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Over the past five years, friends who consult to organizations have expressed a growing discomfort with their work.  Perhaps you share some of their questions—

· Can I become a long-term member of a clients’ team without losing my professional objectivity?
· Where can I make the greatest impact, with leaders, mid-management, or front-line workers?

· How can we have the benefits of team-based decisions without the enormous investment of time and resources?

· What are the ethical issues when I work for someone in September and they work for me in January?

· How do I (and how do I help my clients) do more with less?

· How do we define success when the rules of the game change often, radically, and without warning?

Do you share these questions about your practice and your personal and professional development?  Because I’m in the habit of answering questions with questions (and because I don’t have the answers, anyway) I’ve responded to such queries with ongoing conversation about how the practical and theoretical landscapes of organization development are shifting beneath us.

For the past 15 years, I’ve applied the principles of chaos and complexity to social systems.  I have learned two things.  First, the patterns of individual and organizational behavior are nonlinear and complex.  Second, the physical sciences are not complex enough to reflect the experience of OD practitioners.       

In January of 2003 we founded the Human Systems Dynamics Institute, a nonprofit network of individuals and organizations developing theory and practice in human systems dynamics.  We define “human systems dynamics” as the intersection between the complexity sciences and traditional social sciences.  We expect the field to help us pursue questions about what it means to work effectively in, with, and for complex and emergent human systems.  

At the ODN meeting on October 7, I will introduce principles of human systems dynamics.  In this article, I will summarize the ways that human systems dynamics is different from traditional OD practice.  We call them the “dozen differences.”
1. Clients need better questions, not one-size-fits-all answers.
In the past, our clients expected answers, and we expected the same of ourselves.  Given the speed of change and the high levels of interdependency in today’s world, no answer is good for long.  Many of the answers that were good enough in the past are insufficient for today.  We must learn to deliver better questions and to help our clients discover their own answers that are right for a unique place and time.
2. Understanding emerges more from practice than theory.
There was a time when we sought theories to explain effective action.  Today, most theories are either too narrow and rigid or too broad and fuzzy to be helpful all the time.  We find ourselves developing eclectic practices, pulling together things that work for us and our clients.  In this way, we depend on reflective practice to explore options and select actions.

3. Human systems can give “order for free.”

Human beings organize themselves without our help.  We seem to be “hardwired” to figure out ways to relate to each other and to establish institutions to support those relationships.  Any process that expects people to be passive putty in our hands is bound to fail.  The new job is to establish conditions to shape the self-organizing process that is already in action.  

4. We require video tapes, not snapshots, to understand clients’ systems.
Our protocols of assessment, design, intervention, and evaluation assumed that the system was holding still from beginning to end of our projects.  We know that isn’t the case!  The organization that we assessed at the beginning of a relationship never stays the same for long.  We need to see dynamic images and patterns changing over time to glimpse the reality of our clients’ worlds.
5. Surprise is no longer surprising.
The very concept of “surprise” assumes that we have some expectation for how the future will unfold.  A surprise is a deviation from that expected path.  Increasingly we realize that clients and their organizations don’t conform to our expectations for long.  It is all surprising, so we don’t even know what a surprise might look like!

6. Clients’ systems are massively entangled between and among.
When I first began my practice in OD, I thought it was absurd when someone was confused about inside and outside of an organization.  This company, this team, this profession, this industry all seemed distinguishable from any other.  As time has passed, I’ve become more aware that no boundary is perfectly clear and that the interdependencies between and among this and this and this are just as important as their separate identities.  

7. Multi-dimensional and simultaneous influences shape behaviors.
Do you ever ask leaders why they do what they do?  I ask, and the answer is always much longer than the question.  Decisions large and small must take multiple factors into account.  Variables must be acknowledged and balanced and played off against each other.  It seems that nothing is simple any more. 

8. Whole is different from the sum of the parts.

It is easy to talk about holism and the systemic nature of human systems, but the reality is sometimes overwhelming.  When the parts of a human system interact and generate system-wide patterns, the patterns are sometimes greater than, sometimes less than, but never equal to the sum of the parts.  

9. History matters.

The organizational capacity today is shaped by its choices and actions in the past, and the future is shaped by the present.  Stories from the past are indelibly stored in the organization’s connective tissues.  History can be the greatest resource or the greatest barrier to future accomplishments, but it should never be ignored.   
10.  “Root causes” are rare.  
Causality in complex relationships is very often mutual.  A causes B, and B causes A.  In such a cycle, how does one put a finger on a root cause?  For example, management is authoritarian, and workers are passive aggressive.  In this complex situation, what is the root cause?  We might be able to find a highly leveraged intervention that would shift both, but we will probably never put our fingers on the root of the problem.  

11. Simple rules can generate complicated and coherent system-wide behaviors.
We used to think that complicated problems required complicated solutions.  But, this often left us with interventions that were more problematic than the problems they were designed to solve.  In complex systems we find that a pattern appears in the whole when multiple players follow simple rules.  
12. Exploration and discovery are not only necessary, they are fun!
So, how does one practice in such an unpredictable and out-of-control environment?  How can we promise and deliver value to our clients?  We explore.  We experiment.  We learn.  We engage with our clients, friends, and professional colleagues to discover new ideas and new options for action.  We hold ourselves in a continual stance of inquiry.  Ultimately, we find the parallels between our work and our play.
Do these dozen differences reflect your experiences?  Your opportunities?  Your successes and failures?  If so, then you have already entered the emerging world of human systems dynamics.  You probably have as many lessons to teach as to learn!  Welcome to the conversation.  To be more involved, you can:
· Attend the October ODN meeting to learn more.

· Get involved in the Human Systems Dynamics Institute by:

· Visiting the website at www.hsdinstitute.org.

· Reading the new book, Voices from the Field:  An Introduction to Human Systems Dynamics (HSD Institute Press, 2003)

· Attending a training session or retreat

· Joining as an Associate member

· Signing up to receive PATTERNS, the monthly newsletter

