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Maria Spindler and Gary Wagenheim 

Editorial 
Positive Deviance: Sparks that ignite systems change

A surprisingly small spark can ignite a combustion process that creates large 
systems change. Positive deviance is that spark; unusual behaviours combined 
with the right energy that illuminates brightly enough to create transforma-
tion. Our primary goal in this Issue 4.1 of COS is to be that spark for our 
readers, to inform them of multidisciplinary approaches that enable social 
systems to make successful and sustainable transformations. Our appreciative 
assumption is that social systems—groups, organisations, and society—re-
quire an awareness of positive deviance dynamics to evolve in new and better 
ways.

Positive deviance dynamics is typically a “grassroots” self-organising unit, 
within teams, organisations, networks or society yet often outside the for-
mal structure, that has a different, even contrarian, perspective of the social 
system. Such deviants can be considered holons that contain all the charac-
teristics of the whole system to which they belong yet operate with an en-
trepreneurial independence. This autonomy and unique perspective allows 
them to observe the system’s blindness and realise different solutions. New 
processes of development that prove successful are often institutionalised by 
the prevailing system, creating sustainable transformations. In this way, we 
see positive deviance as a collaborative strength-based alternative process 
that enables social systems to discover successful transformative processes 
developed, tested, and operationalised from within.

In response to challenges facing managers and consultants as they cope with 
the growing demands of a complex global world and an uncertain future, 
positive deviance offers alternative ways for systems to adapt and thrive. The 
purpose of this issue is to highlight ways we can better understand positive 
deviance dynamics to help managers and consultants better support change 
and development in social systems. 
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In assembling this collection of articles about positive deviance we asked au-
thors to use a reflective multidisciplinary approach linking theory and prac-
tice. We encouraged them to explore aspects of positive deviance including 
its elements and characteristics, the impact of group dynamics, the conditions 
that foster its emergence, the role of leadership, and other issues that they dis-
covered in their own theoretical and practical work. Our authors reveal how 
they define positive deviance and the unique ways they make sense of and use 
the phenomenon in their theoretical concepts and professional practices as 
consultants, scientists, educators, and managers.

For this issue authors contributed six articles that focus on social systems 
groups, organisations, and society.

In “Creating Inclusive Organizations: The OD Consultant as Guerilla Change 
Agent” Anne Litwin explores her own positive deviance using so-called gue-
rilla approaches with a client to produce both unstated and stated outcomes 
to create a more inclusive corporate environment for women. Anne reflects 
on how her own development as a feminist brings focus, commitment and 
passion to her work on gender equality issues. She shares suggestions for ways 
others can facilitate similar positive deviance interventions to create sustain-
able change in their organisations. 

In the article “Whole and New. From Creative Impulses to New Structures” 
Andrea Schüller focus on the interrelation of the interactive body and larger 
social structures. “Body” and “process” as specific, underlying concepts are 
presented and extrapolated into organisational life and its challenges in terms 
of recreation, renewal and wholeness. Responsible creators of organisations 
might raise awareness and get a taste of how positively reinforcing tiny new 
sparks lays the groundwork for a shift from external, functional overstimula-
tion to a creative mode.

In their article “Management Plasticity: Neuronal Networking as the Organ-
izing Principle for Enterprise Architecture to Unfold Human Potential and 
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Creativity” Franz Röösli, Michael Sonntag and Doug Kirkpatrick introduce 
the concept of management plasticity that challenges the underlying beliefs 
that shape traditional organisational structures. They illustrate in a case study 
how the principles allow for development and connectivity, learning and 
memory, creativity and leadership as well as innovation. 

“Emergent Deviance: Development of an Informal Coalition” external con-
sultants Keith Ray and Joan Goppelt explore positive deviance in the case of 
an informal coalition of middle managers, unsupported by top management, 
who met regularly to develop new actions for collaboration and leadership 
development within the organisation. They offer micro-practices for manag-
ers and consultants to consider in nurturing similar successful and sustain-
able positive deviance in their organisations. 

In “Consulting on the Edge: Use of Strategies Rooted in Nature” Alice MacGil-
livray explores how boundary strategies inspired by nature can be positive de-
viance for change in complex social systems. She suggests that reframing our 
mechanistic perspective of systems to include a naturalistic perspective will 
offer alternative strategies to increase the likelihood of facilitating positive 
deviance toward sustainable organisational change. 

Co-leaders as space-providers and invaders for collective development are 
the focus of “Deviant Leadership in Group-Dynamics Trainings”. Maria 
Spindler and Ganesh Anantharaman elaborate co-leadership conditions that 
support awareness-based collective action, co-evolving and embodying one’s 
own social situation as a whole. The trainer in her/his “leadership function” 
establishes and fosters a challenging space that invites the participants to co-
create the future as collective in the here and now. 

With this COS Issue 4.1 we wish you deviant sparks; new ideas that impact 
you and your social system. May you gain more access to positive deviance 
and use it for renewal, change, and growth. Keep in mind: sparks can start 
fires. ☺



733Challenging Organisations and Society

About the Authors

Ganesh ANANTHARAMAN works with the Bangalore based Global IT firm 
Wipro Technologies Limited as General Manager in the Leadership & People 
Sciences function. He is also currently the elected President of the Indian 
Society for Applied Behavioural Science (ISABS). Besides being a T Group 
practitioner since 1998, Ganesh has also been on the staff of many Group 
Relations Conferences in India.  

Joan GOPPELT, Ph.D. is Director of Practice at Act Too Consulting, which 
provides organization consulting and research. Joan has degrees in mathemat-
ics, computer science, and most recently a doctor of philosophy in Human 
and Organizational Systems from Fielding Graduate University. Joan’s interests 
include collaboration, re-conceptualizing leadership, and challenging manage-
ment discourse.

Doug KIRKPATRICK is the author of Beyond Empowerment: The Age of 
the Self-Managed Organization. He is a former financial controller for The 
Morning Star Company and a participant in the adoption of its unique self-
management philosophy. He is an organizational change consultant, TEDx 
and keynote speaker, executive coach, writer, educator and SPHR.

Contact: doug@redshift3.org 

Anne LITWIN, PhD, is an organization development consultant, educator, 
researcher and coach. Anne has been the C.E.O. of her family retail business 
and is past-Chair of the Board of Directors of NTL Institute. She is co-editor 
of the book, Managing in the Age of Change and author of the recent book, 
New rules for Women: Revolutionizing the Way Women Work Together 
(2014), along with numerous journal articles. Anne received her PhD from 
Fielding Graduate University in Human and Organizational Systems in 2008. 
She lives in Boston.

For further information and contact: www.annelitwin.com or info@annelitwin.com.



734

About the Authors

Challenging Organisations and Society

Alice MACGILLIVRAY works as an organisational consultant from her 
straw-bale home on Gabriola Island in British Columbia Canada. Her PhD 
is in Human and Organisational Systems from Fielding Graduate Universi-
ty; her MA degrees are in Human Development (Fielding) and Leadership 
(Royal Roads University). Alice is an Associate Faculty member with Royal 
Roads, a Visiting Scholar at Capella, and a Fellow with the Institute for Social 
Innovation at Fielding. She sits on the Editorial Board of the International 
Journal of Complexity in Leadership and Management. Alice works in the ar-
eas of leadership development and knowledge-related challenges in complex 
environments.

For further information and contact: www.4KM.net.

Keith W. RAY, Ph.D. is Director of Research at Act Too Consulting. Keith has 
a degree in physics from University of Nebraska and a doctorate in Human 
and Organizational Systems from Fielding Graduate University. Keith began 
his career as scientist and project manager and then became an internal OD 
consultant. Keith now evolves his external practice using principles of social 
construction and complexity.

Franz RÖÖSLI is a professor at the University of Applied Sciences Zurich 
(ZHAW), management trainer and Director of the Beyond Budgeting Round 
Table (BBRT), an international, membership‐based practitioner and research 
community. He had worked in different companies in leadership positions 
including member of the executive team before he started an academic career. 
His research and consulting interests are organizational behavior, leadership 
and management innovation. He co-authored the book The Leader´s Dilem-
ma. He holds an MBA of the University of St. Gallen.

Contact: franz.roeoesli@zhaw.ch

Andrea SCHUELLER, PhD, is an international consultant and executive coach 
specializing in organizational change, core transformation, systemic identity, 
innovation and creative emergence, and conscious(ness) evolution in focus. 
Andrea works with business firms, NGOs, GOs and trans-organizational 



735Challenging Organisations and Society

networks, bridging individual and collective development through innova-
tive methods and learning designs. She teaches at various universities and is a 
teaching trainer for Group Dynamics for the Austrian Association of Group 
Dynamics & Organization Consulting, where she currently serves as a Board 
Member. She is a member of Hernstein International Institute and Infosyon. 
She researches and publishes articles on social innovation and organizational 
design.

For further information and contact: www.andrea-schueller.com.

Michael SONNTAG is a medical doctor, Bioenergetic Analyst (trained by 
Alexander Lowen) and management consultant. He is specialized in teach-
ing and creating the conditions needed to enable, enhance and govern deep 
transformational and self-healing processes, both on an individual and an 
organizational level.

Contact: m.sonntag@sonntag-consulting.ch

Maria SPINDLER, PhD has been an international organizational consult-
ant in economics (banking and production) and at NGOs (universities and 
foundations) and lectures at universities in Europe and the US. Her topics 
are creating future, inventing and transforming organizations, structures and 
leadership cultures. Maria is qualified to train the trainer for the Austrian 
Association for Group Dynamics & Organization Consulting and serves on 
their education board. Her books deal with transformation, creating future 
for leadership and organizations, group dynamics, organizational consulting 
and research. Maria founded COS . reflective hybrids® in 2011 and is its chief 
editor.

For further information and contact: www.maria-spindler.at.

Gary WAGENHEIM is adjunct management professor at the Beedie School 
of Business at Simon Fraser University and Aalto University – Executive 
Education and former professor of organizational leadership at the School 
of Technology at Purdue University. His research and teaching interests are 
reflective practice, individual and organizational change, and organizational 



736

About the Authors

Challenging Organisations and Society

behavior. He owns and operates Wagenheim Advisory Group that provides 
corporate training, coaching and organizational development programs. 
Dr. Wagenheim received a Ph.D. and a M.A. in Human and Organizational 
Systems from Fielding Graduate University, a M.B.A. in Organizational 
Behavior/Organizational Change and Development from Syracuse University.



SAVE THE DATE 
For the 2nd COS-CONFERENCE 2016  

Flow beyond Systems

Delightful Development of the Self and of  
New Systems through Somatic Intelligence

Venice/Italy April 7th – 9th 2016 
Centro Don Orione (www.donorione-venezia.it)

“Flow beyond Systems” is understood as the creative force of new realities 
for organizations and society through each of us. The lively nexus between 
the worlds of organised systems and individual development is our focus. 
The way we lead and organise ourselves is reflected by what our organisa-
tions have become – socially, in relation to the world, and also in relation to 
us as individuals in this society. Freedom does not pre-exist in the organ-
ised community but is constructed there, as the common space to which 
its equal members bring their own uniqueness and create something of 
lasting value such as an organisation or larger organized structures. Isn´t 
this a call for delightful development!?!

Reaching beyond is neither a result of will power, nor of mental excellence 
alone, nor can it be made to happen. This undertaking largely depends on 
our ability to intentionally bring our somatic intelligence to the creation of 
new larger structures.

The COS-Conference is a platform offering cutting edge methodology 
for the mastery of transforming collective realities through the power of 
our individual dreams. Our development faces challenges – and in return 
poses a challenge to organizations & society. We only grow together, step 
by step, by facilitating the interplay between individuals and existing or-
ganizations and the organizational realities that are waiting to be created. 

According to the COS-Philosophy, the COS-Conference is a co-creative 
space for development, transformation, guiding transitions and inspira-
tion. We invite you to join and contribute to a delightful development!

More information: www.cos-journal.com



Join COS, a Home for Reflective Hybrids

The future is an unknown garment that invites us to weave our lives into 
it. How these garments will fit, cover, colour, connect and suit us lies in our 
(collective) hands. Many garments from the past have become too tight, 
too grey, too something…and the call for new shapes and textures is ac-
knowledged by many. Yet changing clothes leaves one naked, half dressed 
in between. Let’s connect in this creative, vulnerable space and cut, weave 
and stitch together.

Our target group is reflective hybrids – leaders, scientists, consultants, and 
researchers from all over the world who dare to be and act complex. Multi-
layered topics require multidimensional approaches that are, on the one 
hand, interdisciplinary and, on the other hand, linked to theory and prac-
tice, making the various truths and perspectives mutually useful.

If you feel you are a reflective hybrid you are very welcome to join our COS 
movement, for instance by:

•	 Visiting our website: www.cos-journal.com

•	 Getting in touch with COS-Creations. A space for personal & collective 
development, transformation and learning. Visit our website:  
www.cos-journal.com/cos-creations/

•	 Following our COS-Conference online:  
www.cos-journal.com/conference2016

•	 Subscribing to our newsletter:  
see www.cos-journal.com/newsletter

•	 Subscribing to the COS Journal:  
see www.cos-journal.com/buy-subscribe

•	 Ordering single articles from the COS Journal:  
www.cos-journal.com/buy-articles-pdf

•	 Becoming a member of our LinkedIn group: go to www.linkedin.com and 
type in “Challenging Organisations and Society.reflective hybrids” or 
contact Tonnie van der Zouwen on t.vanderzouwen@cos-journal.com



Order COS Journals and COS Articles
Challenging Organisations and Society . reflective hybrids®

Mental Leaps into Challenging Organisations and Society 
Volume 1, Issue 1, October 2012 
Editor: Maria Spindler (AT) 
€ 28,– plus shipping costs

Reflective Hybrids in Management and Consulting  
Volume 2, Issue 1, May 2013 
Editors: Maria Spindler (AT), Gary Wagenheim (CA) 
€ 28,– plus shipping costs

Involving Stakeholders to Develop Change Capacity for 
More Effective Collaboration and Continuous Change 
Volume 2, Issue 2, October 2013 
Editor: Tonnie van der Zouwen (NL) 
€ 28,– plus shipping costs

Different Culture, Different Rhythms  
Volume 3, Issue 1, May 2014 
Editor: Karin Lackner (DE) 
€ 28,– plus shipping costs

On the Move: Patterns, Power, Politics 
Volume 3, Issue 2, October 2014 
Editors: Maria Spindler (AT) and Tonnie van der Zouwen (NL) 
€ 28,– plus shipping costs

Positive Deviance Dynamics in Social Systems 
Volume 4, Issue 1 
Editors: Maria Spindler (A) and Gary Wagenheim (CA)  
€ 28,– plus shipping costs

Subscription of the COS Journal 
The journal is published semi-annually (May and October). The price of  
an annual subscription is € 50,–. 

Subscription: 2 issues each year 
€ 50,– plus shipping costs each year 

The subscription can be terminated until 31.12. for the next year. 
Order and subscribe the COS Journal at www.cos-journal.com/buy-subscribe

Order single articles of the COS Journal 
for € 10,– per article at www.cos-journal.com/buy-articles-pdf

Or mail us to order the COS Journal to sales@cos-journal.com



Journal “Challenging Organisations and Society   reflective hybrids® (COS)”

COS is the first journal to be dedicated to the rapidly growing require-
ments of reflective hybrids in our complex 21st-century organisations 
and society. Its international and multidisciplinary approaches balance 
theory and practice and show a wide range of perspectives in and 
between organisations and society. Being global and diverse in thinking 
and acting outside the box are the targets for its authors and readers in 
management, consulting and science.

Editor-in-Chief: Maria Spindler (AT) 
 email: m.spindler@cos-journal.com

Deputy Editors-in-Chief: Gary Wagenheim (CA), Tonnie van der Zouwen (NL)

Editorial Board: Ann Feyerherm (US), Ilse Schrittesser (AT), Maria Spindler (AT), 
Chris Stary (AT), Gary Wagenheim (CA), Nancy Wallis (US), Tonnie van der 
Zouwen (NL)

Reviewers: François Breuer, Tom Brown, Silvia Ettl Huber, Jeff Haldeman, Ann 
Feyerherm, Russell Kerkhoven, Larissa Krainer, Marlies Lenglachner, Ruth 
Lerchster, Barbara Lesjak, Richard Pircher, Ilse Schrittesser, Maria Spindler, 
Christian Stary, Martin Steger, Gary Wagenheim, Nancy Wallis, Tonnie van 
der Zouwen

Proofreading: Deborah Starkey

Layout: www.kronsteiner-lohmer.at

Terms of Publication: Before publication authors are requested to assign 
copyright  to “Challenging Organisations and Society . reflective hybrids®”.
 Beginning one year after initial publication in “Challenging Organisations 
and Society . reflective hybrids®” authors have the right to reuse their 
papers in other publications. Authors are responsible for obtaining 
permission from copyright holders for reproducing any illustrations, 
figures, tables, etc. previously published elsewhere. Authors will receive 
an e-mailed proof of their articles.

Disclaimer: The authors, editors, and publisher take no legal responsibility for 
errors or omissions that may be made in this issue. The publisher makes 
no warranty, expressed or implied, regarding the material contained 
herein.

Copyright: COS . reflective hybrids®, Vienna 2015

A N N O U N C E M E N T  –  O c t o b e r  2 0 1 5

Challenging Organisations and Society   reflective hybrids®

Volume 4, Issue 2

Title: Elaborating the Theory – Practice Space: Professional 
Competence in Science, Therapy, Consulting and 
Education

Editors: Ilse Schrittesser & Maria Spindler



Maria Spindler and Gary Wagenheim
Editorial
Positive Deviance: 
Sparks that ignite systems change
page 647

Anne Litwin  
Creating Inclusive Organizations: 
The OD Consultant as Guerilla 
Change Agent
page 650

Andrea Schueller
Whole and New  From Creative 
Impulses to New Structures 
page 663

Franz Röösli, Michael Sonntag and 
Doug Kirkpatrick
Management Plasticity: 
Neuronal Networking as the 
Organizing Principle for Enterprise 
Architecture to Unfold Human 
Potential and Creativity
page 684

 

Positive Deviance Dynamics in Social Systems

Keith W. Ray and Joan Goppelt 
Emergent Deviance: 
Development of an Informal 
Coalition
page 696

Alice MacGillivray
Consulting on the Edge: 
Use of Strategies Rooted in Nature
page 707

Maria Spindler and Ganesh Anantharaman
Space-Providers and Space-Invaders: 
Deviant Co-Leadership in Group 
Dynamics Training for Our 
Emerging Future
page 719

 

2015 Volume 4, Issue 1

Po
si

ti
ve

 D
ev

ia
nc

e 
D

yn
am

ic
s 

in
 S

oc
ia

l S
ys

te
m

s
20

15
 V

ol
um

e 
4,

 Is
su

e 
1

The Journal “Challenging Organisations 
and Society  reflective hybrids® (COS)” is 
the first journal to be dedicated to the 
rapidly growing  requirements of reflective  
hybrids in our complex 21st-century 
organisations  and society  Its international  
and multidisciplinary  approaches  balance 
theory  and practice and show a wide 
range of perspectives  in and between 
organizations  and society 
Being global and diverse in thinking and 
acting outside the box are the targets for 
its authors and readers in management, 
consulting  and science 

www.cos-journal.com

ISSN 2225-1774

reflective hybrids®

COS-journal 
Peer-reviewed 

Challenging 
Organisations 

and Society

Maria Spindler and Gary Wagenheim
Editorial
Positive Deviance: 
Sparks that ignite systems change
page 647

Anne Litwin  
Creating Inclusive Organizations: 
The OD Consultant as Guerilla 
Change Agent
page 650

Andrea Schueller
Whole and New  From Creative 
Impulses to New Structures 
page 663

Franz Röösli, Michael Sonntag and 
Doug Kirkpatrick
Management Plasticity: 
Neuronal Networking as the 
Organizing Principle for Enterprise 
Architecture to Unfold Human 
Potential and Creativity
page 684

 

Positive Deviance Dynamics in Social Systems

Keith W. Ray and Joan Goppelt 
Emergent Deviance: 
Development of an Informal 
Coalition
page 696

Alice MacGillivray
Consulting on the Edge: 
Use of Strategies Rooted in Nature
page 707

Maria Spindler and Ganesh Anantharaman
Space-Providers and Space-Invaders: 
Deviant Co-Leadership in Group 
Dynamics Training for Our 
Emerging Future
page 719

 

2015 Volume 4, Issue 1

Po
si

ti
ve

 D
ev

ia
nc

e 
D

yn
am

ic
s 

in
 S

oc
ia

l S
ys

te
m

s
20

15
 V

ol
um

e 
4,

 Is
su

e 
1

The Journal “Challenging Organisations 
and Society  reflective hybrids® (COS)” is 
the first journal to be dedicated to the 
rapidly growing  requirements of reflective  
hybrids in our complex 21st-century 
organisations  and society  Its international  
and multidisciplinary  approaches  balance 
theory  and practice and show a wide 
range of perspectives  in and between 
organizations  and society 
Being global and diverse in thinking and 
acting outside the box are the targets for 
its authors and readers in management, 
consulting  and science 

www.cos-journal.com

ISSN 2225-1774

reflective hybrids®

COS-journal 
Peer-reviewed 

Challenging 
Organisations 

and Society


