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Abstract 
There is a tension between enhancing vulnerable 
people’s access to local nutritious food and 
ensuring viable incomes for local farmers. This 
tension arises as a result of interactions and 
processes scaling outward to the broad level of 
economic and political ideologies (Ikerd, 2005; 
2012). We suggest that by conceiving of this 
tension as a wicked problem and employing 
complex adaptive systems theory, we create space 
in which community members are empowered to 
share existing knowledge and develop new 

knowledge as they innovate potential solutions and 
discuss constructive change. We introduce this 
space as the beginnings of a dialogue-driven, 
shared journey through four features of the back 
loop of the adaptive cycle. Drawing on this 
theoretical foundation as well as Block’s (2009) 
structure for creating a community of belonging, 
we hosted two one-half-day-long events for 90 
community members, including farmers, food-
insecure people, government representatives, and 
public agencies. This bottom-up, emergent 
approach to developing new system patterns may 
ultimately transform the domain of the problem 
and present viable alternative futures, which then 
may be adapted to the local reality and enhance 
community well being.  
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Introduction and Purpose 
There is a tension between enhancing vulnerable 
people’s access to local and nutritious food and 
ensuring viable incomes for local farmers (Fischer, 
Hamm, Pirog, Fisk, Farbman, & Kiraly, 2013; 
Forbes & Harmon, 2008; Hinrichs & Kremer, 
2002; Knezevic & Nelson, 2013; Landman et al., 
2009). This tension arises as a result of interactions 
and processes scaling outward to the broad level of 
economic and political ideologies (Ikerd, 2005; 
2012). Despite the challenges presented by this 
context (Ballamingle & Walker, 2013; Matson, 
Sullins, & Cook, 2013; Nelson & Stroink, 2011; 
2012), the local food movement has been success-
ful in increasing the availability and variety of 
locally grown foods in many communities. The 
purpose of this paper is to apply complex adaptive 
systems theory to explore this tension as a wicked 
problem through Block’s applied framework for 
community-building conversations. While we pre-
sent some limited evidence of the efficacy of this 
wicked problem process, our primary focus is to 
explore the process itself as a possible way of 
moving forward with challenges like the tension 
between local food affordability and farmers’ 
incomes that often seem contradictory and impos-
sible to resolve. We view this paper as a catalyst to 
explore the appropriateness of using a wicked 
problem approach to conceptualize the complex 
issues that arise as alternative food systems emerge 
dynamically through the complex interactions of 
people on every level from the individual to the 
political, economic, and societal. 
 As the local food system emerges as an alterna-
tive food system within our global, commodity-
based economy, local foods are often too eco-
nomically costly for a large portion of society 
(Lappé, Clapp, Anderson, Broad, Messer, Pogge, & 
Wise, 2013; People’s Food Policy Project, 2011). 
Locally produced food may be more costly due to 
the economies of scale at the farm level. Farms 
supplying local food direct to consumers are 
smaller on average, with higher per unit costs. In 
addition, there is a long history of a great variety of 
government social and ecological subsidies that 
support a large-scale food system that can lower 
the costs of mass-produced food. The higher cost 
of local food presents a complex challenge for 

those on the grassroots level of the local food 
movement, who are often motivated by concerns 
with environmental protection and enhancing the 
local economy, as well as with social justice and 
equity (Nelson & Stroink, 2013).  
 This issue of enhancing vulnerable people’s 
access to local nutritious food while ensuring viable 
incomes for local farmers has been the subject of 
some discussion (Forbes & Harmon, 2008; 
Knezevic & Nelson, 2013; Landman et al., 2009; 
McEntee & Naumova, 2012). Utilizing complex 
adaptive systems theory, we sought to harness the 
capabilities and capacities of community members, 
including both vulnerable people and farmers, to 
share and develop knowledge as they innovate 
potential solutions themselves. While no obvious 
solution to this issue currently exists, our approach 
may present a suitable framework within which to 
conceptualize the issue and a method with which 
to seek community-driven solutions to intractable 
and complex issues. Thus, we emphasize that our 
focus is on elucidating the process of a wicked 
problem approach through a complexity perspec-
tive using Block’s (2009) foundational approach to 
community capacity building.  

Wicked Problems and Complex 
Adaptive Systems Perspective: 
The Theoretical Framework 
There are two key questions at the heart of this 
issue: (1) How can communities enhance vulnera-
ble people’s access to local nutritious foods? and 
(2) How can communities ensure that emerging 
local farmers are able to earn viable incomes? Both 
of these questions, in and of themselves, address 
complex and interacting issues at the social, envi-
ronmental, and economic levels such as transport, 
loss of scale economies, and production methods. 
For example, in Canada as elsewhere, vulnerable 
people’s access to local nutritious foods has been 
negatively influenced by a steady retrenchment of a 
social safety net including decreased levels of, and 
heightened eligibility restrictions for, both social 
assistance and EI (employment insurance), insuffi-
cient minimum wage standards, and increasing 
mismatch between worker skills and job growth 
areas (Federation of Canadian Municipalities, 
2010). Moreover, creating viable levels of income 
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for emerging young farmers involves serious chal-
lenges, including the cost of land, lack of space for 
new farmers and for alternative markets within 
supply management systems, limited regional pro-
cessing and distribution infrastructure, and regula-
tory barriers affecting small- and medium-scale 
producers (Baker, Campsie, & Rabinowicz, 2010; 
Landman et al., 2009). 
 Resolving the tensions between vulnerable 
people’s access to local nutritious foods and creat-
ing a viable income for emerging young farmers 
has no obvious solution and may be best conceived 
as a wicked problem (Conklin, 2005; Head, 2008; 
Rittel & Webber, 1973). A wicked problem may be 
described as a problem, typical of social planning 
and policy situations, that is difficult or impossible 
to solve because there is no one socially agreed-
upon correct solution and no consistent or undis-
puted set of expectations or qualifications for 
determining optimal solutions (Batie, 2005; Rittel 
& Webber, 1973). Bringing together the complex, 
open-system contexts shaping both sides of this 
issue — food systems and social-economic-
political systems — can assist in discerning the 
dynamic scope of the causal webs producing this 
wicked problem. By approaching our analysis as a 
wicked problem and abandoning linear attempts at 
finding a “solution,” space is created for discussing 
constructive possibilities. Rittel and Webber (1973), 
referring to “second generation” systems 
approaches to problem solving, recognize that 
wicked problems cannot be solved by classical 
approaches that involve sequential steps, from 
gathering information through synthesizing to 
solving. Instead, these problems must adopt a 
dialogue-based approach, where a problem and its 
solution emerge gradually among participants, 
through incessant “critical argument” (p. 162). In 
the planning field, Kunz and Rittel (1970/1979) 
developed a technique called the Issue-Based 
Information System to address wicked problems 
through dialogue. Since then, similar approaches 
have been developed in the community develop-
ment literature (Born, 2012; Brown, Harris, & 
Russell, 2010; Diers, 2004; Headwaters Group, 
2012; Roberts, 2000). Manson (2001) recognizes 
that complex social problems emerge from the 
dynamics of interacting complex systems, and 

resolution to a complex problem must engage 
everyone’s participation. 
 While wicked problems and complex adaptive 
systems (CAS) theory developed along comple-
mentary but parallel pathways, they share origins in 
a complexity perspective. As such, CAS theory 
provides a clear perspective for understanding the 
wicked problem concept, especially in light of the 
complex social and ecological systems out of which 
wicked problems tend to emerge (Goldstein, Hazy, 
& , 2011; Gunderson & Holling, 2002; Holman, 
2010; Walker & Salt, 2006). We draw on a CAS 
theory perspective to describe the food system, as 
well as to describe the process through which 
knowledge and innovation emerge in community 
gatherings.  
 Our research to date on emerging local food 
systems has revealed a diversity of creative 
approaches to local food production and distribu-
tion. Interviews with those behind such local food 
initiatives reveal concerns with environmental sus-
tainability and social justice. We describe these 
local food initiatives as self-organizing and driven 
by volunteers in the absence of sustaining operat-
ing funds (Nelson & Stroink, 2013). We have 
argued elsewhere that the food system can be 
understood to be a complex adaptive system 
(Stroink & Nelson, 2013). Specifically, local food 
initiatives, their networks of people, as well as the 
collective space of the local food system and the 
broader overall food system can each be under-
stood to be a complex adaptive system, nested 
within systems on higher scales and containing 
systems on lower scales, all interacting with one 
another in a dynamic and emerging manner. Con-
ceptualizing the food system through this lens 
allows for a number of novel insights. 
 For example, Stroink and Nelson (2013) 
argued that the development of the local food 
system can be mapped onto the adaptive cycle 
(Holling, 1986). The adaptive cycle (Figure 1) is a 
representation of change over time in complex 
adaptive systems. These systems tend to move 
through a forward loop of increasing structured-
ness to a point, known as rigidity trap, when the 
system’s capital is completely consumed in the 
maintenance of those structures, with relatively 
little available for new growth or innovation. The 
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structure of a complex adaptive system is its order, 
which gives shape to and increasingly focuses the 
patterned behaviors of the system into specified 
pathways. This structure holds the behavioral pat-
tern of the system into place and becomes 
increasingly formalized throughout the forward 
loop. The back loop is characterized by the col-
lapse of this structure and the release of capital to 
be available again for novel combinations of 
diverse elements and experimentation with new 
forms of structure. Stroink and Nelson (2013) 
argued that the mainstream food system may be 
viewed at the height of the forward loop, with local 
food initiatives emerging within the backward loop 
or the very beginnings of a new forward loop. 
Those who create local food initiatives may 

attempt to use small amounts of capital released 
from the dominant system (and brought in from 
other systems, such as academic or health) to sup-
port the emergence of creative and diverse ap-
proaches to the local food system.  
 It is important to note that human communi-
ties are organized as complex adaptive systems. 
Understanding them as such leads to the recogni-
tion that bringing together diverse individuals 
within the community (increasing network connec-
tivity) increases the possibility of innovation and 
the emergence of new knowledge (Könnölä, 
Brummer, & Salo, 2007). Thus the previously 
studied northern Ontario (Canada) food initiatives 
have emerged as a result of community-level con-
nectivity that has self-organized in diverse ways to 

Figure 1. The Adaptive Cycle of Growth and Release (based on Holling, 1986, 2001; see also Stroink & 
Nelson, 2013) 
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yield an abundance of possibilities. This diversity 
and connectivity uniquely blends local resources to 
enable actors to create vibrant community-based 
food systems. This complexity-based perspective 
on community and innovation appears consistent 
with recent advances in the community develop-
ment literature (Block, 2009; Born, 2012; 
McKnight &, 2010). Together, they recognize that 
it is the community itself that will form the alter-
native dynamics that may ultimately address this 
wicked problem of how a community can enhance 
access to nutritious local food and support the 
viability of emerging new farmers. 

The Gatherings 
Drawing on this theoretical foundation, we devel-
oped two half-day events that brought together 90 
community members, including farmers, vulnerable 
people, staff members of government and public 
agencies that provide emergency food programs, 
policy advocates, and staff of programs serving 
vulnerable peoples (Food Security Research Net-
work [FSRN], 2013). Many participants had multi-
ple roles, such as students who were also vulnera-
ble persons, students who were farmers, and stu-
dents who worked for public and government 
agencies. For the present purposes, we considered 
vulnerable people to include those requiring 
employment insurance or social assistance, as well 
as the working poor, people living with various 
disabilities, and students struggling with high post-
secondary educational costs. We followed Block’s 
(2009) structure for creating this community of 
belonging: we named the event a community gath-
ering; we paid attention to public space and the 
representation of the two half-day events in the 
invitation; we centered conversations on possibil-
ity, ownership, dissent, commitment, and gifts. We 
also used the speed networking and World Café 
approaches, as these are believed to liberate par-
ticipants from the constraints of existing mental 
structures (Brown & Isaacs, 2005; Lipmanowicz & 
McCandles, 2013, 2014). Community service 
learning (CSL) university students from two macro 
community theory courses participated in the 
Gatherings and also wrote reflective essays on their 
experiences. As stated earlier, while the focus of 
this paper is on the wicked problem process, sev-

eral of the student observations from both days are 
included to provide clarity to the central themes 
that emerged through these Gatherings. 
 By paying attention to language and naming 
our events “Gatherings,” we attempted to open up 
space where every participant had voice and the 
specific content of each gathering arose from 
within, rather than from a predetermined agenda. 
In addition, nine months prior to the two Gather-
ings we sought out a public and accessible site that 
was welcoming in appearance, had nearby bus 
access, and was close to a food court and shopping 
mall. The gathering site was city-approved for a 
maximum of 45 persons, so this became the 
determining number for each of the two Gather-
ings. This group size also fit Block’s (2009) belief 
that the small group is the unit of transformation, 
rather than a community-wide public meeting. The 
students created the invitation in a fourth-year 
macro community theory course as part of their 
CSL experience. The invitation followed Block’s 
invitational approach of being clear about who is 
invited so as to ensure diversity by purposefully 
extending the invitation to people who were not 
used to being together, naming the possibility 
about which the gathering was convening, empha-
sizing freedom of choice in deciding whether to 
attend, describing what the gathering was about, 
and making the invitation as personal as possible. 
Specific wording included naming the event a 
Community Gathering, enhancing the welcoming 
atmosphere by indicating local food would be 
served, and raising the invitational question: Want 
to add your thoughts to how our community enhances access 
and availability of local food to vulnerable community mem-
bers and also ensures economic viability for our local produc-
ers and processors? 
 Besides widely circulating a poster, several 
“mini-coffee gatherings” were held six and one 
months before the Gatherings with local commu-
nity leaders recognized for their place-based work 
with vulnerable peoples. From these mini-gather-
ings, many logistics were worked out, such as the 
appropriate time of day for the Gatherings, city bus 
schedules for easy access, the use of round tables 
for interactive discussions, and the decision to only 
identify participants by first name on nametags. 
The latter two decisions were effective in mini-
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mizing hierarchical differences and presenting an 
environment in which all voices were welcome. 
After the Gatherings, students reported that other 
than the few participants who self-identified, they 
were unable to identify the specific representation 
of the participants. The advisory committee con-
firmed that there were indeed vulnerable people at 
the Gatherings.  
 On the day of each Gathering, the participants 
entered a room where smiles and greetings of wel-
come were shared, heightened by the warmth of 
the room itself with large student foodie posters on 
the walls, old wooden floor, walls painted in sub-
dued and warming shades of purple, abundant 
natural light from large windows and several sky 
lights, and round tables that could each seat eight 
to 10 people.  

After everyone was seated, the convening 
leader restated the invitation, explaining 
why we were all gathered together to 
search for possibilities in creating more af-
fordable and accessible local food to vul-
nerable populations and where farmers 
have a sustainable income. The convening 
leader spoke to everyone without the use 
of props — no PowerPoint or slides — 
and she was genuine in making this an 
open discussion where we could explore 
gifts and possibilities. It was not some 
gathering that was slapped together 
because we had to for our curriculum; it 
was heartfelt and engaging, because it had 
meaning. [Student description of the 
Gatherings] 

 An intellectually liberating structure called speed 
networking was then introduced in both Gather-
ings. Everyone was asked to find someone unfa-
miliar in the room and share with each other for 
seven minutes what they hoped would be created 
by coming together for these Gatherings. This 
sharing through speed networking was repeated 
twice for each of the two Gatherings. This 
approach had several advantages: eager talkers had 
an opportunity to immediately express their views; 
those who were a bit shy had the opportunity to 
engage and express their ideas in one-to-one dia-

logues; and everyone had a chance to “practice” 
articulating ideas as a “trial run” for sharing their 
thoughts with the larger group. This also allowed 
participants to get to know others without having 
to use formal introductions that would encourage 
labeling. By using the speed networking exercise, 
we encouraged all participants to have a voice.  
 Next the group was asked to help themselves 
to regionally sourced food prepared and presented 
by a local city caterer. The convening leader then 
asked the participants to come back to one of the 
tables and spend 20 minutes discussing with each 
other “How they create food security for them-
selves.” This approach encouraged an atmosphere 
of equity as everyone engages on a daily basis in 
acquiring food. The convening leader provided 
examples as a catalyst for further interactive discus-
sions: “My neighbor has a garden and shares with 
me,” “I take my family to eat dinner once a week at 
my mother-in-law’s house,” “I carefully watch for 
food sales.” These examples legitimized everyone’s 
approach and opened up space to keep the back 
loop of the adaptive cycle operating in releasing 
creative ideas.  

There were several creative ideas that we 
brainstormed as partners, regarding how 
our community currently puts food on our 
tables. Some of these ideas include: swap-
ping with neighbours, collective kitchens, 
dietician involvement, community gardens, 
gleaning, farmer’s market, family and 
friends’ gardens. One that stood out for 
me in the group discussion, which I had 
not thought of was hunting. [Student 
reflection] 

 Next, participants at each table shared their 
ideas with the larger group of how to be more food 
secure. Each table was equipped with a flip chart 
and colorful sticky notes for posting their ideas. 
From these presenting ideas, as depicted in Figure 
2, four major themes were selected for a World 
Café exercise (Lipmanowicz & McCandless, 2014). 
This process gives all participants a chance in a 
small-group format to engage in each of the 
themes. Figure 2 summarizes the specific table 
topics chosen by the participants under each of the 
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four themes. Examples include barriers and solu-
tions to increasing the use of collective kitchens; 
participation in community gardens; enhancing the 
viability of farmer incomes; and barriers and food-
related policy, including municipal bylaw, zoning, 
and policy issues. 
 Each of the two half days ended with each 
person having one minute to share with all 
attendees what was one “take away idea they 
gained from the day.” 

In asking this question, everyone took a 
turn sharing their main thought that stood 
out for them during the Gathering. I found 
this to be a great summarization of how 
creative everyone can be when we come 

together with a diverse group of individu-
als whom have never met before. For my-
self, it refreshed my memory of important 
points that I would like to take away with 
me. I hope that some of these ideas will 
stick with me in my work and daily life. 
This Gathering has created a conscious-
ness for me when purchasing foods and 
has got me thinking of how I can assist in 
making my own small changes in our 
community. [Student reflection] 

Discussion 
We designed the space for the Gatherings very 
carefully so that the members of the community 
engaged in the process could begin a dialogue that 

Figure 2. Enhancing the Local Food Movement: Summary of Participant Responses 
from the World Café Exercise 

Gathering 

Community Food Tools
•Student volunteer hours
•Wiki and/or databases
•Tool lending library

Local Food Education
• Collective kitchens
• Community gardens
• Home economics 
classes

• Learn to forage

Policy
•Poultry and abattoir
•Supply management
•Food safety regulations
•Hunting and fishing

Municipal
•Land use 
•Tax credits
•Free transit
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may ultimately lead to action to address this wicked 
problem. The deliberate assembly of diverse voices 
and the care we took in creating experiences that 
opened discussion and minimized the importance 
of existing mental and social structures resulted in 
an environment that supported the sharing of 
knowledge and the capacity for innovation (Weber 
& Khademian, 2008). This approach to the Gath-
erings arose through consideration of both Block’s 
(2009) writings on five conversations that enhance 
community belonging (summarized in Table 1) and 
key concepts from CAS theory that reveal how 
wicked problems can be explored and possibly 
resolved within community.  
 Wicked problems emerge from the interacting 
dynamics of multiple open complex systems. Each 
of these interacting systems has achieved some 
degree of structure, having moved up the forward 
loop of its own adaptive cycle. For example, the 
complex system in which emergency food, social 
service and health agencies, government ministries, 
and others interact in the service of vulnerable 
people is heavily structured by established formal 
and informal patterns and habits of interaction, 
roles, and social norms. These structures organize 
and enable the activities of that system, but also 
constrain the thinking, idea generation, dialogue, 
and behavior of those within that system. The 
complex system that surrounds local farmers, par-
ticularly in relation to the wider food system, has 
likewise achieved some degree of structure (Stroink 
& Nelson, 2013). Thus typical attempts to address 
the wicked problem of the economics of food 
access and small farm viability seem to emerge 

from conceiving of these two aspects as two rela-
tively structured entities knocking into one 
another. Efforts to work with this wicked problem 
will need to open a safe space in which individuals 
from both systems can mentally de-structure and 
play in an emergent new space characterized by 
diversity, connectivity, and engagement. To de-
structure in the lens of complex adaptive systems 
theory and the adaptive cycle is to release mental 
structure in the form of beliefs, assumptions, and 
roles in cases where these have become overly rigid 
and unresponsive or maladaptive in a dynamic 
context. 
 This space allows the beginnings of a dialogue-
driven, shared journey through the back loop of 
the adaptive cycle (Figure 1). It begins with (1) the 
loss of structure typical of the creative destruction 
or release phase (de-structuring), then (2) embraces 
the diversity that emerges as people from previously 
isolated structures begin to connect. It then (3) 
nurtures this connectivity and (4) engages actively 
toward the generation of ideas or solutions. Within 
these four features of the back loop we reveal a 
different light on Block’s (2009) five conversations 
on community belonging and see how both played 
out in the Gatherings.  

De-Structuring  
One of the hallmarks of CAS theory is the adaptive 
cycle (Gunderson & Holling 2002; Holling, 2001). 
This theory, while originating in biophysical pro-
cesses, has been viewed increasingly as relevant to 
illuminating social processes (Daedlow, Beckmann, 
& Arlinghaus, 2011; Dooley, 1997; Stroink & 

Table 1. Summary of Block’s (2010) Five Conversations for Building Community Belonging 

Possibility 
 

A conversation that focuses on building a new future of living well. It is neither a plan nor a dream, but a 
declaration that can become a catalyst for transformation. 

Ownership A conversation that begins with acknowledging how one has contributed to creating the current 
community reality. Subsequently this becomes a stance from which to initiate new action, rather than to 
assign blame. 

Dissent A conversation that opens up space for diversity in beliefs about our collective community future.

Commitment  A conversation that embraces a promise of action for change that is made independent of approval or 
reciprocity from others. 

Gifts A conversation that focuses on strengths that have the potential for transformation and brings talents 
that are currently on the margins into the center. 

Adapted from Block, P. (2009). Community: The structure of belonging. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc. 
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Nelson, 2013). A key insight of this perspective is 
recognizing the importance of the creative destruc-
tion phase to the overall resilience of a complex 
system. In the loss of existing structure, a complex 
system, whether it is a business or an ecosystem, 
can adapt to changing circumstances and innovate. 
A turn through this release phase need not be a 
total collapse and can be conducted in a managed 
way so as to protect the essential functioning of the 
system, even as some of the system’s capital is 
reinvested in new growth. Through simple details 
such as the use of only first names and no affilia-
tions on nametags, the Gatherings attempted to 
replicate the experience of releasing structure in a 
safe space. Another CAS concept relevant here is 
the ecotone. The ecotone is the area near the edges 
of two adjoining ecosystems, such as where a for-
est meets a grassy lawn (Risser, 1995). Because 
neither system’s structure has complete organiza-
tion at the ecotone, there tends to be an abundance 
of diverse growth, greater than is seen in either 
system alone. This is why community psychologists 
speak of “leveraging the power of the ecotone” 
when attempting to enhance innovation and 
growth in communities (Kagan, 2007). By focusing 
attention and nurturing dialogue at the ecotone 
between local food and vulnerable people, the 
Gatherings created a space in which people could 
play with a momentary “mash up” of structure.  
 The framework for our wicked problem 
encouraged participants to experience and engage 
in all five of Block’s community conversations of 
belonging: possibility, ownership, dissent, com-
mitment, and gifts (Block, 2009). The first of these, 
possibility, produces a de-structured state of mind 
in participants. Specifically, the focus for the dia-
logue is on active engagement rather than on defi-
cit thinking that can keep communities stuck. Pos-
sibility is about being and aliveness; rather than 
making passive declarations of what we think should 
happen, instead saying what are we going to do. The 
Gatherings began with a possibility question of 
“what do we want to create today?” This question 
focused attention beyond existing structure to a 
future of possibility. Indeed, this question created a 
deep conversation where people discussed an 
abundance of diverse ideas, such as having a trav-
eling food bus full of fresh local produce, either for 

sale or for donating; more community gardens, 
especially along bus routes and bike lanes; commu-
nity gatherings and opportunities to teach citizens 
how to garden; and raised gardens for individuals 
who have limited back-yard space or need assis-
tance with accessibility.  

Some ideas that were shared during this 
discussion were: to have neighbourhood 
gardens, where neighbours would each 
grow a certain vegetable, and then share 
amongst themselves; having more good 
food boxes, and how to go about this (i.e. 
volunteering to help with the production 
of these boxes); encouraging trade among 
farmers; educating around herb gardens in 
kitchens and promoting cooking class-
rooms; and most importantly, how to go 
about involving children so that it would 
continue through the generations. [Student 
reflection] 

Diversity 
After a complex system has encountered a release 
of structure (e.g., following a forest fire), a diversity 
of resources and entities can now encounter one 
another in new ways. This diversity is key to the 
adaptation, innovation, and regrowth of the system 
(Page, 2011; Westley, Zimmerman & Patton, 2006). 
Likewise, another reason that ecotones are charac-
terized by abundance and innovation is the effect 
of diversity, as elements from different ecosystems 
encounter one another. Diversity is a key charac-
teristic of CAS theory, as it creates the robustness 
needed for the emergence of self-organizing possi-
bilities, adaptation to change, and resilience. In our 
Gatherings, the participants themselves brought 
diversity through their perspectives and also 
through their experiences rooted in their positions 
in society. 
 Diversity is also a key concept in the commu-
nity development literature. For example, Born 
(2012 emphasizes the importance of diversity in 
creating community transformation. Dissent is 
recognized in Block’s five conversations as critical 
to successful community conversations. By organ-
izing our Gatherings to allow for dissent and doubt 
to emerge we fostered space for diversity in opin-
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ions to be expressed on the wicked problem. 
Expressions of dissent were simply respected. For 
example, some dissent was expressed that our 
Gatherings were futile, as a group of diversified 
community people can not possibly resolve this 
wicked problem because we have neither the 
power to convince the government to fund our 
ideas nor the financial capacity to advance those 
ideas. Perhaps the lack of labeling of participants 
fueled this dissent as many people may be more 
comfortable dealing with a wicked problem when 
they are aware of people’s positions and thus con-
sciously or unconsciously weighing the power in 
the room to create change. Or perhaps the lack of 
labeling was uncomfortable as the conversations at 
the Gatherings could not occur within the more 
typical dichotomous us-them framework. As Block 
cautions, dissent should not be answered as this 
can shut down diversity in opinions. Rather diver-
sity conversations are times to listen and encourage 
expression of everyone’s differing views.  
 The Gatherings encouraged this diversity by 
opening up participation from a wide sector of 
community people, holding the Gatherings in an 
accessible location with affordable bus transporta-
tion, and avoiding any “us and them” labeling.  

It went without asking, that people had 
certain doubt about making these initiatives 
work amongst our community….Thinking 
back to discussions with peers, particular 
individuals did hold views of disagreement, 
to which is their own right and choice. 
Overall, I found among my individual small 
group that there were more positive, 
empowering conversations taking place 
than not. Remember, “Dissent is a form of 
caring, not one of resistance.” (quotation 
from Block, 2009, p. 136) [Student 
reflection] 

Connectivity 
Our journey through the back loop next involves 
the nurturing of connectivity among the diverse 
elements. Interconnectivity is a defining feature of 
any complex adaptive system; the behavior of the 
system as a whole emerges from the interconnec-
tions among its components (Hollings, 2001; 

Meadows, 2008). Too often, outside experts or 
leaders in a traditional hierarchical organization 
may impose a rigid structure on the system’s con-
nections that is not well suited to the actual func-
tioning of the system. In contrast, without this 
imposition, this connectivity from a complexity 
perspective may self-organize when individual ele-
ments in the system (people) choose the extent and 
type of connections they form. This connectivity 
then facilitates the emergence of a new form of 
structure. Nurturing the self-organization of con-
nectivity among the diverse individual elements is 
critical to encouraging new ideas and new system 
behavior in light of our wicked problem.  
 Drawing on CAS theory, Lichtenstein, Uhl-
Bien, Marion, Seers, Orton, and Schreiber suggest 
that leadership occurs in the “spaces between 
agents” (2006, p. 3), and that by fostering a recep-
tive environment, rather than imposing rigid 
structures and procedures, the leadership that 
emerges will not only be more reflective of the 
agents but also more adaptable, and therefore 
resilient as well. They refer to this form of leader-
ship as emergent leadership (Lichtenstein et al., 
2006). Similarly Block advocates for convening 
leadership that creates the social space for commu-
nity engagement (Block, 2009). 
 Language can itself be considered a complex 
adaptive system (Steels, 2000), and the conceptual 
evolution that occurs during a group discussion can 
be understood as the co-evolution of an idea 
within the minds that have started it. Within the 
complexity perspective, there is no barrier between 
the development of an idea and the development 
of those who are discussing it. Ontology and epis-
temology lose their hard edges (Allen & Varga, 
2007). By embracing this co-evolution, we may 
promote conceptual growth within society by 
shaping the discussions we have.  
 This connectivity also enables individuals to 
see how the wicked problem of food access and 
farm viability appears to people in different social 
situations, and to recognize its connections with 
income, education, and well being as basic social 
determinants of health. In the Gatherings, it was 
important to carefully nurture connectivity that was 
not predefined by existing structure or imposed by 
outside leaders.  
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 Enhancing connectivity can also decrease the 
length of feedback loops. The need for tighter 
feedback loops, which connect the consequences 
of behavior to the people generating that behavior, 
has been identified by others studying local food 
systems (Clancy, 2013). 
 Connectivity is key to dialogue-based 
approaches to social change in the community 
development literature. McKnight and Block 
(2010) focus on the value of associational life 
whereby people are encouraged to enhance con-
nectivity in addressing access to entrenched social 
issues. In other words, McKnight and Block find 
that social processes that encourage more commu-
nity associations and connections have been found 
to be effective in addressing complex social prob-
lems. Likewise, Block’s (2009) fourth and fifth 
conversations (Table 1) recognize the value of a 
focus on commitment and gifts to address the 
issue. For example, focusing on gifts and strengths, 
rather than deficiencies, needs, and deficits, creates 
a shift in the conversation about access to local 
nutritious food for vulnerable peoples and income 
sustainability for emerging farmers. Thus, focusing 
on gifts provides value to diversity and encourages 
connectivity and networking.  

Truthfully, prior to taking this course and 
attending the Gathering, I was very naïve 
about the vulnerable people and emergency 
food assistance within my community. 
When I reflect on my story and the context 
in which I operated from, I saw the poverty, 
isolation and distress on the streets of 
Thunder Bay, but like many, I would just 
drive by and turn a blind eye to that world. 
When I was younger, and I wanted to do 
something “good”, I was that person that 
thought they were doing an amazing, 
selfless deed by volunteering my time at the 
shelter house, handing out unappetizing 
food to the “homeless”. Then it hits you 
and it hits you quite hard — I am a 
contributor of what is happening around 
me, I am a part of the cause, and I needed 
to change my current story. This course and 
Gathering encouraged me to create truth in 
my story and the stories that are presented 

to me. Escaping the “stuck community” 
mindset and seeing the world through a 
new lens, where I am accountable and own 
and exercise my power every time I show 
up. It is time to override the powerlessness 
as use of blame and dependency on others 
to make the change I wanted to see. For so 
long, with influence from family, peers, 
society, etc. poverty has been labeled as an 
individual problem; however I now recog-
nize and understand that I am accountable 
for the well-being of the whole and 
acknowledge that a community is built by 
great citizens. I reclaimed my power, was a 
risk taker for the first time and become a 
creator of my community by offering my 
gifts and valuing others at the Gathering. I 
felt a part of something and had a sense of 
belonging among strangers, which is some-
thing that just evolved naturally throughout 
the Gathering. [Student reflection; emphasis 
in original] 

As wonderful ideas were shared, a sense of 
relatedness and belonging was beginning to 
form and it became easier to ask questions, 
speak openly and take risks. This is where I 
began to recognize even more how my 
current story was sometimes hindering the 
possibility of an alternative future. I’ve 
never been a part of a community garden, 
spoke with local farmers or even partici-
pated in a community kitchen before but I 
knew there was something in me that I 
could use to contribute to this change. If 
this community is mine or ours to create, 
then where was my contribution? It was 
time to develop some personal power and 
not let someone else change this current 
reality, it was time I became involved in this 
transformation. [Student reflection] 

Active Engagement 
As the diverse new connections self-organize, 
potential solutions to the wicked problem, new 
ways of structuring relevant complex systems and 
their interactions, or innovative ideas begin to 
emerge. In order for this progression to occur, the 
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elements within the system (people) must not only 
release existing structure, they must also engage 
actively with the process. One way that human 
complex systems may be different from other 
living systems, such as ant colonies, is that people, 
to varying degrees, can become conscious of how 
they participate in the emergence of particular pat-
terns in their systems. This awareness, coupled 
with a willingness to make change, will be required 
in order for new patterns or solutions to emerge.  
 Block’s (2009 conversation on ownership 
begins with the creation of a feedback loop where-
by all participants can enhance their awareness of 
how they have contributed to the current reality of 
the wicked problem. Through this awareness a 
shift can occur from blaming the government or 
others for the current situation to becoming 
accountable for how our actions or lack of actions 
has contributed to the problem. In the Gatherings, 
we were careful to foster ownership by, for 
example, having no keynote or outside speaker. 
The emphasis was thus on engaging each parti-
cipant as a valuable citizen producing the future, 
not waiting, begging for, or dreaming of the future 
(Block, 2009). 

We were discussing why we were not 
“allowed” to consume whatever food 
products we wanted due to health regula-
tions set out by government agencies. 
Each member at the table shared their per-
sonal story about struggles with these laws. 
One invitee mentioned that she would 
much rather drink and use unpasteurized 
milk, but is unable to find a supplier, as it 
is illegal to sell. Another invitee brought up 
the question as to why we don’t have a 
chicken processing abattoir in Thunder 
Bay as she has chickens to sell, but cannot 
sell them unless they are alive and most 
people do not have the means to slaughter 
their own birds. A third person also ques-
tioned why we do not see wild game on 
more menus in Thunder Bay and why we 
do not have a restaurant that serves tradi-
tional Anishnawbe cuisine. After everyone 
shared their piece, the general consensus 
was why are we not able to select what we 

want to consume, sign a waiver releasing 
the producer and government of responsi-
bility and do with our own bodies as we 
please? [Student reflection] 

If you have a sense of belonging in your 
community, then you feel accountable for 
what you contribute. You are less likely to 
leave the responsibility of change to others 
and be conscious of your influence. Having 
the ownership conversation allowed me to 
see the reverse effect where accountability 
came first, and then I felt a greater sense of 
belonging. This was my experience anyway. 
I am a believer in change, but ownership, 
responsibility, and accountability had never 
been a starting point for me. I expect that 
others may have felt this as well, which put 
us in a good position for the community 
Gathering; we proceeded to open our mind 
to possibilities, while also feeling and seeing 
our position for change-making in it all. 
[Student reflection] 

 Block’s (2010) final conversation on commit-
ment involves the individual’s choice to initiate 
change, even on a small scale. A commitment to 
change or action is essential if an extant system is 
to leave the back loop and progress to the forward 
loop of a new system.  

Conclusion 
According to Block, there is a “default” tendency 
for people to walk into a room assuming that all 
the happenings and the agenda belong to someone 
else. Our world is inundated with those who want 
to convince us about what we should believe and 
how we should act. Through a very deliberate set-
up, which included mindful awareness of how 
people were identified and welcomed, a welcoming 
physical space, and conversational tone, the Gath-
erings brought participants together on a journey 
through the back loop of the adaptive cycle. The 
Gatherings encouraged a shift toward a view that 
together we all have a legitimate role in creating 
our community. Block refers to this as moving the 
citizenship social contract from “parenting to part-
nership” (2010, p. 128). 
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 A unique paradox that is presented by using a 
wicked problem approach in gatherings such as 
these is that in order to foster a de-structured 
mind-set, we must carefully ensure that people are 
not identified by their roles at any time, from invi-
tation through to the gatherings’ dynamics. How-
ever, this makes it impossible to establish the role 
identities of the participants in attendance. Our 
experience with this process has revealed that any 
attempt to identify people by their formal roles 
(such as job titles or status as vulnerable) thwarts 
or inhibits the mental de-structuring so critical to 
opening a space for genuine dialogue. In holding 
this paradox, organizers of gatherings such as this 
must work carefully and extensively well in advance 
to reach out through formal and informal networks 
to ensure that there is the inclusiveness and diver-
sity essential to the effectiveness of a gathering.  
 With Block’s (2010) five conversations as a 
guide, the Gatherings provided a dynamic space in 
which enough of the usual systems’ structures were 
removed that people were able to release into a 
back-loop mindset. This mindset enabled open and 
innovative conversations that were fed with the 
diversity of perspectives that were deliberately 
brought into the conversation from local farmers 
to individuals living in vulnerable conditions. 
Ensuring access to local nutritious food for vulner-
able people while also ensuring viable incomes for 
local farmers is a wicked problem emerging from 
the dynamics of multiple complex systems in inter-
action. Amelioration of this issue is going to 
require transformative, system-scale change. The 
purpose of this paper was to describe an approach 
to addressing wicked problems that enables com-
munity members to release some of the structure in 
existing systems and innovate potential solutions 
themselves. Future work with this model will be to 
study the transition from back loop to forward 
loop. In other words, once the existing structures 
have been released and a diversity of new connec-
tions among engaged agents have been formed, 
how do emerging ideas gain traction and develop 
into tangible, system-scale change?  
 The purpose of this paper was to draw on 
complex adaptive systems theory in applying a 
wicked problems approach to understanding 
dynamics within the food system. Future research 

in this area is needed to assess the effects of this 
approach on people’s thinking and dialogue about 
the issues, as well as their capacity to innovate 
potential solutions in the changing landscape of the 
food system. This bottom-up, emergent approach 
to writing new systems’ patterns may ultimately 
transform the domain of the problem and present 
viable alternative futures that are adapted to the 
local reality and enhance community well being.  
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