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Abstract 

One indicator or measure of our global unsustainability is the ecological footprint 

which simply put, “measures how much nature we have and how much nature we 

use”. When I commenced this research in 2009, our global ecological footprint was 

1.4 and world overshoot day was September 25. As I complete my research, our 

global ecological footprint in 2016 was 1.6 and world overshoot day was 8 August. 

Despite efforts to move towards sustainability – the ecological footprint is one 

indication that we continue to move away from being sustainable on a global scale. 

Organisations of all types with their financial and human resources that enable 

quite sophisticated problem solving have a role to play, to lead a shift from 

exploiting resources to nurturing them.  There is some agreement from those who 

represent the strong sustainability school of thought, that the shift from 

exploitation to nurturing is underpinned by a shift from a Newtonian paradigm to 

the paradigm of living systems (or complexity). But how might that shift be 

cultivated? 

The research detailed in this thesis: 

• Identifies the paradigm of complexity (living systems) as the paradigm 

from which we may be best able to understand the challenge of 

sustainability and understand how to respond to it. The paradigm shift goes 

beyond a cerebral appreciation of complexity and explores the multiple 

dimensions of a whole human being within a complex system (the 

organisation). 

• Through the literature review exploring weak and strong sustainability, 

identifies the key research question – “What is the nature and dynamic of 

the paradigmatic shift to nurture a sustaining organisation? Sub themes of 

leadership and organisational culture are intertwined in the complexity of 

identifying a path to evolve the organisational culture.  

• Develops an integrated, high-level model of emergent change to nurture a 

sustaining organisation and associated principles for the 
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researcher/facilitator cultivating such a change, founded in an 

understanding of living systems. 

• Designs an emergent systemic action research methodology to trace and 

make sense of the expected emergent change.  Reflection upon the intended 

methodology and what actually occurred provides findings in regard to the 

methodology itself.   

• Identifies research topic findings from a first person, second person and 

third person perspective. These findings are used to refine the high level 

model of emergent change to form a sustaining organisation into a stage 2 

model that describes the nature of the emergent change. 

• Employing an abductive approach, re-engages with the literature and 

iterates a stage 3 model that illustrates both the nature and dynamic of 

emergent change to form a sustaining organisation – a model that traces 

shifts in new ways of being emerging into the organisation – and details 

principles for practitioners to nurture each holon of the stage 3 model. 

This thesis provides an account of the powerful subtleties involved in cultivating a 

human environment within which the paradigm shift to sustaining may be liberated. 

Liberated because the research findings support the notion that the ‘new’ paradigm 

is lying dormant within employees and needs only to be reawakened and 

reprioritised. 

	  



	
7	

TABLE	OF	CONTENTS	

CHAPTER	1:	Introduction	to	embedding	sustainability	into	organisational	DNA:	a	
story	of	complexity	..........................................................................................	15	
1.1	Why	is	this	research	important?	.................................................................................................	16	
1.2	Introduction	to	this	thesis	..............................................................................................................	17	
1.3	Structure	of	this	thesis	.....................................................................................................................	20	
1.3.1	Chapter	1:	Embedding	sustainability	into	organizational	DNA	–	an	introduction
	...........................................................................................................................................................................	21	
1.3.2	Chapter	2:	Identifying	the	research	question	and	framework	through	the	
literature	......................................................................................................................................................	21	
1.3.3	Chapter	3:	Developing	a	systemic	action	research	methodology	.............................	22	
1.3.4	Chapter	4:	Description	of	the	action	research	activity	..................................................	22	
1.3.5	Chapter	5:	My	learning	about	embedding	sustainability	within	the	City	of	
Marion’s	DNA	..............................................................................................................................................	23	
1.3.6	Chapter	6:	From	the	nature	of	the	change	to	revealing	the	dynamic	of	the	
change	...........................................................................................................................................................	23	

1.4	An	introduction	to	the	host	organisation	and	my	relationships	with	it	.....................	24	
1.4.1	About	the	City	of	Marion	as	a	context	for	this	research	...............................................	25	
1.4.2	Reasons	the	City	of	Marion	was	a	good	choice	as	host	of	this	research	.................	26	

1.5	Glossary	of	terms	...............................................................................................................................	27	
1.6	Summary	of	this	chapter	and	connecting	to	Chapter	2	.....................................................	27	
CHAPTER	2:	Identifying	the	research	question	and	framework	through	the	
literature	..........................................................................................................	29	
2.1	Overview	................................................................................................................................................	30	
2.2	The	Context	and	rationale	for	this	research	...........................................................................	31	
2.3	The	Sustainability	Literature	........................................................................................................	34	
2.3.1	‘Business	a	little	less	than	usual’	or	‘weak	sustainability’	............................................	35	
2.3.2	Understanding	the	nature	of	‘strong’	sustainability	......................................................	36	
2.3.3	How	to	make	the	paradigm	shift	to	strong	sustainability?	.........................................	41	
2.3.4	The	research	gap	...........................................................................................................................	47	

2.4	Development	of	a	high	level	model	of	emergent	leadership	and	change	to	nurture	
a	sustaining	organisation	.......................................................................................................................	51	
2.4.1	From	the	Newtonian	paradigm	to	the	paradigm	of	complexity	...............................	51	
2.4.2	Nature	and	dynamic	of	change	within	the	paradigm	of	complexity	......................	54	
2.4.3	The	role	and	nature	of	leadership	for	sustainability	.....................................................	58	

2.5	Summarising	Chapter	2	...................................................................................................................	68	

CHAPTER	3:	Developing	a	systemic	action	research	methodology	.....................	71	
3.1	Introduction:	An	emergent	methodology	to	trace	an	emergent	research	topic	.....	72	
3.2	Foundational	philosophy	of	the	methodological	approach	.............................................	73	
3.2.1	A	systemic	approach	.....................................................................................................................	73	
3.2.2	Revealing	and	challenging	mental	models	and	paradigms	........................................	75	
3.2.3	Researcher	behaviour	consistent	with	the	principles	reflecting	the	behaviour	of	
complex	adaptive	systems	.....................................................................................................................	76	
3.2.4	Awareness	of	the	researcher’s	epistemology	and	teleology	........................................	77	

3.3	Methodological	design	.....................................................................................................................	78	
3.3.1	FMA	action	research	cycles	.......................................................................................................	78	
3.3.2	Four	stages	of	the	systemic	action	research	......................................................................	79	
3.3.3	Research	methods	..........................................................................................................................	80	

3.4	Research	validity	................................................................................................................................	82	
3.4.1	Time	frame	for	the	research	.....................................................................................................	84	



	
8	

3.5	Methodological	approach	findings	–	lessons	learned	and	recommendations	for	
future	practitioners	of	emergent	systemic	action	research	....................................................	85	
3.5.1	Revised	methodological	philosophy	and	principles	underpinning	the	approach.
	...........................................................................................................................................................................	86	
3.5.2	Revised	methodological	design	findings	..............................................................................	89	
3.5.3	Revised	research	methods	..........................................................................................................	95	

3.6	Summarising	the	methodological	approach	........................................................................	102	
3.7	Chapter	3	Appendix	........................................................................................................................	104	
3.7.1	Appendix	1:	Researcher’s	Vision	to	orientate	the	research	......................................	104	
3.7.2	Appendix	2:	Internal	announcement	of	PhD	research	and	the	role	of	the	
researcher	..................................................................................................................................................	108	
3.7.3	Appendix	3:	Hermeneutic	circle	method	in	detail	–	final	interview	method	.....	111	

CHAPTER	4:	Description	of	the	action	research	activity	..................................	113	
4.1	An	introduction	to	“what	I	did”.	................................................................................................	114	
4.2	Stage	1	:	Bringing	the	system	of	interest	into	existence	(June	2010	–	December	
2010)	............................................................................................................................................................	118	
4.3	Stage	2:	Evaluating	the	effectiveness	of	the	system	of	interest	as	a	vehicle	to	elicit	
useful	understanding	–	forming	the	co-research	team	..........................................................	118	
4.3.1	Engaging	with	CMG	–	Mar-Apr	2011	.................................................................................	119	

4.4	Stages	3	and	4:	Generating	joint	a	decision	making	process	and	Evaluating	the	
effectiveness	of	decisions	made	–	the	action	research	...........................................................	123	
4.4.1	Regular	co-researcher	team	meetings	...............................................................................	123	
4.4.2	Getting	the	beat	within	the	co-research	group	..............................................................	125	
4.4.3	Envisioning	a	shared	vision	and	shared	values	(June	2011	–	December	2011)126	
4.4.4	Fear	is	recognised	(mid	2011)	...............................................................................................	126	
4.4.5	Sharing	what	the	research	group	was	learning	with	EMG	–	a	visit	by	EMG	.....	127	
4.4.6	Dealing	with	my	own	sense	of	overwhelming	ambiguity	–	Sept	2011	.................	128	
4.4.7	Envisioning	within	the	co-research	group	again	–	Oct-Dec	2011	.........................	128	
4.4.8	The	germination	of	‘letting	go’	–	Nov	2011	.....................................................................	129	
4.4.9	Staying	connected	with	the	CEO	and	germinating	a	seed	–	Nov	2011	................	130	
4.4.10	Envisioning	with	the	research	team	and	EMG	in	December	2011	......................	130	
4.4.11	Envisioning	outside	the	research	group	and	within	CoM	–	Aug	2011-Dec	2012
	........................................................................................................................................................................	134	
4.4.12	A	critical	event	–	restructuring	SUFU	–	Dec	2011-Mar	2012	................................	134	
4.4.13	Integrating	consulting	work	into	the	research	process	–	Sept	2011-Nov	2012
	........................................................................................................................................................................	136	
4.4.14	Service	Reviews	and	embedding	Envisioning	into	the	annual	planning	process
	........................................................................................................................................................................	140	
4.4.15	Direct	action	by	the	research	group	–	a	meditation	group	–	Sept	2011	..........	146	
4.4.16	Observing	emergence	from	the	research	group	in	the	strategic	planning	
process	–	Sept	2012	...............................................................................................................................	147	
4.4.17	Third	person	perspective	influence	on	me	–	ALARA	September	2012	...............	148	
4.4.18	A	meeting	reflecting	on	the	research	with	the	CEO	–	April	2012	........................	148	
4.4.19	Final	co-research	group	reflections	in	November	2012	..........................................	149	
4.4.20	Hermeneutic	circle	reflections	............................................................................................	151	

4.5	Summarising	chapter	4	.................................................................................................................	152	

CHAPTER	5:	My	learning	about	embedding	sustainability	within	the	City	of	
Marion’s	DNA	................................................................................................	153	
5.1	Introduction	.......................................................................................................................................	154	
5.2	Primary	Researcher	(first	person	perspective)	.................................................................	157	
5.2.1	Identifying	cause	and	effect	in	a	systemic	worldview	.................................................	157	
5.2.2	A	deeper,	more	subtle	and	systemic	understanding	of	distributed	leadership	158	



	
9	

5.2.3	Different	ways	of	being	to	contribute	to	distributed	leadership	.............................	162	
5.2.4	The	co-research	group	meeting	reflecting	on	leadership	and	culture	in	a	
sustaining	organisation	.......................................................................................................................	168	
5.2.5	Cultivating	and	holding	the	space	for	emergence	as	the	facilitator	.....................	170	

5.3	Co-researchers	(second	person	perspective)	.....................................................................	172	
5.3.1	Personal	and	professional	development	through	the	group	process	....................	172	
5.3.2	The	process	that	was	sustaining	and	nurturing	............................................................	175	
5.3.3	Common	language,	understanding	and	practices	that	emerged	into	the	
organisation	..............................................................................................................................................	176	
5.3.4	A	largely	invisible	but	effective	source	of	emergent	change	that	is	difficult	to	
identify	and	trace	....................................................................................................................................	177	
5.3.5	Identification	of	the	transforming	threshold	concepts	...............................................	178	

5.4	Organisational	perspective	(second	person	perspective)	............................................	190	
5.4.1	Leverage	points	in	the	system	................................................................................................	197	
5.4.2	The	dynamic	of	emergent	change	........................................................................................	228	

5.5	Third	person	perceptive	..............................................................................................................	231	
5.6	Revising	The	Model	........................................................................................................................	232	
5.6.1	The	Facilitator	embodying	The	Principles	Stage	2	.......................................................	246	
5.6.2	A	passionate	small	group	and	norms	that	liberate	emergence	...............................	247	
5.6.3	Envisioning	.....................................................................................................................................	248	
5.6.4	Personal	Values	............................................................................................................................	248	
5.6.5	Threshold	concepts	.....................................................................................................................	248	
5.6.6	Letting	go	........................................................................................................................................	249	
5.6.7	Emergent	conversations	...........................................................................................................	249	
5.6.8	Organisational	context	..............................................................................................................	249	
5.6.9	Emergence	of	a	sustaining	organisation	...........................................................................	250	

5.7	Summarising	the	research	question	findings	.....................................................................	250	

CHAPTER	6:	From	the	nature	of	the	change	to	revealing	the	dynamic	of	the	
change	...........................................................................................................	253	
6.1	Introduction	to	this	concluding	chapter	...............................................................................	254	
6.2	Identifying	a	new	way	of	being	as	the	central	dynamic	to	nurture	a	sustaining	
organisation	..............................................................................................................................................	255	
6.2.1	Literature	review	of	ways	of	being	......................................................................................	257	
6.2.2	A	shift	in	the	way	of	being	promotes	new	conversations	and	emergent	change
	.........................................................................................................................................................................	258	

6.3	Reconceiving	The	Model	Stage	3	and	The	Principles	Stage	3	......................................	259	
6.3.1	The	nature	of	a	NWOB	that	is	sustaining	..........................................................................	259	
6.3.2	Principles	for	the	facilitator	to	nurture	the	NWOB	......................................................	264	
6.3.3	Practices	to	seed	the	transformation	..................................................................................	265	
6.3.4	Principles	for	the	facilitator	to	nurture	practices	to	embody	the	NWOB	...........	265	
6.3.5	Emergent	conversations	...........................................................................................................	266	
6.3.6	Principles	for	the	facilitator	to	nurture	emergent	conversations	..........................	266	
6.3.7	Responding	emergently	in	shared	situations	..................................................................	267	
6.3.8	Principles	for	the	facilitator	to	nurture	emergent	shared	situations	...................	268	
6.3.9	Organisational	context	..............................................................................................................	268	
6.3.10	Principles	for	the	facilitator	to	identify	and	nurture	a	ripe	organisational	
context	.........................................................................................................................................................	269	
6.3.11	The	Model	Stage	3	.....................................................................................................................	270	

6.4	Combining	The	Model	Stage	3	model	with	The	Principles	Stage	3	for	nurturing	
each	holon	..................................................................................................................................................	274	
6.5	An	integral	view	of	The	Model	Stage	3	and	The	Principles	Stage	3	..........................	276	
6.6	Research	benefits,	contribution	and	future	researcher	.................................................	277	
6.6.1	Research	benefits	and	contributions	...................................................................................	277	



	
10	

6.6.2	Future	research	............................................................................................................................	278	
6.7	Conclusion	..........................................................................................................................................	279	
	

BIBLIOGRAPHY	……………………………………………………………………………………………		283	
	
	

INDEX	OF	FIGURES	
Figure	1:1	Mind	Map	of	chapter	1	
Figure	1:2	Mind	map	of	chapter	2	
Figure	2:2	Ecological	footprint	1960-2016	and	projected	to	2030	(copied	from	
website)	
Figure	2:3	Holons	in	holarchy	-	dynamic	mutual	consistency	(Sahtouris,	2005)	
Figure	2:5	Integral	theory	quadrants	using	the	example	of	an	organisation	
Figure	2:6	Emergent	change	within	an	organisation	perceived	as	a	living	system	
Figure	2:7	Holarchy	of	negotiation	of	self-interest	in	a	sustaining	organisation	
Figure	2:8	The	Model	Stage	1	
Figure	3:1		Mind	map	of	chapter	3	
Figure	3:2	FMA	action	research	cycle	(Checkland	&	Holwell,	1998)	
Figure	3:3	Learning	about	M	from	AR	(Checkland	&	Holwell,	1998,	p13)	
Figure	3:4	Systemic	AR	cycle	reflecting	an	emergent	methodology	
Figure	3:5	Concurrent	systemic	AR	cycles	reflecting	an	emergent	methodology	
Figure	4:1	Mind	map	of	chapter	4	
Figure	4:2	Co-research	group	usual	meeting	place	at	LKCC	
Figure	4:3	Co-research	group	and	EMG	combined	visual	depiction	of	their	shared	
vision	
Figure	4:4	Combined	EMG	and	CMG	vision	
Figure	4:5	CoM	internal	model	developed	to	respond	to	the	state	30	year	plan	
Figure	4:6	Co-research	group	reflections	-	"What	have	we	learned?"	
Figure	5:1	Mind	map	of	chapter	5		
Figure	5:2	Research	findings	organised	according	to	methodological	intent	
Figure	5:3	Metaphors	illustrating	different	ways	of	being	
Figure	5:4	Visualisation	of	conversation	exploring	the	shared	understanding	of	a	
sustaining	organisation			
Figure	5:5	Summative	mind	map	of	co-research	group	learning	(Dec	2012)		
Figure	5:6	Upper	right	quadrant	of	mind	map	(Figure	5:5)		
Figure	5:7	Lower	right	quadrant	of	mind	map	(Figure	5:5)		
Figure	5:8	Lower	left	quadrant	of	mind	map	(Figure	5:5)		
Figure	5:9	Upper	left	quadrant	of	mind	map	(Figure	5:5)		
Figure	5:10	City	of	Marion	organisational	vision	(City	of	Marion,	2010	p7)		
Figure	5:11	Photos	representing	the	first	co-created	vision	by	the	co-research	group		
Figure	5:12	Co-research	team	and	EMG	shared	vision.		
Figure	5:13	CoM	Community	Plan	–	Towards	2040	(December	2013)	
Figure	5:14	The	Model	Stage	2			
Figure	6:1	Mind	map	of	chapter	6	
Figure	6:2	The	Model	Stage	3	
Figure	6:3	The	Model	Stage	3	mapped	to	integral	theory	quadrants	
	
	
	
	 	



	
11	

	
	
	

INDEX	OF	TABLES	
Table	1:1	Glossary	of	terms	
Table	2:1	The	butterfly	Story	(Sahtouris,	2016)	
Table	2:2	Three	waves	of	sustainability	(Dunphy	et	el.,	2007)	
Table	2:3	Principles	of	living	systems	as	related	to	organisational	life	
Table	2:4	Principles	of	change	within	living	systems	as	related	to	organisational	life	
Table	2:5	The	Principles	Stage	1	
Table	3:1	Hierarchy	of	places	to	intervene	in	the	system	(Meadows,	1999)	
Table	3:2	Four	stages	of	systemic	action	research	(Ison	and	Russell,	2000,	p210-213)	
Table	3:3	The	Principles	Stage	2	
Table	4:1	Visual	overview	of	research	activities	2010-2013	
Table	5:1	Reproduction	of	my	indicators	of	success	(3.7.2)				
Table	5:2	Co-researcher	reflection	on	leadership	in	a	sustaining	organisation				
Table	5:3	Summary	of	mind	map	branches	(Figure	5:5)			
Table	5:4	City	of	Marion	community	vision,	Broad	Horizons,	Bright	Future			
Table	5:5	City	of	Marion	organisational	vision	explanatory	comments			
Table	5:6	Comparison	of	core	values	in	each	team’s	vision				
Table	5:7	Descriptions	of	the	experience	of	envisioning			
Table	5:8	Researcher	reflections	on	the	relationship	between	envisioning	and	
threshold	concepts			
Table	5:9	Comparison	of	co-researcher	&	EMG	values	with	Community	Plan	values		
Table	5:10	Researcher	reflection	on	engagement	as	an	emergent	strategy	within	CoM		
Table	5:11	Findings	allocated	to	the	elements	of	The	Model	Stage	2		
Table	6:1	Contrasting	the	CWOB	with	NWOB	of	co-research	group	employing	Snorf	
and	Bayee’s	(2010)	three	elements	of	a	way	of	being	
Table	6:2	Principles	for	the	facilitator	to	nurture	the	NWOB	
Table	6:3	Principles	for	the	facilitator	to	nurture	the	practices	to	embody	the	NWOB	
Table	6:4	Principles	for	the	facilitator	to	nurture	emergent	conversations	
Table	6:5	Principles	for	the	facilitator	to	nurture	emergent,	shared	situations	
Table	6:6	Principles	for	the	facilitator	to	identify	and	nurture	the	organisational	
context	
Table	6:7	The	Principles	Stage	3	
Table	6:8	Areas	for	further	research	
	
	 	



	
12	

	
	

GOSSARY	OF	TERMS	
	

Term Meaning 

CoM City of Marion 

CEO Chief Executive Officer of the City of Marion 

EMG Executive Management Group that comprised the CEO and three 
executive members who were individually known as Directors and 
later General Managers. 

CMG Corporate Management Group that comprised a group of up to 20 
senior managers within the City of Marion. This group technically 
also included the EMG but where both are referenced together as 
one group I make this clear. 

OD Organisational Development 

SUFU Sustainability Futures Unit a department within the City of Marion 
that were seen as leading the organisation’s integrated sustainability 
capacity. 

Co-research group A small, passionate group of employees of the City of Marion, who 
volunteered to be a part of the action research. 

The paradigm shift If not specifically stated otherwise, this term is used to refer 
specifically to the shift from the Newtonian paradigm to the 
paradigm of complexity. 

Paradigm of complexity Also often referred to as the behaviour of complex adaptive 
systems or living systems.  

The Model The literature review proposes the high level model, identifying 
elements that may be a rich mix to cultivate the conditions for the 
paradigmatic shift to form a sustaining organisation.  

This model is developed from the literature as Stage 1 of The 
Model in Chapter 2. 

The Model is refined to Stage 2 in response to the research findings 
in Chapter 5.  

The Model is evolved to Stage 3 in Chapter 6 by returning to the 
literature that became implicated by research findings in Chapter 5. 

The Principles Accompanying each stage of The Model are principles for 
executing The Model in practice.  The principles are derived from 
applying the understanding of the paradigm of complexity to 
organisational behaviour and leadership.  

The Principles also evolve through three stages with The Model. 

The Principles Stage 1 are developed in Chapter 2. 

The Principles Stage 2 are refined in response to the 
methodological approach findings in Chapter 3. 

The Principles Stage 3 are evolved in Chapter 6 along with The 
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Term Meaning 
Model Stage 3. 

Human Synergistics A global consultancy that has developed intellectual property and 
expertise in measuring organisational culture and key contributors 
to influencing organisational culture. More can be found at their 
website http://www.human-synergistics.com.au  

FMA References Checkland and Holwell’s (1998) action research cycle 
including the declaration of three major elements. 

F : Framework of ideas 

M: methodology 

A: area of concern 

ALARA Action Learning, Action Research Association. 

BEF Business Excellence Framework 

Table 1:1 Glossary of terms 
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