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When the map is not the territory 

health systems “shifts”  and double binds

transitions, transformation, stuckness, a theory of change

Image source: https://www.strategyunitwm.nhs.uk/news/right-drift-left-shift/

https://www.strategyunitwm.nhs.uk/news/right-drift-left-shift/


My presentation has three parts:

1. Bateson's living systems research (a theory of change)
2. The double bind 
3. A discussion: on systems change  and  navigating double 

binds 



General context :
Bateson’s research on
living systems change 



Two systems theoretical frameworks for thinking about change

mechanical systems living systems 

Source: https://aeon.co/essays/gregory-bateson-changed-the-way-we-think-about-changing-ourselves

https://aeon.co/essays/gregory-bateson-changed-the-way-we-think-about-changing-ourselves


1. Is there a pattern that connects ?
A theory based on observing change—disorder, breakdowns, and learning—in 
the living world, from the personal level to the planetary scale.



2. Breakdowns in commnuicative order is  a way of understanding disorders in 
living systems (a forest, a bee colony, a public service organisation, a person).



3. Where does the self end and the world begin ? Where does thinking end and 
action begin ? 





4.  Alice’s strange croquet game and the limits of 
purposive action



Double bind



Double bind research: a history



Double bind: a story

“Let me give you the well known example of a young man who had been in hospital 
and was somewhat recovered from an acute schizophrenic episode when he was 
visited by his mother. Gregory’s account of the event: “He was glad to see her and 
impulsively put his arm around her shoulders, whereupon she stiffened. He withdrew 
his arm and she asked, ‘Don’t you love me any more?’ He then blushed, and she 
said, ‘Dear, you must not be so easily embarrassed and afraid of your feelings.’ The 
patient was able to stay with her only a few minutes more, and following her 
departure he assaulted an aide and was put in the tubs” 

(Mary Catherine Bateson, The double bind: pathology and creativity, 2005, pg 13)



Double bind: a definition

“The double bind is created in interaction between two or more
parties or entities (I’m deliberately avoiding saying ‘persons’ here, which
is the usual phrasing—really we are dealing with parts of some larger
whole) in a significant non-transient relationship that continues over an
extended period, with the same pattern repeated again and again. In
this pattern there is a contradiction between messages at different
logical levels: a primary injunction and a second conflicting injunction at
another level affecting the interpretation of the first.”

(Mary Catherine Bateson, The double bind: pathology and creativity,
2005, pg 13)



Double binds within health systems change (Discussion) 

Think about contradictions between the social context of policy vs. financial 
context of policy

Think about contradictions between planning/policy realities vs. personal 
realities 



Double binds within health systems change 





Discussion
Some cases, stories 



How does this relate to the way we think about systems change? 

Pathology or creativity? Playfully navigating the edge of change

Contexts and “relational” information

Discomfort / a sense of stuckness, but difficult to articluate

Logical levels of communication, learning to deal with multiple levels

Meta-communication frames, framing to reframe

pathological adpatation (vicious repetition of patterns, breaking “tacit contracts”)



Source: Blaasvær, L., Gulden, T., & Steier, F. (2022). The model of logical paradox: addressing design and 
double-bind communication in public services. Proceedings of Relating Systems Thinking and Design, RSD11. 
Article 179. https://rsdsymposium.org/design-and-double-bind-communication-in-public-services/

Discussion 

https://rsdsymposium.org/design-and-double-bind-communication-in-public-services/


Discussion 

Source:Perera, D. (2023) ‘Design Fictioning of a Second-Order Kind: Runaway Cybernetics, Futures 
of Work, Possibilities of Engagement’, Enacting Cybernetics, 1(1), 10.58695/ec.3 Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4V-VNN2dgw8

10.58695/ec.3
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4V-VNN2dgw8


Discussion 

Source: Lockton, D. (2022). Exploring bateson’s syllogism in grass in systemic design. Proceedings of Relating Systems Thinking and 
Design, RSD11. Article 118. https://rsdsymposium.org/exploring-batesons-syllogism-in-grass-in-systemic-design/

https://rsdsymposium.org/exploring-batesons-syllogism-in-grass-in-systemic-design/


Discussion 

Source: https://www.gen-us.net/the-gesundheit-institute-a-45-year-old-communal-hospital-experiment/

https://www.gen-us.net/the-gesundheit-institute-a-45-year-old-communal-hospital-experiment/

