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20 years ago I was working at the intersection 

of politics, civil society and policy development 

in the UK. It was in these formative work 

experiences that I came to my deep interest in 

how people behave where there are conflicting 

models and values in play. 

Reflecting back now on my personal experiences, 

the organisational contexts, and the wider 

societal shifts of those past 20 years: it’s not the 

obvious conflicts between professions or 

organising cultures that interests me most, but 

the stories of dissonance that are hidden from 

view, just beneath the surface. 

Why were they so hard to articulate at the 

time? Where was it possible? What got in the 

way?  

Taking this thinking about the past into our 

present and our future, as we embark on our 

coming ‘decade of exploration’: will these points 

of dissonance become more frequent? To whom 

does it matter how we respond? What does this 

say for our collective practice? 
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My starting point from the past 

Rewinding 20 years, I suspect the context I was 

working in then has resonance for many people 

in large institutions, both then and now. Working 

under high levels of stress. Recruiting 

exceptional people. Balancing the strengths and 

the fit of the team with technical skills.   

What marked that environment out for me was 

the cutting-edge practice for innovation and 

learning in government: data from different 

places; interest in the counter-factual; time and 

space prioritised for thinking about the impact of 

our practice.   

Since then, many of these innovation-led 

practices have dominated the emergence of 

design-led policy development. The influence of 

anthropology with market-based enterprises on 

end user-oriented service design. 

But looking back now there was a tension 

between the practice that supported innovation 

in the delivery of defined objectives, and the 

practice that enabled innovation in the discovery 

and application of shared knowledge. 

Which is my starting point to think about 

dissonance. 

The focus on innovation hinted at the primary 

importance of learning together. The scientific 

endeavour of pooling knowledge, coming 

together to think, to deliberate, to hear evidence 

from different places. It was a dynamic, 

interactive process, interdependent with 

participants. 

It’s become much more commonplace today as 

we’ve tended to accept the productivity 

rationale for inclusion in changing environments, 

alongside the moral and ethical ones. 

But practices in pursuit of the discovery and 

application of shared knowledge arising from 

day-to-day experiences were much more 

traditional in nature at the time. Post-hoc 

reviews that stood separate from the lived 

experiences of learning. Reports that stopped 

short of application towards the future. 

Incentives to direct acquisition of knowledge 

towards short-term goals. Acknowledging but 

not acting on the difficulties in organising shared 

knowledge. 

I am curious about these different experiences 

across practices that supported innovation and 

learning. That there can be practices that co-exist 

in tension that are not well articulated, that – if 

we consider them – perhaps reflect worldviews 

in tension that don’t appear when we talk about 

our everyday practice. 

Since then, I have participated in episodes of 

collaborative learning, that have attempted to 

uncover sources of difference even where 

painful in the present. 

But support to hear the dissonance between 

practices tends to be temporary in nature, 

around a particular set of circumstances that 

allows people with mediating skills to be writ 

large. When these conditions change, the 

capacity to mediate, to surface what lies 

beneath, melts away. 

 

Into the present  

So, let’s consider what’s around us at the 

moment. 

We are more connected today, information 

flows more quickly, we have greater 

expectations of involvement in what matters to 
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us. Where dissonance exists in our practice and 

in our underpinning values it is more accessible 

and we have the means to access it. 

Whilst we’re seeing more and more 

organisational practice that enables access to 

information and participation, as part of the 

broad social trend where people’s autonomy and 

capacity for learning is understood; there are at 

the same time counter trends that limit this 

inclusion.  

Where that inclusion is limited, it stops people 

engaging in the work beyond the transaction of 

tasks.  

Most organisations will have a mixture of 

participation and forms of control.  Organisations 

will vary as to whether they are generally in 

harmony (collective buy-in, shared 

accountability) or tension (narrowly defined 

areas where inclusion is supported, multiple 

organising decisions made from afar).  

Where people don’t have the means to make 

sense of what’s occurring, dissonance becomes 

normalised. Unable to make sense of what’s 

occurring, we hold it in ourselves, to the 

detriment of our health and productivity. Our 

own experiences, our narratives with our close 

contacts, become dissonant from our formal 

communications. 

We may still get access to learning experiences, 

but without the opportunity to participate in the 

learning for shared knowledge of how to 

organise work, we are not included fully. 

Whilst these experiences are commonplace, 

organisations that do so are working on an 

assumption that is increasingly out of pace with 

socio-technological change. 

They falsely assume that there is enough 

knowledge accruing to the organisation that can 

be accumulated and owned by the organisation.  

Rather than the need for ongoing connectivity, 

and participation in learning that cannot be 

extracted from the interactions of individuals. 

20 years ago, this dissonance didn’t matter so 

much. 

Today, I observe and experience that this 

assumption about ownership is one of the key 

dynamic forces in play: networks of use, with the 

flow of information and know-how are far more 

common forms of organising; value arises from 

shared participation.   

This challenges our experiences of private 

accumulation of value through ownership. Over 

the next 10 years it is reasonably implausible 

that these forms of organising will entirely 

displace forms based on ownership and private 

value. But our day-to-day experiences of 

participation in networks is likely to have a 

significant impact on our organisational 

experiences.  

Not least with whom and how we trust. 

Our practice on trust for innovation in 

organisations is oriented around the 

psychological safety in proximity. Personal 

connectivity, relationships built over time, that 

create the perspective to amplify our shared 

values and dampen down our different ones.  

We trust people we can identify with, who fit 

within our familial network in some way.  

In digital, open-ended networks, we can’t 

replicate these conditions all the time. We have 

to be able to work with people where there are 

unknowns about our safety. That cannot be 

dampened down for a temporary or short-term 

common purpose. 
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This is what we experience every day in large 

units of organising. This is why hierarchies work.  

We agree to dampen down our differences in 

values and experiences in exchange for rewards. 

But our exposure to information from outside of 

work hierarchies, that moves fast through digital 

networks, means we may have far more access 

to information that affects our organisational 

lives.  If our different realities aren’t 

acknowledged, this affects our capacity to trust 

at work. 

 

The present looking into the future 

We can all think about current issues where the 

mistrust of “others’” “facts” has polarised 

sections of our communities.  Nudging, 

exasperation and/or control serving only to 

entrench opposing positions. 

But there are digitally enabled networks of 

people that are operating to mediate whose 

information we can trust, in spite of these far 

looser connections. 

Networks that operate as connected 

communities. That value shared meaning and 

purpose.   Moving beyond the ‘shouty’ behaviour 

of mistrust that retrenches when encountering 

information that runs counter to our worldviews.  

Holding these tensions and bringing a neutral 

values approach to the question of ‘can we trust 

this information?’. 

These networks can operate and grow because 

of the rise of digital communications across 

physical boundaries. The capacity to make use of 

the resources that people bring, without limit. 

The means to facilitate our human drive to 

participate in producing value beyond short-term 

rewards.   

Some of the early examples of these digital 

networks come from the gaming community 

whose connections, skills and common purpose 

enabled them to act in pursuit of painstaking 

analysis of documentary evidence of corruption. 

Today we see them in global communities of 

‘sense-makers’, manifesting in news services, in 

wikis, in fact-checking, often in support of 

citizens interacting with traditional institutions. 

These types of network forms, with a clear 

purpose of assessing the trustworthiness of 

information, demonstrate how it is possible to 

organise at scale and allow trust at scale, in a 

participatory means of organising.  The everyday 

experience that participants see in practice of 

meaning making, replicates the confidence of 

rules we crave in hierarchies.  In this way it 

provides psychological safety with the capacity 

to hear data from anywhere and learn. 

This matters for organisations because we need 

to find ways for people to work with dissonance.  

It’s occurring more, we have made the 

productivity argument for it to be surfaced and 

worked with, but it is in tension with our residual 

forms of organising at scale. 

In community development research there is 

growing evidence of the positive impact of 

people as intermediaries on the health and socio-

economic wellbeing of communities. Where they 

are able to make use of valued physical spaces 

where people meet across sections of physical 

communities, they enable connections and the 

flow of resources across the boundaries of whom 

we normally trust. 

These intermediaries are intertwined with the 

cross-section of communities they live in. They 

are not separate from them, unlike the 

intermediaries that organisations bring in to 

tolerate a period of mediation. They are not 
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working through rhetoric, unlike the political 

diplomats we see translating across professional 

sets of expertise. 

The organisations of the coming ‘decade of 

exploration’ may be more likely to thrive where 

they can attend to the practice and impact of 

purpose driven networks, alongside the practice 

of physical infrastructure and investment in 

people as intermediaries that community 

research is exemplifying. That enables the 

breadth of our communities to participate as 

they are now. 

 

A preferred future for organisational 

learning? 

So, what does this mean for what we should 

attend to? 

When I am planning for and thinking about the 

future, I am so aware of the tension between 

knowing the limitations of what I can control, 

whilst also knowing that what I say and do does 

matter. 

My practice is often to find out more about what 

is occurring across disconnected groups of 

people.  Finding the means to share this insight.  

Knowing it matters to others, helps us be more 

able to act. 

So, in this piece about the past, present and 

future of organisational learning, that has at its 

core the concern for people in those 

organisations to thrive, I want to ask: ‘in whose 

interest is it that organisations, as communities 

of people, thrive in this coming decade?’ 

Leaders that recognise the dissonance in the 

practices they experience, and seek allies to 

work with the energy of practices in tension? 

Experts that look out for and innovate around 

less well heard data that jars with traditional 

forms of decision-making? 

Individuals that experience the value of shared 

participation for long-term benefit, over and 

above short-term forces? 

My hope?  That we acknowledge and use our 

everyday practice in organisational learning to 

connect more of these people whose interest it 

is in that organisations thrive. That we recognise 

the importance of dissonance in helping us build 

the relationships and networks that enable us to 

learn.  That we can see more of how it is in our 

own self-interest to build communities that can 

work together, for the long-term.   

Not all of the future is in our hands, but we 

have the capacity for the communities in our 

organisations to thrive if we want it. 

 

 


