
21Finding your Way around this Book

Cynefin: weaving sense-making into the fabric of our world

 A VIGNETTE

A  CHAPTER

ANOTHER  C
H

A
PTER

A

NOTHER   VIG
N

ETTE

ST
A

R
T 

ANYWHERE

GO  A NY W
H

E
R

E



22 A Timeline of Cynefin

Cynefin: weaving sense-making into the fabric of our world

A Time-line of Cynefin
A  Loo   k  a t  2 1  Years      of   E vo  l u t ion 

Inspiration from Max Boisot’s 

I-space model in his book 

Knowledge Assets, 1998.

The Origin’s of Cynefin - Part 1

Blog post by Dave Snowden, 

August 21, 2010.

The first CBI 

handbook - Initial 
thinking in KM.

The original publication using Cynefin as a name. 

Snowden, D.  “Liberating Knowledge,” introductory 

chapter to Liberating Knowledge CBI Business Guide, 

Caspian Publising, October 1999.

Snowden, D. “Cynefin: a sense of time and 

space, the social ecology of knowledge 

management.” Knowledge Horizons, C. 

Despres & D. Chauvel, Butterworth 

Heinemann, October 2000. 

Introduction of Fifth Domain.  

Snowden, D. , “Strategies for Common 

Sense-Making in Innovation: Enabling 

Emergence at the Edge of Chaos PARTS 

I - III.”  Journal of Strategy and Scenario 

Planning, Vol. 2. Issue 3. October 2000.

FORMATION



23A Timeline of Cynefin

Cynefin: weaving sense-making into the fabric of our world

TRANSITION

Application to knowledge in particular 

the role of informal networks. 

Snowden, D. “Complex Acts of Knowing: 

Paradox and Descriptive Self-Awareness.“ 

Journal of Knowledge Management Vol 6, 

No.2, May 2002.

First general application to strategy.

Kurz, C. & Snowden, D. “The New 

Dynamics of Strategy: sense making 

in a complex-complicated world.” IBM 

Systems Journal Vol. 42, No 3, 2003.

Mark, A. & Snowden, D. “Researching Practice or Practicing Research: 

Innovating Methods in Healthcare – The Contribution of Cynefin.” Presented 

paper at  Organisational Behaviour in Health Care Conference on the theme 

of innovation. Held by the Centre for Health and Policy Studies (CHAPS), 

University of Calgary at the Banff Centre, Alberta, Canada, 2004.

The Origins of Cynefin - Part 2

Blog post by Dave Snowden 

July 8, 2010



24 A Timeline of Cynefin

Cynefin: weaving sense-making into the fabric of our world

INDEPENDENCE

Getting away from the 

known and knowable.

Snowden, D. “Multi-ontology sense-

making in a new simplicity.”  Decision 

Making in Management Today 

Yearbook, 2005.

Snowden, D. “Strategy in the context 

of Uncertainty.” Patricia Coate (ed), 

The Handbook of Business Strategy, 

Emerald Group Publishing, 2004.

Key paper arising from the 

DARPA work 

- linear version of Cynefin.

Lazaroff, M. & Snowden, D.  

“Anticipatory modes for 

Counter Terrorism”. Popp, R. & 

Yen, J. Emergent information 

Technologies and Enabling 

Policies for Counter-Terrorism, 

Wiley-IEEEPress, 2006.

Harvard Business Review cover article.

Snowden, D. & Boone, M.E. “A Leader’s 

Framework for Decision Making.” Harvard 

Business Review, 85.11, 2007, pp 68-76.

The birth of constraints 

to define Cynefin.

”Blog post by Dave 

Snowden, July 1, 2015.

The domain of disorder (III).

Blog post by Dave Snowden, 

December 3, 2016.

Liminal Cynefin: first revision.

Blog post by Dave Snowden, 

July 19, 2017.



25A Timeline of Cynefin

Cynefin: weaving sense-making into the fabric of our world

COMPLETION?

Liminal Cynefin.

Blog post by Dave Snowden, 

June 20, 2017. 

Liminal Cynefin: first revision.

Blog post by Dave Snowden, 

July 19, 2017.

Liminal Cynefin.

Tweeted by Dave Snowden, 

August 23, 2017. 

Cynefin St David’s Day 2019. 

Blog post by Dave Snowden, 

April 18, 2019. 

First chapter to combine 

Cynefin with Sensemaker.

Snowden, D. “Naturalizing 

Sensemaking.” Mosier and 

Fischer informed by Knowledge: 

Expert Performance in Complex 

Situation, 2010.

Snowden, D. “Good Fences 

make Good Neighbours.” W.B. 

Rouse, K.R. Boff & P. Sanderson, 

Eds. Complex Socio-Technical 

Systems: Understanding and 

Influencing Casuality of Change, 

Amsterdam, IOS Press, 2012.

Mark, A. & Snowden, D. “Cynefin 

(Chapter 4).” De Savigny, D., 

Blanchet, K., Adam, T. Applied 

Systems Thinking for Health 

Systems Research - A Methodology 

Handbook, Open University Press, 

Milton Keyes, 2017.

Additional publications 2010-2017



26 Glossary

Cynefin: weaving sense-making into the fabric of our world

Glossary

B r u sh   u p  on   S o m e  Ter   m ino   l o g y

Abduction (Referring to “abductive reasoning”)

The logic of hunches, involving inferring from available patterns and information. In 
abductive reasoning, we accept that all findings are “best explanations” rather than absolute 
truths, and that uncertainty is an inherent element. Findings are derived from a sense of 
plausibility. Abductive reasoning is often compared with deductive reasoning, which is seen 
as a “top-down logic,” where conclusions are reached by applying rules in a reductive manner 
until the logic becomes necessarily true. Here findings are derived from probability. Abductive 
reasoning is also compared with inductive reasoning, which is seen as a “bottom-up logic,” where 
hypotheses are tested against evidence. Here findings are derived from a sense of possibility. 

Anthro-complexity	

The study of complexity as it is experienced in human systems, rather than mechanistic or 
natural (animal and geological) systems. Human systems have a higher degree of complexity for 
many reasons, including, for instance, the different behavioral patterns that identity-structures 
create and how they act within different contexts.

Aporia (Aporetic)	

The Oxford English Dictionary defines the adjective ‘aporetic,’ as “to be at a loss,” 
“impassable,” and “inclined to doubt, or to raise objections.” It defines the noun form ‘aporia,’ 
as the “state of the aporetic” and “a perplexity or difficulty.” In philosophy, an aporia is a 
philosophical puzzle or a seemingly impasse in an inquiry, often arising as a result of equally 
plausible, yet inconsistent, premises (i.e., a paradox).
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Coherence	

Something that appears to make sense as a whole, and in relation to available patterns.

Constraint	

In plain English, a constraint is often thought of as a limitation or restriction. However, 
in the Cynefin use of the term, a constraint refers to how we contain, couple, and link things. A 
constraint can therefore also be enabling, as much as limiting. 

Complex facilitation

An approach to facilitation designed to encourage emergence and allow for diversity. 
In contrast, more traditional rules of facilitation create planned activities with no variability 
in mind. In complex facilitation, we disrupt regular group dynamics, and facilitate through 
encouraging emergence and flow. 

Cynefin	

A sense-making framework. See the What Cynefin is in Five Paragraphs chapter on page 
58 for a more comprehensive explanation.

Disintermediation

Reducing intermediary interpretation of data and information to put decision-makers in 
contact with raw data, rather than pre-analyzed insights.

Epistemic justice	

Fairness in knowledge and how knowledge is produced. This draws on British 
philosopher Miranda Fricker’s identification of the unfairness built into systems of knowledge 
production (epistemic injustice), where certain viewpoints and personas are more represented 
and hold more power. Epistemic justice is the practice of correcting such imbalances. 
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Epistemology	

The philosophical study of the nature, origin, and limits of human knowledge. In other 
words, how we know what we know.

Exaptive	

The utilisation of an evolutionary feature for a use other than it was initially designed 
or developed for. Or, radical repurposing. 

Exaptive practice	

The practice of applying exaptive principles. This is typically utilized for radical 
repurposing and innovation.

Feedforward	

Learning from the future, or information regarding how things can potentially evolve 
or shift in the future. (Contrast with feedback which learns from the past). “Feedforwards” are 
useful for on-going adjustments ahead of time.

Hermeneutic (in the context of hermeneutical injustice)	

A methodology of interpretation and interpretive meaning. Hermeneutical injustice 
refers to the challenges that disadvantaged groups face when trying to understand and 
communicate their experiences to others; there is a lack of concepts that resonates with their 
own sense of meaning. These experiences of injustice are usually embedded within a culture’s 
shared meaning structure and reflective of the dominant members of the culture. 

Heuristics	

The term comes from Ancient Greek to mean “I discover.” Heuristics refer to strategies 
for problem solving that derive from learned patterns and previous experiences. Heuristics can 
also be referred to as “rules of thumb.” They are mental shortcuts that ease the cognitive load 
making a decision.
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Liminality	

“Liminal” comes from the Latin root, limen or limin, meaning ‘threshold.’ A liminal 
space is an ‘in-between’ space, where you have left something behind, but what is emerging 
has not yet formed.” In anthropology, this is the stage between phases, where agents are 
between a pre-ritual and post-ritual transition, and their sense of identity/status is suspended 
in-between. Within Cynefin, this refers to the liminal zones where things are transitioning 
between domains.

Ontology, Ontological	

Related to the philosophical study of being (existence, reality, becoming and being). 
Or, the study of “what is.”

Phenomenology	

The philosophical study of consciousness and experiences from the first person 
perspective.

Polymorphic	

The ability of a thing to take on multiple forms and uses.

Premature convergence	

Reaching a consensus too early, or before a problem space has been properly explored. 

Psychosocial work environment	

Aspects that influence psychological safety and the well-being of employees while at work.
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Scaffolding	

A temporary support, or design structure, that is used to support the construction or 
maintenance of a system. In physical construction, for example, constructing buildings, these 
take on the form of temporary physical structures. However, in human systems, scaffolding 
is used more broadly and includes social supports. An example is the scaffolding of learners 
inspired by developmental psychologist Lev Vygotsky: when teachers scaffold learners by 
providing support and encouragement, learners can perform beyond their current abilities. 
These supports are gradually reduced as learners become more adept and self-sufficient.

Sense-making	

Defined by Cognitive Edge as the way in which we make sense of the world in order 
for us to act in it. Sense-making, as Dave Snowden uses the term, differs slightly from 
sensemaking as situated in other schools. Snowden takes a more evolutionary approach (than 
Brenda Dervin’s hermeneutic approach, Karl Weick’s collective approach and Gary Klein’s 
mental model approach) and considers sense-making a knowledge production activity: using 
data toward a shared understanding of problem areas so as to generate the right action.



31Cynefin: A Tale that Grew in the Telling

Cynefin: weaving sense-making into the fabric of our world

Cynefin: A Tale that Grew in 
the Telling

D ave    S nowden    

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Dave Snowden is a Welshman, known for his curmudgeonly style and his love for opera, rugby and mountain 
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approach to organizations drawing on anthropology neuroscience and complex adaptive systems theory.



32 Cynefin: A Tale that Grew in the Telling

Cynefin: weaving sense-making into the fabric of our world

Cynefin: A Tale that Grew in 
the Telling

D ave    S nowden    

The short anecdotal account of the history of the Cynefin 
framework recounted by its creator

Cynefin (pronounced kun-ev-in) is a Welsh word with no direct equivalent in English. As a noun it is 
translated as habitat, as an adjective acquainted or familiar, but dictionary definitions fail to do it justice. A 
better, and more poetic, definition comes from the introduction to a collection of paintings by Kyffin Williams, 
an artist whose use of oils creates a new awareness of the mountains of his native land and their relationship 
to the spirituality of its people: “It describes that relationship as the place of your birth and of your upbringing, 
the environment in which you live, and to which you are naturally acclimatised.” (1) It differs from the Japanese 
concept of ‘Ba’, which is a “shared space for emerging relationships” in that it links a community, into its shared 
history – or histories – in a way that paradoxically both limits the perception of that community while enabling 
an instinctive and intuitive ability to adapt to conditions of profound uncertainty. (2) In general, if a community 
is not physically, temporally, and spiritually rooted, then it is alienated from its environment, and will focus on 
survival rather than creativity and collaboration.

Opening paragraph of the first Cynefin article “The Social Ecology of Knowledge 
Management” published in Despres & Chauvel, Knowledge Horizons, 2000. (3)

J.R.R. Tolkien starts his foreword to the second edition of The Lord of the Rings with the phrase, “This 
tale grew in the telling.” (4) He continues to explain that something that started as a sequel to the children’s 
book The Hobbit “was drawn irresistibly towards the older world” by which he means the mythology and 
legends of the Elder Days. As such, it developed “glimpses that had arisen unbidden of things higher or 
deeper or darker than its surface.” (5)
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For my generation, The Lord of the Rings was a defining experience that opened up the whole genre 
of fantasy through which much inspiration can be gleaned. I find it very difficult not to make literary (and 
frequently fantasy) references when I deliver a keynote or have everyday conversation, as the richer meaning 
of such texts enhances any exchange. Over the decades, very few years have passed where I have not returned 
to Tolkien’s three novel series in one form or another. My hardback, sixth impression of the second edition, 
is still with me from its original purchase in 1971, when I was in the Sixth Form of what is now the Alun 
School in Mold, or in Welsh, ‘Yr Wyddgrug,’ which means the prominent hill. That is a reference to Bailey 
Hill, which dominates the landscape of the market town where I grew up from the age of four. 

I was able to buy the book thanks to a £60 book token, the tangible result of winning the Hayden 
Williams Prize for contributions to the broader community. My parents were probably happier with the 
kudos of the award ceremony in County Hall, as all pupils in Flintshire Schools were eligible for the one 
annual award. Still, for me, this was a once in a lifetime opportunity. Armed with what in current day 
purchasing power is over £800, I got my father to drive me to the nearest large bookshop. It happened to 
be just over the border in Liverpool. I loaded up the boot of his car with paperback Penguin classics and 
some mainly dystopian novels. Each book cost 0.40p, and my three hardback volumes of The Lord of the 
Rings (replacing a much thumbed single-volume paperback borrowed from my cousins in Cardiff) cost 
only £2.25 each. Overnight I acquired a library of well over a hundred books, and by the time I went to 
University less than a year later, I had read them all (frequently without understanding.) That was the start 
of a life-long love of Philosophy and History.

By now, the casual reader may be wondering what this has to do with creating a sense-making 
framework of some twenty plus years standing? Well, the most obvious link is that Cynefin, as a framework, 
has been itself a two decade plus emergent and evolutionary process of development that grew in the telling, 
literally, through workshops and conference keynotes, all informed by reading and thinking. In this telling 
I will also draw out and elaborate on five, sometimes tangential connections, some looser than others, and 
finish with the three ages of Cynefin and its future trajectory.



34 Cynefin: A Tale that Grew in the Telling

Cynefin: weaving sense-making into the fabric of our world

Cynefin is an entanglement of theory & practice

When I put the first versions of the Framework together, I had no real idea what I was getting into. It 
was in the early days of knowledge management, and I was laying the foundations for what became known 
as Organic Knowledge Management. What now has become a much-cited framework used in a broad range 
of fields was then an outcome well beyond my imaginings. The Framework grew and developed through a 
complex mix of reading combined with practice. A significant strength of Cynefin is that it was not created, 
and then propagated, from a single based study or process. It evolved through a fluid entanglement of sophia 
and phronesis to reference Aristotle. The latter is a type of practical wisdom, translated by the Romans as 
prudentia, which comes from providentia, meaning foresight and sagacity. Sophia is a combination of nous, 
which has a sense of discernment and epistēmē, which in the modern day would be science: knowledge that 
is teachable and built through logic. 

For Aristotle, both are associated with virtue, “Although the young may be experts in geometry and 
mathematics and similar branches of knowledge (sophoi), we do not consider that a young man can have 
Prudence (phronimos). The reason is that Prudence (phronesis) includes a knowledge of particular facts, 
derived from experience, which a young man does not possess, for experience is the fruit of years.” Nous, 
by the way, is one of those curious words; for Aristotle it was the ability to think rationally, but in collegial 
English, it often means common-sense, and both meanings are central to Cynefin. 

Phronesis also links to the definition of sense-making, or naturalising sense-making, that I have 
developed over the years, namely: How do we make sense of the world so that we can act in it? With that 
definition comes the concept of sufficiency, how do we know that we know enough to determine the 
type of action we can take? After all, that is the primary function of Cynefin; at its heart, it is a decision 
support framework. I am using a hyphen in sense-making rather than the neologism created by Karl Weick. 
Weick, Dervin, Klein, Russel and myself are now identified in the literature as five distinct schools of sense-
making/sensemaking and I’ve had the privilege of working with both Brenda Dervin and Gary Klein and 
can call them friends. (6)
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Cynefin arose and developed through teaching

The process of Cynefin’s creation, I’m sure you realize by now, is a story of some magnitude. Much of 
the critical work was done on flip charts with groups of people in various states of bemusement as ideas came to 
me. I never understood why many academics do not want to teach. For me, teaching is a vital part of research; 
it is where ideas come together. Those flip charts may have seemed messy, but the mess was coherent and the 
process was not nearly as ad hoc as it may have looked at times. I’ve always used frameworks to force insight. 
It is an old trick of rhetoric, start in front of a large audience with the phrase, “There are three key aspects to 
[name subject]...” and even if you can only think of one as you begin, the other two will always come to what 
I call the prepared mind. My flip charts were all about forcing my mind (and often a part of the audience) to 
think differently and critically synthesize whatever emerged. 

To this day, I frequently accept invitations to present at conferences or deliver a lecture on a subject or 
idea that is in an early stage of exploration. I do this knowing that the live audience, and consequent adrenaline 
surge, will create new insight. To be clear, that only works with preparation, if you have both read up on the 
subjects and practiced the material you are teaching. Experience counts over a significant length of time.

Of course, there were often catalyst points along the way. I remember one in particular, when the chaos 
fold or cliff at the base of Cynefin, manifested itself during an extended conversation with Max Boisot in 
Washington. I had played with, and talked about, the different types of boundaries with colleagues for some 
time before then, and there were lots of sketches in various notebooks. However, the critical moment of creation 
was when Max’s, “What you are really talking about is...” exposition of René Thom’s 1972 book, Structural 
stability and morphogenesis, validated and informed what I knew in practice: namely, that the boundary 
between order and chaos is materially different from the others. (7) That conversation happened to come after a 
harrowing session I had had at the Academy of Management in 2001. The price to me for receiving an award 
for original contributions to the field of Knowledge Management (KM) was to present the Cynefin Framework 
to a highly knowledgeable audience and then handle formal responses from Max and J. C. Spender.

One of the things that J.C. said at the time was that just as organizational theorist, Ikujiro Nonaka, had 
made the word knowledge problematic, I was making the word meaning problematic.  For J.C. this was a good 
thing. It meant that a concept we thought was familiar was now being explored in novel ways. That proved 
significant in directing my own thinking, and the idea that we take the meaning of meaning for granted, and 
this directed much of the development of Cynefin.
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Cynefin reflects my trans-disciplinary upbringing & reading

There is no single academic discipline behind Cynefin - it interweaves the sciences and the humanities. 
Cynefin was brought up and cultured by generalist thinking, just was I. Science and humanities interacted in 
my family life and daily discourse, and I doubt anyone without an upbringing in generalist thinking could 
have created it. My impulse to buy over a hundred books in a day came from being in a family and school 
that treasured learning and sought to avoid the narrow confines of specialization. My father was a veterinary 
surgeon, my mother, a linguist and teacher. Both were from working-class backgrounds and had fought in 
various ways for the right to a University Education. They were well-read in literature, and my mother was a 
political activist of the first order. I was on an Aldermaston March in a pram, and there is a picture somewhere 
of me as a baby on Bertrand Russell’s knee. Family meals were not places for the faint-hearted or naive 
arguments. That also translated into school. 

I still remember in 1965 at the age of eleven, walking to the front of the class wearing long trousers at 
school for the first time (only shorts were permitted in primary school regardless of the weather) to be handed 
a record card on which was printed “You support capital punishment,” and told to speak on the subject for 
seven minutes, without preparation and with penalties for under- or overshooting. 

Capital punishment was something I loathed even then. While it was only abolished in 1969, it was 
suspended in England and Wales that year, so it was a hot topic. The school I went to fostered a tradition of 
impromptu debate: debating either side of a contentious issue was something we did every week from the 
ages of eleven to eighteen. Today we see how debate without rancor is rare, and in a modern environment 
challenging. But for me I carried on in the House of Debates at Lancaster University, where I rose to the rank 
of Convenor. That simple process meant voraciously reading everything you could as you never knew what 
would come up. A good and steady habit that has served me well.

While I focused on science in the sixth form, I was as well-read as anyone studying English Literature 
and was still in love with History as a subject before moving on to Poetry. To this day, I am still reading in both 
the humanities and sciences regularly, using two fountain pens and different colored inks to mark passages 
and add comments. Much of Cynefin has come from me synthesizing knowledge, while thinking on my feet 
in front of a flip chart responding to questions. When I am working on something new, I often set myself up. 
I write a title and an abstract, which I know will (one) force me to complete some reading before the time and 
(two) create a situation that will force the synthesis of that material while I am in front of a live audience. A lot 
of that ability harks back to the confidence I developed during those years of debate in its many manifestations.




