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We study your situation, its particular relationship to the 
social surroundings, analyze and interpret what we find 
and offer recommendations for action in the form of 
moments, activities, events and programs.

We design and implement moments, activities, events,  and 
programs that last a minute, a day, a year, a decade or a 
lifetime in order to create a positive, productive and 
creative environment; whether that environment be a 
team, office, organization, neighborhood, city, region, 
country, continent, hemisphere, planet, solar system, 
galaxy, or universe.

We are great at working with people who may not feel like 
they’re of much value: kids who aren’t loving school, the 
elderly who no one wants to listen to, small businesses 
operating in the shadows of massive monopolies, people 
who are new to a city, town or region, people who don’t 
speak the dominant language, people who don’t look like 
the people on TV, people who don’t have the time to figure 
out how to fit in.

What We Do





Workshops  
We provide the basic principles of Social Acupuncture and turn social discomfort 
into a fitness exercise for the soul.

Brilliant Collaborative Teams 
We can coach a group to discover, build and hone all the skills needed to function as 
a brilliant collaborative team. We have simple but strong methods for triggering 
trust,  a principled group identity, the ability to have jam sessions on the fly and 
respond calmly and respectfully to crisis.

Organization Assessment  
We can examine an organization from the perspective of our principles, look for 
imbalance and offer strategies to flatten hierarchies, while raising dedication.

Inspiring Public Engagement 
and Participation  
We’re expert at designing engagement strategies that consider the very long term 
and trigger deep commitment from all parties. We facilitate difficult discussions and 
incorporate conflicting points of view through creative, surprising and 
defensiveness-crumbling ways. 

Worlds of Young People
We have a team of young social researchers, all currently in their teens, who are 
getting their skills up to speed, and developing innovative methods for researching 
the worlds of young people.

On Offer





Helping Each Other
We are here primarily to help each other, sharing insights from our own work, and 
studying the work of others to minimize what is not effective and maximize what is.

Innovation  
We tinker with the definitions of research, strategically using our identity as a 
performance company to test unorthodox methods in very public settings.

Equity
We focus on triggering equity across individuals and populations, always looking for 
ways to redistribute economic, social and and cultural resources - most importantly 
our own.

Process 
We consider process to be research, the first research moment occurring when an 
email from a potential client appears in our inbox.

Physical Presence 
We immerse ourselves in our field of study, placing a high value on our physical 
presence.

Our Values





Abundance is held in social dynamics, structures and institutions.

We mobilize generosity, fostering creative and disarming contexts, and 
poke at these holding patterns, momentarily redistributing the cash and 
good vibes, hoping to create  an addiction to generosity. 

We call this poking social acupuncture: small participatory 
interventions into contradictions within the social body in order to 
redirect resources and move things toward balance, if only temporarily. 
Social contradictions contain stored energy and social acupuncture 
taps this energy, creating power gradients that fuel the manifestation of 
unusual, generous and equitable ways of being together.

The Mammalian 
Assumptions

There is abundance in the 
world; enough for everyone 
to have their basic social and 
material needs easily met.

Generosity
We believe that almost all 
people are  generous and 
willing to share, when 
provided the right context.

Our research design is based on two assumptions: 

Abundance



The Performativity 
of Social Acupuncuture
We are reliant on performativity, 
a concept that is often mistakenly 
used as a synonym for 
performance. Originating in 
speech act theory, a performative 
act is more precisely an act that 
brings things into being through 
the stating or performance of 
these things. The classic example 
is the statement "I now 
pronounce you husband and 
wife." In that instance, suddenly a 
set of social relations are 
triggered that have major 
material implications for the lives 
of the couple just hitched. We 
bring real things into being 
through our interventions. 





We are insane idealists who believe that we’ve been 
entrusted with a mission by a team of incorporeal entities 
who slip us instructions written on the back of imaginary 
napkins that we find scattered around the corners of our 
imagination. 

But, unlike the radiant idealist of yesteryear, we don’t have 
anything to do with that dust-encrusted word ‘revolution.’ 
Instead we’ve hitched our hopes for social change on the 
concept of phase shift, working tirelessly to produce 
conducive conditions for the emergence of new, surprising, 
generous and equitable social forms. 

We don’t have much faith in the human mammal to centrally 
plan and devise more equitable macro social structures; 
however, we do have faith in micro social actions of 
generosity, which, if supported with enough resources, can 
produce a phase shift and drive us up and out of this grossly 
inequitable basin of attraction and into one where candy will 
fall like rain.

The End Game





Theories  &  
Methods 
We are rapidly adding a range of thinking and fancy gizmos to our 
methodological utility belt, excited to try just about anything, 
keen to dive into both quantitative and qualitative waters as well 
as those methods that bridge both. We are pumped to build and 
test theory, and explain outcomes that we want to reproduce 
through our creative interventions. 

We weave iteratively back and forth between hypothesis, 
intervention, measurement, and evaluation then back to 
hypothesis, to start the cycle all over again, arriving at findings 
that we morph into recommendations that we transmigrate into 
the heaven of policy. Our policy. Your policy. Government policy. 
Policies to guide the swirling of the universe into a nice cool 
equilibrium.

Our methodological orientation is structural individualist, where 
relations between people are the basic unit of study and believed 
to produce all other social structures and social changes.  



The Mechanics 
of Social Change 

We recognize the reality of phase shifts, when particular sets of macro social 
relations are suddenly altered after an accumulation of micro individual-level 
changes occur. Phase shifts can occur in any dynamic system and when the time is 
ripe it doesn't take much to make one happen. 

Take the example of water on the stove or in the freezer: between zero and a 
hundred degrees Celsius, the addition or subtraction of a degree here or there has 
little effect, but if the water is at either end of the spectrum a single degree can 
mean all the difference, triggering a drastic phase shift from one state to another. 
This provides a model for the role of the artist as relaxed social interventionist, 
adding a degree here or there, waiting until an aggregation of the effects of many 
social actors produce macro-level change.



We are artists OR we are scientists but we are not both at the same time and we 
are very clear when we are one and not the other. As socially constructed ways of 
approaching knowledge production and dissemination, art and science benefit 
from maintaining a very strict differentiation, particularly around the The Five Big 
Binaries: 

1. Opacity/Transparency
Art utilizes opacity in ways that are crucial, while science must be absolutely 
transparent. You don’t have a surprise ending in a research paper, and an abstract 
summarizing the end of a novel would kill the fun, not to mention sales.  It is also 
crucial that research methods are clearly communicated at the dissemination 
moment, otherwise the work is illegible and not reproducible, a central scientific 
tenant. In the arts, methods are rarely shared and can even function as trade 
secrets, the mystery of how a work came to exist often an important part of the 
work itself.

2. Obfuscation/Honesty
Art must retain the right to lie, deceive and trick, with smoke and mirrors deployed 
to blow people’s minds. Science must be a field of knowledge that tries its darndest 
to tell the truth, even if that truth is relative, partial or provisional.

3. Uselessness/Usefulness
Art must retain its right to be useless; that art sometimes has no value at all is one 
of its valuable aspects, but it is impossible to imagine advocating for a similar thing 
for science.  Try writing that on your research council application. Sometimes art is 
very much about what the artist can get away with. Science must always have an 
explicit purpose.

Why Art and Science Are
Never the Same Thing

4. Singularity/Regularity
Art is in search of the singular, unique phenomenon: the new way of looking at and 
being in the world, while the scientist is in search of regularities, or at least regulari-
ties that happen sometimes, in some contexts, usually… if all goes well.

5. Unethical/Ethical
Art must retain its right to explore ethical limits and boundaries. It’s very hard to 
imagine extending a similar option to science. Science requires a social contract 
based on an ethic wherein - as far as current and contextual moral and ethical 
standards go – scientists agree to err well on the side of the ethical. Artists are free 
to push buttons, and question what is right behaviour; they are often paid for the 
service if all goes well.

Not all art is opaque, deceptive, useless, singular and unethical - and our personal 
preference and practice runs in quite the opposite directions - but we think it is 
safe to say that no science should have aspirations to any of those traits. A field of 
knowledge production that exclusively focuses on transparency and honesty, 
finding regularities and providing ethically grounded insights is pretty important.

Science and art are powerful  and complementary methods to produce knowledge, 
which makes the work of Mammalian Diving Reflex so exciting, but we need to 
always be clear if we’re wearing our lab coat or our beret. To attempt to wear both 
at the same time is simply to operate in the world of art. Which is fine, it’s just not 
science.
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We’re working hard to become adept at a variety of approaches to social research, 
including Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA). Invented by American 
sociologist Charles Ragin to handle both qualitative and quantitative data, QCA is 
a method that uses set relations to study social phenomena. The core of the 
method uses software to apply Boolean algebra to logical statements to determine 
the sufficiency and necessity of particular conditions for particular outcomes.  It’s a 
theory-centered method that requires a lot of work, as the researcher goes back 
and forth to the evidence, always tweaking theory to more and more accurately, 
though always only provisionally, reflect reality.

The way it works:
We define a situation of interest with a discernible outcome, then define a bunch 
of cases (individuals, neighborhoods, organizations, countries, cities) then define 
a  handful of conditions that are either there or not there. Each case is transpar-
ently calibrated and assigned a degree of membership in each configuration of 
conditions, and then this whole mess is analyzed to determine which conditions 
appear to be necessary and/or sufficient for the outcome of interest.

So, for example, let’s say we want to understand why some neighborhoods are so 
vibrant, while others are not. We choose a bunch of cases, from across the country 
or from a bunch of cities, then we clearly define indicators for vibrancy, then 
choose a bunch of conditions that we think are factors in fostering our definition of 
vibrancy: you know, say:  types of businesses, demographic of residents, proximity 
to transit, cost of housing, proximity to green space, zoning types, etc. By compar-
ing a whole bunch of cases we can start to develop a theory of vibrancy, outlining 
what is absolutely necessary and without which a neighborhood would not be 
considered vibrant, as well as the conditions that are sufficient - those conditions 
that always show up when vibrancy is high. With this, we can suggest policy 
interventions that are very specifically and parsimoniously targeted.

Qualitative Comparative Analysis



Type of
Strength

Physical

Intellectual

Social

Training 
Stressor

Evidence of 
Positive Failure 

Muscle failure: 
Exhaustion

Mind failure: 
Confusion

Charm failure: 
Awkwardness

Outcome Succinct 
Meme

The mechanism for building muscles involves pushing them to failure, tearing 
individual fibers and providing a healthy context for their repair. This process can 
be compared to the process of building one’s conceptual intelligence where the 
pain of muscle failure is analogous to the pain of confusion of the mind pushed to 
its limit; an unfamiliar math problem cannot be mastered without a period of 
intellectual confusion. Similarly, social discomfort or awkwardness is not only 
inevitable but desired if the goal is to build one’s social intelligence and expand 
one’s capacity to relate to others across challenging, alienating and annoying 
differences. Here, too, a healthy and supportive context is important with easy 
awkwardness in low risk situations providing the strength to tackle bigger and 
bigger challenges. 

Building Muscle, Building Mind, Building Heart:
The use of discomfort as an intentional stressor to build social intelligence

Weight

Difficult 
concepts

Other 
people

Bigger muscles: 
Strength

Bigger brain: 
Intelligence

Bigger heart: 
Social Intelligence

No pain, 
no gain

No confusion, 
no clarity

No awks, 
no allies

Currently the most established social mechanism we’ve assembled is the 
Mammalian SMYLE.  The value of youth engagement in the cultural sectors is 
indisputable: participation in the arts improves young peoples’ lives. Most models 
of artistic youth engagement focus on building critical thinking skills, confidence, 
and knowledge, all for general application in the world. We’re down with that.

BUT… what the Mammalian SMYLE proposes is that these skills can be developed 
for application in the host organization, as the young people are trained to TAKE 
OVER THE VERY ORGANIZATION THAT IS RUNNING THE PROGRAM. This 
works. We know it works, we’re doing it, it’s happening to us. The SMYLE is 
grounded in some simple but paradigm warping, brain-exploding principles; 
concepts so obvious that, like the wheel, you’re going to ride them to town to show 
off your new hat. Here are four of the most reproducible:

1. Collegiality
When we work with young people they are our colleagues.   Therefore the work we create 
with them must be equally important to both parties and have the potential to affect our 
lives equally. Practically, this means that this work is not off to the side of our main 
programming. In fact, it comprises a good chunk of our primary offerings. Does this put 
undue pressure on the youth? Not a chance. It provides a powerful incentive.

2. Social capital
Implied in the concept of collegiality is the idea of social capital. Networks are absolutely 
central to many industries, particularly arts and culture, where jobs are more likely to flow 
from who-you-know. Therefore we make great efforts to connect youth to our adult 
colleagues in the industry and we do this through the ancient art of socializing, the ‘party’ 
being our key methodological instrument, and its famous variant, the ‘dinner party.’

3. Friendship
A network is nothing but a bunch of people shaking hands and talking jargon until you inject 
it with friendship. THIS IS OUR KEY INNOVATION. We are friends with the young people we 
work with in a very real sense, sharing our lives and watching each other’s back. We’re 
building this company together, after all.

And let’s be frank about what just flashed through your dirty mind: we are aware of the 
multitude of alarm bells that get triggered by the idea of friendship between adults and 
young people during this most paranoid time in history. But friendship can be forged without 
putting a single hair on anyone’s head at risk. We know. We’ve been doing it for years. It’s not 
rocket surgery.  

4. Performativity   
We create very unusual social circumstances where generosity and equity are the norm, 
putting our rhetoric where our lives are in a very public way. We consider each moment a 
beachhead into the other dimension that we’re building with the youth, one performative act 
at a time. We perform these acts of generosity and equity in full view of the world, dragging 
the youth around the globe, insisting that they are at the table before anyone’s sure what is 
actually on the table. The youth are our team, and their expertise as youth must be in the mix 
as much as possible, as publicly as possible.



The Mammalian  Succession Model 
for Youth Labor Engagement (SMYLE)
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Evaluating the Mammalian Succession 
Model for Youth Labor Engagement 

The Mammailan SMYLE has the unusual property of being an intervention that is 
as targeted at the intervener as it is at the intervention subject.  

Measuring impact, then, can often be as simple as glancing at the company and 
critically examining the drastic changes that are occurring across the whole 
organization. But it gets even easier. With the focus on friendship, the SMYLE 
provides an even more proximate instrument for measurement: the lives of the 
staff. 

This model can be developed to operate in any environment where an organization 
is serving or collaborating with a clientele that would benefit from engagement with 
the highest levels of decision-making in the organization and, in turn, provide 
atypical and expert knowledge to help the organization evolve. Warning: this will 
change your life. 



Participatory  Action 
Interventionist Research

Our overall research approach is Participatory Action Interventionist Research (PAIR). 
While inspired by Participatory Action Research (PAR), PAIR addresses a number of 
PAR’s shortcomings. PAR is undertaken in collaboration with research subjects and 
invites them to set the agenda and determine the key research questions. PAIR accepts 
the fact that oftentimes the “subjects” don’t much care about setting the agenda, and 
don’t have a ton of questions.

With PAR, the goal is to affect the participants’ lives in a manner that is driven by and 
consistent with their personal or collective aspirations and because of this very precise 
focus, generalizing to other people and places is not much of an option. PAIR, on the other 
hand, is keen to discover context independent mechanisms that can be transferred to 
other locales.

While this objective is much more likely to be held by the researcher, once the subject is 
invited to share and work with their lives in order to discover mechanisms that can be 
transferred to other contexts, a new level of commitment and dedication is triggered.  
The subject has been invited to join the scientific community (white lab coat not 
included). This offer is then extended to the next set of subjects, who offer it to the next 
set of subjects with action building on action.  

We modify PAR by adding the “I” of intermediation, with three sites of intermediation.  
The first two involve the researcher in a more active role than the classic PAR role of 
facilitating the research goals. First, the researcher acts as an intermediary between what 
the subject knows and what they don’t know: sometimes we don’t know what is available 
to know, therefore a research goal may not occur to us. Secondly, the researcher is also a 
site to study the effects of a given intervention, in a view that sees collegiality at the core. 

The third angle from which we approach intermediation is a larger modification to the 
PAR model, as our cases tend to involve the study of more than a single group; multiple 
populations involved in our interventions all with different interests.  The objective is to 
examine everybody’s goals, hopes and desires to see where there might be intermediated 
areas of desired action that overlap.



The Mammalian Diving ReflexThe Mammalian Diving Reflex
We get our name from the mammalian diving reflex. This reflex increases the chances of 
survival when mammals are plunged into a watery environment by snapping the vocal 
cords shut over the trachea and locking air into the lungs slowing the heart rate, thus 
consuming less oxygen. 

For us, this is a metaphor for surviving difficult times, not through a comprehensive 
rational plan, but by getting the mind out of the way and letting the body do its job.

With our work, we’re always trying to overwhelm all involved with ideas and sensation, 
so that the participant is left with only the reflexive responses of the body to help guide 
them through. We trust we’ll survive this century in one piece, we just have to get out of 
the way and let our natural tendencies for generosity unlock the world’s abundance.
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Co-conspirators:
London International Festival of Theatre (LIFT), UK
The Metropolitan Region of Rhine-Neckar, Germany
The West Kowloon Cultural District, Hong Kong
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Kultur Ruhr, Germany
The Art Gallery of Ontario, Canada

Adelaide, Anyang, Austin, Bern, Birmingham, Bochum, Bologna, Brisbane, Brighton, Bristol, Brussels, 
Calgary, Cambridge (US), Chicago, Cork, Copenhagen, Darwin, Derry, Dublin, Duisburg, Edmonton, 
Enschede, Fargo, Gelsenkirchen, Gladbeck, Glasgow, Gloucester, Greencastle, Greensboro, Gwangju, 
Haifa, Hamburg, Hamilton, Heidelberg, Hong Kong, Inverness, Kitchener-Waterloo, Kelowna, Kuopio, 
Lahore, Launceston, Leeds, London, Los Angeles, Manchester, Mannheim, Melbourne, Milan, 
Minneapolis, Montreal, Moscow, Mumbai, Newcastle Upon Tyne, New York, Norwich, Nyon, 
Oldenburg, Oslo, Ottawa, Perth, Philadelphia, Portland, Prague, Regina, San Diego, Sinaloa, 
Skagaströnd, Singapore, Sydney, Taipei, Terni, Tifariti, Tokyo, Toronto, Trondheim, Vancouver, 
Victoria, Whitehorse , Windsor, Yellow Springs and Youngstown.

Where we’ve been seen:

Methods for Mammals is led by Mammalian’s founder and Artistic & Research Director, 
Darren O’Donnell.  Darren is an urban, social and cultural planner, novelist, essayist, 
playwright, director, designer and performer. His books include: Social Acupuncture (2006), 
which argues for aesthetics of civic engagement and Your Secrets Sleep with Me (2004), a 
novel about difference, love and the miraculous. His stage-based work with Mammalian 
includes: White Mice (1998), [boxhead] (2000), A Suicide-Site Guide to the City (2004), 
Diplomatic Immunities (2007), All the Sex I’ve Ever Had (2012) and Promises to a Divided City 
(2014). His performance work with Mammalian includes: Haircuts by Children, Eat the Street 
and The Children’s Choice Awards.  He holds a BFA in Theatre and a MSc. in Urban Planning 
from the University of Toronto.

www.mammalian.ca
Get in touch:  darren@mammalian.ca

Currently the most established social mechanism we’ve assembled is the 
Mammalian SMYLE.  The value of youth engagement in the cultural sectors is 
indisputable: participation in the arts improves young peoples’ lives. Most models 
of artistic youth engagement focus on building critical thinking skills, confidence, 
and knowledge, all for general application in the world. We’re down with that.

BUT… what the Mammalian SMYLE proposes is that these skills can be developed 
for application in the host organization, as the young people are trained to TAKE 
OVER THE VERY ORGANIZATION THAT IS RUNNING THE PROGRAM. This 
works. We know it works, we’re doing it, it’s happening to us. The SMYLE is 
grounded in some simple but paradigm warping, brain-exploding principles; 
concepts so obvious that, like the wheel, you’re going to ride them to town to show 
off your new hat. Here are four of the most reproducible:

1. Collegiality
When we work with young people they are our colleagues.   Therefore the work we create 
with them must be equally important to both parties and have the potential to affect our 
lives equally. Practically, this means that this work is not off to the side of our main 
programming. In fact, it comprises a good chunk of our primary offerings. Does this put 
undue pressure on the youth? Not a chance. It provides a powerful incentive.

2. Social capital
Implied in the concept of collegiality is the idea of social capital. Networks are absolutely 
central to many industries, particularly arts and culture, where jobs are more likely to flow 
from who-you-know. Therefore we make great efforts to connect youth to our adult 
colleagues in the industry and we do this through the ancient art of socializing, the ‘party’ 
being our key methodological instrument, and its famous variant, the ‘dinner party.’

3. Friendship
A network is nothing but a bunch of people shaking hands and talking jargon until you inject 
it with friendship. THIS IS OUR KEY INNOVATION. We are friends with the young people we 
work with in a very real sense, sharing our lives and watching each other’s back. We’re 
building this company together, after all.

And let’s be frank about what just flashed through your dirty mind: we are aware of the 
multitude of alarm bells that get triggered by the idea of friendship between adults and 
young people during this most paranoid time in history. But friendship can be forged without 
putting a single hair on anyone’s head at risk. We know. We’ve been doing it for years. It’s not 
rocket surgery.  

4. Performativity   
We create very unusual social circumstances where generosity and equity are the norm, 
putting our rhetoric where our lives are in a very public way. We consider each moment a 
beachhead into the other dimension that we’re building with the youth, one performative act 
at a time. We perform these acts of generosity and equity in full view of the world, dragging 
the youth around the globe, insisting that they are at the table before anyone’s sure what is 
actually on the table. The youth are our team, and their expertise as youth must be in the mix 
as much as possible, as publicly as possible.

Methods for Mammals was created as part of 
the  Art Gallery of Ontario’s Artist-in-Residence 
Program, Winter 2014-15. Mammalian Diving 
Reflex’s work at the  AGO was entitled The AGO 
Youth Receptiveness Assessment Initiative.  

Illustration and design by 
Marc Ngui - www.happysleepy.com
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