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From Independence to Interdependence:
Building the Conditions for Collective Agency in the Next 250 Years A
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Across interviews and real-world examples, there is a 
clear recognition that interdependence is not only a 
narrative or structural shift - it is a practice. It requires 
new ways of working, relating, and making decisions 
together - often in environments shaped by urgency, 
scarcity, and mistrust. Without this capacity, even 
well-designed strategies and strong alignment can 
break down in practice.

The following conditions reflect what is required to 
sustain collaboration across difference.

1   The Capacity to Share Power
Interdependence requires a shift from control to 
shared ownership.

In practice, this often means:

 �being transparent about priorities and constraints

 �allowing others to shape outcomes

 �navigating disagreement without withdrawing  
or dominating

This work is not purely technical. It requires leaders to 
examine their own relationship to power – how they 
hold it, protect it, and redistribute it.

2   �The Ability to Stay in Tension  
Without Fragmentation

Working across difference inevitably produces  
tension – across identity, strategy, values, and urgency.

In many environments, that tension leads to:

 �avoidance

 �conflict escalation

 �or breakdown in collaboration

Sustaining interdependence requires the ability to  
remain engaged through discomfort, and work through  
disagreement without defaulting to separation.

3  �Investment in Relationship  
as Infrastructure

Trust is not a byproduct of collaboration – it is  
a prerequisite.

Building and maintaining trust requires:

 �time and consistency

 �space for honest dialogue

 �repair when harm or misalignment occurs

In practice, this means treating relationships not as 
secondary to the work, but as core infrastructure for 
collective work.

4   Resourcing Coordination and Facilitation
Collaborative work does not sustain itself.

It requires:

 �dedicated roles for coordination

 �skilled facilitation

 �clear processes for communication and  
decision-making

When this work is under-resourced, collaboration can 
become uneven, extractive, or difficult to sustain.

5   Opportunities to Practice Democracy
People build capacity for interdependence  
through experience.

This includes opportunities to:

 �participate in shared decision-making

 �navigate tradeoffs

 �engage across difference

Without these opportunities, participation can remain 
symbolic rather than generative.
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Practice Conditions for Interdependence
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6   Skills for Collective Decision-Making
Effective collaboration depends on a set of shared 
skills that are often underdeveloped, including:

 �listening across difference

 �deliberation and prioritization

 �negotiating tradeoffs

Without these skills, groups can struggle to move 
from conversation to decision.

7   A Culture of Mutual Learning
Interdependence requires a shift away from expertise 
as authority, toward expertise as something shared 
and contributed. This includes:

 �recognizing that knowledge is distributed

 �valuing lived experience alongside  
technical expertise

 �creating space for co-learning and adaptation

Approaches grounded in popular education offer 
useful models for this kind of engagement.

8   Learning Across Boundaries
Many of the challenges facing organizations and  
movements are shared across sectors and geographies.

Interdependence is strengthened by the ability to:

 �learn from other issue areas

 �adapt lessons from different contexts

 �remain open to approaches that originate outside 
one’s own field.

9   Time and Space to Do the Work
Urgency crowds out collaboration. Interdependence 
requires breathing room.

Sustained collective work depends on having the time 
and capacity to:

 �Build trust

 �Reflect and adapt

 �Navigate conflict; and

 �Develop long-term strategy.

When organizations and leaders operate in constant 
crisis response, collaboration becomes more reactive, 
fragile, and difficult to sustain.

Closing Note
These conditions are not additive – they are 
foundational. Without them, efforts toward 
collaboration can unintentionally reinforce the very 
dynamics they seek to overcome: competition, 
fragmentation, and mistrust.


