DRAFT 1.0


CASE STUDY: A SYSTEMS 4 PERSPECTIVE ON RESPONSIBLE DEVELOPMENT

BACKGROUND

In September 2007I presented an environmental scan to the Corporate Executive of a large public sector agency focused on the “responsible development” industry and resources in Western Australia. This normally occurred in September of each year prior to a corporate retreat focused on strategic issues.

This paper and presentation was well accepted and has been somewhat causal to subsequent events through to mid-2008 related to improving governance and foresight at the state development level.

With the permission of the agency, a copy of the original environmental scan report is provided. See: xxxx

The construction of the report was informed by futures thinking, Peter Checkland’s soft systems methodology (SSM) and Stafford Beer’s viable systems model (VSM). 

METHODOLOGY

The process followed the SSM approach in a broad sense, in that simple models of the situation were formed and tested with others during the research and writing phases – i.e., it was highly interactive and numerous drafts were circulated within a small team environment.

During this process, several minor and some significant changes were made. Two key factors are identified as having specific significance. Firstly, feedback on the previous year’s cycle indicated that, although many global trends and issues were identified (n=50 approximately), there was an overload of information and an inability by those involved to know what to do with it – i.e., “So, what do we do with it now?” – or words to that effect.

Secondly, insights obtained over a number of years, into the ‘psychology’ of the CEO. These insights, obtained during a number of years working within or closely associated with the individual concerned, and combined with the organisation’s culture, suggested certain techniques may have utility as part of a targeted communications strategy.  Achieving this communication, and therefore acceptance with the CEO, would mean leveraged acceptance in other senior corporate executives.

Another aspect of the theory being applied related to what might be called, in a general sense, game theory – i.e., there was an exercise built into the process to enhance engagement of busy executives.

Lastly, a simple risk-based framework was used to complete the exercise by requiring judgement and evaluation of participants in respect to a small number of short scenario-like propositions – i.e., evaluating simple narratives, composed by the author on short notice, from the data collected and presented in the main body of the environmental scan report.

It should be noted that the organisation had a reasonably well developed risk framework based process in place for corporate risk evaluations – a requirement of the government of the day. 

PROCESS

Part A – the environmental scan

Approximately 6-8 weeks were available to focus on an in-depth scan of the social, technical, economic, environmental and political (STEEP) factors on a global, regional, national and local scale. Previous work was also available, of which many of the more general issues and trends were still relevant. 

However, the core issue was: how to summarise and communicate the vast amounts of information?

The target system (i.e., the CEO) was prone to demand that things should be categorised into five or six items. Therefore, six headline themes were developed under which numerous other subsidiary issues could be related. 

Although the quality of the research is a key fundamental determinant of success, and the document is still being used and referred to twelve months later, the key issue in this task was to present the information in sharp ‘dot-point’ form – i.e., top left-hand corner and down the page in descending order of priority, an instruction from a previous CEO who was judged to be very much in the ‘left-hand’ side of the brain!  This then formed the main part of the report in classical style. 

However, much supporting information was also included in endnotes, to allow the curious mind to easily follow up on an issue or topic.

Also attached were a small number of quickly created scenario-proposals written in a narrative futures style (n=5).  These represented the same information and explored some of the possible future implications of the data.  It would be more correct to say they were using scenario-like language to weave a number of themes and sub themes into a story. Each of the narratives was not written as an alternative scenario, but rather perhaps as an alternative perspective on a whole – taken from one of the main headline themes as a starting point. 

It would therefore be fair to say that these ‘propositions’, as they were called, collectively presented the original data as a ‘rich text’ picture suggesting a number of plausible outcomes for various trends and issues. They were sketches and not meant to be complete re-presentations of the original data. Their aim was to initiate a ‘right-hand’ brain process in the minds of corporate executives found normally to be strongly biased towards the ‘dot-point’ format.

This approach was experimental and carried some risk of rejection. Three key points are noted: (a) the writing process was conducted in a highly dynamic environment undergoing numerous changes and stresses; (b) line management were closely involved in the preparation feedback process – albeit they were not fully abreast of the creative process (and to be honest, the author was sometimes struggling); and (c) the target CEO was well known and a degree of confidence, based on historical interactions, was reasonable. However, it should also be noted that a significant degree of success also rested on a successful presentation and discussion around the report and its implications.

The report was provided 5 days before the presentation to the corporate executive (n=12) and included a survey sheet to be returned before the presentation. Approximately 50% were returned in the request time and the data discussed at the presentation. All remain surveys were returned within 1-2 hours of the completion of the presentation – partly, it is assumed, because: (a) they better understood what was required; and (b) the CEO had completed his and stated publicly that he found it a useful exercise – or words to that effect.

The exercise was determined a success based on the initial positive appreciation, immediate post-presentation engagement, followed by several requested repeats to other senior and middle management across the organisation during the following weeks and months. 

The report was still being used as a background reference well into the second quarter 2008, due primarily to many of the issues and trends identified and discussed coming to effect – e.g., credit crisis, U.S. sub-prime loan crisis, housing affordability, rise of sovereign wealth funds, energy and resource security and nationalism, continued rise of China and India – and the rising role of the other BRIC economies, the emergence of ‘21st century socialism’ as a label being used by Chavez and others to signal a new hybrid approach to capitalism and socialism, and the decoupling of the $US from oil transactions (e.g. by Iran).

It was the author’s view that a well researched and constructed environmental scan could have a useful life of 12-18 months before major revisions were required. During this time quarterly updates were easily made to add or remove topics, issues or developments.

Part B – the quick scenario and framework
The other aspect of this work was occurring in a parallel, but connected, process related to developing a framework to guide state development during a very dynamic period of extended resource boom. 

Western Australia is a sparsely populated western third of the Australian continent with abundant mineral and petroleum resources undergoing a protracted resource development upsurge based on the growing demands from China. Numerous issues related to infrastructure constraints, social stress (e.g., education, health and housing), environmental and heritage issues, local export economy stress due to high exchange rates and labour shortages all combined to present a complex situation of concern for those in governance roles.   The proposed framework was designed to help address this situation from a state development portfolio perspective.

Following the initial success of the environmental scan in the September-October 2007 period, the word “scenario” had become a ‘pass-word’ for almost every activity that could use it profitably. A noticeable amount of dissipative energy had been detected in association with the success of the environmental scan. 

However, in the case of the framework project, the author was able to apply continuous ‘expectation management’ techniques to channel and guide other team members and senior management, including the CEO, as to how scenarios might be used in the framework. This centred around the notion that scenarios could form part of a broad communications strategy for public engagement with the framework on its release. It was also considered that scenario development could also inform the framework design and content. 

It should also be noted that, during this time, the CEO also announced his intention to retire in the near future – although this did not finally occur until Easter 2008. This may also have contributed to a heightened degree of ‘boldness’ on his part to experiment with scenario type thinking.  During this period he was trying to tie up some ‘loose ends’ which included working with other CEO’s and government ministers involved in the development of the state’s economy.    

One early ‘owner’ design constraint for the framework included having not ‘targets’ for the range of possible indicators being considered for inclusion. The author’s initial reaction was to reject the constraint and task as unprofessional, if not impossible without loss of credibility – both personally and organisationally. 

In November 2007, two key events occurred: (a) the author became convinced that targets could be dispensed with legitimately in a framework if a suitably dynamic feedback process could be achieved – i.e., that a dynamic and reflexive dialogue between the governance function and the public could substitute for, and perhaps even improve upon, a static set of indicator targets; and (b) approval was given at short notice to undertake a short scenario experimental project using outside expertise – one the condition it would be completed by 30th December 2007.

The details of this task are not relevant here, apart from confirming that a very high-speed project was initiated and completed in the required time which involved the assistance of a local university and key academic resources available at the time. Focus, urgency and priority was given to the task by all involved due to the potential audience for the finished product. Input documents, including the environmental scan and other well prepared organisational documents all contributed to the efficiency of the process. 

The innovative outcome here, achieved by combined efforts of many, and the high quality input by key participants (including numerous professors of cross disciplinary schools) involved three short scenarios (3-5 pages each) written by three writers who were briefed by the results of a ½-day traditional scenario planning workshop (all participants) and another following ½-day session by the key project staff. 

The key to the success of this stage was the string intent to closely bind the scenarios and associated policy interpretations – i.e., the scenarios had to provide policy levers for subsequent discussion and interpretation. Due to it being close to the summer holidays (southern hemisphere) and many staff not being available, the author provided a strong input on the use and interpretation of scenarios and the university director provided a strong focus on his specialty – i.e., public policy. The final document was a three part combination of traditional introduction and business as usual statistics, followed by the three scenarios, and concluded with an analysis and brief discussion on what the scenarios might mean for policy development. 

Although not strongly influenced by the author, this three part structure seemed similar to the original environmental scan approach – which had indeed been used as input into the process. It seems to be a useful format for communicating complex information. 

The scenarios were presented by the CEO as planned, well received, and lead to the next stage.

Part C – the framework and governance process
Less can be said of this stage as it involved confidential government processes. However, a brief outline will suffice to describe, for the purposes of this paper, the key steps involved. 

Firstly, feedback from the key scenario presentations by the CEO to his peer group was very positive and participants reported feeling it was some what ‘good timing’ to be able to think out into the longer-term future over the Christmas and New Year period.  Secondly, the author was requested to draw up the ‘next steps’ by the end of January 2008 – i.e., in about three weeks. 

During this time a short paper was prepared by the author, in dynamic discussions with other key members of the team, which outlined a suggested framework approach based on a number of state-level scenarios surrounding an integrated reflexive framework of nested policy directions, strategic planning and finally operational/business budgeting information. The scenarios would provide the multiple futures hypothesis against which the various policy subsidiary development processes could be tested. 

The framework began to take the conceptual form of a ‘tool box’ to develop capacity and guidance for self-referencing viable agents – i.e., public sector agencies responsible for a broad range of economic, social and environmental policies and services. This proposal was drafted numerous times and circulated to key participants. The draft proposal did not develop in its original due to a number of reasons – although its contents were communicated to key participants. The key reason for this appeared to be two fold: (a) much of the activity was being undertaken by the CEO beyond the direct awareness of the main project participants (which will be further expanded on below); and (b) much of the paper used technical language and addressed systems thinking constructs – in short, it developed the theory and structure of the framework and its role.

However, one small aspect of the draft proposal was developed by the CEO – the view that the framework project would require a high level steering group to oversee and govern its deployment. It is this aspect that consumed the bulk of time and resources through to mid-2008. 

Summary of three-part process
In summary, it is claimed that, for whatever complex combinations of local reasons, the use of scenario-orientated information in a timely and designed fashion lead to successful engagement with senior executives and others. 

This engagement lead to a very broad and deep penetration of the material throughout the agency – especially across all management levels. This process is still ongoing during the first half of 2008 as key documents are used as pre-reading for numerous other organisational events – e.g., taskforce planning.

The development of short scenarios, tightly integrated with quality policy analysis, provided a case study on the use of scenarios in a safe-fail approach. The resultant artefacts have been circulated widely, in confidence, at peer senior executive levels – i.e., demonstrating value as ‘currency’. 

The further utility of scenarios beyond this stage cannot be guaranteed at this time. Their main role seems to have been to attract attention, develop curiosity, hold interest and support and guide creative thinking leading to innovation and leadership initiative.

Cybernetic Analysis 

Action learning was informed by several theories related to futures and systems thinking. 

Underlaying the research was a hypothesis that communication with busy senior executives needs to be tailored within an ecological perspective – i.e., a view that develops a value for the ‘sense of place’ at the place of work.  This allows better targeted communication strategies to be developed. 

In this case study, it was assumed that success would be somewhat dependent on increasing the levels of variety to over-ride automatic analytical judgement functions in the target system – i.e., the CEO. It was also assumed that if this was successful then high leverage would be developed in respect to other participants who collectively created the culture or tone at the top. 

A simple psychological perspective was taken in respect to the target system – i.e., that a multi-polarity existed that could be assumed, for action research purposes, to have a duality that appreciated information in narrative and non-narrative analytic forms – in this case described as and ‘right’ and ‘left’ side of the brain respectively. It was also assumed, in hindsight, that some degree of cognitive dissonance
 resolution was involved in the resolution process.

The cybernetic interpretation was taken using the VSM. The target system was understood to be the System 5 of the system in focus. The other senior executives involved in the initial action learning exercise (Part A above) were considered to be System 3. The author, under instruction to provide an environmental scan, was given the role of System 4. The initial diagnosis involved considering the System 5 to be largely collapsed into System 3 due to in adequate System 4 communication and/or information. The prognosis was, therefore, to apply requisite System 4 input into the Systems 4-5-3 dynamic such that a dynamic ‘dance of change’
 might emerge.

The interpretation of this intervention’s success was defined in the negative – i.e., emergent behaviour could not be predicted, nor could it be forecast by way of specifics. However, it could possibly be recognised by certain qualitative characteristics – one of which at least would be the overcoming of the “rut of inertia”
 signalled by a reduction in repetitive pattern and an increase in systems novelty. Put another way, the CEO stated to do new things. In this context these ‘new things’ would appear to be more closely related to the System 4 paradigm – e.g., longer-term futures appreciation. 

In this case study, an impression was given that a new centre or gravity and dynamic had emerged in the target System 5 such that others identified in the System 3 role were required to appreciate and accommodate a higher level of futures orientated information.

During this period a number of attempts were made by the author to inform others of the VSM. Little interest was observed (it most likely appearing to be something of an ancient Egyptian hieroglyph) although the general awareness of the VSM and the knowledge that someone had some idea of a theory that seemed to make sense was probably confidence enhancing. 

In respect to the proposed framework following on from Part B, the scenarios ‘skin’ bonding and testing the policy directions layer is interpreted as a System 4 interface – albeit that policy in the VSM is allocated to System 5. However it is represented, the haemostat between “outside and then” and “inside and here” is an organisational boundary of concern. 

In respect to the final stage (Part C), the core activity appears to be occurring at a higher recursive level (n+1). However, input to this process has been along the lines of setting up a “Development Directorate” as described in Chapter Nine (Beer 1979, p.235). This involves both: (a) coordinating System 4 work across agencies, capacity and network development, awareness raising (of Systems 4 role and distributed function); and (b) recommending the establishment of a high-level committee support unit to advise on emerging issues, filter operational variety (noise) and attenuate strategic information – especially ‘weak signals’.

The current plan in this regard, although still at very early stages of testing, is to evaluate offering in complexity science such as Cognitive Edge’s Sense Maker. 

Conclusions

Previous research (Clemens 2005) investigated the organisation using the SSM and VSM to better understand the systemic and cultural transformations required for the linguistic shift from “responsible development” to “sustainable development”. 

Although this current paper does not explore this issue, it is placed within a longer term background research process aimed at developing insight into change of praxis.

In the work place, at least in the public sector context (in Western Australia), there is not normally a high level of foresight capacity. Stafford Beer notes these finding in many general contexts in his writings from twenty years ago. The author has found Beer’s words and opinions are generally supported – especially in respect to the System 4 context. 

Whether one takes the System 5 to be predefined (structure) or emergent (psychological), it is still of value to ponder Beer’s insights and marvel at how accurate his views seems still to be. 

Much may have changed on the surface, but little has changed in the deeper cybernetic reality of modern organisational life: it is still worth having a good beer alone the way.

Applying VSM thinking intelligently within SSM action learning contexts helps with navigation and orientation in the maelstrom of organisational life. Knowing the VSM helps with developing a sense of place and this in turn is an essential prerequisite to acting in requisite harmony. 

However, for those who find themselves in the role of System 4, it may come of some comfort to know that the nature of the challenge is well mapped, and guidance is available: there is hope for the future 
 – and work in the present – and learning from the past – it is viable to be sustainable (with hope): and it is sustainable to be viable (with foresight technique). 

When we combine these two aspects of the same force: the emotion of hope and the vision of truth then a new system dynamic is evoked in the meta-system. This alone can lead us towards an open future beyond both totalitarian control and laisse faire indifference.        
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