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Most organization change methodologies are designed for environments where
the destination is known, solutions can be designed in advance, and success
depends on effective implementation. Yet many of today's challenges, such as AI
adoption, digital transformation, culture change, mergers, workforce disruption,
and organizational reinvention do not unfold in predictable ways.

The Emergent Change Playbook™ is a practical framework for navigating
situations where the path forward cannot be fully engineered in advance. Rather
than treating change as a project to be managed, it treats change as a continuous
process of learning, adaptation, and collective sensemaking.

Grounded in complexity science, sensemaking, adaptive leadership, organizational
learning, and decades of change practice, the Playbook helps leaders, teams, and
individuals recognize emerging patterns, make informed decisions under
uncertainty, and continuously adapt as conditions evolve.

Many of today's challenges, such as AI
adoption, digital transformation, culture
change, mergers, workforce disruption, and
organizational reinvention do not unfold in
predictable ways.



Philosophy of Emergent
Change
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Rather than unfolding through centralized control or detailed prediction, emergent
change develops through the actions, decisions, and relationships of people
working within the organization. 

As individuals and groups respond to local conditions, interpret feedback,
challenge assumptions, and adjust their behavior, they create the conditions for
innovation and new ways of working to emerge.

Much of what we later recognize as organizational change is shaped in real time
through everyday choices, frontline decisions, informal conversations, and small
adjustments in practice. 

In this view, change is not a single event to be managed, but a continuous
condition of organizational life. It is a lived, generative process in which people
make meaning together, adapt to what they are learning, and gradually form new
patterns of action that can reshape the organization over time.

Emergent change is the ongoing
process through which new patterns of
organizing take shape through
interaction, learning, experimentation,
and collective sensemaking. 



Emergent Change
Dynamics
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Distributed Design

Emergent change is shaped by dynamics that are often difficult to see, predict, or
control. Rather than unfolding through a linear plan, change develops through many
small adaptations, shifting interpretations, informal interactions, and patterns that
become visible over time. These dynamics help explain why complex change
requires more than execution: Change agents must learn to notice weak signals,
work through ambiguity, make sense with others, and respond as new possibilities
and constraints emerge.

Emergent change does not mean the
absence of design. It reflects a different
kind of design that is adaptive,
participatory, and continually refined
through small, local adjustments rather
than a single top-down blueprint. People
across the organization interpret signals,
respond to feedback, test ideas, and
adjust their actions based on what they
are experiencing in real time.

Distributed DesignContinuous Sensemaking

Emergent change happens in uncertain
and shifting conditions, and people must
continually interpret what is happening,
what it means, and what action may be
needed next. Change is shaped through
conversation, reflection, feedback, and
shared meaning-making.

Complex Interdependences

Emergent change occurs in complex
systems where people, teams,
technologies, routines, and contexts
constantly influence one another. The
organization cannot be understood by
examining isolated parts alone; what
matters most are the relationships,
interactions, and patterns that form
among them.

Continuous Sensemaking

In emergent change, small actions can
produce large, unexpected
consequences, while major interventions
may have limited effects. Cause and
effect are not always obvious, and
outcomes often develop in uneven,
unpredictable ways. Emergent change
involves unclear meanings, shifting
priorities, and unknown outcomes.
Ambiguity makes it difficult to interpret
what is happening, while uncertainty
makes it difficult to predict what will
happen next. Together, they require
flexibility, curiosity, and adaptive
judgment.Play

Emergent change has a playful, creative,
and generative quality. When people
encounter disruption or surprise, they can
respond with imagination, curiosity, and
shared problem-solving. This playful
stance helps people explore possibilities,
test new ideas, and build resilience as
new ways of working emerge. Emergent
change requires people to try things out,
adjust in the moment, and learn through
action. Rather than waiting for perfect
information, teams use small experiments
and practical adjustments to discover
what works. 

Patterns

In emergent change, patterns emerge
through repeated interactions and
recognizing them helps leaders and
teams understand where change is
gaining momentum, where resistance is
forming, and where new possibilities are
beginning to take shape. Change agents
must learn to notice recurring themes,
tensions, behaviors, and signals. 



Do
What change agents actively do.

Working with Emergent
Change
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The Playbook includes six interconnected practices that change
agents use continuously and adaptively rather than sequentially
(Sense - Interpret - Explore - Learn - Adapt - Sustain). Each
practice has four components.

Ask
What inquiry questions guide the work.

Capture
What insights, maps, summaries, or artifacts emerge.

Apply
What learnings guide decisions, shape action, and support the next move.



Sense
Detect Signals and Emerging Patterns

Do
Listen to stakeholders across levels, roles, and functions.
Scan the environment for weak signals, tensions, risks, and opportunities.
Observe informal conversations, workarounds, recurring questions, and
points of friction.
Review feedback, data, trends, and operational indicators.
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Ask
What are people noticing?
What feels different?
What assumptions are no longer valid?
What tensions are surfacing?
What opportunities are emerging?

Capture
Signal inventory
Stakeholder observations
Opportunity and risk map
Emerging pattern summary
List of assumptions that may need to be tested

Organizations are constantly generating information. The challenge is not
collecting more data; it is recognizing what matters before it becomes
obvious. The purpose of sensing is to identify weak signals, tensions,
opportunities, risks, and shifts in the environment.

Apply
Prioritize signals that may require deeper interpretation.
Bring early observations into leadership and stakeholder conversations.
Identify where further inquiry, listening, or experimentation may be needed.
Avoid premature conclusions by treating signals as clues, not proof.



Interpret
Create Shared Understanding

Do
Facilitate conversations that help people compare perspectives.
Bring together stakeholders who see the situation differently.
Help groups identify competing interpretations, assumptions, and concerns.
Translate scattered information into a clearer working understanding of what
may be happening.
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Ask
What might these signals mean?
What different interpretations are possible?
Whose perspective is missing?
What assumptions are shaping how people understand the situation?
Where do we have agreement, tension, or uncertainty?

Capture
Shared narrative
Working hypotheses
Strategic assumptions
Opportunity statements

Information alone does not create action. People must interpret what
information means. Sensemaking involves helping individuals and groups
develop a shared understanding of complex situations.

Apply
Align people around a clearer understanding of the situation.
Decide which assumptions should be tested through action.
Reduce confusion by naming what is known, unknown, and still emerging.
Help leaders and teams make informed decisions without requiring false
certainty.
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Explore
Design Safe-to-Fail Experiments

Do
Design small experiments, pilots, prototypes, or practical trials.
Test assumptions before committing to large-scale solutions.
Involve people closest to the work in shaping experiments.
Define what the organization needs to learn from each action.
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Ask
What do we need to learn before moving further?
What is the smallest useful experiment we can run?
What assumption are we testing?
What would success, failure, or surprise teach us?
How can we keep the risk low while making the learning valuable?

Capture
Experiment plan
Learning objectives
Success indicators
Testable assumptions
Observation plan

In complex environments, answers rarely emerge from analysis alone.
Organizations learn by acting. Instead of launching large-scale initiatives
immediately, consider small experiments that generate insight while
minimizing risk

Apply
Generate evidence about what may work in practice.
Create momentum without overcommitting to one solution too early.
Compare results across experiments to identify promising patterns.
Build confidence through learning rather than prediction.
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Learn
Turn Experience into Insight

Do
Facilitate reflection, debriefs, and learning reviews.
Compare expected outcomes with what actually happened.
Surface surprises, unintended consequences, and lessons from practice.
Share learning across teams, functions, and stakeholder groups.
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Ask
What did we learn?
What surprised us?
What assumptions were validated?
What assumptions were challenged?
What patterns are emerging?
What should we continue investigating?

Capture
Learning reports
Insights repository
Updated assumptions
Emerging themes
Insight repository

Learning is the engine of emergent change. Every experiment generates
information that can either reinforce or challenge existing assumptions.

Apply
Convert experience into practical guidance.
Inform the next round of decisions, experiments, or interventions.
Help the organization avoid repeating unhelpful patterns.
Strengthen individual, team, and organizational capability.
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Adapt
Adjust Action Based on What Is Emerging

Do
Revise plans, priorities, messages, and interventions based on new learning.
Help leaders and teams decide what to continue, change, stop, or scale.
Redirect resources toward what is showing value.
Remove barriers that prevent adaptation.
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Ask
What should we amplify?
What should we modify?
What should we stop doing?
What new support or capability is needed?
What does the latest learning suggest we should do next?

Capture
Updated priorities
Revised roadmaps
Decision logs
Adaptation actions
Capability needs

Adaptation transforms learning into action. Organizations use insights
generated through experimentation and reflection to refine strategies,
processes, behaviors, and interventions.

Apply
Keep the change effort responsive to real conditions.
Prevent the organization from staying locked into outdated plans.
Align decisions with evidence, feedback, and emerging patterns.
Help people see adaptation as disciplined learning, not inconsistency.
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Sustain
Embed New Patterns and Capabilities

Do
Identify new behaviors, practices, or routines to reinforce.
Help teams integrate successful changes into everyday work.
Build supports and reinforcements (structures, capabilities, communications).
Monitor whether new patterns are holding, spreading, or fading.
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Ask
What new ways of working are proving useful?
What should become part of normal practice?
What needs reinforcement to endure?
Where are people reverting to the old ways?
What capabilities, structures, or supports are needed to sustain progress?

Capture
Sustainment plan
Reinforcement actions
Capability roadmap
Practice adoption indicators
Knowledge-sharing artifacts

As successful practices emerge, organizations must reinforce them.
Sustainment focuses on transforming temporary improvements into enduring
capabilities.

Apply
Move useful changes from temporary experiments into regular practice.
Reinforce behaviors and routines that support the desired direction.
Help successful local innovations spread across the organization.
Build the organization’s long-term capacity for continued adaptation.
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For decades, change agent was often associated with a
senior leader directing major initiative or an external
consultant applying established frameworks to guide the
transformation. While this view remains important, it no
longer captures the full reality of how change happens in
complex organizations. 

In today’s turbulent environment, change rarely depends
on a single heroic leader or expert consultant. It is shaped
by many people across the system who notice signals,
interpret what is unfolding, influence others, test new ways
of working, and help the organization adapt in real time.
This Playbook highlights six types of change agents who
contribute to emergent change in different but
complementary ways (leaders, managers, consultants,
teams, networks, individuals), each described below.

Change Agents



Leaders, Managers,
Consultants
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Create the conditions for emergent change.
Set direction and frame adaptive challenges.
Protect space for experimentation.
Legitimize learning when outcomes are uncertain.
Keep alignment around purpose while allowing solutions to
evolve.

Leaders

Translate broad direction into local action.
Interpret what change means for their teams.
Surface operational realities.
Adjust plans based on feedback.
Help employees navigate ambiguity.
Connect strategy with day-to-day adaptation.

Managers

Support emergent change.
Diagnose patterns and facilitate sensemaking.
Design experiments.
Coordinate learning and build adaptive capability.
Bring structure without over-controlling the process.
Help make progress when the path forward is unclear.

Consultants



Teams, Networks,
Individuals
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Generate emergent change through collaboration,
experimentation, problem solving, and shared learning.
Test new ways of working.
Notice what is changing in practice and adapt routines.
Create local innovations that may spread across the
organization

Teams

Enable emergent change.
Connect people, ideas, insights, and resources. 
Help weak signals travel and accelerate learning.
Build informal influence.
Allow promising practices to move across the organization\.

Networks

Serve as change champions or super users.
Initiate and sustain emergent change through peer
influence, practical judgment, and local experimentation. 
Notice early signals.
Challenge assumptions and model new behaviors.
Use their credibility and contextual knowledge to shape
change from where they sit.

Individuals



Ask

Adjustments implemented
Experiments launched
Decisions informed by evidence
Time from insight to action

Adaptation Indicators

Indicators of Progress
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Traditional projects often track progress through completion: milestones
reached, tasks closed, deliverables produced, and timelines met. These
measures still have value, but they are not enough for emergent change
because the most important progress may not be visible as a finished
product. In uncertain and complex environments, progress often shows up
first as better questions, stronger relationships, clearer patterns, faster
learning, improved judgment, and more adaptive responses.

Insights generated
Assumptions tested
Knowledge shared
Lessons captured

Learning Indicators

Ask

Innovation adoption
Capability growth
Organizational resilience
Strategic objectives achieved

Outcome Indicators

Stakeholder participation
Collaboration across boundaries
Psychological safety
Dialogue quality

Engagement Indicators

Emergent change tracks learning as much as completion. Change agents should
look for evidence that the organization is noticing what is changing, making sense
of new information, testing ideas, adjusting action, and strengthening the
capabilities needed to keep evolving. The goal is not simply to prove that a plan
was executed, but to understand whether the organization is becoming more
capable of responding to what is emerging.



Solutions are unclear.
Conditions change rapidly.
Stakeholders hold diverse perspectives.
Innovation is required.
Problems are interconnected.
Learning is more valuable than prediction.
Success depends on adaptation rather than implementation.
The change affects culture, identity, roles, or ways of working.
People need to co-create meaning, not just receive instructions.
The organization must respond to signals as they emerge.

When to use this approach

The Emergent Change Playbook™ is designed for situations where change cannot be fully
planned, sequenced, or controlled in advance. Unlike traditional change management
approaches that work best when the future state is clear and the path to get there can be
mapped, emergent change is useful when the organization must learn its way forward.

This Playbook should be used when leaders, teams, and stakeholders are facing
uncertainty, ambiguity, and shifting conditions. In these situations, the goal is not simply to
execute a predefined implementation plan. The goal is to create the conditions for people to
make sense of what is happening, test ideas, respond to feedback, and adapt as new
patterns, risks, and opportunities emerge.

When to Use the Playbook

AI transformation
Digital transformation
Culture change
Organizational redesign
Mergers and acquisitions
Workforce transformation
Innovation initiatives
Strategic reinvention
Operating model transformation
Transformation in fast-changing or highly regulated environments

Examples
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Emergent change is not about
abandoning structure, discipline,
or direction. It is about
recognizing that in complex
environments, the path forward
cannot always be fully known in
advance. 

The goal of emergent change is
not to eliminate uncertainty. Its
goal is to build organizations
capable of navigating uncertainty
with confidence.

Organizations that thrive in complexity
do not possess perfect plans. They
possess the ability to sense what is
changing, make sense of what it
means, experiment with possibilities,
learn continuously, adapt intelligently,
and sustain what works. That
capability is the true source of
resilience, innovation, and long-term
success. 

The Emergent Change Playbook™
provides a practical roadmap for
developing that capability.

The Promise of Emergent
Change
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