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Think Differently About Change - Reflections on Ripples

I often find that metaphor allows insights into issues that cannot be so easily reached through more overtly cognitive methods.

This metaphor comes from a real-life experience when I was on holiday in the SouthWest of France in September 2009.

Market day in Tonneins - busy busy, hot hot, dusty dusty; lots of French (and a few English) locals, the usual North Africans, tourists, migrant workers for the plum/corn/sunflower harvests. The ‘ethnics’ all at one end with their brightly patterned and coloured clothing, their spices; the locals sifting through market stalls filling with fleeces and other autumn and winter clothing, picking the sweetest and juiciest tomatoes, melons, the first of the season’s prunes and the last of the haricots verts, jaunes et noirs.

Inspiration can come from the most everyday objects – just let your attention flow...

It was an unprepossessing little fountain near the riverside ; no more than a piece of local rock about 6ft wide with a hole drilled through it and six 12” jets of water spurting from the top, splashing on the rock and into the pool around the rock. Still it offered a coolish resting place and the gentle tinkle of water on water. I sat on the surround for a brief rest, the fountain to my back. Drifting into some heat induced trance, I noticed the occasional wet spot appearing and disappearing in front of me, several metres away from the fountain. It’s not raining, no local child with a water pistol; they can’t be travelling so far from the little fountain – what’s going on?

Pay attention to the tiniest detail of your environment....to the unexpected... “There is something interesting going on here...” Stick with it, investigate.

Sherlock Holmes kicked into action – yes they were coming from the fountain after all, very occasional little splashes hitting the rock at just the right angle to reflect them out across the pool so far away as to seem improbable. The pool, and the ripples of the water splashes, had my attention...

If the conditions are right, or we tap the talents of key individuals fantastic things can happen. I am struck by the fact that sometimes we don’t know what people can do and then suddenly they are put in a situation where they flourish - doing things that we think are improbable.

As I watched, entranced by the ripples, I noticed that sometimes the surface was relatively calm, at others turbulent with the interactions of several ripples; sometimes small splashes, at others large blobs of water would disturb a great part of the pool - ever changing and always something happening, my attention gripped by the circles of light and dark as the ripples shed their shadows on the pool bottom. Always light after dark, the shadows fading as the ripple spread out across the pool, intersecting ripples throwing up sun-bright spots and night-dark shades.

Never the same, yet patterns of similarity. Some actions have little effects, some are more traumatic.

There is always calm after the storm...just wait...and choose the right time to act. Sometimes it seems easy and then you get the occasional really difficult challenge.

This to me is the organisation continually changing (change isn’t an event in time interspersed with periods of no change) and going through periods of relative calm but experiencing periods of raging storm. Intersecting ripples is about individuals, groups/teams interacting - with conflict and tension but sometimes resulting in agreement and calm as difficulties are resolved.

I am sat focussing on the ripples and their shadows before my eyes, only just now noticing the contents of the pool – what was in the pool, on the bottom, floating on the surface, coming into eyeshot. Bunches of grapes, last night’s coke can, single leaves and leaves formed into mats solid enough to resist the charms of the water splashes, tiny tiny fish, gnarled rocks and smooth pebbles.

Don’t get mesmerised by surface noise – look below/through to see the deeper structure and/or what is not changing. Keep your eyes open for what is just out of and coming into view – it may be more important than your current focus; or it may temporarily make your current efforts pointless. Is what you are observing part of the underlying issue or is it an artefact – perhaps of someone else’s fiddling?

Suddenly a tsunami! Now the local boys had started playing in my pool, all the time they had been creeping up and now they struck coming from outside my viewpoint to change the whole pattern of my little ripples.

I think to myself “Well, I could sit here and philosophise or I could actually go get my pen and paper and record these thoughts” – so I do so.

Take action – thinking never changed a thing, only actions change the world

Observation ---> Insight

Action ---> Change

Coming back to the fountain I can see nothing, the glare of the sun on the ripples totally bleaches out everything. But as I walk around the pool to my starting place, the glare reduces as the angle of the sun changes until I can finally see all the original detail. 
Review the challenge from different angles – what may seem impossible with one set of eyes may not be through another.

It was worth coming back. I sit, I think, I write, I remember that 30 metres away from this mesmeric little pool, perhaps 3 metres across, flows the mighty Garonne River as wide as a bus and as deep as a house; strong enough to sweep away this little piece of rock without even blinking an eye. I notice again the hundreds of people going about their daily business all around whilst I muse on ripples and their metaphorical relationship to organisational change. 
Be aware of the wider world – you might be deeply embedded in your problem, others might not care less!

I move on – if I stay I get damp or sunburned and neither of those is in your writer’s plan...

...and when it’s time to go. It’s time to go.
More generally, this reminded me that conflict and turbulence are to expected (and an inevitable part of our professional and personal experiences) - so why get stressed by it?  Wouldn’t it be great if we could just accept it? Or another way of looking at it is that we should seek to create conflict and turbulence (the edge of chaos theory) as this is the only route to change and improvement. Embracing (and relishing) problems are the way ahead.
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