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Gardeners of Organisations
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Abstract  
A technological rationality prevails in how people tend to look at organisations. 
This rationality can be illustrated by the metaphorical reference of organisations 
to machines. Even language is shaped by this perspective, as people talk about 
input, output, efficiency and (human) resources. Even though this view brings 
enormous prosperity, it also brings challenges such as burnouts, low engagement 
and slow adaptation of the organisation to the market. Based on academic rese-
arch, personal experience and interviews we propose a new metaphor that aims 
to solve these challenges. An organisation as a garden. Rather than teaching people 
how to adjust their view to match with the new metaphor, we follow the exam-
ple of the Japanese tea master, Sen no Rikyu, who strived for new values through 
their embodiment in physical things. In this paper, we conduct an intuitive inquiry 
in search for how the practices and values of the organisation as a garden can be 
embodied in design. Eight actionable findings result, which designers and organi-
sations can use to adopt these new values and practises.

Keywords
TEAL paradigm
Intuitive Inquiry
Design
Business
Organisations

Pending approval

Emails
Maarten Smith
m.l.smith@student.tue.nl

Sander van der Zwan 
s.v.d.zwan@student.tue.nl

Gardeners of Organisations 1



Gardeners of Organisations 2

1 Arthur L. Sadler, Cha-No-Yu: the 
Japanese Tea Ceremony (Boston: 
Tuttle, 2001).

2 Tai-an Chashitsu in Myokian, 
Kyoto, Japan, Late 16th Century. 
March 30, 1953. Portfolios of Na-
tional Treasures, 1st Volume, Cul-
ture Relics Foundation, Tokyo.

Preface
Perhaps one of the most captivating cultural activities carried out throughout Japa-
nese history is that of Chanoyu (茶の湯), also known as the Japanese tea ceremony. 
The practice was imported from China in the 9th century by monks and mer-
chants.1 The drinking of tea was considered to be healthy, calming and spiritual. 
Many historical accounts illuminate the way the ceremony has unfolded through 
the decades, of which the story of Sen no Rikyu is perhaps the most enchanting. 
Sen no Rikyu, or Rikyu for short, was a tea master who profoundly changed the 
ritual during the 16th century.

By the latter years of Rikyus era, the Muromachi period, the ceremony had become 
widespread throughout Japan. Over time, a preference grew for expensive Chine-
se wares, and it became custom to invite many guests. It had grown common for 
wealthy people to build elaborate teahouses in eye-catching public places where 
they served as venues for sophisticated gatherings and displays of status. The peo-
ple of the time became image-conscious and money-focussed. In response to this, 
Rikyu promoted an alternate set of values which he named wabi-sabi (侘寂). This 
compound word consists of “wabi”, a satisfaction with simplicity or austerity and 
“sabi”, an appreciation of the imperfect.

In pursuit of wabi-sabi, Rikyu did not only teach these new values, but also made 
changes to some of the aesthetics and rituals of the tea ceremony. Amongst these 
was the transformation of the space in which the ceremony was held. Rikyu argued 
that the teahouse should be shrunk [fig. 1], that it should be secluded and that its 
door should be made intentionally too small, so that all who entered, even the 
most powerful, would have to bow and feel equal to others. He thereby embodied 
social equality in design. The elegance of this embodiment kindles a fascination for 
how designs and artefacts play a role in the shaping of and striving for values and 
practices in todays and tomorrows world. What if we replaced Rikyu’s tea house 
with a business organisation? What values and practices should we strive for and 
how can designs play a role in this?

What follows is the development of a new perspective on business organisations, 
expressed in terms of practises and values that aim to solve the challenges that 

[fig. 1] Sen no Rikyus chashitsu Tai-an (two-tatami mat tea room) at the Myōki-an in Kyoto.2
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many organisations experience today, such as high stress levels, low employee 
engagement and slow adaptation to changes in the market. This new image will be 
followed by an intuitive inquiry3,4 into how designs can help shape and afford this 
new image. 

Images of the world 
Sen no Rikyu was clear about what he wanted to strive for and equally clear about 
what he did not. In similar spirit we intend to get a profound understanding of the 
current situation and uncover what an alternative perspective might look like. 
    
As people get a deeper understanding of a specific subject, they become more likely 
to interpret the world through the particular perspective that this understanding 
has formed.5 This image filters as it were what is and what is not relevant. The same 
holds for society. In this paper, we will distinguish between two images through 
which organisations can be understood and treated. Understanding an image 
that is not one’s own can be quite difficult, as it requires seeing the world from a 
different perspective.6 For this reason. we will make use of metaphors and specific 
operational analogies in order to make this task easier. The two images that we will 
discuss are: organisations as machines and organisations as gardens.

Organisations as Machines 
The scientific and industrial revolutions have had a major impact on the dominant 
image that our society has today. The resulting image can be characterised by what 
Herbert Marcuse calls a technological rationality.7,8 A kind of reasoning that accor-
ding to Marcuse resulted from the implementation of technological advances in 
society. The source of this type of rationality is no longer the critical individual, but 
rather the efficiency of the technological apparatus. As if one were looking at the 
world through the eyes of an engineer whose main goal is to get a machine to per-
form its task more effectively, efficiently and predictably. As this reasoning prevails 
in society, so too does it permeate specific organisations. 

The CEO and top leaders can be viewed as the engineers of the organisation as a 
machine, in that they try to ensure its performance by searching for the optimal 
arrangement of its different parts (including its employees). The main measure of 
success in this image is an increase in profits and market share. Its productivity mo-
bilises its employees above any individual or group interests and as a result, “the 
hierarchy” appears as the organisational structure. This image of the organisation 
as a machine is even reflected in the language that is used. People talk about input, 
output, efficiency and (human) resources. 

This image brings enormous prosperity and wealth, however it seems that it also 
has some downsides. Metaphors have their limits, otherwise they would never be 
making a metaphorical leap. Where surely the metaphor of a machine is limited, 
but is nonetheless often not treated accordingly is when living entities play a role. 
The organisation includes living people and a largely living environment of which 
it is part. Exceeding the limits of this metaphor, strategies based on standardisation 
and control are deployed in order to assure the predictability of the organisation. 
Interpreting and treating it only in this way does, in many respects, not honour the 
actual complexity of the world today and possibly that of tomorrow. According to 
the field of Complex and Adaptive Systems (CAS), the level of complexity of a sys-
tem is dependent on the amount of interacting parts, its non-linear nature (output 
cannot be predicted based on the input), the level of connectivity between parts 
and the level of autonomy of the different parts.9 From this perspective, trends 
such as an increasing population of the earth10 and globalisation11 result in this 
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increase of complexity. This increase in the (perceived) complexity could lead to 
many difficulties for the mechanistic view on organisations. 

Challenge 1: Stress and autonomy 
As a result of the increasing (perceived) complexity, organisations tend to face 
more complex tasks. Some of them might be solved through logic while others are 
too complex for mere reason12 and therefore need creative processes. Increasing 
complexity in tasks leads to less certain daily operations of the organisation, as 
tasks cannot be easily identified in advance. The less predictable the task, the less 
one can plan ahead. Therefore the organisation needs to have a constant flow of 
information (communication) in order to make on the spot decisions, which might 
be based on logic and creativity. In the case of the described organisational view 
most decisions are made higher up in the hierarchical structure and therefore all 
the information needs to converge at these higher levels. The increase in informa-
tion flow could overload the hierarchy13 leading to high stress levels at the higher 
levels of the hierarchy and low autonomy levels at the bottom, which both have a 
negative impact on the vitality of its employees.14 Secondly, the creative divergent 
process can only flourish in an organisation that does not limit people in these cre-
ative attempts by confining them by their place in the “machine”, their function.

Challenge 2: Incorrect information for decisions 
In order to keep the decision makers higher up in the hierarchy up to date with 
the newest information and at the same time keep the hierarchy from overloading 
through too much information, one reduces the full experience from the lower le-
vel workers to such an extent that the information is manageable and clear (emails, 
messages, numbers and so forth) for the higher level employees. However, this 
reduction creates “noise”, which is the extent to which the information is not accu-
rate with the actual situation and secondly eliminates to a large extent the subjec-
tive experience. This noise accumulates and leaves the higher level employees with 
a distorted picture of reality which might not be sufficient for making appropriate 
decisions.

Challenge 3: Slow adaptation and change 
The increase of complexity could go hand in hand with an increase in the level 
of which the milieu of the organisation is dynamic. With dynamic we mean, how 
quick, how much and how often the environment changes. Every landscape favours 
a different kind of organisation and therefore, just like natural selection15, picks 
out the organisations the are best suited for it. Therefore, as the level to which the 
milieu is dynamic increases, the organisation will have to search more often and 
more quickly for new ways to organise. In the hierarchical, standardised and opti-
mised organisation changes are not very welcome. Each proposition for a change 
has to go past higher levels of the hierarchy and works against standardisation and 
optimisation of the organisation. 

Challenge 4: Repressed authenticity & harming the environment
As long as the organisation is viewed as a machine with goals such as efficiency, 
effectiveness, predictability in order to increase of profits and market share, em-
ployees will have to repress parts of their authentic self in order to make place for 
only the crucial character traits that support the greater machine. This challenge is 
also described by Herbert Marcuse in his paper “The New Forms of Control”16. Also, 
the energy project17 has experienced that the repression of certain parts of the self 
can lead to drastically decreased levels of employee engagement. In 2013 Gallup 
poll, shows that only 13 percent of employees worldwide are engaged at work (63 
percent are not engaged and 24 percent are actively disengaged).18 Secondly, the 
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described goal perpetuates a blind process and does therefore not take the vitality 
of our planet into account. Frederic Laloux,19 clearly points out that the process of 
“growth for growth’s sake” is very close to what, in the medical world, would be 
called cancer. According to him, this illness leads to “a predatory economy that is 
depleting the world’s natural resources and killing of the very ecosystems upon 
which our survival depends.” Even if the majority of people in society would stron-
gly oppose this process, it might not make a difference, as decisions are made at 
the top of those organisations.

A new Image
Now that we have discussed the challenges of the dominant view on organisations 
in our society today, we will propose an alternative image that aim to solve some 
of these challenges. In 2015 Frederic Laloux published his book Reinventing organi-
sations.20 Laloux was inspired by spiral dynamics,21 a model developed by Don E. 
Beck, and his graduate student Christopher Cowan.22 The model was later revised 
by Ken Wilber.23 It is based on Clare W. Graves eight-level system of the unfolding 
of the human psyche over time,24 and used both to describe the evolutionary de-
velopment of individuals as well as groups. The model is visualised as an upwards 
spiral of different levels of consciousness. Each level having a different colour. The 
latest stage in Wilber’s model is called the TEAL consciousness. Laloux matched the 
characteristics of this consciousness with approximately 50 mature organisations 
around the world in different sectors. He found that these organisations seem to 
deal much better with the challenges that most organisations face today, of which 
some are described above. Laloux described the TEAL organisation on the basis of 
a self-managing structure, striving for wholeness of all people participating and an 
evolutionary purpose (a purpose that develops over time and does not cling to a 
fixed strategy).
     
In Laloux’s book, the TEAL organisation is metaphorically referred to as a living sys-
tem. In order to further explore this metaphor we organised hour-long interviews 
with 10 selected experts, with varying expertise ranging from a historical perspec-
tive on utopias to systems theory and from philosophy to practical expertise in or-
ganisations. Throughout the process of getting a grip on the metaphor, we searched 
for, stumbled upon or were recommended other sources of information. This made 
the data collection an ongoing discovery of new insights without a real beginning 
or end. Some of our main literary sources next to Laloux include Complex and 
Adaptive Systems theory25 and economic paradigm theory.26,27  We will refer to the 
new image that results from our gained understanding as organisations as gardens. 

Organisations as gardens
As previously mentioned, metaphors have their limits. By making specific analogies 
we can scope the limits of the metaphor to the specific similarities in operation 
rather than structure.

If one is looking at the world through the eyes of a gardener, quite a different inter-
pretation of the world results compared to looking through the eyes of an engi-
neer. The gardener knows that she is just as much part of the garden as her plants 
and tools. She might be guiding and ensuring the growth of the plants, but at the 
same time the tools she uses and that which she guides define her. She looks at the 
garden not as something static or that she needs to control in order to increase its 
efficiency and predictability but appreciates it as it is and and at the same time how 
it can be guided in its becoming. Every individual plant is fully powerful in that 
they sense their milieu and respond accordingly rather than strategise for the long 
term.
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In the same way that the gardener has no authority over the plants, as she feels 
that she is part of the garden, members of the organisation do not exert unacknow-
ledged authority over each other. In the same way that when autumn comes most 
trees lose their leaves without waiting for a command from the gardener, mem-
bers feel that they are fully powerful in sensing their milieu and responding to it 
authentically. The fixed hierarchy resolves. Each person in the organisation can be 
a gardener and/or a plant depending on the situation at hand. Being the guide or 
being the guided. 

As a result of our investigation into the organisation as a garden we determined the 
following practises and values that make up the new backbone of the organisation:

Practices:
• Make every individual fully powerful instead of having a fixed hierarchy.
• Sense and respond to your milieu instead of strategising for years ahead.
• Conduct a dialectic instead of having a debate, compromise or voting.
• Communicate constantly and clearly instead of communicating slowly and 

scarcely. 
• Give constructive feedback instead of just pointing out “mistakes”.
• Reflect individually and collectively instead of getting stuck in routines and 

not taking time to reflect. 

Values:
• Start with trusting others instead of trying to control people.
• Get to know yourself better instead of hiding your true self.
• Dare to be honest and critical instead of skewing the truth to avoid conflict.
• Seek and claim your responsibility instead of conforming to your environment 

and picking up unfitting jobs.
• Be transparent instead of hiding information that could interesting for the 

collective.
• Also have fun instead of only reasoning by productivity.
• Care for others instead of only being involved in the collective for yourself.

Gardeners of organisations
With this alternative perspective before us, we might ask ourselves the question: 
How to get there? How to go about seeing and treating an organisation as a garden? 
The very nature of this question implies a transformation of values and a change of 
practices in members of the organisation. As such, a more apt formulation of this 
question would be: How does one garden an organisation? 

This question is in fact the object of our inquiry. While there surely are many ways 
of answering it, in this particular study we lay a focus on doing so through design, 
in the same way that Sen no Rikyu transformed 16th century Japanese values and 
practices through the material and sensual qualities of everyday things.

Post-phenomenology
We pursue this inquiry anchored in post-phenomenology, which builds on the phe-
nomenological tradition. It specifically focuses on the deep description of human 
experience and action from an embodied and situated perspective with practical 
aims. Post-phenomenological claims are never about the absolute foundations of re-
ality or knowledge, but experience and action as a result of an interaction between 
any perceiving entity (mediated by technology) and its milieu.28,29,30 It gives handles 
to dig deep into this experience and uncover the ways in which it involves humans 
in and alienates them from certain values. 
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Intuitive Inquiry
With the goal of providing a methodological backbone for this inquiry, the herefo-
re mentioned philosophical stance is married with Rosemarie Andersons’ method 
of intuitive inquiry.

“Intuitive inquiry is a hermeneutical research method that joins intuition to intellec-
tual precision. Intuitive researchers explore topics that claim their enthusiasm and 
invite the inquiry to transform both their understanding of the topic and their lives. 
As a method, intuitive inquiry seeks to both describe what is and envision new possi-
bilities for the future through an in-depth, reflection process of interpretation.”31

This method pairs well with the post-phenomenological perspective and engaged 
subject matter. It lends itself well to issues that are in development, where the 
inquiry is concerned both with describing what is and envisioning what could be. 
Additionally, through its rigorously subjective nature, it is able to acknowledge and 
deal with the vigorous inner curiosity and personal motivation that are behind the 
execution of this study. It does not neglect the personal lenses one has towards the 
subject matter, but explicitly deals with them through reflection and by being trans-
parent about them towards the reader. It is also a cyclic process and does therefore 
have no formal end, allowing for a continuous re-structuration of knowledge as the 
researcher goes through multiple cycles. The cycle consists of  the 5 smaller cycles 
[fig. 2].

In cycle 1, the researcher chooses a source that 
repeatedly attracts him/her and engages with 
it on a daily basis in order to clarify a research 
topic, as well as his/her own motives for enga-
ging with this topic. 

In cycle 2, the researcher identifies preliminary 
lenses through which the researcher views the 
topic before data collection. 

In cycle 3, the focus of the researcher turns 
from internal reflection towards external data 
collection. It includes selecting sources of new 
information, collecting data and documenting 
it in order to allow for its interpretation in cycle 
4. In this case we do this through the (re)con-
struction of a research artefact and giving and 
reflecting on workshops.  

In cycle 4, the researcher aims to transform and 
refine the cycle 2 lenses. She interprets the data 
in order to modify, refute, remove, reorganise, 
and expand her understanding of the research 
topic. The increase in understanding of the rese-
arch topic is reflected in new lenses. 

In cycle 5, the researcher integrates the findings and does a literature review. The 
goal of cycle 5 is to determine what is valuable about the research and what is not. 
After cycle 5, the researcher may return to the first cycle. Its results are valid to 
the extent that the research transforms the researchers life as well as the extent to 
which the findings resonate with experts in the field of the selected topic.

[fig. 2] A visual representation of the structure 

of this inquiry.
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Back to the roots - Cycle 1
Clarifying a research topic and personal motives, by choosing and daily engagement with a 
source that repeatedly attracts the researcher. 

Maarten Smith
Much of my perspective on power has been shaped by my Christian upbringing. 
Pope Francis summarises this perspective neatly with the following quote: “The 
more powerful you are, the more your actions will have an impact on people, the 
more responsible you are to act humbly. If you don’t, your power will ruin you, and 
you will ruin the other.”32 The desire to investigate how to become a gardener of 
organisations stemmed from two sources. The first being a curiosity towards power 
and the second a intense desire to imagine and contribute to a “warmer world” 
through my skills and experience as a designer.

Discovering Noam Chomsky sparked my transition from caution to curiosity 
towards the subject of power. For two weeks I spent my hour-long train journey to 
and from university listening to an audiobook version of Understanding Power33 and 
meditating on it. The ideas that came from that book filtered through into my day 
and I started looking differently at the world around me. In doing so it set off three 
sparks that are core to my current predisposition of the topic as well as my motives 
for conducting this research. 

Power is often obscure - “That’s the standard way you cloak and protect power: 
you make it look mysterious and secret, above the ordinary person...”34 

Power distribution is a social arrangement - “...there’s no law of nature which 
says that control over capital has to be in a few hands -that’s like saying that poli-
tical power has to be in a few hands ... These are social arrangements. They develo-
ped historically. They can be changed historically.”35 

Power structures in corporations need to change - “... maybe the most totali-
tarian institution in human history-or certainly close to it-is a corporation: it’s a 
centrally-managed institution in which authority is structured strictly from top to 
bottom, control is in the hands of owners and investors, if you’re inside the orga-
nization you take orders from above and transmit them down, if you’re outside it 
there are only extremely weak popular controls, which indeed are fast eroding.”36 

One the one hand power gives capability to make a change in the world and can 
lead to great positive changes. However, while I want to make positive difference 
in the world, I do not want to corrupt myself through the pursuit of power itself. 
From this tension is born a drive to understand if and how power can be distribu-
ted within a collective in a way that is not as susceptible to corruption but nonethe-
less retains its potency for transformation.
  
Next to this I repeatedly listened to Beethovens Piano Concerto No.5 in E-flat 
major ‘Emperor’ Op.73.37 This source struck me from the moment it appeared as a 
musical background for the late Kees Overbeekes inaugural lecture38,39. Whenever 
it played in my earphones, the rushing world around me and all its busy people 
became more beautiful. I felt more forgiving, more kind towards the harshness of 
my surroundings. It filtered into my day, flowed into my conversations and into 
the literature that I was reading. I reflected on it and recorded these reflections on 
a voice recorder while listening to the music. Through this reflection I came to the 
conclusion that what enchanted my in Beethoven’s piece was the way in transpor-
ted my state of mind to a hopeful, kind and warm future world. It inspired me to 
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think about what could be. It became clear to me that if I sparked an inquiry from 
a genuine interest in how I could use the designerly skills, knowledge and attitude 
in which I was educated to shape my (future) milieu for ‘the better’, I would be 
naturally inclined to unfold what ‘the better’ could be and how to design for it in 
an honest dialectic process.  

Sander van der Zwan
For as long as I can remember my parents both have their own organisations. By 
starting and running these organisations they always practiced what they preached: 
go after the things that matter to you. To my knowledge most people start their 
own organisation for that very reason. For those people, this implicitly means that 
the possibility to go after those things cannot be done from within an organisati-
on unless you are the one running it. For me, this felt intuitively very wrong. The 
book The Seven Day Weekend by Ricardo Semler40 inspired me by showing a different 
organisation that seemed to be able to include each individual in a far more “natu-
ral” sense than the other organisations I encountered. This organisation seemed to 
be more in line with nature and its becoming. This interest let me to dive deeper 
into these organisational forms resulting in my current understanding of it. What 
aroused my curiosity just before starting this research was the paper, Do Artifacts 
Have Politics? by Langdon Winner,41 which was the source for my first cycle in the 
intuitive inquiry method. In the paper, Winner claims in a discussion about the 
atom bomb that: “as long as it exists at all, its lethal properties demand that it be 
controlled by a centralized, rigidly hierarchical chain of command closed to all 
influences that might make its workings unpredictable. The internal social system 
of the bomb must be authoritarian; there is no other way.” This would mean that 
the atom bomb itself incorporates how people should organise, as if it were a com-
mand by technology. This let me to post-phenomenological theory, which claims 
that technology is a mediator between humans and world. Technology constitutes 
a particular human in the world (existential domain) and a particular world for the 
human (hermeneutical domain). However, this is only constituted when the techno-
logy is in use. The kind of use, or in post-phenomenological terms “Metastability”, 
determine these existential en hermeneutical domains. This distances post-pheno-
menology from both social and technological determinism. The idea that designs 
could mediate human experience and action towards other forms of organisation 
attracted my attention. This could possibly help organisations to move towards the 
kind of organisation that fascinated me. Understanding this process would em-
power people to consciously change how they think and behave by changing the 
non-human things around them on both an individual as well as a social level. In 
order to empower people with this knowledge I would first have to understand it 
myself. The latter is my main reason and motivation for the inquiry ahead.

Forecasting outcomes - Cycle 2  
Identifying preliminary lenses through which we view the topic before data collection. 

How could designs afford (mediate human experience and action) the values and 
practices of the organisation as a garden?
1. By supporting distributed authority in organisations with real time digital com-

munication tools that allow for a global overview of the organisation on specific 
topics.

2. By structurally never withholding information of the organisation from any of 
its participants (transparency), but allowing for participants to chose to black 
box information that is not relevant for them. 

3. By ensuring that information exchange in which the organisation is represented 
is as rich and unreduced as possible. When information is reduced through a 
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design (on a scale from direct experience to receiving 1 bit), the designer should  
ask himself the question whether this is needed.

4. By giving users a multitude of perspectives through which their experience and 
understanding of the organisation is mediated, and thus enriching the experien-
ce and understanding of the organisation. 

5. By stimulating dialectic discussion between the perspectives and thus enriching 
an experience and understanding of the organisation.

The first 5 lenses are about improving the understanding and experience of the or-
ganisation through design.  If we take the experience of a landscape as an analogy 
for this increase in understanding of the organisation one could say that the first 
two lenses assure that people at least have an experience of the organisation, as if 
one were looking at a painting of the landscape. The third lens is about the rich-
ness of the information, it places the user in the landscape itself and would allow 
him to look around, feel and smell the landscape. The last two lenses are about 
further enriching the experience and understanding though the addition of multi-
ple perspectives, it allows the user to not only stand in the landscape but also get a 
helicopter ride over the landscape adding another perspective of it.

How to  design?
6. Make small changes as they can make a big difference. It can be enough to 

change a small detail of a ritual or design/product/system/service to bring about 
affordance for the value proposition.

7. Proposing complete redesigns will be prone to rejection from users. It is far 
more agreeable to propose a change in rituals/designs/product/systems/services 
that an organisation is already using.

8. Physical qualities of the products such as shape, material and so forth can me-
diate human experience and action with regards to how people organise. The 
shape of a table can afford differences between people. Using postphenomeno-
logy the designer can investigate how these physical qualities mediate the world 
and can be changed to afford the value proposition.

9. Analysing the organisation in terms of networks of non-humans and humans 
in terms of their relations can reveal structures that support a particular way of 
organising that might not have been discovered when analysing the products 
and people from a first person perspective.

Where to look?
10. The more fear there is in an area of an organization, the more tendency there is 

for control to be afforded by designs that are used in this area. 

11. Lens 10 has the tendency to support hierarchical organizational structures 
through design.

12. Contracts with clients in which deliverables are agreed upon set the stage for 
the operations of the organisations.  

13. If a feedback mechanism is based on a reduced data input by a person, it has the 
tendency to reduce this person’s honesty. 

As these lenses have been defined prior to data collection they felt accurate with 
our understanding of the topic at the time. However, reflecting on the lenses we 
feel that they are also extremely incomplete. Focussing on just a few aspects of the 
organisations as gardens. Now that we have defined the preliminary lenses we will 
turn our attention from internal reflection towards external data collection.
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Learning to garden - Cycle 3
Selecting sources of new information, collecting data and documenting it. 

In cycle 3 we chose to practice Constructive Design Research.42 This is research based on 
design action that builds things, with some form of reflection or evaluation on that 
action that generates knowledge. We did this in order to learn from embodying the 
values of the organisation as a garden in a physical artefact and materialise a future 
phenomenon. At the same time, this artefact can be used in a workshop setting to 
analyse the now.

The research artefact that we designed and built for this cycle is a ritual which 
supports three processes for transformation of an organisations non-human milieu. 
Firstly, the investigation of physical artefacts in an organisations workplace. Se-
condly, the reflection, grounded in postphenomenology, on the way these artefacts 
mediate one’s experience of the world and the aesthetics/desirability of this medi-
ation. Thirdly, the undertaking of action and the negation, removal, alteration and 
replacement of these artefacts in the milieu. 

This ritual was used by five organisations in a workshop setting. Each workshop was 
introduced with a short presentation detailing the agenda and underlying philosophy 
of the ritual. They proceded with the ritual as portrayed in the images below [fig. 3-9]:

[fig. 3] In the first part of the ritual participants investigated their surroundings and took pictures of physical 
artefacts in their workplace that were intuitively considerably desirable or undesirable to them, using Snapchat. 
These loaded automatically on to the artefact. 

[fig. 4] In the second part of the ritual, the pen is given 
to someone, and they become the scribe. 

[fig. 5] In the third part, the printer is placed in its 
printing position. The shell is made of porcelain, 
demanding this movement to be done with care, and 
preceding the following step with a breathing space.
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After the first post phenomenological reflection, we shared and discussed the values 
and practices of the organisation as a garden with the participants and asked them to 
do a second reflection round in groups of two. They were asked to analyse how the 
new printed artifact was either mediating against or towards a promotion of the va-
lues and practices and imagine a future of the artifact in which it would promote the 
values and practices. The workshop was concluded with a feedback session [fig. 10].

[fig. 8] Having done this, participants note future steps 
for the discussed artefact (removing, altering, replacing 
or ignoring it) on the picture’s reverse side.

[fig. 9] Finally, in part five of the ritual, the result is 
placed somewhere visible (eg. on the fridge) using 
provided magnets. 

[fig. 6] The printer then prints a randomly selected 
picture of an artefact made during the first part of the 
ritual.

[fig. 7] In part four, the cards revealed in the previous 
part of the ritual are used to support a postphenomeno-
logical reflection on the printed artefact.

[fig. 10] 
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Having carried out the workshops we placed all the pictures, reflections by parti-
cipants, observations that we noted, results from the feedback sessions, personal 
reflections and lenses from cycle 2 together and mapped them by affinity.43 From 
these mappings we abstracted several new lenses [fig. 11]. 

Harvesting insights - Cycle 4 
Interpreting the data in order to modify, refute, remove, reorganise, and expand our under-
standing of the research topic.

In the following part of the paper, we discuss our cycle 2 lenses in the light of the 
new data. The assumptions from our cycle 2 lenses that were not validated or op-
posed by the data have been struck through. The leftover elements from each lens, 
although in some cases unnuanced and imprecise are then redefined in new lenses 
(these new lenses are indicated by a bold font).

1.   By supporting distributed authority in organisations with real time digital com-
munication tools that allow for a global overview of the organisation on specific 
topics.

12. Contracts with clients in which deliverables are agreed upon set the stage for 
the operations of the organisations.

Lenses 1 and 12 were formulated before the scoping of this inquiry to the study of physical 
artefacts alone. For that reason we must exclude them from our findings. This is not to say that 
we found reason to dispute their claims.

2.  By structurally never withholding information of the organisation from any of 
its participants (transparency), but allowing for participants to chose to black 
box information that is not relevant for them.

4.  By giving users a multitude of perspectives through which their experience and 
understanding of the organisation is mediated, and thus enriching the experien-
ce and understanding of the organisation.

Lenses 2 and 4 lay, as described, structural claims with regards to a practice that may support 

[fig. 11] 



Gardeners of Organisations 14

44 Ruse, Michael. “Reductio-
nism.” The Oxford Companion to 
Philosophy. 2nd ed.

the organisation as a garden. As such they are at a distance from the concrete act of designing 
and therefore must be excluded from our findings.

The following four lenses are not projections of outcomes, rather basic assumptions 
on which we have grounded and carried out this study. As such they do not provide 
novel insights gathered from the data. Nevertheless, they still provide handles for 
how to design for organisations as gardens and so have only been modified to better 
suit the narrative of this cycle.

6.  Make small changes as they can make a big difference. It can be enough to 
change a small detail of a ritual or design/product/system/service to bring about 
affordance for the value proposition.

7.   Proposing complete redesigns will be prone to rejection from users. It is far 
more agreeable to propose a change in rituals/designs/product/systems /services 
that an organisation is already using.

8.   Physical qualities of the products such as shape, material and so forth can 
mediate human experience and action with regards to how people organise. The 
shape of a table can afford differences between people. Using postphenomeno-
logy the designer can investigate how these physical qualities mediate the world 
and can be changed to afford the value proposition

9.   Analysing the organisation in terms of networks of non-humans and humans 
in terms of their relations can reveal structures that support a particular way of 
organising that might not have been discovered when analysing the products 
and people from a first person perspective.

The remaining lenses have been critically reflected on as follows: 

3.  By ensuring that information exchange in which the organisation is represented 
is as rich and unreduced as possible. When information is reduced through a 
design (on a scale from direct experience to receiving 1 bit), the designer should 
ask himself the question whether this is needed.

13. If a feedback mechanism is based on a reduced data input by a person, it has the 
tendency to reduce this person’s honesty.

Reductionism is the idea that any system is nothing more or less than the sum of 
its parts. It takes a phenomenon and sticks a label or value onto it, presenting it so-
mehow separate from everything else, therefore making it possible to move around 
and process into new configurations.44 During the workshops we found that many 
designs require users to reduce their lived experience to numbers and symbols (this 
happens in text messages, e-mails, videocalls etc.) While this is a very efficient way 
of exchanging information it can also be dangerous because it projects an incom-
plete picture of a phenomenon while at the same time giving the illusion that it is 
well understood. One example of this is a questionnaire that was given to members 
of an organisation in order to investigate high levels of stress amongst them. It 
required members to evaluate certain aspects of their stress levels on scales of 1 to 
7. While managers who had handed out the questionnaire were under the impres-
sion that they had a grip on the situation, employees felt that they weren’t being 
listened to and that their situations were far more complex. What followed was a 
misguided decision to coach employees to become more stress resistant instead of 
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tackling the root causes of the stress. 

Well this example is extreme, it does showcase the risk of reductionism and decon-
textualisation through design in the organisation as a garden. Therefore lens 3 and 13 
have been combined to become:

1. Be cautious of designs that reduce people heavily to numbers and symbols.

10. The more fear there is in an area of an organization, the more tendency there is 
for control to be afforded by designs that are used in this area.

 
11. Lens 10 has the tendency to support hierarchical organizational structures 

through design.

A key value in the organisation as a garden is to start with trusting the other. The 
feeling of being controlled or monitored is detrimental to this trust. Examples of 
how designs do this are mirrors or cameras which are used by some members of 
the organisation to control others and check whether they are behaving according 
to “the plan of the top leaders”. While this may satisfy the tendency to want to have 
control, especially in face of fear for the organisation, it may work counterproduc-
tively as those being controlled are likely to stop thinking for themselves about the 
behaviour being controlled. A less obvious example of this is access (for example to 
locks and keys or information such as financial details). In one of the organisations 
that we visited, we were almost at once given the key (and therefore access) to their 
building. In this action of giving up control, we immediately felt responsible and 
trusting towards the organisation and their facilities. As lens 10 and 11 do not give 
guidance with regards to how to design for organisations as gardens, we have merged 
them to become:

2. Don’t use designs through which you try to monitor or control people. 

5. By stimulating dialectic discussion between the perspectives and thus enriching 
an experience and understanding of the organisation.

Key to the organisation as a garden is the use of a dialectic. During the workshops 
it became clear that a certain fixedness or finishedness in aesthetic qualities of 
designs often closed this dialectic process and in a rather polarising way led to 
members either fully accepting or fully rejecting them. One artefact that was dis-
cussed in the workshops was a financial forecasting software tool which integrated 
predictions from members of the organisation and showcased them in a fixed and 
complete aesthetic. This “aesthetic of the finished” lead to members either com-
pletely reject the projections or fully accept them as truth. The dialectic was shut 
off. While digital tools were not part of the scope of the study, we noticed the same 
dynamic in physical artefacts such as very beautifully drawn models on white-
boards. In contrast, explicit honesty with regards to the “continuous becoming” of 
a design reflected in its aesthetics and an unfixed and unfinished quality (what we 
have termed “tape-aesthetics”) can be very effective in opening up the dialectic. It is 
important to note that tape-aesthetics should specifically be used for that which is 
to be discussed. In the case of the whiteboard, not the board itself but that what is 
written on it. As such we have modified lens 5 as follows:

3. Use tape aesthetics to encourage a dialectic through design.

In continuous becoming, new structures are created and dissolved in adaptation to 
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an ever-changing milieu. During the workshops we found that this is also the case 
in a concrete sense. In a “fixed” or inflexible physical environment new physical 
structures are hard to create. In adapting the environment to specific situations 
(presenting, workshops, individual working, and so forth), movable and changeable 
designs afford new ordering and therefore adaption much more easily and quickly. 
Therefore: 

4. Have a preference for easily movable and changeable designs.

In organising as gardening, it is crucial that members of the organisation are 
honest and critical towards the designs in their surroundings, not only in terms of 
how efficiently fulfill their ends, but also in terms of whether they enjoy the means 
itself. Which thereby becomes an end in itself. This is a feeling rather than a ratio-
nalisation. Is it fun? Do you enjoy using it? Is it nice to work there? This lens can be 
well illustrated by the following: ‘Once you have a very nice raincoat, you can’t wait 
for the rain.’  This abstraction manifests itself in the following three new lenses (5, 
6 and 7).

5. Use designs because you are eager to use them, not just because they work. 
This has to do with the technical rationality described in the organisation as machine. We 
found that people tend to use designs for reasons of practicality or efficiency in order to serve 
some function of the whole machine. Examples are clean desks in order to work productively 
without noise, and ergonomic chairs to avoid health issues. However, these may ignore the 
atmosphere and the feeling that people get when working there. Efficiency and pragmatism 
should not be the only considerations when introducing changes.

6. Use designs because you want to subject yourself to them, not on the basis 
of formality, “external” clients or authority alone.
The same reasoning as mentioned for lens 1 also holds for lens 2, however, this lens targets 
designs which are solely introduced or used based on formality, “external” clients or authority. 
For example, during one workshop, a picture was made of a gallery of projects that were com-
pleted a number of years ago and that employees felt no connection with but were still there 
for reasons of formality and because “external” clients seemed to like them. As such the designs 
did not honestly reflect the organisation. 

7. Also include designs for your own or collective enjoyment that do not di-
rectly serve the purpose of the organisation.
During the workshops we found that the above mentioned abstraction could be taken to the ex-
treme in designs that were purely reasoned from personal or collective enjoyment and with no 
consideration towards the purpose of the organisation. For example the presence of a self made 
guitar or the replacement of contemporary company telephones with antiques purely for fun.

The continuous becoming of an organisation requires a tension between the indivi-
dual members of the collective and a dialectic through which they deal with it. In 
other words, differences that somehow need to be integrated into a whole. Diffe-
rentiation in this context means that individual members of the collective strive for 
an honest and critical subjective normativity by being and becoming authentically. 
In other words: figuring out what they consider to be desirable and undesirable 
for the individual. The resulting different views can than be discussed in order 
to get an even better understanding of what is desirable and undesirable for the 
collective. One could afford differentiation through, for example, the creation of 
separate work spaces and tools, areas to work in silence or even different langua-
ges or jargon. While this promotes the development of the individuals and their 
specialisation and therefore a subjective normativity, it reduces working together 
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(integration). During the workshops we found that organisations can have a default 
for either integration or differentiation. Is the default working together or alone? 
What is shared and what is separate? Are people closing off from others by using 
headphones or office separators? Are they working in silence or in an environment 
where talking is allowed? As integration carries many of the practices and values 
described in the organisation as a garden (dialectics, communicate constantly and 
clearly, give feedback, reflect collectively, be transparent and care for others), we 
encourage setting the default to integration. We say “default” as the option to work 
separately should also be afforded as it can stimulate both differentiation and fo-
cus/ concentration. To set the default one could change:

• Where objects of routine are placed. Coffeemakers, coat racks, staplers, printers, 
and so forth. 

• What is shared or not shared
• How designs that separate or include are used, such as headphones, office sepa-

rators, separate rooms and so forth.

The new lens is therefore summarised as follows:

8. Use designs in your routine, or change what is shared or not shared to set 
or reset a default for restoring a balance between integration and differentia-
tion. 

Aside from the findings described above, two other insights came to light. These 
are areas of discussion rather than insights that can directly be applied to the act 
of design. They can signal towards areas of the organisation that conflict with the 
practices and values described in the organisation as a garden. 

• Discuss situations where people performing the same tasks have “unequal” 
materials.

• Discuss invisible curtains (places where people hesitate to go).

Boundaries and further growth - Cycle 5
Integrating and discussing the findings.

Limitations 
Part of the intrinsic nature of the intuitive inquiry research method is that the 
results of the study are limited to subjective data. Next to this it is transpersonal, 
which means that as the researcher and research change, the method changes as 
well. It is a dynamic process. The hermeneutic foundation of intuitive inquiry and 
its operations “are a world reality in flux and mutable and, therefore, challenge 
conventional notions of a static worldview that is separate and distinguishable 
from the knower.”45 As a result of this, the method and findings of this study are 
not intended to be repeatable. 

Internal validity 
Anderson recommends determining the reliability of the study by its verifiability 
through the inclusion of a resonance panel.46 Due to time and resource constraints 
we were not able to do this. However, in presenting the data analysis at an exposition 
where academics and non-academics interested in design in general, were invited 
to discuss the data, we found a lot of resonance with the setup and outcomes of our 
inquiry. However this very informal setting is not a valid resonance panel and needs to 
be repeated formally, while taking into account the requirements Anderson poses for 
the panel. 
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External validity 
In the formulation of the research trajectory we consulted 10 experts during hour-
long interviews. These experts were not randomly selected, but hand picked based 
on our judgment, with the aim of providing multiple, contrasting perspectives on 
the subject. 

For the workshops we invited a multitude of organisations, offering a helping hand 
in finding new perspectives about the artefacts in their surroundings and these 
artefacts’ influence on the values and practices within these organisations. As such, 
each organisation that responded was in some way already open to transforming 
their surroundings. As it happens, all five were also businesses with creative opera-
tions. We acknowledge that because of this the results cannot be generalised and 
that the external validity of the study is somewhat compromised. 

Efficacy 
In intuitive inquiry, efficacy validity for a qualitative study indicates whether the 
study adds value or understanding to the researchers’ lives. The difference between 
our final and preliminary lenses as well as an increase in our understanding of the 
topic and of ourselves indicates a high efficacy value. Further evidence of this can 
be found in how we have managed to convey the study to others through an exhibi-
tion and on paper with more clarity since we started. 

Conclusion 
In short, stemming from a deep personal desire to transform organisations to be-
come more human and support the flourishing of the individual and collective, we 
have merged multiple sources on organisational theory including Frederic Laloux, 
Reinventing Organisations, Complex and Adaptive Systems and Economic Theory 
and the expertise ranging from a historical perspective on utopias to systems theo-
ry and from philosophy to practical expertise in organisations from 10 experts into 
an organisational paradigm that we metaphorically refer to as the organisation as 
garden. We then, following the example of Sen no Rikyu, proceed to make the pur-
suit of this paradigm actionable through design and provide the following handles 
to do so: 

1. Be cautious of designs that reduce people heavily to numbers and symbols.
2. Don’t use designs through which you try to monitor or control people. 
3. Use tape aesthetics to encourage a dialectic through design.
4. Have a preference for easily movable and changeable designs.
5. Use designs because you are eager to use them, not just because they work. 
6. Use designs because you want to subject yourself to them, not on the basis of 

formality, “external” clients or authority alone.
7. Also include designs for your own or collective enjoyment that do not directly 

serve the purpose of the organisation.
8. Use designs in your routine, or change what is shared or not shared to set or 

reset a default for restoring a balance between integration and differentiation. 

Also, discuss situations where people performing the same tasks have “unequal” 
materials and invisible curtains (places where people hesitate to go).

Through the examples highlighted in cycle 4, we hope to relate these lenses to the 
practical everyday of working designers, and founders, employees and leaders of 
organisations. We are optimistic that the relationship between design and organisa-
tions will flourish in the future and we will take the experiences and learning gene-
rated by this research with us in our own future development. 
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Opportunities for Further Research 
As mentioned before this paper is a structuration of our thoughts within an 
ongoing process of gathering new insights that does not have a beginning or an 
end. Based on our inquiry, we feel that the following topics could be further in-
vestigated in order to more deeply contribute to understanding how to become a 
gardener of organisations.
 
• To what extent are our findings applicable to non-physical designs such as for 

example digital tools, agreements or policy. 
• What kind of affordances towards the organisation as a garden cannot be found 

in designs that already exist? In other words, is it possible to create entirely 
new phenomena which afford the organisation as garden?  

During our research process a number of intriguing further topics came into view 
which we recommend to be further investigated, namely:
 
• How can intuitive inquiry be more specifically applied as a methodology for 

design research? 
• What can be learnt from the application of intuitive inquiry in design for the 

Transpersonal Psychology research community?
• How can post-phenomenological investigation be more specifically applied 

towards design research as a method for deeply describing human experience? 


