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Open systems theory  
City-region food policy and networks 



Process 

�  25 years of trial and error 
� Consultations and 

consensus-building 
� Vision of desirable future 

for 2025  
�  First action plan ends in 

fall 2016 
� Turbulent environment 



Structure 

�  Nested in larger 
systems 

�  Coordination, 
thematic working 
groups and projects. 

�  Diverse membership 
�  Network 
�  Funding as leverage 



A socio-ecological perspective  
Fred and Merrelyn Emery 

Global Social Environment 
(characterized by value shifts as people change their world  

The work of the 
Search 
Conference: to 
develop strategy 
aligned with 
environment 

Environment acts 
on the system 
providing Puzzle 
Learning 

System acts on 
environment for 
Active Adaptive 
Planning  

The work of the 
Participative 
Design 
Workshop: To 
produce a 
learning 
organization 

System 

Unique 
Designs 
 
Based on OST, 
selected 
principles and 
tools are applied 
to a variety of 
complex change 
challenges 



Open systems translated into 
 a Search conference 

!

Future Food Policy Council in Montreal 

Environment 
Desirable and probable future environment 

Characteristics of Montreal agri-food system  
Desirable and undesirable urban food system 

Our history and heritage 
Desirable future of a Food Policy Council  

Constraints we face?  
Desirable and achievable future 

What can be done for 2020?  
Who can do it?  

Immediate action  

L22 Extended Social Field 
 
Task Environment/ Econiche 
 
 
L11 System 
 
 
 
Integration L11, L22 



Participatory Design Workshop 

�  Changing the 
systems principle 
with legal, binding 
agreement 

�  DP1/DP2 continuum 
�  Modern forms of 

laissez faire 
organizations 

�  6 psychological 
requirements for 
productive work  

 



Redesign DP1 to DP2  

¡  Optimal autonomy 
¡  Learning 
¡  Variety 

¡  Mutual support  & 
respect 

¡  Meaningfulness 
¡  Desirable future 



Referent organizations 
Eric Trist, 1983 

�  Transitions to sustainable food systems as a way to tackle meta-
problems 

�  Inter-organizational forum for purposeful action  
�  Centering or plural  
�  Functions: 

¡  Regulation … 
¡  Appreciation … 
¡  Infrastructure support …  

�  Types of referent organizations  
¡  Constituent 
¡  Mandated 
¡  Established 
¡  Single 

¡  Representative 
¡  Voluntary 
¡  Emergent 
¡  Multiple 



Discussion 

�  Context and locality matters  
�  Build capacity of network initiatives  

¡  Role of network weavers, boundary spanners (individuals!) 
¡  Complementary to city council  
¡  Across levels and jurisdictions  

�  Fostering appreciative learning through Search conferences  
¡  Multi-search: feedback loops and integration  
¡  Pool of competent SC managers 

�  Designing appropriate referent organizations  
¡  Regulatory v. Operational  
¡  Acknowledging power, tensions, negotiation  

�  Convening extended social field : regenerate social innovation 
cycles  



Urban food policy councils  
in Quebec and Ontario 



Regulatory pluralism  





Thank you! 

Interested in hearing more? 
 
http://stsroundtable.com/2015-annual-roundtable/ 
 

Questions ? Comments ? Feedback ?  

�  Come visit Montreal, and let’s keep in touch !  
¡  hugo.jean.martorell@gmail.com  
¡  1 (514) 758 2675  
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