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2014 DST Innovation Lab 
January 28, 2014 

Dear DST Innovation Lab Participants, 

We are organizing the July DST Innovation Lab in Hawaii in a way that will allow us to go 
deeper and to innovate more specifically in four areas of systemic change. We propose that we 
focus this year on the leading-edge science and practice of four phases/modes of third-party 
systems change:  

1) Complexity Mapping and Visualization.  The analysis of a problem begins with the 
ability to see it, understand it, and be able to communicate that understanding to others.  Often, 
this begins by being able to formulate diverse data in a coherent way.  This theme will show how 
different methods can be used to generate visual representations of complex situations.  These 
methods are story telling in a visual way and provide a richer way (qualitatively different, more 
complete and helpful) to grapple effectively with complexity and complex systems that can be 
more comprehensive, clarify interconnections and patterns and show the dynamism of the system 
possibly suggesting helpful interventions.  
 

2) Resonance Identification and Utilization. This process typically involves 
identifying, fostering and marshaling motivation and energy in networks of people in service of 
change. It may spring from a variety of sources including from an increased awareness of basic 
human needs or injustice, from the emergence of crises and opportunities, from top-down, 
middle-out or bottom-up leadership and mobilization, or from external actors or events. 
Resonance also can be mercurial; ebbing and flowing and taking different forms at different 
stages of systemic change. Ultimately, resonance is the energy necessary to drive systemic 
change. 

3) Institutionalization of DST attitudes, behaviors and structures. In order to make 
sustainable change in complex social systems, it is necessary for people to work together as 
teams, organizations, and networks of organizations. However, many of the traditional ways 
organizations are structured and run are founded on more linear approaches that make it very 
difficult for these organizations to support non-linear, complex, and systemic efforts. This 
creates a dual challenge to a systems practitioner – both how to grapple with the complexity “out 
there” (in the social contexts in which they work) and to grapple with the complexity “in here” 
(in the complex organizations they work within). This thematic strand looks at good practice in 
the area of building organizations that can operate in non-linear and systemic ways.  What are 
the needed attitudinal, structural, and transactional/behavioral qualities of a “systems-enabled” 
organization and how can we transition more linear organizations into ones that think and act in 
non-linear/systemic ways? 

4) Learning and non-linear impact assessment is a fundamental issue to be addressed 
in the implementation of innovation that employs dynamical systems theory (DST). Complex 
social and social-ecological systems change in non-linear and unpredictable ways, and the 
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knowledge about their dynamics and how to best affect outcomes emerges over time. All too 
often, monitoring and evaluation is based on pre-determined indicators (typically output metrics) 
that serve only to measure attainment of and/or compliance with project goals but provide little 
value for learning about the workings of the system in a way that can facilitate understanding of 
the effects of the work on the system and inform adaptive management to improve outcomes.  

This thematic strand will look at good practice and innovation in tools and processes for 
measuring (evaluating) programmatic impacts in complex systems and for learning-enabled 
monitoring systems that can both “learn fast” but to still learn systemically.  Illustrative issues in 
this area include: 

• how to assess latent attractor changes as well as effects of work that are separated in time, 
space or level from outputs 

• how to use DST approaches to develop indicators that capture the critical connectivity and 
feedback processes at work in the system 

• how to design monitoring and evaluation processes to gather qualitative and quantitative 
data at the necessary spatial and temporal scales relevant to the dynamics of the system 

• how to formulate systems maps, models and frameworks that allow for the use of 
recursive scenario “play” for characterizing non-linear dynamics of interventions 

• how to effectively link diverse philosophical analytical approaches from big-picture 
inductive (e.g. neural network pattern analysis) to emergent mechanistic (e.g. agent-based 
models). 

 

Generally speaking, these four areas are often associated with different phases of systems 
change, including Entry, Analysis, Contextualization and Planning (Complexity Mapping and 
Visualization), Ripeness and Mobilization (Resonance Identification and Utilization), 
Institutionalization of Change (Attitudinal, Behavioral, Narrative and Structural Change), and 
Learning (Tracking and Assessment of Change). 
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We propose to organize the DST Lab in a manner to work more deeply in these 4 areas and 
innovate by:  

1) Organizing ourselves into 4 subgroups of mixed research scholars and practitioners for 
pre-work – to survey the literatures/trainings/practices for one of these areas, elicit the 
Lab participants experiences of and innovations in each, and then provide a leading-edge 
summary of the state of the art in the form of a pre-lab brief, distributed 2-3 weeks prior 
to our meeting.  
 
These briefs should: a) provide an overview of the landscape of the area (e.g., complexity 
mapping and visualization), b) outline some of the key issues (challenges, dilemmas, 
needs, etc.), c) suggest some possible ideas for innovation and/or catalytic opportunities, 
and d) provide a brief illustration or case study.  
 

2) The subgroups will then organize and facilitate 2-3 hour experiential sessions on the 
science and practice of these four areas during the first two days of the lab. These 
sessions will build on the information provided in the briefs, with a focus on identifying 
and generating best principles and practices and structuring our work on them with the 
local partners. In other words, we are asking the groups to guide us through a) a high-
level contemporary overview of the area, b) a more detailed focus on a few principles and 
practices, and then c) application of these principles and practices to our work with the 
local partners. c) structure time devoted to innovating around this theme (could be as case 
study, applying tools/principles to project, brainstorming, etc.) 
 

3) During the second half of the Lab we will restructure participants into groups that will 
work with local partners.  Groups might contain people from each of the thematic work 
groups or have a thematic group focus on applying a tool/practice to the needs of a local 
partner, or some combination. The Omidyar Group (TOG), our hosts for the 2014 Lab, 
are deeply invested in improving quality of life for the people of Hawai'i (Hawaiians 
refers to Native Hawaiians) and are also strong believers in the power of a systems 
approach to contribute to sustainable social change. They see the Lab as a great 
opportunity to bring those two passions together. Similar to the 2013 Lab, we will 
organize different subgroups, with representatives from each of the thematic areas, to 
work with 4-5 local initiatives. Stakeholders from each of the local partner organizations 
will also attend the Lab as participants.  The goals of the 'local partners' track are: (a) to 
provide these initiatives with analysis and advice from a systems thinking/complexity 
perspective in general, and specifically in regard to the four innovation themes and (b) to 
deepen the understanding and innovation of Lab participants concerning each of the four 
themes. More information on each of the local partners will be distributed to Lab 
participants well before the July Lab. To find out more about how two different TOG-
related initiatives have used systems thinking in their work, visit the Ulupono Initiative or 
see Hawaii Quality of Life, which contains interactive systems maps. 
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4) Come full circle by authoring new content – a paper, edited book, a PowerPoint 
presentation, a YouTube video tutorial, a training method, pedagogy, etc. which will 
allow us to share these innovations with a broader audience - as products of the lab.  

 
Documentation and Data.  Documentation and information collection efforts are being 
designed to accomplish three goals: 1) to provide an organized source of descriptive and 
evaluative data, in the form of participant reflections, working group outcomes, small and large 
group evaluation, and more, to be studied for better understanding lab impacts, outcomes, goals 
and identity; 2) to create an open and shared resource containing a growing collection of lab-
produced and other content that can be continually revisited, revised, critiqued and 
improved both during and after the lab, and 3) to generate novel online educational materials for 
students, researchers and practitioners who seek to understand, use or study DST within their 
own research and practice contexts.  
 
Open Space.  Finally, we are proposing that the early morning sessions of the Lab offer blocks 
of time (7am-9am) to be reserved for parallel session presentations by systems’ practitioners who 
wish to present a specific case (Myanmar, Colombia, Thailand, Lebanon, etc.) and receive 
feedback, and/or by scholars who wish to vet new ideas or models (systems thinking 
assessments, narratives, etc.). These will follow the Open Space approach from last year. 

We hope to maintain the same adaptive, emergent and collegial atmosphere as last year, even 
though we are going into the lab with a somewhat different focus.   

 

PROPOSED AGENDA 

With these objectives in mind, we recommend the following agenda: 

Saturday: Core faculty/staff dinner at venue. 

Sunday: Core faculty/staff organizational meeting. Full Lab dinner and gathering at 6pm, 
followed by brief introductions and overview of the week’s agenda. Ideally, this will include: 1) 
The launch of our Prezi visualizing the field of Systemic Peace and Conflict Initiatives (Nick 
Redding and Chris Straw), 2) a high-level summary of last year’s agenda and outcomes/follow-
up from the meeting (which we will need to elicit from last year’s clients and participants), 3) a 
succinct overview of the week’s agenda with Q&A, and 4) invitations to sign-up to present 
during the parallel morning sessions. 

Monday: Morning parallel open-space sessions. Breakfast and brief review of Day 1 agenda. 
Local partner-group introductions. Complexity-mapping and visualization group session. Long 
break. Resonance-group session. Dinner. 
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Tuesday: Morning parallel sessions. Breakfast and brief review of Day 2 agenda. 
Institutionalization group session. Long break. Learning and Non-linear assessment group 
session. Dinner. 

Wednesday: Morning parallel sessions. Breakfast and brief review of Day 3 agenda. Local 
partner group work. Long break. Local partner group work. Dinner. 

Thursday: Morning parallel sessions. Breakfast and brief review of Day 4 agenda. Local partner 
group work. Long break. Local partner presentations. Dinner and celebration. 

Friday: Review, next steps and closing. 

 

WHAT WE NEED FROM YOU AT THIS POINT: 

• We need you to send us your ranked (1, 2, 3, 4) preferences for which thematic group you 
wish to work with: 

o Complexity Mapping and Visualization 
o Resonance 
o Institutionalization 
o Learning and Non-linear Impact Assessment 

• Please send this information to us by next Tuesday, February 4, 2014. 

Warmly and Systemically, 

Rob, Tim, Meg, Bridget, Diana, Beth, Larry, Claudia, Chris, Nick, Kyong, Tucker and Peter 
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Appendix A:  Examples of visualization methods. 

1.  Systemic Action Research/Concept Maps (Danny Burns, Rob Ricigliano) 
http://www.berghof-peacesupport.org/books/sct_book_2011_Burns.pdf 
 

 
 
2.  Landscape Diagram (Glenda Eoyang) 
http://www.hsdinstitute.org/about-hsd/what-is-hsd/faq-tools-and-patterns-of-hsd.html  
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3.  Patterns in Time (Tim Ehlinger) 
:  https://pantherfile.uwm.edu/ehlinger/www/data/glpfsummary2004.pdf 
 

 
4.  Network Graphs (Larry Liebovitch) 
http://giladlotan.com/blog/mapping-twitters-python-data-science-communities/ 
 

 
 
 


