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Introducing myself

Connect @antlerboy on LinkedIn Twitter Mastodon
Systems community of enquiry: www.syscoi.com 
Blog: chosen-path.org / antlerboy.medium.com 

systems | cybernetics | complexity
business evolutionary | avid learner

Learn with me in the RedQuadrant tool shed

All the links are at bentaylor.com

http://www.redquadrant.com/
http://www.requisiteagility.org/
http://www.publicservicetransformation.org/
http://www.systemspractice.org/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/antlerboy
https://www.twitter.com/antlerboy
https://mastodon.social/@antlerboy
https://www.syscoi.com/
https://antlerboy.medium.com/
https://bit.ly/RQtoolshedshowandtell
https://bentaylor.com/
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What I’ll (roughly) cover

• The blue dot!
• People and essential, fundamental aspects of organisation
• History and liberation: New Hope
• Sensemaking worlds
• The dynamics of worlds (intra and inter), and the payoff of the devil’s bargain
• How come it goes the way it goes – and what else is possible?

 Spaces and their patterns – organisational, culture
• Seeing the system
• Encounters with the other and ‘robust systems’
• Management cybernetics
• Power and love in parts and in wholes

 Five core practices
 Development of organisations and Organisational Development

Complementary essential patterns
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THE BLUE DOT
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PEOPLE AND 
FUNDAMENTALS
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Organ-
isations 
are made 
up of people
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Sometimes it isn’t comfortable

http://www.travellerspoint.com/photos/stream/size/L/photoID/88687/
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• History and hope
• Power+Systems
• Systems blindness and systems sight,

reflexive action and reflective action

There Is No New Scientific Paradigm...Yet
(Toward a Most Practical Science of Social System Life)
by Barry Oshry
…despite the frequent references to paradigms and paradigm shifts in the management and 
organization literature, there are no new paradigms as Thomas Kuhn has described in his 
landmark essay… to make the case for the Oshry Power+Systems Framework being a legitimate 
candidate for paradigm status, one from which research extending, elaborating, testing, and 
applying the framework follows naturally.

'the only scientific paradigm of management systems so far?' 



power+systems and VSM 9

HISTORY AND LIBERATION
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History and hope

• American working class Jewish immigrants in the 1930s
• The Holocaust (age 13 in 1945)
• PhD
• Tikkun Olam
• National Training Laboratories

 Kurt Lewin et al
 Betty Friedan (The Feminine Mystique)
 Elaine Brown (A Taste of Power)

• The 60s
• The Power Lab
• The Organization Workshop
• When Cultures Meet / Encounters with the Other

Human possibilities
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New Hope…
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SENSEMAKING WORLDS



Top

Middle

Bottom

Customer Customer

Customer Customer



In an organisation, we 
don’t know what is 
happening in other 
people’s worlds



'Stuff' happens!!!

First rule of organisational life:



'Stuff'

sometimes good 
stuff...  

sometimes bad 
stuff... 

sometimes 
mysterious stuff... 

sometimes bad and 
mysterious stuff... 

sometimes nothing: 
minus stuff...



Make up a story
Evaluate the others

Malicious
Insensitive
Incompetent

Take it personally
React

Get mad
Get even
Withdraw

Lose focus
Partnership

When stuff happens, we react:

(What role do we give 
ourselves in our stories?)
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Blind men describing an elephant 
by Hokusai
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six principles: 
1. A well-defined structure of 

responsibilities.
2. Strategic and sufficient 

assignment of power to 
managers so that they may 
dispose of their duties.

3. A method of tracking if 
duties are carried out on 
time or not.

4. An emphasis on reporting 
any breakdown of 
discipline or dereliction of 
duty so that it may be 
immediately corrected.

5. A method of obtaining 
reports that will neither 
diminish nor overpower 
managers down the value 
chain.

6. A method for helping 
managers identify both 
errors and delinquents. 

‘a plan of organization’ 
Daniel McCallum
general superintendent 
New York and Erie Railroad (‘the Erie’)
1855
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Worlds matter Citizen / 
customer 

world

Service world

Management world

The front line

Performance 
information

Politician / 
board world

????
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Five worlds

Leadership world

Management world

Service worldCitizen world

The world of 
learning and 

change
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THE DYNAMICS OF WORLDS – 
AND THE DEVIL’S BARGAIN



TopTop

MiddleMiddle

BottomBottom

CustomerCustomer CustomerCustomer

CustomerCustomer CustomerCustomer





'Stuff’ 
Happens!!!

'Stuff’ 
Happens!!!



Make up a story
Evaluate the others
– Malicious
– Insensitive
– Incompetent

Take it personally
React
– Get mad
– Get even
– Withdraw

Lose focus
Partnership

Evaluate the others
– Malicious
– Insensitive
– Incompetent

Take it personally
React
– Get mad
– Get even
– Withdraw

Lose focus
Partnership

When stuff 
happens, we react:



The side show is predictable,
but not inevitable.

The center ring is not predictable,
but it is a human possibility.

The side show is predictable,
but not inevitable.

The center ring is not predictable,
but it is a human possibility.



power+systems and VSM 34

HOW COME IT GOES THE WAY IT 
GOES AND WHAT ELSE IS POSSIBLE?
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Bottom world is a world of vulnerability.

How will inputs likely be received in 
bottom world?
As more ‘being done to’. 
And how are we likely to react?
By falling out of partnership

Customers live in a world of neglect. 

How will inputs likely be received in 
customer world?
As an irrelevant insult.
And how are we likely to react? 
By falling out of partnership

Middles live in a world where they are 
torn between top and bottom.

How will inputs likely be received in 
middle world? More tearing
And how are we likely to react? 
By falling out of partnership

Tops... live in a world of complexity 
and accountability. 

How will inputs likely be received 
in top world? 
As more complication. 
And how are we likely to react?
By falling out of partnership
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These are relational not role-based

Which pattern of top/middle/bottomness is your life usually in?

But of course roles shape patterns of interactions!
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How come it goes the way it goes?

And what else is possible?
Power+Systems logo and works ©2008-2013 Power+Systems Inc. All Rights Reserved.
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Overwhelmed? Am I being Top – taking on all  
the responsibility and disabling the system?

Disappointed, angry, resentful at ‘them’?  Am 
I being Bottom – holding them responsible,  
holding myself outside the system?

Unsupported? Am I an End and holding  
the Middle responsible for solving
the problem I have with the other End?

Can’t please anyone? Maybe I’m a Middle,  
taking responsibility for THEIR problems?

Unfairly judged? Am I taking responsibility  
for making the Customer happy?

Neglected and done to? Righteously  
screwed? Have I abandoned all personal  
responsibility for getting the service I want?

How can I change the responsibility  
dance?

How can I make this a project  I 
can take on?

How can we do it ourselves?

How can I maintain my independence  
of thought and action, and help them  
to sort out their problems?

How can I involve them more in their  
delivery process?

How can I get more involved in  
helping the system give me what  I 
need?

Is the blue dot stuck in one place?

In the dance of responsibility, look out for the old familiar patterns.
Am I feeling:
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SEEING THE SYSTEM
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The possibility of a systemically informed approach

If you can see the system, three levels of systems intelligence are possible:
1. Tactical

understand their world, don’t take it personally, emotional intelligence
2. Strategic

make your request such that it makes their world easier
3. Systemic 

make the future relationships between your worlds better in future

Reflection:
• What is the appeal of the side show?
• What are the system consequences of the side show?
• What do we have to give up, let go of in order to move from the side show 

to the center ring?

Why isn’t it easy?
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ENCOUNTERS WITH THE OTHER
AND ROBUST SYSTEMS
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The predictable condition – the predictable response – the familiar 
disempowering experience… arguably even worse consequences

The dominants and the others



power+systems and VSM 44

Encounters with the Other

DOMINANCE SYSTEMS
Tension of preserve/protect 
and allow/adapt. 
Both ultimately sterile.

•  evaluated
•  feared
•  defended against
•  controlled

ROBUST SYSTEMS
Dynamic balance of adaption, 
stability, autonomy, and 
integration 

•  studied
•  welcomed
•  valued
•  utilized
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Differentiate

Differentiate
• Use the strengths of 

the differing 
cultures.
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Homogenize

Homogenize
• Actively learn about 

one another’s cultures.
• Share knowledge, best 

practices.
• Incorporate aspects of 

one another’s cultures.
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Individuate

Individuate
• Put your unique 

talents on the line.
• Identify and 

encourage the full 
use of all members’ 
gifts and talents. 
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Integrate

Integrate
• Create a compelling 

system mission.
• Feed and support 

one another.
• Modulate behavior in 

the service of the 
whole.
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Differentiated Homogenized

Individuated Integrated

Robust systems are those that balance

Barry Oshry, Organic Systems Framework

WHOLE SYSTEM
PO

W
ER LO

VE

PARTS OF SYSTEM
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THE VIABLE SYSTEMS MODEL
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Stafford Beer’s Viable Systems Model

Cybernetics: A New Management Tool – Barry Clemson, 1984
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Viable systems balance

Stafford Beer

LO
VE
PO

W
ER

WHOLE SYSTEM

Adaptation Stability

Autonomy Integration

PARTS OF SYSTEM
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POWER AND LOVE 
IN PARTS AND IN WHOLES 
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Robust systems are those that actively balance

Barry Oshry (Organic Systems) and Stafford Beer (Viable Systems)

Differentiate: 
increase ability to adapt 

Use the different 
strengths and capabilities 
of the different cultures 
and organisations.

Homogenise: increase stability
Actively learn about all the 
cultures and organisation.
Share knowledge, best practices.
Incorporate aspects of one 
another’s cultures and practices.

Individuate: increase autonomy

Put your unique talents 
on the line.
Identify and encourage 
the full use of the 
talents of all.

Integrate the system as a whole

Create a compelling 
system mission.
Feed and support one 
another.
Modulate behavior in the 
service of the whole.

Po
w

er
, a

da
pt

ati
on Love, stability

The whole

Parts / individuals
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Essential Balances

www.essentialbalances.com
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Human and organisational needs
…blue dot distribution and dance!

Core human needs Organisational needs

Our need for Is met by, and contributes to, 
the organisation’s need to

Certainty 
and comfort Homogenise and create stability

Uncertainty 
and variety

Differentiate and increase ability to 
adapt

Love, connection, 
belonging

Integrate, feed and support each 
other, moderate behaviours

Significance, 
uniqueness Individuate and maximise autonomy

Creating such a context meets the final two human needs—
learning/growth, and contribution to value in the world.

Core human needs
• Multiple sources – I re-developed this myself, but/and, it turns out it totally 

maps to the model used by Tony Robbins (https://www.habitsforwellbeing.com
/6-core-human-needs-by-anthony-robbins/),

• Apparently originated by Chloe Madanes: https://cloemadanes.com/2016/10/1
2/the-6-human-needs-for-fulfillment. 

• See also https://pollackpeacebuilding.com/blog/conflict-6-core-human-needs/ 
• and https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Optimal_distinctiveness_theory 

Organisational needs 
• at a human dynamics level, from Barry Oshry’s Organic Systems Framework: 

differentiation and homogenisation of the whole; and individuation and integration of 
the parts

• at a functional level, from Stafford Beer’s management cybernetics: adaptability and 
stability of the whole; and autonomy and integration of the parts

https://www.habitsforwellbeing.com/6-core-human-needs-by-anthony-robbins/
https://www.habitsforwellbeing.com/6-core-human-needs-by-anthony-robbins/
https://cloemadanes.com/2016/10/12/the-6-human-needs-for-fulfillment
https://cloemadanes.com/2016/10/12/the-6-human-needs-for-fulfillment
https://pollackpeacebuilding.com/blog/conflict-6-core-human-needs/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Optimal_distinctiveness_theory
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Core management and leadership practices

Good and 
clear intent

Constructive 
conversations

Clarity

Culture 
shaping

Triple loop 
learning relationships

systems meaning

measure and deliver 
‘what matters’ to 
customers

Address danger / confusion / conflict / deficit / development as they arise

create conditions where 
people are productive – 
give discretionary effort

learning
system

productive
system

‘purposeful 
system’
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Thank you!

Connect @antlerboy on LinkedIn Twitter Mastodon
Systems community of enquiry: www.syscoi.com 
Blog: chosen-path.org / antlerboy.medium.com 

systems | cybernetics | complexity
business evolutionary | avid learner

Learn with me in the RedQuadrant tool shed

All the links are at bentaylor.com

http://www.redquadrant.com/
http://www.requisiteagility.org/
http://www.publicservicetransformation.org/
http://www.systemspractice.org/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/antlerboy
https://www.twitter.com/antlerboy
https://mastodon.social/@antlerboy
https://www.syscoi.com/
https://antlerboy.medium.com/
https://bit.ly/RQtoolshedshowandtell
https://bentaylor.com/
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ANNEX – EASY REFERENCE / 
EMPOWERING STRATEGIES
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