SOME REFLECTIONS ON THE EVOLUTIONARY DESIGN 

OF NEW PARADOGM ORGANISATIONS

(with acknowledgements to Stafford Beer)

by Tony Hodgson 

“Thirty spokes on a cartwheel go towards the hub that is the centre. But look! There is nothing at the centre and that is precisely why it works. If you mould a cup you have to make a hollow. It is the emptiness within it that makes it useful. In a house or room it is the empty spaces – the doors, the windows – that make it useable. They all use what they are made of  to do what they do. But without their nothingness they would be nothing.”     The Tao Te Ching
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The aim of this paper is to extract some essentials from a body of well researched knowledge on the redesign of human institutions for the new paradigm. This knowledge is not well known and even less well understood. It is based on the disciplines of cybernetics
 developed by researchers including Norbert Weiner, Waren McCullogh, Ross Ashby, Stafford Beer and Raoul Especo. The technical nature of much of this work has obscured its value as a tool for understanding organisation design and facilitation. This paper draws on my experience of working in facilitative mode with distillations of this body of knowledge through opportunities to practice through Idon Limited with its clients. I hope it will cast a useful light on what we are all sharing in the quest for new institutional designs.

1)
THE QUEST FOR SUSTAINABLE GLOBAL COMMUNITIES

The view shared by most people aware of the new paradigm of society, which is emerging, is that human institutions on the planet need more than just overhauling for a minor change but are faced with a seismic shift of huge and unknown proportions. This puts a premium on learning from and in the unknown. This is as true for newly creating organisations as well as current forms.. 

2)
THE DESIRABLES FOR NEW COMMUNITIES 

The formation of new societies and organisations have basic requirements such that they are:




- guided by clear and distinctive purpose and vision




- able to embrace diversity




- have a minimum and flexible structure to be able to function




- peer review type stewardship




- flow of accumulating knowledge

- be defined by its their interactions and what they do , not by abstractions

3)
SUSTAINABILITY IS ORGANIC

However, it is important to understand that there are two meanings of structure:

- the formal legal and operational structure

- the structure that actually determines its behaviour

This note is about the latter. To achieve sustainability needs at least to require arrangements and interactions that correspond to intelligent organic life. It also needs to embrace the deeper values and dimensions that make an institution of any kind, truly human. we need, therefore, an understanding of how complex organic multi-systems can successfully sustain themselves.

4)
AN ARCHETYPE OF VIABILITY

A profound and helpful piece of knowledge around this theme is the work of Stafford Beer on viable systems. Viability is another word for the capacity to sustain life in a changing and challenging environment. in systems thinking terms the VSM (viable systems model) could be viewed as an archetype of viability. it summarises critical knowledge of how to design organisations according to the laws and principles of cybernetics. there is one danger in this approach that needs flagging up-front. This is the tendency we all have, when given such a clear tool, to treat it as anatomy rather than physiology. VSM is essentially about structured process. The forms that take can be many and varied and adapted to diverse habitats and diverse roles within habitats.

By analogy, we can determine the key characteristics of mammals eg reproduction, rearing young, internal temperature regulation etc. However, there are many distinct forms of this system - bears, cats, mice etc  
The VSM is a representation of five key sub-systemic roles such that if one of them is removed or badly connected to the rest, death will surely follow. It is also a representation of "nested structure" such that both lover and higher order viability (different levels of complexity) can be represented - the principle of recursion. VSM also gives a way of looking at internal and external communication pathways and their proper function or malfunction.

NOTE: It is better to treat this model as referring to the neurophysiology rather than the anatomy of a system. This means avoiding confusing the sub-systems with organisational structures in any direct way. The model is more a test of the functional comprehensiveness of any structural design.

5 DESCRIBING THE VIABLE SYSTEM ARCHETYPE

System 5 – Identity and Purpose

· a living community has a unique identity related to its primary purpose, its values, its sense of self and its membership. System 5 from one perspective is the community of members, from another perspective 

· it may have a "top office", CEO or President. The true qualification for this role is to represent the people as in a democracy but with a functional authenticity in the role. It is this system which empowers the autonomy and determines the boundary of the total system.

 System 4 – Alignment and Strategy

· Any community lives in a wider environment of space and time. System 4 is the function of looking outside and into the future. Looking outside implies scanning the environment, interpreting the signals through uncertainties (scenario thinking); devising options for submission to systems 5 and 3 and sustaining the integrity of the internal models of the community as an organism. It is the system that helps alert to the need to adapt to anticipated change in conditions.

System 3 – Direction and Regulation

· The role of System 3 is to sustain and enable implementation of a strategic set of actions that makes practical progress in fulfilling the purpose in a given present time. The focus of this system is more on the now, current decisions, and inside the community, for example the portfolio of action programmes. System 3 relates to System 5 as a directive decision link  and is audited by system 5.  System 4 is coach to System 3. 
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System 1 – Operation and Action

· System 1 is where action is carried out, the purpose is delivered, the values are expressed and the vision realised. It is the set of operational units that has the capability of acting as the community. The principle of recursion points out that any System 1 must itself be a viable system and reflect in a fractal manner the systemic structure of the whole. Here there is the fusion of soft and hard, theory and action, life and learning. Any complex system as a number of System 1s, each focused on different related sub-purposes. These operate under the strategic guidance of System 3.

System 2 – Balance and Facilitation

Action in an environment always encounters the unexpected and the unplanned. This may appear as problems or opportunities that call for on-the-spot decision and action. Deviation from System 3 directions and expectations is inevitable. The directive decision link between System 3 and System 1s is unable to resolve the deviations by the very nature of its relationship. System 2 is a kind of homeostasis, which in communities, is a facilitative role. Off-line the experiences and perspectives of System 1s are co-evolved into new understandings and, through feedback and dialogue, brought back into lone with purpose whilst enriching that purpose.

6) THE RECURSIVE STRUCTURES OF LIVING SYSTEMS

An organism can only exist as such through the living cells from which it is constituted; a sustainable herd can only survive if the animal members of it are themselves viable; an ecological habitat can only survive if each component of its web of life is indeed alive. This is the form of the Law of Recursion in Viable Systems Theory. Any viable system is itself composed of viable systems. In relation to SOL this raises the very interesting picture that there is a potential nested hierarchy of viability. For example, individuals are members of project teams; project teams are members of fractals; local organisations are members of regional communities, regional communities are members of a global society. Of course, "regional" here may mean something in addition to geographical. The test of this structure would be that each nested level will have a form of all five sub-systems appropriate for its level of recursion. The above view is, of course, just one possibility.

[image: image3.wmf]© Decision Integrity Limited

D

I

decision

integrity

The Principle of Recursion of Levels

5

3

1

2

4

5

3

1

2

4

5

3

1

2

4

LEVEL 4-

SOL

International

LEVEL 4-

SOL

International

LEVEL 3:

Fractals

LEVEL 3:

Fractals

LEVEL 2:

Interest Groups

LEVEL 2:

Interest Groups

LEVEL 1: Individuals

LEVEL 1: Individuals


B UNIT 3





B UNIT 2





� EMBED PowerPoint.Slide.8  ���





B UNIT 1








SYSTEM 4


Engages with the


global scene, creates


scenarios; distillation


of new knowledge





SYSTEM 3


Looks after present


strategy and its


implementation





SYSTEM 2


Co-ordinates and 


facilitates under- 


standing between


B Units





SYSTEM 1


Delivers the value


in the specific


locations





SYSTEM 5


Embodies the identity,


purpose and values





3


DIRECTION





2 FACILITATION





GLOBAL


ENVIRONMENT





MARKET





MARKET  





MARKET





4


ANTICIPATION





5


IDENTITY





1


OPERATIONS








�  Cybernetic systems are purposive, exceedingly complex, probabilistic, and self-regulatory. They are characterised by feedback and control towards the purpose.
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