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Viable System Model Questions

System One

System One units in an organization are its reason for being.  They produce goods or services for an environment of customers, users, clients, etc. and receive payment in the form of money or other tokens of appreciation.  System One units enjoy direct links with their environments of customers, regulators, competitors and other stakeholders.  They possess the on-the-ground knowledge of how their operations run and where their risks and opportunities are likely to emerge.  Because of this, the organization is well served by granting them as much autonomy within their mandate as they can use without having an adverse impact on other units or on the whole.

System One units communicate with their environments, with each other, between both their operations and their management, with Systems Two and Three, and with System One units one level above and one level of recursion below them.

Questions for System One

1. Who are your customers and what do they want? How much autonomy do you have to respond to their needs?

2. What (present) environmental factors must you attend to? What can you ignore?

3. How well do the different System One units communicate with each other with regard to information and material flows among them?

4. If an issue arises that cannot be solved within the framework of your own unit, how effectively do you communicate with Systems Two and Three to deal with it?

5. How well is the variety of the System One operations handled by their managements? 

System Two

System Two is a service that exists to help smooth the operations of System One units within the context of their combined needs and constraints.  In particular, it ‘damps’ oscillations and keeps the different divisions from getting in each others’ way when they call upon common resources.  One example of System Two is the way holiday schedules are arranged.  Others are the design of a common series of protocols and forms to take applications for employment, order supplies and pay bills and the orientation for new employees.  System Two does not make ‘executive’ decisions but logistical ones within a set of agreed requirements.  It looks for the smoothest way to fulfill them.

In addition to its own internal communications, System Two has direct communications links with System One Operations and Management, with System Three and with the System Two functions one level of recursion up and one level down from the operations it serves.  Some System Two functions, like the corporate logo and stationery are determined for the corporation as a whole.  Others, such as security procedures, could be decided in the individual unit.  Some, like the payroll, might be automated.  

Questions for System Two

1. Who are your internal customers?  Which of their needs are most crucial?

2. How do you find out if there is a problem?  How soon do you find out?

3. How well do the different System Two functions understand each others’ assumptions, criteria and roles?

4. Is System Two overloaded with information or starved?

5.  What happens when the appearance of a problem indicates a need for a reexamination of a procedure or new agreements between Systems One and Three? How easy is it for System Two to learn and adapt to change?

System Three

System Three is concerned with the ‘inside and now’ – helping the System One units to keep their day to day operations on the road and with achieving synergy among them.  Because it holds a more comprehensive view of the business, it may reallocate priorities in response to changing circumstances such as newly perceived risks or opportunities.  It includes such functions as production control, management accounting, contracts, and sales.  It is typically part of the responsibility of the chief operating officer.

System Three communicates with the System One along two primary channels.  The predominant one is the two-way resource bargaining channel, concerned with finding the best way for the System One operations, singly and as a group, to meet their objectives. The other channel is the command channel.  It is concerned with relaying executive decisions and requirements, such as compliance with legal and financial standards, from outside the organization.   It also communicates with the other three Systems.  Of particular importance is its communication with System Four – referred to as the Three-Four homeostat – that balances the needs of the present with those of the future.     

System Three has a special function called Three Star which is a sporadic audit function.  It includes the yearly financial audit but is primarily a means of zeroing in on a particular source of potential variety.  It is directed to the System One operations to get answers to such questions as ‘Do we have enough space and is it appropriately located?’, ‘How satisfactory is our current IT service?’ or ‘What is the status on the patents we hold?’

Questions for System Three

1. Who are your internal customers and what are their needs? 

2. Does System Three understand and respect the need for System One autonomy and know its limits?

3. How do you find out about risks and opportunities in the System One Units?

4. Do you have a model of the different functions within System Three and how they interact?

5. How well do you listen to the System One units and how well do you understand their needs for and capacity to change?

Questions for System Three Star

1. Do you have a clear mandate for the audits you do of System One operations?

2. How do you find out answers to your questions?  Are you satisfied that the means you have at your disposal are equal to the variety you need to handle?

3. Do your audits utilize both formal and informal criteria?

4. Is the audit tuned to look for non-existence as well as existence?  (Things that should be there but aren’t).

5. Is System Three Star clear about the assumptions behind and the information required to complete its assignments? 

System Four

System Four is concerned with the future – the ‘outside and then’ of the organization.  System Four integrates the models of its own internal future-oriented functions (including R & D, market research, strategic planning, staff development, succession planning, public relations…) with its attention to the way its environment is changing.  It looks for opportunities and risks in the short, mid and long term future.  System Four may, in some organizations, share operational responsibilities with the System One Management; launching new enterprises or operating a ‘business incubator’.

System Four communicates with System Three to maintain the balance between preparing for the future and taking care of present needs and with System Five to make sure that it is exploring options that are in tune with the organization’s culture and values.

It must also maintain close communications with System Four functions at other levels. 

Questions for System Four

1. Do you probe the future on behalf of your organization from multiple perspectives and using multiple models to address different criteria?

2 Are you equipped to make both obvious and counter-intuitive connections between future developments and trends (demographics, environmental risk, social change)?

3. Do you utilize telltale indices and other mechanisms for seeing red flags in your internal and external environments?

4. How do you introduce change into your organization?

5. Does your communication with System Three and System Five have enough richness and complexity (variety) to address your time scales and other circumstances?

System Five

System Five is responsible for maintaining the identity and coherence of the organization and for monitoring the balance between the needs of the present and the requirements of the future.  It is the function which provides for collective self- reflection and for examining its values and culture in the light of changing times.  Although System Five is nominally associated with those, such as the Board, the CEO  and executives at the ‘top’ of the organization, it also includes those whose long tenure with the organization makes them repositories of the organizational memory and those, such as the receptionist, who present the organization’s face to the public.  Regardless of title, it should be seen as acting as a team.

System Five communicates with the System Five functions at higher and lower levels of the organization as well as monitoring the Three/Four conversations.  Individuals often play roles in more than one ‘System’.  If some roles in other Systems (e.g. System Four) are contracted out, System Five must be more robust to compensate or organizational coherence will suffer.

Questions for System Five

1. Does the organization have a clear sense of its identity and objectives?  If asked, could employees and major customers give a good answer?

2. Is System Five clear about the ethical standards and behaviour it expects from itself and others?

3. Are threats to the identity and coherence of the whole perceived and responded to in a timely manner?

4. Is System Five sensitive to the changes in corporate culture needed to support changes undertaken by System One units with different levels of technical sophistication, time scales and customer demands?

5. Does System Five act as a team?  Is this the way it is perceived?

