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Observations on 
Some Canadian 

Experiences
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Complex Issues 
& the Dark Side 
of the Parking

Lot



Situational 
Leadership



A Riddle

• What is the 
difference 
between:

– baking a cake;
– sending a rocket 

to the moon;
– raising a child?
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Follow the 
‘best practice’

recipe.
Use experts to experiment 

and find the answers

Learn by doing with key
stakeholders.

Create stability .



By Brenda Zimmerman



Summary

• Simple – choose and follow the right recipe.

• Complicated – use experts (and if necessary) 
experiment to find the answer.

• Political – create common ground.

• Complex – learn by doing with key stakeholders.

• Chaotic – create stability and take advantage of 
opportunities for innovation.



Simple Rules (for Birds) & Complex Systems

• SEPARATION: steer to avoid crowding flockmates.

• ALIGNMENT: steer toward the average heading of flockmates.

• COHESION: move toward the average position of flockmates. 



South Africa

World Bank
(Complicated Lens)

• Meaningful solutions require 
sophisticated integrated 
national health care systems.

Brazilian Health Leaders
(Complexity Lens)

• How do we build on what 
works already and ‘break 
some simple rules’ to get the 
outcome we want?

Brazil
Case 
Study 

HIV Rates

Roughly 
same per 

capita 
income,

HIV rates, 
health 

infrastructure, 
rural-urban 

split



South Africa Questions

• What will drug costs be for our 
infected population?

• What resources are needed to 
manage drug therapies for 
illiterate patients? 

• What resources are needed to 
assure compliance with drug 
associated nutrition in this 
population?

• What are the resources needed 
for an effective prevention 
program?

Brazil Questions

• How can we reduce costs so that 
we can provide treatment to all 
who need it?

• What methods of communication 
will work to convey the drug 
therapy routine to a patient – even 
a homeless, illiterate patient?

• If food is an issue, how can we 
ensure greater compliance with 
the routine by linking up with 
charities that can provide food at 
the right times of day?

• How can we achieve our 
prevention goals while treating all 
of those currently infected?



South Africa Conclusions

• Meaningful solutions require 
sophisticated, integrated 
national health care systems.

• We cannot provide treatment 
to all when the drug costs are 
so high.

• We cannot afford resource to 
manage treatment compliance.

• With limited resources, focus 
more on prevention than 
treatment.

• It will therefore take a long time 
for the problem to work itself 
through.

Brazil Conclusions

• Find ways to use the resources 
we have to respond to the 
problem.

• Provide drugs to all by finding 
ways to reduce drug costs.

• Use our informal system to 
train people to care for 
themselves.

• Prevention will be part of the 
treatment.

• Seek short and long term 
results. 



Breaking Simple Rules in Brazil

• INTERNATIONAL POLICY: declare HIV a crisis, produce – and distribute 
for free -- “generic drugs” (cost reduced by 90%).

• LOCAL CULTURE: worked with Church clergy and alternative media to 
educate people about HIV and promote “safe sex”.

• PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE: created easy-to-follow drug protocols that 
allowed illiterate people to administer own treatment with help with “local”
and “trustworthy” hubs (e.g. NGO’s, etc.)



Brazil

South Africa

1980 20000.6%

25%

HIV Infection Rates



1. Find ONE person at your table 
(you should be in pairs!).

2. Each share local examples of 
one or more of the following:
– Simple
– Complicated
– Political
– Complex
– Chaotic
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Community Led 
Development



http://video.ted.com/talks/podcast/EricBerlow_2010G.mp4

Ted Talks: Eric Below on Complexity



Group

• What is at least 
one local causal 
pattern you (or 
others) are trying 
to change in your 
community?



Community Safety in Edmonton

Traffic.  Vandalism.



Teen Pregnancy in Tillamook, Oregon



Health Outcomes in Chicago



Poverty in Saint John





The Value of Community Led Change

1. Local Knowledge & Proximity

2. Untapped Resources

3. Potential for Innovation

4. Commitment, Durability, 
Resiliency



Some Emerging Principles



Develop customized responses.The unique and context-sensitive 
nature of community issues.

Acknowledge and cope with imperfect 
solutions.

Full of paradoxes and tensions.

Monitor changes, co-evolve 
responses.

Typically evolve over time (often 
suddenly).

Embrace “relentless incrementalism.The work is never completely done.

Bring all key stakeholders to the table 
for diverse perspectives, commitment, 
agenda building and orchestrated 
action.

Requires action by multiple 
stakeholders with different values and 
interests.

Embrace the challenge as a complex 
one (rather than simple, etc.).

A lot of inter-related factors and 
multiple actors.

Use a comprehensive lens, get close 
to the issue to better understand its 
dynamics and simple rules, and learn 
by doing (act, react, adapt).

Difficult to understand and predict.

Nurture variation,“fail safe initiatives”
and rapid learning.

Solutions not apparent

Nature of Challenge Response



Questions

• To what extent do 
these principles reflect 
your own experience 
of community led 
development and 
change?

• Which principles – if 
any – would you add 
or adapt?
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Small Group Work

• Develop a TOP TEN 
list of the “burning 
questions” your group 
has about capturing 
and making sense of 
community change.

• Be ready to share 
them with the group –
if asked!







Policy and Systems Change

• 35 substantive policy changes including 
• Affordable transit passes 
• Earning exemptions for people with disabilities 
• Extended health care benefits 
• Increased investments in early learning, 

afterschool programs and access to recreation 
• Minimum wage increases 
• Increased tax credits and changes to tax filing 
• Provincial/Territorial poverty strategies 



Vibrant Communities

164 poverty reduction 
initiatives

the 
employer 
Challenge 
In Victoria

living wage in 
Calgary

make tax
time pay in 
Edmonton

energy
Poverty in Saint

John

project
Comeback in 

Surrey

arts & cirque 
du soleil in 

Montreal

income
support 
policy

the job
Bus in Niagara

Bethlehem
Place in Niagarahostels

to 
Homes in 
Hamilton



Capturing & Making Sense 
of Community Change

Narrative on Context
& Meaning

Data on 
Change



Emerging Methodologies

• Splash & Ripple

• Most Significant Change

• Outcome Mapping

• Contribution Analysis

• Network Mapping



Questions

• What are the 
implications – if any 
– of weaving 
together narrative 
and hard data to 
capture and make 
sense of community 
change?
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• To what extent do 
you feel the track 
record of 
community change 
and renewal 
should be better or 
worse than 
“corporate change 
and renewal”?



The birth, growth, destruction and renewal of a for est

Exploitation

Conservation

Creative 
Destruction

Renewal



From Lifecycle to Ecocycle

The Performance Loop The Renewal Loop

Source: http://www.plexusinstitute.org/edgeware/archive/think/main_aides9.html



BIRTH
GROWTH

MATURITY

EXPLORATION

RELEASE/
CREATIVE
DESTRUCTION

DEVELOPMENTAL

CONSERVATION



choice
sustain 
& grow

MATURITYEXPLORATION

CREATIVE DESTRUCTIONDEVELOPMENT

crisis

reconnect

manage
new 

thinking

confusiondevelop &
adapt

birth

New Ideas: Creative * Messy * Uncertain* 

First hand insights * Outside ideas * Multiple 
Perspectives * Flat structure & process *  
Probes & Little Experiments *  Options

Effectiveness: Entrepreneurial * Generalists *
Roles * Adaptive structure and process * 
Prototypes & Pilot Projects * Variation * Lag times 
•Flexible funding * Flexible rules * Tolerance for 
•Risk * Dead ends * Emerging Practice

Productivity: Efficiency * Certainty * Stability * 
Hierarchical structure & process * Clear Tasks, 
Rules, Policies & Procedures * Standardization 
* Specialists * Fast Returns * Low Risk Tolerance

Vision: Charismatic * Unraveling * Chaotic * 
Loss, Anger,  Blame, Conflict * Little structure 
or process * Reflection * Relationships * Essence * 
Values * Principles * New Energy & Urgency

expand
possibilities

& buy-inplace
bets

refine
shared vision

conserve

broad direction

declining
EROI



Different Phase, Different Evaluation

• Developmental: to create/adapt an intervention(s).

• Formative: to improve an intervention(s).

• Summative: to judge the merit or worth of an intervention(s).

• Monitoring: to track the operations & unfolding of an intervention(s).

• Accountability: to require administrators of an intervention(s) to 
account for the stewardship and results. 

• Building Knowledge: to uncover patterns/principles of 
effectiveness and “lessons learned” from one or more 
intervention(s).



choice
sustain 
& grow

MATURITYEXPLORATION

CREATIVE DESTRUCTIONDEVELOPMENT

crisis

reconnect

manage
new 

thinking

confusiondevelop &
adapt

birth

Developmental Evaluation

Formative Evaluation

expand
possibilities

& buy-inplace
bets

refine
shared vision

conserve

broad direction

declining
EROI

Per
fo

rm
an

ce
 M

onito
rin

g

Accountability Evaluation

Knowledge Development
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Class room

School Administration

School Board

Education Ministry

Legislature



choice
sustain 
& grow

MATURITYEXPLORATION

CREATIVE
DESTRUCTIONDEVELOPMENT

crisis
shared vision
new direction

manage &
conserve

developing
possibilities
& buy-in

scarcity
trap

parasitic
trap

rigidity
trap

chronic 
disaster trap

confusion
develop

& resource

birth
commitment



Four Transitional Traps

Traps Description Typical Challenges

SCARCITY People struggle to ‘birth’ something 
likely to lead to outcomes and 
garners the support of the larger 
community.

The ideas are not compelling. Underdeveloped 
decision-making process & criteria. Members 
disagree on which options to pursue. Members 
have insufficient credibility.  Energy spread too 
thin across many directions.

PARASITIC People seem unable to sustain or   
grow their work because it is 
‘parasitic’ on the host(s) that gave it 
birth.

Over reliance on key – often founding –
members of the group.  Dependence on start-up 
pool of resources.  Approach works well only at a 
certain scale or in unique context.

RIGIDITY People are unable or unwilling to 
change or dismantle an approach 
that no longer fits the evolving 
context in which they operate.

Psyche of immediate return. Fear of uncertainty. 
Self-Interest. Lack of clear exit rules. Concern 
about perception of failure. Pressure to continue 
by entrenched constituency (e.g. ‘too big to fail’).

CHRONIC 
DISASTER

People find themselves ‘spinning’
and unable to get traction on a 
compelling new vision, values and 
intent for moving forward.

Inability to let go of the past. Weak trust amongst 
members. Difficulty in agreeing on shared vision 
and values. Volatile environment. 
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Four Big Ideas

• Creative destruction (or release) must precede renewal.

• Each phase requires different kind of leadership, support 
and methods (e.g. evaluation, funding, etc.).

• We can improve the probabilities – but never guarantee 
– that we navigate community change effort through 
transitional traps.

• Community change is not a single event (e.g. a project) 
… it’s a long term process of self-refueling evolution.



Find a colleague at your table. Each 
take 5 minutes to share your 

answers to the following questions:

1. In which areas of the ‘eco-cycle’
do you feel most comfortable and 
energized? Least comfortable and 
energized?
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Want to learn about 
Developmental 
Evaluation or Vibrant 
Communities Canada 
and its work? 

www.tamarackcommunity.ca



Brenda Zimmerman. From 
Lifecycle to EcoCycle

http://www.plexusinstitute.org/edgeware/ar
chive/think/main_aides9.html

Crisis & Renewal . 
David Hurst

The Upside of Down.
Thomas Homer-Dixon

Getting to Maybe.
Frances Westley 
Brenda Zimmerman
Michael Quinn Patton
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– What ‘aha’s’ – if any - did you 
have today?

– What new questions – if any --
emerge for you?

– What's one thing that you think 
you might do differently in your 
work in community?
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Observations 
of Canadian 
Experiences


