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‘The increasing professionalisation of organisational and leadership coaching is supported by academics and practitioners, providing models and evidence with well-thought-through and practical research gravitas. Dr Lloyd Chapman’s work is an excellent contribution to this development. He covers and integrates an extensive array of theoretical and practical views, stimulating deep (and sometimes surprising) reflection about the essence and practice of, as well as the way of being in, the coaching relationship. This book acts as a must-have desk reference for coaching practitioners and academics.’



Frans Cillers, Department of Industrial and Organisational Psychology, University of South Africa


‘Through his wide-ranging research, Lloyd takes us on a revealing journey into the evolving discipline of executive coaching. He  thoroughly understands how the coach’s presence contributes to the coaching experience, and the physiological basis of that presence. Underpinned by the theories of Kolb, Wilber, Moustakas, Stacey, Freire and Almaas, his focus is on how integrated experiential learning enhances personal growth and development. He encourages practitioners to develop their own coaching model within the context of the experiential learning cycle, so any coach wishing to enhance the potential of individuals and teams should read this book.’



Sunny Stout-Rostron, Stellenbosch Business School, University of Stellenbosch, Cape Town, South Africa; Founding President of Coaches and Mentors of South Africa (COMENSA)


‘Lloyd Chapman is a respected expert in the field of experiential learning, both academically and as a seasoned executive coach. In this text he advances his previous work with the latest thinking for the field, arguing that the best of us act continuously as researchers of our own practice. I particularly enjoy the way he synthesises complexity theory with areas of learning theory in his elegant Integrated Experiential Learning Process model. Highly recommended!’



Marc Simon Kahn, Chief Strategy Officer, Investec Plc and Visiting Professor, Middlesex University, London


‘This book offers a unique and yet important contribution to the world of coaching. Kurt Lewin wrote ‘there is nothing as practical as a good theory’ and Chapman’s book is living proof of this statement. Drawing on the work of such eminent people as Ralph Stacey, Paulo Freire, David Kolb and Ken Wilber, Chapman provides a theoretically-grounded evidence base to support and inform experienced coaches, executives and HR managers about coaching and its relationship with experiential learning. This book needs to go on the must read list!’



Bob Garvey, Emeritus Professor at Sheffield Business School and Visiting Professor at Leeds Business School, UK


‘Research shows that the efficacy of coaching is undeniable, yet we don’t quite know why or how. Lloyd brings together seemingly unconnected theoretical worlds in a thought-provoking synergy that provides a foundation from which to critique, understand and practise coaching, and being a coach. This is a timely and welcome addition to our growing understanding of the profession.’



Nicky Terblanche, Programme Head: MPhil Leadership Coaching, Stellenbosch Business School, University of Stellenbosch, Cape Town


‘Combining practical experience and detailed research, this book is indispensable to coaching practitioners, and all those who want to understand the psychological and physiological responses to learning that could guide coaching in a business context. It contains new and thought provoking insights into the ever-evolving coaching field, especially related to the evidence-based model. It is really insightful for the coaching practitioner to consider the science involved and to understand the physiological impact of coaching on the mind and body! Highly recommended!’



Colin Archery, Executive: Transformation, Gijima.com, Midrand, South Africa


‘Chapman attempts to provide scientific underpinnings to a profession so easily filled by practitioners who reduce coaching to common sense or intuition. This book clarifies various dimensions coaches should consider in their practice, placing particular emphasis on the major impact on the coaching experience of the physiological states of both the practitioner and the client, so easily overlooked. Chapman’s work provides useful insights into what a coaching approach should look like, while deliberately steering away from prescribing a rigid model.’



Morné Weyers, Chief Information Officer, Curo Fund Services, Cape Town



The Evidence-Based Practitioner Coach

The Evidence-Based Practitioner Coach gives a descriptive, phenomenological understanding of human development through the lens of the Integrated Experiential Learning Process, and how it can be applied in coaching.

Aimed at coaches who would like to ground their experience in an evidence-based practitioner model, it synthesises evidence and theory from a range of disciplines, exploring how we learn through a complex process involving brain, body and social relationships, and facilitated consciously and unconsciously through the central and autonomic nervous systems. It applies this understanding to a range of settings, contexts and environments. The book notably combines the fascinating knowledge produced by cutting-edge research with useful, practical methodologies developed by some of the wisest observers of humanity. Its sheer readability, in an engagingly down-to-earth and warmly human way, helps make the contents readily accessible to coach practitioners and others from non-academic backgrounds.

Rigorous and erudite, this book would be suitable for business coaches, corporate executives, senior managers, and human resource specialists, and provides an invaluable contribution to what it means to be a scientist-practitioner within the evolving profession of coaching.

Lloyd Chapman is an executive coach with business experience in managing and implementing strategy, organisational change, mergers and acquisitions, and IT projects. He specialises in executive coaching and team coaching, work-based learning, and stress management. He holds a Professional Doctorate in executive coaching and an MBA.
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Foreword

With his first book in our Professional Coaching Series, Lloyd Chapman provided arguably the primer for thinking about executive coaching as a serious discipline which combined an understanding of business with adult learning. He put together a text that explored both his own journey and the ideas that underpin a genuine business or executive coaching model, rather than one derived from a counselling perspective. As reviewers at the time commented, it offered a rich and robust theory, and a truly integrated experiential coaching model. It represented the starting point in the next evolution of coaching, and moved executive coaching from a set of tools to a solid, academically based discipline. He appealed to his readers to look at their own work and build a model of practice that was founded in an evidence base.

That was in 2010; the field has since moved on, and so has Lloyd’s work and practice. In revisiting the field, he has continued to argue for practitioners to become researchers into their own practice and adopt a scientist-practitioner model. In looking at the field again, he has identified a number of areas that are now essential components of the understanding of anyone either working as an executive coach or using the services of such practitioners. Experiential learning remains at the centre of his approach, but this is now informed by an understanding of complex responsive processes. Our understanding of the physiology of learning, particularly the impact of developments in neuroscience, is now a necessary part of the perspective coaches bring. He explores this emerging field in some detail. Perhaps an unusual set of ideas brought to the table include the relationship between movement and learning. His ideas on the importance of this area may cause some readers to pause, but having done so, his observations will then certainly give rise to useful reflection and hopefully action. As in his first book, he turns to both Kolb and Wilber for an understanding of human development models, and makes a strong case for their continuing importance.

These ideas provide the grounding for an exploration of how to become an evidence-based practitioner, which is the story of this book. He explores research methodology and how we might use it to understand practice. The Integrated Experiential Learning Process he has developed is then explored in relation to working through each of the stages within a coaching framework. Its application in the business context is further explored before considering its use in a team context. This leads naturally to a consideration of what it means to be present as a coach, and coaching as a complex responsive process.

He concludes by reminding the reader of the importance to our field of being a scientist-practitioner, and appeals to each of us to develop our own approach based on experience and evidence. The book is, as he says, an ongoing response to the Dublin Declaration on Coaching, which in 2008 noted the importance of evidence to coaching and the crucial role of practitioners in conducting their own research. He has provided a personal account of how he responded to that call, which provides an inspiration for coaches to do the same. He does not set out a definitive model of coaching, but rather implores each of us to become active consumers of emerging evidence, and researchers into our own practice.

The call is timely, and once again I am delighted to introduce Lloyd’s latest addition to our series. It is a well-written and important contribution to building coaching as an evidence-based profession.

Professor David A. Lane

Professional Development Foundation

Series Editor: Professional Coaching Series
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As was the case with my previous book (Chapman, 2010), if you are hoping that this is another publication which will provide you with a basic five-step or seven-step coaching model, please put it down, as you would be wasting your money. This book is not aimed at the novice coach; it is aimed at those coaches who have extensive experience and would like to anchor their practice on a theoretically grounded, evidence-based scientist-practitioner model. Senior executives and human resources management practitioners who have an interest in using and sourcing executive coaches will also find this book helpful, in that it will give them an idea of the kinds of question they should be asking of prospective coaches. Can the prospective coach make their model explicit? What philosophy, theory, application and experience underpins the coach’s work? Has their work been researched; if not, what evidence do they have to substantiate their claims about their work?

This book is the result of an ongoing journey towards trying to master the art of executive coaching. In July 2008 a number of coaches from around the world met at the Global Convention on Coaching (GCC) in Dublin to discuss the development and professionalisation of coaching. The GCC’s Working Group on a Research Agenda for Development of the Field noted in the Research Appendix to the Dublin Declaration on Coaching that “Research is critical to the development of the emerging profession of coaching”, that “Every practitioner has the responsibility of doing research in their own practice”, and that “Practitioner and academic research are considered to be of equal value to the coaching community and its developing body of knowledge” (GCC, 2008:11). This book is a continuation of that call. Since my first book was published in 2010, I have continued to research my own practice and refine my coaching methodology in light of new thinking and research that have emerged. At the same time, this work is an attempt to produce what Argyris (2010) calls Model II reasoning, which aims to:


	seek valid information (i.e. information which is testable);

	develop informed choices; and

	vigilantly monitor to detect and correct error.


In this way, knowledge can be produced that makes its reasoning transparent and open to public scrutiny, where the claims can be robustly tested. The more fundamental aim of the book is, however, to share a thought process with you that will enable you, the reader, to further develop your own coaching model and practice within the scientist-practitioner framework.

In their book The Modern Scientist-Practitioner: A Guide to Practice in Psychology, David Lane and Sarah Corrie (2006) argue the case for reformulating what it means to be a modern scientist-practitioner within the profession of psychology. I believe that their reformulated scientist-practitioner model is a very good basis on which to establish and define the profession of executive coaching. They suggest that the scientist-practitioner organises their reasoning skills around three domains, namely purpose, perspective and process (Lane and Corrie, 2006:48–49):


	Purpose. In undertaking any psychological enquiry, it is vitally important to be clear about the journey’s fundamental purpose. What is it that the practitioner and client are hoping to achieve? In other words, what are the outputs or results that the client wants to achieve? In defining a clear purpose, clear boundaries can also be established. It helps to define with whom the practitioner will and will not work, and when it will be important or necessary to refer the client to another professional.

	Perspective. Part of the agreed purpose would include being able to define what the practitioner brings to the encounter. This would include all their models, values, beliefs, knowledge and philosophies, as well as a sense of their competence limitations.

	Process. Having defined the purpose and perspective underpinning the work, it then becomes possible to structure a process to undertake it. So what method or tools can be used to help achieve the desired purpose within the constraints of the specified perspective?


Lane and Corrie’s (2006) three domains for the scientist-practitioner are analogous to Mouton’s (2001:137–142) “three worlds” framework for research, comprising:


	World 1. The world of everyday life and lay knowledge, of ordinary social and physical reality. This is where we spend most of our lives, and we use lay knowledge (i.e. common sense, experiential knowledge, wisdom, insight and practical know-how) to solve problems and gain insight into everyday tasks and problems. It is here that social and practical problems arise which require interventions, action, programmes or therapy. Lane and Corrie’s (2006) “purpose” will be formulated in, and address problems encountered in, World 1.

	World 2. The world of science and scientific research, in which scientists select phenomena from World 1 and turn them into objects of scientific inquiry. World 2 involves the research process in terms of its problem statement, design, methodology and conclusions. This of course takes place within certain defined theories, models, typologies, concepts and definitions. World 2 is the context of Lane and Corrie’s (2006) process domain.

	World 3. The world of meta-science, in which we reflect on the reasons and justifications for certain actions. More importantly, it is the world of critical reflection, deciding which theory, indicators, measurements and research design to choose. Over time, this has led to various meta-disciplines, theories and paradigms, including paradigms in the philosophy of science and in research methodologies. This is the perspective domain covered by Lane and Corrie (2006), a critical component which I believe is often neglected by coaching practitioners.


As coaching continues to develop into a fully fledged profession, I believe it is vital for us as coaches to develop our critical reflection skills and apply these to the world of meta-science, metaphysics and meta-theories as it pertains to coaching. I am therefore in agreement with Lane and Corrie (2006) that scientist-practitioners must be able to make their perspectives explicit – because only if we make them explicit can they be held up for critical reflection.

This book does not offer a causative, mechanistic understanding; it is instead a synthesis of various disciplines and scientific writings to offer a descriptive phenomenological understanding and theory of human development through the lens of the Integrated Experiential Learning Process. This includes making the Integrated Experiential Learning Process explicit, so that it can be held up for critical reflection. It is my sincere hope that this work can contribute to the continuing dialogue on what it means to be a scientist-practitioner within the evolving and emerging profession of coaching.


The structure of this book


Chapter 1: Complex responsive processes and experiential learning

Chapter 1 explores the complex world in which we all live and participate daily. More specifically, I discuss the work of Ralph Stacey on complex responsive processes and what that means for each of us. According to this theory, we all contribute to and co-create the complexity in which we live, whether we choose to or not. Both our conscious or unconscious actions and inactions are continually contributing to complex responsive processes. The danger in such an environment is that we tend towards acting like victims. To counter that danger, the work of Paulo Freire (2005), the Quaker Persuasion Model (Nielsen, 1998) and David Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory are explored as ways to live and act more proactively and counteract victimhood.


Chapter 2: The physiology of learning

Chapter 2 explores the physiology of learning. Stacey (2003, 2009) and Stacey and Griffin (2005) believe that it is due to the evolution of the central nervous system that humans can reflect on their actions, become aware of themselves and know what they are doing. Through experience they can therefore learn to act in expectation of particular responses from other individuals; it is about making sense of lived experience. The self and the mind are actions of the whole body; they are not just cognitive aspects. The experiential learning cycle is possible only because of the evolution of the central nervous system. Furthermore, understanding the physiology involved will help us to understand what physiological states are optimal for learning to take place, and what physiological states hinder learning. And it is the physiology underpinning experiential learning that we will explore in this chapter. This will be done with special reference to polyvagal theory, regulation theory, the brain lateralisation work of McGilchrist (2019) and the work of Hannaford (2005, 2011) on learning and movement.


Chapter 3: Movement and experiential learning

Chapter 3 explores how the development of the nerve networks (the central and autonomic nervous systems), and ultimately learning, depend on movement. Our nerve networks grow out of unique transactions and sensory experiences in our environment. It is through our senses that learning first starts to happen. It starts with our initial sensory experiences, which lay down intricate nerve networks and patterns serving as the foundations for higher-level brain development and our free-form information system. And the intricacies of these patterns are shaped by all the activities we experience and by our environmental circumstances. It is these internal and external sensory experiences that continuously modify, change and create more complex images of ourselves and the world, resulting in new and continuous learning. This is because each new and novel experience contributes to us updating our free-form information system and causing it to become more elegant. All of which is dependent on movement.


Chapter 4: Human development models

In Chapter 4, I turn to human development and explore three meta-theories that have influenced, and are an integral part of, the Integrated Experiential Learning Process. The first meta-theory is the Integral Model of Ken Wilber. I want to make it clear from the outset that I believe Wilber’s theory is a theory and not the theory. I have, however, found it to be a very useful conceptual framework within which to think and do my work.

The second meta-theory explored briefly in Chapter 4 is the Diamond Approach developed by A.H. Almaas. I do little justice to the depth and excellence of Almaas’s work, but in the context of this book it is necessary only to make the reader aware thereof. I would highly recommend his publications to any person exploring a more integrative approach to life.

The last meta-theory explored in Chapter 4 is the experiential learning theory of David Kolb. The more I work with his theory, the more respect I gain for the depth involved therein. Sadly, I believe that many people use Kolb’s work very superficially. Finally, I end Chapter 4 with an integration of Wilber (1995) and Kolb (1984). This new synthesis is the Integrated Experiential Learning Process, the key hypothesis of which is that human development is a function of lifelong experiential learning.


Chapter 5: Research methodology

Chapter 5 deals with research. Having a philosophy and working hypothesis is all good and well, but a working hypothesis without a methodology to research it is of no practical use whatsoever. This chapter deals with the further enhancement of the Integrated Experiential Learning Process by adding a research methodology. This is achieved by integrating it with the transcendental phenomenology of Moustakas (1994), and briefly discussing my original research findings.


Chapter 6: Applying the Integrated Experiential Learning Process to coaching

Chapter 6 deals with how the Integrated Experiential Learning Process is applied to coaching, and the stages that are involved. It proposes that coaching is about facilitating integrated experiential learning in individuals in order to enhance personal growth and development. It is “integrated” in that it caters for Schumacher’s (1978) four fields of knowledge, and for Wilber’s Integral Model, which analyses personal development through various levels of consciousness, especially in the personal and transpersonal levels. It is “experiential” in that it uses Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model as the paradigm or injunction, and Harri-Augstein and Thomas’s (1991) concept of learning conversations as the primary learning tool.


Chapter 7: Applying the Integrated Experiential Learning Process in business

In Chapter 7, I explore how the Integrated Experiential Learning Process can be applied in the messy and complex world of managerial leadership. The chapter takes the theoretical Integrated Experiential Learning Process and adds a business context thereto. This is done by incorporating the work of Ralph Stacey on complex responsive processes, and the work of Galbraith, Downey and Kates (2002) and Rehm (1997) on organisational design principles. All of this has to happen within a world of managerial complexity which can overwhelm executives.

Having set out the business context, Chapter 7 then explores the individual leadership competencies of Jaques and Clement (1997), and how those competencies could help an executive cope with managerial complexity. What becomes clear is that within the business context, coaching is not therapy. Using the work of Peltier (2001), a distinction is made between coaching and therapy.

Lastly, referring to the work of Oshry (1999) and Kilburg (2000), it is shown that behavioural problems manifested by individuals within an organisation could be intrapsychic, or due to systemic organisational design problems, or even the result of a combination of both. Hence it is argued that an executive coaching intervention should be aimed at working with cognitive potential, values, knowledge, skills and wisdom within the system in which the individual operates. In the Integrated Experiential Learning Process, executive coaching is therefore about facilitating integrated experiential learning in individuals in order to enhance personal growth and development, with the aim of improving individual and organisational performance. It is not therapy.


Chapter 8: The Integrated Experiential Learning Process in a team context

Chapter 8 explores how team coaching using the Integrated Experiential Learning Process is about facilitating experiential learning within the context in which the team finds itself. Its major assumptions are that we are all unique, with inherent strengths and weaknesses, and that we can all learn effectively. Experiential learning is a natural process with which we all identify once it has been made explicit. Combined with our natural talents, it yields strengths that should be harnessed with the greatest of ease to improve team performance. And it does so by consciously making a choice to identify strengths and to use them. It is about harnessing the natural potential of individuals and teams, rather than focusing on what is wrong. It draws on the work of Rehm (1997), Stacey (2003, 2009), Stacey and Griffin (2005), and Kline (1999, 2005, 2015).


Chapter 9: Coaching presence

In Chapter 9, I explore the concept of coaching presence by drawing on polyvagal theory and regulation theory, and how these theories have contributed towards the understanding of presence within a therapeutic context. This understanding is then adapted to the coaching context to explore how the coach’s presence can contribute to or distract from the coaching experience. I then explore how the Integrated Experiential Learning Process is in fact a complex responsive process between the coach and the coachee.


Chapter 10: Being a scientist-practitioner

In conclusion, I give some recommendations on a process that can be followed in order to develop your own coaching model and methodology within the context of the experiential learning cycle.



Chapter 1Complex responsive processes and experiential learning
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Introduction

In this chapter, I explore the complex world in which we all live and participate daily. More specifically, I explore the work of Ralph Stacey on complex responsive processes, and what that means for each of us. According to Stacey, we all contribute to and co-create the complexity in which we live, whether or not we choose to do so. Both our conscious or unconscious actions and inactions are continually contributing to complex responsive processes. The danger in such an environment is that we tend towards acting like victims. To counter that danger, the work of Paulo Freire, the Quaker Persuasion Model and David Kolb’s experiential learning theory are explored as ways to live and act more proactively and counteract victimhood.

This book was written during the third year of the global COVID-19 pandemic. One would have thought that by such a late stage the whole pandemic would have been under control, because we knew we needed to wear masks, maintain social distancing and get vaccinated. Yet each time we thought we were getting on top of the disease, a new variant of the COVID virus evolved somewhere and spread rapidly all over the world. To make matters worse, while governments encouraged people to get vaccinated against the disease, we saw riots breaking out in some of the biggest and most modern cities in the West, as people protested in support of their supposed “right” not to be vaccinated. The scientific data had shown us how we could break this pandemic, yet somehow conspiracy theories spread by social media seemed to have greater impact on societal thinking than scientific evidence.

At the same time, we have been seeing and experiencing the impact of climate change. When one watched the news during the past few years, all one heard were people blaming these disasters on one of the most nebulous concepts in the world, a lack of good leadership. We all seemed to be waiting for some great messianic leader, all-knowing and very clever, who would lead us out of the various messes we had gotten ourselves into. Even worse, conspiracy theorists on social media sat back and complained about how we are all the victims of a conspiracy by a few very powerful people, who have developed an entire world system to control us so they can become even richer. Chris Argyris (2010), a professor at Harvard, agrees that we are all trapped in systems that seem overpowering and make us feel like victims. As he points out, however, people


are not trapped by some oppressive regime or organisational structure that has been imposed on them. They are not victims. In fact, people themselves are responsible for making the status quo so resistant to change. We are trapped by our own behaviour.



(Argyris, 2010:2)

The sad reality is that we have all co-created the system we are in, and then we act as if we are the victims of some oppressive system or regime. The truth is that we as humans are social beings, and it is through our interactions that we co-create the systems and societies in which we live. In fact, we even co-create each other’s identities and who we are. The first step out of this mess is to realise that we are not the victims of some bizarre conspiracy of very rich people, but that we are all co-creators of the world in which we live:


The processes to begin to reduce Traps will become activated if the participants focus on their personal responsibility in creating the Traps and examine the validity of their claim that they are helpless victims.



(Argyris, 2010:24)


Complex patterns and lack of control

There is no doubt that we live in a very complex world. According to Ralph Stacey (2010), a professor of management, part of our problem is that we tend to build theories on assumptions or abstractions that we try and apply across populations. The reality, however, is that most of the time we interact with each other on a local level. Despite this, we continue to perpetuate the stories, fantasies and narratives of these strong individuals who are or were major change agents. The truth is that most of these narratives are generalisations, oversimplifications and idealisations that have been abstracted from experience. In addition, there is a very real difference between what Argyris (2010) calls our “espoused theories” and the theories that we apply in praxis, the “theories-in-use” – in other words, between what we say we do and what we actually do.

For example, when Stacey studied the financial market crash of 2008 to try and understand what happened and who caused it, he observed the following:


	Organisations are patterns of interaction between people brought about by their responsive acts of communication. Organisations are therefore not actual things; they are imaginative constructs like “this company” and “the market”. The way the story is told, however, is that some impersonal forces are at work in and between these imaginative constructs and abstract institutions. The real people who do the interacting are often left out of the story.

	An organisation comprises groups of interacting people who are interdependent. And it is this interdependence that is the source of power, in that their interdependence both enables and constrains them.

	These interdependent groups of people reflect on their current experience, form intentions, make choices and come up with strategies to respond to their current situation. At the same time, however, there are other groups of interdependent people doing the same things. And what happens in or evolves out of this situation is determined by the interplay between all these groups of interdependent people – not simply by one group alone.

	As a result, nobody can be in control of what happens, because nobody can control the intentions, choices and actions of all the other people in all the other organisations. The interplay of all these intentions, choices and actions produce emergent patterns, in this case the pattern known as the “credit crunch”. This is not what everybody wanted or intended; in fact, they wanted the complete opposite, endless growth. Further, Argyris (2010) argues that the policies, rules and structures put in place to prevent such crises were not enough, because individuals learn to protect themselves by denying any personal responsibility, blaming others or the system instead. The espoused theories were that they are victims, when in reality, the theory in praxis was that they actively contributed to the crisis. The same dynamic was playing out within various groups.

	Ideologically based choices, power relations and local interactions of communication, ethics and self-interest are all examples of the forms that the interplay of intentions can take between people.

	The interplay of local intentions and actions which produce small local changes can easily escalate across national and international populations, and in so doing they can generate widespread patterns of change. These patterns we tend to call technological innovations, industrial revolutions, globalisation and recessions.

	Given that nobody controls how these changes escalate, uncertainty is fundamental to human reality. And because nobody knows with confidence what is going to happen, there are high levels of unpredictability inherent within this uncertainty. This, of course, raises the question of whether we know what is going on right now; even the present moment is always open to different interpretations. This is because every individual and group will try and make sense of, and discover their own meaning within, the current situation. Stacey (2010) sees this as a paradox, in that we cannot predict with certainty what will happen, but because there is some repetition in human affairs, we can speculate about what can happen. It is only with hindsight that we tend to recognise what has happened. Hence, we can know some things, but because they are always open to radical change we can never know with certainty. At best, every one of us has a hypothesis about what is going on.

	Every individual is consciously or unconsciously involved in co-creating what is happening within organisations, the system and in the wider world. For example, the “credit crunch” of 2008 could not be blamed only on bankers or politicians. The people who took out mortgages knowing they could not repay them helped to co-create the financial crisis – along with the staff of lending institutions who sought out riskier borrowers in order to increase revenues, profits and bonuses; and the politicians who had relaxed the regulation of financial markets, and then struggled to understand and deal effectively with the crisis.

	These patterns of interaction between people contain paradoxes with inherent tensions. Paradoxes like knowing and not knowing; forming patterns of interaction, while at the same time being formed by them; and continuity and novelty (Stacey, 2010:8–9).


Reflecting on the COVID-19 pandemic, it becomes clear to me that the observations Stacey (2010) makes about the 2008 financial crisis are just as meaningful in explaining why we battled to get COVID under control. All the above observations were at play during the global pandemic, which spread via human interaction. And yet in response, we all cried out “Where is the leadership?” In other words, who or where were the messianic leaders who were going to solve this pandemic for us? The bad news was that they did not exist; all of us had co-created the situation, and somehow we all eventually co-created our way out of it. It seems to be just another paradox of human existence.


Immersion and abstraction

Another paradox, with which all humans seem to wrestle, is that human life is an act of immersion and abstraction at the same time. Humans have the capability to reflect on their experiences and to think in rational, simplified and objective ways. Stacey (2010) argues that we immerse ourselves in our local interactions with other human beings to help us accomplish our activities. At the same time, we abstract ourselves from this experience and create narratives and philosophies by generalising, simplifying and categorising the experiences as first-order abstractions. In the modern world, we tend to create second-order abstractions by creating models and theories that are idealisations and even more generalised categories of the actual experience. Hence our modern understanding of the abstract as a theory, as something that is the opposite of practical. However, the Latin root of the word “abstract” literally means to “draw away from”. All thinking about experience therefore involves an element of drawing away from the experience, and as a result it involves a first order of abstraction. Theoretical thinking that is not practical is of no help to anybody; our first-order abstracted thinking must still be practical.

The opposite of abstract in this case is immersed. The Latin root of the word “immerse” literally means to “plunge into”. To be immersed therefore means to be absorbed in the situation. For Stacey (2010), immersion means to devote oneself fully to some interest or situation; to be completely immersed in the experience, to the point that there is a strong connotation of unconscious processes. For humans to live in a completely immersed way would, however, mean that there would be no reflection, thought or meaning-making. Humans tend to seek meaning in life, and as a result we have always been involved in immersion and abstraction of experience. We immerse ourselves in the experience of life, and abstract ourselves to reflect and create narratives and philosophies about that experience.

For us to make sense of the complexity in which we live, Stacey (2010) suggests that we need both immersion and abstraction, yet we need to be careful not to slip into the trap of allowing second-order abstractions to be split off from our immersion in local interactions. By second-order abstractions, he means the following activities:


	Objectifying and categorising. All phenomena are placed in well-defined, bounded groups, where differences in categories are obliterated. This applies as much to celestial bodies as to human modes of thinking.

	Using standardised measures to gauge the quantitative aspects of these categories.

	Averaging out the differences in categories.

	Using mathematical and statistical techniques to analyse the data.

	Forming hypotheses about relationships, entities and some causal relationships.

	The building of models to forecast specific probabilities and distributions.

	Setting targets for planning and monitoring.

	Prescribing rules, be they laws or moral norms (Stacey, 2010).


These second-order abstraction activities have helped us develop the scientific method and advanced technology. And as the economist E.F. Schumacher (1978) reminds us, the knowledge that second-order abstraction produces can be divided into two broad groups: descriptive knowledge, which is primarily about what can be seen, observed or otherwise experienced; and instructional knowledge, which is primarily about how certain systems work and how predictable results can be produced. Without this knowledge there would be no modern world, states or policies on how to continuously improve, and humanity as a whole has experienced many benefits therefrom.

There is no denying that second-order abstractions have helped to change the world and bring about our modern society. The problem, according to Stacey (2010), is that this second order of abstraction removes diversity, which is its actual aim. The net result is that real people are replaced with simplistic averages of and generalisations from the whole population. This is a similar concern to the one raised by Field Marshal Jan Christian Smuts, the person who developed the concept of “Holism”. Smuts (1973:262) argued that psychology does not “materially assist” in the study of personality, since psychology deals with the average or generalised individual; and in so doing, it ignores the individual uniqueness of the personality. What is more, these generalisations can be idealisations of hypothetical wholes which we then believe to be reality. David Bohm, the physicist who worked out many of the mathematical formulae used in the Manhattan Project, was also the person who reintroduced dialogue as a means of communication in our modern world, and he reminds us that we have to be alert to “the fact that our theories are not ‘descriptions of reality as it is’ but, rather, ever-changing forms of insight, which can point to or indicate a reality that is implicit and not describable or specifiable in its totality” (Bohm, 1995:17).

Stacey (2010) suggests that Western thinking originally abstracted from immersion in experience of the natural world by categorising it (first-order abstraction). Over time, however, Western thought evolved into an increasing focus on second-order abstraction, in which first-order categories of experience were used to model not only the natural world, but also the social world:


Thought came to focus so heavily on second-order abstraction of systems and models understood as science, that when it was applied to human organisations, the ordinary reality of the experience of local interaction between actual human bodies disappeared from view.



(Stacey, 2010:118)

The reality is that the ordinary everyday experience of people interacting with each other changes the world, and it needs to be taken seriously. What Stacey is calling for is to develop modes of thought which allow for a tension between being immersed in the ordinary daily experience of local interaction, and abstracting from that experience both on a first and second order of abstraction. Hence his call for us to understand the immersed world of everyday experience, the experience of interacting every day on a local level to get things done and to achieve what we need to achieve. It is in this interplay of intended and unintended actions, as we relate and respond to each other, that we co-create our futures. The future evolves out of these responsive patterns because, as he argued, human relating is inherently pattern-forming. Human action and doing is a responsive process of relating to each other in order to survive, which results in patterning processes. And it is these processes that he referred to as complex responsive processes. It is these complex responsive processes that drive human action, and not psychological concepts like the personal dynamic unconscious, archetypes, the collective unconscious, common pools of meaning and transcendental wholes.


Complex responsive processes

According to Stacey (2003, 2009) and Stacey and Griffin (2005), complex responsive processes constitute a way of thinking in which the individual mind and society are patterning processes that evolve out of the interactions between human bodies. This theory is heavily influenced by the dialectical thinking of Hegel, Norbert Elias and George Herbert Mead, and includes the following assertions:


	Complex interactions between humans as they relate to each other lead to the emergence of individual and collective identities. These interactions also lead to the emergence of meaning and knowledge. In this way of thinking, one assumes that mind and social interactions are aspects of the same process. As a result, attention is focused on the ordinary experience of people relating to each other.

	People learn to cooperate in sophisticated ways through responding to each other’s intended actions. Actions in this context means physical movements of the body constituting gestures to and responses from others. These include the visual gesture–response of facial expressions, the vocal gesture–response of sound and the felt gesture–response of changes in bodily rhythms that are feelings or emotions. This is fundamentally a communicative process because each gesture will evoke a response in others (Stacey and Griffin, 2005:14–15). Stacey (2003) makes the point that humans are dependent on each other’s physiology to regulate their bodies. This is because the biochemical mechanisms for arousal and calming are linked to the actions of separation from and attachment to others. At a physiological level, humans are fundamentally social beings who continuously relate to each other through various processes.

	People interweave their actions so that they can go on being and operating together. It is a circular social process where they act selectively in relation to each other in such a way that they evoke selective responses from each other.

	Each person is a unique individual, part of which is the individual’s unique self-conscious mind. This mind reflects on itself so that it can call forth the appropriate responses similar to the actions it has directed to other individuals. This response that the individual calls forth is therefore selected and acted upon by the individual’s history of relating to others. Thanks to the evolution of the central nervous system, humans can reflect on their actions and become aware of themselves, to know what they are doing. Therefore, through experience they can learn to act in expectation of particular responses from other individuals. The self and the mind are actions of the whole body, and not just cognitive aspects. It is about making sense of lived experience.

	The individual self or mind comprises actions privately directed back at the body, while actions that are publicly directed at other individuals constitute the social.

	
Human action therefore consists simultaneously of private and social responses. The social comprises the public actions directed between individuals, while the private comprises the private actions directed back at the individual self or mind. More importantly in this view, self and the social are the same process of bodily action. Human consciousness, social interaction and self-consciousness are the same process. Here the individual mind or self, and the social, form each other at the same time – in other words, they co-create each other. The individual and society are therefore evolving patterns of interaction. As a result, human interdependence is a fundamental reality of human experience.

	All human action is enabled by and constrained by the actions that preceded it; it is therefore history-dependent. All actions are always in the “living present” and based on future expectations, yet future expectations arise on the basis of past experience. In each present moment we reinterpret and/or reconstruct the past based on future expectations. That means that previous history, the current context and future expectations all pattern human actions. As a result, the future emerges as both a continuity of the past and containing the potential for transformation at the same time. The actions, however, always happen in the present, now.

	We therefore have vast numbers of continually iterated interactions between human bodies. Most of these interactions are local, in that each of us can interact with only a limited number of other individuals. When these interactions between people are diverse enough, it is possible for novelty to emerge and develop intrinsic pattern-forming properties. For example, global patterns of collective power and economic relations emerge when a vast number of local interactions become widespread. These patterns can become highly repetitive and iterated over long periods of time to become durable social values. As a result, societies evolve out of this interplay of individual and social actions. These patterns evolve naturally and cannot be designed or controlled by anybody.

	Individuals can reflect, in that they can make themselves an object to themselves as subject, and they can take on the attitude of the other. As a result, they can form intentions as to their next actions, and choose between their actions or desires. Sophisticated cooperative activity is therefore possible between people, because communication happens via the medium of symbols. Symbols like norms and values provide the criteria for choosing between actions and desires. Once again, the evolving patterns of self and society emerge as spontaneous choices of individuals as they respond to each other. Nobody is designing or controlling those patterns; they evolve out of lived experience. Reality is therefore the experienced reality of people cooperating and conflicting with each other. As a result, they are continuously constructing and negotiating what is real for them, by trying to make sense of the experience in that moment.

	
The biological evolution of the hands has enabled humans to develop tools as extensions of the body that allow them to cooperate in their activities. These tools are technology, artefacts and designed systems that allow them to cooperate collectively.

	The physiological need to belong, as well as the physiologically based communicative interaction with the addition of tools, are not automatic, instinctual genetic responses. Rather, they are learned responses to environmental stimuli. This is because the human brain has evolved to be highly plastic, and is shaped by the body’s experiences within and in response to the environmental stimuli. And in humans a large part of those experiences are social experiences, shaped by attachment and separation interactions between bodies. Although genes play a part in forming the body, they do not directly form the actions of the body; the latter are learnt from experience. Hence, according to Stacey (2003), the brain is simultaneously shaped by and shapes the actions of human interactive patterns and relationships. These relational interactive patterns are nonlinear and iterative processes that contain the potential for transformation. As a result, the social is essential to human survival and the individual learns through experience how to function with it, so that people both enable and constrain each other.

	These interactive patterns can settle into habits that can be largely unconscious. These habits can have social and individual aspects at the same time. It can be unconscious in that the response has not been formulated yet, due to a more primitive physiological response, or because habit over time has made it automatic.

	For Stacey (2003), complex responsive processes are intimately linked to human physiology, and as a result human physiology is central to an understanding of groups and individuals. Hence human emotions like love, anxiety and hating are all social processes that the individual experiences as variations in body rhythms.


Stacey (2003:130–131) sums it up as follows:


I am arguing for … a move away from psychoanalytical and systemic meta theories … for a move to process thinking … which understands human identities … The advantage of such a move … is a way of thinking that is … far closer to ordinary, everyday human experience.



Rethinking social research

Some of the paradoxes with their inherent tensions that Stacey (2003) refers to involve:


	individual minds simultaneously forming and being formed by the social;

	conscious and unconscious patterning taking place at the same time;

	
the patterning of mind and social emerging as both continuity and novelty; and

	creative and destructive patterns of interaction emerging.


Hence Stacey (2010) has some doubts about objectivity when it comes to social research, which involves local participation. Instead, he argues that we need to focus our attention more clearly on the subjective nature of experience in organisations. And I would add to that, not just in organisations but in life as a whole. In other words, the method of research involves making sense of one’s own experience, by exploring and reflecting on the complex responsive processes involved as humans relate to each other. It is an individual reflective research method, in that the individual makes explicit their way of thinking, why they chose that focus and how past experience is shaping their interpretation of events. Yet even though the individual is reflecting on their own experience, it is also a social process:


Taking one’s experience seriously, through articulating the narrative themes organising the experience of being together, is an essentially reflexive activity and in its fullest sense, this is a simultaneously individual and social process, including the social patterns that are much wider than our own immediate interaction.



(Stacey, 2010:221)

Stacey is therefore arguing that we make sense of what is going on by reflecting on our experience (what is going on for me and what is going on for the other), and then trying to make sense of that experience, which enables us to decide on the next action going forward. In essence, what he is calling for is to learn from our own experience; in other words, it is experiential learning. Whatever the current complex responsive process of which we are trying to make sense, it always consists of individuals who bring their entire human developmental histories into the current situation. And those individuals have become what they are as a result of what they have learnt from experience in all their previous environments. We are what we are because of what we have learnt from our experiences. And it is our continuous learning from experience that continuously forms us as individuals, and at the same time we form the social, and vice versa. The mistake we make is to think that some smart individuals plan and control the process, when in fact it is a complex organic, unfolding evolutionary process that we all co-create through our local interactions, reflection and action.

As Argyris mentions, when people feel unsafe or threatened or face any potentially embarrassing situation, they will act in such a way as to protect and defend themselves. They are protecting their sense of self and self-worth. Upon reflection, they will develop a defensive mind-set to explain their actions, and at the same time use that defensive mind-set to plan and implement their future actions. The theories that they use will lead to what Argyris (2010) calls Model I reasoning, the objectives of which are to:


	
behave rationally (normally the rationalisation is based on reflection on actions or behaviour that has already taken place and used to justify the behaviour);

	be in unilateral control;

	suppress negative feelings; and

	win at all costs and do not lose.


When we read about this kind of behaviour and reasoning, there is always the temptation to believe that other people act and do that, not us. Yet given certain physiological conditions we all act and behave in that way, and in so doing, we protect ourselves and the groups to which we belong. Those very actions defend us from change, or at least we tend to think they do; and that adds to the inherent complexity within complex responsive processes. The aim is to develop more responses based on Model II reasoning, which aims to:


	seek valid information (i.e. information that is testable);

	develop informed choices; and

	vigilantly monitor to detect and correct error (the theory of complex responsive processes shows that it is very easy in such a complex environment to get things wrong) (Argyris, 2010).


In so doing, knowledge can be produced that makes its reasoning transparent and open to public scrutiny where the claims can be robustly tested. I suppose the temptation for all of us is to act like victims when we are challenged to reflect on these complex problems, to throw our hands in the air and to say, “That is just how it is and I am only an individual, what can I do?” The theory of complex responsive processes highlights the fact that whether we do nothing or do something, the choice of action will involve certain behaviours, and those behaviours and actions will contribute to co-creating something. The very fact that we are alive and interacting with other human beings means that we are co-creating the system in which we live. It ultimately comes down to a choice: whether we are going to unconsciously help co-create, or at least consciously try to co-create, the environment and systems in which we live. It is through the social process of co-creating that we develop as human beings and keep becoming who we are.

The question then becomes: Is it possible to do this co-creation at a more conscious level, and how? Are there models we could look at that might help us feel less like victims and try to consciously co-create the environments and systems in which we live? Fortunately for us, there are some practical models and examples that understand the reality of complex responsive processes and how we can learn to act locally.


The work of Paulo Freire

One individual who seemed to understand the complexity of the systems in which we live and how we tend to co-create them was the Brazilian educationalist Paulo Freire. His most famous work, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, first published in 1968, was an attempt to understand how the oppressors and the oppressed co-create the systems in which they live, but more importantly what and how ordinary people can bring about change within that system.

Freire (2005), a Christian socialist, believed education is never neutral, and by that he meant that it serves the purpose of somebody. As a result, he was against what he called the “banking” concept of education. This is the belief that the educator or teacher is the expert and that the students are empty vessels that must be filled with knowledge stemming from the expert. In this model, the expert deposits knowledge into the naïve or uneducated students. The question then is, who determines what type of knowledge needs to be deposited into these naïve students? Well, the experts; and in this case, the experts are usually serving the interests of those in power.

The danger with the banking concept of education is that the more the students accept this passive role imposed on them, the more they simply adapt to the world and the environment in which they find themselves. As a result of accepting and storing these knowledge deposits, the less they develop the critical consciousness that would enable them to question the existing system and actively try to transform their world. Instead, even the very well-educated tend to passively accept, adapt to and live within the system. And being an adapted person, the individual is a good “fit” within the current system and world. It was in the interest of the powerful to keep the poor illiterate, and to develop a system of education that reinforced the very social system that kept the oppressors in power. In Brazil at that time, the illiterate were not allowed to vote. As people are born into this system, they are socialised into believing that is just the way it is, and that is the fate to which they are born. In so doing, several myths are co-created between the oppressor and the oppressed to keep the system in place. One of those myths is the belief that the objective social reality is one of chance.

Freire was at pains to point out that social reality is a product of human thinking and action. And he saw it as the historical task of humanity to transform the social reality. This transformation would be brought about by praxis, which he saw as “reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it” (Freire, 2005:51). More importantly, he called for critical reflection on the objective reality. The problem with just reflecting is that it runs the danger of not critically questioning the assumptions and beliefs that are in place and that keep the current system working the way it does. The aim is to critically reflect on that objective reality, with the goal of coming up with actions that aim to change the objective reality. And it was this critical reflection on the objective social reality that turned Freire into such a threat to those in power.

He realised that there was a dialectical tension between the oppressed and the oppressor. Firstly, through critical reflection the oppressed had to realise that because they were under the oppressors, they were dependent on them, and as a result they had started to become emotionally dependent on the oppressors. Secondly, if the oppressed did not critically reflect on the system that oppressed them, if they did overthrow the oppressors through a revolution, the danger was that they would do it with the mind-set of the previous oppressors. That is, they would have reflected on the system as it currently is and just imposed the same system on the previous oppressors. In other words, the oppressed now becomes the oppressor. In reality, nothing would have changed, the only change being that the power relationship would have shifted from one group to the other. The problem with replacing the old system with the same system, just with reversed power roles, is that it dehumanises all the people involved.

Freire therefore totally rejected the banking concept of education, which saw it basically as just a transference of information. Rather, he saw liberating education as consisting of acts of cognition. And by that he meant that men and woman cognitively start to understand the system in which they find themselves and see it as a “problem to be solved”. A problem that humans can collectively tackle together:


Authentic liberation – the process of humanisation – is not another deposit to be made in men. Liberation is a praxis: the action and reflection of men and women upon their world in order to transform it … the posing of the problems of human beings in their relations with the world.



(Freire, 2005:79)

This problem-posing education denies that humanity is isolated, independent and abstracted from the world. At the same time, it denies the idea and belief that the world exists as a reality apart from human beings. Problem-posing education sees consciousness and the world as simultaneous, that is, it considers people in their relations with the world. It gets people to critically reflect and perceive how they exist in the world and how they interact within that world. As they do that, according to Freire (2005), they become aware that the world is not a static reality, but reality in process.

This is very much in line with the concept of complex responsive processes, which suggests that all human action is enabled by and constrained by the actions that preceded it, and therefore history-dependent. All actions are always in the “living present” and based on future expectations, yet future expectations arise based on past experience. In each present moment, we reinterpret and/or reconstruct the past based on future expectations. That means that previous history, the current context and future expectations all pattern human actions, and that the current system was patterned in this case by the oppressors who co-opted the oppressed.

Problem-posing education turns people into critical thinkers who realise that reality is not a given, but a process that can be transformed. With that comes the realisation that humans are in the process of becoming, that we are unfinished beings, and hence the same applies to reality and our environment. The task of humans is to humanise oppressive systems by transforming them in the dynamic present. For Freire (2005), this transformation and the pursuit of full humanity cannot be carried out by an individual in isolation – it can be done only in solidarity and in fellowship via interactions with other individuals. Once again, his thinking is very much in line with the theory of complex responsive processes, which believes that societies evolve out of this interplay of individual and social actions.

For Freire (2005), this co-creating interaction between people must happen via dialogue.
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