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Lars Rokkjaer and 
the 5th Province 
systems approach
how strategically structured multidisciplinary teams, trained 
in-house facilitators and group decision making with teeth 
makes organizations stronger, more productive and more 
engaged – for the long haul
 

Delivering strategic change 
the whole team believes 
in rokkjaer’s system approach centers on creating 
collaborative, autonomous teams mandated to arrive 
at key decisions. Carefully structured and organized 
by two pre-trained facilitators, these teams attend to, 
solve and ultimately transcend the partisan frustra-
tions and complaints that can paralyze the creative, 
strategic work of any complex organization. 

“True, effective change simply cannot be enforced,” 
says rokkjaer. “Change that will last and be produc-
tive cannot be imposed. any organization that wants 
to harness the creativity and knowhow of its people 
needs to invest in building structures that allow peo-
ple neutral space to actively voice concerns, listen, 
invest ideas and genuinely, productively, communi-
cate.”

Trained facilitators from within the organization 
make sure all members are actively listened to, their 
opinions noted and taken seriously or acted on, 
driving home that different realities and priorities do 
not necessarily mean competing ones.

neutral spaces 
produce innovative solutions 
rokkjaer has been inspired by the work of Irish Phi-
losophers, richard kearney and Mark Patrick Heder-
man on the symbol of the fifth province. Building on 
themes of tribal reconciliation in Celtic mythology, 
kearney and Hederman created the concept of a 
fifth province, a sacred, neutral site where Ireland’s 
four competing clans were required to lay down 
their arms and cooperate for the greater good, 
settling disputes and giving and receiving counsel. 
In this neutral fifth province all conflicting, contra-
dictory viewpoints were attended to equally, so that 
divisions could be transcended and new harmonious 
solutions emerge. 

Wark Institute Director Magnus Nydén: “I’m a scien-
tist, I still believe in evidence-based results. so when 
I saw Lars and how he works, bringing everyone in, 
making sure everyone was valued and their views 
recorded, I saw with my own eyes, immediately, this 
worked, and would deliver important strategic value.”

LEARN MORE How rokkjaer’s systems drive change 
at one of australia’s’ most exciting research Institutes 
– The Wark SEE OVER.

the communicative 
organisation, 2002  
ISBN: 91 7091 118 5
How the Communicative 
Organisation builds leadership into 
people’s daily communications, 
creating a workplace culture in di-
rect response to the organization’s 
key challenges. Includes practical 
examples, tools and theory.

the communicative 
Pedagogy, 1999  
ISBN: 91 7091 057 X
Outlines the fundamental con-
ditions for creating an attentive 
culture, stressing that we must 
acknowledge how people perceive, 
feel and act differently, to achieve 
organizational success.

it’s in the walls, 1998 
ISBN: 91 70 91 1169
How can sustainable, genuine, 
challenging interaction build 
deep value into the very heart of 
schools and academic 
institutions?

together, we are stronger
In the year 2000, in the spirit of archbishop Des-
mond Tutu’s Truth & reconciliation Commission, Lars 
rokkjaer was invited and funded to build up mul-
tiracial choirs in south africa by Northern europe’s 
largest organization for choirs, the Norwegian Choir 
association.

In 2002 in Palestine he facilitated multi-denomina-
tional meetings in jerusalem. For over 20 years in his 
native scandinavia he has worked as an influential 
educator, facilitator and government advisor creat-
ing new schools built on a systems culture of active 
listening and meta-cognition. Few people know as 
much as Lars rokkjaer about how to build strong, 
productive, consensual cultures. Cultures created and 
driven by all participants, where people learn to pool 
their strengths, share their understanding and build 
cultures that really last.

“The 14 days I spent as a facilitator in Palestine were 
hugely important for me,” says rokkjaer. “I facilitated 
a meeting between Mohamed Hussein, the Grand 
Mufti, jerusalem’s sunni Moslem leader, the Imam 
of al aqsa Mosque, the Latin Patriarch of jerusalem 
and arun Ghandi, Mahatma Ghandi’s grandson. The 
realization that I, a working class kid from a small 
town in Northern Denmark, could make a difference 
even here was an eye opener.  I came home with a 
completely new understanding of just how much it is 
possible to achieve through facilitation.”  

Building strategic bridges in 
business and science
Now rokkjaer has been helping corporate, sci-
entific and business organizations learn from his 
experiences, sharing how his collaborative systems 
approach can transform organizations, making them 
more engaged, creative and productive. By creating 
permanent channels built on active listening and 
proactive multidisciplinary decision making, rokkjaer 
helps organizations harness the long-term strategic 
power of group engagement, problem-solving and 
creativity. 

new worlds… at the wark
Built on what he terms ‘a 5th Province’ philosophy, 
since 2012 rokkjaer has been helping the prestigious 
Ian Wark research Institute of the University of south 
australia with an ambitious, strategic restructuring. 
Involving eight multi-disciplinary teams, each with 
two mandated, trained facilitators, the new structure 
is playing a vital role in helping the Institute meet 
one of its key challenges in colloid and interface 
science. seemingly complex, at its heart is a simple 
truth often difficult for many organizations to attain: 
“In south africa Dr Tutu uses the Bantu term ubuntu,” 
says rokkjaer. “Meaning, literally, ‘human-ness’ or ‘hu-
manity towards others.’ It stresses a universal bond of 
sharing that connects all humanity, a reminder that 
together we are stronger. When it comes to knowl-
edge we all gain from investing in building systems 
that allow us to genuinely pool our knowledge, not 
hoard it.”

BooKs By 
Lars roKKjaer

All books currently available in Swedish only.
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Worlds merge, collide and change fast. Few research fields 
are as dynamic as the study of materials and their inter-
faces, including bio and polymer materials, colloids and 
nanostructures, and mineral processing applications. At the 
University of South Australia’s prestigious Ian Wark Research 
Institute – the Wark - the focus is on not just keeping up with 
this change, but leading it. With a strong academic repu-
tation and a profile on creativity and flexibility, the Wark is 
Australia’s only uniquely designated ARC Special Research 
Centre for Particle and Material Interfaces, a place where 
worlds, literally, meet.

new structures, 
new insights, new cultures
Wark Director Magnus Nydén: “I look at these research 
areas as fast-moving continents, it’s between these 
areas, at interfaces, where they meet and new ground 

is formed, that new value is 
created. To optimize those 
areas we are working on 
a new concept, a systems 
approach that underpins and 
unites all of our research. By 
using big data, data fusion 
and machine learning, new 
research areas for us, as well 
as our own excellent physical 
chemistry in materials and 
interface science, we aim to 

develop new methodologies that let the data speak for 
itself, leading to new insights and, in turn, new discover-
ies. Things like new materials with novel properties and 
enormous potential to benefit society and industry alike.”
Central to the new strategic structure and direction 
at the Wark is a new organizational structure too. as 
with the Wark’s scientific emphasis on multidisciplinary 

research across different areas, the Institute’s new or-
ganizational structure too emphasizes multidisciplinary 
teams, bringing new human resources and personalities 
together. 

“To further creativity we made the decision to mix 
people into multidisciplinary teams,” says Nydén. “You 
have to have a balance of both generalist and specialist 
skills, and you have to see where other people in the 
organization are coming from, so everyone takes part 
in decisions. There are eight multidisciplinary groups, 
not just science but academic and professional staff 
too. seeing how scientific and administrative staff learn 
to understand each others’ priorities and see how both 
are vital for the right decisions has improved everyone’s 
working lives.”

each group has two facilitators who are given the man-
date to help the group come to an outcome that every-
one is actively invested in, the strategic value of strong 
decisions collectively made is vital and long-term.

Lars rokkjaer: “In the new structure decisions are made 
as close to the point of delivery of an action as possible, 
giving more people the opportunity to share responsi-
bility and develop a sense of ownership of the decisions. 
It is intended to empower the individual, which will lead 
to outstanding performance and underpin the perfor-
mance of the institute as a whole.”   

The new structure is built on rokkjaer’s ‘5th Province’ 
philosophy, with the emphasis on group creativity and 
open knowledge sharing, itself unusual for some scientif-
ic institutions.

opening the door 
to new learning
“Traditionally science has been a guarded arena stressing 
competition and secrecy,” says Nydén. “It is so competitive 
today that it can hurt science, scientists believe they have 
to keep knowledge secret. We have to protect it so we 
can publish first. When it’s like this science suffers. This is 
the very opposite of creativity. our profile is as a creative 
and flexible Institute. It is not our job as scientists to be 
careful with knowledge; it is our job to spread it.”

But of course sharing ideas is an act of trust. In order 
for people to share ideas they need to feel trusted, and 
engaged. The new organizational structure, with its trained 
facilitators, is all about building neutral spaces where active 
listening is the modus operandi, and all ideas are listened to 
and taken seriously, across disciplines, across departments.

“at the heart of creativity is listening,” says Nydén. “Trust. 
It is no small thing to build trust. It is all about people 
feeling appreciated, understanding that they have a 
voice, it’s not about criticizing other people, it’s about 
listening. We have a quality policy at the Wark, when 
we are listening to other colleagues we always say “yes 
and…” never “yes. But…” The more we trust, the more we 
listen, the better our science becomes. so many Nobel 
laureates, when asked what’s your secret? What was your 
eureka moment? answer ‘it was at the coffee machine 
when I was talking it through with a colleague.’”  

Nydén says that already the openness and trust generat-
ed at the multidisciplinary, facilitated meetings is spilling 
over, slowly creating a new culture of openness and 
creativity.

“Now people are engaging more with each other, inter-
nally new research directions have been born through 
this, before the café was empty, now it’s a talking shop. 
When you go there you actually hear more people talking. 
New scientific ideas are being born through this initiative. 
Ultimately we want to take this new openness into our 
community and industry. In 3-4 years’ time we will see the 
effect. a lot of academics are all about thinking, I’m more 
about feeling. The foundation of all creativity is when 
people talk and share ideas. If we can talk with other 
people we take away the fear factor, and nothing is worst 
for science than fear.”

New OrgaNisatiONal 
structure 
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the wark: 
Where new worlds meet
Driving long-term, collective change at the 
University of south australia’s Ian Wark research Institute

Magnus Nydén

at the heart of creativity is 
listening…the more we trust, 
the more we listen, the better 
our science becomes.
Magnus Nydén, 
Director, Ian Wark Research Institute
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together we are stronger: 
Meet Dr. Max Zanin

Dr Massimiliano (Max) Zanin is a facilitator for one 
of the wark’s multidisciplinary teams. so what 
makes a good facilitator? how has the process 
strengthened involvement and engagement at the 
institute? here Max describes the challenges and 
rewards of working with the new system. 

Name / title:  
Dr. Massimiliano (Max) Zanin                                                                   
Post:  
senior research Fellow in 
Mineral Processing 
Place:  
Ian Wark research Institute
University of south australia
 

How would you describe the experience of working as a 
facilitator for the new change process at the Wark? What 
has been the dominant feeling? 
 It has been a challenging experience. The dominant 
feeling is responsibility, and also participation, just taking 
part. Ultimately you feel responsible for the meeting 
being productive, for making sure issues are tackled and 
solutions identified. 

What has been the most challenging 
thing about the process? 
The most challenging aspect is tuning into mindsets 
which are all so different from each other and from yours 
as well. some people are very loud and vocal, some are 
silent. You need to direct the conversation to make sure 
no one dominates the others, and everyone feels com-
fortable being part of it. 

What do you see as the priority for 
yourself as a facilitator?
 as a facilitator, you need to be ready to understand peo-
ple (they are all different!), make sure that everyone can 
contribute, but at the same time ensure that decisions 
are taken and that the goal is achieved. I think under-
standing that is the top priority for a smooth facilitation.

How long does a typical meeting last?
Generally between one hour and 90 minutes. No longer 
than that.

Do people enjoy the meetings?
There is a general feeling that these meetings and the 
way they are structured are a great opportunity for every 
voice to be heard, but still - not always. some people still 
find it difficult to speak openly, and others find it difficult 
not to dominate others…

Was it hard to learn the role? 
I think I am still learning, although I never saw this role as 
something I had to learn. It is basically putting into prac-
tice, in a more formal and structured way, the basic social 
skills of listening carefully and understanding others.

Do you think the new process has changed how people at 
the Wark work together? 
The most significant change is that people now have the 
feeling that they are an active part of the decision-mak-
ing process.  

together we are stronger: 
Meet Dr. scott abbott
Dr scott abbott is a facilitator for one of the wark’s 
multidisciplinary teams. here he describes what 
makes a good facilitator, and how the process 
strengthens involvement and engagement at the 
institute. 

Name / title: 
Dr scott abbott                                                                   
Post:
Manager: scientific services
Place: 
Ian Wark research Institute
University of south australia
 

How would you describe the experience of working as a 
facilitator for the new change process at the Wark? 
It was an honor to be asked to help facilitate the newly 
formed research Technology support Group. I felt a 
sense of responsibility immediately. But opportunity too, 
a chance to help make a positive difference to the Wark 
moving forwards.  

What has been most challenging 
about being a facilitator? 
Having to stay independent and unbiased in group 
discussions, particularly when a topic is close to my own 
work interests and personal thoughts. The groups were 
structured to overcome this – each one has two facili-
tators, so if a topic comes up that a facilitator wants to 
contribute to, he or she can step down from the facilita-
tion role and do it. even so, I find this aspect particularly 
challenging. 

What do you see as the priority 
for yourself as a facilitator?
Communicating the group’s key responsibilities. receiv-
ing and listening to concerns and ideas from colleagues 
and making sure they are discussed and acted on in a 
professional, timely way. Making sure all the items on the 
agenda are discussed and the meeting stays focused and 
on track. Taking notes of key points, ideas and decisions. 
Pausing throughout the meeting to confirm what has 
been said really truly reflects the group’s ideas and deci-
sions. 

Do people enjoy the meetings?
Initially I think they thought the meetings could take 
up too much time, people have busy schedules. Now 
we’ve held a couple, established key responsibilities and 
given members an opportunity to provide input, I can 

see members becoming more actively engaged and 
wanting to contribute more. I think people’s enjoyment 
is growing with each meeting. 

Was it hard to learn the role? 
I am definitely still learning! It’s extremely challenging 
and so far I haven’t got it right! Having said that, I do feel 
as though I’m improving. It’s great having two facilitators 
in each group, you can help each other through the 
meetings. 

If you were to ask the people in your team what they 
found most rewarding what do you think they’d say? 
The chance to provide input and help make important 
decisions in a non-judgmental environment.  

Do you think the new process will change how people at 
the Wark work together? 
Most groups are a mix of professional and academic staff 
from different areas. I can see that this brings people 
out of their offices and gets people interacting with 
each other who normally wouldn’t. This is an additional 
positive, aside from the issues actually on the table. It will 
improve communication amongst staff.

What long-term value will the new teams and communi-
cation techniques bring to the Wark?
I hope to see improved internal communication and in-
teraction, improved research outputs and the growth of 
a more open and transparent culture. Wark staff will feel 
a greater sense of responsibility, ownership and worth 
knowing that they can actively contribute to the running 
of The Wark. I also think we’ll see greater interaction and 
association with industry partners and other academic 
institutions.  

the 5th Province 
from the inside out, two facilitators talk

People now have the feel-
ing that they are an active 
part of the decision-
making process.
Dr Max Zanin, 
Senior Research Fellow in Mineral Processing.

i can see how this brings 
people out of their offices 
and gets them interacting. 
this is an additional positive, 
aside from the issues actu-
ally on the table. i believe it 
will improve communication 
amongst staff.

Dr Scott Abbott, Manager: Scientific Services
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Helps People Think!

v/ Lars rokkjær
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lars@equilibrio.dk  •  www.eauilibrio.dk


