Human Networking in the Interactive Organisation

Harrison postulates in his latest book (pages 171-173) that “myth is to an organisation what DNA is to an organism”. He goes on to say that the stories that make these myths encapsulate the essential values that serve to shape the culture of a place. People who tell these stories may not even realise they are describing some part of the culture but they most certainly are. More than that. Through the retelling they are reinforcing the values that make up the culture.

The stories of Jonathan, the shipbuilding company illustrates how, when it’s time to reach into the core of “why we exist” or “why we should keep going”, it’s the stories which best serve to carry the day, if indeed the day is to be carried. Left to its own devices an adaptive system will find a right way to heal itself. Someone will tell the right story at the right time and the healing will begin. The welder will tell the story.

In the day to day business of a complex organism such as we homo sapiens, signals are sent out constantly to instigate and investigate myriad functions
. Millions of electrical pulses, all hard-wired from our DNA, scurry around to ensure things are as they should be and to report back, assist with repair and provide aftercare when they are not. On another level, they also serve to decide on appropriate responses to external stimuli.

Secondly, in times of repair or rebuilding, it is the pre-coded signals in the DNA which organise and reconstruct. At one end of this continuum, consider another of Harrison’s analogies about the butterfly. Signals that have been pre-programmed into that ooze operate to reorganise the very essence of the creature so that eventually a butterfly can emerge.

I wondered; ”So what?” and I eventually found myself tantalisingly close to something that has interested me for many years.

Perhaps human networks fulfill the same role in an interactive organisation as the physiological networks of an organism. More specifically, what if the information carried by these human networks served to do the same in organisations as emergent DNA signals do in organisms?
Perhaps informal
 networks do that best. The smokers’ corner, the friends who meet for lunch once a week, the workers who sit together during tea breaks, the people who all started on the same day or went to the same course at some stage in their corporate lives and have decided to keep in touch. These are the groups who process information, interpret it and then decide on its importance. In the process of all this analysing, human networks assess new information in the context of what they already understand to be true. And that truth is carried in the stories they tell. And the stories define the myth that defines their culture.

Coincidentally, we often find informal networks doing the same work in proactive organisations but under less than ideal conditions since it is more likely that incalculable resources of time, money and people are allocated to establishing and trying to run “formal” information dissemination systems.

I would suggest this function looks very similar to the process of the DNA sending out all those signals to check the health of the organism and respond to external stimuli.

And in a time of need such as what happened at Jonathan, exactly that occurs. In the same way that the welder emerged from the mess at Jonathon’s, people on the networks who know the myth will begin their work to reshape or repair those parts of the organisation which require attention in order to survive. Someone who had heard the story responded to the external stimuli by retelling it and helped to repair whatever was wrong with the system, in this case the morale of those repairing the ship.

In times of chaos, when griefwork weaves its magic, the networks might well be the ones who begin carrying the signals of rebirth and renewal. Just as the DNA in the caterpillar’s cocoon is somehow programmed to instruct the renewal that results in the butterfly, so might the networks be the carriers of signals which shape the rebirth of the organisation. These are the stories that are retold, not always just for closure, but to take inventory so that those decreed appropriate can be brought into the new culture. Like the signals from the DNA in the cocoon, the human networks retell the myth of the organisation which in turn, helps to define the new entity.

My suggestion is that in interactive organisations where open spaces are the norm, these so called informal networks will function brilliantly and “internal communication” will no longer be “one of the major problems facing business” as is so often quoted in survey results. So-called leaders and managers will no longer seek to control or even eradicate (as if they ever could) those entities which do not have a place on their organisation charts such as the smokers who all find their way to the same place at some seemingly undecided hour or the group who meet where they always have for lunch every payday.

If I’m right, all leaders have to do is trust and be mindful of the Open Space principle that says, “whatever happens is the only thing that could have happened”. In practice this means they have as much right to seek to intervene as anyone else in the system.

These networks may well become recognised as Harrison’s “Chief Myth Officers”. In my mind it isn’t a very long stretch for interactive organisations to understand that these networks are the storytellers and keepers of the organisational myth. New stories that vie for candidacy as myth will be tested against what is already held to be true. New stories will be reshaped and retold on the networks until the essence has been distilled into a smooth, well-worn set of words that all other storytellers will learn and retell. It will be the people on the networks (as we already know is the case) who identify the true heroes of the organisation, not the proactive organisation’s selection committee who hand out the official “rewards and recognition” certificates.

One final thought.

If all this is true, then what sets us apart from the small organisms? My first thought is that we humans have choices. The butterfly is created because the signals in the ooze act in a particular, predetermined way and any variation to this produces mutants that may or may not be a good thing in the long term.

We humans have the luxury and the onus of making choices. There is no preset path to follow. That was what proactive organisations tried to do and that’s why their time is up. As people inside systems find more empowerment, they will demand more choices of their own. Surely the MBA’s understand that. Choice is a fundamental value of capitalist economies.

But that, as they say, is another story………
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� As a side note to what will be my major point, I am currently considering whether it is at such times it is true that the real leaders (rather than the people whose duty statements say they are leaders) are indeed discovered. Whoever cares sufficiently about the outcome will intervene. If the welder at Jonathan had not sat down with his shift to tell the right story when all seemed lost, the day and indeed the company may well have been lost. The appropriate intervention at just the right time. Such is the role of leaders.





� Before I go on, I should declare that these biological viewpoints are very much those of a layman. I do not profess to speak with any professional authority.





� I need to make a distinction here between “formal” and “informal” networks. Briefly, formal networks established by the management of an organisation rarely work as well as informal ones. My research indicates the reasons lie with the passion for the issues discussed. As a rule, formal networks simply don’t cut it What strikes me about this is the close alignment to the passion required for Open Space to work  at its best.


 


� Some discussion is required here to differentiate between what happens in organisations and what I understand to be a “human network”. The primary difference in my mind is that in the organisational structure, “formal networks” do little to help people interpret the information sent “down the line” from top management. These I call “information dissemination systems “. Team meetings, e-mails, addresses by the CEO, company newsletters and notice boards do much to disseminate information but little to assist with interpreting the basic information (data) constantly being shovelled around the systems we work in.








