Turbulence, chaos, complexity, emergence - and informal
networks ...

Imagine for a moment that you are trying to find your way through a maze, and that you are
wearing a blindfold. Now imagine how much harder it would be if the paths and junctions
were constantly changing - and lots of people were giving you contradictory advice on which
turns to take and when. How would you isolate the good advice from the not-so-good, if all
the messages were obscured by the sounds of a violent storm? Does that all sound tough?
Managing complex organisations today is just like that. It is tough – very tough!

The challenge is that turbulence, chaos, complexity and emergence are all facts of business
life. They render all simplistic tactics and solutions inappropriate. So, when faced with
other challenges such as how to improve productivity, innovation and programme
management, how should management act?
To achieve such important organisational performance goals requires changing the way
organisations operate. Change programmes have a very poor track record, as do many
conventional and traditional management tactics. Research on organisation management
provides many insights into the nature of the challenges, but few working solutions.
Fortunately, there is solution. It is based on the simple, but profound insight that real
organisations do not operate how their designers intended. Real organisation behaviour is
about people interacting with other people, across organisational boundaries, whether or
not a formal relationship exists. People do this to resolve organisational problems and get
their jobs done. These are the informal networks that exist in all organisations.
Informal networks are yet another challenge for management – but also the solution.
Informal networks can block strategically important change – but they can also be a source
of innovation; of ongoing developmental change; and of organisational problem resolution.
The energy consumed by informal networks in problem resolution, in all large
organisations, (and many others as well), is latent energy just waiting to be released and
directed – and focused more on adding value than just finding solutions to problems. The
appropriate mechanism is all about the way that informal networks are enabled and
supported. Magus Networker was designed to make exactly that sort of transformation. If
this sounds interesting, read on ...
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1

Summary

Management challenges
●

There are three key common management challenges – productivity; innovation;
programme management

●

Using conventional management approaches, including change programmes, to tackle these
challenges is more likely to produce negative reactions than positive change.

●

The biggest challenge for management is how to make changes to tackle the three key
challenges without having a change programme.

The research headlines
●

Most change programmes do not work. Risk aversion is a key contributor to the failures.

●

The performance problems, their causes and solutions are generally well known to the
workers. Spontaneous self-organisation means that the risk of relying on bottom-up
development is small.

●

Successful change is always predicated on four underpinnings,:





Leadership
A high and widespread level of engagement and commitment of people
Resources
Risk taking

●

The real environment in which organisations operate is chaotic and complex. Chaotic
systems cannot be managed or controlled. Chaos in organisations is a form of order – it is
not disorder. Innovation occurs at the 'edge of chaos'.

●

Informal networks represent the 'real organisation' – they are the means for getting real
work done.

●

One human being is a highly complex 'system'. Several hundred or thousand people
gathered together in an organisation raises the degree of complexity hugely.

●

Readiness to change occurs when certain variables about the nature of the organisation are
at optimum levels.






Rates of information flow
Degree of diversity
Richness of connectivity
Level of contained anxiety
Degree of power differentials

How Magus Networker works
Networker methodology starts an ongoing change process. Its design is based in research that
demonstrates that organisations are actually dynamic, complex sets of social networks.
Critically, Networker applications are designed to optimise all of the characteristics of
organisations that research shows enable it to shift towards 'readiness for change'.
This starts through the 'results and action workshops', where the questions addressed by delegates
are designed to release positive energy.
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Key benefits are:
●

The front-end discovery stage, links business goals with individual concerns, and starts a
groundswell of interest, raising peoples' motivation to participate.

●

There is no possibility of the outcome becoming a mono-dimensional initiative, as 'results
and action workshops' always get into root causes as well superficial causes.

●

Negative, disabling permissions, are replaced with positive, enabling permissions, to increase
organisational resilience.

●

The nature of the information presented means that it is 'beyond challenge', enabling all
delegates to have equal voices.

●

A 'Bounded Freedom' model is applied to encourage innovation and emergence, to handle
risks and stimulate 'learning-by-doing'.

●

Typically, 100 to 200 people are directly engaged through a fast process – generally the time
taken to complete the intervention is limited to 4 to 6 weeks.

●

The whole process is designed to capitalise on the 'intervention effect' - changes in
behaviour begin within the first day or so.
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2

Some key management challenges

In any list of common challenges facing managers today, three will nearly always be at or near the
top of the list. They are:
●

Productivity – the need to get more from less, especially in times of downward pressure
on costs

●

Innovation – staying ahead of the game with products, processes and management
methods

●

Programme management – consistently delivering against objectives in terms of quality,
timing and budget

The real challenge facing management is how to achieve success in any or all of these three areas.
The problem is that many of the traditional things that managers do appear not to work
wonderfully well as tactics for dealing with any of these challenges. For example, here is a short list
of common management tactics:
●
●
●
●
●

Dealing with major organisational problems by having a change programme
Trying to achieve higher performance using financial incentives
Using detailed, long range plans to create a sense of strategic direction
Trying to improve accountability by using lots of KPIs
Trying to direct and control the work of people with command and control management
styles

The problem is that none of these has a good track record of success, in terms of managing
organisations to achieve higher levels of performance. Specifically, none of the three organisational
objectives can be achieved with a change programme. It is pointless to try commanding people to
innovate. There is little if any evidence that suggests that using financial incentives adds any value
to productivity, innovation or programme management. Lots of KPIs are never going to enhance
programme delivery. In the main, long range strategic plans get scant attention from anybody,
including management. To many people in organisations, they are just another 'poster-on-the-wall'
– or its electronic equivalent.
All the research evidence points to the fact that using these tactics is more likely to produce a
negative effect on all three management challenges. Any one of the common tactics, (or some or
all of them in combination), is likely to produce at least some of the reactions noted below1:

1

●

Malicious obedience – what often happens is that people pay lip service to the intent of
management directives, but do little to help it succeed – they may even work hard to make
them fail.

●

Fudging the figures – this occurs because it is very difficult, if not impossible, to set up
complex sets of KPIs that do not have internal contradictions. People often invest their
energy in improving the appearance of results achieved, more than on improving the actual
results.

●

Risk avoidance – people know that doing anything that introduces a change in working
practices, designed to improve results, is risky – and could generate a negative reaction
from management. Better to either do nothing or, at worst, begin a long process of data

These common reactions are explored in more detail in Appendix A
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collection, analysis including risk analysis and planning.
●

Keeping a low profile – people do this because they know that there are two truisms in
management. First, the more instructions an autocratic manager issues, the less likely it is
that there will be enough time and energy to follow them all up, to ensure that what was
ordered was actually done. Second, change programmes can safely be ignored. As
everyone's day job takes over, including for those who initiated the change programme, the
impetus invariably fades away.

●

The adoption of substitute objectives (displacement) – If what is being demanded is
perceived as not achievable, many people will decide to go for a different set of objectives
which, when achieved, give them a sense of satisfaction.

Flight – If all else fails, many people simply walk away from a non-supportive organisational
environment.
These observations mean that there is another, even greater challenge for management.
●

The real challenge
To achieve greater productivity; more and more valuable innovation; and more successful
programme management; implies some sort of change in working practices. As much conventional
management thinking does not solve the problem, and as change programmes have such a very
poor track record of success, what is management to do about it? In short, how is management to
get the organisation to change without a change programme?
There are many apparently simple, so-called solutions on offer – the fads and fashions of
management that occupy so many inches of shelf space in books on business management. Sadly
they all fail, since no simple solution can deal with the real-world complexity of today's
organisations. Trying to simplify the nature of the challenge and apply simple solutions does not
work. To effect real change and achieve real performance improvements requires that managers
face up to the complexity and deal with it. With no apologies whatsoever, what follows is complex,
but it points to a new way of initiating and achieving lasting change that actually works.
In the next section there is a short review of the headlines of the research that underpins a new
approach that is proven to handle the complexity. For more detail and depth, please see Appendix
A attached to this paper.
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Research headlines2

3
●

2

Three common phenomena:


There have been colossal efforts to change the way that organisations operate



There is an astonishing degree of failure that accompanies all but a handful of those
attempts



There is a radical aversion to risk-taking that appears to typify most organisations

●

The problems and their causes that impair organisational performance, together with their
solutions, are generally well known to the workers.3 “If the workforce was to be
guaranteed that any improvements they made would not lead to redundancies, most British
firms would become 20% to 25% more productive without spending any money.”

●

The risk of relying on bottom-up development is small – the self-organising principle
protects against real nightmares occurring. Spontaneous self-organisation means that it is
generally safe to let employees off the management 'command and control leash' to get on
with the jobs that they know more about than anyone else.

●

Extreme and risky action is limited by the existence of 'strange attractors'. These will
include strategic direction; culture; loyalty to colleagues and the organisation; control of
resources; natural survival; trial and error; and learning by experimentation.

●

Successful change is always predicated on three underpinnings, plus a fourth. The three are:


Leadership



A high and widespread level of engagement and commitment of people



Resources

●

The fourth underpinning is that all of the three above depend on a high level of risk-taking.

●

The real environment in which business and other organisations operate is fuzzy. It is
chaotic and complex; unpredictable and hidden; uncontrollable and beyond rational, linear
analysis. In short, it is mysterious and uncertain.

●

Chaotic systems, emergence and informal networks are all inevitable in organisational life;
they cannot be created; they cannot be managed or controlled - but they can be enabled
and supported. They are all critical for the contribution they make to organisational
performance, innovation and ongoing development – and hence survival.

●

Organisational behaviour is both predictable and unpredictable. Causal analysis, (except in
short term, operational matters), is virtually impossible

●

Chaos in organisations is a form of order – it is not disorder. Innovation occurs at the
'edge of chaos'. The best innovation stems from cross-boundary problem resolution.
Informal networks operate across formal boundaries.

●

Chaos in organisations means that it is impossible to repeat the same mistake twice, as it is

The work of Keith Grint and Ralph Stacey has been used as a source of ideas for this section. Their publications include: Fuzzy
Management (Keith Grint); Complexity and creativity in organisations; Dynamic strategic management for the 1990s; Complexity
and management; Complex responsive processes in organisations (Ralph Stacey)

3 See Appendix C and Appendix D for two 'war stories' that illustrate this point.
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equally impossible to apply the same solution twice and expect to get the same result.
Irreversibility is a common characteristic of all organisations. This means that learning
acquired through 'standing by Nellie' is less useful than learning by doing.
●

Diversity is a better basis for developing performance than uniformity. This refers to
diversity in knowledge, experience and ideas, whatever their sources.

●

Informal networks represent the 'real organisation' – they are the means for getting real
work done. Informal networks are critical to the success of organisations, but they are
mainly hidden from management. Informal networks are volatile – they form and change
spontaneously – and hence are beyond management control.

●

Too much management theory, thought and practice tries to rationalise away the paradoxes,
chance, luck, errors, subjectivities, accidents and sheer indeterminacy of life through a prism
of apparent control and rationality.

●

One human being is a highly complex 'system'. Several hundred or thousand people
gathered together in an organisation raises the degree of complexity hugely. The everchanging, informal networks of interactions that constitute the real organisation, (that are
always very different from the formal design as it is expressed in diagrammatic form in the
organisation chart), serve to increase the complexity even further.

●

Readiness to change occurs when certain variables about the nature of the organisation are
at optimum levels. When this condition exists, the organisation is at the 'edge of chaos', and
emergence occurs. The key variables are:


Rates of information flow between people and functions, including across organisational
boundaries



Degree of diversity – in experience, knowledge and ideas



Richness of connectivity – how well connected are people and functions throughout the
organisation



Level of contained anxiety – excessive contentment or anxiety both inhibit readiness
for change



Degree of power differentials – too much control, especially when it is centred in few
parts of the organisation will also inhibit change.
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4

How Magus Networker helps

Fortunately, there is an answer to the challenge of how to introduce change without a change
programme. It is radically different from traditional approaches, and proven through many
applications. Moreover, it relies on engaging with large numbers of people, and in the process
raises employee motivation and their focus on the achievement of corporate goals.
The aim of the methodology design is about starting an ongoing change process, as distinct from a
change programme with limited objectives. The design is based in research that indicates that
organisations do not behave like machines. This research demonstrates that organisations are
actually complex sets of social networks, that themselves are dynamic. Those networks can be a
source of resistance to change, and often are. If, however, management applies an approach to
change that works with these networks, they can be a powerful vehicle for improving productivity,
innovation and programme management.4
The new approach uses Magus Networker. The Networker methodology increases the ability
of people in organisational networks to pull the levers of influence and change. It enables them to
focus their attention more on adding value to the achievement of organisational goals, instead of
finding their way around unintentionally-imposed constraints on their ability to deliver.
While Magus Networker is a piece of software, the Networker methodology is a comprehensive
consulting model, using the software, that has evolved over many years. Some of the key points are
set out in the illustration below. This outlines the whole, multi-stage process, and notes some of
the key features of it.

A key is the source data that is processed through a Networker application. This is derived
through application-specific questionnaires. These are administered via the Internet, which makes it
easy for respondents to provide data at their own convenience.
4

Please see the MTL paper “Influence-through-networks as power” for a discussion of informal networks
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Networker applications, by default, conform with the research on successful change, (and
specifically to all the guidelines noted in Appendix B that are derived from that research). Critically,
Networker applications are designed to optimise all of the critical characteristics of organisations
that research shows enable a shift towards 'readiness for change'.
●
●
●
●
●

Rates of information flow
Degree of diversity
Richness of connectivity
Level of contained anxiety
Degree of power differentials

This starts through the 'results and action workshops' and continues thereafter, as delegates work
across boundaries to tackle the concerns (hopes and worries) identified. The questions asked of
delegates to the workshops are designed to release positive energy, in parallel with the tackling of
organisational constraints on their performance. A typical set would include:
●
●
●
●
●

What are the most interesting and important patterns of interaction that you observe
through considering the information presented?
Why do you believe these patterns are occurring?
How do you believe the pattern of interactions should be different from how they
currently are?
What are you going to do that will move us closer to the desired new patterns? With
whom?
What additional management action is required to help you get there?

While the Networker process neither targets the issue of (formal) power differentials nor impacts
on it, there is another process at work. People gain influence through the process. It is this that
produces a better balance in the distribution of influence and power through the organisation.
In addition to these outputs, the Networker process model produces other benefits, in terms of
the match with the ideal change process profile. Briefly, the key ones are:
●

All Networker applications are steered by a project sponsor, supported by a small team.
The sponsor signs up to the idea that many people have greater contributions to make to
the success of the organisation, and just need the opportunity and an enabling environment
to deliver. The risks inherent in this approach are recognised, as are the automatic
limitations to those risks arising from the self-organising nature of what will unfold through
the intervention.

●

'Team members' are recruited on the basis that they meet either or both of two, broad
criteria. They have the potential to grow through their work on the intervention. They are
change-positive influencers. A special front-end application of Networker may be used to
locate all key influencers, who are either change-positive or open-minded to change.
Where this is done, the aim is to create a broader group of influential people that will grow
to achieve a tipping point in terms of their ability to influence attitudes towards change.

●

A specific of all Networker applications is to locate 'gateway' individuals. These are well
connected in their 'home group' and link with several other groups. This makes them
critical players in terms of their ability to influence change.

●

The design of the front-end discovery stage, using the MTL OrgScan©, is such that several
different objectives are achieved. Firstly, the stage uncovers both sources of frustration and
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opportunities for greater contributions by people in the sample. The 'system output' of the
stage is the design of the Networker application. This will link the business goal set by the
project sponsor with individual, often hidden concerns.
●

There is also, however, a 'softer' but equally critical output. The stage starts a groundswell
of interest, and raises peoples' motivation to participate. The loop is closed when
respondents to the full exercise are briefed, and shown the topics that are the subject of
the interactions to be illuminated. This always results in another increase in motivation to
participate, with a positive effect on information quality.

●

The nature of the question set used and the subsequent workshops ensures that there is
no possibility of the outcome becoming a mono-dimensional initiative, that would be
heading for failure. The 'results and action workshops' always get into root causes as well
superficial causes, and multiple causes and causal chains are implicitly covered.

●

Where appropriate, root causes will include the location and treatment of negative,
disabling permissions, and their replacement with positive, enabling permissions. Part of this
is the search for organisational permissions that will limit organisational resilience, and their
replacement by permissions that will have the reverse effect.

●

In most cases, the question set used will include some 'should be' questions,as well as those
used to illuminate 'current reality'. 'Should be' questions achieve a number of objectives:


First, they provide respondents with the opportunity to start a process of re-designing
how the organisation should behave.



Second, they provide, in a subtle way, an enabling positive vision of the future, that is
worth striving to achieve.



Third, when substantial networks emerge of people agreeing that they should behave
differently, little else is needed to stimulate positive, developmental action.

●

Generally, the sponsor attends all the results and action workshops, and signs up to at least
some of the requested management actions at the time. Results and action workshops are
run jointly by the consulting team and members of the client team. The nature of the
information presented means that it is 'beyond challenge'. This, together with the structure
of the sessions, provides a platform which all delegates share equally.

●

When the stage of taking action, through groups of 'volunteers' is reached, the MTL
Bounded Freedom model is applied to encourage innovation and emergence. The risks
inherent in taking developmental action are reviewed, and handled through this stage. The
emphasis is on 'learning-by-doing', through an iterative process of development. Feedback
loops are built in to the action / implementation stage.

●

Typically, 100 to 150 people are engaged directly with the Networker process. As actions
start to be implemented by influential people, inevitably this number grows. The whole
process is fast, and, depending only on the availability of people, the time taken to complete
a single iteration of the process, as illustrated above, is limited to 4 to 6 weeks.

●

The whole process is designed to capitalise on the 'intervention effect' - the act of
measuring something changes that which is being measured. The reality is that changes in
behaviour, including interactive behaviour, begin almost as soon as the discovery stage itself
- that is within the first day or so of the process beginning.
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Appendix A – Research Background
Common reactions to overly-simplistic management tactics:
●

Malicious obedience – what often happens is the adoption of the tactic whereby people
pay lip service to the intent of management directives, but do little to help it succeed – they
may even work hard to make them fail. This makes sense to the people involved, since the
tactic is generally used in response to a demand that the people concerned think will fail
anyway. They are nearly always proved right, since their lack of support, (or sabotage),
becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy, as failure generally follows.

●

Fudging the figures – this occurs because it is very difficult, if not impossible, to set up
complex sets of KPIs that do not have internal contradictions. This produces a position
where, as people see it, 'if they don't get you on one, they will surely get you on another'.
In a position where pain is coming anyway, it makes sense to invest some energy in trying
to reduce the degree of pain. This takes the form of improving the appearance of results
achieved, instead of trying to improve actual results. Command and control management
styles produce a similar result.

●

Risk avoidance – people know that doing anything that introduces a change in working
practices designed to improve results is risky – and could generate a negative reaction from
management. All such developmental actions are a 'leap into the unknown'. There are no
guarantees that a new idea will work. Better to either do nothing or, if an action is
demanded, begin a long process of data collection, analysis including risk analysis and
planning. With anything like half decent luck, the original problem will have been overtaken
by new circumstances, and the cycle can start all over again.

●

Keeping a low profile – people do this because they know that there are two truisms in
management. First, the more instructions an autocratic manager issues, the less likely it is
that there will be enough time and energy available to the manager to follow them all up, to
ensure that what was ordered was actually done. Second, change programmes, partially
because of the high levels of activity applied to 'obsessive communications', often begin with
high energy levels. As everyone's day job takes over, including for those who initiated the
change programme, the impetus fades away, and ennui takes over – and the system reverts
to its previous state.

●

The adoption of substitute objectives (displacement) – If what is being demanded is
perceived as not achievable, many people will decide to go for a different set of objectives
which, when achieved, give them a sense of satisfaction. The problem with this is that while
the positive feedback is great for the individual, it works against achievement of
organisation objectives. Additionally, what is going on may be covert, and hence hidden
from management.

●

Flight – If all else fails, many people simply walk away from a non-supportive organisational
environment. A YouGov report for Investors in People published in April 2008 suggests that
about 25% of employees do not feel supported by their managers and that more than 40%
are considering leaving their jobs. Apart from the general implication of low motivation and
poor productivity, there is also the major problem of the loss of valuable employees and all
their acquired knowledge. To that has to be added the huge cost of recruiting and
employing replacements, which includes induction costs and the disruption that is caused to
other people.
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Observations on chaos in organisations
Much conventional thinking about organisational management holds that the world is stable and
predictable. Causal relationships are known, in both directions. We know what causes the
conditions in which we find ourselves. We know that if we take certain actions, they will cause an
outcome which is desired. This set of assumptions would be valid, perhaps, if only organisations
were like machines. Sadly, it does not fit the reality – see the diagram below for an illustration of
the challenge:
The move from stability to
chaos requires managers to
ask new sorts of questions; to
focus on anticipation; to look
out for possible discontinuities.
It requires a recognition that
while the shift is exciting for
some, it is threatening for
many. This recognition leads
to an understanding that any
change process needs to
provide an intellectual and
emotional environment in
which individuals can gain and
retain comfort with
approaching the unknown.
The machine view of the
organisations implies that
management's role is to feed
the right materials into the
system; set the controls to
monitor the right parameters
of output; press the right buttons and levers at the right time and in the right sequence; and check
frequently to make sure that what is desired is actually happening. If results vary from what is
desired, then that is just a matter of tweaking the control settings, and all will be well.
This puts managers into the role of the designer and subsequently 'mender and fitter'. There is an
underlying assumption about management's role being reactive. The priority is to restore aberrant
behaviour to a pre-existing state of desirability. In fact, the aim is to achieve stability, repeatability
and predictability. The feedback mechanism is negative or one of damping system behaviour.
The machine view of the organisation implies that as long as all the parts are to specification, and if
the right lubricants are in place, with the appropriate supply of energy to keep the thing going, then
all will be well, and the behaviour and outputs of the machine can be controlled and predicted.
Sadly, organisational life is not that simple. It's a bit like the politician's law of unexpected
consequences applied to organisational life. While politicians, and Governmental heads of finance,
can carry on trying to fine tune the economy, generally with unfortunate side effects, and blame
someone else when things go wrong, business people are not in that situation. The bottom line is
the bottom line, and when the organisation runs out of money, the Board of Directors cannot
simply adjust their income to meet their costs, as politicians do.
Challenges for management and new solutions
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But suppose that we think about the organisation as a living organism, instead of a machine. A very
different picture starts to emerge. In this view of the organisation, it is subject to a large number
of variable inputs to its systems, and they can produce dramatic, and often unpredictable effects.
The variables include ...
●

The rate of change of technology

●

The state of the local, national, regional and global economies

●

Political acts and events at the local, regional, national and global levels

●

Changing fashions and social mores

●

Changing regulations

●

Acts of war

●

Labour market changes

●

Movements of people, in and out of countries

●

Changing sociological patterns

●

Structural changes in business, manufacturing and distribution systems

●

The weather and changes in seasonable patterns, natural or man made

... to name but a few!
What emerges is a condition in which anything can happen and probably will in the short term.
Discontinuities occur, as well as gradual changes, of the 'boiled frog'5 variety. Changes in patterns
accelerate and decelerate, almost at will. New patterns appear, and old ones disappear, as existing
patterns transmogrify into something else. In short, the organisation system is chaotic. It is
neither stable, nor repeatable, nor predictable, at least in the short term.
Over time, there is, however, a limit to the randomness. This is the effect of 'strange attractors'.
Patterns emerge from chaos; complex systems stay within certain bounds, at the same time as
never repeating. Patterns emerge from disorder. This is the effect of self-organisation. In
organisational life, the strange attractors include natural survival – we all like to get paid at the end
of the month, and hope it will go on, at least for a while. Also included are the (real) values and
beliefs existing in the organisation; the sense of direction that exists and movement in line with it;
the boundaries to peoples' thinking, explicit or implicit.
So what should managers do when faced with chaos in complex systems? The first lesson is not to
try to eliminate it. In the first instance that is impossible. Real organisation systems are chaotic,
and we should be pleased that they are so. If they were not, there would be little possibility of
learning and forward movement occurring. In the second instance, if it is possible to eliminate all
visible chaotic behaviour, then be sure that there will be just as much, if not more, under the
surface and invisible to management. A better bet is to try to understand the strange attractors
that limit disorder over time, modify those that do not serve the organisation well, and strengthen
those that do. At which point, it is completely safe to leave people to get on with their jobs,
including the expansion of their contributions to organisational success – and rely on selforganising groups to deliver what is needed.

5 This is the story that makes the point that a frog thrown in a pan of boiling water will leap out – and survive. The
same frog, placed in a pan of water that starts cold, and is heated very gently, will not notice a very gradual increase
in temperature – until it is too late. Death follows.
Challenges for management and new solutions
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Observations on complexity
Much has been written on the subject of complexity in management. Even more has been written
on the subject of change. What appears to have escaped the attention of many managers out there
today is that the two topics are closely linked.
To illustrate, one human being is a highly complex system. The word ‘system’ is used to suggest
that the effective person has two broad dimensions. One may be described as the ‘potential
person’ – the one that would feel, think and act as if their current environment was an idealised
version of the world out there, specific to the individual. This person has grown up over the years,
partly through interactions with the contemporary environment, whatever that might have been,
from time to time, as the developmental of the individual proceeded. This person is already
walking complexity, given the wide variety of environmental effects experienced.
The second dimension may be labelled the ‘effective person’ – the actual feeling, thinking, acting
person of today. This person is also the product of a complex series of interactions – occurring
between the ‘potential person’ and the current environment. In fact, today’s person is the output
of a complex series of systems interactions, with feedback loops tumbling over each other in a
sometimes bewildering array of mixed and sometimes contradictory messages, reactions and new
incoming signals.
There is a question about the who is the 'real person' that arises from observing many different
and often contradictory patterns of behaviour in the same person. What actually happens is that
the person being observed is constructed by the various interactions between that person and
others around. If we wish people to display desired patterns of behaviour and deploy skills that
help us to achieve our goals, then that makes the relationships between people and the patterns of
behaviours that characterise their interactions absolutely crucial.
Now put a few thousand such complex, constructed entities in a thing labelled an organisation and
ponder the degree of complexity involved. Even if they were left to their own devices, such an
organism would involve huge levels of complexity. Add in to this heady mixture the acts of a few
managers who do things in an effort to exert control over the actions of people, and the
consequences of those actions. In an increasingly volatile world, the degree of complexity gets a
few more turns up the spiral. In fact, the actions of managers trying to control and simplify how
the organisation works generally add to the complexity of and chaotic behaviour in the system,
much more than adding order.
If that is ‘situation normal’ in the organisation, think about what happens when one of the dreaded
‘change programmes’ comes along. The fact is that top-down change initiatives are always too
slow; in reaction, discovery, analysis and action. Moreover, the very fact that a corporate change
programme is required at all signals the fact that something is wrong - somewhere the organisation
is low on resilience.
Resilience, in this context, refers to an organisation in which change is organic and dynamic. This
implies that all employees are part of the strategic process, of adaptation to a changing world. All
employees, and especially those in operational jobs, are sensing what is happening, and reacting to
it. Trial and error is common, and the learning process through experimentation is a never ending
cycle. Safety in innovation is widespread and developmental failures are treated as learning
successes, not sources of retribution.
This means that, if the organisation has allowed itself to decay to the point where a change
programme is required, it has only one sensible option. This is to initiate a change process that will
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develop organisational resilience. This is a very different beast from the normal change
programme. It cannot be a top down programme, with senior managers stipulating what
behaviours are needed, and obsessively communicating them to an incredulous audience.
Resilient organisations are only developed in organisations that are not highly risk-averse. Sadly,
risk averse, and hence non-resilient organisations are very common. The exact opposite of risk
aversion is required. This implies a management team that has the courage to give people the time
and space to identify real problems and design and implement solutions – with the chief
contribution of management being to get out of their way.
If that sounds rather risky, the managers in question should take heart from the fact that the risk of
relying on bottom-up development is small – the self-organising principle protects against real
nightmares occurring. (All complex systems have associated with them 'strange attractors' that
limit the degree to which the system will evolve in an out-of-control way. These will include
strategic direction; culture; loyalty to colleagues and the organisation; control of resources; natural
survival; trial and error and learning by experimentation.)
Too much management theory, thought and practice tries to rationalise away the paradoxes,
chance, luck, errors, subjectivities, accidents and sheer indeterminacy of life through a prism of
apparent control and rationality. We try to imagine away the real, fuzzy world and displace its
occluded nature with a clarity of vision and control that is calming, but only for a while. When the
real, fuzzy world strikes and defeats our hopes and expectations we, so often, try to rationalise
away the real world one more time.
Handling complexity has three possible approaches, two of which are popular but do not work.
The first inappropriate approach is to accumulate vast amounts of data from all concerned. This
carries the risk of information overload and the loss of important insights buried deep in the
morass. Another that does not work is to try to simplify the model until it is easily manageable.
This carries the risk of eliminating all the richness of information that described the real world.
The third, and sensible option, is to apply the principle of chaos theory by enabling teams to selforganise and develop their own assessment. Since chaos theory is about complex patterns, (not
random patterns), the parallel theory of strange attractors also applies. This limits the degree to
which the teams can wander away from strategic direction or organisation ethos.
Observations on change programmes:
Management efforts to control what happens in organisations generally follow the form of ‘short
term control by variance’. This is driven by a number of concerns, not least of which is the
emphasis placed on short term, financial numbers, and fears of loss of control over the business if
the right checks and balances are not in place. The common effects of this type of control,
especially if it operates to excess, include risk aversion, conformity, decisions being referred up the
hierarchy and the silo mentality. In fact, it is a recipe for strangling the desire and ability of people,
including those in operational jobs, to innovate in the face of a changing world.
This is not what most organisations need. Those same operational people are the only ones who
are in daily contact with what is happening ‘out there’ – they are sometimes referred to as the
‘sensors at the periphery of the organisation’. If their ability and willingness to detect what is going
on, interpret it and react to it through experimental responses is stifled, then the organisation will
grind to a shuddering halt, in the developmental sense.
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Given this condition, sooner or later the magnitude of the events occurring in the world outside
the organisation will rise to the point where the incoming signals reach a crescendo of noise. At
which point the corporation reacts – with an investigation, to find out ‘what and why?’ Generally,
weeks or months later, after having studied and analysed the position, the organisation wakes up to
the fact that something serious has happened, and that it is at risk – and decides to have a ‘change
programme’.
Now if this was not unfortunate enough on its own, consider what has been happening while all
that analysis has been going on, and then while all the planning for the change programme lumbers
into ponderous action. The world has moved on, inevitably, and those same ‘sensors at the
periphery’ have been ignoring a myriad of other incoming signals of change, because that is what
the organisation has given them permission to do. See the diagram below for an illustration of the
nature of the problem:

Then the posters on the wall arrive, announcing ‘forward into the millennium’, or some other such
fanciful name. The communications programmes roll, the briefing sessions start, e-mails fly, and the
workshops get under way. All to the utter bemusement of operational people who observe that
what the organisation is now lumbering into action to try to achieve is something that commonly
has two main characteristics. One is that it is trying to cope with a situation that passed by
sometime earlier. Two, is that people are being exhorted to do what they always wanted to, but
the organisation would not let them – and still will not.
Hence the research that demonstrates that virtually all change programmes fail to achieve their
objectives; the research that reports resistance to change as endemic; that notes that no named
change programme has ever produced anything worthwhile at all; that reports that people simply
do not respond in the way that the change programme designers expected. In fact, the reactions
are themselves complex, being yet another manifestation of that ‘complex systems’ issue noted
earlier in this paper.
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A more detached view of what has happened might conclude that management actions designed to
control complexity actually achieve an increase in complexity, through a delayed action, systemsresponse to their efforts to introduce change to offset the effects of their own control actions.
Sound complex? That’s what it is.
See the diagram below on different kinds of control mechanism. The biggest risks occur when
managers rely excessively on 'control-by-variance'. In complex organisations where chaotic
systems are commonplace, control by variance is seldom the 'way-to-go'.
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Appendix B – the nature of successful change processes
Mono-dimensional initiatives are a denial of the very complexity that is an organisation. Where
managers make assumptions about simple causal relationships, they are at risk - it is rare for
performance problems in organisations to have singular causes. Multiple causes are much more
common, and causal chains abound. A causes B which causes C which causes D. Where either
multiple causes or causal chains exist, tackling one superficial cause is bound to fail. Moreover, a
special manifestation of causal chains is the problem of root causes.
These are the underlying characteristics of an organisation that are often hidden, and have
developed over many years. Institutionalised systems are one example. Culture is another. These
are the products of management decisions or inaction in the past, that sit beneath the surface, and
they cause many superficial problems. 'Superficial' in this context does not mean ‘unimportant’; it
means on the surface and visible. Superficial problems are always symptoms of something deeper
within the routines or psyche of the organisation. Fixing one symptom simply means that a new
one will pop up somewhere else, leading to an endless cycle of fire fighting.
Fixing symptoms where they are regarded as a problem to be overcome leads to non-learning and
a state of 'wheel spin' – lots of noise; lots of energy, lots smoke and burning rubber - and no
forward movement whatsoever. All that is guaranteed is that there will be many more, similar-inkind fires for managers to extinguish in the future. See the diagram below on Chaos, learning and
Strategy for some insights into the challenge of fire fighting.

The diagram suggests that the approach to problem resolution all depends on the view of the
environment. If it considered to be ordered, then little learning will take place; if there is an
acceptance of the existence of chaotic systems, then learning becomes a way of life. One aim of
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any change process must be to shift the organisation to a model where learning becomes the
norm, and all problems are seen as opportunities.
'Organisational permissions' are a specific case in point. These are unwritten and unspoken 'rules'
that indicate to people that which is OK to do – permitted - and that which is prohibited.
Organisational permissions arise out of the design of formal structures and processes; all such
design decisions contain implicit messages about what is and what is not important. Permissions
also arise out of the observed and assumed behaviour of individual managers, and especially from
the decisions they make. These contain similar messages.
Any successful problem resolution approach must at the very least identify ALL the immediate
causes of the problem being tackled, and address them all. Better is if these actions are regarded
as tactical or holding only, while root causes are sought and tackled head on. This way, many
superficial problems will be resolved, without ever being addressed directly. Good change
interventions target root causes as well as superficial issues and causes.
The resilient organisation
Truly resilient organisations are those where everyone is engaged in an ongoing search for learning;
where everyone is sensing information implying a need for change; where everyone is interpreting
those signals into action; and where the whole process engages people across formal organisational
boundaries. Resilient organisations do not need changes programmes – they are alive with change
processes, without end. If the organisation is facing a need for an intervention to introduce some
sort of change, part of the design must be to identify why such a condition existed in the first
place. In short, what is it that is reducing the level of resilience in the organisation?
Good change interventions should tackle the challenge of increasing organisational resilience in
parallel with whatever other goals are being pursued.
To work in the real, fuzzy world of organisations, the design of any change process has to be based
in a discovery stage. This must constitute a root and branch search for two sets of drivers. The
first is the issues that people face during the day-to-day work they do, including both satisfiers and
sources of frustration. Several other, critical dimensions of organisational life will also be checked,
such as the degree to which peoples' roles and contributions are both clear and challenging. The
search must also locate the permissions in the organisation that forbid employees to do what they
always wanted to do, so that, through the change process, they can be changed to positive
permissions.
The discovery stage is critical to enable a custom-designed application to be applied. As chaos
implies a never-ending search for new learning, and a time-based difference in the design for any
intervention, so differences in organisations mean that the 'one-size-fits-all' model is useless. A key
component of the design stage is to link the organisational goals to be addressed with the
concerns – hopes and fears – of the people who are to be involved.
The intervention must include, directly or indirectly, operational people and their supervisors, and
must be designed to release the human potential that has been there all along. In short, it is
designed to develop an organisation that is 'fit for purpose'. In this case, the purpose is not just the
delivery of strategy – it is the dynamic creation of strategy. That is what a resilient organisation
does. In which case it will never need a traditional change programme.
A focus on positive aspects of working life in the organisation, as well as a frank 'facing up to the
brutal facts' is required - for two reasons. Treating the negatives alone always carries the risk of
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the development of defensive postures. The creation of a compelling vision of how life should and
can be different is a sure way to release lots of positive energies. People will work harder to
achieve a positive outcome than they will just to reduce the frustrations of current circumstances.
A combination of the two is a heady mixture indeed.
Whatever else is true, the start up of a change process has to be fast. Quite apart from the
difficulty of circumstances changing while the design and initiation work is going ahead, there is also
the risk of inertia. Day jobs are generally peoples' priorities, especially when their managers are in
short-term-control mode. Additional energy to help change organisational behaviour is always
likely to be in short supply.
This implies an acceptance by management of a possible short term slow-down in other
performance improvement activities to enable long term gains to be made. It also implies features
of the design that will tap into the reservoir of energy and commitment that appears to be present
in all large organisations. While it is a truism that people can only tolerate so much change, that
limit is hugely extended as soon as the self-same people are key players in designing and
implementing the change. Where the change is seen as helping them achieve their own personal
goals, the limit is extended again.
There are key influencers that have to be on board with the change. All organisations are
populated with key influencers – the people who significantly influence the attitudes, beliefs and
behaviour of others. They may, or may not, be in positions of formal authority, and very frequently
are not. Their influence may stem from their knowledge or skills, their experience, their ability and
willingness to help others – or maybe just from a resilient, positive disposition.
There are several types of influential people. There are the change positive, the open-minded
towards change; the change negative. There are people who are influential within their own group;
those who exert influence between groups; and those who are outward facing influencers. Of all,
the most critical influencers are 'gateway' people – these are influential within their own groups
and with several other groups as well. These are the 'organisational lubricants' who enable the
various parts of the organisation to function in concert, instead of in friction.
Any successful change process must have all the key influencers signed up to the change, with two
specific objectives. The first is to influence the change-negative influencers, so that they change
their 'influence-position' to become more change positive. The second is to achieve a 'tipping
point' of change-positive energy that will create a flywheel effect, to keep the change momentum
going.
Key guidelines for a different kind of change process
The observations above have been combined with the lessons of two decades of practice, and
extensive research on what produces success in changing organisational behaviour and improving
performance. This all suggests a good set of working guidelines for the design and delivery of
successful interventions. These all apply to an intervention designed to initiate a change process
targeting performance improvements in any or all of the key business challenges noted earlier.
The aim here is to start a process of change that will continue after an intervention, that targets
the achievement of key organisational goals. If the design is right; if it is implemented well; and if
the follow-up is also good; it will be the last change intervention that the organisation needs. The
key guidelines are noted below:
●

The intervention needs to be supported by a leadership group, that is itself multi-faceted.
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The group must have enough power or influence to implement significant actions.

6

●

The leadership group needs both to adopt a stance of risk tolerance and signal this to
everyone else involved.

●

The intervention must be seen to be the start of an ongoing change process, not as another
change programme.

●

In the absence of simple causal relationships, successful change interventions must target all
the key issues and their causes in parallel. Mono-dimensional interventions do not work.

●

The issues to be addressed must include root causes as well as superficial causes.

●

The focus of the intervention must be on action taken by many people, in self-organising
groups.

●

Outcomes must include developmental actions to tackle root causes, as well as tactical or
holding actions to deal with immediate causes.

●

Apart from natural 'strange attractors', a degree of 'bounded freedom' needs to be applied
to direct and limit actions, as well as stimulate innovation.

●

The start up of the change process must be fast, to avoid inertia and ennui taking over.

●

Key influencers, including 'gateway' people must be identified and engaged at an early stage.

●

The intervention must be designed so as to facilitate learning by doing.

●

Negative, disabling organisational permissions must be located and changed to positive,
enabling permissions

●

The intervention must include action required to increase the level of organisational
resilience6 to avoid the need for future change programmes, in parallel with the
achievement of organisational goals.

●

The design of the intervention must be customised to meet the needs and condition of the
organisation at the point in time the intervention begins. 'One-size-fits-all' interventions do
not work.

●

Customising the design requires a discovery stage. This must identify the key linkages that
join peoples' individual concerns - hopes and fears - to the organisational goals, so that
both may be treated as a set.

●

The intervention must engage with large numbers of people, to start changes happening
from within the groups involved. Everyone must have an equal voice – 'noisy, selfpromoters' must not be allowed to hijack conversations.

●

There must be an enabling vision developed through the intervention, to release peoples'
positive energies. This has to be in the form of individual and team roles and contributions,
not as any sort of 'vision statement' for the organisation at large.

Resilient organisations constantly adapt to a changing environment; all employees sense incoming information signalling a need
to change, interpret the signals and act on them.
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●

The change process must increase information flows, richness of connectivity and the
degree of diversity involved in tackling concerns, causes and actions.

●

The change process must increase the distribution of influence to balance formal power
distribution.

●

Informal networks must be both illuminated and enabled, and the features of the
organisation that limit their ability to act developmentally minimised.

●

The intervention should be designed to move the whole organisation towards the 'edge of
chaos' so that emergence can occur and innovation flourish.
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Appendix C - The story of the locomotive cab
The Company was a large North
America-based manufacturer of
locomotives – of the large, dieselengined variety. As an established
business, they sold their products
throughout most of the world, including
to many developing nations. They had
long been profitable, and enjoyed
consistent growth over many years,
partly because of the high reputation of
the quality of their products.
Their problem was that, for the first
time, they were experiencing serious
competition. Their new competitors were from the Far East, and the challenge they posed was
significant. The fact was that their products were every bit as high quality as the American version,
but were being produced at much lower cost.
The Company was faced with a reduction in new orders being received, and with a business
forecast of moving into making losses in the medium term. There was little choice but to search
for ways of reducing the cost of manufacturing the company's locomotives, without reducing
quality along the way. So the request went out to the designers in the Engineering department –
work out ways of reducing the cost of manufacturing. In the course of their early investigation,
they talked with a number of people from other functions within the company, including
Manufacturing.
It was something of a surprise when the VP Manufacturing received a delegation from assembly
workers from the shop floor. Specifically, they were from the team that assembled the locomotive
cab. This module, in modern locomotives, with all its complex control systems, was actually the
most expensive single assembly in the whole locomotive – more expensive even than the large,
diesel engines themselves.
What the assembly workers proposed was a different method of assembling the cab, based on
some changes in the layout and other aspects of the design. This they reckoned would produce
large cost savings – and shorten the time required to complete the assembly work as well, with
additional cost savings. There was also the little matter of being able to shorten the lead time
between order and delivery.
When the assembly workers' ideas were checked, and the effect evaluated, it turned out that the
overall cost saving amounted to about 40% of the original manufacturing cost of this very
expensive module.
When asked about the idea, the workers were also asked how long they had known about the
existing issues with design and assembly. “Ever since we started assembling the new designs” was
the answer. When asked why they had not raised the cost savings idea earlier, the answer was
stunningly simple. “Because no one ever asked us.”
Perhaps understandably thereafter, the message went out to all employees in the Company, not just
the designers in Engineering – 'please help us find ways of reducing the overall cost of our
products, so that we can compete with smaller, start-up companies from the Far East'.
The Company is still trading profitably today ...
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Appendix D - The paper mill story
The UK company decided to invest in a new paper mill, to replace an existing plant which was well
past its 'sell by date'. Having scoured the market for a supplier of replacement plant, it appeared
that a European manufacturer had the best technology. This offered superior and consistent
quality combined with lower running costs. So the contract was awarded.
When the installation and
commissioning work was completed,
the European team returned to their
home base, and production began.
The technical problems soon started
to emerge, and reliability was a
major problem. Production outputs
dropped and costs rose. Service to
the paper mill's customers fell off,
and a number of contracts were at
risk of cancellation. The European
company, when problems occurred,
was excellent at supporting the
paper manufacturer, with fast response times, but the problems continued unabated.
In the end, the paper manufacturer issued an ultimatum to the manufacturer of the paper mill;
either get the mill fixed so that it was reliable, or be prepared to face a major commercial problem.
It really was a case of 'get it working or take it back'. The European company responded by
sending its top technical team to the UK. The team included design engineers, manufacturing
experts, field engineers and was headed up by a senior design engineer.
The European team arrived one morning, and used the rest of the day to set up their operating
centre. They used the control room of the paper mill for this purpose. By the time they had
finished the control was festooned with engineering drawings, relating to just about every single
part of the entire mill. As it was the end of the day, the team retired to its hotel for the night,
promising to return first thing the next morning to get started on the inspection process, and to
decide what action was needed to deliver reliable paper manufacturing operations.
In the meantime, the night shift arrived to run the mill through the night. They were met with the
sight of all the engineering drawings in the control room, which they had never seen before.
When the team of European engineers returned to the plant the next morning, they discovered
that their engineering drawings had been liberally plastered with Post It notes. Each contained a
suggestion on how the design or construction of the paper mill could be improved, based, as it
turned out, on the experience of the people trying to make it work.
After a review, the European engineering team concluded that all they had to do was make the
changes suggested by the night shift workers. In the event, that is how it turned out. A series of
modifications was made, and when the mill was put fully back into commission it worked just
about as originally expected.
The moral of the story is that it is important to collect information and ideas from the people who
know. No one had ever asked the night shift workers for their ideas on why problems were
occurring, and what the solutions might be. Being regarded as 'just operators', they had never had
access to the drawings detailing the design and construction of the mill before, and, therefore, they
could not see specifically what was wrong with it, and suggest solutions. Presumably, much the
same was true of the day shift workers as well ...
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