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The problem with most agreements is that we 
don’t see them.  They just are.  Most often we 
are not aware that what is happening around 
us is based on an agreement that one could 
potentially change.  It seems that life is “just 
that way.” In our day-to-day interactions, either 
at work or at home, we are engaging in a set 
of agreements and relationships, whether we 
realize it or not.  Sometimes the agreements 
work, resulting in vibrant experiences and 
great outcomes, and sometimes they do not, 
leaving us feeling depleted, fatigued and 
disappointed about the lousy outcomes. 

In addition to shifting agreements in everyday 
experiences, many of us work to shift 
agreements in large-scale social change 
issues, such as renewable energy, food 
systems, poverty, climate change, and social 
justice.  Decades of attempts to address 
these big and small challenges with 
approaches rooted in scarcity have proven 
insufficient to the task.  

Research at the Institute for Strategic Clarity 
(ISC) has identified many groups that are 
finding success in addressing these issues, 

starting from a very different 
perspective, one of abundance in 
human potential.  
Ecosynomics, the social 
science of abundance, 
offers robust frameworks that 
take what we have learned in 
scarcity-based agreements framed 
by economics and puts it 
within the much broader, 
much healthier context of 
abundance-based 
agreements. 

But how can agreements 
be made consciously so that people can 
choose self-determined higher vibrancy in 
their agreements?  We present a case study 
from Europe where we are in the process of 
guiding a group to abundance-based 
agreements. In doing so, we follow the 
Vibrancy Living Lab approach, which 
combines a guiding process with scientific 
research and social-impact creation to enable 
a positive contribution to the group and the 
community where it is embedded.  

Image 1: Survey research in 93 countries and field 
research in 9 countries suggests that people prefer 
agreements rooted in abundance rather than 
scarcity.
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Starting from a Collapsed 
State 

Despite a great vision, the group found 
itself over the last years in a critical state: 
the financial situation was getting 
precarious, the group underwent some 
hard and energy-depleting times and 
some were on the edge of burning out. 
Furthermore, they had already started to 
lose belief in the meaning behind their 
venture and to unconsciously accept their 
scarce reality as given and unchangeable.  

With those agreements, practices and 
mindsets they were not able to ensure 
their private and professional successes. 

Based on initial conversations about 
ecosynomic research, in early 2014, the 
founders of the community invited us to 
support them in overcoming their scarcity-
driven practices by working out their own 
abundance-based agreements. 

The example concerns a Community Supported Business1 (CSB) in a village in 
Germany; nine people comprising two families and many associates. While the 
main focus of their work resides on their CSB, they are also engaged in local 
education and regional politics. 

Image 2: The 
Living Lab Process allowed for 

co-creation of prototype moves 
and still being in the role of a witness rather than an “expert 
consultant”.

 1 http://startupowl.com/resources/startup-boosters/community-supported-business/ 

Image 3: In the group we heard stories of: a) collapse and drawback of the individuals, hiding and protecting their self, b) not 
seeing each other and rather turning away from one another, c) feeling like being a replaceable wheel in a machine rather than a 
group of humans, that has to function under huge (time) pressure, d) producing things without time to think about innovating/ 
changing them for the better, e) since reality is defined by given rules/ forces one cannot question, thus limiting the source of 
creativity (the book).



Raising Awareness for 
Agreements and 
Interdependencies 
Our first step was to empower them and 
bring back the feeling of self-
determination. We chose two different 
approaches for this. The first was to stop 
“just doing” and to start observing. The 
second was the kind of relationship we 
entered. In this we decided to step into an 
unusual role. In addition to being external 
coaches and consultants, we also agreed 
to become full members of the group. 
This gave us more possibility to deeply 
resonate with them by still being able to 
mirror them in their dynamics. 

The goal of both approaches was to raise 
the awareness of whether they would 

rather act out of scarcity or abundance-
based agreements and to assess the 
benefit-cost of devoting resources into the 
development of abundance-based 
agreements. The first step into this 
direction was done through a collaborative 
Agreement Mapping2. This exercise 
allowed them to understand their 
unconsciously accepted agreement 
system and (unintentional) practices 
leading to perceived scarcity. They were 
able to do so by tapping into the wisdom 
of four seemingly very distant fields that 
humans have used for millennia to 
understand their interactions, 
experiences, and produced results:  
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2  https://jimritchiedunham.files.wordpress.com/2014/08/handbook-agreements-evidence-map-12aug2014a.pdf 
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I. Resource or economic lens: “How much do we have, of what, to achieve our 
goals?” 

II. Allocation or political lens: ”Who or what is in power, and who or what decides 
and enforces?” 

III. Value or cultural lens: “What criteria do they use, and what is important to 
them?” 

IV. Organizing or social interaction lens: “What rules do they apply and how do 
they organize?” 

These currently very distant fields have been integrated by ecosynomic research,3 
allowing a group to understand if it is “stuck in scarcity” or “boosted by abundance.” 
Why did we do this, and why is this relevant? ISC research conducted in 93 
countries proves abundance to be a desired state for any social system. While this 
seems obvious, direct measurement of this abundance is not. Without measurement, 
the group could neither take strategic decisions nor convince possible capital 
providers and shareholders of the importance of “all this fluffy abundance stuff.” 

Mapping out the quality of their agreement structure allowed them to create a first 
understanding of how their embedded and interwoven assumptions shaped their 
interactions and how those interactions created the basis for the quality of their 
experiences and results. Understanding that, they started to see that their unpleasant 
experiences and poor results were a direct effect of the agreements they made on a 
daily basis in the four fields by (unconsciously) answering the related questions in 
completely opposite directions. They also started to see that by changing their 
embedded and interwoven assumptions and agreements they would directly change 
the experiences they have and the results they produce. 

After having this higher-level awareness of themselves and their context, we 
employed embodiment and systemic practices to open up concrete pathways for 
change.  

3 https://www.amazon.com/Ecosynomics-Science-Abundance-James-Ritchie-Dunham/dp/0990715302

https://www.amazon.com/Ecosynomics-Science-Abundance-James-Ritchie-Dunham/dp/0990715302
https://www.amazon.com/Ecosynomics-Science-Abundance-James-Ritchie-Dunham/dp/0990715302
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Consciously Choosing 
Abundance-Based 
Agreements 
Let’s have a closer look at the groups’ interrelated agreements and practices, as 
we saw them the day we started to be engaged with them. 

RESOURCES & ECONOMICS ALLOCATION & GOVERNANCE

“How much do they have, of what, to achieve 
their goals?”

”Who or what is in power, and who or 
what decides and enforces?”

Even though the group had land, basic labor, 
and (in)-tangible capital, they were all healthy, 
and had quite loyal customers, the groups’ 
activities were driven by the mindset: “We do 
not have enough of anything. We have to 
accept this constant struggle and try to 
manage our scarce resources.” 

As a result, they could barely see possibilities to 
increase their client base, cultivate behaviors 
leading to business innovations, enter new 
markets or develop a matrix to measure their 
success holistically in order to “please” potential 
funders and shareholders with more ease.  

Furthermore, individual contributions and skills 
were not perceived as a valuable contribution 
to the business success but rather as a burden 
and corset everybody has to bear, alone.  

Finally, they could neither see nor understand 
the underlying agreements and embedded 
assumptions of their venture. As a result, they 
lacked the ability to skillfully manage its 
development and future possibilities. 

“We have no time” was a phrase constantly 
said.

Besides honestly declaring to share 
ones individual creativity with the 
group and to build healthy 
interpersonal relationships, its 
realization was only possible at the 
cost of something or somebody else, 
since the sole focus rested on the 
health of the group as a whole and 
the individual was subsumed. As a 
result the group was unintentionally 
disintegrated and collaboration of 
individuals in order to maximize 
individual and systemic achievement 
was undermined. 

As a result decisions could neither 
take individual skills and gifts into 
account, nor could they create 
synergistic effects in order to develop 
new possibilities rooted in the group 
and the individual at the same time.  

“We had naturally accepted to put our 
group’s success and wellbeing above 
and at the cost of our personal needs 
and social relations. In the end we 
started to decide for ourselves to the 
expense of the business.”
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VALUES & CULTURE ORGANIZING STRUCTURE & SOCIAL 
INTERACTION

“What criteria do they use, and 
what is important to them?”

“What rules do they apply, and how do they 
organize?”

The initial culture of the group was 
driven by a value system that 
unintentionally focused on the 
health of the collective, not 
leaving space for the felt 
importance they saw in the 
experience of individual freedom, 
financial return for the whole, and 
fairness in relationships.  
Everybody indeed perceived him/ 
herself as being a valuable part of 
the group and that the group 
atmosphere was accompanied by 
a high degree of trust, creativity 
and mutual support. 
Nevertheless, they unconsciously 
accepted that their energy 
investment was not in balance 
with their return since self-
expression was subsumed under 
the premise of the group. Thus, 
they partially stopped seeing it as 
important to care for the other, 
invest in relationships, and the 
venture per se. 
Thus, the collaborative business 
was perceived more and more as 
a bottomless pit. 
“We started to question our 
shared purpose.”

The legal structure of the company was defined as 
a partnership between two individuals without 
agreements to involve shareholders and customers 
in a collaborative way; nevertheless, the two legal 
owners intentionally developed their partnership in a 
way that provided a highly flexible space for new 
practices and agreements. This innovative structure 
was one of a Community Supported Business. 
Following the principle “form follows function” 
allowed them to gather loyally bounded 
shareholders and customers in their direct business 
network.  

The perception of this direct network was that they 
were standing shoulder to shoulder, being aligned 
and ready to resourcefully implement their vision. 
Nevertheless, due to the perceived recourse 
scarcity, supremacy of the whole, and unintended 
loss of shared values. This was not the case, and 
they now realized that they had actually created 
structures that made them stand alone and did not 
allow them to be in valuable and strategic 
conversations with each other and their community. 
Another downside of this fluid but not consciously 
managed structure was that it absorbed and tied up 
a lot of resources, instead of releasing them. 
“The lack of continuous information flow and 
awareness of the agreements building up our 
organizational structure decreased the high-level 
engagement of the community that supported our 
business.” 

After raising awareness of the current situation, the group collectively agreed to allocate 
resources into the development of abundance-based agreements and to explore 
practices that would allow them to intentionally start from abundance and collaboration 
rather than being unintentionally stuck in scarcity and antagonism.  



Outcomes and Summary 

I. They entered a mindset of “we do 
have more than enough of anything, 
we just have to find ways of how to 
manifest the potential we see into 
results benefiting our business and 
community.” They are now 
successfully innovating on their 
business model by exploring new 
markets, management, and 
leadership behaviors.  

II. They have a high-level AND in-depth 
understanding of their structures and 
how each individual drives them. 
Building on that, they realized the 
interdependencies between the 
different parts of their “system” and 
the importance of alignment within it. 
Both aspects are essential 
preconditions to relate in an effective, 
efficient, and abundant way.  

Through raising awareness, we managed to close the gap between their wishful thinking 
and currently shared reality – that is, the difference between the espoused agreements 
and practices in contrast to the ones in use.  Some concrete outcomes are: 
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Measuring the benefits of and capacity for abundance gets its 
inspiration from the quality movement. Initially nobody knew how 
to assess the benefits of quality programs; this made investment 
decisions difficult. The innovation was to assess the cost of “no 
quality.” The insight was that the benefit of quality had to be at 
least as big as the cost of no quality. Likewise, the benefits of 
abundance are at least as big as the costs of scarcity, which is 
straightforward to measure.  

III. They have the awareness that with 
their scarcity-driven agreements they 
would by definition neither be able to 
have the kind of “healthy 
experiences” nor produce the kind of 
outcomes they envision.  

IV. They are much more conscious and 
mindful in their daily patterns, leading 

to more thoughtful interactions. “We 
now know that we are not yet able to 
have everything we would like to 
have, but we also know now what 
the ground is we are standing on.” 

V. “I learned to respect my own needs 
and to share them with everybody in 
our community.”
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Engaging with them, you can now a) see and 
feel the higher-level awareness of “why do I 
experience what I experience and how I can 
change it” and b) see and feel the positive 
energy and motivation to grow into the 
possibilities they see, which is completely 
different than the original drive to simply 
escape scarcity. They are able to do so since 
they experienced what it is like to work with 
abundance-driven agreements. Yes, they are 

now able to work out of this understanding 
and feeling, rather than just pushing away 
from something they do not like. 

Furthermore, they 
not only regained 
trust in their own 
abilities and goals, but 
also started to reframe 
their shared purpose, as 
well as each individual’s 
unique contribution to 
the group. 

We think the key 
learning of this case 
study is to take 
time to 
understand the 
agreements that 
(un)consciously 
drive the behavior 
of your business. 
Understanding 
your agreements builds the basis for lasting 
success and vibrant interactions, thus, having 
great experiences and producing above-
average outcomes. Awareness, collaboration, 
and alignment seem to take a lot of time and 
energy, but there is a massive return for every 
minute of this investment. During our process 
the Japanese proverb “If hurried, go around” 
evolved as our guiding principle, because the 
fastest way is often not the straightest. 

Image 4: The group started to experience that by simply 
changing their agreements in the four key areas described 
above they could not only create lasting and outstanding 
results but also have great experiences on the way: individual 
liberty and growth (SELF), seeing each other and being fair 
(OTHER), being invited to make unique contributions to 
something bigger (GROUP), producing things by imagining 
the future AND finding creative ways to deliver (PROCESS 
INNOVATION) and by getting inspiration from everywhere and 
everyone all of the time (SOURCE OF CREATIVITY). 

Image 5: We supported the group to shift their 
agreements, supporting higher levels of vibrancy, in 
experience and results, by approximately ¾ level 
(inner circle to middle circle). The benefit of this shift 
can now be measured through standard performance 
indicators already used in their specific industry. 
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