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JEFF:

Hello and thank you for downloading this special audio recording: Solving the Riddle of Positive Change: 

How to Create Real Solutions from Magenta Studios. I’m Jeff (and I’m Louisa). In this session we’re going to 

share four key insights that we use at Magenta to support positive change leaders to move from idea and 

intention to real, living solutions in their work for organizational or social change. 

Here’s what we mean by that. If you’ve ever been part of a change endeavor — on your own, with a team, 

in a larger system — in your school, even your family — you know that there’s a huge difference between 

a solution in your mind’s eye or on paper and a new reality, a new experience for yourself and tens, 

hundreds, thousands, or even millions of other people. 

Now, before we talk about the insights that we use ourselves in our work let us give you a bit of 

background. In 1996, we began applying our skills as artists in social change work. We began in Slovenia, 

doing peace-building work just after the Bosnian war. We later co-founded a coaching company called 

Raven Coaching and a social innovation consultancy called Reos Partners. In those capacities, we’ve 

supported leaders and change agents in over twenty countries on projects ranging from the future of a 

nation to child protection. And in those years, we experienced the gap between ideas or initiatives and real 

changes on the ground firsthand in many, many cases. 

LOUISA:

It’s never an easy gap to cross. Every project is unique, and you can never know how far you will get 

when you begin. Nevertheless, over the years, we began to notice some patterns, some common pitfalls, 

common mistakes that meant the projects didn’t get as far as we had hoped. We were very good at getting 

from super stuck problem to momentum, solidarity across diverse stakeholders, and good ideas for 

positive change — but pretty weak in the final phase, going from ideas to living realities, changes on the 

ground. 

And we started to ask ourselves, why do so many change projects fall short of their aims? How can we 

close the gap between intention and reality? In 2014, we left our coaching and consulting companies to 

focus on this question full time, and today, we’re going to talk about closing that gap, and increasing the 

effectiveness for actual and measurable change on the ground and in the reality of the world. 
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JEFF: 

We’re going to explore this terrain through the lens of a familiar scenario: an initiative begins with a strategy 

or a plan, gains initial momentum, and then at some point stalls. 

So what happens when things don’t go as planned? Normally, you might decide to pivot, change tack, go 

after the low-hanging fruit, etc., and if it doesn’t work, the pressures and anxieties start to rise. That doesn’t 

help performance, and pretty soon, you’re in a mess, because people are expecting things to happen, 

progress is slow — and conflicts escalate further. 

The problem here is not really that things don’t go as planned — it’s that you’re expecting your plan to 

actually work out — as planned. You’re not really prepared for failure. You might have a little wiggle room to 

pivot and flex, but you’re not set up to fail, and fail again, and fail again, on your way to success. 

Our first key is a lesson from the practice and study of creativity; we call it creativity competency. By 

creativity competency we mean that you know how to create something. It doesn’t necessarily have 

anything to do with art. Creativity is an ability to navigate uncertainty, complexity, and unexpected 

turbulence, and get amazing outcomes on the other side. 

Many people believe that artists have a fully formed image in their mind’s eye and just sort of project it 

out into the real world. But when you try to draw something, for example as a kid in school, your teacher or 

parent said something like, “that’s no horse. Horses don’t look like that.” And then you think, I’m not an artist; 

I’m not creative. But artists don’t work like that, and creativity doesn’t work like that. 

So it’s really important to get this right, because this misunderstanding blocks us from learning, 

understanding, and applying creativity in the workplace and in problem solving endeavors. 

The secret is that being creative necessarily involves a hunt. Creativity happens through trying something 

that doesn’t work. You try again; that doesn’t work. You keep going, because this isn’t failing — this is 

finding. Most people give up and call it a failure at this point, just because it doesn’t work the first time. We 

call it finding, because we know it never works the first time. 

This is a much more constructive, more accurate, very important reframe. We need to understand that in 

every kind of creative work, this is the process. 

This is the first key. Real solutions have to be found — not just dreamt up in a boardroom and implemented. 

That takes creativity competency — knowing how creativity works, and applying it in positive change work. 
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So a question comes up. How do we set ourselves up for being creative? As we said, a fatal flaw that kills 

a lot of positive change endeavors is the belief that the plan will actually work — that things will go as 

planned. But a plan is not a map; it’s not a prediction — particularly when you’re dealing with complex 

situations. Here’s why. Every plan is actually a reduction or a simplification of reality — of the real world. 

Every plan reduces and simplifies the complexity of the problem you’re facing — and on the one hand, 

that’s why they’re useful — and on the other, that’s also why they’re limited. Plans have to fit on paper, in a 

slide deck, or in a spreadsheet. But the world is not reducible, not simple; it’s much more complex. So this 

leads to our second key. 

LOUISA: 

Another aspect of creativity competency is the know-how to design your project in a way that enables you 

to be both results-driven and flexible at the same time, so that you can adapt to surprise or unexpected 

events and maintain your creative momentum. And the key to this is being both directional and emergent. 

You need both of these, together. Now this is something you can apply with great effect in your problem 

solving efforts, because you avoid the very common pitfall of basically setting up to fail. So our rule of 

thumb is: the plan will never work — not if the issue is truly complex — so at most, the plan is a starting 

point; it’s the directional piece. It gets us started. And then we ask, how are we structuring for emergence? 

Designing for emergence means: we’re structured and set up to get into the complexity and uncertainty 

and find our way through it, and we’re fine with that. We anticipate not just a certain amount, but in fact an 

unknown amount, of complexity and uncertainty. 

So this is the creativity competency piece. Are we setting up to work our way towards a real, living solution? 

Are we designing in repeated cycles of experimentation, of trying things and learning in the process? Is 

everyone prepared for this? Do we all know what this means? 

Most projects do NOT set up for this and they run out of steam, money, patience, endurance, resources, 

and time before they even get one tenth of the way towards actually creating a real solution. People take 

on an extraordinary challenge, like poverty, climate change, racism, pollution, saving natural resources 

— and they start by making a bold statement like “We’re going to eradicate this problem in X number of 

years.” Now when we hear statements like this, we think, there’s no way. No one can predict when or how 

the real solution will emerge — but we can set up for it. We can do a lot to design, cause, stimulate, and 

support for this emergence. 
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JEFF: 

A big part of doing that is the third key: getting to know the medium. So you might ask: why can’t we just 

imagine something and create it, boom, like that? Why doesn’t creativity go in a straight line from vision to 

reality? In our experience, this is because all creative work takes place in a creative medium. In the arts, it 

could be oil paint, stone, clay, musical instruments, words if you’re a poet, architecture, film, and so on. In 

creative work, you have to be in dialogue with the medium. 

In art, you think of an idea, you try it — and it doesn’t work. The paint you apply to the canvas doesn’t do 

what you wanted it to do; the stone you’re carving cracks in an unexpected way; the light doesn’t look like 

you thought it would for your photoshoot; or the actors are different from what you imagined — whatever. 

So in the arts, you get used to this; you learn to embrace it, and you work with what’s there. Because what 

matters is not what’s in your mind’s eye, what your intention was. What matters is, what are the results? 

What do people actually see and experience? That’s what matters. 

When you’re creating social or organizational solutions, you’re working primarily with people. People are 

your creative medium. So what’s this mean? I want to explore this with a little systems thinking. 

LOUISA: 

Systems thinking shows that the root causes of any complex challenge are found in the mindsets and 

mental models of that system or society. Donella Meadows writes about this brilliantly in her essay called 

“Places to Intervene”; highly recommended, it’s worth the read. She calls mental models “paradigms.” She’s 

building on an idea from Emerson, who in his essay “War,” of 1838, calls these root causes “the master 

ideas reigning in the minds of many persons.” For example: the ideas of scarcity and competition in an 

economy. Human rights. Private property. Race. Citizenship. Dominion over creation. These and many other 

core ideas have shaped not only entire civilizations, but they also shape our legal and financial systems; 

they shape our everyday lives. They scale from the biggest macro pictures to the realities of everyday life. 

This points us to the invisible causes of complex and stuck challenges — the causes in ourselves. 

And it’s not just ideas. Also trauma, for example. The traumas that began with slavery and colonialism — 

these were massive traumas inflicted upon entire peoples — and the important thing to understand is that 

these traumas are real. They affect communities, families and individuals, and have been passed from 

generation to generation. They ripple through time. And eventually they show up in all kinds of ways, on all 

sides of the equation — indigenous and settler, dark and light skin, poor and rich, and so on. Work on any 

issue where racism or colonialism is a factor, and you’ll see and feel the reality of traumas as they ripple 

through time. 
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So the challenges we face have also this inner or interior dimension; their root causes are in us; they ripple 

through space and time through us, our mindsets and beliefs, our cultures, our biases, our traumas, and so 

on. This third key is about the nature of the social medium. It has both an exterior and an interior dimension. 

This is super useful because this helps you think very practically about scale. All scales — from the huge 

and macro to the region, down to the city or town, to your neighborhood, to your street, your household, 

your parents, or even you. The inner realities that shape reality from the inside out — traumas, perspectives, 

beliefs, paradigms, norms, identities, ideas about right and wrong — it’s all the stuff that people hold 

within themselves that we call the creative medium of society, organizations, communities and families 

— of people. And most of the time, it’s invisible, it’s implicit — and therefore it’s really hard to work with — 

unless you have the keys. 

JEFF: 

When you’re trying to create real solutions, you will be immersed in all these human factors. You can 

choose to ignore those factors and focus instead on the symptoms, in other words, the more visible and 

tangible aspects of the problem — but you can also learn to perceive these root causes and start to 

transform them very consciously. We have tools and practices to work creatively in the social medium, in 

other words, with all these root causes at work in culture and mindsets — and we do this at every scale. 

So, what does this look like in practice? Well, the same stuff that drives the big complex issues also plays 

our at smalls scales. All that human stuff plays into our relationships right around us. It’s also visible for 

example across teams and communities, along supply chains, between bosses and employees, among 

key leaders and stakeholders, and so on, ad infinitum. But right there, in and among ourselves at the very 

human scale of interacting together, we have access to the very heart of the challenges we’re addressing. 

Otto Scharmer at MIT writes about “social fields.” By “social field” he means the structure of the 

relationships among individuals, groups, organizations, and systems that give rise to collective behaviors 

and outcomes. 

This key to working in the social medium is about shaping social fields very intentionally and very 

constructively. This requires knowing how to work very specifically with those inner realities of the people 

around you and at larger scales. If you don’t take this stuff into account, you’ll be a sculptor who starts 

chipping away at a stone and the stone shatters, because you didn’t pay attention to those fault lines 

within it. And you can think, how many change endeavors have you been a part of that have fractured and 

fallen apart because people couldn’t work and create together? Becoming an expert in shaping the shared 

realities of relationships, mental models, and trust — the inner dimensions — is absolutely key. 
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This brings us to the fourth key in this session: capabilities that leaders and teams need to do positive 

change work. What do we mean by a capability? We mean the ability for example to perceive and 

work with social fields, or to navigate with confidence and skill the minefields of relationships and 

communication that you’ll encounter. To know when you’re gradually finding your way versus when you’re 

well and truly off-track. 

There are two main aspects of developing capability in this work: the transformation of habit and the 

strengthening of higher faculties such as imagination, awareness, presence — the sum total of what you 

might think of a person’s highest future potential. 

Transforming a habit is to transform what happens in you when someone says or does something that 

triggers a reaction, a kind of automatic stream of thoughts, emotions, and behaviors. Typically, these kinds 

of reactions end up hindering you and others and the effort as a whole. They make a mess of things. 

You know what they’re like. When you get triggered, and you start to react — that’s what we mean by habit. 

This is something we all do. Different people are triggered by different things and have different kinds 

of reactions. You might act out, get angry, or get aggressive, or controlling. Others tend to disengage, or 

distance themselves, or shut down — maybe that’s you. The point is, when these reactions kick in and 

take over, you can’t be creative anymore. You’re no longer really present, or available, or generous spirited. 

You’re in habit mode. Now this might seem quite personal, but what we have seen is that if you’re a leader 

or a change agent, you’ve got to be attentive there because these are the slips that aggravate the fault 

lines that can blow projects apart or ruin their potential. 

So there’s a secret here that we’ve discovered over the years that we’re excited to share, which is that 

when you work and ultimately transform your own inner habits and reactions, you’re actually not working 

on purely personal. You are growing your capability in a way that affects the project and everyone around 

you. You’re not only growing more insightful; you’re growing what we call new organs of perception. If you 

get to know this habit or reaction playing out in yourself, you begin to have an eye for those same habits 

and reactions in others. And when you stop reacting to particular triggers, you learn to respond, instead 

of react. Something triggers you and you say wow, I’m not going to react; I’m going to respond. You gain 

presence of mind and more agency in that situation. And that puts you in a position to act constructively, 

creatively, and consciously. 

People feel that! They may not know what you’re doing, but slowly, you start to build those invisible 

threads of shared understanding, trust, safety, and willingness of the group to continue creating together. 

You are building what Scharmer calls the social fields. 
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And this is also the secret to working at any scale. Because as you grow your organs of perception and 

creative capabilities, you get to know that social medium, you will see its fractal nature. Fractal means 

it has the same properties at all scales. So let me give you an example. You may have heard of Antanas 

Mockus, who was the mayor of Bogotá, Colombia, for two terms in the 90s and again in the 2000s. Bogotá 

was one of the most violent cities in the world — and Mockus observed that at its heart, at its core, it was 

apathy, brought on by trauma caused by decades of civil war. And this apathy was expressing itself as all 

manner of antisocial behavior, from reckless driving to family violence. He began to work what’s really a 

healing initiative to change this massive and distributed apathy and trauma with art, with culture, and with 

play. That work changed Bogotá and began to heal the country from its trauma. 

Mockus could recognize that apathy and its healing at a bigger scale because he had the appropriate 

orientation and organs of perception to see into that situation very deeply. He knew it would have been 

fruitless and even harmful for him to take a conventional approach, to hire more police, or whatever — that 

wasn’t the solution and it wouldn’t have worked. He had those organs of perception and he could imagine 

a human scale solution — something that worked out right between people at eye to eye level, even 

though it was a city of two million. 

There are three really good reasons for developing capability in this sense. Number one, you understand 

people better; you start to see into the nature of the human life, not as something private and “subjective” 

and cut off, but as something common — something common to all people. Number two, as you do this, 

your grow and strengthen your capacity for empathy, understanding, and insight. You become wiser. You 

then know more of what it takes to transform the struggle, the root cause, because you’ve worked on 

those inner terrains yourself. And number three, as a result of those, you become more effective. When you 

work on a really stuck challenge that has root causes in mindsets and trauma, for example, your solutions 

can start to address the deep roots of that challenge and create real change. You’re a position to more 

wisely and more efficiently shape and create in the social medium or the social fields. 

So the secret is this: your own inner work is not just for you. Your inner work to forge organs of perception 

and capabilities that enable you to see in and shape social fields and social realities. It’s not just about 

changing yourself or even focusing on yourself. It’s about getting to know that medium. 

Let me give you a few more examples of the kind of capabilities we help leaders grow in Magenta. First 

one’s called negative capability. This term comes from the poet John Keats, who described Shakespeare 

as one who was “capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, [and] doubts, without any irritable reaching 

after fact and reason.” I just love that. What does that mean? It means you can tolerate uncertainty 

indefinitely during a creative process. Ok that is a tall order! But can you develop negative capability? 

Absolutely. 
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Another example is communication. When you have a communication “superpower” as Louisa likes to say, 

you can collaborate with people in super generative ways, even and especially when you’re in conflict. 

This requires both specific skills and tools that you can learn and practice as well as the inner competency 

or inner orientation to not take things personally, to recognize the abuse of power when you see it or do 

it, and to be able to speak up without aggravating the situation, having good boundaries, and so on. So 

communication is a fundamental toolkit and capability for good co-creation. 

Genuinely valuing diversity is another capability. This is a very challenging one because most of us tend 

to gravitate to people who look like us and think like us. In our experience, to be good at working with 

diversity means a couple of things. One, it means understanding and valuing widely different ideologies, 

cultures, communication styles, abilities, worldviews, racial and economic differences, and so on. To value 

that difference requires a kind of genuine interest. It requires humility, a respect, a willingness to learn. And 

two, it means you learn to see a person as an individual. Can I appreciate their personal experience? How 

they personally identify or how they see themselves in the world? Can I get to know them as a person? 

One last one is empathy. Empathy is a really important capability in creative work. It goes back to being in 

dialogue with the medium, to embracing and working with the phenomena that are actually showing up 

right in front of you — which in change work is not so much your plan and the ideas you have for making 

a difference and change and so on. It’s not even the data you may have accumulated in your research. It’s 

often the living breathing people in your space: the people you’re trying to serve. Empathy builds a bridge 

to their reality and their truths — and when they experience that bridge being built, they can open up. And 

when they open up, new things are possible. 

These are just a few of the capabilities you can develop in order to become an instrument for the change 

work. We think a well tuned instrument can pivot, can listen, is flexible, is strong, can be courageous, and 

can be resilient in the face of uncertainty and surprise and crisis. Those folks can find their way through all 

that to amazing outcomes. We believe that organizational and social change work now and in the coming 

decades absolutely requires these 4 keys to creating real solutions. Without them, we don’t think we will 

find a way through the problems we face now, let alone those of the future. 

LOUISA: 

Now, we’ve seen success stories at every scale, from big turn-arounds that took only a small, simple 

intervention to complicated messes that teams worked on successfully for years, even decades. We’ve 

seen people transform deep personal, institutional, and even cultural challenges and traumas, and 

harness and utilize their creative gifts. We’ve seen people arrive to unexpectedly wonderful outcomes that 

they could never have imagined when they first started. 
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It’s taken us about 20 years to put our toolkit together. So many extraordinary opportunities have been 

given to us, and we’ve really been truly blessed — and we’d very much like to share what we’ve learned 

with you. We want you to have and use these tools. We want for you to have a more creative approach to 

life, to bring into clear focus your purpose, why you are here, what you came to do. But most of all we really 

want

for you to succeed! In all that you do. We want to see you see it through and create real solutions as a more 

empowered, capable, powerful leader and person. 

We invite you to take advantage of our programs and services that we’ve created especially to support 

you in your world changing, world healing work. Have a look around our website, download our PDFs on 

Creative Community, Social Sculpture, or Whole Systems, and check out our Courses page to find out 

more about our WorldMaker online course that’s part immersive training program and part practice studio, 

designed to boost your creativity know-how and positive change toolkit. Sign up, and then you’ll be the 

first to know when we next open our enrollment. 

Thank you; thank you so much for listening! We are so excited to be in touch with you, and look forward 

to getting to know you better. Please let us know what came up for you when listening to this free audio 

training, and if you have any questions, because we love questions. Email us at hello@magenta.fm anytime. 

All the best to you! Bye for now.


