the spectrum of
theoretical and practical applications of complexity to human systems. Initially, we didn’t pay much
attention to the differences between HSD and other theories and practices that dealt with complexity,
human systems, or complexity and human systems. We still find profound resonance between our work
and other paths to successful practice, but we also are aware of conditions that are essential to HSD and
not shared by many other approaches.
1. We work at all levels of human organization. Our theory and practice work equally well for
individuals, couples, teams, organizations, and communities of all sizes.
2. We work across a wide range of differences, searching for models and methods that function
in any human system.
3. We work retrospectively, seeking to understand current patterns and the conditions that gave
rise to them, and we work prospectively, helping people understand and influence the
conditions that shape their lives.
4. We use lessons from chaos and complexity to explain dynamics of change in ways that
inform options for action.
5. We work from a stance of inquiry. Our exchanges shape and are shaped by the practice of
Adaptive Action questions.

HSD Institute: Adaptive Action in Real Life
© HSD Institute. 2013. Use with permission.

2

January 1. 2013

Before the Beginning
We began thinking and talking about the precursors to human systems dynamics in 1986, and
founded the HSD Institute in 2003. During the intervening seventeen years, our inquiries led to learning
from others, as well as to creating our own innovations in thought and action.

What?
In the early days of exploration, there was only a small community of inquirers applying chaos
theory and complexity science to human systems. Though disciplines and perspectives were diverse, it
was clear that we were all struggling together with important questions. Over the years, the circle got
larger, until there was hardly a recognizable community at all. Differences in goals, interests, extrinsic
pressures formed a variety of patterns across the whole. As the numbers and differences grew, no single
container was strong enough to hold the emerging discipline in any coherent way.
At the same time, our individual and collective learning was gaining momentum. Much of the
communal work that moved the field forward was connected to periodic or ad hoc meetings. We could
come together in conferences to test ideas and learn from each other. While these gatherings were helpful,
they failed us in two ways. First, the face-to-face engagement would excite and inspire, then we would all
return to our “normal” lives and lose the momentum and emerging insight. Second, these gatherings drew
both serious, experienced scholar practitioners as well as those who were either new to or not seriously
committed to the field of inquiry. If we were going to continue to participate in a healthy community of
inquiry, something had to give. The conditions for self-organizing were generating tensions and the
energy for change.
•

Our container was large and leaky as a community of scholars and practitioners explored
applications of chaos and complexity to social systems.

•

Our differences were many and deep across applications, disciplines, fields, and expectations
for rigor.
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•

Our exchanges were unreliable: Episodic collaborations; conferences; books and papers;
seminal conversations interrupted by long silences; emerging competition among rival
theories and practices.

We were stuck. It felt to us as though the field was on a perpetual on-ramp, and it would be a very
long time before more mature and rigorous manifestation of complexity-inspired theory and practice
would emerge. The goal of the community at that point was to get more people interested in the field, to
set the conditions for shared inquiry, and to establish recognition for people who were doing good
theoretical and practical work.

So What?
The dynamics of this potentially exciting and emergent field were getting locked in. What had
once been a vibrant and somewhat random search for meaning was quickly closing down with
disciplinary focus, simple rewrites of traditional models, untouchable gurus, and answers galore. As a few
of us considered what might be done to influence the pattern toward more generative and collaborative
work, we recognized a shared emerging world view that leveraged the new science of complexity to solve
the biggest challenges of the age, including sustainability, economic stability, conflict, education, and
health care. We believed that inquiry and community were the keys to continued productivity in pursuit of
complex dynamics. We believed that we, as individuals, could make a difference, but that an institutional
player could make more of a difference faster.
We were stuck between two sets of rules, and a third set of rules was evolving. One inherited rule
set grew out of academe, involving rigorous research, publishing, and commitment to a single discipline.
The other set of rules grew out of the commercial world, with ownership of intellectual property,
marketing hype, and competition for customers. At the same time, our world view was fostering a new set
of simple rules to guide our work.
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We had two decisions to make. First was whether or not to try to influence the field as a whole.
Given our persistent world view, rules, and reality, our response to this decision was a resounding “yes”.
That decision, then let to the next one: How could we try to influence the field?
Our world view moved us toward a coherent community of research and practice that embraced
many disciplines, welcomed scholars and practitioners, had credibility in the academy and business,
acknowledged ownership but didn’t have the rigid legalistic constraints of intellectual property practice.
Our short list of simple rules was emerging from our practice. Our reality was that such a community of
inquiry did not exist, and no one else seemed ready to create one. We needed an institutional platform to
hold the diversity in a sustainable way.
We began to see an organization that would provide the conditions—containers, differences, and
exchanges—that might encourage emergence of a coherent field of theory and practice at the intersection
of complexity and social sciences.

Now What?
The Human Systems Dynamics Institute emerged as a way to establish the conditions for a new
pattern. The Institute would:
•

Be a non-profit entity to avoid accumulating assets and the challenges of ownership

•

Welcome any theory or practice that fit the world view of a complex environment

•

Follow an open-source policy on the use of intellectual property

The real challenge was how to establish an institution without falling into the traps of the old,
closed system paradigm. Some aspects of the old paradigm were inescapable. We had to have a bank
account and contracts to sign, a place to be, and some clarity around who was going to do what. At the
same time, we didn’t want these factors to constrain the emergent nature of our vision or the inherent
instability of an institution based on inquiry and emerging community.
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Next What?
Out Adaptive Action cycles early in our journey ultimately led to the founding of the Human
Systems Dynamics Institute in January of 2003. The institutional pattern was designed to allow for an
active community of inquiry. The initial organizational design included a publishing function to
disseminate innovations, a network to build connections and encourage dialogue, a foundation to support
research, and a consulting arm to generate the resources to support all the other activities. The intention
was to welcome all facets of research and practice at the intersection of complexity and social sciences, so
that we could be a gathering place for ongoing conversation, research, and practice. Full of questions and
possibilities, we launched into the next cycle of our Adaptive Action.

The Structure and Its Cracks
The next stage of our growth established our institutional foundation and began to challenge our
assumptions about the field and our role in it. As our organization got stronger, the larger community of
inquiry receded into the background. We will never know whether that was a change in our perspective,
the growing maturity of the field, or others’ uncertainty about whether or not our intentions were
honorable.

What?
Our first three years, from 2003 to 2006, were focused on building an identity and an
infrastructure to support the community of practice. In addition to our contracted training and consulting
business, we offered courses, wrote articles, and published books. We continued to hold onto the idea of
HSD Institute as a gathering place of diverse ideas. Toward that end, we published others’ books,
invested in others’ research, incorporated others’ theories and practices into our training programs, and
collaborated with diverse partners on a variety of projects.
It was a fertile and exciting time, but it was also resource intensive. By the end of the first year,
we were breaking even, kind of. We were not repaying the original personal investment in start-up costs,
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and we were depending on volunteer or very low-cost labor to accomplish basic tasks. Still, we were able
to limp along financially while running a marathon of relationship building, theory development, and
practical applications.
In 2003 we offered our first ten-day certification program. The intention was to present a wide
range of theories and practices from across the complexity field and to establish a network of shared
inquiry among the life-long learners who were our Associates. The pattern was stimulating, but not very
sustainable.
1. Our containers were multiple and massively entangled: HSD Institute; Network of
Associates; Glenda as keeper of the flame; staff and close friends as caretakers and
cheerleaders.
2. Our differences were many, but they were ones we defined: Glenda’s work and others’ work;
certified Associates and clients and other interested parties; inside and outside our little
community.
3. Our exchanges were focused on building relationships and building value: Teaching and
learning; giving and getting value for value; publishing and writing; working for pay and
volunteering; getting the word out.
Looking back on it, we can see that this was a time of incubation for Glenda, as a theory leader;
staff and close friends as a sustainable institutional core; and the Network, as a community of practice. At
the time, those patterns were not at all clear. The field we wanted to bring together in dialogue was not
responding to us as a convener but as a competitor. The Associates we trained were more interested in
their own careers and work than in the larger HSD Network of inquiry, much less the wider world of
related theory and practice. We continued to invest, but we were not seeing the return in the places and
ways we expected.
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So What?
By late 2006, the Institute was established, we had 25 Associates, and our consulting work was
moving along. Though finances were tight, they were well within acceptable margins for a newly-formed,
unendowed non-profit. There was a tremendous tension building, though, within the Institute. Two
differences were putting pressure on many patterns for the team, the Institute, and the Network.
1. First, Glenda saw herself as a representative of the larger field—an integrator who brought
together others’ ideas in meaningful ways. Sure, she had some ideas of her own, but they
were embedded as one voice among many in the emerging dialogue. The distinction between
Glenda’s personal body of work and the field of human systems dynamics became more and
more problematic.
2. Second, evidence accumulated that the world-wide, coherent community of inquiry around
complexity and social science existed only in our world view. Individuals and groups,
institutions and working communities emerged around the world. Each one carried its own
pattern of similarities, differences, and connections to define its work. As far as we could see,
no one else was particularly interested in seeing the work of the whole.
We carried these conflicting containers around for a couple of years. What were similarities and
differences? Where did the boundaries lie between Glenda’s work and HSD and between HSD and the
larger community of inquiry? These questions manifested in a variety of ways. We invested too much in a
“common good,” and underinvested in branding and clarity. We de-emphasized the CDE Model and overemphasized others’ models and methods. Associates continued to be confused about what was and what
was not HSD.
It was clear these tensions needed to be resolved. It was also pretty obvious (to everyone but
Glenda) that the resolution had to take place first in the container of personal expectation and intention.
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Now What?
A many-layered Adaptive Action process set the conditions for a new pattern to emerge for
Glenda, the HSD Institute, and the field of human systems dynamics.

Next What?
The new vision, born from the solid institutional foundation and reaching beyond it, embraced
two new concepts.
1. Glenda’s work is the center of HSD, but still leaves the field open to embrace anything from
anyone else that seems both true and useful.
2. HSD Institute is a node in the larger Associate Network rather than the container within
which the Network exists. Both the field of human systems dynamics and the Network of
certified Associates extend beyond the boundaries of the HSD Institute.
Not only did these two insights relieve the tensions that had accumulated, they set the conditions
for the next stage of development for the HSD Institute. We also reflected on the stress we had
experienced as this tension emerged and was identified. We had followed the simple rules, we had
supported each other and continued to learn, but individually and collectively we had paid an emotional
price. Royce decided, and convinced us with humor, that we needed a new simple rule. “Engage in joyful
practice” was added to the list and became a clear determinant of the HSD patterns that emerged in the
future.

Reaching Out
The focus of Institute work from 2006 to 2010 was to build a Network of Associates who could
apply the principles, models, and methods of HSD to their own personal and professional challenges.
While they would always be connected to the larger group and to the Institute staff, the goal was to build
individual adaptive capacity, so that each Associate became an anchor for the on-going development of
HSD at all levels.
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What?
One by one, Associates were certified and came into the Network. The numbers grew, the
diversity of the applications multiplied, and the variety of relationships flourished at all levels of the HSD
ecology. During this time, we began to hold quarterly webinars where Associates got to know each other
and shared what they were learning and doing. In October of 2009, the presentations were particularly
diverse and powerful, and it became clear that Associates had found their own stable platforms for
building HSD theory and practice. We had reached our goal of being a community of insightful and
independent scholar practitioners who would continue to move the field of HSD forward, with or without
the continuing support of the HSD Institute.
After a big sigh of relief, we began to look with new eyes at the patterns emerging across the
HSD community. Where, we asked ourselves, were new differences emerging? Where were containers
being created? Where were exchanges being initiated or destroyed? In short, where was the potential for
the next evolution of this laboratory for human systems dynamics?
This is what we saw:
•

Focus on fine-tuning HSD models and methods, but little reference beyond the HSD circle

•

Mailing list that had grown consistently, then stabilized for several months

•

New marketing opportunities, but always from old clients and long-term client relationships

•

Certification classes filled with close friends, business partners, and sometimes even family
members of current Associates

•

No bright, new strategic partnerships or collaborations in several months

•

Declining participation in instructional webinars and on-line conversations

In short, we seemed to be talking to ourselves. We were doing it effectively, and it was clearly a
pattern that emerged from our focus on building internal adaptive capacity. Still, perhaps it was time to
open the boundaries and reach out more effectively to the world at large.
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So What?
The realization didn’t come quickly, and a response was even slower to emerge. Our resources
were committed to Associates and to sustaining the Network. We had little time, energy, or money for
active marketing and outreach. Neither our commitment to inquiry nor our approach that included
evolution of specific answers for specific places was very appealing to a marketplace starved for answers
and searching for gurus. We looked to our Associates to spread the word about HSD, but we had not
provided them with tools, incentives, or even clear expectations for doing so. The consulting business was
quite successful, but it drew focus away from advancement of the field and business development.
Things were not bad, but our change process was stuck. While we valued the internal connections
with the Associates and our closest supporters, we felt too insulated from the larger world where we
wanted the field to grow. One day, while we were chatting about the current state of our HSD world, we
began to explore patterns that would characterize an HSD that reached out to a wider community and
considered conditions for those patterns to emerge.
Our ultimate vision was to “change the world by changing how people think about the world.”
We quickly saw that such a pattern would require very specific conditions.
1. A container to support effective action help people thrive in uncertainty. We called that
container Adaptive Capacity.
2. Differences that were simple and scalable to work in local times and places as well as over
long periods of time. We called that difference Coherence.
3. An approach to exchange that would support Adaptive Action and open possibilities of
complex challenges. We called that exchange Inquiry and Meaning Making.
We also recognized that these conditions could generate patterns of interaction and decision
making that we wanted to characterize our work and connections: HSD’s shared identity, clarity and
credibility of our insights, and explicit connections that attracted others and expanded the Network as well
as the field of HSD.
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Our What? step had made clear the tensions and potentials in the current state. All we had to do
was figure out what actions we could take to shift the current conditions to generate the new ones.

Now What?
Naming the essential patterns was a great relief. Just seeing the words and capturing the
relationships made sense of many patterns that had, a moment before, seemed random and unstable. But,
naming the patterns was just the first step in setting conditions for them to come to be. The first thing we
did was to consider our simple rules. Since simple rules set conditions for patterns to emerge, there must
have been something in our original rules to encourage the patterns of insularity we were observing. Our
original short list of simple rules was
•

Teach and learn in every interaction

•

Search for the true and the useful

•

Give and get value for value

•

Reinforce strengths of self and other

•

Attend to the whole, the part, and the greater whole

•

Make expectations explicit

Which of these rules do you think might have contributed to an inward-looking pattern?
“Reinforce strength of self and other” looked like the culprit to us. This rule served us well initially
because it helped us develop appreciative patterns of interaction. Over time, though, this rule tended to
constrain efforts at quality improvement in products and services when we were so focused on reinforcing
that we were hesitant to give complete feedback. This was not a bad thing, but this rule had served its
purpose and built habits of positive interactions in our culture. We also realized that “make expectations
explicit” was no longer necessary, as policies, procedures, and practices had emerged to codify
expectations.
So, the question then was, “What new rule will help us reach out and establish our essential
patterns without disrupting the positive patterns that characterized HSD?” We played around with some
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possibilities, and ended up with, “Tell your HSD story.” We realized that if each Associate told his or her
own story about what HSD is and how it is used, then the theory and practice will very naturally be
disseminated. So, this is our current short list of simple rules.
•

Teach and learn in every interaction

•

Search for the true and the useful

•

Give and get value for value

•

Attend to the whole, the part, and the greater whole

•

Engage in joyful practice

•

Share your HSD story

Scale-Free Network
We recognized the Network as reaching beyond the Institute at the same time that the size and
structure of the Network was reaching a critical point. Research with simulation models indicates that
when there are over fifty nodes in a network, it tends to become scale-free. Its structure becomes resilient
and efficient, no single hub is the center, and each node has the opportunity to connect with other nodes..

What?
Royce supported a continually-expanding network of individuals engaged in shared projects and
conversations. Individuals asked for coaching; individuals sought writing partners; and we started a blog
and a social networking site. The demand was growing quickly, but our resources were not. At the same
time, our consulting opportunities began to multiply. Long-time client relationships continued, and new
ones emerged. As we spread the word about HSD, more potential clients were interested. As clients were
satisfied, relationships with them expanded and the word spread even further. The demand was growing
quickly, but our resources were not.
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So what?
Over the years we had several “brilliant” ideas to resolve this emerging tension.
1. We thought we might charge for services provided to Associates. Some were willing, and it
did cut down on the demand for unpaid support, but we never reached a balance.
2. We thought we could bring in Associates as partners in consulting contracts. This, too,
proved challenging. By the time we brought others onto the team, clients had already
established a primary relationship with core HSD staff, and weren’t eager to shift their loyalty
to someone else.
3. We also discovered that a ten-day certification training was not enough to initiate others into
the style of HSD consulting, but did not know what such an initiation might require. We had
never articulated an HSD consulting approach, and realized we needed to do so.
While we were experimenting with these approaches, and finding they didn’t work, the number of
Associates and the demand for consulting time continued to grow. As the Network expanded, we began to
see individual Associates taking on new leadership roles with their own clients and with groups of
Associates. Perhaps, we thought, a new pattern might arise to resolve the mounting tension. We decided
to establish functional hubs in the Network to 1) make local, face-to-face connections possible in other
locales, 2) provide specialized consulting support to clients and 3) support other like-minded Associates
in shared projects or conversations. By recognizing emergent hubs and by connecting them to each other
and to other nodes, we could strengthen the scale-free nature of the Network, increase its resilience, and
redistribute some of the work across other parts of the Network.

Now what?
We decided to take two paths to build strong, resilient hubs in the extended Associate Network.
We established HSD hubs to fulfill Institute goals and objectives, and we acknowledged hubs that had
spontaneously emerged to fulfill Associates’ goals and objectives.
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In 2009 we founded an HSD Institute at the University of St. Thomas in Minneapolis, Minnesota.
We hoped that this hub would bear some of the weight of marketing and logistics for open courses as well
as pave the way for academic courses, certificates, and (ultimately) degrees in the field of human systems
dynamics.
In 2010 we established HSD Centers (Centres) in the United Kingdom and in Israel. The purpose
of these hubs was to host certification training in those locations, support an emerging local Network of
Associates, and provide training and consulting services to clients in the region. We have harvested lots of
learning from the diversity of our international hubs. We also find that adapting to language and cultural
patterns has enriched our own experience in the field and influenced our options for actions in other parts
of the Network.

Next What?
Today, the Associate Network includes more than 300 scholar practitioners. Some of them are
loosely connected to the work of HSD or to the HSD Institute. Many are engaged in interactions with the
Institute and their peers in the Network. Some of them have demonstrated deep commitment to moving
HSD forward and spontaneously emerged as key hubs in the Network of HSD Associates.
In 2011, the staff and board of HSD Institute launched a conversation about long-term viability
and sustainability of the field, the Network, and the Institute. It was clear that all three of these containers
constituted an ecology in which each one was stable and growing as it co-evolved with the others. We
recognized the Network as the system that mediates between the other two—it was the whole of which
the field was the greater whole and the Institute the part. If human systems dynamics and the Institute
were to be resilient and sustainable, the Network had to be resilient and sustainable, and a resilient
Network depended on the sustainability of these emergent hubs and their relationships to each other.
So, in February of 2012, the HSD Institute stepped into another emergent stage, inviting 26
emergent hub Associates to join us to establish conditions for a new pattern to set the stage for the next
evolution of human systems dynamics and its various partners and beneficiaries.
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As throughout the history of the HSD Institute, we will engage in Adaptive Action and delight in
the patterns that emerge—whatever they turn out to be. The one thing we know for sure is that we will not
be stuck because the inquiry will continue. And, we will continue to invite others into this world of selforganizing theory and practice, where complexity is more than just a description, and adaptation turns the
potential of the present into thriving in the future.
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