Santropol Roulant Living Labs – Phase II

On the Verge: Living Labs Goes to Scale

Santropol Roulant’s Living Labs is an experiment in conscious organizing. Funded through the McConnell Foundation’s Applied Dissemination program, the project is an attempt to understand just what it is that gives the Roulant its special vibrancy and to explore ways that that vibrancy might be shared with or disseminated to other organizations. Phase I involved a pilot project in which we began to reflect on these questions, internally as well as with a small set of organizational partners.  During Phase II we will take what we’ve learned and scale it up to broaden and deepen our social impact.

So what did we learn? Our experiences are described in the Living Labs Year I Report, but here is a sample of what we discovered:

· Dissemination for us must be a two way street. We want to learn as well as teach. We want to be startled and transformed by this work.

· We want Living Labs to be intimately bound up with our daily life here – to flow from that life and to feed it. We don’t want it to drain energy away from our core programs. 

· We want Living Labs to spring from all levels and parts of our organization. We don’t want it to be the province of just a few of us.

· We are attempting to disseminate a way of being together, not a particular set of structures or programs.

· The only way to disseminate such a thing is to re-think the nature of inter-organizational relationships. Traditional tool-based, network-based, or replication-based dissemination strategies won’t do.

Many of these hopes and concerns have been addressed in Phase I. Living Labs now infuses a much greater part of the organization. Ongoing dissemination activity is increasingly integrated into our daily work. And we are clearer about what it is we’re trying to disseminate.

Scaling up will require us to work with inter-organizational relationships in some new ways. This paper summarizes our reflections to date on what we feel is a profound re-imagining of inter-organizational communication and relationship building. We believe this approach will lead to meaningful diffusion of the Santropol Roulant organizational spirit and potentially have a significant social impact. 

When we think about scaling up, it is not about producing new Santropol Roulants. Nor do we think about cloning our culture, our space, or our activities. We think about entering into a wide conversation with the world, a conversation in which our energies feed and are fed by larger social change currents.  In that sense, our dissemination work will reach out to any interested organization, initiative or movement. There are national and international dimensions to what we plan to do over the coming year. At the same time, we recognize the importance of grounding everything we do in our local community and context. A core part of Phase II of Living Labs will focus on building relationships in Montreal. In particular, we see local Meals-on-Wheels organizations as an especially fruitful set of relationships to develop and a powerful level of scale to explore.  As always, we are thinking about the Roulant’s own development as well.  When we think about scaling up we also think about scaling in. Living Labs will work from core staff to the full Roulant membership to the various organizational and community spheres that form our world.  Each of these habitats is important to us. Each must enrich and be enriched by any change work we do. For us, it makes no sense to try to effect change. We can only try to live it.

The 3 Faces of Engagement: What Are We Trying to Disseminate?

We framed the first phase of Living Labs in terms of culture, space, and activities. This helped us emphasize (to ourselves and to others) that we are not trying to disseminate a simple set of recruitment tools or motivational techniques, but something more essential to our organizational fabric. However, it is clear to us that our culture, space, and activities are in turn manifestations of something even more fundamental: a particular way of understanding and nurturing relationships. In her summary of the McConnell Foundation’s “Scaling Up” dissemination symposium in 2003, Vicki Cammack says: “It is not always about disseminating a model; it could be dissemination of an attitude.” We agree, though for ‘attitude’ we might substitute the word ‘spirit’. The Living Labs, then, is about trying to understand and share the particular spirit that infuses our culture, shapes our spaces, and gives rise to our ever-blossoming activities.

That spirit is primarily one of engagement. To engage is to connect, and most of us are drawn to the Roulant because here it seems unusually possible to connect to the things that matter most to us. This sense of engagement has three faces. We connect to ourselves. We connect to other people. And we connect to a larger sense of purpose, though we might all describe that purpose quite differently. The Roulant fosters these connections, this engagement. Why do young people volunteer here? Why does anyone volunteer here? Because being engaged at those three levels is fulfilling and energizing.

Such engagement has profound personal consequences. It seems to enhance our abilities to learn, to grow, to create, and to heal. The more deeply we engage, the more wisely we seem to work with each other, and the more effective the organization becomes. We suspect that engagement also has important social and political consequences. There are real and tangible impacts on social and community infrastructure. Through our work, we can see visible shifts in the food security and in the relationship security of our clients. And we see other tangible, though more diffuse, results as members of the Roulant go on to contribute to and even start different social projects. 

We can talk more specifically about the organizational features that engage: open boundaries; flexible roles; welcoming, hand-crafted physical spaces; ways of relating to each other that are rooted in who we are as people, not what we do for the organization. But to understand what these dynamics mean in any given context, to appreciate the taste and feel and general attractiveness of such an approach to organizing, we need to experience it, not just hear about it or read about it.

Engagement lives in the way people lift their heads from their work when someone comes in the door; in the extra five minutes spent in conversation when delivering a meal; in the encouraging nod given to an idea for a new project or a new way to think about a role. Engagement is sustained by patience with awkward experiments and a kind of general faith and delight in eccentricity. These qualities, these little flashes of light, are created and diffused in the myriad small encounters of our days. And as engagement breeds engagement a rare kind of authenticity is born and grows.

There are ways to disseminate such a thing. We see it happen here all the time, which is why as staff, volunteers, and clients change, the spirit of engagement only seems to get stronger. This internal “dissemination” requires a radical rethinking of the nature and structure of relationships within Santropol Roulant. Going to scale, sharing these qualities across organizations will require an equally radical shift in how we think about inter-organizational relationships. 

Beyond Collaboration - Rethinking Inter-Organizational Relationships

Dissemination is about relationships between organizations. Typically dissemination involves an information-based strategy of sharing best practices via presentations, workshops etc. This approach does not lend itself to diffusing “engagement” because, while we may write or speak in an inspiring way, engagement has too many dimensions to be fully expressed in explicit, linear documents. 

We believe that a key to nurturing engagement momentum and spread is the creation of a relationship culture between organizations that is analogous to the relational culture we have here within Santropol Roulant. For example, it is clear to us that one thing that promotes engagement is the ability for people to interact with each other as whole persons, not just as roles. That is, when people are recognized for their uniqueness, when they are acknowledged for all of their gifts and quirks and allowed to integrate their wider lives into their organizational experiences as much (or as little) as they like, they will feel engaged - to themselves and to the organization.

Most inter-organizational relationships are “role-based”- limited to the narrow function or interest that the two organizations have in common. We believe that there is an unexplored way of creating organizational relationships that will allow organizations to be fully themselves. Not just meals-on-wheels programs, or environmental advocacy groups, or even nonprofits, but quirky un-reproducible living ecologies, each with their own histories, personalities, talents, interests, hopes, and failings. 

To develop inter-organizational relationships that acknowledge such individuality (and thereby to have a chance at diffusing a culture of engagement) we are re-considering the basic parameters – the When, the How, and the Who – of the way we interact with other organizations.

The When

If engagement happens in small moments and daily encounters, we need to increase the number of such moments and encounters we have with other organizations. Most organizations relate to each other through very specific venues: workshops, roundtables, planning sessions, etc. In Phase II of Living Labs we are seeking to alter this limited calculus by creating more ongoing and intimate opportunities to relate to other organizations. These might take the form of job exchanges, shared celebrations, or long-term, multi-dimensional, “non-strategic” partnerships. And in fact, ‘partnership’ might not be the right word. In many ways we’re trying to develop a model of organizational ‘companionship’ as we discuss more fully in the “How” section below.

The How

Documents and presentations can inspire people to take a closer look at the relational culture of the Roulant, and we’re proud of the papers we’ve written and the workshops we’ve facilitated. But those forms of articulation capture only a limited part of what we’re trying to disseminate. At the Roulant, we do experience engagement through ideas and words, but we also experience it through intuitions, emotions, gestures, silences, and simple acts of sitting in a friendly room with other people. Until now, Living Labs, like most dissemination projects, has been one-dimensional, focusing mainly on explicit dialogue. But a major goal of the next phase of Living Labs will be to express our experiences more fully by exploring a three-dimensional approach to communication via dialogue, art, and encounter.

Dialogue  - Dialogue is a way of thinking together that allows for the creation of shared meaning as people suspend their judgments and actively seek to learn together. We find dialogue to be an appropriate tool for dissemination because it reflects our emphasis on shared, bi-directional learning. Through our Living Labs Thursdays, Lab Days with Project Genesis, and numerous other less formal conversations and collaborations, we have emphasized dialogue throughout Phase One. We will continue to explore this mode of conversation and to deepen our ability to use it, both internally and externally.

Art - When we want to express things that refuse to confine themselves to linear words and forms, we turn to art. Certainly art has always been a part of who we are and what we do – from our annual gala to the pictures on our walls. Living Labs will attempt to use art in a more explicit and ongoing way, framing our interactions with the rest of the world. Art could mean anything: film, music, dance, visual art, and interactive installations, even food. The possibilities are endless. What draws them together – what makes them art – is that they don’t just explain the Roulant; they try to provoke in the viewer the actual feeling of connection and engagement (even when it involves shadow and difficulty) at the heart of our work. 

Encounter – There are many modes of knowledge that can only be transmitted by coming together, physically inhabiting the same space. The encounter might be a moment sitting on a park bench or a sustained friendship. In either case things are shared that cannot be articulated. Much of what we know is tacit and contextual. At a personal level, we share tacit knowledge by working and playing together. We observe behavior, body language, and demeanor. We interact. Many scholars have written about the dynamics of interpersonal tacit knowledge transfer. [e.g.Michael Polanyi, John Seeley Brown, Ikujiro Nonaka] But the transfer of inter-organizational tacit knowledge is an unexplored country. We want organizations to understand, absorb, and contextualize for themselves the energies inherent in the culture, space and activities at the Roulant. For this to happen (and for us to share in their tacit knowledge) we need to come together with organizations via the work exchanges, shared celebrations, and long-term organizational relationships described above. We need to expand the number and nature of the encounters we have. In doing so, we become more than organizational colleagues or collaborators. We become companions – organizations that don’t just work together but travel together, whether for a brief moment or a long journey.

The Who

Organizations are not simply their leaders. At the Roulant, this is especially true. We have a highly participatory culture, and we are currently spending time working to foster a collective leadership approach to governance. Most inter-organizational relationships involve a limited number of upper-level staff. What is created is actually not a relationship between two organizations but relationships among a select group of people. The first phase of Living Labs involved many people from different parts of the Roulant, and it helped deepen our overall commitment to and understanding of dissemination. Phase II will draw on and expand those energies. Ralph Waldo Emerson uses the phrase the Thousand-eyed Present to capture the fullness of each moment. The Living Labs project can only work if it is thousand-eyed. It will take a thousand visions to share things that cannot be put into one set of words or images. It will take a thousand voices to speak to a world that has so many ways of hearing. The dialogue, art, and encounter strategies we outline will be driven by Roulant staff, volunteers, and clients. The more points of contact two organizations have – the more “surface area,” to borrow a phrase from Thomas Petzinger – the fuller, more authentic their relationship is.

Local Brothers and Sisters and International Soul Mates: Who Are The Organizations We Want to Work With?

We describe the organizations we will work with more specifically in the project detail section, but in general, our approach will have two facets. An analogy to the Roulant’s own internal mission might help illustrate what we mean. Santropol Roulant has a very specific, grounded mission related to promoting food security by cooking and delivering meals. At the same time, our broad mission is quite conceptual and universal: we seek to nurture community connection and engagement across generations. We believe our grounded, pragmatic food mission “feeds” our broader, more esoteric engagement mission, and vice-a-versa. While the two missions seem very different, they are in fact complementary.

Similarly, Phase II of Living Labs will pursue organizational relationships and dissemination along two complementary dimensions. First, we will focus to a great degree on our organizational “brothers and sisters,” the dozens of other Montreal-based Meals-on-Wheels programs. It makes sense to center our dissemination work quite concretely in the context we know best, particularly since this year marks the 40th anniversary of the birth of MOW programs in Quebec.  The MOW sector remains important and productive, but it is also increasingly in need of revitalization. Unlike Santropol Roulant, most MOW programs are staffed largely by senior volunteers. The sector is quite concerned with how to engage new generations and new parts of the community in this important work. And there is also a great deal of embedded community wisdom that is in danger of being lost if MOW programs are allowed simply to fade away as they age. We hope our efforts to develop meaningful relationships with other local MOW programs will allow us to share what we have learned about engagement and intergenerational volunteering, and become wiser ourselves as we benefit from the sector’s accumulated knowledge and experience. 

As important as such targeted, local dissemination work is, we also want to connect with organizations who share something of our spirit, even though they may look nothing like Santropol Roulant. These organizations might have different missions or even be in different countries. A hallmark of our vitality is our diversity; this is true for any living system. The mixture of nationalities and ethnicities, of youth and age, of mainstream and counter-cultures, infuses the Roulant with a great sense of energy, adventure, and resilience. Organizations generally seek out partners that are similar to themselves, with the same interests in the same sectors or industries. If organizations draw their vitality and sense of engagement from the same kinds of dynamics that people do, then this narrowness is a mistake. On the other hand, what kind of energy might be delivered by a non-strategic, non-interest-based, and diverse community of organizations?

Consider the 150 or so Mondragon cooperatives in the Basque region of Spain. This diverse inter-organizational community includes industrial manufacturers, technology driven firms, banks, universities, consultancies, and retail operations. It has produced a 50-year track record of dramatic economic success. The cooperatives, all legally and financially independent, have not joined together because of homogenous strategic interests. They are in many different industries and face very different kinds of strategic challenges. They have built their relationships around a shared commitment to place and to cooperative values. 

We believe that a similarly variegated set of intimate organizational relationships built around a shared commitment to community engagement could be a powerful vehicle for deep and meaningful social change – not the kind of targeted change built by an activist network focused on a particular issue (hunger, say), but a deep change in the fabric of relationships that make up a healthy society. We will pursue such relationships at the regional, national, and international levels. 

The Movement Without a Name

Suppose we succeed in establishing an array of the kinds of inter-organizational relationships described above. That is:

· They are mutual and exploratory; the organizations teach and learn together.

· They are integrated into daily life; they don’t just take place at special times.

· They are nurtured and sustained not only by ideas, but by symbol, imagination and the simple, companionable act of coming together. 

· They are deeply participatory, drawing on people from all parts and levels of the organizations involved.

· They are infinitely flexible in terms of the depth of that participation; some organizations participate for a brief moment, others for a sustained period.

· They involve diverse organizations with many different types of missions, structures, and personalities.

· They are locally grounded in a specific need (food security), but also widely dispersed via a diverse social network held together by shared values (community engagement).

These qualities are not typically associated with programmatic or organizational dissemination, but with social movements. Indeed, we seem to be describing an inter-organizational pattern with many of the structural dynamics of a social movement, but without any central ideology or political goal. We can think of it as an expressive movement: that is, a movement in which organizations express and disseminate a particular relational pattern that can serve a variety of community-building goals.

A hallmark of such an expressive movement is its reliance on radical coherence (coherence at the root level) between its mission/values and its organizational culture and structure. A movement to enact a specific, targeted change can use organizations instrumentally as tools for achieving that change. But a movement that is trying to inspire a shift in a larger pattern of social relationships has little hope of success unless it is expressing the desired relationship pattern throughout its daily life. Take an organization involved in the environmental movement. Its goal is a planetary shift toward a healthy, sustainable, human/natural ecology in which relationships are balanced, diversity is treasured, and the waste of one part of the system is the food for another part. A radically coherent environmental organization will express such goals at every level. It won’t simply focus on external policy changes. Nor will it content itself with installing energy saving light bulbs in the office. Instead, it will try to cultivate, within the organization, a balanced human ecology – a relational culture that reflects the sustainability characteristics it is trying to forward in the outside world (balance, diversity, etc.).

Likewise, a movement focused on engagement will need organizations that nurture and express engagement at every level and in every dimension: structures, client/staff/volunteer/board/funder relationships, inter-organizational relationships, etc. No organization can do this perfectly, of course. We succeed and fail at it every day. But it is the intention that seems to matter, that brings us back again and again to the sense of engagement we seek in all of the daily encounters that make us who we are. 

Practitioner and academic communities are showing mounting interest in the relationship between organizations and social movements. More specifically, they are exploring hybrid organizing approaches in which organizations take on movement-like qualities or movements take on organization-like qualities. The Tamarack Institute for community engagement has chosen “acting like an organization, thinking like a movement” as a theme of focus for 2006. On the academic front, senior scholars in the fields of organization theory and social movement theory collaborated to produce an edited volume in 2005 highlighting the burgeoning literature on organization-movement linkage and framing several interesting areas of future inquiry.

The Living Labs experiment can be a valuable contributor to this line of inquiry. More importantly, we believe that we are tapping into a powerful and under-explored social change dynamic: the alignment of engaging, compassionate interaction at the organizational level with a larger inter-organizational, relational field. We hope to play our part in spreading provocative ideas and imaginative structures housed in, and transcending, organizational bodies. This work would be a movement in the sense of a large, connected, coherent wave with profound social results. It could have tangible, revitalizing local effects, but it could also lead to larger, though subtler, changes in the very way that society organizes itself. 

Long-term Vision

Our ultimate goal is for dissemination to become an integrated and continuing part of our daily life at the Roulant. Sharing ideas and experiences with other social change organizations; helping those organizations to grow in vitality and wisdom, as they in turn help us; connecting more deeply with others involved in food security; feeding and being fed by broader social movements . . . all of these things feel central to who we are, and who we are becoming. None feels like simply a special project. We hope and believe that we are moving toward a time when such outward, inter-organizational activity will feel as natural to us as cooking vegetables together or standing at a doorway in conversation with a client.

What would this mean in practice? Our work in Phase II of Living Labs will help us develop our capacity for dissemination in four broad ways:

Inspiration. The number of presentations, workshops, and other kinds of conversations we are asked to participate in is increasing. And we are increasing our ability to respond to those invitations by developing new materials (via writing, art, etc.), involving as many people as possible from all parts of the Roulant, and carefully evaluating the effectiveness and impact of the different approaches with which we experiment. A year from now, we believe that many of us here will be experienced at and passionate about sharing our perspectives with other organizations in a number of conversational formats. And we will have a robust set of tools to help us do that work.
Support. When we talk to various groups about organizational engagement, the initial mood of the conversation is one of excitement and optimism. The themes generated by our experiences at the Roulant seem to resonate with people from a variety of organizational settings. But soon enough, many difficult, practical questions emerge: How can one work with these themes in organizational environments riddled with conflict and bureaucracy? What do such themes mean in very different institutional settings (e.g., government agencies, hospitals, schools, inter-organizational collaborations, etc.)? What are some simple, practical steps one might take to increase an organization’s sense of connection and engagement? Much of our work in Phase II is designed to explore these questions more fully. Ideally, we will be able to collect questions, examples, and principles around a variety of concrete organizational challenges (e.g. hiring, board relationships, funding) and discuss these from the perspectives of several institutional contexts. We are also interested in discovering how we might offer more extended support to people working on, and perhaps struggling with, these issues. Can the kinds of inter-organizational relationships we develop during Phase II serve to build momentum for widespread organizational change via ongoing, organic support and exchange.
Connection.  As we broaden our interorganizational relationships, dissemination becomes less about sharing information specific to the Roulant and more about helping other organizations connect to each other. Many of the challenges and issues described above are best addressed by finding just the right spark inside another organization – an organization that may have dealt with similar challenges in creative and healthy ways. For our own specific food security work, the appropriate connections might be among various meals-on-wheels organizations, food banks, organic farms, etc. But we will also be able to leverage our wider community of organizations by connecting those with particular contexts to each other. This is what Santropol Roulant is all about after all – the power of introduction, the power of connecting one human being to another. 

Entrepreneurship. While we do not anticipate directly starting new organizations in the future, we are interested in developing ways to support a kind of “entrepreneurship of engagement”. We have had discussions with people involved in creating new social organizations inspired by what they see at the Roulant, and these conversations are among the most exciting we experience. We are currently working with a Roulant staffer interested in starting a community food initiative in NDG (see description in the Project Detail section). This work is deliberate and exploratory, a chance to deepen our understanding of the challenges associated with starting from a framework of engagement and not simply defaulting to traditional organizational approaches because of the stress and complexity associated with creating anything new. 

Obviously a key to the effectiveness of all of these ways of integrating dissemination into the life of the Roulant will be the evaluation we plan to undertake in Phase II (described in the project detail). The purpose of this evaluation will be to trace the impact of our dissemination work on the people and organizations we will be developing relationships with through Dialogue, Art, and Encounter. We hope to end Phase II with a much clearer understanding of which modes of dissemination are most fruitful for other organizations interested in engagement. Such an understanding will allow us to develop a new kind of voice – a voice that remains humble and intimately connected to our little corner of the map, but that also reaches out into the wider world, asking the questions and offering the perspectives that have made Santropol Roulant what it is today. We are eleven years old now, but the adventure feels like it is just beginning.
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