Patterns for Decentralised
Organising
Richard D. Bartlett
This book is for sale at
http://leanpub.com/patterns-for-decentralised-organising
This version was published on 2018-04-20

This is a Leanpub book. Leanpub empowers authors and
publishers with the Lean Publishing process. Lean Publishing is
the act of publishing an in-progress ebook using lightweight tools
and many iterations to get reader feedback, pivot until you have
the right book and build traction once you do.

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License

This book is dedicated to my late granddad Fred, who died on the
day I joined the Occupy movement. He was a sweet man, a
generous hard worker, and a helluva good dancer.

Contents
Introductions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

1

Hi, I’m Rich . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

4

Intentionally Produce (Counter) Culture . . . . . . . . . .

9

Systematically Distribute Care Labour . . . . . . . . . . .

14

Make explicit norms and boundaries . . . . . . . . . . . .

20

Keep talking about power . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

24

Navigating the communication landscape . . . . . . . . .

30

Introduce new tools with care . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

36

Make decisions asynchronously . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

40

Use rhythm to address information overload . . . . . . .

43

Generate new patterns together . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

49

A toolbox for decision-making . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

54

Get unstuck with an external peer . . . . . . . . . . . . .

60

Request for Contributors . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

64

Introductions
done

What’s the sound of a humming team?
This is a book about working in groups. I’m not so interested in
what you’re working on together, I’m just going to focus on how
you do it.
To my way of thinking, it doesn’t matter if you’re trying to
build a better electric vehicle, or develop government policy, or care
for sick people, or blockade a pipeline; whenever you work with a
group of people on a shared objective, there’s some stuff you’re
going to deal with, some challenges. How do we decide what we’re
working on? who does what? who can join our team? what are our
expectations for each other? what happens when someone doesn’t
fulfil those expectations? what do we do with disagreement? how do
decisions get made?
A hierarchical management structure is one way to deal with
the challenges of working together. There’s a boss at the top
who calls the shots, they delegate some limited responsibilities
down a ladder of managers, and the managers eventually pass a
very small parcel of responsibility to the workers at the bottom
of the pyramid. I don’t really know anything about working in
traditional hierarchies. This is a book for people who are trying to
organise in a different way, for groups who want less hierarchy
and more collaboration. There’s not really a great word for it:
self-organising, bottom-up, self-managing, grassroots, horizontal,
sociocratic, heterarchical, teal, cooperative, non-hierarchical… I call
it “decentralised organising” because I’m thinking of a network
of relationships with no central point of power and control, no
single point of failure. All the contributors have different areas
of focus, different degrees of commitment or experience, but that
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difference sits on top of a strong foundation of equality: everyone’s
voice is equally valued, everyone is equally entitled to dignity and
respect. It’s more about fairness than sameness. A decentralised
group is nimble, supple, limber: people adjust to each other and to
the changing environment. Good ideas can come from anywhere,
and no one person is irreplaceable.
Have you ever had an experience working with other people
where it just felt easy? Everyone is playing to their strengths.
There’s not a huge amount of process or formality getting in the
way. Together you’re flexible and adaptable but not chaotic. You
know when to take initiative, and when to stop and ask for input.
You’ve got room to stretch and grow, but you can have an “off day”
without feeling like you’re letting people down. You’re getting stuff
done and having fun at the same time. Most of us have had glimpses
of a way of working together that feels delightful, easy, productive,
fun. When I say “a humming team”, most people know what I’m
talking about. So I want to know, what does that hum sound like?
I’m convinced there is not a “one size fits all” recipe, a management structure that you can take off the shelf and install in
your collective or your company. But my hypothesis is that there
are patterns: common design elements you can draw on as you
construct a recipe that’s right for you. Each pattern in this book
names a challenge that you are likely to face, and offers tools and
techniques you can try in response to that challenge.
In essence, I’m mostly drawing from three schools of thought:
Agile software development (work in rhythm, develop peer accountability, talk about your problems and co-design solutions
together), feminism (account for affective labour and distribute
it fairly), and anarchism (consent, autonomy and mutual aid as
first principles, combined with an honest and persistent appraisal
of power). This is not a book about ideas though, it’s very practical,
straightforward, grounded in direct experience, and ready to be
applied in your team right away.
You can read the sections in any order, so if you want to get
straight into it, skip ahead to the Patterns now. Or if you want to
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Hi, I’m Rich
Let me introduce myself with a few bullet points:
• I’m a straight man, recently turned 33.
• Mum and Dad are working class, but their focus on education
and hard work means I’m middle class.
• I’m a 4th generation New Zealander, but I’m a 1st-generation
Pākehā — I mean my siblings and I are the first of our family
to ask “what does it mean to be a settler on colonised land?”
• I grew up in a devout Christian family, growing vegetables
on a farm in the Wairarapa. I left the farm and studied
engineering in the city. I let go of the God stories.
• I’ve done some community organising and a lot of facilitation.
• I co-founded a tech startup.
All of these characteristics influence my way of understanding
the world; these are some of the lenses I’m wearing. Maybe my
engineering training comes through as a mechanical or deterministic attitude towards human relationships. Maybe you’ll sense the
privilege of my upbringing as a kind of naïve idealism. In this book
I’m going to share some principles of togetherness which might
be second nature to you if you come from a culture with more
emphasis on the collective. I won’t claim that any of this is new, or
mine. My intention is to name complicated things in a simple way,
to give you practical suggestions for improving your group work,
to encourage you to keep trying, and to invite you into a particular
way of thinking.

Living in the future
My experience with decentralised organising starts in 2011, when
I encountered the Occupy movement in Civic Square in Pōneke

Hi, I’m Rich

5

Wellington. Without a central leader or a management committee, Occupy camps sprouted in hundreds of cities around the
world, with remarkable coherence: committed to non-violence,
inclusion, participatory decision-making, hospitality. Politics geeks
call a movement like this “prefigurative”, because we were prototyping the society we want to occupy, rather than demanding
somebody give it to us.
The movement was decentralised, and each camp was decentralised too. At Occupy Wellington we had working groups to
divide up all the tasks of running a small village: preparing food,
maintaining shelter, running education and entertainment programs, external communications, 24hr hospitality. Nobody could
tell anyone else what to do, we just had to figure it out together.
When it worked, it was incredible, mind-blowing, transformative…
but of course in the end it didn’t work. Our camp, like so many
others, devolved into an incoherent, unsafe, uninviting mess.
Coming out of that experience, my friends and I were left
with a massive “what’s next?” It felt like we had come so close
to a completely new kind of society, and then it disintegrated
into mud and noise. We had all been inspired by the participatory
decision-making process; not the focus on “consensus” exactly, but
the deliberating, listening, patiently growing shared understanding,
working by consent, not using force, caring about and caring for
each other.
Like many others around the world, we figured that digital
technology could make deliberative decision-making much more
accessible, and much less time-consuming. So we started a software
project called Loomio (from “loom” as in weaving and “lum” as
in illumination). At first we thought we were just making a tool
for activists, but as soon as we released our first rudimentary
prototype we were flooded with interest from all sorts of groups:
city governments, companies, NGOs, community projects, families.
Fast forward to the present, and Loomio is six years old, still
growing, being used by communities, organisations, collectives and
institutions all over the world.
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While we’ve been building the software, we’ve also built a
remarkable cooperative company, globally respected for our ethical
commitments. From the outset, we put a lot of thought and care
into the foundations: we’re constitutionally required to prioritise
positive social impact ahead of profit; the company is owned by the
people working on it; the product is open source (a public resource
freely available to anyone); the financing comes from patient ethical
investment rather than extractive speculation; the business model
is designed for fairness (people pay for value, so we don’t have to
do creepy things like mining their private data for profit).
We’ve spent the past six years prototyping different management and governance structures, continuously adjusting and remixing to make a working environment that feels deeply nourishing,
hugely productive, efficient and resilient. This book comes from
that extensive R&D process: all the suggestions come from my
direct personal experience.
This is not a book about how the Loomio cooperative manages
a multi-million dollar software project without a management hierarchy (we already published that at loomio.coop). Instead, in this
book I’ve taken the lessons from the Loomio story and translated
them into terms that are ready to be applied in any company,
collective, team or network that is trying to decentralise leadership
and share ownership. The bones of this book emerged from my
work supporting dozens of teams and companies in Enspiral, a
network of decentralised organisations experimenting with new
ways of working. Over the years I noticed that we all faced similar
challenges, and sharing our experiences accelerated the learning
process.

7

Hi, I’m Rich

World map showing our destinations in 2017

The nuance, validation, and refinement of this text comes as a
result of a year on the road, from the South Pacific to South Korea,
the Americas, Europe and Scandinavia. During 2017, my partner
Nati and I worked with folks from the Seoul City Government,
healthcare providers in Brighton, a slum in Buenos Aires, tech
startups in Berlin, communes in California, and activists from
Mexico, Cuba, Canada, Iran and Spain. As we listened to their struggles, we worked out the details of these Patterns for Decentralised
Organisations, discovering what we all have in common.

One last thing…
Eventually I came to understand “Occupy” as a short chapter in
an ongoing movement of movements, a single iteration of a multigenerational evolutionary process. This “blessed unrest” mostly
proceeds underground, but sometimes comes to the surface with
names like the Zapatistas, counter-globalisation movement, the
Cutlery Revolution, Arab Spring, 15-M, the Sunflower Movement,
Idle No More, the Umbrella Movement, #BlackLivesMatter… I believe these chaotic movements are absolutely essential to repairing
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our relationships with each other, with the Earth, and all the
creatures we live with. I see these movements learning from each
other, and I’m eager to accelerate that learning process. This book
is offered as a contribution to a collective memory, a common body
of knowledge.
This first draft is written by one pair of hands, but the ideas
are not mine, which is why the book is published with a creative
commons license. I’m delighted to walk alongside a cohort of wise,
courageous, loving and creative people. In designing organisational
structures, I’m most indebted to Vivien Maidaborn, Mary O’Keeffe,
Ben Knight, and Alanna Irving. I’m forever grateful to the people
who supported Loomio through our unorthodox fundraising campaigns: you paid my rent while I learnt all this stuff. I want to
celebrate all my thinking-and-doing partners at Enspiral (especially
the relentlessly supportive Teddy Taptiklis): Loomio would not exist
without y’all. I’m thankful for the anarchists who extend my ethics
with radical love and radical honesty (especially Audrey Tang and
Emmi Bevensee), for the generations of feminists who exhausted
themselves trying to get some of us men to do our fair share, and for
the artists who insist on a life with less drudgery and more meaning.
I’m grateful to the people on my bookshelf: bell hooks, Nora
Samaran, Frederic Laloux, Charles Eisenstein, Heather Marsh, Nathan
Schneider, David Graeber, Patricia Shaw, Emma Goldman, Starhawk,
Ursula K. le Guin, Kim Stanley Robinson, Octavia E. Butler, Marina Sitrin, Zeynep Tufekci, Clay Shirky, Yochai Benkler, Douglas
Rushkoff…
Most of all, this book is the product of a thousand conversations
with my work-and-love partner Natalia Lombardo who inspires me
every day. Every second word is hers. The mistakes are mine.

Intentionally Produce
(Counter) Culture

95% done
So let’s say you starting a new project. You’ve got a small
committed team and you’re all excited about working together
without a rigid hierarchy. That’s a great start! However, saying you
want to work collaboratively is not enough. First you have to un-
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learn a bunch of hierarchical habits.
For most of us, hierarchy is an everyday part of our culture.
As a kid you are trained to look to your parents for guidance. Then
you go to school, and you “pass” or “fail” by the standards explained
to you by your teachers. Maybe you graduate and get a job: now
you have a manager telling you what to do. As a citizen, every
few years you get to vote in an election: a way to indicate your
preference for who should make laws. You learn to obey those laws
(or at least disobey discretely) because people with guns and badges
will punish you if you don’t.
Most of us are used to being told what to do, or telling others
what to do. If you’re in a leadership position, you learn to always
have a credible answer, even if it’s just a guess. If you’re not the
owner or leader of the project, you know you can take it easy
because someone else is holding the ultimate responsibility.
Our whole lives have trained us for living inside hierarchy, so
we have hierarchical habits.
Take me for example: I’m really good at arriving in a room
and making sure that everyone thinks I’m the coolest guy here.
Without even thinking about it, I’m mapping the social terrain,
identifying the influencers and the underdogs. I perform a thousand
subtle gestures to win favour with everyone. I learned those skills to
navigate a world governed by status. The logic of hierarchy maps
everyone on to a ladder from lowest status to highest status. I’ve
been trained to spot that ladder and climb it at top speed. It’s in
my muscle memory. Those skills are great for self-promotion and
ego-inflation, but they’re terrible for collaborating with people, or
for building genuine relationships. To be an effective collaborator,
I need to unlearn that habit and learn a new one that suits.
So when you pull together a new team, it’s not enough to just
say “we’re going to do things differently”, you have to put in the
work to build a new set of habits, behaviours and reflexes. You have
to produce a different kind of culture.
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How do you produce culture?
At a workshop in the US, I asked the rhetorical question: “how do
you produce culture?”, thinking that the method was impossible
to put into words. But somebody called out a brilliant answer:
“Fermentation!”
To make sourdough bread, first you need a starter dough. Mix
in some fresh ingredients, and start the reaction by folding or
kneading, then leave it somewhere dark and safe to rise. In just a
few hours, that little starter has transformed the whole loaf.
To ferment a new group culture, your “starter dough” is a person
or people who embody some of the qualities you want to develop.
The “fresh ingredients” are new people who have a desire to grow.
The “kneading” involves a lot of open, heartfelt conversations, some
of which will be uncomfortable as you push into each other. The
“rising” happens at a retreat, off-site or hui: somewhere safe and
quiet that you can be together for a few days, isolated from the
outside world.
To produce a thriving, distinctive culture, I don’t know of any
substitute for spending time together.
For the first few years of Loomio, we would go away together
every 6 months for a retreat, a pattern we learned from our friends
at Enspiral. At the retreat we have everyone present for 3 or 4 days,
eating together, sleeping in the same place, sharing down-time as
well as work-time. This abundance of time allows for the kinds of
conversations that don’t happen in an office. We dream together,
each finding our individual connection to our shared purpose. We
talk openly about what’s not working, knowing that we have time
to listen to the frustration and hurt, and time to co-design a different
structure that suits us better. There’s space to explore territory
where we’re all vulnerable: on retreats I’ve had conversations about
my relationship to money, about the racist and sexist dynamics I
perpetuate, and how it feels to live on a burning planet.
Perhaps the most important thing we do at retreats is simply
getting to know each other. When I understand more about your
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history, your passions and frustrations, your hobbies and quirks, I
start to see you as a whole person. I get to know who you are and
where you come from, beyond just what you do. I see you as a branch
in a vast network, rather than an isolated point floating in space.
Of course, you don’t need to go on a team retreat to get to know
each other as “whole people”. Across all the teams and companies at
Enspiral, almost all of our meetings start with a “check in”, a quick
way to hear from everyone in the room: how are you? what do
you want to do with our time together? This simple practice settles
people and prepares them to collaborate. You can read more about
“check ins” in this great article from Kristin Cobble: How to Start a
Meeting.
When we know each other well, we start to see our differences
as distinctive qualities, rather than just a source of conflict. We
discover commonalities beneath our differences. We grow trust in
each other. We develop this superpower called “belonging”.
In 2011-2012, Gallup surveyed 200,000 employees in 141 countries and found only 13% of them are “engaged” in their work. To my
understanding, disengagement at work is just one facet of a wider
crisis of belonging. Humans evolved in groups, but modern Western
society is designed for individuals. I say “belonging is a superpower”
because I’ve seen how people thrive once they find their community
of belonging. It could be a co-op, family, collective, club, or just a
really great team at work. That’s why I love supporting people into
these small, tight, intimate groups.
I remember my mentor Vivien Maidaborn identifying “the willingness to engage” as the first ingredient of a successful negotiation.
I’ve found people are much more willing to engage when they have
this sense of “belonging”, a shared stake in our collective identity.
You and I can be in conflict, my trust in you may be bruised, but
I’m willing to show up and figure it out so long as I feel we are both
genuinely invested in our shared project. Consensus works to the
degree that people care about each other. As soon as you don’t
care about each other, you don’t care if there’s a disagreement, so
you are not motivated to work it out.

Intentionally Produce (Counter) Culture

13

When you have trust and belonging, all the challenges of working together are surmountable. But without trust and belonging, all
the other interventions are bandaids. That’s why this “intentionally
produced culture” is the first pattern: it’s the foundation that the
rest of your organisational structure is built on. ## Further reading
• 5 Reasons to Build a Network of Small Groups, Rather than
a Mass Movement of Individuals
• A Caring Organisation: Processes & Structures for a Collaborative Workplace
• psychological safety study

Systematically Distribute
Care Labour

95% done; add exercises + resources
It’s impossible to sustain a thriving collaborative culture if the
load of care is not shared fairly.
Care includes the practical stuff of hospitality, like preparing for
a gathering and cleaning up after. It also includes emotional work,
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like noticing that someone is not having a good time, checking in
with them, and asking ‘how can I support you to come back in?’
“Care” includes all those subtle gestures of consideration for the
needs and feelings of other people: organising for everyone to
sign a birthday card, opening the window when the room is getting
stuffy, listening to someone as they decompress after a bad day.
Care is the gravity that holds a group together. When there’s not
enough care in the group, the group simply doesn’t work anymore.
Take a second to think back on your experiences of working in
groups. It’s a safe bet for me to assume that in most cases, there
were just one or two people doing almost all of this “care” work. I
can make a confident guess that this imbalance created fertile soil
for the seeds of conflict, bitterness, and burnout to grow in.
When you’re working in a group, you’ll usually have some
way of allocating tasks to people: Sally is building the website and
Marc is writing the content. But in most groups, the work of caring
for people is not acknowledged as “work”. It’s invisible, there’s no
system for allocating it. “Look after each other” doesn’t come up on
the quarterly objectives.
Fellow Loomio co-creator MJ Kaplan talks about “throwing the
sheet over the ghost”, naming the unspoken dynamics of a group so
we can consider them together. Another way to think of this comes
from my mentor Vivien Maidaborn: “if there’s no formal system for
managing a shared resource, look for the informal system.”
Often you’ll find that the “informal system” for managing care
labour is really simple: the person with the most sensitivity to the
needs of others does most of the work of caring for everybody.
The upside is that you have an expert on the job. The downside is
that this system is totally unfair to the individuals involved, and it
makes your collective extremely fragile.
In the previous chapter I talked about the ever-present hierarchies in our culture. One of the most expansive hierarchies is that
bastard called patriarchy. (If you want an accessible introduction
to patriarchy, I hugely recommend a short book called Feminism
is For Everybody by bell hooks.) You can think of it like a brain
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virus. When I’m infected with the patriarchy virus, I can look at
the billions of different people in the world and collapse all that
wonderful diversity down into two categories: “man” and “woman”.
Once I have these two categories, it’s easy to organise them on the
status ladder: man on top, woman beneath. Statistically speaking,
your boss is probably a man (a 2016 study by the American
Association of University Women found that 95% of the CEOs in
the “S&P 500” list of companies are men). If you believe in God,
chances are he’s a man too. The eight richest people on the planet
(who own the same financial wealth as the 3.6 billion poorest) are
all men.
One of the ways that the patriarchy virus shows up in group
work is that most of the time, “the person most sensitive to the needs
of others” is a woman. Girls are raised to always be caring. My
conditioning as a boy means not only do I not do my fair share of
the care labour, I couldn’t even see care labour was happening until
other people pointed it out for me!
So in most groups, you have one or two people doing a lot
of extra labour, without being acknowledged, supported, or paid.
This role is reinforced over time: the more you listen to people, the
better you understand how to support them, and the more they
come to expect support from you. If this unofficial “chief carer”
gets overwhelmed or frustrated, they’ll stop, and the group loses
its cohesion. Many people don’t even know that the care work is
happening, so they’re certainly not prepared to pick up their fair
share.

You might be suffering from Founder’s
Bottleneck
Patriarchy is not the only force that tends to centralise the care
labour on a few people. There’s also the founder effect.
I worked with a non-profit tech cooperative in the UK. They
already have a culture of high trust and high autonomy, and they
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have an intention to further decentralise leadership of the organisation. The team is suffering from what I call “founder’s bottleneck”.
Everyone is comfortable working within their own domain of
expertise, but when there are conflicts between colleagues, they’ll
go and talk to the founder, who can find a resolution where no-one
else can.
In this case, “the person most sensitive to the needs of others” is
the project founder. They recruited everyone on the team, so they
know everyone well, and they’re trusted by everyone. Even though
everyone on the team iscommitted to decentralising leadership, the
bottleneck makes it impossible for the founder to step away and let
the team self-manage.
It’s a bold claim, but I think I know some remedies for “founder’s
bottleneck”. My evidence: five years since Loomio started, now
all of the founders have been able to step back from day-to-day
operations and celebrate as the performance of the team keeps
improving. Obviously, this is the result of many factors. Perhaps the
easiest one for you to pick up and start working with right away is
a system we made up called “stewardship”.

Decentralised organisations
decentralise the care labour
One of the things that has made a huge difference inside our team
at Loomio, and in many other teams across the Enspiral network,
is to systematically distribute the work of caring for each other.
Our organisational structure says “caring is just as important as
engineering and marketing”, in fact, it’s good if everyone takes a
share of this work.
In the Loomio team, we distribute the work of caring for
people with a peer support system we call “stewardship”. (Note,
our use of the word “stewardship” is related to, but different from
the concepts introduced in Peter Block’s acclaimed book on unpatriarchal leadership, called Stewardship.) You can read the details
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of our stewardship system in the Loomio Cooperative Handbook,
but I’ll share the outline here:
Everyone is a steward, and everyone has a steward. The steward
supports their stewardee. Everyone is caring for someone, and
everyone is being cared for by someone else.
What does it mean to care for someone? What kind of care
can you expect from a colleague? Those are big complex questions.
At a baseline we ask the steward to be a reliable point of contact,
someone who knows a little bit about what’s going on in your life.
We invite each steward to meet their stewardee once per month,
and ask ‘how can I support you?’, listen to the answer, and go from
there.
Each relationship is co-designed between the two people. They
agree what they’re up for. Every stewarding relationship is different, depending on what they need and what you can offer.
Sometimes, it looks like professional development: “I’m focussed
on these learning goals, can you help me come up with a plan and
check in on my progress?” Other times, it’s more like being a good
friend or peer-counsellor, “I just need someone to listen to me rant
about this annoying thing that happened.”
Each relationship lasts for roughly one year, then we mix it up.
We’re continuously reconnecting different parts of the organisation
together. You find that some people are really good at supporting
other people, whereas other folks need more practice. Because we
rotate these relationships over time, the skills get distributed. I
remember one of my stewards had a simple technique: “Richard,
what can I remind you of next month? What’s something that’s
really present for you now, that you want me to remind you of
next time we meet?” That was a really effective prompt for me to
reflect and grow, so now it’s something I do when I’m stewarding
other people. It’s just one simple technique in a growing toolbox of
care skills. All of those skills, approaches, and techniques are being
distributed around the team, so the emotional intelligence of the
collective keeps increasing. That’s an incredible environment to be
in: it feels lovely, and it creates an extraordinary degree of resilience
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in the organisation.
In fact, it’s better than resilience: our organisation is designed
to be “antifragile” — volatility and shocks make our bonds stronger!
These stewarding relationships really kick in when things get
difficult. If I’m stuck in a conflict in Loomio, my steward is the
first person I’ll talk to. (Details of our conflict resolution process
are in the Loomio Cooperative Handbook). Inter-personal conflicts
are much easier to resolve when you can count on the support of a
trusted partner. Shared difficulty is a terrific bonding agent.
We’ve seen so many benefits from this simple peer-support
system. These relationships nurture a growing network of trust
throughout the organisation. The emotional intelligence of the
team keeps improving. People develop more appreciation for each
other’s differences. Conflicts get unstuck. Most importantly, the
responsibility and effort of caring for people is distributed. We don’t
all have exactly the same share of the work, but there’s not one
single point of failure either.

Make explicit norms and
boundaries
70% done

The author David Foster-Wallace wrote a wonderful speech
called This Is Water. It opens with a parable:
“There are these two young fish swimming along, and
they happen to meet an older fish swimming the other
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way, who nods at them and says, “Morning, boys,
how’s the water?” And the two young fish swim on
for a bit, and then eventually one of them looks over
at the other and goes, “What the hell is water?”
In other words, sometimes it is very hard to see something if it is
all around you. In many groups, our “norms” and “boundaries” are
like the water in the fish story. A norm is an informal guideline of
what is normal, it’s “how we do things around here”. The boundary
is “how we don’t do things here”.
For example: there’s someone standing at the front of the room
with a slide projector, and rows of people sitting in chairs facing
them. Arriving into that situation, the “normal” thing to do is sit
in a chair and listen quietly. You know if you have something to
contribute you should raise a hand, or wait until after the presenter
is finished. If your friend next to you answers their phone and
starts a loud conversation, you would know immediately that they
have crossed a “boundary”. You frantically shush at them as other
members of the audience turn to glare and frown. You didn’t need
these norms or boundaries explained to you — it’s common sense.
A different example: you’re in a team that’s been working
together for a while. It’s a lovely little crew; everyone is very gentle
and considerate with each other. Then one day someone new joins.
They come from a different background than the rest of you, so
they have some different ideas about what is “normal”. Maybe
they think it is funny to make edgy sexist comments. If your team
doesn’t already have an explicit agreement that “this is not how
we do things around here”, then you’re going to have a exhausting
negotiation about why sexism is a problem, and why that joke is
not actually funny, and why we don’t want to have it here.
We rely heavily on “common sense” when we’re working
in groups. We have expectations of each other, and we feel we
shouldn’t have to explain all those expectations. The trouble with
common sense is that everyone has a different version. We’ve
all had different experiences, so we all have different unspoken
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assumptions. If you want to work together for a long time, if you
want to be accessible to new people, and if you want to work with
people who are not exactly like you, your group is going to have to
have some conversations about norms and boundaries.
The Enspiral Handbook and Loomio Handbook are how we
make our norms and boundaries explicit. This is how we are doing
things here. This is our decision-making protocol. These are the
communications tools we use and how we use them. These are the
different roles we have. This is what is expected of you, these are
your responsibilities. This behaviour is excluded. This is how you
can be removed from the group.

Explicit boundaries are less likely to be
crossed
Just by having a boundary that explains ‘this is what is expected of
you, this is how you could be removed’, just by having that written
down, most of the time you won’t have to use it, but having it
explicit gives people a lot of safety, they know the expectations.
If I know what’s expected of me, I’ll behave well.
Sometimes you can support people to grow new behaviours, or
to accommodate each other, but sometimes you have someone who
cannot participate in this mode of organising, and they need to not
be there, because they’re doing harm.
There’s so much fuzziness in this “common sense” thing. Unpacking it together and naming what is most important to your is a
great way to bond, to find new understanding and grow tolerance.

How do you agree?
Often we will start a gathering by establishing norms: in our interactions we want to have fun together, be curious and affectionate;
and some boundaries: quiet after 11pm, consent.
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It’s not a massive decision-making process, but it signals to
everyone — this is what we expect of each other.

Goldilocks and the Golden Rule
When you’re making your norms and boundaries explicit, it’s easy
to go overboard. Having “too many rules” feels constraining, bureaucratic, paternalistic. The Burning Man festival has 10 Principles.
Don Miguel Ruiz wrote a book called “The Four Agreements”: be
impeccable with your word, don’t take anything personally, don’t
make assumptions, and always do your best. The “Golden Rule” gets
it down to one: treat others as you’d like to be treated.
My preference is to only have as many rules as I can easily
remember. I want a handful of helpful guidelines that remind me of
our shared expectations, not a massive rulebook full of details and
inaccessible language.
Tikanga and kawa
community mastery board
demonstrate-and-celebrate

Keep talking about power
65% done

If you’re reading this book, I can guess you are concerned about
inequality — you probably share my assumption that a more equal
society would be good for everyone.
I joined the Occupy Movement because I wanted to participate
in a great experiment, a global demonstration of what a more
equal society could look like. At the time, I had a pretty naïve
understanding of inequality. I didn’t have a great plan, but I had
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a strong sense that eradicating hierarchy would be a good place to
start. So we rejected the hierarchical model typical of companies
and institutions, and said “here, nobody is in charge, we’re all
equal!”
It was painful to discover that equality is easier said than done.
If we’re all equal, how do we include the people with less capacity to
participate in our decision-making process, because they don’t have
the time, or the language, or the mobility? If we’re all equal, how
do we make space for individual initiative and expertise? And what
do we do about that enormous man threatening folks with a knife
— is he equally entitled to participate in our consensus process?!
Seven years later, I’m still focussed on equality. I want to work
in groups where everyone has equal power. Most of the groups I
work with have a similar intention. And yet, while we’re all aiming
for this destination called equality, I am yet to meet a group that
has arrived there. Equal groups may exist, but they must be very
rare, or very well hidden, because I’ve been searching all over the
planet!
Personally I find it very discouraging to hear “we are all equal”
when I can clearly see that some people have much more influence
than others. Our co-op might be structured for “one member, one
vote”, but I can see Jack’s agenda point is much more likely to
be discussed than Jill’s. The mismatch between what I’m hearing
and what I’m seeing creates a kind of dissonance that massively
undermines my trust in the governance of the group. It feels like I
have to work out a secret code if I want my voice to be heard.
Rather than “we are all equal”, I’m much more interested in: “we
are all working to be equal”. That is, starting from a presumption of
inequality, and committing to work on our selves and our structures
to bring us closer to being equals.
I believe a group really starts to thrive when everyone can
safely talk about power differentials between the members.
While “everyone has equal power” may be out of reach for most
groups, “everyone can safely discuss power differences” is a much
more attainable and useful goal. This is a discussion that doesn’t
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ever end, that’s why I name this pattern Keep Talking About Power.
When you look at the power differences in your group, you
might find that some differences are healthy, but others are toxic.
It takes some effort to distinguish the two.
For instance, in our case at the Loomio co-op, Rob has the
most experience with software engineering. So when there’s an
engineering decision, I want Rob to have much more influence than
me. That is a healthy kind of imbalance. But if Rob alone could
decide on the direction of the whole co-op, or how much we get
paid, or who has a job, that would be coercive — toxic power.

Defining Power
In some groups, when I say “power” people immediately think
of something negative, because the word is so often used in the
context of coercion: people with more power use it to control people
with less. In your discussions, it may be useful to experiment with
different definitions of power.
In physics, power is “the rate of doing work” — a 2000-watt
heater warms the room twice as quickly as a 1000-watt heater
because it has twice as much power. Sociologist Miki Kashtan
defines power as “the capacity to mobilise resources to attend to
needs.” Notice both of those are neutral definitions.
Ecofeminist teacher & activist Starhawk defines 4 types of
power in her brilliant short book The Empowerment Manual: A
Guide for Collaborative Groups:
• power-from-within or empowerment — the creative force
you feel when you’re making art, or speaking up for something you believe in
• collective power or solidarity — empowered people coming
together to act in unison
• power-with or social power — influence, status, rank, or
authority that determines how much you are listened to in a
group
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• power-over or coercion — power used by one person to
control another
Starhawk warns that collaborative groups, in their enthusiasm
to banish coercive power, often have difficulty dealing with social
power. Many of the people I’ve worked with have expressed this
same frustration: “we use consensus decision-making because we
want everyone to have a say… but it feels like we’ve killed initiative
in the process”. One workshop participant named this challenge
with a profound post-it note: “equal power dogma stifles creativity”.
My point is not to find the best possible definition, but to
resource your conversations as you keep talking about power.
Power is a complex word, loaded with painful experiences. It takes
time and space to unpack these experiences safely (this is the kind
of conversation we have at retreats). In these conversations we
can distinguish between healthy power and toxic power, growing
shared understanding of different people’s experiences, and then
move on to co-design organisational structures that support the
healthy use of power.
“Using power with others, for me, is about attending
to more needs of more people, thereby adding both
to their power, their capacity to mobilize resources
to meet their own needs, as well as to the whole –
time and time again I am astonished by seeing that
bringing in more needs results in solutions that tend
to be more creative and more robust. I mourn how
many people live and die without having this magical
experience, because explaining it takes the life out of
it, and because I find it so nourishing and trust that
many others would, too, if they could only accept the
apparent initial loss of control (which we never have
in any event).” Miki Kashtan, Ph.D.
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Examples of a power conversation
/ could tell the pink circle story here

Structures for healthy power
roles… rotation, transparency, access, mandate, veto
eldership, mimicry, modelling pro-social behaviours, using their
status to elevate others
founders bottleneck: handing over will slow you down in the
short run, for a long run benefit
Basic example that has worked well for us: if you have a
role that tends to attract influence, like a manager, coordinator,
spokesperson. It’s easy for those roles to attract a lot of power, so
we are careful to document the roles: this is what is expected of
you, this is what’s in, this is what’s out. You’re a spokesperson
which means you represent us to the world, but you don’t just
get to make up whatever you think. You’re a coordinator so you
facilitate the team to set a strategic direction, you don’t set the
direction yourself. And we take turns with these roles. At Loomio
we have a coordinator role, someone paying attention to the whole,
someone who knows what’s happening everywhere and will notice
when something is slipping through the cracks. When we had 10-15
people on the team, we would usually have 3 coordinators, 2 of them
are experienced, they’ve done management-type work in previous
jobs, and 1 of them is junior. They’re learning the ropes, starting
to take on more responsibility, so one of the seniors can drop out
and we can bring in another person. About half of the total team
have had a turn at the coordinator role. Some of them love it, they
develop that skill, and some of them have a taste but then decide
it’s not for them. It really helps to give many people the experience
of working in that role. If you have had the job of getting 15 people
to sign a form, later on if someone asks you to sign something you
are going to be responsive and not delay.
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By “safely” I mean “without fear of punishment”. If my initiative
and expertise are being crushed by an ideological commitment to
•
•
•
•

Read tyranny of structurelessness
Members Contributors: participation vs commitment
FairShares
Steward Ownership

Exercises
• founder: how might you leave in a way that makes the team
stronger?

Further Reading
• https://medium.com/maptio/how-authority-works-in-creativeendeavours-eac93667d97b

Navigating the
communication landscape

90% done
Communication is hard, and technology is hard, so communication technology is doubly hard. Just about every group I have ever
worked with is frustrated with their use of communication tools.
See if you recognise any of these gripes:
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I’m drowning in information overload
I can’t find the information I need
I get interrupted every 5 minutes
…endless email chains
I can never get people’s attention
I’m afraid I’ll break something if I click the wrong thing
Our archives are a mess
Not another @#$%ing tool!

These problems are knotted together, they’re difficult to unpick.
Most groups have more pressing issues to think about, so your
dysfunctional use of comms tools is like a dull headache in the
background, an everyday frustration you learn to tolerate.
I won’t pretend there are any easy quick-fix solutions, but I have
seen many groups alleviate their comms headache with 2 patterns:
1. Agree how you’re using your comms tools
2. Introduce new tools with care

Agree how you’re using your comms
tools
A lot of communication frustration emerges from people having
different “maps”: there’s no agreement about what tool is for what
job.
It’s obvious that a hammer is for hitting things because it is
heavy. Saws are for cutting because they are sharp. When it comes
to digital tools though, their use is not self-evident. It doesn’t matter
if you’re using a wiki, Loomio thread, email, Slack, Facebook Group,
Google Doc, ether pad… whatever comms tool you’re looking at,
you basically see a bunch of rectangles with text in them. You
can’t expect people to look at all those text boxes and intuitively
understand what tool is for what job.
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So it really helps to have a conversation about how you’re using
your various tools, and draw a map together. For instance, here’s a
map we made with the Loomio team:

Depending on the kind of work you do together, you’ll need to
come up with your own recipe. As a starting point, it might help to
introduce “the trinity of digital comms”. Since the early days of the
Web, many digital communities stabilised around three different
communication spaces.
First, there’s the realtime space. In the old days that was an
IRC chatroom; now it is probably Slack, or Hipchat, or some other
instant messenger, like WhatsApp or Telegram. This is a space for
chatting. It’s sociable. There’s not a lot of formality. Chat makes
sense now, but it has decreasing value the older it gets. If you’re
looking for a quick response, go to the chatroom and ask what do
you think of this new design? or who wants to get lunch with me?
There’s no expectation that people stay up to date, so this is not
the place for important announcements or decisions. If you need to
hear from everyone, if you want time to consider different options,
if you want to run any kind of collaborative process, this is not the
right tool for the job.
Second — you have the asynchronous space. Back in the day
that was a mailing list or listserv for group email, or a discussion
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forum; Loomio fits in here. Instead of the chatroom, where everything is organised around now, you have a “threaded” system which
is organised around the topic. It’s basic old technology, but it shifts
the dynamic of the conversation when you start by saying ‘this is
the subject’. We have days or weeks to talk about it, rather than
OMG right now I need you to stop what you were doing and put
your attention over here.
Finally you have the static channel, like a wiki, handbook, or
documentation of kind. This is the norms, the frequently asked
questions, the rules, whatever.
These are three different kinds of communication, so it makes
sense to use three different tools. If you have those three spaces
covered, that usually sets a healthy baseline of your online communication. People can hold those 3 tools. People can understand “If I
want to invite people out to lunch, I’ll do that on the chatroom, and
if I want to talk about next year’s strategy, I’ll do that on Loomio.”
The three spaces complement each other: an offhand comment in
the chatroom can get escalated to a Loomio deliberation, which
leads to a decision about a new policy which goes into the wiki.
The policy can include a link back to the Loomio deliberation, so
readers can review the reasoning behind the decision
So, don’t think about “offline” and “online”. Think about “realtime” and “asynchronous”, and bandwidth
table
Category: Realtime Examples: IRC chatroom, Slack, WhatsApp… Qualities: quick exchange of information right now, creates
a sociable mood Pitfalls: doesn’t make sense later — bad for keeping
a record of important decisions, participation across timezones, or
multi-day collaborative process
Category: Asynchronous Examples: forum, listserv/email, Discourse, Loomio Qualities: organised around topic, discussions can
last a long time: good for deliberation, space for reflective thinkers,
participate in your own time (supports multi timezones and part-
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time participation); record decisions with complete summary of reasoning Pitfalls: low emotional bandwidth, needs active facilitation
to keep people engaged
Category: Static Examples: ether pad, Google Docs, wiki, paper
documentation Qualities: holds the organisational memory, reduces
recurrence of the same conversation over and over

Exercise: make a map
make a map together. add your meetings
Depending on your work, you will need different tools. Maybe
the trinity is useful, but it won’t cover everything you need.
The important thing is that you have an agreement together
about what tools are for what job. With a shared understanding
of the tools, they all fit together beautifully. When people have
different ideas, it gets messy.
It can be a really useful exercise to make a map together of your
comms tools and process. You could start with the digital layer, and
then add other ingredients that support your communication, e.g.
“monthly strategy meeting”, “annual retreat”, “Friday drinks”.
The process of building this map collaboratively will uncover
where there is any divergence in understanding, and will help you
spot what’s missing.
When we do this with teams we usually start sketching on a big
sheet of paper. Once we’ve clarified the main tools, we’ll clean up
the sketch to produce a reference drawing that’s super helpful for
orienting new team members. For example, here’s one I made for
Enspiral, using a mapping tool called Kumu:
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This map is interactive: when you select any of the tools it
brings up a short guide with instructions for how to use them well.

Dealing with conflict in digital spaces
Enspiral founder Joshua Vial wrote a brilliant article on dealing
with conflict in digital spaces: http://joshuavial.com/loomio-conflict/
My favourite nugget of advice:
“Whenever misunderstanding or conflict arise escalate
the bandwidth of the channel. If you’re on Loomio
(asynchronous text) move to chat (synchronous text),
form chat to a voice call, voice call to video call, video
call to in person meeting.”
illustration showing escalation

Introduce new tools with
care
90% done

When you introduce a new communication tool, it is very
easy to make your communications worse. Frankly, most people
generally do a terrible job of introducing new tools to their group.
Most of the groups we work with have done a poor job, over and
over again. So you have layers and layers of partially adopted
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technologies: this team is using one tool and that team is using
another tool, and they’re not talking to each other, all the files are
in all different places; somehow you’re drowning in information
but also you can never find the thing you need; some percentage of
your team never learn how to use the tools, so they carry a bunch
of shame and guilt about it.
It’s so common for us to look into people’s ICT systems and see
a big ugly mess.
You can avoid this if you start well. There’s no perfect recipe
for adopting communication technology “the right way”, but this
method makes it less likely to go horribly wrong:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Agree on the problem
Sub-group evaluates options
Run a well-defined trial
Support people to learn the tool + grow a new habit
Evaluate the trial

First, get some agreement that you have a problem. Instead
of jumping ahead with “hey there’s this shiny new whizzbang
tool”, try, “I think we have a problem because I don’t know which
timezone my colleagues are in” or “I can never find the files I’m
looking for” or “we never have enough time to make good decisions
in our meetings” or whatever the issue is. Find agreement in your
team, is this a real problem that people care about?
Once you have some agreement that there’s an issue that needs
to be solved, we usually have a working group of 2 or 3 people
evaluate different options, rather than involving the whole team in
a research project. We have 2 or 3 people go out and research, what’s
the best tool for this timezone problem. They go out, research, test
a few things, and come back with a recommendation.
Next, we run a trial of the proposed new software. Rather
than “let’s commit to making all of our decisions on Loomio”, put
some boundaries on the proposal, like “let’s try making our funding
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decisions on Loomio for the next three months”. Notice there is a
specific work process, and a defined evaluation period.
This next step is hugely important, and frequently overlooked:
you need to support people to learn how to use the tool, and to
develop a new habit. Some people are geeks, they look at software
and instantly understand how to use it. Most people take a little
time to figure out how to use it. People can feel guilty or ashamed if
they’re not comfortable using technology; it is so easy to overcome
this with a bit of shared learning time. Just spending an hour
together with your laptops can make such a difference.
If you’re adopting a new thing, you need a new habit. You don’t
get a new habit instantaneously, you need some reminders. If we’re
used to do our decisions on email and now we’re going to do them
on Loomio, it’s going to take a while for people to grow that new
habit. So it’s good if there is someone who has a mandate to remind
people, hey we agreed we are going to try doing that on this tool
instead. You need some gentle, encouraging, supportive reminders,
rather than someone snapping at you.
Mot importantly, at some point you evaluate the trial. You
stop and reflect. It’s been a month, we’ve learned a new tool,
we’ve reminded each other to use it, now: has the original problem
improved? Do we want to keep this? Do we want to try something
else? Do we need more training or a different approach? There’s a
point where you stop and check - was this good or bad. Don’t leave
it in an awkward half-finished state where part of the team is on
this tool and the other part of the team is on that tool and it’s a
continuous source of tension.
Even with this process, it’s still difficult. Trying to mobilise
more than 2 people to adopt a new thing, build a habit, it’s a difficult
job so don’t be discouraged if it doesn’t work first time. But this
process should help a bit.
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Exercises
Worksheet for adopting a new tool, with Loomio as the example

Make decisions
asynchronously

85% done
When you say you’re going to organise inclusively, that’s a
kind of code for “I want to have a lot of meetings.” It’s always
been the case that if you want to involve people in decisions,
you do it in meetings. The mundane/profound breakthrough at
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the heart of Loomio is the proposition that we can make some
of our decisions asynchronously. Asynchronous, as in, people can
participate in their own time, we don’t need to coordinate everyone
to pay attention at the same moment.
Our intention with Loomio is not to obliterate meetings, but
to enhance them. Meetings are great for connecting with each
other, for exploring new ideas, for brainstorming, or making sense
together. But meetings are terrible for going through documents,
reading a budget line-by-line, or approving the minutes from last
month’s meeting. It’s much more efficient to read documents in
your own time, at your desk or on your commute. Meetings are
bound by time and space: there’s the expense of physically bringing
people together, and the pressure of getting to a conclusion before
time runs out. Having an asynchronous, digital space means you
can have as much time as you need to make the best decision, and
you can involve anyone with an internet connection.
Over the years, we have experimented on ourselves and discovered that realtime spaces and asynchronous spaces each have
their own strengths and weaknesses. In our organisation, we use
meetings for making meaning together, and we use Loomio for
making decisions. The two spaces enhance each other.

Online-offline flow
Let me illustrate with an example:
IMG
I’m on the Board of our cooperative. At the start of the month,
the Chair of the Board starts a Loomio thread with the topic “April
Board Meeting”. They start with a Time Poll so we can easily agree
on a time to meet.
Then they’ll ask us to submit agenda points that we’d like to
discuss. If there are many of them, we can use another poll to
prioritise them.
The Board members attach various documents, financial re-
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ports, and discussion papers to the thread. A few days before the
meeting, the Chair uses the Loomio Check tool to asks us all to tick
a box to confirm we’re all up to date with the required reading,
and ready for our meeting. Because this is transparent, there’s a
subtle, positive peer pressure that encourages everyone to arrive at
the meeting fully prepared.
Then we get together for our meeting, some of us in the room,
and others by video call. Everyone arrives “on the same page”: we’ve
read the important updates and we know what we need to discuss.
Some of the discussions will lead to a decision there in the room.
But often we’ll find that we need more time, we need to hear from
more people, or we need to get more information before we can
make a great decision. Instead of hurrying to a poor decision, or
waiting til the next Board meeting, we shift that discussion into the
asynchronous digital space. It’ll be somebody’s job, like, “Rich, can
you host that discussion on Loomio, get the new data, and make
sure we make a decision by the end of the week.”
After the meeting is finished, the minutes will be attached to the
Loomio thread. The Chair of the Board will raise a proposal so we
can all sign off the minutes as an accurate reflection of the meeting.
Everything is organised into one thread, so our organisational
memory is tidy.
We dance between the two spaces. The majority of our important decisions are finalised in the software. There’s more time and
space, more room for consideration, you can hear from more people.
We can include people across timezones without scheduling a call
at odd hours of the day.
People behave differently in asynchronous and synchronous
spaces. It’s just different. Some people are super comfortable in a
face-to-face meeting, and others are extremely reserved. Having
different spaces to participate means you hear from more people.
It tends to enrich the quality of the thinking.
https://medium.com/@david.clearwater/how-we-govern-our-startupand-what-weve-learned-d4e25c77bcf6

Use rhythm to address
information overload

85% done
To my understanding, the main justification for using a hierarchical organisational structure is to manage information flows.
Work is divided into departments. Reports go up the chain, decisions come down. People higher up the hierarchy have an overview
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of what’s happening below them, so theoretically they can involve
the right people in decisions. When there’s an engineering question,
you talk to the engineering department, and you don’t have to
bother the marketing people.
In our travels we have met many groups who have enthusiastically removed the hierarchical management structure, but
unfortunately neglected to replace it with something. These groups
are usually rife with hidden hierarchies (see Keep Talking About
Power), and they’re often drowning in information overload: everyone is being asked about everything all the time. It’s exhausting!
Rather than thinking in terms of a 2-dimensional org chart, I
invite you to think about your organisation in the time domain.
Instead of categorising information based on what department
you’re in, or how high you are up the hierarchy, you can categorise
the information flows based on what day is it in the calendar. That’s
abstract so I will illustrate the rhythmic approach to information
management with an example from our team at Loomio.

Example: Loomio Team Rhythms
### Daily
First we have a daily rhythm: we inherited this from Agile
software development and adapted it to the whole organisation.
Everyone that is working that day will join the “standup” meeting.
Usually we are literally standing up so the meeting doesn’t go on
very long. Everyone arrives on time, ready to go, so we can have
a very high paced information exchange: it should take about 1
minute per participant. We ask 4 questions of everyone each day:
1.
2.
3.
4.

What did you do yesterday?
What are you doing today?
What obstacles do you face?
What are you doing for your wellbeing?
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Showing up to your colleagues and saying ‘this is what I did
yesterday’, is a remarkable way to create accountability: you want
to arrive having something to report. You’re accountable to your
peers, not to some external authority.
“What are you doing today?” is a way to quickly exchange
information. “I’m going to go talk to this client” —“oh, before you
do, talk to me because you need this extra context”. It’s a very quick
way to keep everyone on the same page.
The third question: “what obstacles do you face?” This prevents
people from floundering, stuck on an issue. If someone is stuck, you
fix that problem right away. Maybe they just need some information, or encouragement. If you’re stuck, someone will support you
through that difficult task you’re working on.
The fourth question, asking about your wellbeing, is part of our
distinctive culture (see Intentionally Produce (Counter) Culture). It
reminds us that caring for each other and caring for yourself is
part of the work. We make the self-care visible: “I’m going to gym”,
“I’m seeing my therapist”, “I’m walking the dog”. Whatever you’re
doing for your wellbeing, we bring that in and make that part of
our texture, the air we breathe, we keep reiterating that care is
important. I believe this simple practice is transformative, because
it acknowledges that our individual wellbeing fluctuates, inviting
us to be sensitive to each other’s needs. For example, I remember
a colleague sharing how they were coping with a serious injury,
which gave the rest of the team the opportunity to remind them that
they were welcome to go home and rest, we don’t expect people to
work when they’re not well. Another example: after a few weeks
of hearing several of my team members say “I’m going to see my
therapist”, my attitude towards therapy shifted: I lost my inhibitions
and went out and found a therapist for myself, which has made huge
improvements to my wellbeing (and my performance in the team).
That’s the daily rhythm. We do it everyday and it keeps us
very flexible. Sometimes we have remote team members joining
by videocall. We’ve experimented with doing this information
exchange asynchronously, but for me it is much more effective if
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everyone is paying attention at the same time.

Fortnightly
Our next rhythm is fortnightly. Every two weeks we run a “sprint”
which is another word from Agile. Our sprints are two weeks long,
but depending on your context it could be shorter or longer. “Sprint”
is a dumb word for it because it sounds like you’re running as fast as
possible, whereas the actual intention is to find a sustainable pace
that you can sustain indefinitely. Maybe we should call it a “stroll”
instead. The point is there is a start and a finish.
At the start, we have a meeting with everyone to agree the work
we’re take on this sprint. We’re not getting into the detail, just highlevel descriptions of the main chunks of work we intend to complete
in this two week period. We talk honestly about our capacity, so we
can set realistic goals — ‘hey Rich you’re going to a wedding on
Wednesday so are you really going to have time to finish off that
job?’
At the end of the sprint we have two ceremonies. One is
the ‘retrospective’, which is so important it has its own chapter
(see Generate New Patterns Together). The other ceremony is the
‘demo’. We always do our demo on a Friday afternoon. Everyone is
encouraged but not required to get up in front of the team and say
‘this is what I have been working on’. Sometimes that is obvious
stuff, like “I published our new website” and everyone celebrates
“yay, great website!”. Sometimes it is the more invisible stuff, like “I
got an answer to that complicated international tax question” and
people have a chance to celebrate that too. The demo ensures that
all the work gets celebrated and acknowledged, including the work
that happens in the background.
Acknowledgement of your work makes a huge difference. A lot
of people don’t get enough of it. It’s a common source of tension and
frustration and hurt, and it is really easy to solve: you just make a
habit of acknowledging and celebrating everyone’s contribution.
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Quarterly
Our fortnightly sprints sit inside of a longer rhythm. In our case we
have a seasonal tempo. Every 3 months we go away from the office
for a day. We’ll have a big open deliberation aiming to converge on
our top 3 objectives for the coming quarter. The final decision will
be ratified on Loomio in the following week.
Objectives for us are specific and measurable, something like
“we’re going to involve 50,000 new people in decision-making on
Loomio”, or “we’re going to raise $1M of new funds”. I remember
once we set an objective “we’re going to measurably improve the
vibe of the team”. An objective can be anything that’s important,
that you want everyone to focus on. This sets the shared focus.
We’re all going to work on many different tasks over the coming
months, but what does it all add up to? The quarterly agreement
sets the container, and everyone is free to do whatever they need to
do to deliver. This is one of the few times in the year we’ll aim for
consensus: we want everyone to enthusiastically support the quarterly plan. If everyone has been listened to, and everyone supports
the high level direction, we don’t need to micro-manage every little
decision throughout the quarter. I can trust the engineering people
to make good decisions and I don’t need to be convinced every step
of the way, so long as I trust that we are all aiming for the same
target. This how we balance autonomy with coordination.

Biannual
6-monthly retreats form our slowest rhythm. Some groups do it
once per year. Systematically spending time together grows extraordinarily deep relationships of trust, belonging, and mutual
care.
For me, the retreat is like the heartbeat of our collective organism. At the retreat I re-connect with our shared purpose. It’s
a bit like falling in love again, feeling a big dose of enthusiasm and
encouragement. Then over the next few months at work we might
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wear each other down a bit with minor frustrations, little conflicts
and misunderstandings… then it’s time for the next retreat and I get
another peak of good feelings again!

Forever
I describe our purpose as our “forever reason for being”. We use
each of the rhythms, from the bi-annual retreat down to the daily
standup, to make adjustments to our direction. The purpose is
the one fixed point that never changes. In 2012 we formed this
organisation “to make it easy for anyone to participate in decisions
that affect them”. That has been a consistent focus over the years,
guiding our decision-making at the smaller time scales of weeks and
quarters.
drawing: rhythms + purpose

Settling into the groove
Innovation is inherently destabilising. Nearly everyone wants agility,
but it’s easy for the thrill of change to tip over into the anxiety
of disorientation. If everything is changing all the time, you waste
a lot of energy continuously getting reoriented. But if you don’t
change enough, you’ll soon become irrelevant as the environment
shifts around you. It’s good to keep modifying your course as new
information comes to light, but it’s bad to ditch a project before it’s
had a chance to be successful. So how do you strike the balance?
Once these rhythms were embedded in our organisation, it
settled a lot of the information overload, and reduced people’s
anxiety about changing things. Everyone knows, if you have a big
idea about that would change the whole direction of the co-op, you
bring that to a quarterly meeting, not to a daily standup. We have
different spaces for different kinds of discussion. We’re comfortable
agreeing the principles and delegating the details.

Generate new patterns
together

80% done
I’m not a fan of one-size-fits-all organisational frameworks. I
think the best structure for any group is context-dependent, an absolutely unique product of the history, relationships, and intentions
of everyone involved. I hope the patterns in this book inspire you,
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but they are not designed to be cut-and-paste from one organisation
to another. Treating this book like a blueprint will not get you far.
Instead, you can think of these patterns as source material to be
remixed. For me, organisational design is an ongoing process of
collaborative improvisation, rather than building a predetermined
structure from a set of architectural plans.
In Loomio, we use a structured reflection process to keep
adjusting the organisational form to suit the people and the context.
At the end of each two-week period of work, we stop and reflect in
our “Retrospective” meeting (this name comes from Agile/Scrum
methodologies). We use many different formats for the meeting,
but they all follow the same essential recipe: Good, Bad, Change.
1. Thinking back on the last two weeks, what was good? What
did you enjoy? What gave you energy? Where did you feel
like you were in the zone?
2. What was bad? When did you feel frustrated? What slowed
us down? What made you sad?
3. What are we going to change?
We hear what’s working well, and do more of that. For example:
our team noticed that everyone felt productive and happy on a day
where we had no meetings. At the next Retrospective meeting we
agreed to try “no meetings Wednesday”: a recurring block in all our
calendars that guaranteed at least one day per week where no one
would interrupt your focus. The crucial factor was that we had a
space where we could reflect and notice this together.
Everyone has ideas for how to improve their working environment; this meeting invites those ideas to be shared. Lessons get
distributed around the team, e.g. “I found a new tool that made
my work a lot easier”. Hearing what’s working well puts people in
a positive frame of mind.
We also hear what’s not working well: the Retrospective is a
systematic way to uncover tensions and frustrations. If you hold
on to a frustration for a long time, it tends to grow, festering
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into a bitter conflict. Because we host this Retrospective meeting
every two weeks, the tensions we hear about are usually small and
manageable. You hear things like “I felt left out of that specific
decision last week”, which you can address directly. If you leave
this for a few months, it can grow into “I feel left out of the team”,
which is much more difficult to respond to.
For us, every Retrospective results in one or two changes.
We might agree on the change right away (like “no meetings
Wednesday”), or sometimes we need a small group to take on a
change project (like finding a new office).
This recurring practice has brought us into the habit of trying
stuff, which is a major achievement for any team. You can easily
evaluate team health by asking how comfortable they are with
trying new things.

Curing change anxiety
Continuous change is a requirement for many projects: the environment keeps changing, so your structures and priorities need to
adapt.
But change is often traumatic. If processes aren’t clear, people
can feel disoriented. If there are toxic power dynamics in your
team, any proposed change will be viewed with suspicion: are you
suggesting this new process to increase transparency, or because
you’re trying to undermine my role?
A> In a thriving team: change can come from anywhere.
Part of the solution is to make smaller changes, more frequently.
I emphasise rhythm because it’s dependable, it’s a beat you can tap
your feet to. If you know that every two weeks we’re going to stop
and evaluate our direction, you’re much more likely to accept your
colleagues proposal to try a new tool or a new process. We’ll be
checking in soon, so if it doesn’t work, we can try something else
instead.
Usually we take about an hour for this meeting, every two
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weeks. But I love this advice from June Kim, founder of the Agile
community in South Korea, who recommends starting with 30second retrospectives: > “If what you mean by a retrospective is a
“highly formal and ritualized ceremony” then I think it is not very
important. If instead you mean a way of looking back to improve
via feedback and sharing, then I think it is very important. Feedback
and sharing are critical to making Agile work.” — The 30 Second
Retrospective
We also do this after projects, events, quarters, years
Ideally we have an external facilitator (see Get Unstuck With
an External Peer).

Exercise: Change mapping
Think back on the past few months in your team. Note down some
changes that have been adopted, e.g. a new communication tool,
process, policy, agreement, strategy, etc. Now think about who
initiated that.

Patterns vs Unfolding (Christopher
Alexander)
All the structures we’ve developed in Loomio and Enspiral are
remixed from pre-existing methodologies, frameworks and communities of practice. We’ve drawn from the ideas and practices of
Agile, SCRUM, Lean Startup, Holacracy, Sociocracy, Teal, neopagans, Art of Hosting, Heart Politics, Te Ao Māori.

Exercise: Team Retrospective
If you’re going to try one idea from this book, try this one. The
retrospective is a pattern-generating pattern.
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Bring your team together, look backwards, and ask the three
questions: what was good? what was bad? what will we change?
You can do this at the end of the week, or the end of the month, or
after a project, an event, or when someone is leaving the team.

Further Reading
See the Retrospective Wiki for more detailed meeting plans. For
ideas about how to track the changes you make, see the Community
Mastery Board, and Matti Schneider’s Guide Board.

A toolbox for
decision-making
65% done

A decision is the threshold we cross from understanding into
action.
This means decisions can be very divisive: my sense of belonging can be deeply shaken if I feel like we don’t share the same
understanding of an issue, or if I see the group taking an action
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that I don’t agree with.
In practice, every group has a toolbox of different decisionmaking protocols. Often this is not made explicit, but people usually
have some sense of what mode of decision-making is appropriate
for what task. For example: When I’m writing an email to a
colleague, I can decide on my own when it is ready to send (I
don’t need input from anyone else). When I’m sending a newsletter
out to 100,000 people, I’ll seek advice from a couple of people
before I make the decision to press “send”. If I’m launching a
crowdfunding campaign asking for $1M, I’ll only proceed once I
have full consensus from the whole team. In these examples, I’ve
used three different decision-making protocols, without necessarily
being conscious of the fact.
Because decisions are where “the rubber hits the road”, you can
avoid a lot of conflict by having an agreed decision-making protocol
to make it explicit: these are the different decision modes we use,
this is how you choose the right tool for the job.

4 Decision Modes
There are many different ways to make decisions. If you experiment
with a few you’ll discover the strengths and weaknesses of each. I’m
going to look at four modes here: mandate, advice, consent, and
consensus.
1. Mandate: I will make the decision, and I’m happy to answer
questions about it after.
2. Advice: I will listen to the advice of people with expertise,
and people who will be affected, and then I will make the
decision.
3. Consent: if nobody has a strong objection, I will make the
decision.
4. Consensus: we’ll work together to find a decision that everyone is happy with.
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Notice there’s increasing unity, buy-in, participation, and access
to collective intelligence as you proceed from 1 to 4. Conversely,
there’s more time spent in discussion and negotiation. If you have a
mandate, you can make a decision instantly, whereas full consensus
can take hours or weeks.
Many of the groups we work with have an explicit commitment to consensus decision-making, but in practice they’re using a
combination of all these 4 modes, without the language to describe
them in this way. If you have a shared understanding of different
decision-making modes, you can choose the right tool for the job.
“The most important decision to be made collaboratively is the decision about who makes which decisions.” Rosenberg
Some decisions are ideally suited to consensus: what’s our
purpose and principles? how do we make decisions? what’s are our
priorities? You can use advice or consent for decisions with less
impact, like what words are going on the website?

Prerequisites for letting go
Most of us would like to loosen up, encourage autonomy, and allow
each person on the team to make the decisions that seem best to
them. But when it comes down to it, letting go can be extremely
difficult. There are many foundational components that will help:

Transparency
The more you delegate, the less control you have over the outcomes,
and the more opportunity there is for divergence between different
parts of the team. You can resolve this by investing in transparency.
In the ideal case:
• everyone knows the boundaries of the mandate (e.g. in a role
description or project outline);
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• a summary of your decisions is reported regularly;
• there’s a clear pathway for people to gain that level of
responsibility;
• you can count on the mandate being retracted if it not being
exercised well.

Shared direction
Allow time for the learning curve
Patience: juniors are going to fail a bit on the way, but you have to
give them space to learn or you will always be the bottleneck

Proactive relationship support
Reactive relationship support
Conflict resolution. We’ve built up layers: agreements, resources,
practices; 1-to-1 conversation; peer-supported conversation; team
supported conversation; external mediator; system review.

Proactive team reflection
If all of your decisions are made by consent, you’re likely to grow
resentment over time. When you ask “does anything think this
proposal will cause harm?”, a lot of people will say “no”, while still
holding on a sense of dissatisfaction.

Training
I’ve seen consensus decision-making work very well when the
members are trained and the meetings are facilitated well. It’s a
reminder that slowness can be a virtue too, efficiency is not the
only game in town. Listening, gaining understanding of each other,
and creatively generating new proposals.
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Exercise: Purpose Retrospective
Exercise: Distinguish Preference from Tolerance

Read more:
• How we make decentralised decisions by Manuel Küblböck
at Gini
• How are decisions made in a distributed organization?, by
Francesca Pick of OuiShare
• Generative Decision Making Process, Samantha Slade of
Percolab
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• The advice process explained in the Reinventing Organisations Wiki.
• the Gini company handbook, available online at handbook.gini.net

Get unstuck with an
external peer
80% done

Sometimes you can feel really stuck in an organising problem.
When I’m talking with people about their group work, it’s
really common to hear exasperated comments: — “We put a tonne
of energy into building a conflict-resolution process, but in the
end it didn’t help at all.” — “My colleagues just don’t understand
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accountability.” — It’s always like that around here. — “I know what
needs to change, but people don’t listen to me.” Sound familiar?
If you think of a group as a web of relationships, sometimes
that web loses its elasticity, everyone is stuck in their positions and
you can’t see any way to loosen up again. I’ve found myself in that
position repeatedly, and I’ve learned the best way for me to get
unstuck is with the support of an external peer.
By “peer” I mean someone I respect, who has some similar
experience to me, somebody who can empathise with my situation.
But the important factor is that they’re “external” to my team,
they’re not caught in our web of relationships. When we talk, they
can offer me a fresh perspective, invite me into a different way of
thinking. They help me to empathise with other people in my team.
Maybe this is the most obvious “common sense” pattern, but I
think it is worth making explicit. Being in the Enspiral community
for the past 6 years has given me access to an abundance of peers.
We’re close enough to have a lot of shared context and trust, but far
enough apart that we can offer each other dispassionate feedback.
When I’m struggling with an issue in my organisation, I can go
across the hall and ask one of my external peers how they’ve dealt
with it. And when I need to have a difficult conversation in my
team, I can call in one of those external peers to facilitate. Especially
for our Retrospectives, people are much more able to share openly
when the meetings is hosted by an unbiased, trusted facilitator.
In our travels all over the world, I’ve met hundreds of people
who are passionate about creating a new way of organising. Personally, I wouldn’t attempt to create a new kind of organisation,
without first finding the support of a community of peers.
Enspiral has a natural size limit, because it is based on relationships of trust. So I wouldn’t recommend everyone try to join that
specific community. But there are many options for finding peers.
I’ll share some here, and perhaps we can collect more options in an
online resource:
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The Peer Garden**
The Peer Garden is an online learning community hosted by some
Enspiral folks. It’s for anyone interested in X, Y, or Z. There’s space
to meet with likeminded people and share lessons and experiences.
Other communities of practice

The Art of Hosting
Art of Hosting (AoH) is a global network of group process facilitators. They focus on personal development, designing deeply participatory events, and working in broad collaboration for complex
systems change. There are AoH trainings all around the world,
with a huge community of willing collaborators. There’s a massive
resource of group processes, language, and theory.

ABCD
Teal meetups
Frederic Laloux’s book Reinventing Organizations sparked a movement, under the “teal” banner (“teal” refers to Laloux’s theory of
the different stages organisations). Search for “Teal meet-up” and
you’ll find events all over the globe. If there are no gatherings in
your part of the world, join some of the Teal online communities
(e.g. Responsive slack, Teal facebook groups) and you’ll find people
who can help you host your own.

Consultant, coach, advisor, friend
There’s a tonne of consultants out there who you can pay to be
your external peer. Finding the right consultant is a bit like finding
the right therapist: there’s no easy answer. Find word-of-mouth
recommendations, and expect to go on a few dates.
My partner Nati and I are available though our little consulting
company The Hum. If you want to work with some Enspiral people,
I can make referrals. If you have had a great experience with a
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consultant, I’d love to collect recommendations here so we can have
a shared resource.
Possible referrals: Open to Grow, Hatchling, The Ready, August

Request for Contributors
This is a work in progress. Thanks for getting a copy of the book
before it is done!
I’d love to improve it with your feedback.
•
•
•
•
•
•

is anything unclear?
could the writing be improved?
is anything misleading?
do you have awesome resources you want to share?
do you have an organising problem that is not answered here?
have you tried some of these patterns and seen any improvements in your group?

I would love to hear from you! To share any kind of feedback at
all, join the discussion at patterns.loomio.org

