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How do you think systemic change happens—is it through small 
interventions that then proliferate or by top-down macro shifts?

If you have a macro intervention change will happen, but it’s not necessarily 
the change you’re expecting. One thing that we’re missing in our way of thinking 
is that the systems we’re trying to affect are living, organic, dynamic systems, 
which are unpredictable, non-linear and unable to be manipulated perfectly. 
We run everything like a machine, which is why it’s not effective and why it has 
perverse results. We’re trying to devise all these policies and interventions without 
understanding the distinction between the systems.

What are the ways that you can influence or engage with these systems?

I’m interested in the way we organise things to achieve collective ends and in 
making decisions more effective. In the complexity theory world, scientists have 
devised this idea of a space of possibilities, which is that evolution happens for 
organisms within their interaction with their environment. Some people have used 
this idea to conclude that this is where change in the organised world happens. I 
call this the vertical hierarchical world, as compared with the horizontal peer world, 
where people come together collectively. Part of the problem is that most people 
have to produce something within certain deadlines and this is deadly because 
people start cutting corners. I’m under no illusion that it’s going to take a long time 
to change the way the organised world works. We’ve got to find ways to mitigate, 

Things are changing all the time
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In terms of people coming together and something emerging in terms of 
a direction they may want to take, do you allow those things to develop as 
they do or do you intervene?

My method is to take it slowly. Things die when the wrong things are put together. 
Without the integration of the vertical hierarchical and horizontal peer systems 
perhaps it will all get worse. In Turkey and Syria the vertical hierarchy is incapable 
of handling the messages, the pleas from this other system. They don’t know 
how to do it. In the West our equivalent is the global financial corporate world. 
Everyone, even the national government, is powerless to manage their own 
economies. They’re different struggles, but we’ve got these two different kinds of 
human social systems now interacting with each other increasingly violently across 
the world. Unless we understand this and feed it into our analysis and into our 
growing methods of dealing with modern issues and problems, we’re always going 
to trip—up whether we’re in a dictatorship or a liberal democracy.

I believe the idea of progress is problematic: the battles are always the 
same but there’s a different context, different methods and we’re always 
having to work to have the smaller voices heard in the larger conversations.

I’m a great believer in the spiral view. They seem to go around but they’re in a 
slightly different place the next time round. We’re more complex than we were 100 
years ago but we would be dealing with the some of the same issues in a different 
context. I understand that there’s quite a debate that goes on about gradual 
evolution and whether or not there’s a bifurcation—whether there can be a big 
jump in physical evolution. Maybe the same debate can be had in terms of social 
organisation. Things are changing all the time and if we nurture the conditions 
as we can with the information we have and we can shepherd things in the right 
direction, we can avoid some internal cataclysmic change. I suppose I believe in 
the pessimism of the intellect and optimism of the heart.

What are the different motivations behind community engagement?

It depends. What is your definition of community engagement? Whose motivations? 
A linguistic illustration of this is when vertical hierarchy talks about community 
engagement their language is peppered with the word “harness”. A straitjacket. If 
you start trying to harness the horizontal peer world you will absorb it and change 
it. So how do we enable this world to get its organisational act together so that 
when it meets the vertical hierarchy world and the space of possibilities, people 
actually want to work together? The language should be: how do we tap into the 
horizontal peer world? 

Do these two worlds need a third party or a conduit in order to 
communicate effectively?

It’s not yet another body, it’s that when the vertical hierarchy world and the 
horizontal peer try to interact, they are helped with new insights, training systems 
and management understanding. Evolution happens in what scientists call the 
“adjacent possible”, which is by the next thing from where you’re standing. Anyone 

mediate and soften it. There are people who are doing this work, including your 
practice. Where I come in is operating within what you call a community: how do 
we make these two worlds, that have different systems, interact better?

So what makes a community?

It depends on the context. At the heart of community are the relationships between 
the people—how and why they’ve come together, what their motivations are. 
They can come together because they’re suddenly in crisis and they’re sharing 
support or they have long-term interests, and they’ve identified each other and are 
working together calmly. It’s crises most of the time, but the key thing that makes 
it different from the institutional, organised world of work is that they have come 
together for personal reasons and there’s nobody obliging them to be together. 

 There’s now much more ability for peer-to-peer interactions to happen on 
a virtual scale. Has the dynamic or energy in those communities changed in 
respect of this shift?

The organised world divides and rules because the horizontal peer world 
is ineffective because of its bad information. My passion is to improve the 
information flow in the horizontal peer world and help develop organisational 
systems and methods to make that information more easily available, so the 
interventions from the horizontal peer world in the space of possibilities are 
more effective. I’m only interested in technology when it supplements face-to-
face encounters. Indeed, the uprising in Cairo showed activists surfacing above 
the radar, describing human networks below the radar that had been developing 
conversations about their political and economic social system. It would have been 
different if there hadn’t been people who had networked together on a human 
level. 

Do you have methods for measuring a success over a period of time?

No. That is a very vertical, mechanical approach. The qualitative data is 
shoehorned into something that serves another conceptual model. I’m not in any 
way advocating that we drop our mechanical ways of thinking about organisation: 
it’s the dominant mode and the default mode—it is the first thing anyone ever 
thinks about because it’s all they’ve ever been taught. By definition you’re 
predicting something and I operate on intuition and emergence. I call 
myself a social gardener—I’ve got some idea about how some things might 
evolve. I’m working consciously on how I nurture the conditions within 
which things might happen. 

Are there vital ingredients for what that condition or context is?

Receptivity, listening, all the skills that are well understood in various categories 
of our society now, whether it’s psychotherapy or good group management, 
facilitation–all over the vertical hierarchy world. But they’re not the dominant 
mode. If it’s going to work well, creating a viable space for people to operate is 
to be aware of what it is that makes people feel good about what they’re offering 
freely, in their own spare time. If you don’t do that, people will drift away quickly.
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could do this; it’s a change in attitude. None of us have the solutions and the 
problems are so immense. The technocratic, vertically hierarchical organised 
world is so powerful and under such deadlines that it can’t change overnight. 
The most important thing, not the only thing, is understanding how it could 
be and not expecting people to be able to implement change to achieve the 
desired result immediately. 

Certain things can be accelerated if they’re augmented with various media 
and technologies but you also need patience for relationships to develop 
and interact.

This is about community development. People have honed skills and 
understandings of all of this for the last 50 years, but we still haven’t found a way 
to organise them from the vertical hierarchy world’s perspective to be effectively 
used. Community development has been decimated in the last three years. The 
most successful community workers have been people with good people skills, 
who listen and help others to listen and understand each other to find their mutual 
interests, and have an understanding of the horizontal peer world. This is my work 
as well. I’m not trying to persuade people of anything—people are coming to me, 
which is the best thing because they have decided it is the appropriate message. 
This is what I call nurturing the conditions so things can happen.

  Eileen Conn
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