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INTRODUCTION:
THE CHANGE LAB
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The ambition of the change lab is
to be a space that brings together a
group of diverse stakeholders and to
forge them into a team. The purpose
of this team is to “attend to” a social
challenge until such time that ways
forward emerge, which when acted
upon, increase the probabilities  
of  a shift occurring at a causal, 
structural level.

For many reasons, pursuing this
idea has proved to be anything  
but simple. Our efforts give rise  
to many questions.

Who owns the space? Who defines
the rules by which the team plays?
Who decides the constitution of the
team? Given that social challenges
never have single owners, who pays?
Who takes the risk? What does it
mean to “attend to” a mess? How
exactly does a way forward emerge?
What does it mean to act? What
defines an action? What theories
of emergence show this can and
does happen? What theories of
perception, of innovation, show
that this is how ideas emerge?
What are the conditions by which an
idea succeeds? What is the journey
path of an idea from conception to
wide spread adoption? What do we
mean by structural change? What is
systemic change?

To date a number of change labs
have been convened, including
the Sustainable Food Lab (global),
the Bhavishya Alliance change lab

(Maharashtra, India), Orphans and
Vulnerable Children (Midvaal, South
Africa), and Meadowlark (Northern
Great Plains, USA).

These change labs can be thought
of as second generation of multi-
stakeholder alliance. The generation
before them were largely ad-hoc
efforts. This “second generation”
of change labs is being followed 
by a next generation, in finance, in 
education, in climate change, in 
agriculture and in post-conflict
social reconstruction. These efforts 
aspire to build consciously on what 
has been learnt.

Taken together these constitute the 
mobilization of many hundreds of 
people, many tens of institutions 
and many millions of dollars – a 
sizable “experiment.” One way 
of understanding these second 
generation change labs is that they 
are ontologically new. That is, as
organizational forms, they do not 
correspond to what we currently 
understand to be an organization, 
precisely because they are new.

Inspired by “grounded theory”,
taking an inductive approach from
these initial change labs has led to
an articulation of what a change
lab is. This, in turn has led to what
could be thought of as a preliminary
attempt at a phenomenology of
systemic action.



DOMINANT  
PATTERNS  
AND TRENDS

The world we have created has 
outstripped our capacity to understand 
it. The scale of interconnectivity and 
interdependence has resulted in a step 
change in the complexity of the operating 
environment…The anchors of identity, 
morality, cultural coherence and social 
stability are unravelling and we are 
losing our bearings. We are living in  
a conceptual emergency.

– The International Futures Forum
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Our Contemporary Condition

Current approaches to addressing 
complex social challenges are not 
working. While there is much to 
celebrate in terms of the numbers 
of people involved in change 
initiatives, in the increasing 
amounts of money being invested 
and daily innovations in what could 
be called alleviation, the underlying 
trends continue to deteriorate. 
Social fabrics are increasingly 
strained under loads they were 
never intended to contain. Both 
scrutiny and demands for action  
are increasing.

If we’re interested in changing 
dominant and deteriorating trends, 
such as anthropomorphic climate 
change, food security or child 
malnutrition, then how are we to 
make sense of current trends? How 
are we to make decisions about 
where to intervene and as to the 
effectiveness of an intervention?
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tragedy of 
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financial 
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collective 
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problems
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STUCKNESS

We’re problematising dominant  
trends & patterns into a consensus  
of problems and creating uncontested 
terrain which means our presence as 
problem solvers is legitimate which 
leads to making unconscious 
boundary judgments.
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Our social, economic, and 
technological systems are 
now incomprehensibly 
and often unmanageably 
complex, they operate at 
unprecedented velocities, 
and they produce sudden, 
sharp, and often harmful 
surprises over ever-shorter 
intervals of time….How 
should we address these 
multiple challenges? 
- Thomas Homer-Dixon



THE DOMINANT 
RESPONSE

Power, quite simply, produces the 
knowledge and that rationality which 
is conducive to the reality it wants

- Bent Flyvberg
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NON-SYSTEMIC

unintended 
consequences

dominant 
patterns & 

trends 

BLIND 
SPOT

planned 
rationalisation

localized 
impacts

private 
conflict

public 
harmony clear goals

closed 
boundaries

single owner

“uncontested” 
terrain

re-produces & re-enforces
existing power structures 

& relations(non-negotiable 
& unspeakable)

silos

‘uncontested’ 
terrain



ORIGINS AND  
EVOLUTIONS  
OF OUR  
RESPONSE
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ONTOLOGY
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What is the Change Lab?

The change lab is a space, a team, 
and an intention. It is a space  
with direction and movement.  
It is literally an approach, and  
a movement in time & space. 
These spaces can take various 
forms, such as battle space, inner 
space, dance space, theatre space, 
a stadium, caravansarai or  
a workshop. It is a space within 
which a team practices to learn 
how to shift dominant patterns 
and trends. 

The ambition of the change 
lab is to be a space that brings 
together a group of diverse 
stakeholders and to forge them 
into a team that will in “attend to” 
a mess until such time that ways 
forward emerge that increase the 
probabilities of a shift occurring  
at a causal, structural level.

Space

Intention

Team



THE GAME
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There are at least two 
kinds of games. One 
could be called finite,  
the other infinite. 

A finite game is played 
for the purpose of 
winning, an infinite 
game for the purpose 
of continuing the play.
 - James P Carse



THE INNER  
GAME
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There is always an 
inner game being 
played in your mind 
no matter what outer 
game you are playing.  
How aware you are of 
this game can make the 
difference between 
success and failure in 
the outer game.
-  Tim Gallwey



THE TEAM

What are the preconditions  
for a team that can respond  
effectively to complexity?

Entry into the game 
takes the form of a 
quasi-contract, which 
is sometimes made 
explicit...or recalled to 
those who forget it is 
‘only a game.’ By contrast, 
in the social fields, are 
games ‘in themselves’  
and not ‘for themselves’, 
one does not embark on 
the game by a conscious 
act, one is born into  
the game
- Pierre Bourdieu
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PRACTICE
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Learning to see, listen, speak, 
collaborate and embody are 
by their very nature human 
capacities, or to use a phase from 
Sandercock, they are sensibilities, 
that can only be mastered with 
practice. These are not one-
time activities. Rather they are 
practices. This is doubly true 
when considering teams. Teams 
that are good at anything, be 
it a theatre troupe or a football 
team, only become good by 
practicing together. The answer 
to Leoni Sandercock’s question of 
capacities is what could be called 
reflexive practice. Teams practice. 
There is no way a team that comes 
together once will be able to 

perform anywhere near as well as 
a team that has been practicing 
together for months or years. 
It’s simply not possible. Teams 
practice, and then they perform.

The replicability of a change 
lab rests less in the replicability 
of the specific innovation or 
project in itself but in participants 
learning from each other, building 
relationships and practicing those 
capacities or mind-states that are 
conducive towards social change, 
in moving from not knowing how 
to cope with a particular social 
mess to becoming a team of 
virtuoso social actors.

HOW DO A RANDOM GROUP OF 
PEOPLE BECOME AN EFFECTIVE TEAM?

what does 
movement generate?

(habitus)(capital)] + field = practice

the u-process as  

a series of movements

what do they practice?

Teams practice…



THE FIELD
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Above: Snowdon & Boone (HBR 2007)



MOVEMENT
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The opposite of being “stuck” is, 
of course, to move. The change 
lab is first a space and secondly 
a space with direction and 
movement - literally an approach. 
What makes a good movement? 
The movements that the change 
lab has been characterized by to 
date draw on and are inspired by 
the U-process . They constitute a 
collaborative process of innovation 
that provides both direction and 
movement, particularly in situations 
where the direction forward  
is unclear.

The change lab is a response to 
increasing “stuckness” of many 
contemporary social challenges. 
Convening and supporting 
change labs, and other such 
spaces, provide us with a better 
and more promising direction to 
take in addressing complex social 
challenges than the accepted 
planning and problem-solving 
paradigms that are normally 
used to manage “problems” and 
mitigate risk in most institutional 
contexts.

Observe, observe, observe

Act in an instant

Retreat and reflect:
Allow the inner  

knowing to emerge

3 MOVEMENTS 
OF THE U



Big strategies can grow from little ideas 
(initiatives), and in strange places, not 
to mention at unexpected times, almost  
anyone in the organisation can prove 
to be a strategist. All he or she needs 
is a good idea and the freedom and 
resources required to pursue it.

- Henry Mintzberg

STRATEGY
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Left: http://search.ahp.us.army.mil/såearch/images



THE  
CHANGE  
LAB

THE 
CHANGE  
LAB

The change lab opens a space within 
which an experiential pedagogy of 
change can be practiced. The seeds of 
new cultures and new realities lie in 
this practice 
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The change lab is not a project or 
a plan, but a space within which 
emergent processes can unfold 
and flow, where learning  can 
take place and conflict is invited 
as an opportunity . As a space it 
is experimental and heuristic in 
nature, characterized by action 
-learning, driven by the purpose 
and intention. The change lab  
is a space within which multiple 
and potentially divergent action-
learning experiments can be 
launched in order to learn how 
best to shift increasingly inter 
-connected social challenges.

The change lab is a container 
within which we can learn how to 
cope with the exceptionally fast-
changing and “liquid” nature of 

social challenges that we face. It’s 
essentially an attempt to conduct 
action-learning experiments in 
order to learn how the social body 
can be healthy, as opposed to 
accepting a triage-paradigm that 
largely cannot afford to consider 
underlying causes and in the long 
run cannot be sustained.

Finally, the change lab presents 
us with the opportunity to 
re-negotiate the various social 
contracts within our societies 
that have broken down from 
pressures they were never intended 
to contain. The possibility and 
promise of the change lab is the 
possibility of resolutions to many of 
our most intractable challenges. 

Lab Team

Dominant Culture
Dominant trends 

and patterns

Movement
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WHO ARE REOS 
PARTNERS?

In the face of social challenges of
ever-increasing complexity, how do
we learn to see opportunities and
act together across our differences?
How can we actively increase the
capacities of the systems we live in
to serve us better?

Reos Partners is an organisation
dedicated to supporting and
building capacity for collective
action in complex social systems.
We facilitate action-oriented
multi-stakeholder collaboration
within and across business,
government, and civil society.

At the heart of all the issues we are
invited into are groups of people
attempting to act in situations where
no clear road maps exist. In the
face of complex social challenges,
we aspire to creative, diverse and
systemic collective responses.
We design and facilitate processes
for groups to immerse themselves

Systemic change

Social challenges never have single owners. Systemic challenges never have single owners. Unsurprisingly, 
there is an immense amount of confusion about how we go about changing systems. We have never before 
needed to consciously change systems as complex and interconnected as the financial system, the global 
food system or the assemblage of behaviours that results in climate change. Each of these systems is 
characterised by traits that we have historically little experience with.

Dominant responses to complexity, particularly social complexity, often rely on strategic planning. How do 
we change a system? We create a strategic plan, and follow it. While there can be a place for planning, the 
notion that strategy comes only through planning, even in situations of great complexity, has been shown 
by researchers, academics, scholars and planners themselves to be questionable. How then in the face of 
deep rooted, high-risk situations should we set strategy? How should we decide what the best course of 
action is? What indeed does change itself look like within such contexts?

Instead of relying on strategic planning to give direction to our efforts at change, strategy can instead arise 
from another source. Strategy, tactics and direction can all emerge from action and from action-learning. 
We can learn our way into new strategies for change. These strategies for change arise from shorter and 
tighter action- learning cycles than those that central planners can access. It is possible to recognise some 
of the characteristics of a systemic response: from multiplicity of ownership to evidence of friction and 
conflict; these are signs that something is really changing.

Instead of relying on strategic planning to give direction to our efforts at change, strategy can instead arise 
from another source. Strategy, tactics and direction can all emerge from action and from action-learning. 
We can learn our way into new strategies for change. These strategies for change arise from shorter and 
tighter action- learning cycles than those that central planners can access. It is possible to recognise some 
of the characteristics of a systemic response: from multiplicity of ownership to evidence of friction and 
conflict; these are signs that something is really changing.
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deeply in the social context they
wish to affect, to connect with their
own purpose and to set collective
intention, which serves to unlock
creativity, persistence and action.
We believe in the effectiveness of
collective responses to situations
of complexity and difficult social
challenges.

Our processes have evolved from
fifteen years of practice across every
continent. They are designed to
support diverse groups of people
to become increasingly effective
at responding to situations where
either no road-maps exist or a
plethora of competing road-maps
exist, with no clear direction being
agreed upon by stakeholders.

Our work usually begins with an
individual organisation approaching
us to help them catalyse actions
that aspire to creating change that  
is systemic, where the root causes of 
a situation are addressed and shifted
or where demonstrations of a
better system are required.

The end results of our engagements
range from the establishment of
new relationships, organisations,
alliances, to the creation of new
initiatives and the strengthening
of existing innovations and finally
to profound shifts in the capacities
of individuals.

We locate our work, drawing both
practice and theory from a diversity
of fields, within a small group of
cutting-edge practitioners who are
focused on evolving our human
capacity for addressing complex
social challenges through intelligent
collective collaboration and action.

Our work supports groups to move
beyond agreement on the nature
of our problems towards actions
that shift the very causes of our
most profound social dilemmas.

We believe that hopes, dreams and
intentions are crucial for driving  
all efforts at innovating, changing 
and shifting stuck social situations. 
We help in creating the conditions 
for individuals to rise to the 
challenges that face us, to organize 
and to create groups that can take 
forms and actions appropriate to 
their context.

We currently have offices in 
Cambridge (Massachusetts),
London, Johannesburg,
and São Paulo.
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