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A summary extract from Safeguarding our future1 by Gordon Dyer 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR   25 years RAF military service, 30 years in academia directorate and 

specialising in systems thinking23, then continuing independent research. Special interest in a 

‘conversation’ process of a structured kind which searches for accommodations and 

collaboration in defining a common vision of a group’s better future. Participant, group leader 

and academic convenor at conversations sponsored by the International Federation of 

Systems Research during the 90s.00s and 10s. Research focus over these last 30 years has 

been on how the UK population might collectively ‘create a safer and fairer future for more’. 

1.ABOUT THE BOOK Safeguarding our Future (2023) offers actionable steps and a 

methodology for a way ahead with enormous challenges facing UK democracy.  The author 

hopes its proposals will resonate with the new Government manifesto for real change.  

Originally in hardback, the author’s suggestions offer potential to harness collective 

intelligence of work groups, to improve performance and be better placed to deal with future 

threats. An e-version is now available on the internet archive4 for free download and use under 

Creative Commons default. As with planned response to climate change, impact of book 

suggestions would be evolutionary and long term. 

2.REFERENCE TO POST COVID-19 The book’s title refers to Covid-19. Use of evidence from 

this pandemic was as a case-study of political and social responses during a severe threat. It 

shows political discourse, social behaviours, and national education goals require adaption to 

better deal with current possible threat circumstances and the unknown we may face in future. 

3.RECENT SOCIETAL EVENTS evidence from the police relating to violence against women 

and girls, and latest civil disorder fomented by social media, reinforce the need to introduce 

fundamental changes. The NPCC (23 July 2024) reported that violence against women and 

girls now presents a strategic national threat and calls for  

“..other agencies to contribute to wholesale change in society  

to make women and girls to feel safe and be safe.”  

Recent educational proposal to emphasise a skills agenda for a growth priority, is very 

important. What is here suggested does not reduce that.  However, current announcements - 

do not match up to awful reality that we have produced a generation which includes 12-year-

old machete murderers.  We now mourn the death of 3 children following a knife attack by a 

17-year-old in Southport. This shock is made worse by violent disorder which followed the 

community wake and spread elsewhere in days following. There are other social phenomena 

of concern, including on-line bullying and abuse on boys as well as girls. The methodology is 

offered as a direct response to the NPCC request for help. 

4.RATIONALE FOR BOOK AND STRUCTURE above events show that tensions within our 

liberal democracy, normally kept in balance through laws and Parliament, overspill in times of 

threat. This is the case whether the source threat is external to human society (as in Covid). 

or internal (e.g., from the disaffected who assume violence and their rights come without 

responsibilities).  These conclusions emerge from Part 1 of the Book, in effect a Covid-19 

 
1 Dyer, G., (2023) Safeguarding our future: systems thinking framework for action post 
Covid-19, Milton Contact, Cambridge. ISBN 9781911526643 
2  Gordon Dyer, ORCID [0009-0006-7691-3115] 
3 gdyer.org.uk (Development underway for .pdf download from site) 
4 archive.org/details/safeguarding-our-future. Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 

(CCBY 4.0), Allows both .pdf and .epub version free download 
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diary. Then in Part 2, an exploration of the historical growth of individual rights in the UK to 

now where a divisive split exists between some who think equal rights have gone too far and 

those believing they have not.  Education of the young does not attempt to explain and 

integrate understanding that rights are mutual. Insufficient action has been taken within 

training and development in work and society to demonstrate the benefits of diversity through 

drawing on collective intelligence. These benefits will only be achieved if we can find common 

values and vision, and then reach agreement to, and sustain rebalancing of individual rights 

and responsibilities within our communities and groups. 

Part 3 applies systems thinking (ST) to re-analyse political actions, outcomes and social 

responses during Covid. Then to how ST practice should itself adapt to help in facing internal 

threats.  ST is the best tool to unravel the simplistic statement that everything is ‘connected to 

everything’ else. This applies to causes and counterintuitive effects, especially through 

interactions in the complex adaptive systems of society, community and groups.  The ST 

community in HE currently practices mainly in management and business, where there is a 

reasonable chance of finding a pathway forward with quantifiable goals.  Situations where 

there is a greater difference in values and beliefs, as likely in social and political arenas, are 

generally avoided as they are seen as ‘too difficult’.   But we must persuade our diverse groups 

to identify the common elements of their values. This requires an exploratory form of dialogue 

to discover what these commonalities are and then use this knowledge to create a vision of a 

better future for more.  A new lexicon is needed for this to replace the language used in typical 

bi-polar style of debate.  This is core to the proposals and the framework methodology. The 

ST community in HE is the key resource to lead on the aim to empower groups to co-design 

their own better future. Before HE and secondary staff can do that, they need to practice co-

design themselves by testing the methodology, the focus of the last section of the book.  

5.CONVERSATION AN EXPLORATORY FORM OF DIALOGUE FOR CO-DESIGN 

Conversation, as defined here, is a both a style of dialogue and a process. It is not an event. 

It is often referred to as ‘design conversation’. It demands a different style of lexicon (see next 

page) to that of debate.   Firstly, this is because every member of a group, or a stakeholder, 

has a right to be involved in agreeing the underpinning ethics for group behaviour which they 

would see as ‘safer and fairer for more’. The lexicon, with examples below encourages and 

sustains participation, aims to draw on collective intelligence of the group’s own environment 

in the process, and avoids groupthink. It also reduces the chance of knowledge hiding. 

Conversation is not easy.  A normal assumption is that decisions are best chosen by debate, 

which is not most effective when facing a threat.   Co-design of a future which is safer and 

fairer for more is impossible if a response to a suggestion is of the style “That’s rubbish for a 

start”. That style of political discourse is reflected in academia, and meetings in today’s social 

and working life.  To avoid bias, to be open to new ideas to release the collective intelligence 

of a group in going forward and to sustain participation, requires practice. This is the only way 

to co-learn. It works best in small groups (8-10). Sub-groups share their visions in plenaries 

when numbers are somewhat higher. Success at small group level can cascade sideways and 

upwards through members’ participation in other larger groups they belong too. 

Conversation raises the possible advantage of shared leadership. The appointed or normally 

assumed ‘daddy’ or ‘boss’ will not always know a best way forward for a new future or see 

possible counterintuitive outcomes of suggestions. Someone else – a member of the group or 

stakeholder might spot these - and should be allowed to lead on that issue in exploring it. They 

could be a better alternative to a high-profile ‘expert’ parachuted in to manage a group which 

has experienced abuse. Open sharing of recent group history is a key prerequisite for co-
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creating a new future and it is function of conversation dialogue to create conditions that this 

will happen.   

Appreciating the need for co-learning applies equally to those education staff and industrial 

trainers used to working with groups (p95). These public servants and their equivalents in the 

private sector represent the potential resource to spearhead the changes needed. Effort is 

necessary to reach and encourage them to try the methodology. 

Occasion Response by Anyone 

Never say: 

That’s ridiculous! 

Well, that will never work!  

Rubbish! 

You must be joking! or similar block. 

 

Try: 

Why do you say that? – repeat-  

Why do you say that? or other non-conflicting 

question, e.g.  

Could you explain further?  

That’s interesting. What evidence can you share? 

Encouraging equality opportunity 

for participation and contribution 

If someone is trying to dominate 

 

If someone may be reticent 

 

 

Your position has been well stated – we would now 

like to hear from others. 

We haven’t heard your views and would really like to 

learn from your reaction to what has been said so far. 

If Conflict arises 

Use mirror style of questions to 

narrow any gap in understanding  

 

 

What did you understand John said in his statement?  

John can then respond to indicate the level of 

understanding of his position and what he fears if his 

point is not carried.  

Be empathetic.  

If Challenge Needed e.g.  

 If group is closing on a seeming 

consensus too early  

 If there are signs of groupthink. 

Tone all important: 

 I am not happy with where I think we are now. Does 

anyone else think like me? 

I think we are missing an input from an additional 

stakeholder. 

 

6.FRAMEWORK OF METHODOLOGY FOR ADULT GROUPS  

This is introduced first as this indicates the path and ‘landing zone’ for outcomes desirable in 

a set of child learning objectives to develop over time.  Social and work groups/teams come 

in a variety of contexts, including size, and formality. The description and diagram following 

are for a comprehensive case where formality is expected.   When a new future with new 

behaviours is required, some form of documentation is needed to express commitments. Co-

design conversation by the group is a cyclic process as follows: 

• at its first meeting(s) use conversation techniques – with its new lexicon - to discover 

common values. Then use these to express a vision of their own better future and its 

development. When a draft of their vision emerges then 

• document this vision as a draft collective agreement and move to agree their mutual 

rights and responsibilities. These serve as measures and criteria for group and 

members’ behaviours, as they go forward in the next period of life or work.  

• at a next conversation evaluate the previous period of life or work experience in terms 

of their measures and criteria. The group review any changes they wish to make to the  

vision, draft measures and criteria for the next period of cycle – life or work. 
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The process requires a group member to recognise that new behaviour patterns is required – 

let’s say a ‘champion’ for change.  It requires someone to accept “We can’t go on like this, we 

must do something!”  Or in less severe circumstances, our relationships could be better. The 

champion then needs then to seek out opinions from others whether they agree the need for 

change. The methodology is straightforward to use as it is designed to empower a group to 

co-design and co-create their own better future. Some groups may need initial guidance. 

There is a potential role for systems thinking practitioners to help a group to establish their 

own conversation process as ‘user designers’. 

 

 

 

The Stage 1 annotation, and example document below from p103 of the book is a statement 

of key values for a hypothetical group of HE staff. Groups need to discover the key values 

they share and wish to reflect in any document they produce. 

The example title of Declaration of Interdependence – will be too formal for many contexts.  

But ‘interdependence’. opposed to ‘independence’ is the point we are trying to emphasise.  

However, a document entitled, say, “Our promise to each other” or, “Statement of 

commitments”, with suitably less formal language could also be fine. The aim is to indicate the 
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ethical values that group members wish to demonstrate in their behaviour going forward. The 

group chooses the tone of the statement. 

A crucial point is that any document a group produces should be dynamic. This is because a 

review at Stage 4 may reveal experiences to require it, as may impact of new technology, or 

a new member joining the group may have suggestions that the existing members accept.  

 

A dra& Declara+on of Interdependence for a Faculty/Dept/Team - a 

Statement of Ideals which will con+nue to evolve. 

We the members of the [XYZ Faculty/Dept/Team etc.] - who share interest and care for 

one another and for the education and development of the communities in which we live and 

work, recognize, accept, and declare our interdependence in the ideals we value. 

DECLARATION OF COMPASSION 

Equality begins here, with me. I will treat everybody else in the Group in the way I would 

like to be treated. I will actively practice compassion with everyone, including those who are 

not like me. I will seek, first, to understand, then to be understood. 

DECLARATION OF DIVERSITY 

We are as one. Our diversity serves our Group. We learn from each other. We need and 

encourage diversity. We support, and are supported by, each other. Our strength and power 

come from our differences. I will respect each person's right to be different from me, 

whether or not I understand or like the difference. I will not discriminate against members of 

the Group because their ideas, beliefs, and some cultural behaviours are different from mine. 

DECLARATION OF DEVELOPMENT 

Change begins with me. I will respect each individual and support his or her development. 

We will delight in the prospect of new members joining us and we will work to incorporate 

their views in this Statement of Ideals. I will take responsibility for the shaping of the culture 

within the Group. I will make a conscious effort to encourage positive, constructive 

development in the Group. I will support an environment which is free of hostility. I will make a 

conscious effort to intervene in behaviour that I find inappropriate by supporting open 

communication and by establishing common goals and common ground. 

DECLARATION OF EXCELLENCE 

We strive for excellence. I am proud of the contributions that all of us make to the Group 

and to my own community. The Group and I are valuable assets to the community. 

I realise that I will not always be able to live up to this Declaration of Interdependence. However, 

all of us, working together through mutual inquiry and conversation, can contribute to make the 

Group better, now and in the future, and to make a significant contribution to the larger 

community. 
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A similar consideration applies to the Stage 3 annotation and the examples of measures and 

criteria for self and group evaluation on pp.106-107 as the group goes forward (see extract 

below). The title Bill of Rights and Responsibilities will also be too formal for some groups. But 

the point we are trying to emphasise is that rights are mutual, so a title of just Bill of Rights 

does not capture our ambition. Like the above, less formal language could be used to if the 

group wishes, say, ‘Our Do’s and Don’ts’.  The aim is to serve as a basis for evaluation of how 

behaviour in the previous period of life or work has matched up to their draft agreements. 

Groups choose their own measures/criteria and are not bound by some suggestions below 

 

Mutual Rights Mutual Responsibilities 

1.Freedom of expression  
Freedom to think and communicate 
one's views without fear. 
Privacy in communications. 
Equal opportunity to express one's 
views. 

 

Tell the truth. 
Not to interpret privacy as the right to make 
private deals with another member of the 
group to further personal interests.  
Appreciate and bring out the many sides to 
every issue.  
See the good in others’ ideas and express this. 

2.Freedom of learning 
Freedom of inquiry. 
Develop one's knowledge and 
competence. 

 
Be curious, persistent and aware. 
Learn from past failures and successes. 
Develop multiple skills.  
Keep learning and growing. 
 

3.Participative democracy 
Equal opportunity to participate. 

 

Listen to others and support their rights. 
Stand for what one believes in 
Use incentives, not mandates, when 
possible. 
Not to manipulate, dominate or coerce.  
Reward service to the whole.  
Devolve decisions to lowest possible level. 

4.Community of d ifference 
Full membership of the group. 
A community that cares for your 
welfare. 
A group with clear and relevant ethics.  

 
Neither show nor tolerate bias or prejudice. 
Balance self-interest against the common 
good. 

  Work toward worthwhile common values/vision.  

  Find value in diversity. 

5.Safe physical/ecological and safe 

psychological/emotional environments 

 Access to air and water which does not 
 endanger life. 
Access to land surroundings which is not so 
polluted so that it endangers life. 
 
Feel safe and ‘at home’ in the group. 

Contribute to 

Stewardship/cleanliness of the local environment. 

Global aPempts to reduce waste and consumpQon 

of Earth’s resources. 

APempts to reduce global warming. 

 

Take no acQon which endangers the lives of others. 

Criteria interdependent with those in 1 to 4. 

 

Missing from this list is mention of the joy of living. This is the aspiration for the outcome 

(emergent property) the process is designed to achieve. This is for more people to move from 

experiencing or being emotionally affected by current horrors - to one which is better, in terms 

of being safer and fairer, for more.  A balance of rights and responsibilities is a key part of 
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a change process as well as economic conditions. The process has huge potential for work 

and learning. In work because encouraging participation if circumstances require releases 

collective intelligence. Conversation, if conducted according to its intended ethics is a very 

pleasurable process as we understand our colleagues better and find common values. As any 

musician in a band/orchestra will confirm – the togetherness of co-creation is wonderful.  

An option is to use an extract from documentation as an ethical statement. Different to any 

operational mission or vision statement, It could be a supplement, to show how formal goals 

are intended to be achieved though their care and consideration for their workforce.  

7.FOUNDATION FOR A SYSTEMS THINKING STREAM IN CURRICULUM  

With the proposed methodology for work and adult life explained this briefing note returns to 

the issue of educating the young by the adaption of the traditional ‘lifelong learning’ goal to 

one of ‘learning for living’. This is a new paradigm with a two-part stream:  

To develop independence and competitive capacity, but also to build 

acceptance of interdependence with others in generating optimum responses 

to life challenges, and unusual threat circumstances. 

The book does not specify detailed content or syllabus. This is the role for current 

professionals or in due course those yet to join the profession. The professionals must be the 

agencies for change.  The aim is to start in primary school generating a systems-wise view of the 

interconnected world that education should prepare them for. This should cover the widening 

of consideration of the system boundary with age or stage of learning, and not as currently left 

to mainly higher degree level, if at all.  

Markers for change, with offerings for ideas for systems thinking learning programmes are 

outlined in Chapter 13: 

• what systems thinking means.   

• what ‘systems thinking for life’–broadly ‘O’ and ‘A’ qualification/competence - might involve. 

• how ST skills development could be enhanced progressively with age, through new course 

themes linked to ‘qualities of life’. Jenks (2004)5 identified these as enhancing feeling of 

well-being e.g., nutrition, shelter, health, environment. These could be used as a starting 

zone at primary level for all children to introduce the key system concepts in a coherent 

and ‘boundary-increasing’ way. Yet simultaneously also provide opportunity to raise the 

level of basic skills also required.  

• other new courses for other qualities of life topics, like energy, technology, transportation, 

employment, public safety, change and politics would best be consolidated from secondary 

level, as these themes involve more technical understanding, enhanced mathematical 

skills or more social awareness.   

• introduction of such topics must include joint student projects, some with other learners 

they do not know well. The latter provides a co-designing experience in a small group to 

prompt understanding and benefits of diversity. Later projects could be related to contexts 

which are not familiar so exploring the knowledge of all team members becomes even 

more important and reinforces benefits of collaboration. 

• joint projects should involve students in a basic conversation process and generating a 

simple form of the documentation recommended for adults. A project review process is 

 
5 Jenks, C.L. (2004). The well-being of social systems. Systems Research and Behavioural Science, May 

2004.  
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very important for co-learning. A real-life example of document of shared values at primary 

level and a specimen example for secondary level follow. 

Westminster Behaviour Support Team (WBST). Project aim was to see if children, aged 9-

10 from multi-ethnic backgrounds, could engage with the concept of rights and 

responsibilities, and if they would see value in trying to develop a statement relevant to 

them.  WBST project leader (Wye, 2000)6 arranged discussions at circle-time. Children ran 

the session themselves using a talking-stick. The results are very revealing, demonstrating 

insights not expected. Children saw their rights as privileges, a word familiar to them as part of 

school vocabulary.  Wye preferred in his context to refer to the document as a social contract, 

as more easily explicable than a Bill of Rights and Responsibilities.  

A Basic Social Contract Developed by Children Aged 9-10 Years 

 Privileges and Rights Responsibilities 

1. To feel safe To look after yourself and be aware of how 

others feel 

2. To feel that your property is safe To look after property by  keeping things safe 

and tidy 

3. To have friends To be loyal 

4. To be listened to seriously 

 

To think before speaking, be fair, polite and 

take turn 

5. To play To play fair 

6. To be given responsibility To do one’s best 

 

Collaborative Joint Projects at secondary level  

Below is an example of a possible statement of commitment at secondary level. This simple 

statement would reinforce what the teacher might say as pre-briefing.  Children could 

use/adapt this as a template but as they develop in age and experience, they could continue 

adapt or modify this so they will feel ‘ownership’ of their commitment. Progress in keeping to 

commitments need to be kept under review and outcomes included as part of the project 

report. 

 

 
6 Wye, B. (2000), Private correspondence with the author covering various reports February- August 

2000 on work with children and newly qualified teachers in London Schools 
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8.SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS 

• the book proposes a new paradigm for education as the real change promised before the 

election.  It suggests that the national goal for education should be adapted from one of 

life-long learning to that of ‘learning for living.’ 

• the current paradigm assumes that child attitudes and behaviour are largely the 

responsibility of parents. This is decreasingly valid due to parent separation, lack of role 

models for children, decreasing evidence of spiritual values, and other social inequalities 

which exist within society. 

• change is essential and it is vital to start now. It will require the same type of phased targets 

as given to climate change actions plan, which have an extended timescale. 

• the changes proposed would enhance the direct relationship that should be more visible 

between education and social needs, as well as requirements for a competitive economy. 

• challenges are considerable. It requires adaption to cultures in social and political arenas 

to accept a conversation process as an alternative to debate when circumstances demand. 

A response to another’s proposal of “That’s rubbish for a start”– the style of discourse of 

debate - is not the best way to achieve co-creativity. 

• the proposals suggest this new paradigm can meet the needs for both the economy and 

in readjustment to more acceptable ethics in social behaviours.  

• ST within school curriculum could combine knowledge acquisition with factors which are 

constant in our life and in well-being assessment.  This theme-based element in curriculum 

would develop a systemic viewpoint in the young (see pp 91-97). It would lead to clearer 

ideas on what to retain, and what to avoid during life, in creating change going forward. 

• joint projects with other learners are vital to these proposals. The project teams should be 

formed with learners who are not well known to each other. This project stream would 

provide opportunity to gradually and increasingly appreciate the value of diversity. It would 

enable learning needs objectives to use transcultural metaphors to sustain 

communications, and the value of collective intelligence.  

• this approach also has the potential to broaden enthusiasm for learning, or even bring joy.  

• the new education paradigm would in time reduce the impact on police and justice 

services. These costs would decrease and could later release funding for some of the 

effort in adapting curriculum to address the inclusion of systems thinking. 

• we have a key education resource to progress the proposals - the existing body of 

expertise within the sector, particularly in HE and those already in ST departments. These 

staff operate in a funding environment which is determined by a current political focus on 

work skills agenda, which is suggested needs to be more adaptive in threat circumstances. 

• this HE and secondary staff resource will need to practice conversation as an alternative 

to debate before they help groups choose the ethics they want to display in their better 

future. Using the new lexicon underpinning the conversation process will not be natural 

discourse for them.  

• the benefits outlined for a new education paradigm and time to impact will depend on DfE, 

and its agencies being prepared to consider and evaluate the changes proposed and then 

move to initiate pilots. 

Twin approach needed - issue of adult life and work 

• this letter and brief are focussed on education. However, the book structure first introduces 

the framework of methodology as it applies to adult work and life. This is because the ideas 

in this wider context, represent the landing zone for final school learning objectives, which 

the curriculum should prepare for. 



                              Briefing Note on a Proposal for a new Paradigm for Education            10/02/2025 

 

10 

 

• the proposals suggested for this broader context can also improve business performance 

in releasing collective intelligence in organisations and groups, and in their stakeholders, 

in facing new situations and by reducing knowledge hiding. 

• if footholds are established both in a paradigm shift in education curriculum, and in 

business, industry, and public service training, improving outcomes will interact. This would 

produce a modest but steadily increasing exponential growth in impact on behaviours and 

social cohesion.  

• increasing uptake of these ideas, would tackle an underlying wider issue relating to social 

cohesion i.e., an appreciation that rights are mutual. This is opposite to the current 

approach of absolute priority to economic considerations and/or democratic freedoms. 

Now we accept outcomes. based on unclear boundaries of responsibilities in law. which 

itself can be a trigger for social disruption and riots. 

• the flexibility of the pick-and-choose methodology means ethical parameters for a better 

future lies entirely within the hands of the group. This has many advantages including 

participation and empowerment of team members. It offers an flexible framework for 

development with a wide range adult social or work groups or teams. It would be 

particularly in cases of traumatised teams where there has been racial or sexual abuse. 

• the methodology relies on a group producing documentation of their agreements to the 

ethics they want to demonstrate going forward. The regular review cycle of the 

conversation process is very important as the documentation must be dynamic. This is to 

allow for participation and views of new members to be considered, and any new impacts 

of other external environmental factors on current agreements. 

• change of this fundamental kind in the adult social and professional/work arenas can only 

be initiated by action at small community and group level. If success can be demonstrated 

and shared by early adopters, this should enable cascade sideways, and upwards into the 

larger social systems and political systems which contain them. 

• initiation of design conversation requires a ‘champion’ for change within the group.  It 

requires someone to think “We can’t go on like this, we must do something!”, or we could 

do better. 

• the methodology is based on heuristics – it is what ST and similar-minded colleagues of 

the author have learnt so far, and what seems to work in contexts tried to date.  It needs 

to be tested and adapted in as many different contexts, and outcomes shared. 

Requests  

• assuming your consideration and finding merit in these proposals it is requested that 

knowledge of them along with availability of free download be shared with others who 

might be interested in the approach.  

 

Gordon Dyer 

17 Sep 2024 

 

 


