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Abstract 

The pandemic has impacted organisations in new and unprecedented ways, illustrating the landscape 

that organisations and their leadership are increasingly facing. A landscape that many organizations and 

leaders find exceptionally hard to navigate, characterized by tensions and increasing levels of volatility, 

uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA). This new landscape is strongly driven by the 

systemic, complex, and interconnected sustainability challenges now urgently facing humankind. It is 

simply no longer an option to lead, operate and design the quality of systems, organizations, or products 

based on an incomplete economic, reductionist and mechanistic logic. Instead, the world is clearly 

calling for a leap in leading and teaming for quality. This leap would be into more of a living logic; a 

dialogic mindset; an emergence paradigm; a regenerative culture; and an integral stage of 

consciousness, leading and organising. Collaboration will then increasingly replace autonomy, 

empowerment will replace power, teamwork will replace individualism, self-organisation will replace 

rigid structures, and team intelligence will replace individual intelligence. 

The purpose of this paper is to identify, integrate, and advocate key elements for a progressive leap in 

team-based practices to achieve quality in the VUCA landscape. The paper is designed using a 

conceptual contribution framework. This framework includes making aware of what has been, or is 

missing, as well as pointing to aligned research areas that have failed to intersect. The paper presents 

conceptual findings concerning a progressive leap in team-based practices and what it might imply for 

how to team up for quality. In doing so, it advocates a leap into a practice of regenerative circles that 

transcends and includes fundamental principles and ideas from the team-based practices of quality 

control circles in the East by integrating insights from previous successful societal transformations 

within Nordic countries and the current Inner Development Goals initiative. 

Keywords: Sustainable development, Quality management, Regenerative culture, Quality control 

circles, Inner development goals  
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1. Introduction 

The pandemic has impacted organisations in new and unprecedented ways, illustrating the landscape 

that organisations and their leadership are increasingly facing. Many organisations and leaders have 

found this landscape exceptionally difficult to navigate, as it is characterised by tensions and increasing 

levels of volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA) (Bennett & Lemoine, 2014). This 

new landscape is strongly driven by the systemic, complex, and interconnected sustainability challenges 

now urgently facing humankind (Young et al., 2017). It is simply no longer an option to lead, operate 

and design the quality of systems, organizations, or products based on an incomplete economic, 

reductionist and mechanistic logic (Hajer et al., 2015; Van Kemenade & Hardjono, 2019; Wahl, 2016; 

Reed, 2007; Capra and Luisi, 2014). 

Such a world is clearly calling for a leap in leading and teaming for quality. Where teams enabled by 

distributed leadership are accentuated as alive and actively engaging in continual conversations and 

learning that accentuate the verb “teaming” in terms of “a way of working that brings people together 

to generate new ideas, find answers, and solve problems,” in accordance with Edmondson (2012, p. 

24). 

Specifically, the world is calling for a leap into more of a living logic (Hutchins & Storm, 2019); a 

dialogic mindset (Bushe & Marshak, 2015); an emergence paradigm (Van Kemenade & Hardjono, 

2019); a regenerative culture (Wahl, 2016); and a more integral stage of consciousness, leading and 

organising (Laloux, 2014). Common to most elaborations about such a leap is the notion of a move 

towards approaching organisations as living systems, as complex ecosystems (Hutchins & Storm, 

2019). Leading then becomes a matter of inquiry into the collective experience of the ecosystem in 

ways that catalyse the emergence of new ideas, processes, and solutions by aligning with and amplifying 

the untapped wisdom in the organisation. Rather than a “command-and-control” approach, leading 

successfully in complexity is about engaging all stakeholders to come up with multiple ideas, 

dynamically team up, and take them to action by experiments: fail or make progress—learn—amplify 

(Bushe & Marshak, 2015; Snowden & Boone, 2007). In this landscape Edmondson (2012) notes that 

collaboration replaces autonomy, empowerment replaces power, and teamwork replaces individualism. 

In addition, self-organisation increasingly replaces rigid structures (Bushe & Marshak 2015; 2016), and 

team intelligence trumps individual intelligence (Woolley et al., 2015). 

The purpose of this paper is to identify, integrate, and advocate key elements for a progressive leap in 

team-based practices to achieve quality in the VUCA landscape.  
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2. Quality management and team-based practices evolving in response to the new landscape 

This section provides a brief background and perspectives on the evolution and the new paradigm, era 

or mindset that is increasingly called for and evolving regarding quality management (QM) and team-

based practices. 

 

2.1 Quality Management on a journey towards sustainability, complexity and emergence 

Research in QM argues that the field is entering a new era, Quality 5.0, in which society is recognised 

as a key customer (Deleryd & Fundin, 2020). QM thereby includes sustainability as both a goal and a 

way of organising. It also calls for a new, complementary emergence paradigm of QM that can help 

organisations cope with today’s rapidly changing complex environment (van Kemenade & Hardjono, 

2019). The emergence paradigm then builds on systems thinking and self-organising principles and 

relates to complex adaptive systems. Among the characteristics, QM is then characterized by: being 

dynamic, based on shared values, flexible, adaptable, dialog and communication oriented, participatory, 

and systems oriented (ibid.). Fundin et al. (2020) further identified research themes vital for future 

knowledge development in relation to QM, including 1) applied systems perspectives, 2) stability in 

change, and 3) smart self-organising models. In doing so, the authors identified a need for further 

research exploring how leaders within QM can combine and balance self-management with traditional 

leadership. 

 

2.2 Team-based practices on a journey towards self-management, self-organisation and cross-

organisational strategies 

It is evident that effective leadership is more and more rarely about a single leader having the answers 

and giving orders as in “command-and-control" type of leadership. Chances are small that the manager 

or leader has the best idea or the most profound experience in relation to the contextual challenges in 

the VUCA landscape. Instead, the new type of practices is about team-based leadership as in “invite-

and-inquire" - in order to invite the collective wisdom and connect people in the system to co-create so 

that new patterns can emerge (Snowden & Boone, 2007; Bushe & Marshak, 2015, Stacey, 2002). 

Teams and team-based practices are also evolving beyond local colleagues to include inter- and 

intraorganisational teams. Such teams are often distributed and temporary and are designed to address 

complexities within the new landscape. Research in this area is evolving to explore of the role of 

networks for sustainable quality development (Snyder & Snyder, 2021). Many of the challenges in 

relation to sustainable development apparently require such teams, where quality improvements are 

often driven at a systemic level, across organisational borders, and by cross-organisational teams and 

partnerships (Young et al. 2017). When it comes to management, Hajer et al. (2015) also stress that it 
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is rather the bottom-up, non-confrontational, and stakeholder-oriented approaches, that relates to 

leading complexity, that will be a success factor for action in relation to sustainable development. In 

the VUCA landscape, self-managing teams and collective leadership (Lee & Edmondson, 2017) are 

hence expected increasingly to replace hierarchical organising, as generally argued by e.g Laloux 

(2014). Another argument for further exploring teaming is that collective action in problem solving has 

been shown to be more effective than individual actions, in accordance with the research on team 

intelligence (Woolley et al., 2015). Snyder et al. (2008) reported that “high performing companies have 

learned the power of teamwork for advancing their organisations towards their vision and mission (p. 

249). In these organisations, leaders recognise the importance of empowering teams to self-manage to 

create work cultures that lead the organisations to become responsive and adaptive (ibid). 

It has also become evident that “psychological safety”, broadly defined as a climate in which people 

are comfortable expressing and being themselves (Edmondson, 2018), is a key factor for team 

performance and team-based quality development. Project Aristotle at Google, which studied 180 of 

their teams, showed, for instance, that psychological safety was the outstanding predictor of team 

performance (Duhigg, 2016). Furthermore, Nembhard & Edmondson (2006) found statistically 

significant relationships between psychological safety in the teams and quality improvement (the ability 

over time for teams to improve the quality of care). Han et al. (2019) further found that creativity in 

teams was impacted by psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999), which was also found to be highly 

correlated with shared leadership (Slobodnik & Wile, 1999). 

3. Methods 

This paper is designed using the conceptual contribution framework proposed by MacInnis (2011) with 

the conceptual goals of identifying, integrating and advocating. This includes making aware of what 

has been, or is, missing - as well as pointing to aligned research areas that have failed to intersect. The 

three general and specific conceptual goals of this paper—as well as their meaning, the metaphorical 

role of the researcher, and the metaphorical tool—are summarised in Table 1. 
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Table 1. The goals of this paper defined. Each goal is connected to a metaphorical role of the researcher and a 

metaphorical tool in accordance with the framework for conceptual contributions developed by MacInnis (2011, p.138-139). 

Conceptual 

goals 

Meaning Metaphorical role 

of the researcher 

Metaphorical tool 

Envisioning by 

Identifying 

“To see that something exists; to apprehend, 

notice, or behold” 

The astronomer The telescope 

Relating by 

Integrating 

“To see previously distinct pieces as similar, 

often in terms of a unified whole whose 

meaning is different from its constituent 

parts; to synthesize, amalgamate, or 

harmonize” 

The architect Architectural plans 

Debating by 

Advocating 

“[To] endorse a way of seeing; to support; 

justify or suggest an appropriate path” 

The guide The compass 

Table 1 shows that a metaphor for a researcher whose contribution involves identification is that of an 

astronomer who uses a powerful telescope to identify previously unseen stars, planets, or galaxies. The 

subsequent integration then involves synthesis—that is, the creation of a whole from diverse parts. 

Integration leads to overarching ideas that can accommodate previous findings, resolve contradictions 

or puzzles, and produce novel perspectives. The metaphorical role of the researcher integrating concepts 

is that of an architect who creates a new building from a set of pipes, cement, steel, wiring, and windows. 

Finally, advocacy involves argumentation to justify or support a given conclusion. With advocacy, the 

researcher recommends or pushes for something or speaks in support of a particular view. The 

metaphorical role of the researcher is that of a guide who relies on a compass to direct the path forward 

(MacInnis, 2011). 

4. Rediscovering and reimagining teaming for quality—accompanied by the astronomer and 

the architect 

With the researcher playing the astronomer role, this section aims to provide a view of the starry sky 

and turn the telescope towards a set of very different stars and constellations that are central to a 

progressive leap in team-based practices for achieving quality in the VUCA landscape. Doing so 

involves reaching from the strong tradition of distributed leadership and quality circles found in the 

East (Ishikawa, 1985) to “the Nordic secret” of how to progress through major technological, economic 

and structural changes peacefully and successfully (Andersen & Björkman, 2017). 

While doing so, we are also accompanied by the architect who has the capacity to relate, unify, and 

integrate those stellar observations into an architectural sketch or plan by pointing at underlying similar 

mindsets or drivers related to complexity and teaming. 

4.1 Sustainability and creating regenerative cultures as a continuous learning and transformative 

journey 
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In this paper sustainability and regeneration are not seen as fixed states that can be achieved and then 

maintained forever after. Rather, they are learning processes, as described by Wahl (2016): 

“Sustainability is a dynamic process of co-evolution and a community-based process of continuous 

conversation and learning how to participate appropriately in the constantly transforming life-

sustaining processes that we are part of and that our future depends upon” (p. 40). Learning with the 

intention of creating regenerative cultures then transcends and includes sustainability, in which 

regenerative cultures are “… capable of continuous learning and transformation in response to, and 

anticipation of, inevitable change. Regenerative cultures safeguard and grow biocultural abundance 

for future generations of humanity and for life as a whole” (Wahl, 2016, p. 46). This perspective 

suggests that sustainability is a conversation and a community-based learning process; therefore, it is 

not a task that an individual can perform alone. A broad spectrum of research increasingly highlights 

teams as key for such a process. 

 

 4.2 Inner Development Goals—transition towards sustainability and a regenerative culture through 

facilitating, enabling, and fostering inner development 

Another constellation currently rising and worth our attention is known as Inner Development Goals 

(IDGs; https://www.innerdevelopmentgoals.org/). This effort is a not-for-profit and open-source 

initiative that researches, collects and communicates science-based skills and qualities that help us live 

purposeful, sustainable, and productive lives. It was initiated based on the notion that progress regarding 

the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs; UN, 2015) has thus far been disappointing. One reason 

being that we lack the inner capacity to deal with our increasingly complex environment and challenges. 

The IDG initiators then thought that the scholarly field of adult development research has accumulated 

a lot of relevant knowledge that is sorely needed for us to become more successful in working towards 

a more sustainable world such as Berger, 2011; Commons, 2008; Cook-Greuter, 1999; Dawson, 2004; 

Fischer, 1980; Kegan, 1998; King & Kitchener, 1994; Loevinger, 1976; Torbert et al., 2004) 

The IDGs provide an open-source essential framework of transformative skills for sustainable 

development, i.e., a field-kit on how to develop these necessary skills. The current IDG framework 

represents 5 categories and 23 skills and qualities that are especially critical for leaders who address 

SDGs but fundamentally relevant to all, as seen in Table 2. The framework was developed by a team 

of international researchers after an extensive outreach consultation involving more than a thousand 

persons. 

  

https://www.innerdevelopmentgoals.org/
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Table 2. Overview of the Inner Development Goals (IDG) framework (https://www.innerdevelopmentgoals.org/). 

Being 

Relationship to 

Self  

Thinking 

Cognitive Skills 

Relating 

Caring for Others 

and the World 

Collaborating  

Social Skills 

Acting 

Driving Change 

Inner compass Critical thinking Appreciation Communication 

skills 

Courage 

Integrity and 

Authenticity 

Complexity 

awareness 

Connectedness Co-creation skills Creativity 

Openness and 

Learning mindset 

Perspective skills Humility Inclusive mindset 

and intercultural 

competence 

Optimism 

Self-awareness Sense-making Empathy and 

Compassion 

Trust Perseverance 

Presence Long-term 

orientation and 

visioning 

 Mobilization skills  

The five main categories are briefly elaborated below: 

• Being – Relationship to Self: Cultivating our inner life and developing and deepening our 

relationship to our thoughts, feelings and body help us be present, intentional and non-reactive 

when we face complexity. 

• Thinking – Cognitive Skills: Developing our cognitive skills by taking different perspectives, 

evaluating information and making sense of the world as an interconnected whole is essential 

for wise decision-making. 

• Relating – Caring for others and the world: Appreciating, caring for and feeling connected 

to others, such as neighbours, future generations or the biosphere, helps us create more just and 

sustainable systems and societies for everyone. 

• Collaborating – Social skills: To make progress on shared concerns, we need to develop our 

abilities to include, hold space and communicate with stakeholders with different values, skills 

and competencies. 

• Acting – Driving change: Qualities such as courage and optimism help us acquire true agency, 

break old patterns, generate original ideas and act with persistence in uncertain times. 

Given the VUCA landscape and the pressing need for a transition, there is apparently a need for a range 

of cognitive and emotional skills and other qualities that go beyond what most people normally learn 

in schools and higher education. A natural question then becomes how do we build and evolve those 

skills and qualities within our organisations and society. 

https://www.innerdevelopmentgoals.org/
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It should be noted that during the course of the IDG project the team have also found and received 

suggestions from others of a number of more or less similar initiatives to formulate frameworks 

describing important skills and qualities. Some of them (e.g. Wamsler et al., 2020, 2021; Wamsler & 

Restoy, 2020; Wiek, Withycombe & Redman, 2011; Rimanoczy, 2020) also explore the skills needed 

in order to manage sustainability issues more effectively. 

 

4.3 Learning circles and “bildung” as historically successful vehicles for societal transformation and 

development—learning from the Nordic secret 

Given the challenges and increasing complexity at hand, a core question is how societies can progress 

peacefully through major technological, economic, and structural changes. How can societies evolve 

their capacity to handle new levels of complexity and thereby transition into a new paradigm? 

In “The Nordic Secret”, Andersen and Björkman (2017) highlight the unique and successful ways in 

which Denmark, Norway and Sweden were able to make a transition from feudal agricultural societies 

to industrialised, prosperous and progressive democracies by inventing a new kind of large-scale 

educational and developmental program. In relation to what we normally see as education, those 

programs had their roots in the German “bildung” philosophy which has a strong focus also on vertical 

development in terms of “one’s mental, spiritual and moral depth and aspirations” (Andersen and 

Björkman, 2017, p.168). In doing so it is argued that they were a vital part of successfully expanding 

the Nordic people’s ability to cope with the increasing complexity (by increasing mental complexity 

(as highlighted in adult development frameworks by e.g. Kegan (1982)) as well as expanding the moral 

complexity or circles of solidarity (from ego towards humanity and the planet as discussed by e.g. 

Welzel (2013)). 

A core characteristic of this “building” or “folk-bildung” movement was that it was initiated at the top 

but then transformed the countries from the bottom and up. In Sweden, study circles allowed remote 

communities to be self-providers of bildung as of 1902. The tradition of learning circles or study circles 

remains in, e.g., Sweden, as a means for adult development and utilises the experience of ordinary 

people as a starting point for exploring socially relevant concepts (Larsson & Nordvall, 2010). 

 

4.4 Team-based quality practices—the historical power of quality control circles 

From a historical and global perspective, team-based practices and collective leadership in terms of 

quality circles or quality control (QC) circles have long been a highly valued and vital core of quality 

development in successful Asian companies such as Toyota, Nissan, and Honda. Bergman & Klefsjö 

(2010) highlight that the first quality circle was registered in Japan in 1962. These circles were small 

teams, with typically 6-10 people, who together discussed, originated, and realised suggestions for 
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quality improvements. In a further examination of the origins of these QC circles, Ellis et al. (2019) 

made three main findings: 1) that Sumitomo Electric Industries (SEI) first developed QC circles and 

won the 1962 Deming Prize based on QC-circles, 2) that SEI used societal and cultural conditions in 

Japan to encourage participation by the workers in improving quality, 3) that the most important method 

of participation for SEI was suggestion systems. 

It is striking how this team-based practice relates closely to the “teaming” that Edmondson (2012) calls 

for to enable organisations to be more dynamic and adaptable, much like the systems found in nature. 

She highlights that organisations are alive and in an active process of continuous conversation and 

learning by accentuating the verb “teaming” in terms of “a way of working that brings people together 

to generate new ideas, find answers, and solve problems” (Edmondson, 2012, p. 24). 

Since then, several of the major, more successful Japanese companies have organised and registered 

tens of thousands of such quality circles. Furthermore, it is common that circles are cross-

organizational. What is also striking is the formulation of the actual aim of these circles and the order 

in which they are presented. At for example the Toyota Motor Corporation quality circles are applied 

with the following three stated aims according to Bergman & Klefsjö (2010): 

1. to develop the abilities of individuals in the workforce and empower them to self-fulfilment, 

2. to develop an attitude of mutual respect among staff members and creating a motivating 

environment, and 

3. to contribute to corporate development by fostering continuous improvement of the workplace. 

Despite the development of quality circles in the East and a wave of attempts to implement quality 

circles in the West during the 1970s and 1980s (Ishikawa, 1985), little evidence exists of their current 

application in Western-based companies, as argued by Bergman & Klefsjö (2010). This omission is 

even more striking as Ishikawa (1985) states that “where there are no QC-circle activities, there can be 

no Total Quality Control activities” (p. 137). This notion of a large gap between the East and the West 

as well as the QC circles being a core is also noted by Dahlgaard et al. (1998) when comparing QM 

practice in East and West. As a result, they state that “the main observation is that in the Eastern 

countries the level of activity involved in motivating employees is higher than in the Western countries. 

In all three Eastern countries, involvement in quality circle activities is the main motivator. For 

example, 95 percent of the Japanese companies use quality circles compared with around 30 percent 

in the European countries” (Dahlgaard et al. (1998, p. 818). 

These circles in the East have always been based on voluntarism; they are not conducted at the 

command of a superior. Ishikawa (1985) cite ten items as a useful guide in conducting QC-circle 

activities: “(1) self-development, (2) voluntarism, (3) group activity, (4) participation by all employees, 

(5) utilization of QC-techniques, (6) activities closely connected with the workplace, (7) vitality and 
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continuity in QC activities, (8) mutual development, (9) originality and creativity, (19) awareness of 

quality, of problems, and of improvement” (p. 140). Once again, self-development is prioritised. 

Additionally, “mutual development” refers to the intention to give the employees broader perspectives, 

helping the employees see things from the standpoint of the whole and even ensuring employees have 

a worldwide perspective. The guide also includes the intention of exchanging ideas with others in other 

organisations and contexts. 

5. Re-envisioning QC circles for regenerative transition and deliberately developmental 

organisations—accompanied by the guide 

In company with the guide, the conceptual journey of this section highlights the compass and suggests 

an appropriate path for future practice and research into this area. Based on the previous identification 

and integration, several key elements can now be advocated for as part of a progressive leap in team-

based practices for quality. 

 

Key element 1: Provide a base of fundamental knowledge and inspiration—Improving quality will 

become increasingly equal to improving sustainability and regeneration 

As the new measurement of quality becomes to achieve societal satisfaction and sustainable success 

(Deleryd and Fundin, 2020), quality improvements must become increasingly synergetic and equal to 

the improvements of sustainability and regeneration. Thus, a progressive leap in team-based practices 

for quality must be informed by knowledge about sustainability and regeneration. Just as it is seen as a 

must to initially educate people about quality in order to enable for them to take responsibility for 

improving quality. Similarly, an initial competence development must now take place regarding 

sustainability and regeneration as a foundation and inspiration for the progressive leap. 

 

Key element 2: Invite into voluntary regenerative circles—Coping with the VUCA-landscape spells 

together 

Both Wahl (2016) and Edmondson (2012) accentuate the continuous conversation as key to coping with 

the complexity and challenges at hand. Edmondson (2012) approaches organisations as alive and in an 

active process of continuous conversation and learning by accentuating the verb “teaming” in terms of 

“a way of working that brings people together to generate new ideas, find answers, and solve problems” 

(p. 24). Wahl (2016) states that “Sustainability is a dynamic process of coevolution and a community-

based process of continuous conversation and learning how to participate appropriately in the 

constantly transforming life-sustaining processes that we are part of and that our future depends upon” 

(p. 40). 

In addition, the team-based practice of QC circles has been a primary motivator of people and the main 

driver and enabler of quality improvement in the East. Therefore, the progressive leap in team-based 
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practices for quality should acknowledge many of the organising principles and ideas behind the QC 

circle activities of the East. Among them is the priority of designing these circles based on volunteerism 

and with the purpose of self-development and mutual development, in terms of maintaining the 

intention to give the employees broader perspectives, so they can see issues from the standpoint of the 

whole and even have a global perspective. This goal also includes the intention of exchanging ideas 

with those in other circles, organisations and contexts by connecting the circles into a national and/or 

global network nationally. 

 

Key element 3: Go for a learning journey concerning skills and qualities that include and transcend the 

traditional focus of quality circles— Improving and transforming the world rise from developing and 

transforming people 

The ability to improve quality, sustainability and regeneration in our increasingly complex environment 

(the VUCA landscape) requires us to build new capacity, skills and qualities. This point is obviously 

stressed in the Inner Development Goals initiative (https://www.innerdevelopmentgoals.org/) as well 

as in the top priority given to self-development within the historically successful QC circles in the East. 

 

Given the 23 skills and qualities included in the IDGs and outlined in Table 2, one apparent way to start 

evolving QC capacity would be to train the circles in a new set of tools and practices in addition to the 

traditional ones. This possibility relates to what in the IDS report refers to as the development of 

thinking–cognitive skills: “Developing our cognitive skills by taking different perspectives, evaluating 

information and making sense of the world as an interconnected whole is essential for wise decision-

making” (Jordan, 2021, p.15). Of special interest in relation to the VUCA landscape is the skill of 

complexity awareness that also relates to providing the circles with “… actual skills in analyzing, 

synthesizing and developing and enacting strategies for managing complex issues …”(Jordan, 2021, p. 

16). This particular field of theory and practice is growing, and the circles could then, for instance, be 

inspired by Snowden och Boone (2007), Laloux (2014), Hutchins and Storm (2019), and Bushe and 

Marshak (2015) as well as the tools suggested for the QM emergence paradigm by van Kemenade and 

Hardjono (2019). 

By doing so, the skills, tools and qualities used and developed will include but also transcend the 

previous ones used in traditional QC circles. In relation to the four QM paradigms as suggested by van 

Kemenade and Hardjono (2019), the circles will have to build a higher level capacity of integration. 

The integration can then for example regard skills, tools and qualities needed to navigate in both simple, 

complicated, complex and chaotic contexts (Snowden and Boone, 2007). This capacity of integration 

can also, in accordance with the reasoning of van Kemenade and Hardjono (2019), be seen as a matter 

of epistemic fluency: “the capacity to understand, switch between and combine different kinds of 

knowledge and different ways of knowing about the world” (Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2016). 

https://www.innerdevelopmentgoals.org/
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Related to the roots of QM, this capacity also relates to what Deming (1993) highlights as the need for 

the “theory of knowledge”. These circles need to be able to integrate several different kinds of 

knowledge. 

 

Key element 4: Make it a leap of courage and with global potential—Envisioning regenerative circles 

being a major force in the larger transition towards a sustainable and regenerative world 

The interesting case of the “Nordic secret” may provide inspiration for how societies can deliberately 

evolve their capacity to handle new levels of complexity and thereby transition into a new paradigm of 

living sustainably and thriving together on this planet. In conclusion, Andersen and Björkman (2017) 

state that “We need inner development to acquire the mental complexity that allows us to see our outer 

problems for what they are. We need to develop symbols, a collective language, shared narratives, and 

a common epistemology for a meta-modern future in all ten circles of belonging” (p. 429). One lesson 

to be learned from “the Nordic secret” is that it then took a deliberate “bildung” effort for people to find 

the new realities of the world meaningful and safe. The question of our time is then how we might 

deliberately enable such a journey in today’s society and world. 

Using our organisations and team-based practices to enable setting and form would be the answer to 

that question and the vision, based on the idea of regenerative circles advocated here. Such a vision 

relates directly to creating what Kegan & Lahey (2016) call “Deliberately Developmental 

Organizations” (DDOs) and thereby societies. Kegan and Lahey further argue that in a VUCA world, 

they have found that these DDOs “… are the most powerful settings in the world we have found for 

developing people’s capabilities, precisely because they have created a safe enough and demanding 

enough culture that everyone comes out of hiding” (2016, p. 2). 

Redirecting and evolving the practice of quality circles into such regenerative circles can evidently be 

a powerful and valuable intervention to both the people involved as well as the progress of their 

organisations and society. Being inspired by the aims of the traditional quality circles in the East, 

regenerative circles might then be applied with the following three stated aims that transcend and 

include those of traditional QC circles: 

1. to develop the abilities, skills and qualities of individuals in the circle and empower them to 

self-fulfilment, higher orders of mental complexity, and expanded circles of belonging; 

2. to develop an attitude of mutual respect among the circle members in relation to all life and to 

create a motivating environment that enables learning, creativity, integrity and courage; and 

3. to contribute to regenerative development by fostering continuous improvement and 

development of yourself, workplaces, society and the ecosystems on this planet. 
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The term regenerative circles—rather than, for instance, sustainability circles—was chosen to highlight 

the ambition of not only doing less harm but also as being conducive for life. This goal is in line with 

Hutchins and Storm (2019), who define regenerative in the context of leadership and organisational 

development as “creating the conditions conducive for life to continuously renew itself, to transcend 

into new forms, and to flourish amid ever-changing life-conditions” (p. 70). In this definition, the 

regenerative circles are also clearly connected to the critical transition into regenerative cultures, which 

are “… capable of continuous learning and transformation in response to, and anticipation of, 

inevitable change. Regenerative cultures safeguard and grow biocultural abundance for future 

generations of humanity and for life as a whole” (Wahl, 2016, p.46). 

6. Conclusions 

This paper identifies, integrates, and advocates the key elements for a progressive leap in team-based 

practices to achieve quality in the VUCA landscape. In doing so, it advocates a leap into a practice of 

regenerative circles that transcends and includes fundamental principles and ideas from the team-based 

practices of quality control circles in the East by integrating insights from previous successful societal 

transformations within Nordic countries and the current Inner Development Goals initiative. 

The four key elements advocated for are: 

• Key element 1: Provide a base of fundamental knowledge and inspiration—Improving quality 

will become increasingly equal to improving sustainability and regeneration 

• Key element 2: Invite into voluntary regenerative circles—Coping with the VUCA-landscape 

spells together 

• Key element 3: Go for a learning journey concerning skills and qualities that include and 

transcend the traditional focus of quality circles—Improving and transforming the world rise 

from developing and transforming people 

• Key element 4: Make it a leap of courage and with global potential—Envisioning regenerative 

circles being a major force in the larger transition towards a sustainable and regenerative world 

Regarding the implications, this paper will hopefully spark and create new regenerative ripples within 

the QM field as well as within the people, organisations and societies within which we live. 

7. Discussion 

The contribution of this paper is based on the selection of a few, but here argued as vital, pieces. The 

paper’s value is then related to the readers’ ability to see how those previously distinct pieces could 

constitute a unified whole whose meaning is different from its constituent parts: to synthesise, 

amalgamate, or harmonise. Societal change and inner development or “bildung” were previously 

synthesised by Andersen and Björkman (2017), but they did not specify how we could achieve the 



28th International Sustainable Development Research Society Conference, Stockholm, 15-17 June 2022 

 

“bildung” now needed to cope with our current transition and challenges. In relation to that question, 

this paper’s most important contribution is that it advocates a potential answer in terms of the team-

based quality practice of quality circles as practised in the East. In doing so, it also points to an 

appropriate and possible path for experimentation and further action research. 

Regarding the new capacity, skills, and qualities needed to develop and use in regenerative circles, this 

paper has obviously only scratched the surface. It has, for instance, only highlighted and exemplified 

one of the 23 skills and qualities in the current IDG framework (Jordan, 2021) in terms of complexity 

awareness. The future research agenda in this area is extensive. For example, other specific practices 

with great potential for contributing to that skill, and others, are arts based (Carlucci & Schiuma, 2018; 

Snyder, 2019). Embodied knowledge can also serve to discover new ways of knowing, opening space 

for multiple perspectives and voices (Tanaka, 2011). In doing so, these practices may be fundamental 

in enabling and triggering the sought-after epistemic fluency within the regenerative circles in terms of 

“the capacity to understand, switch between and combine different kinds of knowledge and different 

ways of knowing about the world” (Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2016). 
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