South African Journal of Industrial Engineering December 2025 Vol 36(3), pp 225-239

Power Relations in Sustainable Operations Management in a Non-Profit Organisation:

A Cynefin Framework Perspective

M.F.P. Harmse' & W.L. Bean'

ARTICLE INFO

ABSTRACT

Article details

Presented at the 2025 Production and
Operations Management Society Africa
International Conference, held from 26
to 28 November 2025 in Pretoria, South
Africa

Available online 8 Dec 2025

Contact details
*  Corresponding author
u20818778@tuks.co.za

Author affiliations

1 Department of Industrial and
Systems Engineering, University
of Pretoria, South Africa

ORCID® identifiers
M.F.P. Harmse
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3366-3076

W.L. Bean
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1965-0081

DoI
http://dx.doi.org//10.7166/36-3-3341

The Cynefin framework was used to address power relations in
sustainable operations management in a non-profit organisation (NPO).
An integrated definition of sustainability was applied to refer to the
management of resources and processes to address organisational needs
and to build long-term resilience. The research problem entailed the
sustainability of NPOs, which is at risk globally. NPOs could improve their
sustainability through operations management, but require appropriate
models to make sense of the complexities that surround their operations
- including power relations. A methodology of action design research was
applied to develop appropriate models in a specific NPO. These included
using the Cynefin framework to make sense of and address power
relations. The findings entail stakeholders having power over the NPO,
empowering the NPO, and being empowered by the NPO, and on the
intrinsic power of the NPO. Approaches were developed that the NPO
used to address these power relations. The originality of the study
involves the use of the Cynefin framework to address power relations in
the context of sustainable operations management in NPOs. The findings
of the study have implications for NPO managers, and for operations
managers in general, showing how the Cynefin framework could be
applied to address power relations and so improve sustainable
operations management.

OPSOMMING

Die Cynefin-raamwerk is gebruik om magsverhoudinge in volhoubare
bedryfsbestuur in 'n niewinsgewende organisasie (NPO) aan te spreek. 'n
Geintegreerde definisie van volhoubaarheid is toegepas om te verwys na
die bestuur van hulpbronne en prosesse om organisatoriese behoeftes
aan te spreek en langtermyn-veerkragtigheid te bou. Die
navorsingsprobleem het die volhoubaarheid van NPO's behels, wat
wéreldwyd in gevaar is. NPO's kan hul volhoubaarheid deur
bedryfsbestuur verbeter, maar benodig toepaslike modelle om sin te
maak van die kompleksiteite rondom hul bedrywighede - insluitend
magsverhoudinge. 'n Metodologie van aksie-ontwerpnavorsing is
toegepas om toepaslike modelle in 'n spesifieke NPO te ontwikkel. Dit
het ingesluit die gebruik van die Cynefin-raamwerk om sin te maak van
magsverhoudinge en dit aan te spreek. Die bevindinge behels dat
belanghebbendes mag het oor die NPO, die NPO bemagtig, en bemagtig
word deur die NPO, en oor die intrinsiecke mag van die NPO. Benaderings
is ontwikkel wat die NPO gebruik het om hierdie magsverhoudinge aan
te spreek. Die oorspronklikheid van die studie behels die gebruik van die
Cynefin-raamwerk om magsverhoudinge aan te spreek in die konteks van
volhoubare bedryfsbestuur in NPQO's. Die bevindinge van die studie het
implikasies vir NPO-bestuurders, en vir operasionele bestuurders in die
algemeen, en toon hoe die Cynefin-raamwerk toegepas kan word om
magsverhoudinge aan te spreek en sodoende volhoubare operasionele
bestuur te verbeter.
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1. INTRODUCTION

A non-profit organisation (NPO) in the South African education and research sector that used sport as an
educational aid had to become more sustainable. It had a footprint in most provinces, involving more than
56 000 learners and 1 500 teachers. However, it experienced increasing difficulty with obtaining funding;
so it had to downsize, leading to a further decline in income and the number of employees. The NPO needed
even more funding when the pandemic caused by the coronavirus disease of 2019 (COVID-19) struck.
Significant donors had to withdraw, and the NPO had no reserve funds, although it had to support teachers
and learners online and prepare to assist schools once they re-opened. Social distancing affected its service
delivery and donor relationships even more.

Many NPOs in South Africa need to become more sustainable. While their sustainability has remained
average since 2009, according to the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) [1], their
financial viability deteriorates annually. The impact of COVID-19 on South African NPOs was aggravated by
the downgrading and poor performance of the economy [2]. Although the need for the services of NPOs
increased, 66% had experienced a decline in income and 35% had temporarily laid off employees or reduced
their working hours by September 2020 [3]. The NPO studied here therefore is representative of many NPOs
in South Africa whose sustainability is at risk.

Many NPOs worldwide are under pressure from political and economic crises and disasters such as the global
financial crisis of 2008 and COVID-19 [4]. While NPOs urgently need to generate income, stricter regulations
are constantly introduced, and their legitimacy is questioned [5]. Yet there is a rising demand for NPOs to
advocate for sustainability and to improve the sustainability of society [6, 7]. The NPO is therefore also
representative of many NPOs worldwide whose sustainability is at risk.

Operations management principles and tools can be applied to improve the sustainability of NPOs [8].
However, operations management in NPOs is difficult owing to their multiple, complex, and often
conflicting objectives, the complex nature of their products and services in an uncertain environment, and
the need to cooperate with multiple stakeholders in government, business, and society [9]. These
difficulties also involve power relations [8].

Appropriate models, such as operations management tools, can help NPOs to make sense of the
complexities at the interface between their sustainability and their operations [8, 10]. Models can also
support NPOs in their decision-making to address these complexities. Some NPOs use conventional business
operations management models, but their sustainability deteriorates when they apply these models
inappropriately [8]. Customised models also exist to address specific operations management problems in
NPOs, but an integrated organisational perspective is required [11]. A research problem was identified,
therefore, to develop operations management models that the NPO could use to improve its sustainability
and that could also contribute to an empirically grounded theory of how other NPOs could apply similar
models to improve their sustainability - and, more generally, how operations managers could apply similar
models to aid their organisational decision-making [12].

This article focuses on the power relations that NPOs need to make sense of and address as part of
operations management if they are to become more sustainable. The remainder of the article is organised
as follows: First, relevant concepts are analysed through a literature review. The methodology to develop
appropriate models is described next, and the Cynefin framework [13] is identified as appropriate for
making sense of power relations. The application of the Cynefin framework is explained, and the findings
are discussed. The article ends with a summary of contributions, implications, study limitations, and future
research directions.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Sustainable living has been practised by some societies for thousands of years [14]. However, Pliny the
Elder authored the first guide on the topic in 77-79 CE [15], and the concept of nachhaltend or “sustainable”
appeared for the first time in the literature in 1713 [16]. The World Commission on Environment and
Development [WCED] [17, p.24] defined sustainability in the context of global development as
“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations
to meet their own needs”. Different interpretations evolved from this ambitious definition in attempts to
operationalise it [18-21].
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Sustainable operations management (SOM) also does not have an agreed definition, and needs further
research [22], especially in the context of NPOs [23]. In the literature, SOM is defined in respect of different
focus areas for organisations to become more sustainable, as summarised in Table 1. By applying an
integrated definition of sustainability, as proposed by De Haan [18], the different focus areas in Table 1
could be incorporated into an integrated definition of SOM. The present study therefore defines SOM as the
management of human, natural, physical, financial, and social resources and of the processes involved in
satisfying the self-defined needs of an organisation and in building its resilience over the long term.

Table 1: Sustainable operations management focus areas

Focus area Reference

Lean operations management [24]

Green and innovative product and process design and development [24], [25], [26], [27], [28]
Cleaner and advanced process technologies [25], [26], [28]

Product life extension and closed-loop supply chains [24], [25], [28]
Integrated approach along global supply chains [12], [25], [27], [29]
Integrated approach to social, environmental, and economic factors, [12], [25], [27], [28], [29], [30]
including the total cost of operation

Importance of management systems [28], [31]

Sustainable business model innovation [25]

Behavioural and human factors, including power relations [12], [32]

Power relations are acknowledged as a focus area of SOM, as shown in Table 1, but also require further
research [33]. In the context of NPOs, the power relations in hybrid organisations, and specifically the
power of managers, must be investigated further [34]. In an emerging economy such as South Africa, the
government has considerable power over NPOs [35], as do donors, generally speaking [34]. Board chairs
have informational and referent power over board members, while board members have expert and
referent power over board chairs. Boards have legitimate power over managers, while managers have
informational power over boards. In hybrid organisations, boards often do not exercise their legitimate
power over managers, but submit to the power of managers. Beneficiaries often are regarded as powerless
[36]. However, the power of stakeholders depends not only on structural and contextual factors but also
on the stakeholders’ ability to exercise the power available to them [34]. To make sense of and address
power relations in the context of SOM, Glover [37] applies ethnography grounded in critical theory to a
dairy food supply chain; Williams and Radnor [32] refine the SERVICE framework [38], based on public
management theory, in healthcare; and Chung et al. [39] conduct a series of in-depth empirical case studies
in four small and medium-sized enterprises.

This paper supplements previous work to make sense of and address power relations in the context of SOM,
and specifically in NPOs, using an action design research (ADR) methodology and modelling in the Cynefin
framework. To this end, a model was defined as a meta-theoretical framework to develop understanding,
facilitate communication, propose improvements, and bring underlying assumptions to the surface [40-42].

3. METHODOLOGY

An ADR approach was appropriate to develop models that an NPO in the South African education and
research sector could use to improve its SOM, and that could contribute at the same time to a theory of
how other organisations could apply similar models to improve their SOM [43]. The research process is
summarised in Figure 1.To begin with, a research problem was formulated as a case study representing a
class of research problems, based on its expected information content [44]. The participating NPO was a
typical representative of South African NPOs; it had a footprint throughout South Africa, and had been in
operation for almost 15 years. It also represented the extreme case of NPOs in general: it had previously
had a substantial impact, but had become severely stressed. In addition, it represented an extreme case
of organisations in general with their varied, complex, and often conflicting objectives and complex
operations performance evaluations; with the complex nature of their products and services; with their
uncertain environment; and with their having to cooperate with multiple stakeholders in government,
business, and society. Finally, the participating NPO typified an increasing number of hybrid organisations
[45] that had started out as social enterprises and were later registered as private companies with limited
liability.
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Through the building, intervention, and evaluation cycles shown in Figure 1, models were developed until
the NPO understood sufficiently the complexities at the interface between its sustainability and its
operations. The research process was continually reflected upon. Based on these reflections, a theory was
formalised of how other organisations could improve their SOM by applying similar models.

. Building, intervention ‘g
Problem formulation |:> & evaluation |:>J Formalisation

Reflection

Figure 1: Action design research process

The building, intervention, and evaluation cycles started by contextualising models in the NPO in respect
of the key focus areas of SOM in NPOs, as identified through a summative content analysis of the literature
[46]. The needs of the NPO were identified through this contextualisation. The development of models
started from these defined needs and from an evaluation of the current sustainability of the NPO, which
established a baseline to evaluate goal achievement [43]. The sustainability of the NPO was evaluated on
the basis of the civil society organisation sustainability index [1]. Next, different organisational models for
sustainability and systems thinking approaches were considered, since an integrated organisational
perspective of modelling was required in the context of an NPO [47]. Furthermore, the applied definition
of SOM implied an organised complex problem that required descriptive and explanatory content-rich
models [48]. Discordant pluralism was applied to provide an enriched understanding of SOM in NPOs by
supplementing and challenging different approaches with one another without fusing them into a single
algorithm [49].

Systems thinking approaches applied in the context of operations management, sustainability, and NPOs in
an international development were considered, supplemented by additional approaches to address
identified gaps. The underlying assumptions of the approaches were explored, not to establish a pluralist
framework, but to indicate how discordant pluralism could provide an enriched understanding of the
research problem. This was done in respect of the theoretical underpinnings, typical questions that were
addressed [50], knowledge-constitutive interests as defined by Habermas [51], and the ontology of
organisations and the epistemology of organisational development [52]. The systems thinking approaches
to address the research problem were biomatrix model [53], viable system modelling [54], system dynamics
[55], a soft systems methodology [56], the Cynefin framework [13], and dynamic equilibrium modelling
[57]. This paper focuses on the Cynefin framework, which supplemented and challenged other approaches
to explore and reconcile power relations, as indicated in Table 2.

Table 2: Underlying assumptions of the Cynefin framework

Theoretical underpinning Complex adaptive systems theory, pragmatism, and critical theory, addressing
partial understandings of a situation and partiality among different
stakeholders [13]

Ontology of an organisation Composition of organising processes that maintain the organisation by
continually structuring it and maintaining its boundaries in a field of other
processes that continuously destruct the organisation and its boundaries

Epistemology of organisational Dialogic where the status quo is disrupted, followed by possibility questions,
development diversity and dialogue to create new possibilities and opportunities for
bottom-up engagement with conflict and complexity so that a new, more
complex coherence may emerge through interaction [52]

Knowledge-constitutive interest | Promotes emancipatory interest by considering preferred situations and
possible actions in respect of power relations that are internal and external to
an organisation

Typical questions addressed How is a situation framed?
What are the implications of this framing for how the situation is investigated?

What are appropriate ways of managing the situation, based on this framing?
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It is acknowledged that many other systems thinking approaches could have been applied. The study also
considered, for example, social network analysis [58], structural equation modelling [59], complex adaptive
systems modelling [60], Weickian modelling [61], scenario planning [62], and critical systems heuristics
[40]. Instead of applying discordant pluralism with reference to the theoretical underpinnings, the typical
questions addressed, knowledge-constitutive interests, the ontology of organisations, and the epistemology
of organisational development, contingency theory could have been applied [63]. However, the
characteristics of various approaches could not be usefully compared with the characteristics of the
situation of the NPO beyond the context of application, especially in the emergent sustainability of the
NPO. Method engineering could also have been applied where a fragment of one approach, possibly with
its underlying theory, was separated and integrated with fragments from other approaches [64]. While such
integration is applied in information systems development, an integration of systems thinking approaches
might lead to different approaches being subsumed into the perspective of a preferred approach [49].

4. MODEL DEVELOPMENT
4.1. Sensemaking of communities

The Cynefin framework regards an organisation as a complex ecology of communities who have compatible
aims but also a degree of dissonance that is necessary for organisational growth [65]. The ecology of
communities involves a historical, cultural, and situational context, as shown in Figure 2. The shared history
of an organisation enables it to adapt to conditions of uncertainty, but also limits its perceptions. The
culture of an organisation is moulded over time, therefore, to interpret events to adapt externally and
integrate internally, varying between a teaching culture and a learning culture, as indicated on the
horizontal axis in Figure 2. The situational context of an organisation also is shaped by its historical context,
and varies between exclusivity and inclusivity, as indicated on the vertical axis in Figure 2. In the centre
of Figure 2, a space of disorder indicates situations of disagreement about how explicit knowledge or
implicit meanings are shared and how sense is made of a situation [13].

Exclusive

Disorder

Learning
Suyoea ],

Inclusive

Figure 2: Complex ecology of the Cynefin framework

Through the building, intervention, and evaluation cycles of the applied ADR process (shown in Figure 3),
the NPO identified communities with which they are involved through a biomatrix model [53]. The NPO
made sense of these communities in historical, cultural, and situational contexts through the Cynefin
framework. Although stakeholder influence and satisfaction were fluid and constantly changed, the
communities with the consistently greatest influence are indicated in Figure 3. The NPO regarded the board
of trustees who registered the NPO as a voluntary community using private symbolic language and
associated stories to learn what to do in uncertain situations. Coordinators, facilitators, a product manager,
a programme manager, a general manager, coaches, and learning centre owners were regarded as
professional communities using expert language and associated skill sets to transfer certainty and explicit
knowledge - including technology - through training programmes. Accountants, administrators, and
marketers were regarded as a bureaucratic community using the language of the dominant culture of the
NPO to transfer certainty and explicit knowledge in structured feedback.
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Exclusive

Suryoeay,

Le;ning

H
Inclusive

A Accountants, administrators & F  General manager K Teachers, coaches & learning

marketers centre owners
B Business, donors G Network operators L Teacher unions
C Coordinators, facilitators, product H Preschool children M Technical support

managers & programme managers
D Community leaders I Primary school learners N Board of trustees
E Education district & circuit offices J School principals & governing

bodies

Figure 3: Communities of the non-profit organisation
4.2. Sensemaking of boundaries

The domains indicated in Figure 2 are used to frame the situations of an organisation [66]. The teaching-
inclusive domain implies a clear situation in which a simple problem involves a limited number of variables.
The teaching-exclusive domain also implies a complicated situation in which a disorganised and complex
problem involves a very large number of variables. The learning-exclusive domain implies a complex
situation in which an organised and complex problem involves a significant number of interrelated factors.
The learning-inclusive domain also implies a chaotic situation in which an organised and complex problem
also involves a significant number of interrelated factors.

The boundaries between the domains involve gradual transitions that are open for interpretation, so that
negotiations are required on what they mean and where they are placed [13]. The boundaries might indicate
partiality among the communities of an organisation, and partial understandings based on the framing of
situations. They can be crossed, as shown in Figure 4. Through the building, intervention, and evaluation
cycles of the applied ADR process (Figure 1), awareness was raised of when the NPO crossed boundaries
and how they responded to it. They were also sensitised about how to prepare to cross boundaries
purposefully or how to avoid doing so.
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Figure 4: Boundary crossings of the Cynefin framework

The boundary between clear and complicated situations in Figure 4 is fluid, and is often crossed in both
directions. It involves diagnostic organisational development, in which a reinforcing cycle of planning
dictates a controllable process of projectable change [52]. A technical interest is promoted, therefore. For
the NPO, business and education district and circuit offices in particular used expert language and the
associated skill sets in complicated situations, and crossed the boundary into clear situations to demand
efficiency, best practices, and predictable results over a short time period. On the other hand, accountants,
administrators, and marketers used the language of the dominant culture of the NPO in clear situations,
but crossed the boundary into complicated situations to make sense of the situation through expert
language and acquired skill sets, so that their views dominated.

The boundary between complicated and complex situations in Figure 4 is not as permeable as the boundary
between clear and complicated situations, since translations are required between expert languages and
the associated skill sets on the one hand, and private symbolic languages and the associated stories on the
other. Crossing the boundary, however, can complement transitions between clear and complicated
situations through dialogical organisational development. This involves an adaptive process in which
planning evolves over time so that a technical interest is supplemented with a practical interest - if
communities trust one another. NPO managers, coordinators, facilitators, and coaches regularly crossed
the boundary from complicated to complex situations and back again to explore possible actions and
preferred situations, as indicated through viable system modelling in respect of value content and assisting
those with less power. However, value content was not tabled in actual discussions about possible actions
and preferred situations between the board of trustees and the general manager; and, in reality, those
with less power were not assisted. The board of trustees also did not offer knowledge to the NPO by crossing
the boundary, nor discuss value content, and those with less power were not assisted in deliberations about
possible actions and preferred situations with business and education district and circuit offices, so that
crossing the boundary remained sterile.

The boundary between complex and chaotic situations is fluid and difficult to delineate. It might be crossed
through dialogical organisational development that involves the careful disruption of complex situations to
become chaotic in order to instil innovation and adaptability for sustainability (1 in Figure 4). The boundary
is crossed back again by creating multiple attractors to enable patterns to emerge; and, by repeating the
cycle, a rich variety of patterns are created through which to make sense of situations. An emancipatory
interest is promoted by considering possible actions and preferred situations in respect of power relations.
The boundary between complicated and chaotic situations also might be crossed through dialogical
organisational development involving the careful disruption of complicated situations (2 in Figure 4).
Situations initially become disordered and then chaotic. The same process as above can then be used to
cycle between chaotic and complex situations and eventually back to complicated situations. No evidence
was found that the NPO used these boundary crossings.
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The boundary between clear and chaotic situations is the strongest and most dangerous, and must be
treated with respect. It too might be crossed through dialogical organisational development involving very
careful disruption of clear situations, and back again to stimulate reflection without destabilising the
organisation (3 in Figure 4). An emancipatory interest is promoted by considering possible actions and
preferred situations in respect of power relations. The boundary might also be crossed through imposing
order in chaos. This might happen when complex situations or complicated situations are disrupted to
become chaotic; but the boundary to complex situations is not crossed by creating multiple attractors. The
NPO crossed the boundary from chaotic to clear situations by imposing order in chaos in order to address
unsustainable situations, such as when they ran out of funds. The stakeholders accepted the imposed order,
since it was well-aligned with their needs and brought savings and stability. However, over time the new
order became rigid and broke down to become chaotic again.

The boundary between clear and complex situations might be crossed through a process of giving up control
(4 in Figure 4). Situations initially become disordered and then complex, from which point boundaries can
be crossed to complicated and eventually back to clear situations. No evidence was found that the NPO
used this boundary crossing.

5.  DISCUSSION
5.1. Power relations in communities

Through a reflection on the contextualisation of models in the NPO as part of the ADR process (Figure 1),
it was realised that the board of trustees who registered the NPO originally had a social enterprise
orientation. However, later the board of trustees applied to be approved as a public benefit organisation
and registered their programme as an NPO. Still later, the board of trustees registered a private company
with limited liability, which was in line again with their original social enterprise orientation. As a social
enterprise, the board of trustees were responsible to explore issues of social responsibility and to use
emerging opportunities based on their organisational and external knowledge [65, 66]. However, the NPO
also took on social responsibility on behalf of business [25]. The board of trustees should guard against
falling into chaos or fact-based management by fast-tracking problem resolution or opportunity exploitation
instead of allowing time for reflection and encouraging interaction for patterns to emerge. This included
urgent information received from the general manager through an algedonic signal about organisational
communities, as indicated through viable system modelling.

Reflection on applying viable system modelling indicated that the managers, coordinators, facilitators,
coaches, and learning centre owners had a responsibility to monitor changes and to produce organisational
responses. However, instead of over-analysis of a situation or overconfidence in the efficacy of past
solutions, they should have continued to seek feedback from external and internal stakeholders and to
experiment in order to stimulate innovation, as suggested by organisational models for sustainability. This
would have included resource bargaining through meetings and reporting, inter-operational management
through meetings and reporting, and strategy development, ethos, and interactions maintenance and
recursive governance at management meetings.

Reflection on a biomatrix model of the NPO indicated that the accountants, administrators, and marketers
had allocated responsibilities based on implicit governance in the organisational structure. However, they
should guard against complacency, overreliance on best practices if the situation of the NPO changed, and
oversimplification of complex issues. They should keep communication channels open and stayed connected
to the situation of the NPO. Reflection on viable system modelling showed that this would have included
resource bargaining in meetings where accountants, administrators, and marketers were represented by
coordinators.

5.2. Power relations implied by boundaries

Reflection on applying the Cynefin framework showed that the NPO did not always examine the boundaries
of situations or manage boundaries and perceptions about them. These included, for example, the
boundaries between a social enterprise and an NPO, the implementation of broad-based black economic
empowerment (BBBEE), the development of sport in its own right and the development of sport as an
educational aid, and cooperation with different stakeholders. Most NPOs struggle to manage their
boundaries with business and government. Business and government typically regard some societal needs
as beyond their boundaries because they cannot be addressed profitably or do not have sufficient statutory
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basis or public support [67]. NPOs question and cross these boundaries, and internalise the needs not being
addressed. However, NPOs increasingly use business management practices to improve their operations and
to enhance their financial performance, so that they compete against business while losing the support of
society [45]. NPOs also often involve the government as the main funder so that they become agents of the
government [67]. NPOs therefore must question their own boundaries to internalise societal issues, as
revealed by the boundary critique of business and government, through reflexive self-regulation. A
boundary then is established by effectively creating human, natural, physical, financial, and social
resources from an outside-in organisational perspective to contribute to the common good [68].

Another boundary not managed well by the participating NPO was the end-of-life of their resources, as
indicated through a biomatrix model, such that the discharge of resources was stipulated only after
numerous attempts. They also did not manage exit strategies well, as indicated by their self-defined needs
to address incentives for and the tenure of trustees [69]. Since funding is limited for any project, they also
required project exit strategies. The NPO could address the power relations at play between them and the
trustees, and them and their donors, through contracts [70], including clear exit strategies [71]. Other
operational management principles also could be included in contracts such as project goals, measurable
benchmarks to assess progress towards goals, action steps, roles and responsibilities, a timeline, potential
problems such as funding shortfalls, the transition of ownership to other stakeholders, legal and ethical
issues, stakeholder support, and the transfer of resources. However, it should be clearly indicated which
resources were not transferable and the transition of ownership should be managed carefully [72].
Furthermore, power relations could be addressed by maximising autonomy to minimise uncertainty and
dependence, which again would imply exit strategies [73]. The NPO attempted to extend alliances formed
during projects and to influence the Department of Basic Education through regular project reports,
including donor feedback. However, as part of their exit strategies they could report on their contributions
in various forums, which required these types of interventions such as the Mining Charter [74].

Through a reflection on applying the Cynefin framework, it was realised that the NPO did not use the
boundary crossings indicated in Figure 4 between complex and chaotic situations, between complicated
and chaotic situations, from clear to chaotic situations and back, or between clear and complex situations,
to promote an emancipatory interest. Additional boundary crossings therefore were proposed to address
the power relations. These proposed boundary crossings are summarised in Table 3.

Table 3: Proposed boundary crossings to address power relations in the non-profit organisation

Boundary crossing Power relation addressed
Between complex and Assist the board of trustees to explore issues of social responsibility and to use
chaotic situations emerging opportunities based on organisational and external knowledge

Between complicated and Assist managers, coordinators, and facilitators to deal with complexity, and to
chaotic situations improve entrepreneurial skills and stakeholder influence and satisfaction, and
financial resources

From clear to chaotic Assist accountants, administrators, and marketers to open communication channels
situations and back and appreciate the dynamic situation of the NPO by very carefully disrupting clear
situations, and back

Between clear and complex | Assist accountants, administrators, and marketers to increase cooperation in the
situations NPO, and the NPO sector to improve their effectiveness in support of the NPO and to
improve the wider NPO sectoral infrastructure

5.3. Strategy to address power relations

Reflection on a biomatrix model of the NPO raised awareness of the power relations among the communities
in Figure 3 in respect of communities having power over the NPO, communities empowering the NPO,
communities empowered by the NPO, and the intrinsic power of the NPO [53]. These relations correspond
to those in the literature, but are enhanced. The NPO developed a strategy to address these power relations
through the Cynefin framework by considering the dynamics of situations, decisions, perspectives, conflicts,
and changes, summarised in Table 4.
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Table 4: Strategy to address power relations in the non-profit organisation

Power relation Community Approach

Power over NPO | Some businesses, education district & circuit ¢ Consider dynamics of situations, decisions,
offices, teacher unions, community leaders, perspectives, conflicts, and changes
school principals & governing bodies, board of | e Align ethos and aims of communities,
trustees, network operators, technical including tolerance of different world views
support ¢ |dentify with one another, share language,

stories and skills, and ethical behaviour to
promote an emancipatory interest
e Address transcendental leadership and social

resources
Empower NPO Some businesses, teacher unions, community ¢ Intention to use power to govern depends on
leaders, school principals & governing bodies, alignment of aims
network operators, technical support o Ability to use power to govern depends on
Empowered by « Managers, coordinators, facilitators, regulation, resource flow, and format of
NPO coaches, learning centre owners, ;esour;es
accountants, administrators, marketers, ¢ Recursive governance L .
and teachers e Address transcendental leadership, financial
o BBBEE and social resources
e Preschool children and primary school
learners
Intrinsic power Accountants, administrators, and marketers e Open communication channels

e Connect with actual situation of NPO

Power over the NPO surfaced by reflecting not only on a biomatrix model of the NPO, but also on the
application of causal loop diagrams, which indicated vicious feedback loops acting as a success to the
successful archetype [75]. As indicated in Table 4, power was exerted over the NPO by some businesses,
education district and circuit offices, teacher unions, community leaders, school principals and governing
bodies, the board of trustees, network operators, and technical support. They could dominate the will of
the NPO by, for example, withholding funding or approval if the NPO did not submit to their will. Figure 3
shows that the power over the NPO was exerted through exclusivity - a private symbolic language and
associated stories used by the board of trustees, and expert language and associated skill sets used by
business, some donors, education district and circuit offices, and school principals and governing bodies.
More empowering relations could be developed when communities identify with one another, share
language, stories and skills, and behave ethically to promote an emancipatory interest [76]. The process
could be started from the alignment of the ethos and aims of the communities, including tolerance of
different world views [77].

The NPO was empowered by some businesses, teacher unions, community leaders, school principals and
governing bodies, network operators, and technical support, as shown in Table 4.

Empowerment involves the transfer of power to govern according to a biomatrix model [53]. The intention
to use the power to govern depends on the alignment of aims, while the ability to use the power to govern
depends on regulation, resource flow, and the format of resources. Empowerment also entails recursive
governance, as set out through viable system modelling, where each community governs itself in the
context of the NPO [78]. Recursive governance furthermore links the governance of the NPO to global
governance through adherence to and promotion of national legislation and regulations, and power
delegation from the government [79]. By reflecting on the application of viable system modelling, the NPO
became aware of leadership issues with reference to the co-evolution of the NPO with its environment,
global governance, and contextual sustainability. This involved the board of trustees, who were regarded
as a voluntary community in Figure 3. Reflection on a biomatrix model, viable system modelling, and a
sustainable organisational model for mature organisations [80] indicated that the board of trustees were
responsible for environmental effectiveness. They had to learn what to do in ambiguous and uncertain
situations regarding human, natural, physical, financial, and social opportunities and threats in the
contextual environment of the NPO. However, reflecting on system dynamics and soft systems methodology
showed that the board of trustees first had to address cultural entropy [77], but lacked the required
transcendental leadership and social resources [81]. Managers, coordinators, facilitators, coaches, learning
centre owners, and teachers also had a responsibility to monitor changes and produce organisational
responses. Although they continued to seek feedback from external and internal stakeholders and
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experimented to stimulate innovation, they too lacked transcendental leadership, and experienced
difficulties with financial and social resources.

Table 4 indicates further that the NPO empowered managers, coordinators, facilitators, coaches, learning
centre owners, accountants, administrators, marketers, and teachers. Recursive governance in adhering to
and promoting national legislation and regulations included BBBEE. Here, the NPO transferred the power
to govern specifically to black coaches, learning centre owners, teachers, and employees. The overall aim
of the NPO also involved the empowerment of learners, with a focus on preschool children and primary
school learners. In this case the transfer of power to govern entailed self-governance with reference to
viable system modelling, which is an important skill and character trait required for the 215t century [82].

Relations of intrinsic power were surfaced by supplementing a biomatrix model with the Cynefin
framework, as indicated in Table 4.

Such relations entail implicit governance through organisational structures, which might surface as
organisational turbulence when the status quo is disrupted. The bureaucratic community formed by the
accountants, administrators, and marketers of the NPO maintained the status quo by using the language of
its dominant culture. Reflection on viable system modelling and system dynamics indicated that they had
allocated responsibilities based on implicit governance in the organisational structure; but it seemed that
communication channels were not open, and there was a disconnect with the situation of the NPO.

6. CONCLUSION

As part of the formalisation phase of the ADR process shown in Figure 1, this study has presented a case
study to improve the sustainability of NPOs through operations management. The Cynefin framework was
applied as an operations management tool to assist an NPO in the South African education and research
sector to make sense of power relations at the interface between their sustainability and their operations.
It also supported the NPO in their decision-making to address these power relations. The Cynefin framework
supplemented other systems thinking approaches to provide an integrated organisational perspective on
the NPO, to approach SOM as an organised complex problem, and to provide an enriched understanding of
SOM in the NPO through discordant pluralism. The NPO portrayed itself as a complex ecology of communities
in a historical, cultural, and situational context. Power relations among these communities were explored,
and plausible paths were identified to address these power relations. The NPO also became aware of how
they frame situations by setting boundaries. Power relations were considered in setting and crossing
boundaries. Through the Cynefin framework, the NPO developed a strategy to address the power relations
involved in communities having power over the NPO, communities empowering the NPO, communities being
empowered by the NPO, and intrinsic power of the NPO, summarised in Table 4.

The originality of the study involves the use of the Cynefin framework to address power relations in the
context of SOM in an NPO through an ADR methodology. In the literature, power relations are made sense
of and addressed in the context of SOM through ethnography, the SERVICE framework, and a series of in-
depth empirical case studies. Previous studies considered a dairy food supply chain, healthcare, and small
and medium-sized enterprises.

Implications are provided for NPO managers in general of how to apply the Cynefin framework to address
power relations to improve SOM. This is done through an ADR methodology that involved the formulation
of a case study representing a class of research problems with reference to its expected information
content. The participating NPO represents a typical case of South African NPOs, and an extreme case of
NPOs in general. Furthermore, the application of the Cynefin framework has implications for operations
managers in general, since an NPO represents an extreme case of organisations in general, and a typical
case of hybrid organisations.

The limitations of the Cynefin framework to make sense of and address power relations to improve SOM in
an NPO concern intrinsic power relations that might surface as organisational turbulence when the status
quo is disrupted. Sense was made of intrinsic power relations through the Cynefin framework, and decision-
making was supported to address these power relations. Although the Cynefin framework indicates how the
tensions identified through other systems thinking approaches constantly pull an organisation in opposite
directions [13], supplementary approaches were required to make sense of and address organisational
turbulence. Furthermore, although a theory is presented for how other organisations could apply the
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Cynefin framework to make sense of and address power relations in the context of SOM, the theory must
be tested and refined in practice.

Opportunities for future research would involve, first, applying the Cynefin framework in other NPOs to
test and refine the sensemaking of power relations at the interface between their sustainability and their
operations. Closely linked to this, the Cynefin framework should be applied in other NPOs to refine decision-
making to address these power relations. The application of the Cynefin framework should involve
representative cases of an increasing number of hybrid organisations. Next, making sense of and addressing
power relations in the context of SOM by means of the Cynefin framework should be tested and refined in
public organisations and private organisations. Additional opportunities for future research might involve
systems thinking approaches other than those applied in this study to supplement the Cynefin framework
in order to make sense of and address power relations at the interface between organisational sustainability
and operations. For example, in this study, a biomatrix model supplemented the Cynefin framework to
examine different scales of space and time across which the NPO operated. Viable system modelling further
explored different scales of space and system dynamics elaborated on different scales of time. Dynamic
equilibrium modelling was applied to discover adaptive cycles. Panarchy, as defined by [83], could be
applied to emphasise the cross-scale linkages that influence the overall dynamics of an NPO.
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