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that accounts for the whole. We can understand the sector as a densely woven shimmer-
ing messy web of care that traverses the nation, changing at warp speed as Canadians 
form, morph, reform, and collaborate in networks of organizations that learn rapidly 
and respond to the needs and desires of people in communities.

Understanding the sector as a diverse network or a web rather than as a particular set 
of like organizations is only a conceptual quarter-turn – but it opens new avenues that 
transcend definition by organizational form and focuses on the dynamic of change. A 
network is an ephemeral thing. The expectation of change is built in. It is shifting con-
stantly, not hardwired. There is no need to try to pin it to the wall.

Increasingly, operators in the sector, myself including, have been drawn into the impli-
cations of complexity theory to frame an emerging understanding of these highly col-
laborative and networked ways of working. Newtonian physics gave us organizational 
models that “run like a well-oiled machine,” where each cause has a predictable effect, 
every cog fits into its wheel, and information flows from the top down on a need-to-
know basis. Complexity theory offers new and compelling models, not only for organi-
zations but for the nature of organizing itself. If slime mold can mimic the engineering 
of Tokyo’s rail system in twenty-four hours, (CBC News, 2010); if schools of fish, flocks 
of birds, and a flutter of butterflies can together travel thousands of kilometers; if forests 
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self-select species and sequentially mature over hundreds of years, why would people in 
communities be any different?

Schools of fish, flocks of birds, butterflies, and forests are complex adaptive systems (CAS). 
A CAS is, by definition, “a collection of individual agents, who have the freedom to act in 
unpredictable ways, and whose actions are interconnected such that they produce system-
wide patterns” (Eoyang, 2004). In a hierarchy, information flows from top to bottom and 
from bottom to top along well-greased bureaucratic channels, with little room for devi-
ance and a lot of room for control. In a network or a CAS, information flows randomly 
and yet in a patterned way – think of water always cutting new channels, always flowing 
from high to low, yet still having the capacity to rush or meander, settle for a time in a 
backwater, be drunk or excreted, evaporate or freeze, constantly in motion. A network is 
adaptive, constantly learning and changing, morphing organizational form and function.

Self-organizing systems are more than the sum of their parts in that, if you reduce them 
to their components – little piles of organizational cogs and wheels – you would most 
certainly fail to grasp the whole. A self-organizing system is able to reproduce itself and 
evolve; it is, in that sense, alive. The sector is like that, more than a collection of discrete 
organizations, a complex system that changes and evolves in constant motion as com-
munities change. These images from the natural world, perhaps not so separate from 
ourselves, offer new models of human organization that account for shift and change.

With shift and change come agency and, as Stuart Kauffman (2008), a leading thinker 
on complexity science and self-organization, points out from a scientific point of view, 
with agency come meaning, doing, and values. These three components, making mean-
ing, figuring out the doing, and paying attention to values are easily recognizable as the 
components so central to the sector’s work. Seeing ourselves, and our self-organization 
for change, as part of an evolving and complex natural world (rather than through the 
old narratives that cast man in dominion over it), creates a meta-story of organizing in 
communities where we can look beyond the detail of naming form to recognize an over-
arching structure of altruistic work.

New language describing the sector as a “social” or “people-centred” economy is begin-
ning to emerge from the more entrepreneurial end of the sector. Lynn Eakin (2009) 
writes of the “the public benefit economy,” recognizing the economic participation and 
impact of the sector on the Canadian economy but also the notion of an economy as a 
collective system of organizations. Most complexity theorists translating the new sci-
entific models to organizational development focus on the random forces at play in the 
commercial economy, likely because the nonprofit sector is barely on their radar. But 
seen this way, as two complex adaptive systems with inherent impetus for growth and 
change, albeit for differing motive, it becomes clearer that – structurally at least – there 
is affinity between civil society and the market economy. As I watch the shift to more 
entrepreneurial organizational forms to reach public benefit, I sometimes wonder if we 
are seeing the influence of the market economy on the sector or reinventing the market 
itself to more public benefit and sustainable ends.

Not so long ago I was sitting on a bus – a quiet place where I spend quite a bit of time 
commuting – reading a statistical journal. It was not my usual reading but a random 
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pick off the coffee table at 6 am. I came upon the work of Andrea Cavanaugh and Irene 
Giardina (2008), statisticians and researchers studying the flocking behaviour of star-
lings. Intrigued, I was able to locate Andrea in Rome through another complex adaptive 
system, the Internet. In the fall, we have all seen these small birds flock in hundreds, 
even thousands, to weave intricate patterns in the air as they prepare for fall migration. 
Who knows why they are doing these extraordinary aerial acrobats, but nature seldom 
wastes energy. Perhaps they are practicing. Their very livelihood depends on their ability 
to stay connected on brutally long journeys to the warmer climes. No V of geese this, the 
natural model that came into vogue in leadership literature several years ago, helping us 
to understand succession planning and that leadership should be shared for the good of 
the flock. These small birds stay in relationship to an enormous number of others in mid-
air, accommodating shift and change that is instantaneous – and, as one flock watcher on 
Ottmore (a few miles east of Oxford, UK) marvelled on a UTube video,4 they never crash. 
How is that? What is the organizing model offered by a flock of starlings?

Using statistical modelling, Andrea and Irene have determined that each bird navigates 
its place in the flock by watching the seven other birds in its peripheral vision. No map, 
no guidance system, no strategic plan – just a highly adaptive capacity to watch their air-
space and stay exactly the same distance away from the same seven other birds creating 
a whole that twists and pirouettes in the air, shifting with minute changes in air current 
and sunlight.

And here we get to the nub. Not only change but collaboration within a collectivity is 
at the essence of the work of civil society organizations. In my corner of Trillium, our 
most important review question about a project funding decision is: Does it change the 
landscape on which this organization is working? The focus is not only on the impact 
of funding on the recipient organization but also on those whose work will be changed 
because they share the landscape of the work. This is what the nonprofit sector is for, 
many people in organizations working in a constant process of change to public benefit, 
change that is now happening at a faster and faster pace. That is the value proposition 
perhaps of the sector – that capacity to learn and change faster than any other mecha-
nism on the public stage.

The notion of “emergence” as defined in complexity science text, is usually explained as 
“the whole is greater than the sum of its parts” (Kauffman, 1995, p. 24), oddly a phrase we 
used to describe a community in the early days of the community development move-
ment in the 1970s, when the new science was but a gleam in an eye. The sector seen as 
a system of interacting organizations has the potential to reproduce itself and to evolve 
and to do so in a way that cannot be predicted. Stuart Kauffman (2008) puts it this way:

We live in a universe, biosphere, and human culture that are not only emergent 
but radically creative. We live in a world whose unfolding we often cannot pre-
vision, prestate or predict – a world of explosive creativity on all sides. This is a 
central part of the new scientific worldview. (p. 5)

The notion is that a living collective, such as a slime mould or a flock of starlings, a com-
munity or even a civil entire sector can, through deliberate strategy – but as often also 
without conscious collective intention – emerge with similar and timely notions for inno-
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vative projects at the same time. As funders, we see this often, and our work is then to link 
people up with one another to look for the potential for synergy and contribution. The 
common phrase “an idea whose time has come” speaks to a kind of agency and creativ-
ity that is not mechanistic, but arises, perhaps in several places at once, from a common 
“field” (Scharma, 2005) of people working and thinking about particular civic issues.

What happens when we apply these kinds of models to the image of the “mess” on the 
map – when we introduce the three-dimensional movement of people organizing them-
selves as groups. We begin to understand each sector organization as a part of a densely 
interwoven system that is much fleeter than government, bides deep in the heart of vir-
tually every Canadian community, and can, as a system, develop knowledge of concern 
and wellbeing, of problem and solution, as rapidly as a starling can turn and works solely 
for altruistic purposes.

This is in some ways an enormously comforting view of the sector. Rather than “special 
interest groups” or radical lobbyists or competing forms of organization we, like the 
starlings, are simply doing what comes naturally. Good people with agency and creativ-
ity learning and collaborating together, each in our small corners and yet part of a civic 
structure profoundly alive to the concerns of those around us as well as the landscape we 
share. As we begin to make organizing method from the complex and adaptive processes 
of the natural world around us, what will it mean for our ability to respond more quickly 
to the aftermath of an earthquake half a world away, the flooding of a tiny First Nations 
community in remote Northern Ontario, an over-capacity healthcare system, or global 
warming and a sustainable planet? Perhaps, just perhaps, we can see ourselves figured in 
the dynamic process of evolution itself: our own evolution as a society and as a species 
and the evolution of the planet it is now imperative that we learn to share.

notes

1.	 In contrast, I recently met a young grant-seeker who has created a social enterprise 
where he works with young people who want to earn a living and change the world at 
the same time. It struck me that he has figured out not only this notion of career path but 
has a good start on branding as well.

2.	 While not germane to the story, a BPX is a Private Branch eXchange System some-
times known as a phone switch or phone switching device that connects office tele-
phones in a business with the public telephone network that make many things that we 
now take for granted possible, such as automated greetings for callers using recorded 
messages, dialing menus, connections to voicemail, and teleconferencing.

3.	 “Meta Strategies” by Marilyn Struthers and Liz Rykert, article forthcoming.

4.	 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XH-groCeKbE&feature=related
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