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Our aim at developing the Hexagon Sensemaking Canvas (HSC) has been to 
help customers and practitioners support the discussions between inward-
facing and outward-facing perspectives in PNI projects without the need to 
invoke the full Viable Systems Model.  

The HSC is the result of combining and careful (partial) integration of a couple 
of existing models from literature using our extensive experience with 
applying the existing sensemaking models in developing and delivering 
customer applications applying the Participatory Narrative Inquiry approach.  

The HSC is my no means aimed to replace the models currently in use for 
participatory sensemaking and application design. The following list forms of 
models form some inspirations and the peers/siblings of the HSC:  

Semiotic triangle and Box-x (Charles Sanders Peirce) 

Law Spheres / Aspects (Herman Dooyeweerd) 

Viable systems model (Stafford Beer) 

Triangular organisation (Robert Keidel) 

Order, complex, chaos (Stuart Kaufmann and others) 

Confluence sensemaking model (Cynthia Kurtz) 

Cynefin sensemaking model (Kurtz- Dave Snowden) 

Knowledge in Formation (Janos Sarbo c.s.) 

The following sheets will take you through the existing models and guide you 
during the development/emergence of the HSC. 

Introduction



By the end of the 19th century Peirce - the godfather of semiotics - 
defined the field by o.a. introducing monadic (firstness), dyadic 
(secondness) and triadic (thirdness) relations between subjects and 
objects in contexts.  

The tripolar below is included here for two reasons. Fist of all, the field 
of semiotics provides lots of insights to inform sensemaking activities. 
Terms such as signifiers, signified, symbols are from semiotics. 
Secondly, the use of a triangle in the field of semiotics shows that what 
we are doing here by far isn’t new. There are many siblings available in 
the literature and thousands or years of history. 

Peirce - Semiotics (1890)
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Herman Dooyeweerd (7 October 1894, Amsterdam – 12 February 1977, Amsterdam) was a 
Dutch juridical scholar by training, who by vocation was a philosopher and a co-founder of 
the Philosophy of the Cosmonomic Idea with Dirk Vollenhoven. Dooyeweerd made several 
contributions to philosophy and other theoretical thought, including concerning: the nature 
of diversity and coherence in everyday experience, the transcendental conditions for 
theoretical thought, the relationship between religion and philosophy, and a different view 
of meaning, being, time and self.  

Dooyeweerd is most famous for his suite of fifteen aspects (or 'law-spheres'), which are 
distinct ways in which reality can be meaningful and good, and can exist and occur. This 
suite of aspects is finding application in practical analysis, research and teaching in such 
diverse fields as built environment, sustainability, agriculture, business, information systems 
and development. Two example applications are below:

Dooyeweerd - Suite of Aspects or Law Spheres  (1930’s)

Source: wikipedia (text), http://kgsvr.net/dooy/using/understandingIS.html (images)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herman_Dooyeweerd
http://kgsvr.net/dooy/using/understandingIS.html


The viable systems model was developed by Stafford Beer in the 
’50-70’s and has been part of the domain of management cybernetics 
ever since. It is probably the most intricate and complete model to 
make sense of (diagnose) organisation. 

Below the VSM is shown on the left, where the amoeba shapes on the 
left depict the environment of the organisation including its known and 
future relations (that are considered part of the system). On the right 
are a nested system of systems that form the inside of the organisation.  

For our purposes here notable that in the management boxes (the 
squares) there is system 5 (identity), system 4 (outside & then) and 
system 3 (inside and now). 

Beer - Viable systems model (1950’s)
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In his work and the resulting articles and books, Robert Keidel has 
developed the notion of a triangular organisation. His thesis is that any 
organisational configuration or challenge can be expressed (or surely 
understood better) if one moves from considering 2 (f.e. control v.s 
autonomy) to 3 (control, cooperation and autonomy) aspects of 
organisation. The tripolar below is the central most generic model 
resulting from his work. 

It’s important to note the inward perspective of Keidel’s work and 
models. He talks about systems as wholes and decisions around control, 
cooperation and autonomy issues of organisations. It should 
furthermore be noted that - as in many systems approaches - customers 
or supply partners are often included in the system definition.

Keidel - Triangular Organisation (1988)
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Around 1993 Kaufmann published his first textbook The origins of 
order.  In it and the books and work that followed he explores many 
theories and simulations on the emergence or (patterned) order from 
chaos in biology and the economy. 

From his work and others the notion of “The edge between chaos and 
order” arose. It is questionable if “edge”is the best term as in real 
systems ordered, chaotic and complex aspects are intermingled. In 
fact, in living systems the complex aspects of an organisation enable it 
to live in the “space” between too ordered/“frozen” and to 
chaotic/“heat” states.  

Below are two ways to visualise the co-existence of order, complexity 
and chaos.

Kaufmann - Origins of Order (1993)

O rd e r

C h a o s

C o m p l e x

O rd e r C o m p l e x

C h a o s

Edge between  

order and chaos

Edge between  

order and chaos



Fact is however the pure ordered, complex or chaotic systems hardly 
exist. Apart maybe in simulations and some very rare natural situation 
or pure experiments in the lab.  

Below is a loose attempt to visualize the intermingling of ordered, 
complex and chaotic aspects or real systems. Now we easily see that 
three overlapping areas emerge, plus a central area where all three 
overlap. That central area is where almost all natural systems are most 
of the time.

Intermingling (complexity science)

O rd e re d C o m p l e x

C h a o t i c

States b
etween  

order and chaos



The Knowledge in Formation model by Janos c.s. is a semiotic model aimed at 
understanding how knowledge is formed in (artifical) brains. In its original form its 
hardly understandable by non-specialists (including me and probably most readers).  

Around 2012 we applied the KiF model in a project with Auke van Breemen (who 
is/was part of the KiF research group at Nijmegen University at the time) on 
understanding the exclusion mechanisms of children from the education system. 
We discovered that the KiF and Cynefin/Confluence models are largely 
homologues. We also found that KiF is extremely helpful in the design of questions 
around stories, esp. set of tripolars that provide real insight into how processes are 
onnected and how several perspectives on reality differ. 

Several more comprehensive diagrams of the KiF model were created as part of the 
project. Two are presented below. More information on the application of KiF in 
PNI/Narative Sensemaking is available. Mail harold@storyconnect.nl

Sarbo - Knowledge in Formation (2000 onwards)

http://www.springer.com/us/book/9783642170881
http://www.cs.ru.nl/~janos/project-site/
mailto:harold@storyconnect.nl


After introducing all the inputs and inspirations on the previous slides, 
we are now ready to start deriving the Hexagon SenseMaking Canvas.  

On the following pages this will done step by step by splitting order, 
complex, chaos and its overlapping area.  

As PNI / Narrative Sensemaking are fairly young in itself, but are based 
in a tradition of thousands or years of science and practice, many other 
inputs can be mentioned or suggested.  

If anyone feels more references should be included, has constructive 
ideas or positive suggestions how to improve the derivation of the 
canvas or the canvas itself, they are warmly welcomed.  

The following sheets lead to the development of the HSC version 
2015.8. This means year 2015 version 8. So there are 7 previous 
versions, some of which were released on Twitter. And there will 
probably be other minor releases in 2015. We intend to keep on 
versioning the HSC in forthcoming years. 

The HSC and this deck of sheets are published with an Attribution-
ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-SA 4.0) license. We would 
appreciate however to be contacted when someone improves the 
HSC or has suggestions for improvement. 

Deriving the Hexagon Sensemaking Canvas



The explanatory video on Cynefin (link) explains how order is split into two: known order and 
knowable order. The four circles on the right are shown shortly in the video. Basically this it the 
Cynefin model, where the hole in the middle is a bit problematic, but we will deal with that on the 
next page. 

An important observation is that when order is split into known and knowable effectively an 
inward perspective (known to me and many like me) and an outward perspective (it is 
knowable, but that takes some knowledge external (outward) of me are introduced. When we 
return to Keidel and Kaufman it’s easy to see that its better to choose control and order. 

When we do the same trick with the Kaufmann triangle we yield the image on the left. Which is 
basically the Confluence Sensemaking Model (w/o the submodels). In the confluence model the 
“seeing eye” always has the top-down perspective. This is an important difference between the 
two models. Same holds for the absence of boundaries in the confluence sensemkaing space. 

Please note that on the left the Edge has gone and on the right we have chosen to place the 
Edge between Known order and Chaos only while technically Knowable order is also order and it 
should have that edge too.  

Deriving Confluence and Cynefin
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When we split order in the intermingling model we yield of course four 
overlapping circles that naturally construct was is the disorder domain in Cynefin. 

For your reference we have depicted the 2003 version of Cynefin in the same 
orientation as the intermingling model on the left. So chaos is in the south and 
complex is on the right.  

It takes just a bit of imagination to “see” the Cynefin model in the left model. On 
just has to collapse the overlapping areas between the circles into boundaries 
and “merge” the areas where 3 or 4 overlap into one domain to yield Cynefin.  

The question that remains of course is why the Cynefin model has the asymmetric 
neural shape. We will ignore that for now is it largely seems a gimmick or design 
choice.

Construction of Cynefin boundaries
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Now that we have seen that the 
split of order into known and 
knowable basically introduces an 
inward and an outward 
perspective that ends up in the 
Cynefin model. The tendency is 
high to do the same to the 
complex and chaos and disorder 
domain right away. 

We will however make a small 
sidestep and visit the Viable 
Systems Model (VSM, from 
Cybernetics) first. The VSM 
(depicted on the right) features an 
environt (left), a management box 
and an operations box (the 
intricate part below).  

In the image on the right we’ve 
placed the Cynefin model over the 
management boxes of the VSM to 
show how a sensemaking model 
can be reused in a nested 
organisational framework

Towards more splits



Splitting an ordered system just yields two smaller ordered systems of the 
same nature. Any sane scientist will tell you the properties of a complex system 
change - irreversibly often - when the system it is split in two. The split we are 
talking about here is not a real split but a virtual one. One that just represents 
perspectives. So we are doing no harm when we split complexity into an 
inward and an outward perspective. After all, the models we handle here are 
all sensemaking models.  

When we imagine an inward and outward perspective on complexity, we soon 
end up with cooperation and complex itself. More strictly one could say the 
inward perspective is more about closure of organisation (and autopoiesis) 
while the latter one is more about viability (of the system in a changing 
environment), but for the case of simpleness, we just stick with cooperation 
(Keidel c.s.) and Complexity (Kaufmann c.s.) here. This yields:

Splitting complexity
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There are two thinks we need to discuss about the models below. 
Want to do that now and not way for the next two splits to happen as 
other thinks will change.  

In the left “confluence” model a new “seeing-eyes” has appeared. 
Besides the top one, there are now also 3 lower ones. These four 
represent cooperation. These are all peers, there is no hierarchy.  

In the right model we’ve place a question mark behind Disorder. This 
signifies that by now we have 3 bubbles for outward perspectives in 
there (order, complex and chaos) and 2 inward ones (control and 
cooperate). In the next step these will be 3/3 and after that we will see 
a change/split in disorder too.

Splitting complexity continued …

C o n t ro l C o m p l e x

C h a o s

O rd e r C o o p e r a t e

D i s o rd e r ?



In a pure chaotic system all agents are fully independent. Again we 
can simply look for inward and outward perspectives to split chaos.  

From an outward perspective any agent in the system will see, well …. 
just chaos. All around are fully independent agents “like me”. Taking 
an inward perspective, the same agent will see “just me”, I’m free, I’m 
single, I can do whatever I want, I’m … autonomous.  

In the “confluence” canvas on the left there is just one “seeing eye” 
and its sitting in the righthand corner being free and autnomous from 
anybody else. 

Splitting chaos
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By now we have reached the final state of the hexagon sensemaking canvas. We 
have seen that by splitting the outward oriented Kaufmann perspectives order, 
complexity and chaos we found three inward perspectives: control, cooperation 
and autonomy (the Keidel ones).  

So what should happen to disorder? Well we an do the same think again. Don’t 
we, living systems (and organisations), often say things like “we are thorn apart”. 
We are talking about our soul than, the inner/inward voice. And when we 
present to the world or are seen by others its our identities that are revealed and 
appear and played out. So that’s what we’ll do: disorder is split into soul & 
identities 

As it is not clear how and where soul and identities should be placed in the 
“confluence” model on the left, we’ve placed a ? and ! in the center. 
Suggestions and theories are appreciated.

Splitting disorder
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In the populistic version of the KiF model that was created during our work 
with Auke van Breemen features a central area called the index (or memory) 
from which types, habits, creativity and contextual information or 
knowledge are drawn during cognitive activities. These types of 
information and their associated processes are shown on the left.  

As we have seen already, in the HFC the memory/disorder has become 
soul and identities. For chaos (discerning something in the incoming stream 
of signals), sense seems an appropriate word - After all it is known from 
Cynefin and captured in the word sensemaking itself - and the associated 
process is proposition making or decisioning. On the top (north) we find 
decide. Its associated proces is decisioning which stands for the continuous 
creation of proposals and propositions that precedes (coordinated) action.

Refining disorder inspired by KiF



The components of the Hexagon Sensemaking Canvas are now 
complete. The seven “bubbles however are not very well designed. 
Below the HSC is presented in its “confluence” skin (left) and on the right 
in a form that presents the central area we’ve just seen and the 6 sub-
canvasses around it in the hexagonal shape that gives the HSC its name.  

To aid the use of the Canvas the sub-canvasses are also labelled with in 
inward (control, cooperation and autonomy) and outward (ordered, 
complex and chaotic) perspectives 

On the next two next pages the HSC is shown in large formats. A 3rd 
variaty without the outer boundary and shadow is provided too. This 
variety is also easy to draw.

Redesigning the Hexagon



Hexagon Sensemaking Canvas 
V2015.8 © TOP innosense BV 



Control Autonomy

ha
bi

t

type

context

cr
ea

tiv
ity

Order Complex

Hexagon Sensemaking Canvas 
V2015.9 © TOP innosense BV 

Cooperation

decision

sense

Chaos 

Self 
Soul & Identities



Control Autonomy

Order Complex

Hexagon Sensemaking Canvas 
V2015.9 © TOP innosense BV 

Cooperation

Chaos 

Self



Control Autonomy

ha
bi

t

type

context

cr
ea

tiv
ity

Order Complex

Hexagon Sensemaking Canvas 
V2015.9 © TOP innosense BV 

Cooperation

decision

sense

Chaos 

Self 
Soul & Identities



Control Autonomy

ha
bi

t

type

context

cr
ea

tiv
ity

Order Complex

Hexagon Sensemaking Canvas 
V2015.10 © TOP innosense BV 

Cooperation

decision

sense

Chaos 

Self 
Soul & Identities

Legend 
Inward 
Outward



Control Autonomy

ha
bi

t

type

context

cr
ea

tiv
ity

Order Complex

Hexagon Sensemaking Canvas 
V2015.10 © TOP innosense BV 

Cooperation

decision

sense

Chaos 

Self 
Soul & Identities

Legend 
Inward 
Outward



Controlled
Au

to
no

m
ou

s

ha
bi

t

type

context

cr
ea

tiv
ity

O
rd

er
ly

Com
plex

Hexagon Sensemaking Canvas 
V2015.11 © TOP innosense BV 

Cooperative

decision

sense

Chaotic 

Soul

Focus 
Inward 
Outward

ConnectingCh
oo

sin
g

P
ro

ce
ss
in
g

Recognising

E
xp

lo
rin

g

De
ter

mini
ng

Disordered environment

Acting



Controlled
Au

to
no

m
ou

s

ha
bi

t

type

context

cr
ea

tiv
ity

O
rd

er
ly

Com
plex

Hexagon Sensemaking Canvas 
V2015.12 © TOP innosense BV 

Cooperative

decision

sense

Chaotic 

Soul

Focus 
Inward 
Outward

ConnectingCh
oo

sin
g

P
ro

ce
ss
in
g

Recognising

E
xp

lo
rin

g

De
ter

mini
ng

Disordered environment

Acting



Control
Au

to
no

m
y

O
rd

er
Com

plex

Hexagon Sensemaking Canvas Basic  
V2016.2 © StoryConnect BV 

Cooperation

Chaos 

Index



Control
Au

to
no

m
y

O
rd

er
Com

plex
Cooperation

Chaos 

Index

Hexagon Sensemaking Canvas Basic  
V2016.2 © StoryConnect BV 



Control
Au

to
no

m
y

O
rd

er
Com

plex

Hexagon Sensemaking Canvas Perspectives  
V2016.2 © StoryConnect BV 

Cooperation

Chaos 

Index

Inward 
Outward



Hexagon Sensemaking Canvas Processing  
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Hexagon Sensemaking Canvas (nested) 
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Hexagon Sensemaking Canvas (triangular) 
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Hexagon Sensemaking Canvas (triangular) 
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The Hexagon Sensemaking Canvas has proven useful already in 
situations where either PNI practitioners or customers/clients were 
confused about the aim of story collection, sensemaking or 
intervention activities. It seems the HSC is instrumental in bringing 
more clarity in those discussions.  

The HSC - when printed or drawn in large format - can be use when 
working with stories in sensemaking sessions. Just like with other 
sensemaking spaces and the Cynefin model, it can be use as is and it 
can be constructed as a result of the activities.  

The HSC can also be used in the design process of StoryForms. 
Monopolar (scales), dipolar (dyadic) and tripolar (triadic) dimension 
and interactions can be easily identified because of the hexagonal 
shape of the canvas. 

Finally, the HSC can and should be used were it is useful. Other 
sensemaking models such the as the more organisationally diagnostic 
VSM and the more sensemaking oriented Confluence and Cynefin 
models are by no mean rendered obsolete by the HSC. It seems that 
the HSC is particularly useful when inward/outward perspectives are 
under consideration or need to be clarified. 

We would really appreciate to hear about application of the HSC in 
practice. These are welcome at info@storyconnect.nl or as comments 
under one of the (forthcoming) blogs on our site.

Final remarks
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