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Seminarhotel St. Magdalena, Linz






Welcome to the Proceedings of the IFSR Conversation 2018





Dear Readers!


This volume, the Proceedings, of the IFSR Conversation 2018 in St. Magdalena, Linz Austria, provides in Part I part a historical view of the evolution and growths of Conversations in general from 1980 to 2018. This includes personal views of Gordon Dyer, Alexander Laszlo and Gerhard Chroust. In Part II we present the team reports of the four 4 teams at the Conversation.


Conversations were introduced by Bela H. Banathy at around 1980 as an alternative to the classical conferences. They were in response to the insight that the greatest benefit for participants of a meeting were due to the discussions and conversations between participants and not so much as a result of the formal presentations of papers. Bela’s philosophical understanding of complex adaptive social systems as self-organizing entities, that promoted inquiry and innovation (Byrne, 1998; Jenlink & Banathy, 2008) compelled him define and establish conversations as a face-to-face meetings (without formal presentation!) where the teams discuss in a self-guided way topics of scientific and social importance (Dyer 2016a, Dyer 2016b, Dyer 2018).


The first Conversation took place in 1982 in a small, cozy inn (‘Pension Seewinkel’) in Fuschl-am-See on the shore of Lake Fuschl, near Salzburg. The success encouraged the IFSR to convene a Conversation every second year (see Lazslo, 2019, Chroust 2019b for details) with generous subsidies from the IFSR. Additional Conversations of the ‘Fuschl type’ have been organized in many locations around the world: (Laszlo, 2019). Increased demands on the accessibility and professional infrastructure of the location made it necessary to move the IFSR Conversations to Kloster Pernegg (a former monastery from the 15th century) in 2010 and for the last four conversations (2012 to2018) to the St. Magdalena seminar hotel on the outskirts of Linz, Austria. A novelty of the 2018 Conversation was that we had to get along without a subsidy from the IFSR, and thus charge the full costs to the participants.


In the IFSR Conversations traditionally three to six of four to eight members meet for five days to develop conceptual models and intensify their understanding of their team’s topic. They are free to modify their topic. After the end of the Conversation the teams document their findings at first in a short report which is published in the IFSR Newsletter (Chroust, 2018). A more comprehensive report in proceedings of the Conversation.


According to tradition the 2018 IFSR Conversation was announced with a ‘Call for Topics’ to a broad scientific systems audience. In November 2017 there were nine considered for participation in the 2018 Conversation. After intensive discussions of the Executive Committee of the IFSR, five topics were selected. One unfortunately finally could not participate due to time constraints of the participants, which left four teams to meet at St. Magdalena with the following topics:




	Systems Practice – team leaders: Nam Nguyen and Constantin Malik


	What is Systems Science? - team leaders: Gary Smith and Jennifer Makar


	Active and Healthy Aging – team leaders: Shankar Sankaran and Gerhard Chroust and


	Data Driven Systems Engineering Approaches – team leader: Ed Carroll





All four teams worked very engaged and dedicated, only interrupted by Wednesday (April 11) afternoon when we took off from work and went to downtown Linz. We visited the Ars Electronica Museum, which calls itself the ”Museum of the (‘digital’) future” and offers exhibits and hands-on experimentation specifically demonstrating the technological developments and their impact on society, art, and people.


On Friday morning each team gave a short presentation to all other participants.


After the Conversation short team reports of their findings were published in the October issue of the Newsletter IFSR, vol 35, no 1 (Chroust, 2018). The details and and the comprehensive reports are collected in this proceedings volume (Metcalf, 2019).


Looking back at the 2018 Conversation we believe that again we had made considerable progress in the chosen topics. We want to thank all participants and especially the team leaders for their enthusiasm, work, and effort.


The proceedings are an impressive addition to the past proceedings of the IFSR Conversations (see section ”Fuschl/IFSR Conversations, 1982 – 2018“ later in this book).
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Part I: IFSR Conversation 2018 – Looking Back









Personal Perspectives on Conversations –


Past, Present and Future


Gordon Dyer





Bela Banathy Centenary


As we enter 2019 it is appropriate to remember this year as the centenary of the birth of Bela Banathy (1919 - 2003) [1]who founded the Conversation movement almost 40 years ago. One testimony to Bela's contribution to the systems field is that the biennial Fuschl Conversations (since 2008 called the IFSR Conversations) still continue and remain a highlight in the programme of the International Federation for Systems Research.


Wikipedia carries his detailed biography from birth in Hungary on 1 December 1919, his service and torrid time in the national army during and immediately post-World War II, eventual emigration to the USA in 1951 and his emergence as an outstanding linguist, educator, systems scientist and author. However, the biography is simply factual and apart from implying huge stoicism, determination and intelligence gives little indication of his ability to influence and stimulate new thinking and change in others.


How did this quietly spoken and sometimes-self-effacing man become so charismatic? Those who knew him will have their own answer to that question. I can only share my personal views having first met him at the 1987 ISGSR Conference in Budapest. There is no doubt that his warmth of welcome and an open smile was important giving the impression when we spoke, what I was saying was worth his time listening. But my key reflections are based around what he said, and how he conveyed his message to his audience - fundamentally through metaphors which he intuitively knew would both appeal and challenge. In short, it was impossible to let them go out of your mind. Examples of this kind of messages were:


"If systems thinking is all that it is cracked up to be why can't we use it to help with some of the major issues in the world?"


"Don't ask me how to do it. You are all supposed to be creative human beings. You must solve problems of the future in your own context. You must design your own future."


The Grandchild's Question and his response


But the most powerful influence on me was his "grandchild 's question" which I first heard him present at the 1991 Asilomar conversation. He introduced this through a hypothetical scenario which he said would be his nightmare and source of personal shame if it were ever to happen. His grandson was sitting on his knee and they were watching TV together. This pleasantness was changed by a switch to the latest TV news programme showing a dreadful scene of man's inhumanity in some part of the world. His grandson then turned to him and asked:


"Grandad, you are old, you are supposed to be wise, what have you done about this? What kind of a world are you leaving for me?"


That scenario has never left my mind.


Bela went on to produce many important publications in response to the hypothetical question, arguing that we need to become conscious of how homo sapiens sapiens had evolved in a way which was sustainable with the environment for many 1000s of years. With such "evolutionary consciousness" we should then "evolve consciously" in terms of the characteristics of future social


systems that we allowed to develop or evolve, i.e. we should design our future not just let the future happen. His first contribution was to suggest a framework for an evolutionary guidance system, in that social systems and their sub-systems would consciously evolve towards a vision of where advances in technology is not the main driver but takes into account other crucial human domains. In this he included social justice, economic justice, a scientific dimension based on ethical science, technology which is aimed at conflict resolution and not warfare, quality of life for all, genuine participation in choice. This vision of designing the future was accompanied within a set of clearly defined ethics, including: "all those affected by a future system should have the right to be involved in its design, no one should have systems designed or imposed on them". This in turn implied that those traditionally considered to be part of the environment and therefore outside of consideration should now be included in the design process. Also, as time passed and new members joined the system, the process of design would need to be on-going and dynamic. He brought all his ideas together in the classic "Designing Social systems in a Changing World" [2] which also contained the controversial idea that a new competence in social systems design was essential to empower people to direct their progress and create a truly participative democracy.


Conversation and Social System Design


His other fundamental suggestion was that any discussions aimed at "social system design" should be carried out using a different style of dialogue. This is what he, and we now, call "conversation" and is still generally adopted as basis for most of the topics of the biennial Fuschl/IFSR Conversation events at Linz. The activity assumes a free-wheeling, consensus-seeking style of discussion. This is the exact opposite to the aim of debate, where the outcome sought is basically "I win - you lose". This is the normal process of politics, the law and typically academia. Bela strongly argued that the ambition of social system design required a process of aiming for "win-win". The early IFSR and ISI1 conversations were largely focussed in exploring conversation itself, often with trigger questions relating to the kind of education system that would be required to bring about the new competencies for social system design and what has come to be known as evolutionary learning.


The IFSR and ISI events [3] carried out over the 20 years from 1982 enabled us to learn a great deal about the issues surrounding conversation and the factors which can lead to their success or failure in practice. This led to the publication of a two Volume Compendium of contributions (2005 [4], 2008 [5]) from IFSR colleagues and the continuation of conversation at Fuschl and Linz. However, little progress was made in the area of application of the systems design in education which Bela had dreamed of, and no real traction had been made with the application of "social system design" to the outside world. There are a number of reasons for this:




	The education field is currently limited to maintenance learning and dominated by politics. For example, in the UK no impact is detectable, not least because the education system has become a political debating zone and where powerful teaching unions resist change. The essence of argument is around standards. Any changes take place on the basis of tinkering with curriculum rather than on the kind of fundamental shift that Banathy called for.


	There was scepticism indeed from some, antagonism, towards the concept of designing the mid- to longer-term future of social systems. This was mostly from those with the world view that systems thinking and practice related only to "feasible and desirable" change within existing systems, or to immediate replacement systems.


	Also, the idea that conversation between team members would continue in-between IFSR conversations did not materialise for two reasons. Firstly, once back in one's normal environment, day-job pressures typically restricted this from happening. Second, turnover within teams from conversation to conversation, a requirement of IFSR policy to more widely share the benefit of their financial support, made this impractical.





"The death of Bela in 2003, and the loss of his inspiring leadership was the end of social system design as a dominant theme for IFSR conversations. This ending was especially unfortunate for Gordon Rowland and myself as we had begun, through the "Y3K conversations" as part of the Conversations in 2000 and 2002, to consider markers for the vision of a distant future. Y3K (the year 3000) was not a precise target. It was a metaphor for a longer-term future and was a deliberate attempt to forestall any comments of the form "It can't be done." Anything might happen in a distant future. The choice still remains to us. We do have options over first steps we might suggest individually and collectively to adjust our view of systems thinking and change pathways towards the future.


Communicating the case for change


New topics emerged as the norm for IFSR conversations from 2004 to replace social system design. This also reflected a desire within the IFSR to focus on what were seen as current pressing issues, and in a period of time when funds are limited, to show practical outcomes from the expense of the Fuschl/IFSR Conversation. This reflect a return to the "feasible and desirable" for systems action. I have some sympathy with this strategy given that some recent topics have focussed on transfer of conversation practice into the wider community, and design of formal systems education programmes.


However, our World of 2019 is a very much more worrying place than one which was evident to Bela Banathy and the other leaders of the national and international systems societies who met at the first Fuschl conversation in 1982. Yet the interest and efforts of the systems community as a whole, and the IFSR activity which is a leading part of it, remains focussed on theoretical, scientific and technical aspects of systems modelling. The papers I attempt to read in our Journals are often highly complex in nature and often contain an indulgence in new words which reduce communication internally and prevent understanding externally. Yet effective communication should be at the centre of our objectives. We need to ensure that the reports on Conversation do not have the same indulgence. They are distributed to a wide audience, and potentially are our best communication channel to the outside world and must be understandable.


The systems community needs to adjust the balance between investigating activities and publishing reports on scientific/technical topics, and those on knowledge transfer. The transfer strategy itself needs to be modified, with any developments of formal qualifications to be complemented by introducing a much simpler level of systems ideas to a broader spectrum of the population. This would lead to more people gaining a better understanding of the possibility of counterintuitive outcomes and influence deeper consideration in making future decisions and acting on them. Influencing a larger section of the general population will provide a faster route to improved prospects for a better and sustainable future, than by simply educating a minority. This is not to understate the resistance of adults to change. This implies careful targeting within the population, to those with most potential to gain lay understanding of systems thinking and with leadership experience, or the capacity to assume it. It also requires presentation of a convincing case capable of nudging their perception and encouraging action for change.


Systems Community Values


Over recent years the systems community has debated whether its activity is a "science". This is understandable given that science is typically funded more favourably by national governments.


I am reminded of a classic question posed to students of the History and Philosophy of Science, i.e. "Is science value free?". The answer is "no", the justification coming from the evidence that what we understand today as science, is derived from the areas of the physical and natural world mankind has mainly chosen to explore in the past and that was determined by the contemporary value system. One is pointed to the synthesis of mauveine (mauve dye) in 1856 by William Perkins. This led to its mass production along with the demise of the madder plant growing industry, the previous source of mauve dye. This was followed by an expansion in chemistry research with an emphasis placed on dyes, explosives and gases. By comparison there was little scientific interest in other areas at that time, e.g. human factors and health. People, the workers, were regarded as disposable "units". This area only came to be considered as "appropriate science" in the 20th century. The value system of the 19th century was very much based on need for competition, to gain manufacturing advantage, national status and overseas possessions. This meant that areas of chemistry and physics which increased national potential for war were largely pursued.


So, I ask myself an analogous question. "Is systems science value free?" The historians of the future will give the same answer, "no". What will determine their understanding of systems science at that future time, will be determined by the choices we make now. Given the sustainability issues facing humanity and the desperate inequalities and inequities that exist, to reject the idea that systems practice can have value in the creation of a better future, and is limited in application to the "here and now" seems a derogation of duty. It also reminds me of the old English proverb about Emperor Nero who "fiddled while Rome burned".


We can still do something


I will now return to my personal response to Bela's proposals for social system design. Initially, I was overwhelmed by the concept and ethical stance within it. These ideas were beyond my understanding of systems thinking, and problems viewed at world-systems level seemed insurmountable. However, as stated above, the grandchild's question stubbornly refused to leave my mind. When I first heard the question, I too was old. Well, I was approaching 60. I had done nothing. I felt somewhat ashamed, but I could find plenty of excuses for my lack of action.


However, with increasing experience of conversation within IFSR/ISI teams and also with small external groups, I came to see it was possible to provide guidance for action within a small social or work group. My target is a systems-lay individual, with some leadership experience and perhaps concerns with current behaviour patterns in their group. If many such "small fires" can be started in this way, then this might trigger change in the larger social systems which contains these smaller groups. So, in a new book [6], I


" encourage the reader to reflect on and to challenge their world view. I do this through presenting my own experiences and journey of change - from being entirely focused on the benefits of technology, then exposure to systems ideas, and then to wider systems experience and "conversation".


" introduce and demonstrate, en-route, basic systems thinking in a way which those unfamiliar can easily appreciate and use themselves. These are the necessary and sufficient concepts of emergence, counterintuitive outcomes, synergy and interdependence. They apply to all social systems, including small groups.


" demonstrate a flexible methodology which allows a small group to move towards a better vision of their future. The methodology is dynamic, highly adaptable to the reader's own context and assumes on-going iteration and review. Case studies, including use within a small primary school where staff had been through a period of trauma and needed help in finding a way forward, are described.


" then provide guidance on how the reader can do this for a small social or work group they are involved with, with conversation - aimed at sustaining creative synergy - at its core.


So, from my perspective social system design as a concept is not totally dead, but is adaptable to a small group case. Clearly, this is but one approach to one target set, but it is a start to build on.


Gordon Rowland and Doug Walton have suggested that the ISI conversation group might be reconvened for a conversation in the USA to celebrate Bela Banathy's centenary. The emails which have circulated as a result between ex-ISI members have confirmed that Bela has been a great influence in their lives too. It would be wonderful to share their reports on these influences if such a conversation can be arranged.


Some proposals


Drawing on Bela's grandson's scenario, IFSR is a key source of "systems wisdom". In a future world which continues to deteriorate, would not the recently born, and yet to be born children, be entitled to say - "What did the IFSR do about it?"
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