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It has only recently been understood that elephants 

have an extraordinary depth of intelligence and a 
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when not distorted by poaching, hunting, and other 

traumatic disturbances to their way of life, are a 

study in empathy, loyalty, love, grief, companionship, 

and a keen sense of responsibility to their kind. 
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What You’ll Learn in this Module

Welcome to TeamWiser Module 5: How Social Threefolding Can Help Your Team or 

Company Thrive.

Some team tensions can be resolved in the ways we’ve already covered — with co-creating 

an inspiring North Star, running awesome meetings, empathic communication, and growing 

one’s leadership presence and inner work. But sometimes there are deeper tensions at 

play that evade these interventions — especially when they have to do with power, money, 

difference, and other areas associated with internal structure, economics, and culture. To 

understand and transform persistent or recurring challenges of this kind, you’re going to 

need another set of tools and disciplines. 

Using the tools in this module, you and your colleagues can find ways to address your 

team’s or company’s structural and cultural issues, and as you do, you will become more 

than a team or a company; you can become a community — a place where people feel 

a sense of belonging, empowerment, and connection. For your company or team to truly 

thrive, that sense of community is essential.

The module is very substantial. It’s divided into two sections: in the first section, you’ll 

identify some of your team’s or company’s recurring struggles and their root causes; in the 

second, you’ll find creative, wise, and powerful ways to resolve them.

 

Here’s what you’ll learn in this module:

• Powerful steps you can take with your team to solve recurring challenges related to 

structure, economics, culture, and other recurring, thorny issues

• Why these issues inevitably occur in every team or company

• How to think of “social health” in groups of people at any scale, from teams and 

companies to entire societies

• Why there’s no “blueprint” or “plan” for social health — and how it is instead a 

constant rebalancing of the social whole at any scale
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At this point, you’ve covered quite a lot of ground in the TeamWiser course, and based on 

those foundations, we can now address some of the core dilemmas that challenge just about 

every team or company today. The tensions we’re addressing in this module are in many ways 

built into today’s business, legal, and cultural paradigms, so it’s no wonder they continue to 

plague every level of organization, from the two person partnership to the small team to the 

large company and even the society. Have you ever struggled with any of these issues in your 

team, company, or organization?

If we imagine any human group as an “organism” or a “sculpture,” these would be the illnesses 

or flaws that define its struggles and imperfections. These shortcomings are universal, 

innately human — and yet somehow, inexcusable. They’re just as inevitable as they are 

intolerable.

Peer into the internal structures, economics, and culture of any team or company, and you’ll 

probably find people struggling with a number of the issues listed above. Worse still, many 

attempts to resolve them seem to cause tensions in other areas. We’ve seen companies 

flatten their hierarchical structures only to inadvertently cause confusion about authority, 

cultures embrace autonomy and freedom only to drive towards the lowest common 

denominator, and compensation and ownership schemes designed to encourage excellence 

drive hostile and competitive behaviors instead. We imagine you’ve seen your own fair share 

of similar issues. 

From Company to Community

Abuse of power

Lack of diversity

Threats to autonomy

Suppression of dissent

Absolute authority

Unbalanced governance

Entitlement

Privilege

Lack of fairness or justice

Lack of freedom

Lack of equality

Suppression of 

individuality

Groupthink

Force

Mob rule

Opacity where there

     should be transparency

Sexism

Racism

Prejudice or Bias

Threats of punishment

Coercement via rewards

Unfair compensation
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For a team or company that’s pushing boundaries, achieving ambitious goals, striving 

together, or tackling tough challenges, issues like these are not only uncomfortable; they can 

be disastrous — especially when they become patterns. And while NVC and inner work can 

help us break patterns, state our needs, and make requests, some of these problems will 

continue to occur. How can we understand them, and what can we do?

The most common way people deal with problems is to 

address them where they appear: a decisive action to fix 

the immediate situation. This is a “firefighting” approach and 

is appropriate in some instances. But suppose we notice a 

pattern of similar situations. In those cases, something more 

than a firefighting approach is needed. We need to look at 

the larger context and system — the “structures” that enable 

or cause these situations, and finally, the “mental models” 

that enable those structures.    

In the first part of this module, we’ll share a tool designed 

to help teams diagnose the root causes of recurring 

challenges. It’s called the Iceberg, and in this module, we’re 

going to use it to get to the root of any issues you’re seeing 

in your team or company as a whole. 

We’ve adapted the iceberg from the discipline of systems 

thinking, an interdisciplinary area of research that analyzes 

the forces that shape a social, financial, or other system. The 

idea is that just as an iceberg conceals the bulk of its mass 

underwater, the visible symptoms of a systemic problem 

are visible while their true causes are not. The iceberg 

helps identify and address places of higher leverage when 

trying to resolve those symptoms without addressing their 

underlying causes is ineffective. 

Taking a Broader View
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We’re going to walk you through this tool in this module’s first team exercise. To 

demonstrate the power of this tool and its potential to open up very stuck dynamics, we 

want to share a brief story from our consulting practice. You can use the same exact tool in 

any context — but be aware that you’re using a powerful method that requires care. 

At Magenta, we’ve done some work to help civic leaders, activists, and others transform 

racism in the United States, and given its sensitive nature, some readers may find this brief 

story triggering. If you want to skip the story, just jump to the paragraph beginning with “We’re 

not sure what the root causes…,” below. However, if you’re still with us, let us say a few words 

about implicit bias and other very stuck, very deep challenges.

Implicit bias is a thing. It wears many masks and assumes many forms, and if you’re someone 

who’s unfamiliar with being on the receiving end, there’s a lot you don’t know. As white people 

who sometimes support leaders of color, indigenous leaders, and others paving the way 

toward healing and inclusion, we at Magenta have learned that digging into the underlying 

layers of stuck challenges can open wounds and heighten tensions, rather than relieve 

them. So, a word of caution, especially if you don’t know what it means to experience bias. 

Before you share this story or set out to tackle the issues of race or prejudice in your team 

or company, educate yourself and, above all, check in with those who do or might know the 

experience of bias firsthand. Take direction and ideas from them; hear them; take their cues. 

All the tools in TeamWiser have been crafted and polished in the trenches of tough social 

challenges, so we know they work — but they are powerful and, if carelessly handled, can 

unearth serious and significant fault lines.

Now for the story:

Some years ago we worked on a project in Oakland, California on the challenge of youth 

violence. We asked leaders to list important events that characterized the challenge they 

wanted to address. Among other things, we heard about the death of Oscar Grant, a young 

man shot by police. Oscar isn’t the only youth killed by police in Oakland, of course; he was 

mentioned with reference to a much larger problem. So then we were seeing a pattern. Next, 

we asked questions like, What connects these events? What else do we observe as part of 

this pattern? What legal and economic factors support or enable this pattern? People in our 

workshop noted: not enough employment and after school activities, poverty, ease of getting 
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Always we are daunted by the appearances; not seeing that their whole 

value lies at bottom in the state of mind. It is really a thought that built 

this portentous war-establishment, and a thought shall also melt it 

away. Every nation and every man instantly surround themselves with 

a material apparatus which exactly corresponds to their moral state, or 

their state of thought. Observe how every truth and every error, each a 

thought of some man’s mind, clothes itself with societies, houses, cities, 

language, ceremonies, newspapers. Observe the ideas of the present day, 

...see how each of these abstractions has embodied itself in an imposing 

apparatus in the community; and how timber, brick, lime and stone have 

flown into convenient shape, obedient to the master-idea reigning in the 

minds of many persons.

guns, and too many liquor stores, among other factors. We are now at the structural level. 

A final step is to ask, why do these structures exist? They exist because society allows them 

to exist. The structures that enable the patterns are embodiments of distinct beliefs, ideas, 

mental models, traumas, and paradigms: beliefs about power, race, privilege, and poverty; 

the traumas people have suffered; fears perpetuated by a biased media, and so on. At this 

level, we were now exploring the true root causes.

What are these root causes, and where do they live? Martin Luther King pointed to love and  

the absence of love — to an objective and ever-present moral dimension, in other words, that 

is woven into human nature. But with this injunction he points not to a subjective or personal 

emotion but a larger force, even if an inner one, that works at large scales. 

Ralph W. Emerson eloquently described the power of this interior realm in his lecture “War” 

from 1838:

The master ideas reining in the minds of many persons. When exploring mental models and 

paradigms, we’ve crossed the threshold from visible or tangible causes into invisible causes. 

We’re tapping into people’s ideas, aspirations, prejudices, beliefs, feelings, traumas, and 

so on. We’re charting the inner life of a whole society — what actually goes on in people’s 

heads and hearts, the “collective interior.” Once we started naming mindsets like racism and 

privilege, we started to touch the soul of the participants. One of the leaders offered her view 



TeamWiser | Module Five

6WISER COMMUNITY

about the root causes of the violence, saying “If we want to talk about the root causes of 

the violence, we’ve got to talk about slavery and the resulting trauma that has been passed 

from generation to generation.” This was one of those moments when the attention in the 

room shifted. When people can speak this level of truth, you’ve reached a turning point.

We’re not sure what the root causes and “collective interior” will be in your situation, but we 

want to encourage the same degree of searching honesty in your inquiry. As you go, however, 

don’t make “enemy images” of others. Try instead to name the phenomena without blaming 

anyone for them. This will invite everyone to take responsibility for addressing the root causes. 

Then you’re getting close to the truths that can set us free, so to speak — and the possibilities 

of moving forward together with connection, love, creativity, and courage (possibilities we’ll 

explore in the second half of this module).

One last note. The iceberg helps us understand current reality. As you do this exercise, don’t 

focus on what you want or what should be. The power of the iceberg is its ability to help 

a group collectively diagnose a stuck challenge at multiple levels. Keep your minds and 

discussions focused on what is happening — not on what you want to happen. That’s the 

subject of the second team exercise further on in this module.
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Exercise One: The Iceberg

The following exercise is a step-by-step process for you and your team to do together. We 

recommend 1.5 - 2 hours for this exercise.

You’ll need the following tools to do this exercise.

• Post-it notes

• Markers

• Large paper or fip chart

• Tape for taping the chart to the wall

Draw an iceberg somewhat as shown here on a large flip chart, and lay the 

page on a flat surface. You will gradually fill in the four sections of the iceberg 

chart with post-it notes on which you’ll write ideas and observations about the 

situation at each level. As in module one, remember to write one idea per post-it 

and to write in marker so that others can read the note from a distance. 

EVENTS

PATTERNS

STRUCTURES

PARADIGMS

1



TeamWiser | Module Five

8WISER COMMUNITY

If relevant, begin with a focus question or focus area. Are you focused on one 

team of people or the whole company? Are you exploring the past year or the 

past ten years? Are you investigating issues between partners, issues between 

owners and employees, or something else? 

Next, give everyone a short stack of post-its and a marker. Have everyone 

write short descriptions of events on their post-its. Events are specific incidents 

that tell us something significant about the state of your challenge. Be sure to 

distinguish an event from a pattern. For example, an event would be, “I had 

an argument with my business partner about compensation,” not “We keep 

having the same argument.” This is something that actually happened, a specific 

instance about which you might tell a story. It is a one-time occurrence in time 

and space, like a headline in a newspaper. 

It’s pretty common for people to describe patterns when working in the events 

level. If that happens, simply move the post-it down a level when you get to 

patterns.

When you’re finished listing events, move on to patterns. A pattern is an event 

that repeats itself across time and/or space. Look for patterns of behavior, 

repeated statements, repeated outcomes — anything problematic that repeats 

itself. Ultimately, if you expand the period of time broadly enough, all significant 

events will show up in some sort of pattern. Patterns describe the events that 

keep happening. Each pattern gets one post-it. 

Underlying patterns are “structures.”  Structures are anything that causes or 

supports a pattern that is truly “structural” in some sense. Every structural 

element has been designed and implemented. Be sure to distinguish structures 

from ideas, beliefs, and paradigms; those go on the next level. A structure can 

be a policy, a law, a rule, something physical like geography or architecture, a 

practice, or anything else that you think causes or supports the pattern. Again, 

you can always move the notes around as you build shared clarity about your 

situation.

2

3

4

5
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On the last level, you’re looking for the mindsets, beliefs, dogmas, traditions, 

mental models, paradigms, traumas, fears, and other “inner” elements or 

experiences that give rise to or enable the structures. Why does that particular 

policy or practice exist, you might ask? There is always something invisible and 

interior — something living in the minds or hearts of many persons — behind 

every visible or tangible structural element. 

When you’re finished, step back and take it all in as a team. Move notes around, 

clarify, edit, sharpen your shared understanding. Ask each other questions; have 

a dialogue. A word of advice: don’t remove other people’s post-its. Instead, ask 

a clarifying question such as, “I see you wrote XYZ. Would you please help me 

understand that?” Encourage dialogue and build the shared clarity about the 

current reality. 

Lastly, remember that this isn’t action time yet. It’s not the moment to change, 

plan, dream, or propose. Instead, focus on mapping the current reality as best 

you can. 

You should have something that looks like this:

6

7
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The iceberg is a powerful tool that can help a group of diverse people analyze a tough 

challenge from a number of perspectives and layers of depth. However, the iceberg doesn’t 

necessarily give you the insight, the tools, or the capabilities to imagine and realize more 

functional alternatives. We’ve seen plenty of teams achieve profound insights with the iceberg 

and then design structural innovations that leave existing paradigms intact and unchallenged. 

Why does this happen? Part of the reason is that analyzing a problem and realizing new ideas 

— especially ideas for new social arrangements — are very different. Changing the underlying 

paradigms, for example, is both difficult and radical, even revolutionary. It can ask for a great 

deal of maturity, an extraordinary ability to “let go,” and an unusual level of what John Keats 

called “negative capability,” the capacity to endure uncertainty indefinitely. For example, if 

your goals for impact or service require you to rethink your business model, governance 

structure, or compensation plan, you’re contemplating a kind of transformation that can strike 

fear in the hearts of leaders — a transformation that will take time and effort to realize. Fear of 

change is a very understandable but also anti-creative tendency. 

That said, if there’s willingness to consider such profound changes, you’ve got a great starting 

point for real renewal and internal change. You’re already in the Gap of Uncertainty because 

you’re asking, “Where do we go from here?” 

When we get to this step, we’ve learned that many teams know a great deal about what 

they don’t want, but much less about what they do want. If you look at the problems you’ve 

identified in your iceberg exercise, it’s probably not highly useful to think of their opposites. 

We know injustice when we see it, for example, but designing and realizing “justice” is a 

daunting prospect. To help our clients and partners find their way through this ambiguity to 

the far shore, we will illuminate another aspect of what in the Introduction to TeamWiser we 

called creativity competency. 

Part Two: Co-Creating Solutions
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We’ve learned over our decades of work that just as a “social organism” can be dysfunctional 

and internally compromised, they can also be healthy. But social health doesn’t arise as a 

mandate from above or by implementing a blueprint. Societies, companies, teams, or any 

other kind of social wholes do not organize themselves according to programs or blueprints 

or predetermined solutions. Instead, they constantly and continuously self-organize as 

people pursue their aims, aspirations, dreams, and survival strategies. We can account for this 

continuous and dynamic activity if we think of social wholes as “organisms” or “sculptures” that 

we co-create all together. In this sense, a family, team, company, institution, or society is a 

“social sculpture.” *

If you want your team or company to be a genuine community, it will be a co-creative effort. 

Everyone will participate, to a degree, in a continuous creative activity. Most of the time, 

people are unconscious of this activity, and so group behaviors aren’t particularly conscious 

or creative. When this happens, default paradigms play out, the result of which is usually 

unhealthy. The alternative is to become conscious and skilled “social sculptors,” the first step 

of which is to know your medium.

One of the reasons there’s a huge difference between initial idea and ultimate realization is 

that all creative work occurs in a creative medium — and that medium has its own laws and 

logic. Architects must understand the properties of wood, steel, glass, and other materials, as 

painters must know canvas, gesso, oil medium, and pigment. Writers study words, narrative, 

and sentence structure; musicians know their instruments and its limits. You can have an idea 

on paper, but as soon as you begin to realize it in life, you encounter the laws and logic of the 

creative medium. The medium “pushes back.”

Great creative masters work in dialogue with their creative medium. They work within 

the limitations and realities of the medium; they work within its wisdom, respecting and 

discovering its innate properties and the possibilities of those properties. Understanding 

Social Realities Are Co-Created

The Creative Medium

* The idea of social sculpture was first popularized by artist Joseph Beuys in the 1960s and 70s.
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the medium is one of the secrets to creative work, and becomes especially important in 

addressing any of the issues you’ve identified in the iceberg exercise. 

The creative medium of organizational or team change is people. And while we’re going 

to engage in dialogue, this alone isn’t sufficient. We need to engage in very specific 

conversations and discoveries. We need to discover what this creative medium of people 

looks like when it is healthy. What does social health look like? We need a basis for imagining 

social health, and we mean imagination as distinct from fantasy (see Module One, Wiser 

Visioning).

In order to imagine social health, we need to go back in history a bit. The economy as we 

know it first began to emerge in 17th century Europe; in other places and times previous, 

economic flows were largely under state, church, aristocratic, or clan control. As the modern 

economy gradually arose alongside the cultural-spiritual and governance-state spheres, 

so did the need to create more modern societies. The famous French Revolution slogan 

of “liberty, equality, fraternity” helped catalyze a strong shift towards the separation of the 

economy from nobility, church, and state control — but the ultimate potential of these ideas 

has yet to be realized.

After World War I, leaders across Europe proposed many forms of “solutions” and party 

programs to address the centuries-old tensions that had led to the war. Many people 

believed that the war was the beginning of a new age in which they could realize a utopian 

state. Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925), an Austrian educator and philosopher, argued that only a 

more profound and direct perception of social realities could save Europe from continued 

crisis and a second, even more devastating catastrophe. He proposed an approach he 

called “social threefolding” through which, he said, citizens and institutions would be able 

to organically and dynamically rebalance the three “spheres” of culture, governance, and 

economy. He argued that in a modern society, these three spheres exist alongside each 

other at all scales, and that in each sphere there is a unique “identifier” for health — the same, 

it turns out, that catalyzed the French Revolution. Achieving a more functional and healthier 

society was a matter of understanding the indicators for health in each sphere and continued 

work toward realizing these indicators at all scales. His ideas were not understood at the time.

Social Threefolding
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In the hundred years since Steiner’s death, the three spheres have further separated 

themselves as a matter of civilizaton’s further development. Most everyone is familiar with 

the tri-sector division of government, the private sector, and the nonprofit sector, for example. 

Steiner, however, realized that the three spheres are inherent to modern social life, and that 

when we understand health in each sphere, we can find ways to shape and renew society in 

healthier ways. 

At the heart of social threefolding is a perception of others. Just as a healthy relationship 

depends upon two people’s truly seeing and hearing each other, a healthy social whole 

depends upon our perception of others — not just as “others,” but as others with whom we 

can empathize. In practice, we have found that this makes social threefolding enormously 

powerful and practical. Wherever there is unrest, conflict, or tension, the analysis of the 

problems from different perspectives and at different layers of depth can help a group 

understand that no one is to “blame” and that everyone is co-responsible for finding and 

realizing genuine solutions. This realization can really open everyone up to empathically 

exploring ways forward together. If you then guide the group to truly perceive each other in 

three distinct spheres, the ideas and energy for renewal come thick and fast.

If you have a partner, stand up facing each other. If not, just imagine you’re facing a good 

friend and go through the exercise in your mind’s eye. Look into each other’s eyes. First, bring 

to mind everything you think you know about this person — all of the positive or negative 

“labels” or meanings you’ve given him or her in your mind — and let them go. Wipe the slate 

clean; think about this person as a mystery. Think about this person when s/he was four years 

old — a free spirit with a long life and destiny ahead. Now imagine them growing and put 

yourself in their inner life — their life of thinking, feeling, and action. What is it like to be them? 

Where are they going? To what dreams and goals do they aspire? And finally, imagine the 

person as an old person, having lived a long life. You can see that however much you know 

about someone, there is a great deal that you don’t know.

In one sphere, this person is an individual. S/he is different from you and from anyone else 

on the planet. Who s/he is, what decision s/he makes about who to be and how to life — all 

of this must unfold in freedom if it s/he is to be a healthy and vigorous person. If someone 

A Threefolding Warmup
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were to determine these things for her or him, that would be a sign of immaturity and of 

incompletion. In this sphere, we must self-determine — even if, in the process of doing so, 

we take on the beliefs and practices of our wider community, parents, mentors, or teachers.  

From another angle, this person is your equal. S/he is not unique at all in this sphere. We all 

have to wear seat belts and stop at traffic lights; we all have to pay taxes; we can’t go around 

knocking each other on the heads, no matter how unique and individual we are. There must 

be a certain degree of equality in this sphere; otherwise, our freedoms threaten the dignity 

and safety of others. 

In the third sphere, this person is interconnected with you. You breathe the same air; you live 

on the same soil. If s/he pollutes her yard, your yard might be polluted also. You might make 

shoes; s/he could wear them. You are inherently connected and, moreover, interdependent 

in this sphere. No one in a modern society is completely self-sufficient; we are dependent on 

the labors of others and on the earth’s resources. 

That’s the warm up. These three spheres of individuality, equality, and interconnection map to 

the three spheres of culture, governance, and economy. They operate within human groups 

simultaneously, all the time, and at any scale. In this module’s second team exercise, we’ll 

explore how to use these keys to unlock any structural or paradigmatic disturbance and find a 

way to rebalance. 

In the resources section of this Module, you can find a more active version of this exercise you 

can run with a bigger team.
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Before we do the next exercise, a few important guiding ideas will help you sharpen your 

questions and strengthen your imaginations for the way forward.

Social threefolding provides guidance for what a social whole needs in order to develop the 

continual dynamic rebalancing necessary in social health. It also helps us understand how 

and why societies and groups get out of balance. 

Essentially, the application of the right principle in the wrong sphere causes dysfunction. 

Equality belongs in the sphere of rights and obligations (the legal or governance sphere), 

not, for example, in the sphere of culture. To impose equality in the sphere of culture has 

the effect of equalizing what should be unique and different. Think about what happens, for 

example, with “one size fits all” approaches to education, self-determination, self-expression, 

arts, and science, as compared with approaches that embrace and support people’s 

individuality and uniqueness. There isn’t and can never be a socially constructive approach 

to education (or anything else in the sphere of culture) that treats everyone as exactly similar 

and not as unique individuals. 

When you stood in front of your friend and considered how very unique and individual they 

are, you can see that creating a healthy relationship has to be a living, organic, unfolding, and 

dynamic process between individuals who perceive and value each other. Similarly, when 

creating a healthy community, it can never be a mere matter of agreement and compliance. 

Individuals have to develop and offer their ideas, perspectives, talents, and gifts freely — or 

not at all. Leaders would be wise to seek these perspectives, as we did in the Awesome 

Meeting Protocol (Module Two, Wiser Meetings). We’ll revisit this principle here and again in 

Module Seven, Wiser Creative Work.

Sameness is precisely the correct principle to apply, however, in matters of legal rights and 

obligations. If building codes applied to some contractors and not to others, certain buildings 

Health and Dysfunction 
in Each Sphere 
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would fall down. Life becomes chaos when, as Orwell quipped, “some animals are more 

equal than others.” On the other hand, equality is not the principle to shape and govern 

economic life. Different people will always be more or less talented at economic affairs; 

some require more capital than others; someone supporting a large family will have different 

economic needs than someone who has no family to support.

Similarly, social threefolding argues that the principle of competition does not belong in the 

economic sphere; it is rather a cultural principle. Just because someone’s idea or company 

fails, for example, doesn’t mean that person is “unfit for survival,” to use the Darwinian notion. 

We should let ideas fail and die (remember “the best idea wins” from Module One?), but not 

people fail and die, just because their idea fails. We’re all in this together, so in the spirit of 

solidarity and interdependence, a community finds ways of supporting each other through 

the ups and downs. This kind of “conscious interdependency” is what you see in supply chains 

in which producers up and down the chain are in dialogue and cooperation, for example.

One can observe such wise principles at work in many tightly-knit communities. 

Interdependence arises out of the perception of inherent value and uniqueness. Where such 

perception isn’t a given, wise leaders can introduce and demonstrate it. Entrepreneur and 

CEO Hamdi Ulukaya of the Chobani yogurt company shares how he did this in his remarkable 

TED talk, for example. 

Note that in social threefolding there is no blueprint, no map to follow. There are sensibilities 

to discover and develop, techniques to use, conversations to have. When we say “dynamic 

rebalancing,” we mean something similar to the constant adjustments we make when 

walking down stairs or when we balance on a bicycle. Balance requires movement; it is not 

a static condition. When something gets out of balance in your team or company, you can 

work through the iceberg and threefolding exercises, find what’s out of balance, and work to 

rebalance together.  

https://www.ted.com/talks/hamdi_ulukaya_the_anti_ceo_playbook?utm_campaign=tedspread&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=tedcomshare
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The following exercise is a step-by-step process for you and your team to do together. We 

recommend 60-90 minutes for this exercise.

You’ll need the following tools:

• Journal

• Pen or pencil

• Post-it notes that are larger, differently shaped, or differently colored than the ones you 

used in the iceberg exercise

• Markers

• Flipchart paper or whiteboard

Before you start, photograph your iceberg exercise in order to capture the thinking there. 

You’re going to move the post-it notes to a new chart. If you prefer, you can also simply 

rewrite the relevant post-its so you can keep your iceberg intact.

The Social Threefolding Exercise
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Draw up a chart like this on a flipchart or whiteboard. Each sphere is the heading of a large 

column. If it’s relevant, use the vertical axis for “scale.” Some post-its might refer to individual 

or small group issues; others might refer to company (company policy) or even societal (e.g. 

legal or broader cultural) issues, as relevant..

Part One: Preparation

Step One: Draw This Chart1
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Move or copy the post-it notes in the “structures” layer of your iceberg into either the 

“Governance” column or the “Economic” column. Move the post-it notes in the bottommost 

or “collective interior” layer to the “Cultural” column. If you find post-it notes that don’t quite fit 

this mold, make what adjustments you think necessary: duplicate post-its, refine the wording, 

etc. Don’t change the column headings; find a way to limit your categories to the three 

spheres we’ve described. On that note, issues and problems having to do with how people 

treat the natural environment can stem from any of the three spheres. They aren’t, in social 

threefolding, “biological” or “natural.” Any ideas about humans as natural or biological beings 

are part of a worldview and belong in the sphere of culture. You should now have something 

like this:

Step Two: Move or Copy the Post-its from the Iceberg2
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Next, cluster the post-it notes into themes within each area. Write the themes on the different 

post-it notes so they stand out. You should have something that looks like the diagram on the 

following page. The green post-its represent themes of clusters.

Step Three: Cluster the Post-its into Themes3

Good work! Next, we’re going to shift our focus and use a combination of private journaling, 

paired dialogue, and at the end, whole-group reflection in the form of a team council. 
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The steps we’ve provided are designed to provide you with a simple but visceral experience 

of deliberately transforming your team or company into a community. We expect a lot of 

questions to arise for you in the process, and we encourage you to take these questions 

into your team meetings and conversations. Let them be creative questions that guide your 

further explorations. 

On that note, it’s up to you how deep or how lightly you go. It’s also up to you how much you 

choose to share with your dialogue partners. In your journal, as always, don’t edit — but then 

choose what you want to share. Be prepared to share something, though; it is hard to create a 

sense of warmth and community spirit without sharing and making your voice heard. 
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Imagine you are observing yourself as if from above. Observe how you as an individual have 

your very own “culture.” You have decided what and how you live; you’ve made independent 

decisions about who you want to be; you prefer this art form or career over others. You’re a 

unique individual in the sphere of culture. Self-determination, creativity, personal healing and 

transformation, learning and growth, the unfolding of talents — these all belong in this sphere.

Consider for a moment your country of origin, your family of origin, and the society in which 

you currently live — and look at how these origins have shaped your identity, decisions, 

beliefs, assumptions, and sense of self. Also observe how you have experienced the 

necessity and freedom to determine your own path in life and your own ideas. Even if you’ve 

grown up in a strong belief system or culture, reflect on your independence and individuality.

Next, let’s begin with journaling quietly to gather your thoughts. This first step is to get the 

contemplation going in your journal, which will then feed into a dialogue and team process.

Consider the following questions in your journal:

Part Two: Exploring the Three Spheres

The Cultural Sphere

Step Four: Journaling Exercise4

Think briefly about your life thus far, your biography, and spend a little time contemplating 

who you have become. What about you has been “given” to you from your parents, 

your lineage, your ethnicity, your upbringing, etc.? What about you is really from you — 

something you have forged as an individual? 

continued...
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When you’re finished, take your journal and pen with you and find a dialogue partner. 

Using the contemplations from the previous step, share with your dialogue partner from what 

you wrote. Explore the implications of “culture” in the sense we’ve described: the sphere that 

represents everything that is about individual development and above all self-determination, 

expression, and freedom. Here, we depend upon freedom of expression and ideas, and need 

to not be held back by equality or by interdependence on others. 

Look at the “Cultural” column of the chart you made in Step One. Talk about what this means 

for you within your context of teamwork and making a valuable contribution to that work. Talk 

about how and where you feel free, or not, to make a creative contribution of ideas and your 

value. What mental models and paradigms need to change — and into what, exactly? Where 

are there unresolved injuries, traumas, fears, self-interests, and other inner realities that shape 

your shared culture? 

Look in particular for “leverage points” in this sphere. Leverage points are places to intervene 

for maximum impact with minimum effort. In general, paradigms represent higher leverage 

than structures,* so spend enough time to really explore the implications of changes at this 

layer of your team, company, or system.

Make notes of your dialogue to share in the wider team conversation later.

Step Five: Paired Dialogue5

Next, spend a little time thinking about what kind of person do you want to be. How do 

you want to develop your talents and gifts? What are your aspirations for yourself? What 

is your destiny, your calling, your dream? 

And finally, where is your growing point? Where is your edge? What do you need to learn, 

master, discard, or otherwise address in order to keep growing and maturing?

* See the famous article “Places to Intervene” by Donella Meadows for more on this.
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Go back to your seats, and get out your journals and pencils. 

Next, imagine yourself as a person who, at the same time as being an individual in the 

cultural sphere, is also an equal in the legal or rights sphere — the world of law, imperatives, 

taxes, and protecting the rights of everyone, regardless of race, sex, age, nationality, or 

anything else. In a healthy society, every human being will have certain rights to life, equality, 

safety, autonomy, and justice, among others. 

You or someone you know might have suffered at the hands of prejudice and inequality, and 

this experience may immediately arise in you. For a moment, however, imagine that in this 

sphere, true and living equality and rights are yours by dint of being human, and that this ideal 

does exist in society. Imagine yourself and anyone else who comes to mind in that world.

Take the questions on the next page into contemplation, writing what comes up in you.

The Rights Sphere

Step Six: Journaling Exercise6

continued...

What does it look and feel like for everyone to participate in true equality of rights? 

How does it feel to hold that sense of equality as an inner experience? Do you have 

any trouble granting true equality to others? To whom? Why?

How do you value the individuality and autonomy and self-determination of the other?

Where do you see inequality affecting your life and the lives of others? 
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Find a new dialogue partner, and discuss what this topic means to you both. How do you 

differ? What do you share in common?

Turn your attention to the post-it notes in the “Rights” column of the chart from Step One and 

discuss your reflections. What do you see there that seems important to explore, resolve, or 

discuss? Look again for leverage points in this sphere, the places to act where you can make 

the most difference to the team, company, or system as a whole. 

Make notes of your conversation to share later.

Step Seven: Paired Dialogue7

Go back to your seats, and get out your journals and pencils. 

Imagine yourself, while being an individual who participates in creative ideas and culture, as 

well as a member of a society with equal rights, that you are also interdependent with others. 

This is the sphere of economic exchange. Like the flow of blood in the body or the movement 

of the ocean for the planet, the flow of goods and services is what meets your physical needs. 

Picture the farmers, harvesters, and middlemen growing, picking, and distributing your 

groceries so you can buy them, how your job is made available by market demand, how the 

value of the work you do in the world is answered by value in money. You are interdependent 

with many others and cannot survive without their willing participation in this system and their 

corresponding dependency on your work.

Reflect on the wise words of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.:

The Economic Sphere

Step Eight: Journaling Exercise8



TeamWiser | Module Five

26WISER COMMUNITY

In the context of your team and company, how do you think about human labor 

without injuring the worker’s self-respect? Is money enough?

Many companies pay their employees and contractors by the hour. However, it’s 

not the time that matters; it’s the value of what is done in that time. Have you ever 

considered what it would be like to be paid for the results of your work instead of your 

time? We can assure you; there’s a big difference here. What might this difference 

mean in your context?

How can you help your team feel a sense of ownership in your company’s service or 

product? Even if your company is not “employee owned” — what are some ideas that 

come to mind? What would such a sense of ownership do for morale and belonging 

in your team?

We are tied together in life and in the world. [...] You get up in the morning and 

go to the bathroom, and you reach over for a bar of soap, and that’s handed 

to you by a Frenchman. You reach over for a sponge, and that’s given to you 

by a Turk. You reach over for a towel, and that comes to your hand from the 

hands of a Pacific Islander. And then you go on to the kitchen to get your 

breakfast. You reach on over to get a little coffee, and that’s poured in your 

cup by a South American… Before you get through eating breakfast in the 

morning, you’re dependent on more than half the world. That’s the way God 

structured it; that’s the way God structured this world. So let us be concerned 

about others because we are dependent on others.

And now consider the following questions in your journal:
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Find a new dialogue partner and share your personal reflections. What are your thoughts and 

beliefs about solidarity, interdependence, value, price, compensation, and economic well 

being? 

Look together at the “Economic” column of the chart you made in Step One. Explore what 

you see there, the issues that stand out, and the possible ways forward. Identify the most 

promising, most interesting leverage points in this sphere. 

Make notes to bring to the whole team dialogue in the next and last step.

The final step is for everyone to gather together into a team council. First, everyone gathers 

into a circle.

In a circle, no one person is more central than any other. Indeed, see yourselves as equals 

as you begin the dialogue. Even though there may be directors at the table with interns, if 

you flatten the hierarchy in this “Council” formation, you will see and hear the other as equally 

valid and unique individuals, each with an inner richness and potential that is valuable for the 

whole. In this configuration, hierarchies of power and authority disappear.

We saw a remarkable example of this when visiting Cooper Design in San Francisco. Their 

company has built special rooms for councils like this, and in them, everyone knows that free 

individuality trumps position in the company. Everyone is expected to speak and contribute 

as equals. This is enormously powerful because for the brief time the team is together in that 

space, there is no hierarchy, no seniority; everyone is given equal space to have a voice no 

matter who they are. And because the rules of engagement are explicitly stated and upheld, 

there is greater freedom to speak the unvarnished truth and make a contribution to the whole 

than when in one’s usual role in the company. 

Step Nine: Paired Dialogue9

Step Ten: Team Council10
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Before you start, have someone be the scribe for the group, and summarize what is 

shared on a flip chart. The flipchart is helpful because everyone can see and read what 

is being written and correct the summary as needed. This way everything is captured and 

can be put in a shared document later. This step is important for capturing the issues that can 

be addressed at later meetings, and also for making sure the capturing is accurately written 

down.

Go around the group and, starting with the topic covered about culture, share the results of 

your paired dialogues. This might need a bit of facilitation; ask everyone to share in a minute 

or two, but no more — just to keep things moving along. 

Go through each sphere with the scribe capturing and summarizing contributions on a 

flipchart.

If there is time, or if you decide to go over this at a later meeting, here are some further 

questions and topics you can consider putting to the team council. The idea here is to explore 

the issues you’ve uncovered in solidarity, seeking new ways forward. Attend especially to 

leverage points. Ask yourselves these questions or similar ones that inspire you and seem 

relevant. And in this dialogue, seek the free, unencumbered truths of each individual. 

Here are a few questions to help you explore or use as starting points:

What can we do about this issue together?

What can I do, personally?

What requests might we make of each other, or of specific members of our team or 

company?

What structural and paradigm changes are necessary?

continued...
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What beliefs and priorities need to change, and how?

What relationships need to heal?

What fear, ego, and other inner aspects of our culture and/or personalities needs to 

transform?

What other questions do we want to ask each other?

The decisions you make together represent your collective will. In the social threefolding 

approach, the task of the leaders or directors is not to decide on behalf of or make 

decisions that will impact others; it is to wisely implement the will of the council. This is a 

fundamental principle of social threefolding: governance consists in the realization of the 

collective will; there is no “rulership.” Power as a structural principle has no place in social 

threefolding.

Some discussion may need to take place where there is not consensus about important 

topics or decisions. Add these topics to your next meeting’s agenda, and seek resolution 

outside the meeting between or among interested parties. When there is a general 

consensus but one or two outliers, the wise thing to do is to seek their wisdom. Ask them for 

their views. It might also be that they have unmet needs. Another question to ask might be, 

“What do you need to come along?” If their needs are met, they might willingly consent, or 

express the conditions under which they will do so.

We use social threefolding in our social change and peacebuilding work, and we believe 

it’s important for the social future. If you understand and use these concepts in practice, you’ll 

find they’re a source of practical action, healing, and insight into the social ills of our time. The 

inner life of the human is fractal in nature: you can observe the same phenomena playing out 

in a small team as you can across a society. If you can use social threefolding to rebalance 

culture, economy, and rights in small scales, you can also get a sense for what social health 

might look at larger scales. 
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We’d love to hear about your experiences with this exercise! If you need any help with it, or 

have any questions, please fill out this form and we’ll get back to you right away. And while 

you are at it, leave us your feedback too! Please help us improve this Module.

Next up: Module 6: Wiser Processes — How to Make Your Core Business Processes Wise 

and Efficient. Learn how to apply all that you’ve learned and also embed it into your team 

practices. See you there!

End of Module Five

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdU1PxrPzXJhMD4vWFUGfPo03dycK8RIqHCvP8Q7_Q5hNc-QQ/viewform
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdU1PxrPzXJhMD4vWFUGfPo03dycK8RIqHCvP8Q7_Q5hNc-QQ/viewform

