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ne of the most promising of
such theories today is com-
plexity theory, the study of
‘complex adaptive systems”.
Over the last decade, a
growing number of studies have looked at
organisations through the lens of complexity
theory, vielding some promising insights. (A
growing number of books now apply complexi-
ty theory to organisations. For discussions of
many such studics, sec Fmergence: A Journal
of Complexity Issues in Organizations and
Management, vol. 1, no. 2, 1999.) Yet, almost
the entire body of studies applying complexity
theory to management has tocused on its organ-
isational aspccts, exploring organisations as
complex adaptive systems, with little attention
o managing people as complex adaptive

systems.

As this fournal’s title, Ovganisations & People,
suggests, managers bave two types of
responsibility. With respect to their
orgarnisations, they are responsible for
managing processes, systems, and structures.
With respect to people, they are responsible Jor
managing the network of one-an-one
relationships within which the vast majority of
their work is performed. To be most valuable,
any theory for understanding management
should rreat both aspecits.

By contrast, this article focuses on people -
hoth those who manage and those who are
managed — as compiex adaptive systems in the
context of organisations as complex adaptive
systems. 1o the best of our knowledge, this is
the first actemnpt to take this approach. (The first
published comments about the need for apply-
ing complexity theory to the level of people in
an organisation were made by McKelvey (1999).
McKelvey does not, however, speculate on
the nature of what he calls the ‘microstate’ of
an organisational system.) In this article,
we search for usefui complexity-based insights
on managing people to complement the
significant insights already gained about
managing organisations. Currently, our under-
standing of what complexity theory suggests
about managing people is based on three
insights:
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& As complex adaptive systems, human beings
are autonomous and, therefore, act as
autonomous agents within organisations.
For this reason, managers should not expect
to control the behaviour of others
effectively in the command-and-control
sense.

@ The basic work of a manager in an
organisation — or any human social group —
is performed in the context of relationships.

“The most important are a manager's closc
onc-on-once relationships, with
subordinates, for example.

@ The most effective way to manage people is
through builkling mutually beneficial one-

on-one relationships of trust.

Evolving our approach

Complexity theory is the study of complex adap-
tive systems, which one leader in the field, John
Holland {1993), describes as systems composed
of ‘adaptive agents,” which are continually adapt-
ing to their environments, including each other.
Each of these agents is, in turn, 2 complex adap-
tive system in its own right. Holland emphasises
that much of the behaviour of such systems
results from the interaction of the adaptive
agents within them. In tecms of systems com-
posed of many human beings, individual peoplé
are the key adaptive agents. What makes human
systems unique among complex adaptive sys-
tems is that each of these key adaptive agents
has its own mind. This enables each human
agent to conceive of infinite possible adapta-
tions in any situation and take independent
action of his or her free will. As a result, the
behaviour of any human being in any complex
social system — whether a family, organisation,
political party or nation — can be even more dif-
ficult to predict than the behaviour of other
adaptive agents in other complex adaptive

systems.

In applving complexity theory o life in
organisations with which we are familiar, the co-
authors of this article began to see how valuable
the insights of this theory could be to managers.
We perceived that complexity pringiples are so
interwoven inte human behaviour that most
managers have an intuitive understanding of
them. Consider the adaptive nature of human
beings as adaptive agents. Anvone who has
grown up in a family when a grandparent moved
in or in a class in junior high school when the
teacher was changed mid-semester, knows how
individuals behave as complex adaptive systems.
Evervone involved changes behaviour in an
effort to make this change in the environment
work for themselves. As we combined the power
of mind to generate unlimited responses with
the insights of complexity theory, those insights
helped us understand a variety of behaviours we
have withessed over the years.,

Complexity theory, we concluded, repre-
sents an important ol for understanding the

behaviour of people in all soctal systems, Even in

- organisations that rely on the most extreme

command-and-control systems and process,
people’s behaviour reflects the principles of
complexity theory. There simply is no alterna-
tive.

Armed with this realisation, we started talk-
ing about our findings to senior managers famil-
iar with complexity theory Initially, they most
often told us that complexity theory was very
‘interesting,” but was of no use to them. They
had read the current literature applying com-
plexity theory to organisations, which suggested
to them that they had to learn a new approach
to making their organisations more effective and
that this new approach requires them to dele-
gate responsibility and accountability to working
groups. The senjor managers we spoke to felt
that these writers did not understand the envi-
ronment in which managers typically work.

In order 1o present complexity theory in a

way that these managers might find more
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acceplable, we considered writing a complexity
‘primer’ — a basic, but not unsophisticated exam-
ination — explaining how  complexity
theory could be useful to managers in managing
people, as contrasted with managing organisa-
tional processes and systems. Specifically, we
wanted ta explain how the basic principles of
complexity theory could help them better
understand and manage the most basic element
of their work, their close working relationships,
with subordinates for exampie, as unique com-
plex adaptive systems continualiy adapting to
cach other. All managers, from CEQs to front-
line supervisors — everyone, really — must man-
age such relationships, and any ideas that can
endble them to do so more effectively are likely

to be welcomed.

Practical managers

We decided, however, to target the primer
spcciﬁchlly to what we call ‘practical managers’,
We identify practical manages as those who
know that the command-and-control approach
1o working with another human being is often
ineffective, even when their organisations
rewarcl them for adopting such an approach.
They embrace the complexity insights we dis-
cuss below intuitively, because they have learned
them in their everyday dealings with other peo-
ple — in family, neighbourhcods and schocls —
and intuitively practice those insights. In con-
trast, less practical managers tend to see com-
mand-and-controf as the best way, sometimes
the only way, to manage, and are often confused
at their inability to make others do what they are
teld, even to the point of viewing this inability as
a personal weakness.

We proposce to write the primer for practical
managers for two reasons. First, we believe that
less practical managers are likely to resist the les-
sons of complexity theory and will require a dif
ferent approach from the one we are currently

using before they can recognise the power of

complexity-based management. Second, our
work convinces us that most managers are prac-
tical managers of their personal relationships,
especially with close subordinates. Such practi-
cal managers can be controliers when such an
autocratic approach is, for any number of rea-
sons, necessary. Yet, they know there is 4 better
way, and will avoid command-and-control in
their personal relationships whenever a more
humane approach is likely to work. In fact, the
maost practical managers whom we have encoun-
tered are skilled in balancing the controlling
requirements of the organisational systems with
their understanding of the more flexible and
humane approach for managing personal

relationships.

Autonomous agents

Probably the most hasic insight for practical
managers is that all human beings are
autonomaous agents. That is, human beings, as
complex adaptive systems, are always adapting
te the continuing change in their environments,
as they choase to adapt to it, given the restraints
of their mindsets and of the systems — families,
organisations, ctc. — in which they live and work.
After all, if human beings were not autonoimous
agents, why do people consistently rebel against
even the most brutal constraints, in conditions
as different as the slave uprising described in
Howard Fast’s Spartacus, the samizdat move-
ment in the Soviet Union, or rebellions in
American prisons, like the one in Attica, New
York.

In some cases, people do behave as #f they
were not autonomaous. But that can only happen
when they want to appear to he compliant. They
are choosing to do what they are told, rather
than taking the risks involved with exercising
autpnomy.

Many of the formal structures and processes
in organisations are designed to address what

the management considers the dangers of way-
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ward acts of autanomy. For example. most
organisations use a variety of structures — from
risk management programmes t¢ internal audits
to frequent inspections — often at great expense,
to discourage people from exercising their
autonomy in ways that hurt their organisations.

But personat autonomy and its consequertt
free choice of adaptation to changes in the work
setting is a quality that management depends on
much more than command-and-control man-
agers, as well as many observers, realise. In most
organisational disasters, a subordinate  will
explain, “I was just following orders,” or "I was
just going by the book.” In emergencies, every
manager expects people he or she supervises to
improvise in ways that non-autonomous
machines cannot. Some emergency situations
can be anticipated and prepared for, but many
were not anticipated when ‘the book’ was writ-
ten. As a result, people, as autonomous agents,
are the greatest strength — and potential weak-
ness — of any organisation. The challenge is to
engage autonomy cftectively.

If we are correct that people in organisa-
tions function as autonomous agents, then marn-
agers cannot effectively control those they man-
age in the command-and-control sense. At best,
individuals can control themselves, although
even that is often difficult. If a manager is
defined as someone whose job is to make the
most of the resources at his/her disposal, then
everyone, in every human social system, can be
a manager. All can improve their effectiveness
through understanding and applying the
insights of complexity theory  about

autonomous choice to management of their

personal relationships.

One-on-one relationships

From this personal perspective, organisations
can he viewed as intricate networks of relation-
ships among individuals. As a result, the second
major insight complexity theory offers to practi-
cal managers concerns the nature of relation-
ships, not anly in organisaticns, hut also in all
human social systems. While there are many
types of relationships — the multiple one-to-
many relationships of tcams, for instance — this
article will only look at onc-on-one relation-
ships, which are the simplest, most fundamental
of relationships.

One-on-one relationships occur as 1wo
autonomoeus human beings begin to adapt (o
each other. You can think of this process in
terms of the diagram below of the dynamics of
personal relationships:

Two individuals enter any relationship with a
series of mindsets, the mental models by which
each creates meaning in every situation — from
the appropriate relationship between married
people, to how to bring up children, or relate to
a boss. Such mindsets are personal stereotypes,
reductions of reality that enable each of us know
the ‘right' way to behave in any situation. We
learn them in our families, neighbour-
hoods, schools and workplaces, as well
as in media. Each mindset generates

expectations; those expectations limit what

Dynamics of Behaviour

1 ©May 2000 Ken Baskin and Robert Sigmond
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individuals allow themselves o perceive; and
what they perceive, especially what they per-
ceive as thedir best interest, determines how they
act.

In Future Fdge, Joel Arthur Baker
(19921007 illustrates the power of mindsets
when he tells the story of a scuba diver who
found a can of Budweiser more than 150 fect
below the Atlantic Ocean near Miami Beach.
When he was taking off his scuba gear,
he realised something peculiar. lHe'd seen the
Bud can as red and white, Yet he now realised
that red light is filtered out at a depth of 150 feet.
His expectations were so strong that they
overrode the information his senses had picked
up.

As two people come together for some
common purpose, whether in a family, church,
or business, their relationship involves two dif-
ferent mindsetrs. For cach, the mindsets gener-
ate a set of expectations about the other; those
expectations Hmit what cach pereeives as possi-
ble; and what they perceive determines how
each behaves in any situation. Any behaviour will
cause new perceptions for both parties, and
those perceptions will have an cffcct on their
expectations, which may, in trn, cffeet their
mindsets. In short, relationships create a two-
way open learning feedback loop by which the
two, as complex adaptive systems, adapt to each
nther.

Recently, while recovering from surgery, a
friend had a unique opportunity to ohserve the
management implications of this type of one-on-
one interaction. When the surgeon made his
daily rounds, it was clear thac he and the charge
nurse had a long-standing, trusting relationship.
The surgeon treated the nurse as an equal part-
ner in assessing and managing the case, relying
on her condition reports and accepting each of
her suggestions for follow-up. When the sur-
geon left for two days at a national meeting, his
resident made the daily rounds, reflecting a

more autocratic, ‘professional’ appreach. The

nurse responded with a degree of formal, defer-
ential “efficiency’ that had not been observed
with the surgeon. The point is that the differing
behaviour of the surgeon and his resident in
relationship with the nurse reflected their differ-
ent mindscts, The surgeon’s hehaviour, in par-
ticular, reflected the years he’d worked with the
nurse and learned to trust her judgment, experi-
ence the resident didn't vet have.

Later, our friend discussed the two physi-
cians with the nurse. She told him that, despite
outward appearances, her more collegial rela-
tionship with the surgeon was actually more effi-
cient and effective. She also predicted that the
voung resident woulkd eventually learn how to
relate to experienced nurses, that she was work-
ing onit!

We want to emphasise here that oreating
one-on-one relationships as if they were isolated
is clearly arificial. Even in a social system as
small as a nuclear family, each person has a
series of relationships that effect each other.
Parents often work together in disciplining 2
child, but sometimes they don't, with one
undermining the other. In an organisation, this
network of relationships that effect each person
in a cne-on-one relationship is mouch more com-
plex. But for the purposes of a complexity
primer, looking at one-on-cne relationships as
if they could be isolated offers a simple, usetul
fiction from which to begin our exploration
of the people perspective of manage-
ment responsibility and accountability in

organisations.

Managers and relationships

All of which leads to the third major insight for
our complexity primer for practical managers:
Creating mutually supportive, mutually benefi-
cial one-on-one personal relationships is the
most cffective way for managers to succeed at
their jobs.

What is the job of a manager in managing
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one-on-one relationships? As we've noted, indi-
vidual autonomy makes it impoessible for a man-
ager to 'command’ anyone do a job, and be sure
it will be done, much less done effectively and
expeditiously. It's more realistic for managers to
enlist others in a two-way collaboration on what
should be done. .. and how. In doing so, man-

agers can appeal o three motivations:

@ Avoiding pain ~ being yelled at or negative
performance appraisals, for instance — is
the most immediate motivator for most
people.

@ Guining personally, as in praise from a
colleague, a sense of personal achievement,
not to mention financial rewards, motivates
the largest percentage of adaptations.

@ Making their lives more meaningful through
work can push people to truly heroic
efforts, although in most organisations it is
largely overlooked. Individuals tend to
achieve at their highest levels when they are
acting on personal visions of making
contributions beyond themselves,

Most managers depend on the first two of
these motivators o influence the behaviour of
the people who report to them. Yet, a complex-
ity perspective suggests the drawbacks of each.
While avoidance of pain will get most people to
do what a manager asks, an employee as
autonomous agent may appear to do what a
threatening boss suggests and then subvert
these efforts when the boss turns away. More
important, often the response to an implicit
threat of pain is merely an adaptation that
eliminates this threat, with no commitment to
effective results.

An appeal to personal gain is much more
likely 1o work. However, while that may win
a degree of cooperadon, it is not likely to
contribute 1o building support of larger manage-
rial objectives that the two people might
share.

The appeal to personal meaning, on the
other hand, does build on such similarities,
developing mutual supportive understanding
and trust in each other, as they share their
visions of a better world. The hospitalised friend
noted ecarlier recognised this power of sharing
visions when the nurse told him how much her
personal contribution to the recovery of her
patients meant to her. It was, she said, the most
important aspect of her life. She also reported
that she was quietly working on the young resi-
dent to emulate the surgeon in his similar dedi-
cation to patients, pushing the resident beyond
his concentration on discase. She was managing
her relationship with the resident from her
understanding of his quite different mindset.
She was attempting to meet the resident’s
demands, but with a broader cbjective of re-
awakening the humanity that she believed had
originally attracted him to become a physician,

While we believe that this ability 1o manage
one-on-one relationships is important to any
theory of managing people, we also recognisc
that it has significant limitations. First, as noted
earlier, all relationships exist in a network of
other relationships. As a result, managers must
remember that those they want to influence are
to some extent hound by other relationships,
within the organisation and beyond.
Encouraging 4 person to take actions that might
create conflict with others in their immediate
networks is likely, at best, to require a great deal
of preparation and work with those others. At
worst, it can cause painful conflicts.

One perplexing challenge for practical man-
agers concerns developing more effective rela-
tionships with subordinates whose mindsets
require them to follow orders without fully
weighing the consequences. Helping these peo-
ple o become more comfortable with maore
effective uses of their minds often requires a
great deal of patience, imagination and hard
work. In almost all cases, their mindsets will

change as they adapt to changed relationships
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with their bosses, but not usually in a linear fash-
ion. Explaining how these kinds of difficult
processes work is a4 major goal of an effective
primer for practical managers.

Benefits of this primer

We believe that a primer developed to help prac-
tical managers understand how (o apply the
principles of complexity theory to managing
their personal onc-on-one relationships can
have several benefits.

First, it offers a systematic approach to
understanding what practical managers have
been doing intuitively. It is not s0 much a ‘new’
way of doing things as 1 methodology for
enhancing what has worked for many effective
managers in the past, even in organisations
appearing to favour command-and-control man-
agement styles. This approach thus has the
advantage of helping managers undcrstand what
they are doing right and huilding on that under-
standing, rather than telling them what they are
cloing wrong, in this way reducing resistance to
these ideas.

Second, a primer, focused on managers’
responsibility for managing people as welt as sys-
tems, can make some of the principles of com-
plexity theory accessible to them in a way that
a4 purely organisational approach frequently
does not. Once such managers realise the
value of these ideas, they will become more
willing to accept insights based .on the
organisational approach to complexity theory
applications.

Third, the primer may prove useful to
organisational consultants looking for more
readily acceptable ways to explain complexity
theory to their clients and then to implement
changes based on it. For instance, this focus on
individuals as complex adaptive systems sug-
gests that changes in organisational structures

and systems may sometimes disappoint simply

because care was not taken to prepare individu-
als in their nerworks of relationships, therchy
cxciting resistance that might otherwise have
been avoided.

Fourth, the approach this primer would
take, with its emphasis on exploting the interac-
tions of individual people as complex adaptive
systems, can make an important contribution to
the study of organisations as complex adaptive
systems. As UCLA Professor Bill McKelvey point-
ed out (1999), to be scientifically valid, the appli-
cation of complexity theory to organisations
must account, not only for the behaviour of the
whole organisation (as the organisational
approach attempts), but also for the basic inter-
actions that generates the behaviour of the
whole. We belicve that, in focusing on one-on-
one relationships, we have done just thar.

Of course, much work remains to be done
beyond a primer — exploring onc-on-two rela-
tionships, the even more complete relationships
of an individual managcr, and still more compiex
team relationships, as well as the interactions
between organisational and personal perspec-
tives. These are directions we are pursuing with
a great deal of excitement, leaving us little time
to flesh out the primer for practical managers.
We hope that in publishing this beginning we
can excite some more interest in an approach
toward applying complexity theory with enor-
mous potential for helping managers in their
jobs managing both the organisation and the
people with whom they work.
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