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Global Translation, 
Collaboration and 

Transformation
d i a lo G  W i t h  a n n  F e y e r h e r M 

a n d  M a r i a  s p i n d l e r 

Ann, I am so much looking forward to continuing the  
conversation we started in Helsinki about global transformation.  

I’ll jump right into my next thought: 
Human rights, terror and global warming show us that we have to 
consider one society which confronts us with different values, codes, 

visions, political systems, religions and lifestyles. For too long, develop-
ment has been equally ranked with economic growth as being of 

primary importance. These quantitative, linear interventions are too 
exclusive for the world’s complexity. We need societal solutions for 

collaboration that embrace the differences. We need multidimensional 
inclusive approaches in order to solve these interrelated problems. 

What do you have in mind?

I agree with many of your points and therefore see the  
necessity of building collaborative capacity. The issues that  
we face as a society are driving it. There is little way that 
environmental issues, economic systems, health systems, etc. 
can be tackled by singular organizations – be they businesses, 
governments or NGOs. There are many more “turbulent 
fields,” as Emery and Trist would say. It is no surprise that the 
tenets of complexity science are finding their way into organi-
zation theory.
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Yes, complexity must be considered in terms of the interconnections and 
opportunities we have as a society, dependent on each other when it 

comes to acting for the future as a global system. Here I have in mind 
Luhmann’s system theory concept. It helps us understand why there 

cannot be one right solution. Modern society interacts with “functional 
subsystems” such as politics, economy, law, science, education, media, 

health, religion, etc. Each subsystem follows a “code”, a language of its 
own, in order to fulfill specific functions for society. These codes are 

based on specific orientational differences: economics—paid/unpaid; 
science—true/false; health—healthy/ill; law—right/wrong; politics—

having/not having power (opposition); etc. 
In our complex world, these functions of subsystems influence each 

other more and more–they “interpenetrate”. This means we need 
societal collaborative approaches in order to translate and understand 
between the different “languages” and different ideas of what is right 
and wrong, enabling more shared responsibility for globally connected 

questions: politics (social justice, basic social services, good govern-
ance); environment (ecological sustainability), economy (economic 

growth that creates jobs and makes corporate sense) and development 
that is culturally aware and that opens us as a society to cultural 

evolution and qualitative transformation. This is about investing in 
the future viability of the global society.

There are a couple things that your “different functional 
subsystems codes” bring to mind. The first is actually one of 
the “collaborative capabilities”, and that is the ability to engage 
in dialogue. This requires suspending one’s own beliefs long 
enough to hear another’s perspective. We should be training 
students, managers, and consultants in this practice. Another 
thought I had again refers to complexity science where net-
works and “nodes” are important to future forms of organiz-
ing, versus hierarchical and bureaucratic systems. Do we foster 
networks? What do you think?
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As a consultant, I often observe the buzzword “network” in unquestioned 
hierarchical communication patterns. Organizations are powerful 

entities with a number of abilities when it comes to changing society. 
Globalization gives them new opportunities to influence society; at the 
same time they are limited when they speak and understand only one 

hierarchically driven language. Hierarchical patterns are easier to 
understand as they reduce complexity. I distinguish between two types of 

network organization. The first is informal closed power networks, in 
which every foreign concept, person, organization etc., is an enemy. The 

second type of network is able to deal with dilemmas, contradictions, and 
conflicts. They use their collaboration ability and differences to solve 

problems, not to exclude. We need the second type in order to solve 
complex questions. And therefore – as you mentioned before - we as 

university teachers and consultants have leverages to enable complex 
observations, questions, and answers. We can foster networks that 
collaborate comprehensively; we can help network organizations to 

translate different codes, cultures, and mindsets of subsystems. This 
requires “multilingual” organizations and “multilingual” individuals. 

It also requires what I call “reflective hybrids” in both cases. What crosses 
your mind when it comes to support network collaboration?

There are a number of strategies to employ in increasing net-
works or networking as a form of organizing. First might be to 
increase the networks of organizations that currently exist. For 
example, I see partnerships that may not have occurred in the 
past – clothing companies and international trade unions, for 
example. This, of course, requires entities to relax their notions of 
“hierarchical power.” Then there are organizations that are 
created with the sole purpose of bringing various stakeholders 
together to solve societal issues. And now, there are new organiz-
ing forms that leverage networking. For example, there are “time 
banks” (http://timebanks.org/) that rely on community networks 
to provide services by trading – no money is involved. Social 
media outlets are also enabling networking. Many claim that the 
“Arab Spring” was enabled by social media. We are on the cusp of 
an explosion of more organic and networked forms of organizing.  
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I observe in my work that the mutual fundament is endangered.  
There is no national or regional crisis where the individual players 

collaborate globally. The main focus is on an economy driven by 
corporations; their functional task is to drive the economy and make 

money for stakeholders, society, single states, Europe, the US. Their 
basic logic is “more growth is better”. The economic crisis of 2008 did 

not lead to a paradigm shift. This brings risks for us as a global 
society, because we are not working as a whole to balance differences - 
between regions, societal sub-systems, etc. – we are not fundamentally 

working on shared challenges. 
Complexity theory and the 2008 crisis tell us that it makes no sense 

from a global point of view to exploit parts of the system. They hit back, 
raising their voices. When I think it through, a functional value (and 
I know that seems contradictory at first glance), a value for the entire 

society, somehow has to be oriented toward the happiness of humans on 
this planet. That serves all of us best in the long run.

I certainly am a proponent of what has been referred to as “the 
triple bottom line” which means that people, planet, and profit 
are all considered in the operation of any organization or 
network. In the long run this brings about innovation and 
sustainability. I also believe that quality products and services, 
in addition to innovation, are worthy of fitting into the equa-
tion. When leaders see these as “trade-offs” it is harder to make 
progress, and uneasy compromises are reached. Better to 
stretch our thinking and find synergy – which some organiza-
tions and networks are beginning to do. 
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I agree. The more innovation we create as individuals and organiza-
tions, the more intelligently we are able to use it. The question is: Do we 

want to put collaborative effort into the idea of saving energy and 
helping people in need? And the more important question is: Under 
which conditions do we create solutions for humans, for peace, the 

economy, animals, and nature?
My vision is not only of more “romantic green”, of more “back to the 
roots”, but of a smart move forward – a solution for a future which 

embraces different codes, innovation that makes intelligent use of 
shared effort. Take the example of Helsinki: the wastewater of the city, 

in pipes under the streets, melts snow and ice in winter. Or there are 
intelligent initiatives to strengthen civil society with creations like 

“crowd funding”, that bring together investors and people who create 
(social) innovation. Or the city of Vienna, which financially subsidizes 

covering roofs with plants to cool the city.

As I hear you talk about the examples of more holistic think-
ing, I think we need a shift in consciousness! If one believes in 
“social construction” which ultimately rests on the power of 
our minds and social interaction, then collectively we are only 
limited by our thinking. I realize this gets into another area of 
exploration for us. Think about it, though, it took people 
envisioning us flying before we could ever invent airplanes. 
Now, can we imagine transportation completely powered by 
solar energy? Or other forms of organizing? Or every child 
fed?   
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Oh yes, social construction and shift of consciousness: What stuck with 
me is what we discussed before about responsibility. We as consultants, 
managers, or researchers devise frameworks as social constructions for 
organizations and individuals for learning opportunities. We create 

contexts that can more or less support translation, collaboration, and 
transformation. We have a responsibility to look at terms and condi-

tions that are provided to foster the courage and opportunity of people 
to collaborate, to step out of their comfort zone in order to make a 

change. 
We have to set conditions which provide space to build and question 

conditions, not just tell them good stories, best cases about better organi-
zations or a better world, or how they should be in the future. We have 
to create conditions in the “here and now” in which others are encour-

aged to question and create conditions for collaboration.

I was struck by your phrase – “get out of our comfort zones” -  
I would say to get into a more expansive zone.  If we can frame 
another “way” as one that will ultimately yield generative ideas 
and a more fulfilling life (at least I believe this now), I think 
that will go a long way. Think of how now more people are 
talking about “strength based” development, positive psychol-
ogy, or “appreciative inquiry” – these came from scholars and 
practitioners in the mid 1980’s and are now valid approaches. 
Or the “triple bottom line” and “sustainability.” So, we can 
write and research – and you are providing an outlet for that 
through this journal. Thanks! We can also continue self-devel-
opment by embracing some new ideas brought about by 
neurosciences. Only as our individual consciousness increases 
can we have insights that take into account the “whole” of the 
situation. And, we can develop new models of organizing 
– collaborating – so that becomes more of an acceptable form. 
I’m not sure of all what will emerge, but I know that dialogue 
is essential! And, I’ve enjoyed this one with you! 
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This was 
a pleasure – it was my  

pleasure. It seems to be the nature of a 
dialog that there is no end; it is a living system that 
can be continued from each point. We started our 

conversation in Helsinki on a beautiful summer day sitting 
on a stone at the seaside, gazing at the horizon, and contin-
ued it via Skype and e-mail in Irvine (US) and Vienna (EU) 

and in virtual space.
And now we invite you – the readers of this dialog 

– to join us on this journal’s website:
www.cos-journal.com
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