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This paper is about organizations and the performance needed to manage events that effect them.  Specifically it 

describes efforts to explore how organizations or more precisely, organizations through people, manage the complexity of 

the events that may be part of their interactions on any given day.  Toward that end the paper is divided into two parts.  

The goal of the first part is to identify the foundations for performance in organizations to better understand when 

performance fails to materialize as expected or desired.   

 

To achieve this goal five objectives were identified.  The first objective aimed at constructing a way to systematically look 

at and define organizations so that the analysis of performance of a given organization could be extended to comparisons 

with other organizations.  Various typologies for organizations exist but few have both the flexibility to be able to account 

for all types of organizations and to do so in an efficient, robust manner.  This analysis, which identified four distinct types 

of organizations, would provide a baseline and a methodological format for use in subsequent studies. 

 

The second objective is to define and model the role of organizational performance in three important areas:  1.) achieving 

the organization's vision and/or mission (a must); 2.) the management risk, threats to the organization and the emergence 

of vulnerabilities (a preferred result); and, 3.) to generally contribute and certainly not detract from the organization's 

growth and/or general well-being.  These models detail key elements in an organization's overall performance 

management profile and produce a tool that can be used for descriptive, diagnostic and, ideally, the preparation of 

predictive models of organizational performance. 

 

The third objective was to develop a way to describe results of performance so that it's possible to gain an understanding 

of the potential scope and scale of performance.  This segment of the analysis was included to broaden one's 

understanding of what is meant by the term "results" when speaking about the performance.  The emphasis here is the 

development of a multidimensional format for examining performance results that would better illustrate the functional 

relationship between performance and an organization's needs and expectations as well as improving the generally 

reliability and validity associated with any conclusions regarding these relationships. 

 

The fourth objective is the identification of key components believed to be important for successful organizational 

performance and to build a model that described the relationship among those components and the management of 
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events.  A good deal has been written about organizational performance and among the key ingredients for performance, 

individual/group behavior, is obvious.  This objective sought to expand our understanding of performance by focusing on 

the performance associated with the management of six types of events, ranging from routine to extreme events.  The 

value of accomplishing this objective rests with its contribution to describing and understanding what an organization, 

given its type and mission, should incorporate in its design and processes to maximize the likelihood it will get the 

performance desired from stakeholders when confronted with different types of events. 

 

A final objective of this first part was to develop tools and strategies for measuring performance associated with the 

management of events and to test the efficacy of the models presented.  Developing these tools and strategies would 

develop a way to account for observed performance given established parameters for a particular organization and/or 

particular type of organization.  Of special interest was performance that did not meet expectations either because it 

exceeds or because it failed to achieve minimum standards. 

 

Part Two of this review reports on efforts to understand the nature of performance that does not meet expectations.  The 

goal for this research phase again, emphasized improving our understanding of performance that a.) didn't contribute to 

the organization's achieving its vision/mission; and/or, b.) performance that contributed to increased risk, threats to the 

organization, or vulnerabilities in key areas, and/or c.) performance that inhibited, or worse, detracted from the 

organization's overall performance, growth, or general well-being. 

 

Six objectives were defined to achieve this goal.  First, to develop a model using complexity theory that helped explain the 

genesis, nature, and evolution of behavior in performance settings.  To be useful the model developed should meet 

certain criteria including, for example, the capacity to account for the process of performance as a dynamic phenomenon, 

to describe key features of the process and, to account for gaps in our current understanding of performance and 

performance management. 

 

A second objective to accomplish this goal of understanding the nature of unsatisfactory performance was to base the 

research in complexity theory, a tool frequently used to examine dynamic systems.  More importantly, complexity theory 

was selected as the theoretical paradigm for this research because of its proven capacity in different disciplines to explain 
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a.) the emergence of phenomena, b.) the self-organizations of a response within measurable standards, and c.)  because 

of its capacity to be applied to various types of systems, particularly human social systems.  The aspect of the theory that 

makes it particularly applicable in this study is the concept of self-organization.  The premise examined is that when 

behavior leads to performance that diverges from what is expected the process of self-organization, as defined within the 

context of complexity theory, may provide a useful tool in explaining certain causes of the aberration and, importantly, 

building a means for predicting future instances or occurrences. 

 

Self-organization is not a process to be avoided in organizations or when associated with behavior and performance 

management processes.  Indeed, a third objective seeks to document when self-organization presents a threat or an 

opportunity to an organization's efforts to achieve its vision or mission.  When conditions are appropriate self-organization 

may be used to stimulate creativity, innovation, or problem solving generally.  These in turn may help those in 

organizations better manage threats, risk exposures and, vulnerabilities as they emerge.     

 

The fourth objective for this phase of the research builds off what's learned to document examples of good and poor self-

organized behavior/performance across the four different organizational types in the typology presented earlier.  There is 

a certain commonality in the nature of good and poor performance across all organizations.  Poor handling of routine 

events, tasks, or assignments account for perhaps as much as 80% of all complexity-creating conditions in organizations.  

At a minimum these are distractions and at the extreme, aberrations that must be managed to keep processes flowing, 

equipment running, services delivered or, simply, customers happy. 

 

At the other extreme, however, are the 10-20% of performance management challenges potentially spawned by poor 

performance that have the potential to debilitate, challenge or disrupt and, in certain instances, destroy an organization or 

bring injury and perhaps harm to its membership.  Here the relationship between performance management and the 

extreme event is at its maximum.   So, it is at this point that the fourth objective, in conjunction with a fifth and final 

objective stand to make a contribution to both the study of organizations generally and our understanding of 

performance/behavior management and complexity theory specifically.  To those ends this last objective seeks to 

demonstrate ways the models, typologies and information provided can be used to extend existing research associated 
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with complexity theory into new fields of study, deeper, perhaps fuller explications of ideas and directions already 

uncovered and, of course, new directions for research associated with complexity theory. 

 

Part One:  The foundations for performance in organization 

 

Organizations exist to accomplish a mission--a purpose.  This is true whether the organization is established to raise 

funds to eliminate disease, to spread a religion, to make a profit by selling televisions or food, or to overthrow a 

government.  The Vision is the concept, anticipation, and theory or idea the organization's leadership has that separate 

where it is now versus where it wants to be in the future.  The vision is the way "we want it to be."  It's an ideal that 

pictures the organization where its future lies and is meant to provide direction, for example, for the next three to five 

years. 

 

The Mission is the translation of the vision into something tangible.  Mission statements typically look out one to three 

years into the future and focus the organization's direction as described in the vision statement.   The mission is the first 

real attempt to quantify or present a measurable dimension to the organization's effort.  To be the "best," to be recognized 

at the "premier provider of," to be recognized as the "industry leader of," or to be recognized as "the authority" are 

representative phrases one might find in a mission statement.  In addition to stating what the organization is striving to be 

it's also saying what the organization is not or, in some cases, how it is different from other organizations. 

 

Combined, the vision and mission serve to both indicate a reason and target for performance and a means for unifying 

effort to achieve the desired performance.  The vision and mission become most meaningful to the organization's 

participants through the goals and objectives used to achieve the mission.  The goals, objectives, and activities turn the 

vision and mission into reality.  The Goals are measurable targets that define what must be accomplished to achieve the 

mission.  Goals are the quantifiable summary statements that, when accomplished, will result in the mission being 

achieved.   

 

Objectives are the things done to accomplish each goal.  Again, they are measurable and written for each goal.  Lastly, 

there are the activities.  These are the day-to-day things done to accomplish an objective.  The activities (or the products 
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of activities) are what external stakeholders are used to seeing.  These include things like the making of a product in a 

factory, the consulting service of a marketing manager, the sales transaction in the retail store, or the funeral service of a 

religious leader.  Activities serve functions for both the organization and its stakeholders.  Activities point to where the 

organization's efforts are either successful or not or, from the stakeholder's viewpoint.  Activities are where needs are met.   

 

Table One illustrates the inter-relationship among the vision, mission, goals, objectives, and activities for three different, 

hypothetical organizations.  In this case the organizations are different but may have a dependent relationship with each 

other.  So, apart from illustrating the differences among the vision, mission, goals, and objectives as organizing devices, 

the information in this table also illustrates how these organizing devices of different organizations can contribute to 

cooperation or competition and conflict among organizations.  One would expect the missions of the terrorist organization 

to bring it into conflict with the airline and security organizations, but the airline and security sub-contractor missions may 

create unwanted tensions or conflict between these two allies as well.  In this case one struggles to meet customer needs  

 
Table One 

 
The Strategic and Tactical Use of Organizing Elements  
for Three Organizations with Dependent Relationships 

 

Purpose 
Elements: 

International Airline Terrorist Organization Security Sub-contractor 

Vision Be the largest international 
airline in the world 

Our enemies are in disarray All flights are without  
 security threats 

Mission Be recognized as the primary 
airline for international travel 

Launch a terrorism program 
in our enemy's major cities 

Stop threats to airlines at 
  target airports 

Goals >Establish flights to major 
  international airports 
>Set Competitive Pricing  
>Offer the best Service 

>Threaten the security of one 
  international flight 
>Promote world-wide media 
  coverage of our activities 

>Set up a security process at 
  all airports 
>100% passenger screening 
>100% baggage screening 

Objectives >Ensure 98% on time  
  departures and arrivals 
>No lost luggage 
>Fast turn around of planes  

>Recruit supporters 
  committed to the cause 
>Build a core of elite fighters 
>Build a security system to  
  avoid detection 

>Hire Staff needed 
>Secure the best equipment 
>Ensure staff can use the 
  equipment 
 

Activities >Fast boarding of passengers 
>Handle luggage fast 
>Prompt, courteous service 
>Work with regulators 

>Train Supporters 
>Conduct six successful 
  attacks 
>Surveillance 

>Train staff 
>Test staff competencies 
>Evaluate security processes 
>Surveillance 

 
 

by making sure planes arrive and leave on schedule while the security organization can create bottlenecks and operation 

delays as it struggles to make sure the environments on the ground and in the air are safe.  Each is trying to achieve its 
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business mission but because the missions may bring strain the relationships between organizations it's prudent for 

organizations to not only concentrate on and evaluate their own vision, mission, etc. but also those of organizations with 

whom they have a relationship. 

 

When used effectively evaluations are the consummate tools organizations use to achieve their missions.  Achieving 

goals and objectives are macro-level performance indicators that reflect successful accomplishment of tasks or activities.  

In the end, however, it's accomplishing the mission that is critical and it is through processes like the use of performance 

evaluations that organizations can determine if they are making progress in achieving their mission.  When organizations 

that are within larger organizations, like an army within a nation or a department within a company, fail to achieve their 

missions and goals the entire organization can be at risk.  An army's poor performance can put whole nations at risk.  The 

same is true for poor performance within a company.  If the sales department fails to meet sales objectives, a 

manufacturing plant fails to meet production, or the fund raising committee of a public radio station doesn't achieve its 

membership and contribution goals for the year serious problems may develop.  Lofty ideals expressed as mission 

statements are nice but performance counts.   

 

However, what makes evaluations so powerful is a feature they have that often underutilized – the opportunity to open 

and maintain communication channels with between those designing the work and those doing it.  The “missed 

opportunity” associated with the use of evaluations occurs when evaluation practices are treated as one-dimensional 

events:  Performance is assessed and that’s it!  It’s expected that the results of an evaluation will be communicated but a.)  

do those being evaluated have the opportunity to communicate their thoughts, b.)  are efforts made to link the evaluation 

back to organizational goals and objectives or the mission itself, and c.)  are the foundations for the evaluation, for 

example the work that was to be done, reviewed to see if changes need to made in what is being done and, in turn, 

evaluated before the next evaluation occurs?  Adding just these three points increases the contribution of the existing 

evaluation and the potential validity of future evaluations. 
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The Analysis of Behavior in Organizations Begins with an Examination of the Organization’s Structure 

 

Our examination of the role of an organization’s structure in defining and/or modifying behavior begins with a quick look at 

the nature of organizations.  There are several ways to classify organizations that are part of our lives.  The U.S. 

government uses the SIC, Standard Industrial Classification, as a means for categorizing organizations by the type of 

work or profession the organization reflects.  Table Two below illustrates a selection from the SIC.  In addition to the 

government, many financial and accounting groups use the classification in the preparation of financial records or as a  

 

Table Two 
 

Standard Industrial Classification 
Division Structure 

Division A: Agriculture, Forestry, and Fishing 
  Major Group 01: Agriculture Production Crops 
  Major Group 02: Agriculture production livestock and animal specialties 
  Major Group 07: Agricultural Services 
  Major Group 08: Forestry 
  Major Group 09: Fishing, hunting, and trapping 
  . 
Division C: Construction 
  Major Group 15: Building Construction, General Contractors and Operative Builders 
  Major Group 16: Heavy Construction Other than Building Construction Contractors 
  Major Group 17: Construction Special Trade Contractors 
  . 
Division D:  Manufacturing 
  Major Group 20: Food and Kindred Products 
  Major Group 21: Tobacco Products 
  Major Group 22: Textile Mill Products 
  . 
  Major Group 34: Fabricated Metal Products.... 
  Major Group 35: Industrial and Commercial Machinery and Computer Equipment 
  . 
Division F: Wholesale Trade 
  Major Group 50: Wholesale Trade-durable Goods 
  Major Group 51: Wholesale Trade-non-durable Goods 
  . 
Division I: Services 
  Major Group 70: Hotels, Rooming Houses, Camps and Other Lodging Places 
  Major Group 72: Personal Services 
  Major Group 73: Business Services 
  Major Group 75: Automotive Repair 
 
etc. 
 

First, since it's largely used for matters related to economic issues the SIC omits many organizations that we might be 

interested in classifying and examining.  The SIC and many other formats may not allow for the classification of means for 
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comparing organizations that provide the same types of products or services.  Although still widely used by the 

government and other groups, the classification system and other classification schemes have a number of shortcomings 

for our purposes.  Government organizations at any level, for religious organizations or purely social organizations like 

clubs, or fraternities or sororities, so in these instances it's incomplete for our purposes.  Because it's incomplete a lot of 

potentially useful information is lost because whole groups are lumped together as Miscellaneous Manufacturing 

Industries (Major Group 39), Miscellaneous Retail (Major Group 59), Miscellaneous Services (Major Group 89) and Non-

classifiable Establishments (Major Group 99).  These broad categories provide neither the specificity nor the level of detail 

needed in research such as that conducted here.   

 

Another useful way is to classify organizations in terms of the organization's functional make-up.  For example, our 

approach is based on four dimensions that contribute to defining all organizations.  We label these the "enterprise," 

"community," "team/group" and "individual contributor."  All organizations are a composite of these four dimensions with 

one more dominant than the other three.  Diagram One, below, illustrates how typical organizations are classified using 

this process.  This classification method, produced by examining the operations of several hundred organizations, 

suggests that these core dimensions unfold as the organization emerges, forms and matures.  Moreover, while the 

representation of the four categories remains with the organization, its dominant feature may change overtime.  For 

example, privatization of government agencies automatically moves an organization from a "community" classification to 

classification as an "enterprise."  And, as we'll see, this is a significant occurrence for the organization experiencing type 

of transformation, for both the performance expectations and means for achieving those expectations vary greatly from 

classification to classification. 

 

A Typology of Four Types of Organizations 

 

The four organizational types are distinguishable from each other yet flexible enough to describe organizations regardless 

of their size, mission, or the make-up of their membership.  As a result, small and large for profit organizations can be 

compared and contrasted, along with traditionally non-profit organizations like religions or military units, schools, athletic 

teams or social clubs and our smallest organizational unit, the individual, for example, a teacher.  
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Diagram One lists the four dimensions and illustrates key features of each.  The diagram implies that the differences 

among these four classifications are not subtle.  For example, most for-profit businesses are classified as an Enterprise 

and doctors, lawyers or other professions operating largely on their own behalf are classified as Individual Contributors 

because of their unique stand-alone operating nature.  While doctors, for example, may have a for-profit business 

associated with their practice the doctor’s affiliation defines the organization.  They may be affiliated with other institutions 

but if they outline their own performance regime, performance expectations and have a certain level of independence in 

when and how they work they’re classified as Individual Contributors.  A for-profit hospital, on the other hand, is an 

enterprise that may employ doctors as part of its staff.    

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

The labels used profile the nature of the organization’s inherent features; the things that can motivate or control how 

things are done or that serve to entice people to join the organization.  But the dimensions also do so much more.  These 

dimensions help understand what to expect from the organization, particularly given the practices and processes that 

define them.  Communication and information management practices are vital for success in some organizations while 

Enterprise as an Organization: Primary 
Dimensions 

 
>Focus: Growth, meeting stakeholder needs, 
  risks managed 
>Policies and procedures dominate 
>Evaluate and improve products, services 

Community as an Organization: Primary 
Dimensions 

 
>Focus: the vision via collective action 
>Control and direction via the vision 
>People and relationships are important 

 

 

Team/Small Group as an Organization: 
Primary Dimensions 

 
>Focus: the mission via collective resources 
>Communication is critical 
>Knowledge & competency for the whole 

Individual Contributor as an Organization: 
Primary Dimensions 

 
>Focus: Performance is everything 
>Knowledge and competencies are top 
>Information and communication 

Diagram One: 
 

An Typology of Organizations  
(With Primary Dimensions) 
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others concentrate on building relationships and still others on strictly evaluating or assessing products produced or 

services delivered.  Knowing what practices are emphasized says something about the nature of the organization and 

may be used as a guide when attempting to uncover a particular organization’s potential problems, weaknesses, or 

vulnerabilities.  For example, communication and information management are important skills for project teams so if 

they're absent or poorly utilized that may tell a lot about the organization and its potential effectiveness. 

 

The use of these dimensions offers a unique way to classify virtually all organizations as well as a way to talk about the 

make-up of particular organizations.  For example, if one takes the organizational profile C-I-T-E (Community, Individual, 

Team, and Enterprise) we have a Community-type organization with a heavy Individual Contributor component.  Next its 

Team Component makes its contribution to the classification and, finally its Enterprise component completes the profile.  

This might be the profile of a small revolutionary group that has a membership linked by a common mission that, in turn, is 

executed through the roles of strong, competent Individual Contributors.  So all organizations in our classification system 

reflect some aspect of all four dimensions but there are always one or two dimensions that dominate and, in turn, give the 

organization its classification.   

 

Beyond possessing each of the four dimensions with one as the dominant trait, organizations are further defined by a 

collection of attributes vital to their function.  These attributes, for example, competency or capability, organizational 

practices, or urgency, change with time as the organization changes or challenges emerge.  Combined, these attributes 

reflect features of different organizations, for example, an organization's overall capacity to "learn" and operate as an 

entity. 

 

An important difference between this classification scheme and more linear, static models, for example, like the SIC's, is 

that this method focuses on the broad, dynamic operational nature of an organization rather than the type of work the 

organization may perform.  Using this process one can classify certain organizations the SIC cannot because the 

organizations may not function as business entities (e.g., terrorist organizations) or because they are a sub-organization 

within a larger organization (e.g., a SWAT team may be a sub-organization within a police department.)  This enables the 

analysis of the way an organization manages events and its operations in terms of its orientation to operations processes 

rather than the type of work the organization performs.   
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Another advantage over approaches that classify organizations in terms of the work they perform is that some 

organizations with very specialized functions such as SWAT or project teams tend not to be classified or, if they are 

classified the classification reflects the work done by the parent organization.  This can be problematic, especially when 

the parent organization's focus is different from the work done by its affiliate organization.  For example, if a hospital's 

"volunteer organization" is of interest for study there is no way to pull that out of classification systems that limit their focus 

to the parent organization (i.e., the hospital) or the industry or business sector the hospital reflects (i.e., healthcare). 

 

Additionally, classification schemes like the SIC just place the organization into a category by type of work performed 

without a sense of the nature of its operations.  Examining organizations in terms of their cultural, sociological, or 

psychological orientation enables comparison of organizations as they might occur in a society.  So using the proposed 

method one can examine the interface of a health provider organization (e.g., a medical team), a police organization, and 

a government agency (e.g., FEMA) vis a vis the same event, for example, a hurricane.   

 

Finally, the proposed classification model assumes that all organizations are a composite of the four primary themes used 

(i.e., enterprise, community, team/group and individual contributor) but that one dimension is primary to the organization.  

This one dimension then is the label used to classify the organization.  So a manufacturing and hospital organization may 

have a primary classification as an enterprise but the rest of their make-up, that is their community, team, individual 

contributor dimensions can be quite different.  Moreover, this characteristic of the proposed classification process can be 

extended for some interesting comparisons.  For example, a hospital, surgical team and doctor's office all fit under the 

rubric of "healthcare provider" but each are classified differently (i.e., the hospital an enterprise, the surgical team as a 

team/group and the doctor's office as an individual contributor.)   

 

The table, below, illustrates potential links among different organizations whether internal or external to it.  Information in 

the table is useful because it illustrates the potential complexity of some organizations can be attributed to their 

associations with internal and external organizations.  The recent global banking crisis is an illustration.  The crisis is 

described as stemming from a lack of available credit for borrowers.  In this instance, one industry, banking, impacted 

organizations around the world in both public and private sectors.  Wars and military organizations, terrorist attacks by 
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Table Two 

Type of Organization and Links to Internal and External Organizations 
 

 
 

Organization 
 

Type 
C=Community;  
E=Enterprise 
T/G=Team/Group; 
I=Individual Cont. 

 
Representative Links with Important 

Internal Organizations by Type: 
C=Community;  E=Enterprise 
T/G=Team/Group; I=Individual Cont. 

 
Representative Links with Important 

External Organizations by Type 
C=Community;  E=Enterprise 
T/G=Team/Group; I=Individual Cont. 

Car sales dealership ENTERPRISE Sales Professional (IC), Parts dept 
(T/G) 

Government agencies (C) 

Fast Food ENTERPRISE Staff (I) Government Inspectors (C)  

Automobile Manufacturer ENTERPRISE Factories (E) Sub-contractors (E),  

Church COMMUNITY Committees (T/G), Pastor (I) Special Interest Organizations (C) 

Car Parts Department TEAM Dealership (E) Suppliers (E) 

Insurance Co ENTERPRISE Sales Rep (IC) Regulators (C) 

Police COMMUNITY Officers (IC), Swat Team (T) City Government (C) 

Swat Team TEAM Police Department (C)  Fire Dept (C), City Govt (C) 

Museum COMMUNITY Departments (T)  Thieves (IC;T/G) 

High School COMMUNITY Departments (T) School Board (C) 

Law firm ENTERPRISE Lawyers (IC) Judicial Systems (C) 

Lawyer IND CONTRIBUTOR The firm (E), Support Staff (T) The Judge (IC); Media (E) 

Retail (Bookstore) ENTERPRISE Staff (IC), Authors (IC) Vendors (E) 

Trash collectors ENTERPRISE Driver (IC) Local Govt. Land Fill (C)  

Independent Truck Drivers IND CONTRIBUTOR Driver (IC) Unions (C), Regulators (C) 

Professional Sports Team ENTERPRISE Players (T/G), (IC), Coaches (IC) Unions (C), League (C) 

Recreational Sports Team TEAM Players (T/G), (IC) League (C), Sponsors (E) 

Racing Pit Crew TEAM Driver (IC) Race Track (E), Associations (E) 

Monks COMMUNITY Individual Monk (IC) Parent Religious Order (C), Rome (C)  

Surgery Team TEAM Hospital Administration (E), 
Doctor (IC), Surgery Team (T/G) 

Government (C), Drug Suppliers (E), 
Vendors (E) 

Medical Doctor IND CONTRIBUTOR Office staff (T/G),  Associates (IC) Regulators (C) Associations (E) 

Restaurant ENTERPRISE Cook (IC), Waiters (IC) Local Government (C), Vendors (E) 

Gas Station ENTERPRISE Mechanic (IC), Owner Local Government (C) 

International Culture COMMUNITY Leadership (IC), Institutions (C,IC) National Government (C) 

Township COMMUNITY Manager (IC), Departments (T/G) Regulators (C) 

Beauty parlor/Spa ENTERPRISE Ownership (E), Beauticians (IC) Vendors (E) 

Terrorist Organization COMMUNITY Leadership (IC), Member (IC) Affiliates (C), National Governments(C) 

Army Military Unit COMMUNITY Commander (IC), Platoons (T/G) Opponent (C), Media (E), Contractors 
(E) 

Member of Congress IND CONTRIBUTOR Staff (T/G) Political Party (C), Opposition (C) 

Senate/House COMMUNITY Congress (IC), Staffs (T/G) Political Parties (C), Media (E) 

U.S. Post Office COMMUNITY Mail Carrier (IC), Sorters (T/G) Regulators (C), Contractors (E) 

FedEx Delivery ENTERPRISE Drivers (IC), Sorters (T/G) Regulators (C), Pilots (IC), Airports (E) 

 
 

subversive organizations, and boycotts or strikes by special interest or union organizations are other ways to illustrate the 

impact of organizations on a range of other organizations.  What makes the sample illustrated in Table Two interesting by 

comparison is that the links identified there are, for the most part, "friendly" organizations with non-adversarial 

relationships.  Conflicts like those just mentioned only further complicate matters. 

 

Since all organizations have their own "visions" for how things should be and their own "missions" or purpose, the 

potential for conflict always is present.  As a result each of the different types of organization, the enterprise, the 
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community, the teams/groups and individual contributors, not only develop different cultures, processes and procedures 

but the nature of these differences can be so dramatic that attempts to bridge them can seem virtually impossible.  In 

addition, when these differences exist among sub-organizations within a larger organization, the result can produce 

pressures and conflicts from inside and outside the parent organization's walls. 

 

A challenge for an organization's leadership is to ensure that the components defining the organization's "need fulfillment 

process" (that is, the way it achieves its mission by meeting stakeholder needs) function despite potential threats of 

chaos.  It requires a management competency that knows when components can work independently or must work 

collectively to contribute to accomplish the organization's dynamic challenge: the achievement of its mission while 

managing the risks and threats to its operations.  When internal sub-organizations operate independently the enterprise 

component serves as the administrative center.  It does this by functioning in two modes.  It has a design and 

development capacity and a management, maintenance, and evaluation capacity to handle on-going activity. 

 

The Management of Events is the Key Objective for Organizations 

 

 Events can be small and local in scope, like a sales transaction, a ritual, or an awards ceremony, or grand in scope and 

scale like a sales campaign, or a battle or war.  An organization's membership is expected to manage a variety of events 

but sometimes events expected to be a path toward success and achievement lead to the organization's ultimate collapse 

or ruin.  It's impossible to imagine an organization that doesn't think, plan, organize, or manage people and operations in 

anticipation of events.   

 

Some events can seem relatively straightforward, even routine.  Everyday events like the transaction between a clerk and 

customer at K-Mart®, the orientation of a new member into a club, a performance evaluation, or a sports team's handling 

of the loss of an injured key player are the types of routine events managed on an on-going basis.  They may not always 

be pleasant or desirable, but they are features of organizations and organizational performance and most of these events 

are usually not surprises. 

 

The spectrum of events:  The Nature of Events, Their Occurrence and the Role in Organizations 
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Other events are more dramatic with some coming as a surprise to the organization.  A fire in a factory, a student showing 

up in school carrying a gun, or a terrorist flying an airplane into a building are events that few of those in organizations 

may have prepared for but may still become part of their own, personal and professional worlds.  The spectrum of events 

organizations can experience is sketched in the table that follows.  They range from routine events that are a regular, 

expected and often planned for to those that are not planned for and may come as a "complete surprise" to the 

organization's membership.   

 

 

Table Three 

The Spectrum of Events 
 

 

 
 

Routine, anticipated 

even planned for  

events which unfold 
within the framework of 

organization or general 

activity 

Unanticipated events 

which emerge but are 

within the framework of 
organizational or 

general activity 

Extraordinary events 

that are within the 

organization's horizon 
but may be anticipated, 

planned for 

Extraordinary events 

that are within the 

organization's horizon 
but typically may not be 

anticipated or planned 

for 

Extraordinary events 

beyond the scope of 

organization that are or 
may be anticipated or 

planned for. 

Extraordinary events 

beyond the scope of 

organization that are not 
typically anticipated or 

planned for 

FOCUS: 

Maximum control so 

shape the event so it 
meets the organization's 

needs. 

FOCUS: 

Bring into control. 

Manage the event and 
effects. Possibly add to 

repertoire. 

FOCUS: 

Some control. Manage 

the effects. Search for a 
cause? 

FOCUS: 

Manage the effects and 

recovery. Consider 
possible future plans. 

FOCUS: 

Since these can't be 

controlled emphasis is 
on preparation and 

managing the effects. 

FOCUS: 

Since these can't be 

controlled emphasis is 
on managing effects and 

recovery. 

EXAMPLE: 

Sales or recruiting 
events. Assembly 

activities. Personnel 

reviews, sales 
transactions, rituals. 

EXAMPLE: 

Customer complaints, 
employee theft, 

celebrations. 

Disciplinary actions, 
loss of key personnel. 

EXAMPLE: 

Loss of key person. 
Fire, for example, in a 

manufacturing facility. 

Lay offs, on site injury. 

EXAMPLE: 

New technology. Loss 
of key stakeholder. 

Discrimination claims. 

Aggressive driving. 
Defections, sabotage. 

EXAMPLE: 

Terrorist attack, 
"regional" natural 

disasters. Employee 

theft. . 

EXAMPLE: 

Natural disaster (e.g., 
hurricane). Unethical 

behavior of external 

stakeholders (lawyers, 
doctors). Stakeholder 

injuries. Terrorist attack. 

 

Clearly organizations are expected to manage events that materialize and potentially affect them or their stakeholders.  

Nevertheless, given the range of potential events and the reality of an organization's resources and capacities to respond 

several questions come to mind.  For example, is it possible to prepare for the range of events mapped out on the 

spectrum?  To what extent, if at all, should organizations prepare for those events that may occur and, if they decide to 

prepare for "possible events" which ones should they target and how thorough should their preparation be?   

 

To answer these and other questions it's important to examine some common principles associated with organizations 

and events in order to structure fundamentals associated with successful event management.  Ensuring events are 

successfully managed is primarily a performance issue and approaching event management from that perspective seems 
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logical because why should organizations exist if they're ineffective in managing the events that define each day?  Retail 

stores are expected to have staff who can effectively manage sales transaction events, fire departments are expected to 

have people who can effectively manage fire emergencies and religions are expected to have people who can manage 

the spiritual needs of their communities.  However, even the seemingly routine events can be mishandled.  In fact, it's 

commonplace to observe examples of breakdowns in an organization's management of key, but routine events.    

 

We've become familiar with incidents of poor performance.  Performance breakdowns can surface as "poor customer 

service" by a sales clerk, violation of client confidences by a lawyer or, a project team's failure to meet a promised 

deadline for a client.  Inability to successfully manage routine events frustrates us for two reasons.  First, there’s a sense 

that failure to handle a routine event just shouldn't happen – not handling the routine events seems to violate fundamental 

assumptions of virtually all organizations.  Organizations exist to perform some task, function or role in our life and when 

their performance is sub-par they're of little or no use to us.  Second, when investigated these incidents of poor 

performance can seem contradictory and inexplicable to those who designed the system, established performance 

expectations or developed selection and training processes aimed at matching the right person for the right assignment.  

Those designing the systems and processes that drive these organizations are frustrated because breakdowns around 

routine events occur in the face of activities like planning, training and coaching specifically designed to ensure they don't 

occur. 

 

Indeed, we not only expect people to do the right thing after being trained or given guidelines but if someone has to adapt, 

modify or self-organize behavior to ensure expectations are met these "modifications" should match or be within the 

guidelines of the training or instructions received. We expect people to "think on the run," to "think on their feet" to 

demonstrate a "sense of urgency", and “to take ownership” when doing their assignments within "acceptable parameters" 

but not to "self-organize" an expected norm and turn it into an unacceptable act or event.  Why, then, doesn't the "right 

person" or team perform as expected so that even a "sure success" was not?  To paraphrase Krugman, "self-organization 

is something we observe and try to understand, not necessarily something we want." (6) 

 

A quick examination of the spectrum of events illustrates potential challenges facing organizations.  For example, easily 

80% of an organization's activity is devoted to managing daily events; however, it doesn't take too much study to see how 
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the emergence of events in categories 2-6 can disrupt the execution of an organization’s daily events, activities and 

resources.  It's also easy to speculate on the range of effects that might be associated with different events or event 

categories.   

 

Physical and psychological stresses can result from managing even day-to-day events while those further down the 

spectrum can be debilitating depending on the event, the organization, and the organization's level of preparedness.  For 

example, a sales transaction may be a routine event for a clerk at McDonald's® but it only takes one rude, unruly 

customer to negatively impact the expected nature of the routine. 

 

For some organizations the routine event creates the greatest impact over time.  The protracted nature of danger or risk 

associated with police activity or a military patrol (routine event) can translate into the leading cause for loss time due to 

cognitive or emotion stress and fatigue.  Then a category 6 event occurs!  As we'll see later examining, measuring and 

attempting to predict the effects of events are valuable exercises for those directing an organization's activities. 

 

Another noteworthy aspect associated with the events that emerge within organizations is that the types of effects just 

discussed are not restricted only to those near the event.  Those in the organization generally and, of course, close 

external stakeholders also can be effected by the emergence and management of an event.  A fire can shut down a 

community, not just the building where the fire occurs.  

 

Finally, what may be routine for one party to the event doesn't mean the event is routine for everyone involved.  A medical 

operation may be routine for the surgery team who may have handled hundreds of "this type of operation" but the 

operation event may be the patient's first time in a hospital let alone as someone in one of the event's leading roles.  The 

same can be said for something as "everyday" as a sales transaction.  Just because the sales person may handle 

hundreds of customers or calls a day doesn't mean it's not a new experience for the customer at that store, regarding that 

product, for this type of gift. So different levels of experience and competencies can make a routine event for some 

players, an extreme or dramatic event for others.    

 

Competency a Key Ingredient in the Management of Events 
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Personal competency is a dynamic construct defined by five dimensions:   The first of these are specialized 

competencies, those directly related to one's primary job or assignment.  The specialized competencies are the central 

reason why individuals are recruited for the work they are expected to do.  Accountants are expected to have specialized 

accounting skills, nurses to have nursing skills and lawyers, legal skills.  So important and refined are some specialized 

competencies that some professions require that the professionals in those roles must be licensed (e.g., plumbers and 

electricians) and, in some instances maintain their skills through periodic training and development (e.g., lawyers.) 

 

This discussion of specialized competencies isn't meant to imply that only certain positions in organizations have these 

requirements.  Rather, all jobs, tasks, assignments, even chores, have core "specialized" competencies, needed to do 

them well.  This may seem a bit extreme, for example, to claim that "lawn mowing" has certain core specialized 

competencies associated with the job but, if you're the client, for example a parent hoping your child will learn some 

responsibilities by earning money mowing lawns or, if you're an eleven year-old about to take on this new "summer job", 

you know there are key things one does to mow a lawn correctly, safely and, according to the requirements of the 

customer hiring a young entrepreneur. 

 

Managerial and/or administrative capabilities, a second category of competencies, are supportive activities associated 

with all jobs, tasks, or activities.  Even our entrepreneurial lawn mower has to account for time spent mowing, has to 

collect fees and pay bills associated with this endeavor.  After all, what kid wants to mow lawns and earn less than it takes 

to pay for the gas, blade sharpening or mower repairs associated with the business?   

 

Mathematics, speaking, writing, and computer skills are representative of a third class of competencies, basic skills.  

Again, some form of basic skills is part of every position within all organizations.  At the high end these skills can include 

the ability to work with computers or software like computer databases and some skills also may be linked to particular 

positions.  One might expects executives to have basic skills in finance and accounting, for example.  These are not 

professional competencies for the Chief Executive Officer, the CEO; these are basic skills for this position. 
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Social and interpersonal skills and competencies also are associated with all jobs, tasks, or assignments in both formal 

and informal organizations.  One expects religious advisors to be excellent listeners, people in organizations to work well 

together, to get along, to cooperate if they are part of a department or team or, conversely, not to be rude or generally 

harass others.  Key words associated with social and interpersonal competencies include cooperation, collaboration, team 

work and extend to concepts like empathy, credibility, character, patience and, esprit de corps.   

 

Finally, cultural competency, a fifth category, is not restricted to interactions between or among different races, sex, or age 

groups but includes appreciation for the types of things that mark the differences among these people; their values, 

religious and political affiliations, education, types of jobs or work done or appreciation for the arts.  Cultural competencies 

reflect and promote ideals, values, and mores as well as the idiosyncrasies that define more mundane features of the 

organization and its culture. 

 

Behavior is Enhanced through Competency 

 

Competency is always important; its how it is demonstrated and utilized that can vary from organization to organization or 

situation to situation.  When widely applied to organizations the competency model can illustrate how organizations that 

seem so very different on paper often have the same requirements and expectations for those, for example, in leadership 

or key positions.  Looking at organizations in this light can illustrate the number of ways competency can materialize in 

organizations and knowing how competencies develop may be a guide to understanding more complex issues associated 

with the role of competency and organizational performance.  

 

It always seems striking to see organizations that have membership with what seem to be the same or similar 

competencies perform so differently.  Historically, raw sport skills or competencies have always been an important part of 

the equation for the success of a sports team.  The team whose competencies centered on maximizing strength and 

ability usually had the upper hand in competition.  Changes in approaches to the building of the modern sports team 

illustrates how approaches to competency are being re-examined.  It provides a glimpse of an organization's ecology and 

how what appear to be relatively fixed performance parameters can evolve over time.  The evolution of sports teams is a 

good illustration of how the need to maintain AND develop new competencies can be critical for success.   
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Now teams without player strength, weight, or height advantages can improve their competitiveness by augmenting their 

physical training with enhancements to the cognitive dimensions of competition.  For example, many teams back up 

training with collected knowledge of opponents gathered through the use of computers and statistics or new planning or 

evaluation technologies used in conjunction with advances in medicine, physiology, and nutrition.  One hears of the smart 

coach who strategically uses a pool of resources during a game to estimate the probable success of a particular play or 

tactic, a clever player who knows how to "read" changes in field, team or conditions or, the fast thinking "pit crew" that was 

the key to a driver's victory because they thought systemically about the race as process rather than just "a routine pit 

stop."   

 

Competitive sports organizations use computer tie-ins to provide "real-time" information to an expert group of spotters and 

coaches far away from the playing field.  Medical and support staffs who have worked to prepare the team for the contest 

extend their expertise to the field and game.  They digest information about playing conditions (weather temperature, wet 

or icy fields) so they can provide for changing physiological (e.g., oxygen, warmth or fluid needs) or physical (e.g., 

different running shoes or clothing) needs thus extending the advantage of athletic skills or competencies.  In short, the 

bigger, more resourced or better paid team doesn't always have the right equation for success against the players, 

coaches, managers and support services of the team using a fuller array of competencies and operational practices 

aimed at improving information, communication, knowledge or evaluation management capabilities. 

 

When the people of one organization meet their clients, opponents, customers or enemies they translate the 

organization's mission into action for the event that is materializing.  In fact, the interpretation and formation of this 

mission-to-action approach begins before the contact points or events emerge.  People anticipate and prepare for events 

on both organizational and personal levels.  The processes, procedures, and practices they have in place facilitate turning 

organizational visions, dreams, and plans into reality while their biases, stereotypes, and preconceived notions help 

anticipate their personal response.  Just like certain core practices are common to all organizations core attitudes, 

opinions and beliefs help formulate a predisposition to events and the people associated with them.  

Events are Managed through Behavior  

 



D. Tafoya, CompCite, 1 Gwen Ln. Devon, PA UofMPaper1.doc 21 

In the pages that follow, procedures are presented that may be useful for anyone associated with an organization.  The 

material can be used to review, plan, investigate, and/or define what it takes for the organizations where they work, play, 

worship, shop or the like to successfully meet their needs.  Organizations are complex systems.  They are defined by a 

number of diverse factors, so the material presented is reviewed and discussed in terms of factors most likely to influence 

the capacity to manage events that emerge, regardless of their type.  For example, the behavior of people, whether inside 

or outside stakeholders, is the obvious critical element when examining events.  So much of the discussion that follows 

looks at what it takes to get people to do what they are supposed to do and, sometimes, to perform in ways that exceed 

their own expectations.  But, as importantly, this review of the role of people also examines why, at times and despite the 

expenditure of time, money and other resources, some people just won't do what is necessary for the organization to be 

successful, regardless of the event that emerges. Why does someone who performed well yesterday, not perform well 

today?  Or, why after spending time and money training someone to perform an operation in a particular way do they 

fumble and fail to perform as trained and expected?  These aren’t insignificant questions, nor are their link to an 

organization’s overall performance.  

 

Finally, this discussion helps set the stage for the topic of particular interest, how people construct their behavior, how 

they "self-organize" their behavior in response to their environment.  Most of the time there’s a direct link between a 

person’s behavior and their needs so examining behavior vis a vis events is a straightforward way to illustrate the 

relationship between the two regardless of the organizational setting, type of organization or factors like the size, age, or 

experience of the organization’s membership.  In the paper a variety of factors that define organizations and events are 

examined in order to isolate major dimensions of each.  Identifying these factors provides a foundation from which to 

continue the examination.  

 

Next, a method or "tool" for measuring an organization's or individual's performance in managing events is illustrated.  

This tool is a way for combining the role and impact of the factors that define an organization with the performance 

expectations that may be associated with a particular event.  For example, people, equipment, a plan of action and water 

are some of the factors a fire department brings to a fire but does it mean that the fire will be successfully managed and 

extinguished?  Not always. These tools, as a means for describing and measuring organizational effectiveness, are used 

to gauge when it's possible for forecast or predict an organization's future performance, too.  Watts (2003), for example, 
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pointed out that "knowing the rules that govern the behavior of individuals (my emphasis) does not necessarily help us to 

predict the behavior of the mob, [however] we may be able to predict the very same mob behavior without knowing very 

much at all about the unique personalities and characteristics of the individuals that make it up." (26) 

 

Behaviors are Shaped with Structure Defined by Planning, Practices and Procedures 

 

It's helpful, if not important to know and understand both what an organization's core practices and predispositions are 

and how they relate to one's position and performance within the organization.  To this end there are two objectives.  First, 

the organization's leadership wants to ensure that the desired core processes, practices, and procedures are integrated 

and operationalized, as designed, by all organization participants.  Sometimes this is done for product reasons (i.e., to 

meet specifications) sometimes for safety or health reasons (e.g., safe climbing practices for the team seeking to conquer 

Everest) or perhaps even for cultural reasons (i.e., to reaffirm who "we" are vis a vis "them".)  A second objective is to 

understand how to combine and transfer core processes and practices with core competencies so that the best of what 

the organization and individual bring to an event are realized through proper behaviors and performance.  This objective is 

typically addressed through various types of planning, beginning with the organization’s strategic plan and continuing 

through business and various program plans (e.g., staffing, marketing, manufacturing, sales, and evaluation plans.) 

  

Events are what test, prove, or challenge the organization's participants regarding both of these objectives and, of course, 

the end results – individual action.  The spectrum of events presented earlier classifies events beginning with the most 

routine, those that are directly linked with the organization's mission, goals and objectives and extends to those that are 

clearly beyond the organization's control yet still must be managed if, in some cases, the organization is to survive.  All in 

all, events are the point where mission, competencies and practices are translated into performance and that 

performance, in turn, into success or failure.  Events have several unique features that those in performance arenas must 

understand.  For example, while many have learned to talk about events as a single phenomenon they are, at best, only 

the confirmation of an impression we have of what we expected the event to be.  In reality there's much more to events 

than meets the eye.  The launch of a space shuttle is an event but what is the true event that marks success for the space 

program or NASA?  Simply launching the shuttle?   
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Events are a composite of closely related elements, sometimes even micro events that emerge because certain 

conditions are met.  Metaphorically, the “Main Event” is like a target toward which other organization-impacting 

phenomena emerge to build and, subsequently, manage the event.  For the organization, these event-strings become a 

measure of the extent the organization has succeeded or failed in its attempt to achieve its mission.  For example, if a 

plane carrying the top three leaders of an organization crashes, is the crash the important the most salient feature of the 

event or is the fact that the organization has no successors, succession plans, or succession processes in place to ensure 

organizational continuity?  Clearly both the crash and its after effects are important but not in the same ways. 

 

Operational Practices: Fundamentals of Organizational Performance 

 

Operational practices are the driving force for most organizations.  These practices reflect fundamental ideas about the 

organization and processes that an organization uses to facilitate getting things done.  The rules, procedures, and 

guidelines materialize into as a collection of core practices and become the organization's means for systematically 

maximizing performance -- for driving performance throughout the organization.  This is an important point for 

organizations and can be a source of confusion for some participants.  People not only want to see performance but they 

also can be interested in the way or how performance materializes and continues over time.  A basketball player, for 

example, might be expected to "work well with others" in addition to being a "top scorer".  Employees might be expected 

to be "respectful of others" as well as "competent" or "hard working".  Operational practices provide the examples for the 

"how" of organizational performance. 

 

Operational practices also maintain a central role as a template associated with the "how" and the "why" behind the way 

things are done in the organization.  Again, the idea is that the practices exist to shape and guide performance.  However, 

it's usually not possible for people to master the entire body of information that can influence their lives.  Security is a case 

in point.  Most people don't know the security expectations for all parts of the organization's operating environment, those 

that effect working with people outside the organization or, perhaps, security requirements in place during an emergency, 

for example, a fire in a building.  There's simply just too much to know!  Operational practices exist to provide that 

information to those with a need to know.  Sometimes these resources are people, such as those working in Human 
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Resource departments and other times the resource is a database or book.  Regardless as to where or how the 

organization's practices are maintained, it's the individual's responsibility to adhere to them. 

 

Orientation programs are used to introduce new members to the organization, to the most fundamental organizational 

practices, and those associated with their role.  The central idea associated with this early introduction to operational 

practices is that this is one way to let participants know the parameters associated with performance and behavior and to 

stipulate where the individual falls within the scope of expected performance expectations.  There are limits to what one 

needs to know, however.  In most organizations knowing the operational practices one needs to function within the 

organization is sufficient.  The overall body of information regarding all practices usually exists on a "need-to-know" basis.  

The main collections of operational practices often are stored in databases as part of the organization's information 

management practices.  The organizations security practices regulate access to this information. 

 

Clearly, because of the inherent, constraining nature of organizational practices their use makes demands on an 

organization's participants.  Some practices can be abstract or difficult to define and some require a change in behavior, 

habits, or routines.  Practices also need to be administered, maintained, communicated and disseminated, evaluated, and 

revised as necessary.  For some organizations this management requirement can be a burden.  But it's a burden that can 

provide significant benefits, particularly when operational practices are viewed as strategic tools and not just a 

bureaucratic burden.   

 

The operational practices that are important to all organizations are covered in detail below.  Information in Table Four 

illustrates some of the challenges to implementing practices and a sample of the types of organizations.  When an 

organization's practices are particularly complicated or beyond the organization's capacity to develop or manage the 

outsiders are often relied on for help.  Consultants and some regulatory agencies are possibilities.  The same is true when 

upgrading practices.  Consider the potential requirements associated with improving relationship practices.  Organizations 

that have been performing in the same way towards customers can have a hard time "seeing" how to perform differently.  

A solution.  Get someone from the outside to make needed changes.  Quality relationships are an important example,  

Table Four: 
Challenges, Risks and Threats to Successful Practices 
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Strategic  
Operational 
Practices 

Challenges & Risks & Threats 
to Successful Practices 

 

Representative Organizations where the 
Practice Ranks 1 or 2 in Importance 

Communication 
Management 
Practices & 
Strategy  

Poor speaking competencies 
Poor meeting management competencies 
Poor Interpersonal competencies 
Organizational structure 
Poor planning 

Religious Community 
Terrorist organization 
Political organizations 
 

Evaluation 
Management 
Practices & 
Strategies 

Bias 
Poor procedures 
Inconsistent applications 
 

Manufacturing 
Emergency Response Team (e.g., fire dept.) 
Educational organizations 
 

Knowledge 
Management  
Practices & 
Strategies  

Capability & opportunity to learn 
Competing priorities 
Enabling, enriching, empowering activity 

Software Development Team 
Medical group 
Consultants 
Educational organizations 
 

Relationship 
Management 
Practices & 
Strategies  

Values that promote individualism's 
Processes promoting individualism 
Careless hiring processes 
Careless job definition processes 
 

Religious Organization 
Consultants 
Community police department 
 

Performance 
Management 
Practices & 
Strategies  

Inattention to detail 
Lack of follow-up 
Poor coaching skills 
Sloppy investigation practices 
Habitual rather than conscious, thought out  
 

Retail  
Law Office 
Swat Team, Security organizations 
Repair shop 
Orchard, produce growers 
Highway department 
Sports teams 

Directional 
Management 
Practices & 
Strategies 

Poorly conceived Vision, Mission, Rules 
Bias, Prejudice 
Lack of reinforcement (in "rule dominated 
system") Poor communication 
Tendency to "make rules as you go" 
mentality 
De-centralized rule-making--Wide open 
system Little or no disciplinary systems in 
place 

Swat Team 
Individual Contributors 
Terrorist Organizations 
Cults, Religious Orders 
 

Information 
Management  
Practices & 
Strategies  

Availability of information 
Accuracy of information (GIGO) 
Capability to use information 
Accessibility of Information 
Research competencies 
Quality of research processes 
Bias 
Consistency of application 
Bottlenecks 

Security Organization 
Orchard, produce growers 
Retail organizations 
Safety and health organizations 
Individual Contributors 
Quick response teams 
Sports teams 
 

 

especially for community organizations.  Good relationships have several distinguishing characteristics and trust, for example, 

is a prerequisite for most good relationships.  But trust, can be defined in a variety of ways and from different perspectives.  

One person might want to be sure trust results in respect for personal needs, that someone will perform requested tasks with 

high standards, or most importantly, view all relationship values as important.  Another person could easily have another 

interpretation of what trust means and should look like.  Using a consultant or mediator can help resolve and manage potential 

differences in perspective especially on important issues. 
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The passage of time provides a subtle challenge to performance as people forget what they might have been told or the 

scope of what they are expected to know increases with changes in work processes or positions over time. Organizational 

practices are blue prints for letting the membership know how to behave or manage particular events.  In this capacity 

they should be hand-in-glove with any training and instruction received prior to the emergence of a particular event.  In 

some instances, however, especially in instances of extreme and unexpected events, training may not be extensive.  

Then the practices can serve as a reference for one to use when constructing their own response where a planned 

response doesn't exist.  Again, the collection of operational practices available in an organization serves as an extension 

of one's own skills or memory both reducing the burden of information one might personally maintain. 

 
Seven Categories Of Strategic Operational Practices 
 
 
The management of seven strategic practices defines all organizations.  These practices stand alone but they also play 

an important role in linking various organization elements.  Three important elements linked through these practices are 

the organization's mission, people, and the operating environment.  Every facet of these three can be affected by the use 

of strategic practices.  The mission can be revised with updated information or current evaluations of programs or 

projects.  The impact of these strategic practices on people, sometimes called the stakeholders, is self-evident.  The 

practices shape and control stakeholder behavior, they stipulate direction and actions for people to take, and they set the 

stage for performance and program evaluations.  Finally, the operating environment is shaped to the extent that the 

practices translate the organization's various rules, regulations, policies, and procedures into operational processes.  

Literally everything depends on the behavior of people, inside and outside the organization: The quality, quantity, scope, 

and scale of operational practices dictates levels of human performance by establishing parameters for behavior.  

 

Table Five summarizes strategic practices common to all organizations.  A quick review should illustrate two points.  First, 

some practices are more critical to certain organizations than others are and second, organizations that master all 

practices are typically better prepared to handle a wider variety of events than those competent in only a minimum 

number of practices.  Terrorist organizations serve as a good illustration of the first point.  These organizations typically 

rely most on enhanced communication, information, and performance management strategies.  If these are not available 

operational effectiveness can be jeopardized.  In contrast, terrorist organizations may view evaluation and knowledge 

management strategies as a luxury or practices only used tactically, like in the training of new recruits.   
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Table Five 

Strategic Practices Common to All Organizations 
 
 

Strategic 
Practices 

Description 

Communication 
Management 
Practices & 
Strategy  

Objective: Facilitate the exchange of meaning, purpose, and direction. 
Methods, practices, and techniques used to transfer, exchange or generally 
deliver information between or among individuals, groups, and organizations. 
Critical for all communication practices is feedback/listening loops & channel 
maintenance.  

Evaluation 
Management 
Practices & 
Strategies 

Objective: Unbiased assessment of performance against expectations. 
Processes, procedures, and practices used to do research and to evaluate, 
assess or appraise performance for individuals, groups, or organizations at the 
systems level or products, projects or processes at the component level.  
Evaluation practices are critical to planning, decision-making, and problem 
solving.  Critical for all successful evaluation practices is "fairness"; "objectivity". 

Knowledge 
Management  
Practices & 
Strategies  

Objective:  Strategies, practices or procedures used to acquire, build, develop, 
and maintain skills and competencies.  Develop materials and opportunities for 
skills and competency and personal and professional growth. Provide training and 
information resources, assess competency and skill levels.  

Relationship 
Management 
Practices & 
Strategies  

Objective: Strategies, practices or procedures used to acquire, build, develop, and 
maintain relationships between or among individuals, groups, and organizations.  
Build trust, nurture and develop relationships, build and use communication skills 
with an emphasis on the relationships. 

Performance 
Management 
Practices & 
Strategies  

Objective: Tactical management of direction and control. 
Routines, processes, and/or methods used to introduce, propel and/or guide 
operations and ensure that performance meets goals, objectives, and standards. 
Critical for all performance practices is a benchmarking performance criteria and 
clear matching of criteria to the processes at hand. 

Directional 
Management 
Practices & 
Strategies 

Objective: Establish strategic and tactical perspectives. 
Directional practices linked to organizational values, culture, and/or ethics 
Management practices embrace, reflect, and advance the philosophical nature 
and spirit of the organization and its membership. Vision and mission are 
strategic.  

Information 
Management  
Practices & 
Strategies  

Objective: Facilitate the development, storage, and retrieval of content. 
Both the infrastructure and information management practices that facilitate 
communication, knowledge, and related practices for all organization dimensions: 
individuals, groups/teams, the community, and enterprise. Both formal and 
informal.  Critical for all information practices is accessibility. 

 

Manufacturing organizations tend to rely on evaluation and information strategies more than relationship and knowledge 

management strategies.  Manufacturing organizations are driven to meet production goals so evaluation about the 

organization's progress is useful as is information regarding the quality of the work being done.  Relationship, knowledge 

and other practices are used but not to the same extent.  Cults, religions, and social clubs need relationship and 
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communication strategies more than evaluation and performance practices.  How many times have you seen a religious 

organization conduct an evaluation of its rabbi, minister, or priest?  Or how about rating those sermons or homilies for 

"interest level,"  "usefulness," or "quality"?  It's not a regular event.   

 

Aside from the obvious benefits there are a host of residual benefits for organizations developing, maintaining, and using 

operational practices.  For example, the use of practices improves the organization's general capacity to perform.  

Communication and exchange of information are examples.  More than "hearing" these practices includes "listening" and 

more than talking they refer to behavior that focuses on exchanges of information, ideas, and thoughts.  Practices are dynamic 

tools.  Many organizations make the mistake of taking the time and resources to identify and develop core practices then, 

once developed and launched, they are placed safely on a shelf. 

 

There's a level of efficiency and economy associated with this approach but the returns tend to be short-term.   

The introduction of new materials, equipment, legislation, competencies, and the like can change the processes associated 

their use so one should expect that key practices should change as well.  Improving communication around the use of a 

particular practice can improve both the skill and competency associated with the practice as well as the opportunities to use 

the practices for the organization's benefit.  Treating practices as though they are set in stone can lead to increased risk, 

threats, and vulnerabilities for the organization and its membership.   

 

Finally, people who know how to handle routine and unexpected events are likely to be more efficient in their effort in addition 

to being more likely to do the "right thing".  While all organizations rely on a few strategies as critical, those organizations 

best able to manage the range of events they might experience are those with skill and mastery across many operational 

practices.  Evaluation practices are often among the most underutilized management strategies yet a real benefit to most 

organizations.  The question becomes, how would organizations be different if they managed to improve the use of all 

practices?  Or, in what ways would an organization benefit if it improved its use of existing practices?  Would it see more 

profits, increases of membership, be better able to manage a crisis should one arise, better able to build an improved 

environment, or a healthier culture?  Overall, developing and managing a collection of organizational practices can 

facilitate the development and extension of an organization's operational depth and flexibility without increasing its 

physical size. 
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The Use of Operational Practices in Managing Organization Risks, Threats, and Vulnerabilities 

 

Risks, threats, and vulnerabilities refer to the dangers facing the organization: Operational practices are essential for 

managing these organizational challenges.  In addition to improving the flow of work or processes, enabling members to 

be more productive, faster, and to standardize how work or tasks are managed or completed strategic practices can be 

instrumental in helping to reduce risks, threats and vulnerabilities the organization may face.  Threats, risks, and 

vulnerabilities have to be managed because of their potential effects on performance and, in some instances, the 

organization's overall well being, or survival. 

 

THREATS are meaningful, existing, or potential phenomena that can negatively impact the organization.  Threats are 

most significant when made by aggressors, strong opponents, or when they can result in loss.  They are particularly 

impactful when they are eminent or most likely to occur. Threats are the product of agents; they are not naturally occurring 

but are constructed by, for example, people in other organizations.    

RISKS are naturally occurring (i.e., the cost of doing business) phenomena and are often associated with the 

organization's inherent nature.  Risks are important when they can result in loss, when they result in emergence of a 

threat, or when they create the potential for vulnerabilities to arise (e.g., when a risk weakens the organization so that it is 

vulnerable to attack, loss of market share, or defeat).  VULNERABILITIES reflect a potential for the organization to suffer 

from or succumb to some or all of the negative effects of threats and risks.  Vulnerabilities are most significant when 

threats (e.g., by aggressors or competitors) are evident, when they can result in loss or, in the case of naturally occurring 

threats and risks, when the right conditions emerge (e.g., when the organization is vulnerable to a hurricane or flood). 

 

Vulnerabilities and risks are within the control of the organization to prevent and manage.  Threats, which can be 

described as, for example, coming from an opponent's intent plus capability, are beyond the control of the organization to 

prevent.  Since threats reflect potential acts the organization's best defense against threats is a response prepared in 

advance and made ready should the threat materialize.  Finally, it's easier to predict potential vulnerabilities than risks 

because of the organization's role in creating them. 
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Operational practices can be used to reduce or prevent the probability of loss or damage because of exposure to risky, 

threatening conditions or circumstances.  (Competencies, discussed earlier, are another way.)  Assessments or 

evaluation practices, for example, can reveal a chance or likelihood of loss or damage to the organization, its people, or 

processes due to a hazard, danger, or exposure associated with threats, risks, or vulnerabilities.  Knowledge, information, 

and communication practices can be foundations for programs, training, and plans to identify and manage risk factors that 

are known or possible, and to reduce related vulnerabilities.  

 

Unknown risks can occur when agents create conditions making it favorable for risk to develop or because of failure to act 

or to take appropriate action to reduce potential risk producing events.  In addition some risks emerge as naturally 

occurring phenomena that may or may not be related to the organization.  Risk of fire may result from a lighting storm.  It's 

naturally occurring and it's beyond the organization's ability to control.  When this type of event emerges risks and their 

effects are managed as they arise and, again, good operational practices support management strategies and tactics that 

can help manage the emerging events.  

 

One important benefit associated with operational practices is control of known or potential vulnerabilities.  Practices can 

reduce levels of susceptibility to exposure resulting from internal or external conditions.  Since threats, as an example, 

may be naturally occurring, having practices and programs in place reflects a proactive orientation to potential exposures.  

These must be used and updated, however.  When the practices are in place audits reveal exposures action can be taken 

to meet these needs.   

 

Proactive approaches to threats, risks, and vulnerabilities can reduce certain susceptibilities associated with 1.)  being 

exposed and unprotected against danger, hazards or other risks, 2.)  because of inappropriate actions, or 3.)  resulting 

from changing circumstances as when competencies are not maintained.  For example, having competencies identified 

for key positions is an important way to recruit people with needed skills while other knowledge management practices, 

like having a succession plan in place, may be critical when a threat or vulnerability results in the loss of key leaders or 

managers.  Operational practices not only help manage the emerging event they help position the organization for 

performance once the threatening or risky event is past.  Preparation is essential when an organization has known 

vulnerabilities.   
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Events Always End in Results 

 

The one sure way to assess the effectiveness of performance and the extent to which activities are contributing to the 

organization's mission is by looking at the results associated with event management.  In this case we look at two things.  

First, the range and types of possible results and second, the extent to which, given the organizations features and 

characteristics, one can associate certain results with the management of particular events.  For example, consider the 

following multiple-choice question: "The sales transaction ends with the customer buying the needed product, but the 

customer is so dissatisfied with the nature of the transaction, especially the behavior of the sales person, does the 

customer: 

 a. decide never to shop at that store (organization) again; 
 b. find a way to do without the product in the future; 
 c. tell others of the event as the customer experienced it; or 
 d. all of the above?" 
 

The conceivable answer, of course, is "d". All of the items listed are conceivable results associated with the statement 

described.  This is because there's always more than one "result" possibly associated with processes like event 

management.   And by the way, how would you have rated or evaluated the event using a scale like the one below.  

Would the performance receive a "3"?  Should it receive a "4" or even a "5"? 

 

1.0   

Exceptional performance; 
far exceeds normal 

expectations.  

Consistently seeks new 
opportunities to improve 

accomplishments.  Self-
directed. Reliable. 

2.0  

Exceeds Expectations 
Achieves results 

beyond expectations.  

Requires less than 
normal direction and 

supervision. 

3.0  

Meets Expectations 
Consistently meets 

expected results on time 

and at established 
standards.  Competent 

performance.  Requires 
normal supervision. 

4.0 

Does not meet 
expectations.  Missed or 

incomplete goals and 

objectives. Performance 
needs improvement.  

Close supervisory 
guidance required. 

5.0 

Failure.  Does not achieve minimally 
acceptable results.  Inappropriate 

work place behavior, work performed 

in an unsatisfactory manner, or other 
deficiency identified.  Fails to meet 

key goals or objectives.  Immediate 
remedial action is required.  

Monitoring, even restriction of 

privileges possible. Continued 
privileges subject to early and 

considerable performance 

improvement. 

 

 

Table Six has some other, more diverse examples of events.  The column at the right is the area where you can write in 

the wide range of possible after effects associated with an event.  In each of these examples one sees the juxtaposition of 

not one but several organizations and that the event, per se, may not be the most salient focal point at all times.  Indeed, 
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the aftereffects may be more important than the actual event -- regardless of who's involved.  Is the CEO's salary 

excessive? What should shareholders expect as a return for this investment? Big or little, the bomb went off.  What does 

this say about security, the terrorists' competency, or the availability of explosives? 

 

 

 
Table Six: 

Events and Their Possible Effects 
 

The Event 
 

Possible Effects of the Event 
(You fill in) 

The board of directors gives the CEO a 
compensation package totaling $200,000,000.00. 

> 
> 

The terrorists successfully detonate the bomb. > 
> 

The terrorist's bomb is discovered and disarmed 
before it can detonate. 

> 
> 

The high school successfully graduates all of its 
senior class. 

> 
> 

The high school fails to graduate 50% of its senior 
class. 

> 
> 

In order to "enhance" the database product it sells 
the security company adds pictures of people to 
the database who may be "innocent" but who 
"look" like they might be criminals or fit a profile. 

> 
> 
> 

The American tourist in Thailand eats his meal 
with his left hand. 

> 
> 

The lawyer successfully wins the biggest case of 
her career. 

> 
> 

Police officers accused of brutality win their case 
and are found "not guilty." 

> 
> 

 

 

 

The bomb didn't go off.  How did it get planted? Where's security? Are some areas (or people) more secure than others 

are?  Did all of the students deserve to graduate? What are their levels of competency?  How many new "profiles" does 

the security company add to its database each year and where do these come from?  If the security company is "padding" 

its database doesn't that mean that there will be many more "false positives" (people identified as security risks who are 

not)? Then, couldn't that result in valuable time being spent following the behavior of non-threatening people while the real 

threats (thieves or dangerous people) may go on unnoticed? 
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How many "big" cases does the attorney have to win to be perceived as successful? Does a female attorney have to win 

more "big" cases that a male attorney?  Will a glass ceiling still prevent the female lawyer from advancing into partnership 

or executive levels?  Why was the case brought against these officers? Did they get off over a technicality so brutality is 

still an issue?  If there is a “brutality-mentality” is it systemic; can it be discovered in other areas in the community other 

than the police department? 

Regardless of the type of social organization examined, the focus of all effort expended is measured in terms of results 

and we identify three categories of results.   

 

An effective way to look at the results associated with performance is to threat both the events and subsequent results as 

dynamic, multifaceted phenomena associated with the event management process.  To do this results are not treated as 

singular phenomena but rather as a collection of three dynamic dimensions beginning with the first result-dimension, the 

PRODUCTS, or the observable results of one's efforts.  Products are the things one is expected to produce when doing 

one's job, they are the ways one behaves when providing a service, they are the decisions one makes, the actions one 

takes, or the behaviors one displays associated with a task, assignment, job, etc.  Products may be tangible (e.g., 

something produced or manufactured) or intangible like a process (e.g., service or information exchange) or associated 

with effort expended (e.g., service delivery). 

 

Obviously, products can be good/bad, well or poorly done, "as expected" or "less than expected," etc.  They can be 

designed to help humanity, to save lives or to terrorize communities, cultural groups, or individuals.  The most significant 

characteristic of products, however, is the notion that they are only an introduction to planned effects; they are only a 

means to an end.  As such products are meant to reflect three things: The organization's 1.)  mission, philosophy, 

ideology, values, 2.)  activity, capability, capacity, competency or, 3.)  the organization's intentions, directions, objectives. 

The most meaningful "effect" associated with an organizational effort lies in the next two result categories: outcomes and 

impact.   

 

OUTCOMES result from Products.  In many ways outcomes are representative of a classic stimulus/response or causal 

model.  "You did 'x' and 'y' is an outcome.  Typically there may be more than one outcome associated with a single 

product and like products, outcomes can be good or bad, desirable or not, etc.  Outcomes are defined in terms of verbs: 
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for example, to increase, to fear, to purchase, to follow, or to behave.  Outcomes indicate a desire to direct or shape 

attitudes, opinions, beliefs, and/or behavior. 

 

IMPACTS are the end-result of the Products and Outcomes produced. Their presence can be long lasting and can unfold 

in other areas (i.e., not originally associated with the Products or actions taken in the first place.)  Impacts can be viewed 

as the REAL payoff and as either good or bad.  A desired impact is one that benefits the organization in a conscious way.  

Attempting to produce a desired impact is the cause, basis, antecedent, motive or, rationale for the activity, action, or 

effort associated with an event.  Impact may be tangible (e.g., market share or defeat of an opponent) or intangible or 

abstract (e.g., image enhancement or creation of an emotional state -- fear, satisfaction, happiness) 

 

A Sketch of the Ingredients in Organizational Performance Model 

 

The successful management of an event is influenced by a number of factors.  For example, the model in Figure One 

summarizes key components of the event management process discussed and introduces the wide-scale potential 

challenges associated with threats, risk and vulnerabilities may have on the event management process and the resulting 

results: the products, outcomes, and impacts.  The figure also illustrates that event management occurs within certain 

parameters.  For example, less complex or more routine events may result in very different consequence than extreme 

events. 

 

However, the complexity associated with all events can change quickly.  For example, if you're driving along (a routine 

event) and suddenly another driver speeds up behind you and comes recklessly close to your bumper the routine driving 

event now may be escalated to an extreme event with different requirements for management and very different 

consequences if poorly managed.  It the driver then pulls out to the side of your car and, without warning, cuts in front of 

your car the events complexity can shift again.  This may cause you to take defensive action to prevent a possible 

accident and what may have been a simple, perhaps leisurely drive is now a potentially life-threatening event.  We've 

learned to label for this type of driving, this type of behavior, as "aggressive driving" but labels don't go far in helping to 

decide how to handle the situation.  Indeed, aggressive driving is problem behavior on one hand because it can be illegal, 
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dangerous or, at a minimum, rude.  It's a problem on the other hand because of its potential to escalate into something 

more; indeed, it may be a stimulus for us to act or counter behavior on the part of the first driver.  

 

Event management also is shaped by time. For example, the amount of time we have to prepare for an event or to react 

when they we're presented with an unexpected event can affect the management process and results.  With sufficient 

time we can prepare systematic, structured plans, perhaps even grounded in fundamental or root factors or assumptions 

about the event.  We may even be able to avoid the event altogether.  This is important because the manifestation of 

evident behavior one first associates with an event may, on closer inspection, only be the behavior's evolution to that point 

where it is observed.  In this instance, the catalyst that triggered this particular incident is not its root cause but a 

manifestation of something more or, perhaps, only a threshold beyond which may be more levels of complexity associated 

with the event.  Indeed, it's even possible an entirely different set of events and behaviors may unfold before us. 

 

 

Figure One 
Event Flow Associated with Event Management:   

From Organization Type to Consequences 
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Consider aggressive driving.  One's management strategies to deal with an aggressive driver may benefit from knowing 

why people and in particular the driver we're dealing with is driving aggressively.  Since we know that the consequences if 

the aggressive driver is caught or in an accident out weight any short-term benefits should we assume that there is a 

justifiable reason for this behavior.  Is this driving behavior simply explained away by assuming the aggressive driver is 
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late for an appointment or meeting and so, therefore, driving faster is the only alternative the aggressive driver may have?  

Or is there a pattern to this behavior we're witnessing?  If we had sufficient time and the opportunity to watch this person 

drive over several weeks would it be possible to see the same behavior demonstrated without an apparent "valid cause"?  

Is it just part of this individual's driving profile?  Could the driver's personal profile be such a prominent part of this person's 

personal make-up that features of the profile also appear in other settings as well?  When the individual is a work or when 

playing a game? 

 

People choose the behaviors they display; they construct their role in the events at hand.  Terrorists were not always 

terrorists, aggressive drivers probably don't always drive aggressively, and lack of sleep or fatigue is not always at the 

source of poor customer service.  The individuals who construct these forms of behavior have learned how to successfully 

focus their effort at a given point in time, in a particular setting to achieve a particular objective.  

 

Consider another example.  You are trying to find a product to purchase and you find a store clerk you believe can help 

you.  You approach the clerk and find this person unwilling to offer needed help or assistance.  Is this poor customer 

service or is this person simply ill mannered?  You are left to get the product or information you need yourself even if that 

means going somewhere else to make the purchase.  Why did this behavior emerge?  Beyond wondering how this person 

got hired in the first place (Do some stores seem to hire more rude people than others?) why did this person believe their 

behavior toward you was appropriate?  Is this person behaving the way you experienced because they don't see 

rudeness or discourtesy as bad or even part of their behavioral style?  Or is there something about you or your behavior 

that led the clerk to choose this rude strategy at this time.  Whatever the reason, the person behaving rudely chooses this 

behavior for this situation. 

 

Figure Two, below, offers a sketch or model to describe the genealogy of behavior and behavior's evolution over time.  In 

many ways the levels presented here parallels the rating scale of performance expectations presented above.  On the 

upper path, the assent of positive behavior begins at that point where the norm for behavior is established by the 

organization.  For example, in a retail organization when an employee is told, "When dealing with a customer . . ." or as a 

parent educates a child on roadway safety, "Before crossing the street be sure to look to your left and then to your right."   
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At this point on the model the norms are established and activities reflected by those norms are typically demonstrated 

through routine behavior associated with routine events.  Operational practices discussed above reflect the perfunctory 

nature of these circumstances.  Communication practices, for example, may range from supportive to general in nature 

because most events tend to be routine and of generally low risk.  Indeed, few formal evaluations occur of particular 

routine events.  Evaluations of routine events, like the "job one's doing" tend to be summative events, usually around a 

"performance review."  The emphasis on performance of the routine event is on the acquisition and use of tacit knowledge 

and lends itself to quick reviews if they're needed.  If there's a risk at this point it is that behavior may regress to follow the 

decent path or, at a minimum, that the response is, for example, apathetic take the appropriate action.  Otherwise, leave it 

alone. 

 

The first significant level on the assent is defined by behavior that exceeds expectations.  Like the rating scale just used 

above, the capacity to competently manage the event(s) at hand is an important characteristic at this level.  Conversely, 

the risk is that performance can regress but if that regression is to the norm then that may still be acceptable.  If the 

regression continues that's another issue. 

 

Evaluations performed at this level tend to focus on acknowledging the over-ordinary good performance, with hopes that 

the performance will continue.  Communication tends to be friendly as one might expect.  Knowledge acquisition may be 

nominal but, interestingly, this position on the ascent appears to be a point where innovation can occur as the individual 

matches the norm as introduced and regarding what is expected against actual experience and, perhaps, one's personal 

capabilities.  Additionally, because we see a shift in behavior between the norm and something more than the norm, this 

is also a point where emergence of positive, self-directed behavior occurs. 

 

The second level reflects behavior that may be distinctly different from the norm.  The ascent is still positive so the 

behavior remains acceptable but it can reflect a redefinition of the norm by the individual.  The behavioral process is 

organized, focused, and evaluated through on-going, self-monitoring efforts.  The risks at this level tend to be more 

associated with reactions to the individual's behavior than any consequences for the event management process, per se.  

IF the organization doesn't "catch-up" and reprimand the individual, for example, for "not following orders or procedures" 

or IF the individual doesn't  burnout or become disillusioned with the constraints within in which to operate, THEN 
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continue.  This is reflective of the type of conflict facing the high school teacher (Individual Contributor) who seeks new 

ways to teach  students or who designs ways to give more individualize coursework to better match student capabilities or 

who seeks to introduce new "experimental" content in the classroom.  These are sensitive issues in some school districts.  

Or the high school basketball team (Team/Group) that takes it upon itself to begin training before the season begins or 

adds extra conditioning drills after regular practices end.  Again, these acts may not be accepted practices regardless of 

the vision driving the activity.  Both may be traversing shadowy, vaguely defined gauntlets with real penalties for "doing 

good outside the approved norm." 

 

Level three is notable for two distinctive reasons.  First, it reflects the highest level of "good" behavior.  Behavior at this 

level is an exceptional display of core, normative behavior.  However, this behavior is so extreme it may carry higher than 

average risk levels for failure.  The high risk rating occurs because the behavior displayed greatly exceeds what is 

expected and it may be beyond the individual's/group's evident competency and/or experience levels.  It's the behavior 

that can result in awards for bravery or, death.  It's like the person who extends the normative expectation for "emptying a 

building during a fire emergency," to behavior that has the individual emerge as a hero for rushing back into the burning 

building several times to rescue trapped co-workers.  At this level its behavior that results in potentially extreme benefit for 

the organization or may end in disaster.  Like the basketball player who rather than play it safe and "go for a tie" takes it 

upon himself to take a shot, looses the ball and the other team scores and wins. 

 

Behavior at this level is self-monitoring, systematic and within a narrow range; it's behavior with a very personal purpose.  

Most behavioral practices reflect the typically strained nature of the situation.  Knowledge, information and, 

communication practices are restricted and focused around factors associated with the situation.  Relationship practices 

may be abandoned as misunderstandings or communication gaps surface and as those on the "outside" of the event 

management process extend peer pressure to rein in the individual who may be perceived as "having lost focus."   
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Table Seven 

Representative Positive and Negative: Products, Outcomes, and Impacts 

 
Organizations and 

"Essence" 
 

Organization 
Type 

Results 
 

Positive 
Products, Outcomes or Impacts 

Negative 
Products, Outcomes or Impacts 

Car sales professional 
(Process Mgmt) 

Individual 
Contributor 

Friendly, trustworthy, Relationship 
builder, Good Brand recognition 

Dishonest, untrustworthy, "glad hander,"  low 
credibility, no sense of urgency,  

Fast Food Restaurant 
(Relationship mgmt) 

Enterprise Good costs, Fast service, Convenience  
 

Process breaks down; Complaint of product 
"taint",  

Car Manufacturer 
(Relationship mgmt) 

E Good quality, good service Poor quality, service; Poor price 
Poor dealer network,  

Religious Organization 
(Rituals, Relationships) 

Community Good community, Can self-express, 
Image fits needs,  

Hypocrisy, divisiveness, fear 

Car Parts Department 
(Communication, 
Relationship mgmt) 

Team/ 
Group 

Good customer service, good 
relationships, good information,  

Poor customer service, unavailable, wrong 
goods, misinformation, favoritism,  

Insurance Co  
(Rules, processes 
or procedures) 

E Prompt treatment of claims, good prices, 
variety of products, prompt service, 
knowledgeable staff,  

Unavailable, slow to respond,  

Police (City, town) 
(Relationship  
management) 

E Prompt treatment of problems, 
courteous, courageous, unbiased, good 
communicators, good information,  

Favoritism, brutal, act like crazies, profile 
people,  

Swat Team 
(Event Management) 

E accomplishes mission Lose of life, Wrong target, Hurt innocents, 
unreliable  

Terrorists 
(Image management) 

E Just cause, accomplishes mission, few 
rules, good processes, acts fast,  

Hurts innocents, damage property, symbols, 
and people. Untrustworthy, a threat,  

Private Investigator 
(Information mgmt) 

IC Fact finder, problem solver Distrusted, violates the law, "a cheater,"  

Museum 
(Knowledge mgmt) 

C Good collection, good shows, good 
location, good "time out,"  

Expensive, Too many rules, can't have fun, 
Snooty, Dirty, A hassle,  

School Administrators E Visionary, Good hires, Safe environment Poor school performance, Favoritism,  

School teachers IC Fairness, Good student performance, 
Learning environment 

Fear, poor achievement, high drop out rates 

Lawyers 
(Event management) 

IC Wins a lot, Trustworthy  Loses a lot, Not trustworthy, Unethical 

Ethnic culture 
(Preservation) 

C Seem nice, intelligent, friendly, 
welcoming,  

Secretive, perceived threat, won't integrate, 
"Offensives," "Not one of us,"  

Trash collectors 
 

E clean, neat, fast,  damages property, employee injury,   

Truck Driver 
 

IC Service, Reliability,  Rules; processes, procedures 

Professional Sports 
Team (Entertainment) 

E winning season, good fan base, 
profitable, merchandise sells well, good 
team play, team value increases,  

hard to recruit, poor atmosphere, lots of 
individuals over team, poor season, poor 
revenues, dissatisfied fans,  

Recreational Sports 
Team (Relationship) 

T/G fun, successful season, good team 
attendance,  

poor season, infighting, favoritism, hard to 
recruit,  

Racing Pit Crew 
(Process management) 

T/G Fast turnaround, problem fixers Slow work, Incomplete work,  

Religious Order (Monks) 
(Relationship) 

C new recruits, order makes money, happy 
members,  

loss of members, poor recruiting, loss of 
property, poor income,  

Surgery Team 
(Process management) 

T/G profitable, lots of work, successful 
operations, low litigation, good 
reputation, more patients, more money,  

loss of patients, litigation, poor teamwork,  
 

Medical Doctor IC Trust worthy, information source, 
communicator, available, less litigation,  
knowledgeable, referrals, good reputation  

pompous, litigation, medical errors, missed 
diagnosis, loss of patients, loss of practice,  

Restaurant C business growth, good reputation, good 
place to work,  

poor reputation, loss of customers,  
complaints, audits by regulatory agencies,  

Waitress IC Good service, reliable, approachable Rude, poor service, loss of business 

Electric utility E increased regulations, increased labor 
unrest, distrusted, poor reputation,  

complaints, service disruptions, long down 
times, injuries 

Receptionist IC Good service, good introduction to the 
organization 

Rude, complaints 
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Figure Two 

 
The Genealogy of Behavior 

The Manufacture of Positive and Negative Behaviors  

(A major short-coming of most performance measures is that they only deal with the positive or assent score") 

 

 
 

The Norm Extend the Norm Exceed the Norm Forsake the Old for New 

At this point the norm is 

established with a good 

deal of activity around the 

average behavior. 

This Threshold marks a 

real but still related 

relationship between the 

norm and the emerging 

behavior. 

This threshold marks the 

new organization's birth. 

Its relationship to the 

norms is evident but 

distinct. The Norm must 

catch-up or be lost! 

The new behavior is 

emerged and must be 

maintained.  A new 

organization may emerge.  

Its lineage to the former 

can be established. 
 

 
 

 

          o"TheThird Level" 
              Forsake the Norm! 

    On the Assent         Extreme Behavior! 

 
        o"The Second Level" 

           Exceed the Norm  

           or Range of Expected Behaviors (REB) 
When it is a tendency,           Critical Threshold #2A 

a likelihood or, 

an actuality that behavior                                    o"The First Level" 

will go one way or              Extend the Norm 
the other?              Stressing the Norm Boundary 

Critical Threshold #1A  

 o 
 The Norm, the status quo, 

 the starting point 

    
    o"The Aberration Zone   

         Out of phase 

       Critical Threshold #1B 
 

        o"The Hazard Zone" 

           Jeopardy, Exposure 
              Critical Threshold #2B 

        

 
           o"Denouement Point 

             Conclusion, catastrophe 

            On the Decent 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

The Norm is Defined Aberration Zone Hazard Zone Denouement Point 

With the descent: 

Separation and distancing 

between the norm and the 

new behavior begins. 

The critical nature of this 

threshold is that it signals 

the development of a new 

organization; it makes any 

return to the norm 

difficult. 

This threshold accelerates 

the decent.  Possibility to 

return to the norm is 

nearly impossible; the 

issue is to stop the decent. 

The extreme marks a new 

norm.  A new organization 

may emerge.  Its 

difference from the former 

is distinctive. 
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Apart from the obvious types of risks associated with the process underway, one other is that this example of emergent, 

self-organized behavior that can lead to fragmenting the organization.  Martin Luther's complaints, for example, may have 

been valid and warranted but the emergence of an entirely new sect within the church was the extreme outcome and not 

welcomed.  Cultural change, too, can be stimulated by behavior at this level; behavior that, while within the "theme of the 

norm" is still far enough from the norm that it augments trends and directions the culture may have designated 

inappropriate, perhaps dangerous. 

 

Movement up or down, ascending or descending, is marked by the crossing of two thresholds.  These thresholds are 

signaled by the fact that the individual must decide to stop or move ahead.  To this extent the threshold make the process 

much like any important decision one makes and especially the ones made that others in the group, organization, or 

culture might not support.  They are rational decisions to move from, in some instances break with, established norms, 

practices, and/or expectations.  The already reviewed hero is a case in point.  This person's behavior crosses thresholds 

on the assent, while the behavior of those of violate traffic laws, codes of ethics or bring weapons into a school room and 

shoot classmates are examples of behaviors crossing thresholds on the decent.  Clearly tragedy can occur on either the 

assent or decent from the norm but it's most likely to occur with behavior that is on the decent as it departs from 

acceptable norms and with results that can touch a wider audience.  Referring to the scale presented earlier, behavior on 

the decent is behavior that "does not meet expectations" or, simply, is a "wrong." 

 

The decent also begins with a departure from the norm.  Unlike the first assent stage where the norms boundaries may be 

tested or "pushed," in this instance the norm is ignored or defied.  If the performance norm is, "Answer the phone by 

stating your name and asking how to be of service." the alternative at this level may be merely answering the phone with a 

"hello."  If the norm is a "speed limit of 35 mph" then the performance norm violated is to drive "at a speed of 45 mph." 

 

Among the first observations apparent between departure from the norm at the 1
st
 level assent and decent is that the 

assent tends to be positive and the decent negative, especially when the norm is a violation of a rule or law.  Of course 

there are exceptions as when the norm is contrary to local moral, legal, or ethical codes. This can be particularly true for 

those choosing to violate local conventions, for example, regarding privacy or group secrecy.  For example, a person who 
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violates a group's secrecy code by disclosing that potentially hazardous waste was handled as safe waste and merely 

dumped in the river.  In such cases the norm breaker is often referred to as a "whistle blower." 

 

A second observation is that even as one moves in an ascending relationship to the norm, the ascending move continues 

to be in accord with the spirit of the fundamental norm.  This is not the case in a decent from the norm.  With the decent 

from the norm the individual is making a statement about both the salience of the norm and, conceivably, one's regard for 

the principle behind which the norm is based.  These interpretations are especially likely as one gets further from the 

norm.  In other words, the greater the decent from the norm the greater the likelihood that what's reflected are sentiments 

like "the norm is wrong, not me."  . 

 

A third observation that seems appropriate at this point is that at a move to a different level of divergence, either assent or 

decent, means a known threshold must be crossed.  These thresholds are most notable because they mark a point where 

rational decision-making occurs in what has become a behavioral change process.  The individual "knows" the trade-offs 

associated with following and deviating from the norm and then acts.  They either perform at the norm or they move up or 

down from it. 

 

It's what Tim Harford refers (2008) to as people behaving rationally.  "Rational people," he writes, "respond to trade-offs 

and to incentives.  When the costs or benefits of something change, people change their behavior.  Rational people think-

-not always consciously--about the future as well as the present as they try to anticipate likely consequences of their 

actions in an uncertain world."  (4, 9-10)  Our approach extends Harford's notion to include their actions in a "certain" 

world -- a world where ambiguity has been reduced or eliminated by the publication of rules, norms, and laws.  These are 

expectations regarding how one should behave.   

 

The decent from the norm signals a separation and distancing between the individual and the organization.  Operational 

practices can signal or reflect the distancing that is occurring.  Communication may be measured, unfriendly even hostile.  

Information, knowledge, and evaluation practices may be reserved or limited and relational practices self-centered and 

perhaps abusive toward others.  For example, if the decent from the norm is "aggressive driving," by the first level this can 
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advance into "hostile driving" where one driver is willing to move beyond harassing the other driver to become willing to 

harm the other driver or that driver's property. 

 

At level one the process can advance from threatening to dangerous or frightening.  The critical nature of the threshold at 

this point is that when the deviation is on the part of an organization (e.g., the United States' departure from a peaceful 

position toward Iran to a hostile relationship) it signals the development of a new organizational format, in this case an 

organization at or willing to be at war.  When an individual creates the deviation it signals a new persona, one reflective of 

the emerging situation(s) at hand. 

 

It's not within the scope of this work to explore all of the possible conditions associated with these divergent moves from 

the norm but it is interesting to note that when these result in non-cooperative or conflict situations interpersonal dynamics 

change on a variety of planes.  For example, in contrast to a positive assent where the individual may manage much of 

the assent at a very personal level the opposite can be true when we're observing a decent from the norm.  Many who 

study conflict and conflict resolution see these acts as forcing the organization or individual to add to their capacity to 

perform in ways that fit what may be emerging as an increasing hostile environment.   

 

Both organizations and individuals can seek sympathizes from those who "understand why the divergence was 

necessary," allies who can share the view that the shift from the norm was necessary, to compatriots who can join in the 

revolt against the norm (the "new" mission.)  (Harrison, Schellenberg, 1982.)  The need for the development of these new 

relationships stems largely from the fact that the "descending organization/individual" is not only diverging from an 

established norm, the divergence also is from the organization/individual who posted the norm.  This can make defiance 

of a norm a very personal matter if the person who defined or approved of the norm was "the boss," a local dictator, or the 

chief.  Now those violating the norm are potentially not only making a statement about the norm's worth or value, 

violations also may be making a statement about the fairness, even intelligence of the person/people backing the norm.  

The Boston Tea Party may have been in response to a new tax on tea but that's not how England's King may have 

interpreted it. 
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The third level, the hazard zone, marks a point of near-no-return.  At this point the issue isn't poor customer service it's 

rudeness bordering on hostility.  Behavior here move to the extreme whether on the assent or decent.  "It's not ridicule it's 

blatant slander."  It's no longer "just a joke, it's racial harassment."  Within organizations this level marks a point where the 

decisions that led to this level may reflect "change."  The organization may be centralizing in new policies, procedures, 

and practices that reflect the organization's "new direction."  So a revolutionary junta moves from tolerating 

demonstrations to making arrests and detainment at this level.  It is solidifying its new persona for itself, its opposition, and 

those in between. 

 

Communication practices can evolve into rancorous, malicious displays bounded by guarded, secretive intra-

organizational communications.  Knowledge and information practices are defined by restrictive activities designed to 

serve the new need to preserve oneself.  Its overall processes tend to be defined by a position that is potentially 

combative, hostile and perhaps pathological.  In the worst case, the same can be true for individuals at this level as well. 

 

The last level of decent, denouement, typically marks a distinctive break between the norm, the organization, and the 

current state.  If there is an emotional attachment among these elements it is usually negative.  At this level, if physical 

separation hasn't already occurs it does now.  The time for remediation or ultimatums is passed; it's "termination for 

cause," "declarations of war" or "divorce." 

 

Relational behavior is self-serving, communication may become hostile and in some instances threatening, vicious or, 

warlike.  Behavior, too, can be in the extreme and terms like "going postal," "suicidal" or, "threats to national security" can 

be labels to describe potential conditions or concerns and become the basis for the reactions others take in response.   

 

In light of the use of complexity theory to explore the management of events in organizations this brief synopsis of the 

genealogy of behavior as it unfolds over time, situations, events, or circumstances sets the stage for in-depth discussions 

of the theory.  The genealogy of behavior is particularly useful in this instance because it can provide insights into two key 

elements of complexity theory, namely the emergence and self-organization of events and behavior.  In the next section 

these concepts, emergence and self-organization, are examined more closely with an emphasis on understanding how 

those processes work and particularly how they work with individuals and in organizations.  
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Of particular interest in those discussions are three issues.  First, what is the critical mass signaling the move from 

different stages in the emergence process?  Second, what defines the threshold(s) separating each stage and, third, what 

types of conditions trigger the move into and beyond thresholds?  Prior to those discussions, however, it's necessary to 

complete the current section with an examination of factors that can stimulate departure from the norm or, conversely, be 

a product of behavior when departures from the norm occur. 

 

Complexity Theory is a Tool that can Help Understand Organizations and Their Performance 

 

The sum total of an organization's effort to design, build and maintain itself and its operations can be described as its 

"effectiveness profile."  This profile is a composite of three factors: levels of performance, readiness, or preparedness to 

act, and overall strength or capability.  Briefly, performance is a measure of the organization in three key areas: first, the 

effectiveness of its accomplishments, for example, in building structure and systems.  Second its achievement of, at a 

minimum, its mission, goals and objectives and, third, its fulfillment of stakeholder needs, wants and desires.  Ideally, 

performance is measured against a priori defined indicators rather than some post hoc "feel good" convenience scores. 

 

The organization's overall strength is a measure of both the resources and the quality of those resources available to 

deliver on-going operational activity.  Strength is a composite measure.  It is a combination of the typical core resources 

one associates with organizations (e.g., financial funds and human competencies) and of the process resources available.  

For example, the organization's capacity to produce and deliver, for example goods and services, to meet internal and 

external stakeholder needs.  As a composite measure strength is widely distributed in the organization.  Just like 

individual competencies discussed earlier, the organization must have depth in specialized, administrative, interpersonal, 

basic, and cultural core areas.  So an organization needs more than just people, financial reserves, or the best 

technology.  It needs depth across all critical areas. 

 

Finally, readiness is measure of the organization's capacity to respond; it's capability to manage events as they arise or, 

too, events as they unfold in unanticipated ways.  In many ways readiness is both a key operating organizational 
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dimension and a "fail safe" should a crisis emerge.  In either case readiness is a measure of the membership's (leadership 

or general population's) vision and proactive nature. 

 

At the individual level readiness may be the demonstrated through the capacity to adapt to changing situations -- the 

capacity to invent a response to events, situations, or circumstances as they arise.  At the organizational level readiness 

is most apparent in programs, practices, and procedures that are in place.  A "succession plan," for example, is a prudent 

way to prepare for the loss of key personnel just as an evacuation plan is a prudent way to prepare for potentially life 

threatening emergencies that may arise. 

 

Results or aftereffects are one of the most important facets of organizational performance to examine and understand.  

But so, too, is the manner in which results and the events surrounding them materialize or emerge.  People in 

organizations plan for or anticipate the "sketch" of an event and it's not until the event actually emerges that one can 

gauge how accurate the sketch truly matched what was expected.  Complexity Theory is a useful tool to facilitate efforts to 

anticipate the emergence of events, the examination of how and why they emerged, and the results associated with the 

event’s emergence and management.  It’s not a “silver bullet” for members of an organization or researchers but it helps!  

 

Complexity theory is a way of looking at an organization as a system of interacting elements (divisions, departments, 

people, and stakeholders) in order to describe their inter-relationships and the contributions of each to the system.  Or, as 

Camazine et al say, "these systems may show diverse responses that are often sensitively dependent on both the initial 

state of the system and nonlinear interaction among its components." (p.11)  So, from our perspective, organizations are 

capable of a range of responses to events that emerge and the nature of those responses can be linked to the 

organization's fundamental properties (e.g., its vision and mission) and the interactions among the organizations various 

components through its membership.    

 

So an organization has a mission, policies, and procedures and it engages in hiring practices, training and development 

and evaluation through various departments or areas.  All of these efforts are in place to increase the likelihood events are 

managed in ways that benefit (or at least don't harm) the organization.  However, despite these strategies, efforts and 

activities many in organizations discover there are times when even routine events are poorly managed.  Errors that result 
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in poor quality, behaviors that result in poor customer service, actions that result in stakeholders feeling harassed or 

disgruntled despite efforts to produce opposite results. 

 

Using complexity theory in a way that’s sensitive to the social dynamics of human organizations (perhaps called “Social 

Complexity Theory") assumes that there is a separation at the event between the organization-driven vision of what 

should happen and self-organized individual-driven construction of what will happen.  In other words, it isn’t simply that 

“people trained to provide quality service, but they don't” but rather, that “people trained to provide quality service, choose 

not to provide quality service “.  Moreover this level of self-organized behavior occurs in all types of organizations and 

across all types of events.   

 

Team members are coached to be supportive of the team or community members but they form cliques and may even try 

to exclude other team members from organizational activities.  Hiring managers are instructed to be fair and objective 

professionals yet they may discriminate and/or display favoritism or bias when hiring or promoting employees.  Employees 

are taught to think “safety first” in a building fire but someone rushes in to see if everyone got out safely.  Successful event 

management is only partially within the organization's control -- at some point the individual is both an agent of the 

organization and still operating from his/her own bias, perspective or orientation.  When the dynamics of an event push 

these two states together, a threshold for the emergence of a self-organized response to an event's is crossed.   

 

At the Heart of Complexity Theory is the Process of Self-Organization 

 

One way to examine the performance management of events is through an examination of the self-organization process 

that is inherently embedded in human behavior.  Self-organization studies frequently appear in the sciences to understand 

the emergence and manifestation of behavior in physical and natural systems.  These discussions may examine self-

organization as a process that occurs under certain conditions or associated with particular natural phenomena.  In these 

discussions self-organization acts like or is viewed as an extension of a process already underway.  For example, one of 

the interesting questions examined in biology is how human cells organize themselves to become, for example, a finger or 

a nose, without direction or a plan.   
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In this paper self-organization is used to examine different facets of human behavior, like the choices people make when 

solving a problem.  It’s also a useful tool to use when examining how a process can be extended beyond what one might 

expect or have planned to have happen to a totally new process or event.  Like when an employee “goes the extra 

distance” to meet a customer’s need by providing service that exceeds a job description or a supervisor's expectations.  

This kind of behavior is sometimes referred to a “value-added behavior” because it’s a positive extension of a process.  

It’s “over the top.” But what makes it special from a social complexity perspective is that it’s something only possible in 

human social systems.  There’s nothing like it in animal or other natural systems.  It is, a creation added onto another 

created process.   

 

The opposite is true, too.  Self-organized behavior often appears as an aberration or divergence from acceptable, 

planned, or existing processes, again, beginning as a choice someone made.  Examination of divergent behavior is such 

a frequent and easy observation point among human social systems it will be a focus of discussions and examples 

throughout the paper.  The bottom line and challenge for individuals or those in organizations is that self-organization can 

be a benefit and, at other times, a potential liability to the organization and its membership.  Or, as Krugman (1996) 

framed it, self-organization "is something we observe and try to understand, not necessarily something we want." (6) 

 

Features and Benefits Associated with the Study of Self-Organization in Complex Social Systems 

 

Complexity, according to Camazine et al. (2001) is a relative term.  According to them, systems, like organizations, are 

complex not because they involve many behavioral rules and large numbers of different components but because of the 

nature of the system's “global response" to its environment. (11)   Moreover, complexity is the nature of the system as it 

appears to others given its macro properties, not those elemental properties that define the system or organization for 

those walking the corridors of its buildings or watching its commercials on television, or listening to speeches of its 

leaders.  An organization’s complexity is reflected in the thoughts, ideals, values, principles, and standards that define the 

organization for its members.  It’s the whole package, just as a sentence is more meaningful than the words that form it.  

(Polanyi 1974, 184)  Complexity gives others, an observer for example, a sense of what the organization is, what it looks 

like and, very importantly, what it stands for, especially when compared with who the observer is, is like and believes is 
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important.  In other words, complexity is a way of gaining a sense or perspective of what the organization is that one can't 

get by looking at the organization at its lower levels. (e.g., Polanyi 1974, 181-207) 

 

Organizations translate their lofty, sometimes idealistic, and often vaguely defined vision and mission statement to action 

through a process that is called "emergence."  The emergence of phenomena, like behaviors or performance, takes two 

forms: that which is a product of planning, direction, and control and that which is not.  The latter of these two, emergence 

of behaviors or performance that is not a product of organizational planning, direction, and control is, of course, a primary 

focus of this paper and is the subject of the rest of the chapter in the section below labeled, "self-organization." 

 

Planned emergence reflects that behavior and/or performance, the activities, the organization's leadership view as 

necessary to achieve the organization's vision and mission as illustrated in Table Eight.  For example, a local government 

may have a vision of ensuring the public's welfare is protected.  Since roadways fall under the local government's (a 

Community Organization) scope they may see the mission of their highway patrol (a Team Organization) to ensure public 

safety on roadways.  To achieve this mission the highway patrol may have goals a.) to ensure speeds are maintained and 

b.) that vehicles on the road meet established safety standards.  To ensure speeds are maintained the highway patrol 

might have objectives associated with the use of monitoring devices or to ensure roads are patrolled.  Finally, the 

patrolling of roads might break down into specific activities (e.g., conducting a number of patrols, setting up and managing 

speed traps, isolation and patrol of high accident areas, etc.)   

 

Unplanned emergence reflects that behavior and/or performance that may or may not be viewed as necessary to achieve 

the organization's vision or mission.  In fact, in some instances unplanned behavior and/or performance is at best risky 

and, at its worst, potentially negative or harmful to the organization.  As Table Nine below illustrates, unplanned behavior 

or performance, even if well intentioned, can be risky for the organization for several reasons.  First unplanned emergent 

behaviors may put the organization or its membership in jeopardy.  The employee who first attempts to put out a fire 

before turning in an alarm or leaving the building may be making a noble act but it could put the employee's or others' 

lives in jeopardy.  The same is true for the person who intervenes or attempts to prevent a robbery.  These are dangerous 

events. 
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Table Eight 

 
Guiding the Emergence of Planned Activities: 

The Foundation for Expected Performance and Behaviors 

 

 
Vision:  Where We See Ourselves (e.g., 5-7 years in the future) 
 
Mission:  What Our Aspiration Must be to Achieve Our Vision (e.g. over the next 2-4 years) 
 
Goals: Categorical Benchmarks in Key Areas to Achieve the Mission (e.g., for Quality, Productivity, People)  
 
Objectives:  Quantitative Benchmarks to Achieve Each Particular Goal 
 
Activities (Performance and/or Behavior): Measurable tasks and activities to achieve each objective 
 
 

 
 

 

Rude treatment of a customer, co-worker, or supervisor is seldom prudent behavior.  These behaviors can put people or 

the organization at risk of retaliation.  Retaliation also is a possibility for whistle blowing, challenging an aggressive driver, 

or challenging the medical or other professional advice someone has received.  These behaviors can reflect feelings of 

self-righteousness, a sense of authority without merit or, simply, poor judgment in potentially precarious situations. 

 

 

 
Table Nine: 

Unplanned behavior or performance 
 

Unplanned Risky Unplanned Negative 

< Attempting to put out fire 
< Intervening in a robbery 
< Coaching co-workers/team members 
< Speaking on/about the organization w/o 
    authorization 
< Saying "the customer is always right" 
< Whistle blowing to help "eliminate a problem" 
< Challenging leaders direct orders 
< Changing agreed upon plan w/o client  
    authorization 
< Offering instruction of material w/o 
    authorization 
 

> Rude treatment of a customer 
> Challenging an aggressive driver 
> Union organization 
> Attempting new production process w/o 
      authorization 
> Offering contrary and unauthorized  
      interpretation of a situation 
> Challenging medical or other professional 
     advice 
> Unauthorized discussions w/ competitor,  
      enemy, opponent 
> Unauthorized interpretation of doctrine  
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So, on one hand emergence is the process of transforming the organization's mission into action; into behaviors or 

performance.  However, emergence also applies to a second group of behaviors or performance -- those that are not 

planned, directed, or controlled by the organization's leadership or supervision.  In fact, the emergence of these behaviors 

or levels of performance may not only be contrary to the organization's mission but a threat or challenge toward the 

mission being achieved.  When these behaviors emerge organizational risk levels, vulnerabilities and exposure to threats 

can increase all because of something that happened within the organization.  It's this potential for harm to the 

organization that makes the emergence of these undesirables an important focus of this paper. 

 
  
 

 
Table Ten: 

Unplanned Desirable Behaviors 
 

 
> Employee displays problem solving initiative (deliberate) 
> Hitting a home run in baseball (random) 
> Unsolicited monetary donation (random) 
> Receiving a "pat on the back" (random) 
> A promotion (random) 
> Opposing team fumbles (random) 
> Bringing in a treat for those at the office (deliberate) 
> Boss knows your name; say "hi" (random) 
 
 

 
 

There a good deal of potential value in understanding the role of self-organization in organizations especially when one is 

willing to look at the organization’s elements (e.g., people and events) systemically.  For example, when is poor customer 

service, service that is contrary to what one has be taught to provide, not just a single incident but reflective of a pattern of 

behavior?  Or what about on a broader, community level:  When is speeding, drug use, theft, counterfeiting, aggressive 

behavior, or anti-social acts either by an individual or by a group an example of emergent patterns of behavior?  The 

difference between something being a one-time occurrence and something reflecting a pattern of behavior is significant. 

One-time occurrences or single acts may be random and spawned by any of a number of factors.  Repeated acts or 

actions that reflect a pattern of behavior also may be spawned by a number of factors (e.g., the events spectrum) but it’s 

also possible to identify a threshold associated with or as an indication of deep-seated sentiments or conditions that mark 

when and where the self-organization process unfolds.  Patterns may be evidence of an individual's or organization's 

central make-up or philosophies, sometimes stemming directly from the organization's vision or mission.  
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Table Eleven contains illustrations of beneficial and risky self-organization.  The issue for those managing organizations is 

how does one reduce the occurrence or manage the risky or negative incidences of self-organizations and capitalize on 

and perhaps even encourage positive self-organizations.  The process can be tricky and, recalling that self-organization 

rests in the control of the individual and not the organization per se, risky as well.  For example, in Table Eleven, the same 

behavior that "stimulates innovation" may also be "contrary to policy" or "lead to more problems and expenses" the 

organization cannot manage or afford.  Moreover, since some degree of self-organization in social systems cannot be 

prevented it is very important that skills, competencies and processes are in place to observe, analyze and maximize the 

likelihood that positive self-organizations occur more often than negative ones emergence. 

 

Table Eleven 
 

Ten Reasons Why it's Important to Understand the Role and Process of Self-Organization in Your 
Organization 

Self-Organization Can Be Beneficial 
 
1. It can stimulate innovation 
2. opens the system  
3. can lead to relaxed attitudes toward change 
4. observing S-O can give us clues about 
process problems, about training problems 
5. can position "ownership" to the lower levels 
6. observing S-O can give clues about 
recruiting problems 
7. can lead to cost-savings, problem solving 
8. S-O can be a natural process element that's 
been over looked. 
9. can create short-cuts, improve efficiencies 
10. can stimulate initiative, growth  

Self-Organization Can Be Risky 
 
1. It can challenge established patterns 
2. if unchallenged it can give the impression 
there are favorites 
3. some S-O may put people in danger, at risk 
4. contrary to policy 
5. can lead to more problems, expenses 
6. can lead to division w/i the organization 
7. can lead to formation of sub-groups 
8. can undermine leadership 
9. can lead to delays, obstructions 
10.  can confuse stakeholders regarding who's 
in charge, what to expect next time,   
 
 

 

 

Fundamental Conditions needed for Self-organization to Occur 

 

The nature of performance of organizations and people is this paper's underlying subject.  At issue are the ways 

performance emergences as a phenomenon for both organizations and its membership.  Moreover, the type of 

performance we're particularly interested in examining is that which emerges, is defined and organized by people without 

the direction or instruction of others.  In other words, performance or behavior that is self-organized.   
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This focus on human social organizations is often different from that research that has examined complexity and self-

organization in natural, physical, or biological systems.  These studies offer relatively neat, clean examples of complexity 

theory and self-organization at work in the world around us.  Adam's book, Mathematics in Nature: Modeling Patterns in 

the Natural World (2003) is filled with discussions of pattern formation in clouds, wind-driven sand patterns and dunes or 

the formation and dispersion of waves on the water.  It's an interesting introduction to the opportunities to observe and 

measure complex physical phenomena in everyday life.    

 

Also appealing to those interested in observing and measuring emerging, self-organizing patterns are the studies in the 

natural science conducted by researchers on topics like the foraging behavior of ants or honeybees (Seeley, 1985, 1989) 

or predator/prey studies (Segel and Jackson, 1972).  These also illustrate how complexity and self-organization can be 

observed in various contexts and systems.  So apart from the fact several have documented and written about ways in 

which complexity theory can be observed in biological and physical systems (e.g., Hopfield, 1994; Sole and Bascompte, 

2006) it's also important to point out ways these studies are different from studies of human organizations -- like the 

political systems or religions one might follow or the businesses social systems where one might work, shop, or play.  

(Axelrod, 1984; Batty, 2006; Krugman, 1996; Watts, 1999) 

 

Difference between the subject matter of studies examining complexity in human social systems versus those of studies in 

physical or biological systems is obvious and needs no further comment.  But, a quick review of some the ways in which 

complexity theory and the theory's manifestations unfolds between human social systems, like organizations, and natural 

systems can contribute to an overall understanding the key concepts and set the stage for the discussions that follow.  As 

Table Twelve illustrates, there are differences between the two but there also are a number of ways in which the 

processes are similar regardless of the system being studied. 

 

For example, the self-organization process can occur spontaneously or in a controlled fashion in both natural and human 

social systems.  Self-organizations that are spontaneous may be of most interest to researchers and practioners, for 

example, because of what they can tell us about the system under study.  When conditions are right for self-organizations 

to begin spontaneously that implies that the self-organization was "pushed" by the system.  This is in contrast to controlled 
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self-organizations.  These self-organizations still meet the criteria discussed earlier and discussed in detail below the only 

difference is that there is something about the nature of the system in which they appear that "needs" the self-organization 

to materialize.  Cell mitosis in biological systems and certain examples of innovation in social systems are example.  In 

these instances it is the system that "pulls" the self-organization to the fore. 

  .     

 

 
Table Twelve 

 
The Differences in the Emergence and Manifestation of the Self-Organization Process in Natural and 

Human Social Systems 
 

 
Natural Systems 

(e.g., Physical and Biological) 

 
Human Social Systems 

(e.g., Organizations, Institutions) 
 

 
>Self-Organization can begin in spontaneous or 
controlled fashion 
 
>There's an obvious end or terminal point  
 
>The process' form and format is fixed; it's 
restricted within the context in which it appears 
 
>Requires no (cognitive) competencies 
 
>No capacity to strategically use history 
 
>Results are "predictable" 
 
>Results are knowable 
 
>Time to fruition is "predictable" 
 
>Threshold appearance is "predictable"  
 
>S.O.'s "temporal nature" tends to be predictable in 
the organizational context 
 
> S.O. may be strongly dependent on certain 
conditions (e.g., temperature, volume, velocity) 
 
>S.O. process tends to be "wired"; one "knows" 
what to expect 

 
>Self-Organization can begin in spontaneous or 
controlled fashion 
 
>The processes "end" can be difficult to isolate 
 
>The process' form and format is fluid. The process 
can transcend boundaries as it unfolds. 
 
>Can require formal competencies 
 
>History nay be a guide 
 
>Results can be illusive 
 
>Results spawn Products, Outcomes, Impacts 
 
>Time to Fruition is Variable 
 
>When Threshold appear is unpredictable 
 
>S.O. does not appear to follow a defined 
timeframe 
 
> Conditions may or may not lead to S.O. 
 
 
>S.O. is susceptible to conditional vagaries; (e.g., if 
communication or information requirements are 
insufficient the S.O. may not materialize or may be 
ill-defined.   
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There's an identifiable terminal point for self-organizations in natural systems that may not be evident in social 

organizations.  For example, when does the processes of road rage, union formation, or an act of heroism end when 

they've begun as self-organized processes?  Clearly the group forming the union can begin to formalize the nature of their 

organization but has the unionization process ended?  (Or, for that matter, when is any organization "finally" formed?)  

Is road rage only defined by the expression of rage?  What about the pre- and post-rage sentiments?  Perhaps road rage 

is like the center, the mean, median, and mode of a distribution of rage sentiments that have at the apex overt behaviors.  

If this is the case then does the process end?  Axelrod's (1984) study of cooperation is another example.  Does 

cooperation end when the cooperating parties separate, say to go home for the night?  Or, rather, is there perhaps some 

unspoken agreement (except in the case of treaties) that says in effect, "we'll pick up co-operating from here, once we get 

back together" so that the "state of cooperation" continues after the session of the immediate activities that define the co-

operating event.  If the latter is the case it may say something about the wide range and resilience of the products, 

outcomes, and impacts associated with the results of self-organization around cooperation. 

 

Or, last, what about the person who takes it upon herself to rush into the burning building.  No one told her to be heroic 

can someone tell her when it's time to stop being heroic or is the phenomenon of being heroic always part of her makeup 

and, simply, always on "hold' or "stand-by" ready for action?  Is this heroic dimension part of her public or private profiles 

and, if so, does it appear anywhere else in her behavior?  The time of year, temperature, or humidity must be within 

certain parameters for self-organizations to occur within some natural systems.  These conditions are like a toggle switch, 

not signally a start or finish but rather that it is "ok" to start or "time" to finish.  As we've seen, this isn't true in human social 

systems.  (Try telling someone who is angry to stop being angry, who smokes to stop smoking.) 

 

In natural systems the self-organization process tends to materialize within a form and format that is fixed; Ant and bee 

foraging behavior has to happen within the contextual environment of the nest or hive.  (Otherwise, it's just eating.)  This is 

because foraging behavior is for the benefit of the colony not the individual ant or bee.  So the colony, per se, is a 

parameter that defines the format around the search effort.  Human social systems are mobile.  If the setting is not right, 

move to one that is, if the people aren't right or cooperative with your efforts find some who are, or if the time is not right 
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delay until it is.  These aren't luxuries for natural systems -- failure to operate outside of certain parameters may not only 

result in an ill-conceived, self-organization effort but, in the extreme, damage to the organization as a whole. 

 

Self-organizations in natural systems don't, may not have the opportunity to use the types and levels of cognitive 

competencies human social systems have at their disposal or may require.  Competency was presented as a dynamic 

construct defined by five competency dimensions. Collectively these five competencies both the define the manner in 

which people fit into and function within an organization and they illustrate how people in their social systems differ from 

the members of an physical and biological systems like the ant colony, bee hive, or even grains of sand contributing to the 

formation of a dune or hill.  Finally, since the focus of self-organization studies in organizations is the individual, whether 

alone or in groups, the observations regarding competency do not isolate subtle differences between studies of natural 

and social systems but are significant and, importantly, their inclusion helps establish important baseline information for 

studies of self-organization in organizations.  

 

The fifth, sixth, seventh and eight observations regarding the relationship between the emergence of self-organized 

behavior in natural and social systems can easily be treated together.  The first of these is that natural systems have no 

established capacity for the strategic use history; in fact, history can make only marginal, if any, contributions in the 

natural systems processes and certainly none, as far as we know, based on conscious deliberation.  In human social 

systems, however, those involved in self-organizations may use either direct historical referents or, if none exist, 

tangential or cross-over referents by searching for parallels that might exist from former experiences.   

 

The next three all are linked by the extent to which aspects of the self-organization process are predictable (or not).  

Results in natural systems are generally predictable so, in turn, it's also often easy to be able to talk about what is 

knowable about the process of self-organization among the species being observed or anticipated results with some 

measure of certainty.  Natural systems are "predictable" in the sense that they cannot, by definition, result in anything but 

what the system and its elements are designed to do.  Schrodinger, (2006, ppg. 76-85) , for example is careful to 

distinguish between natural systems that are highly predictable and human social systems that lend themselves to 

predictability but only within limits, partially because of the variety of results possibly associated with the self-organization 

of any event.       
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One important distinction between self-organization within natural and human social systems is the extent to which key 

thresholds are "predictable".  Thresholds play an important role in the self-organization process in systems.  These 

thresholds are most notable because they mark a point where rational decision making occurs in this particular behavioral 

change process.  Individuals considers the trade-offs associated with following and deviating from the norm and then act.  

They either perform at the norm or they move up or down from it. 

 

As noted above, this is what Tim Harford refers to as people behaving rationally.  To illustrate this let's revisit the figure on 

the following page which was discussed earlier. (p. 41 above) In it there are four critical thresholds, two on the assent, and 

two on the decent from the norm.  In many respect they are markers of progress along a path and indicators of the 

process (the path one follows) and types of obligations associated with reaching and crossing each threshold.  In many 

respects thresholds do more than mark how far you've come in this instance or that it's not possible to retreat back to an 

earlier point.  They also signal the inherent complexity associated with progress; everything changes as one moves 

further up, or down, the self-organization lines.   

 

A final point regarding thresholds and the distinction between self-organization in natural and human social systems is 

that it's not possible to accurately predict when the thresholds will appear in human social systems, how long if at all one 

can "linger" at a threshold, and the time between thresholds.  This isn't the case in natural systems.  Most natural systems 

cannot tolerate variably.  The self-organization may be spontaneous in the start but after that the temporal nature is 

predictable and may be strongly dependent on certain conditions (e.g., temperature, volume, velocity).  This is largely 

because natural systems tend to be "wired" to behave in certain specific ways.  Again, the self-organization process may 

be spontaneous when it starts but participants have defined roles and processes have to unfold in established ways and 

travel toward a definable end, all things considered.   
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Figure Two 
 

The Genealogy of Behavior 

The Manufacture of Positive and Negative Behaviors  

(A major short-coming of most performance measures is that they only deal with the positive or assent score") 

 
 

 

The Norm Extend the Norm Exceed the Norm Forsake the Old for New 

At this point the norm is 

established with a good 

deal of activity around the 

average behavior. 

This Threshold marks a 

real but still related 

relationship between the 

norm and the emerging 

behavior. 

This threshold marks the 

new organization's birth. 

Its relationship to the 

norms is evident but 

distinct. The Norm must 

catch-up or be lost! 

The new behavior is 

emerged and must be 

maintained.  A new 

organization may emerge.  

Its lineage to the former 

can be established. 
 

 
 

 

          o"TheThird Level" 
              Forsake the Norm! 

    On the Assent         Extreme Behavior! 

 
        o"The Second Level" 

           Exceed the Norm  

           or Range of Expected Behaviors (REB) 
When it is a tendency,           Critical Threshold #2A 

a likelihood or, 

an actuality that behavior                                    o"The First Level" 

will go one way or              Extend the Norm 
the other?              Stressing the Norm Boundary 

 

 

Critical Threshold #1A  

 o The Norm, the status quo, 

 the starting point 
    

    o"The Aberration Zone   

         Out of phase 
       Critical Threshold #1B 

 

        o"The Hazard Zone" 
           Jeopardy, Exposure 

              Critical Threshold #2B 

 
           o"Denouement Point 

             Conclusion, catastrophe 
            On the Decent 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

The Norm is Defined Aberration Zone Hazard Zone Denouement Point 

With the descent: 

Separation and distancing 

between the norm and the 

new behavior begins. 

The critical nature of this 

threshold is that it signals 

the development of a new 

organization; it makes any 

return to the norm 

difficult. 

This threshold accelerates 

the decent.  Possibility to 

return to the norm is 

nearly impossible; the 

issue is to stop the decent. 

The extreme marks a new 

norm.  A new organization 

may emerge.  Its 

difference from the former 

is distinctive. 
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The Setting and Self-organization in Human Social Systems 

 

Organizations, places like schools, retail stores, military units, sports teams, or even terrorist groups, are the settings in 

which this discussion is centered for several reasons.  First, we're familiar with these types of organizations -- everyone 

belongs to or is potentially influenced by a variety of different types of organizations like these every day.  Organizations 

and institutions also are a logical focal point because these are places where one can observe the formation of both types 

of behavior or performance: that behavior that is a product of the direction, instruction or guidance by others and that 

which is constructed and organized by individuals or groups without the direction or intervention of others.  The latter, is 

the focus of this paper because of its potential benefits and risks for the organization.  Since it cannot be stopped 

completely, it makes sense one should know as much about self-organized behavior as possible.   

 

When we talk about self-organized behavior we're talking about a very specific phenomenon occurring in a very specific 

place under particular conditions.  For instance, consider the employee trained to provide a high level of customer service 

but chooses instead to be rude.  The personal choice to construct a rude response or to behave rudely is an example of 

self-organized behavior.   Or, imagine a group of employees who on their own and without external direction choose to 

demonstrate their dissatisfaction with their organization's management through a "work slowdown" or strike.  This is an 

example of collective self-organized behavior.  The behaviors emerge in contrast to what is expected or desired at that 

moment and without the direction of someone from above.  Social systems like organizations are dynamic and ever 

changing but they and their membership are guided by an array of plans, policies, procedures or other controlling devices.  

Likewise, there are some fundamental “criteria” one can expect to associate with a self-organized response to an event.   

 

Rules or criteria for self-organization are summarized below.  At first glance the task of ensuring an act is self-organized 

or meets certain criteria may seem a little onerous.  After all, having to look at a potential event as “self-organizing” only if 

it meets this list of eight items seems extreme but this list is not meant only to discriminate between what is and is not self-

organized behavior.  It’s also a way to gain valuable insight into what’s going on at a particular moment, particularly that 

moment when the process begins in earnest.  This list also is important for it marks a time when an individual is willing 
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and able to take control of a situation’s or event’s management away from the parameters established by the 

organization.  In other words, when the process of self-organization becomes the act of self-organizing the individual is 

assuming the care, custody, and control of the situation for him/herself.  It’s not an insignificant move.   

 

In brief there are several generally accepted criteria among them:  

 
1. Localized interactions.   An organization's participants involved in self-organization activity tend to focus their 
interactions among themselves."   (Camazine, p. 14; Sole and Bascompte, p. 14, 2006)  Localized interactions can 
surface as a function of the nature of work done in the organization, the types of and amount of supervision or simply the 
organization's physical geography.  In these instances the localized interactions, whether formal or informal, often can be 
classified and examined as sub-units or sub-cultures of the organization.     
 
2.  With localized interactions there is a reliance on local information. (12 Camazine)  The sub-units or sub-cultures 
reflected by the localized interactions can create their own linguistic profile including language (e.g., specialized or 
technical) or colloquialisms, rules for interaction and communication or, criteria for defining the nature and type of 
information managed at this level.  For example, a rumor may be viewed as fact at this point within the organization. 
  
3. The absence of well-defined top-down control (Sole and Bascompte, p. 14, 2006) is a feature stressed by most who 
examine self-organized systems, behavior or performance.  (Sole and Bascompte,, p. 14, 2006; Krugman 1996; Holland, 
1998; Johnson, 2001; Camazine et al. 2001)  Simply stated, this criterion implies that the emergent behavior is not the 
product of top-down direction, a blue print prepared by others for execution at the local level or rules and produces which 
can be used to shape behavior towards a particular end.  Without the structural or process elements the emerging 
behavior or performance seems to take the form of a "solution" in the absence of any guidelines or instruction.  The idea 
of functioning organizations without a well-defined top-down control is not new (e.g., Freidson, 1984) and some 
organizations may naturally lend themselves to a bottom-up approach to management.  The noteworthy point, however, is 
that organizations with a bottom-up approach may experience more emergent self-organized behaviors and, in some 
instances, use this approach as a means for driving innovation and change in the organization.  
  
4.  The self-organized behavior forms patterns, again without external guidance. (Camazine, p. 12)  Pattern formation 
signifies several things about the emergence and self-organization processes.  First, pattern formation is an indication that 
the observed behavior is not a one-time phenomenon.  What is observed once is seen repeatedly indicating the first 
incidence was not the only incident.  The identification of a pattern also associates an element of predictability with the 
behavior.  Identifying the pattern implies one should be able to predict the occurrence of future incidences of the same 
behavior or performance.  Finally, identification of a pattern increases the validity of any classifications of the behavior or 
performance in terms of key features or characteristics.  For example, the behavior(s) or performance may be associated 
with particular themes or types that are either desirable or not, of value to the organization or not or, a threat to the 
organization or not.    
 
5. There is variability in network organization. For example, when key practices or procedures are incomplete or missing, 
this may facilitate self-organization at the local level.  (Sole and Bascompte, p. 14, 2006)  Variability in this instance 
creates opportunities for emergence to occur.  The variability may suggest a lack of consistency or that gaps in key 
processes exist and these, in turn, can create opportunities for individuals to fabricate solutions or to fill gaps when they 
exist.  For example, if there's a fire and no one has received training in ways to respond to the fire it's up to the individual 
to create his/her own response.   
 
6. There is evident use of positive feedback regarding actions and can lead to the development of behavioral rules for the 
self-organizing system (Camazine p. 18) Negative feedback "plays a critical role, providing inhibition to offset the 
amplification and helping to shape [behavior] into a particular pattern.  Regardless of the type of feedback, there is a 
strong sense of time beyond the point of emergence; some role or contribution of the emergent behavior or performance 
in shaping the organization from this point forward.  Positive feedback also is noteworthy because it, in contrast to 
negative feedback, reinforces the likelihood that the same behavior can be repeated in the future.  For example, if a local 
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government's budget doesn't allow for monitoring of traffic on weekends people who speed on the weekends without 
being caught may tend to speed again on following weekends.   
 
7. Adaptations.  There is variability in the adaptation process within organizations. (14 Sole and Bascompte. 2006) The 
need for adaptation implies that change is occurring within the organization.  Some change is easier to incorporate into 
the organization than other change and all of this (i.e., the change and capacity to adapt to the change) creates pressures 
or stress points within the organization.  These stress points can lead to the development of thresholds defining entry 
points for self-organized behavior now or in the future.   
 
8. Finally, there is the capacity for change.  "The capacity to respond to changing conditions on an evolutionary time scale 
is obvious from micro-evaluation to macro-evolution."  (14 Sole and Bascompte. 2006)  But the simple capacity for change 
isn't the important element when discussing the self-organization process.  Rather, the range of the capacity for change is 
the salient feature needing to be examined. 
 
 
These rules or criteria for self-organization provide a useful way summary of the self-organization process and a way to 

introduce the material that followings.  In the material that follows self-organization is closely examined as a means for 

better understanding the process and how those in organizations might respond to what's going on around them.  In some 

instances the organization’s environment has certain key features that facilitate or inhibit the emergence and the self-

organization of unwanted behavior or performance.  Two of these elements, conditionality and constraints, are a blend of 

factors that stipulate under what conditions behavior can occur and, an acceptable range for the behavior when it occurs.  

(Ashby 1962)  Conditionality and constraints are what establish the foundation and rules for behavioral operational 

practices as discussed earlier.  

 

In the information that follows it becomes clear that while the self-organization models about to be presented reflect core 

principles regarding the self-organization process, the self-organizing system, or the nature of self-organization within a 

given organization, all of this is done without the perspective of this dynamic process in situ.  Aspects of conditionality and 

constraints reflected in what follows will materialize differently because of any number of factors such as a particular 

organization's structure (e.g., whether enterprise, community, team/group or individual contributor as described), the 

overall complexity of the moment, and the general influence and make-up of the actors involved to name a few.  

 

Conclusion.  So Apart from Saying "I Know it When I see it" What does Self-Organization Look Like and What do I 
do with It When it's Here? Modeling and Responding to Self-Organizations 
 

Recalling the early work of Kenneth Boulding (1956), one of the benefits of modeling and systems theory in general is that 

the process helps uncover gaps in research or our existing understanding of a field of study.  Depending on the level of 

detail one desires, there are a variety of ways to model the emergence and self-organization processes described, 
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especially given the nature of the self-organization phenomenon within the context of human social organizations. As a 

way for summarizing the information provided, this section will accomplish three objectives.  First, it will present and 

discuss different models currently being tested in our research and reflecting different views of the processes discussed.  

The models vary in scope as a way of illustrating key processes from different perspectives and linking self-organization 

with other theoretical concepts.  For example, the relationships between self-organization, an organization's life cycle, and 

ecological succession are particularly interesting to note. 

 

Second, the methodological tools presented, particularly those used to describe organizations and organizational 

processes will be reviewed.  Only this time, the focus will be on matching a variety of natural, physical, and human social 

systems applications and studies of self-organization to these tools.  This, at best, is a rough test of the methodology and, 

perhaps, a unique way to re-examine the results of earlier studies to see if new perspectives or conclusions might be 

drawn from the information they provided. 

 

Finally, since the focus of this paper is on self-organization within organizations generally, it makes sense to end this 

review will a brief discussion of the types of choices available to those in organizations when they see the processes 

emerging.  Earlier we suggested that there are both benefits and risks associated with emergent self-organization in 

organizations, so this section reviews alternatives for those in leadership positions. 

 

1.  Model 1:  A General Description of the Process of Self-Organization 

 

As suggested above, an organization's leadership struggles to ensure that participant performance emerging on behalf of 

the organization is, overall, desirable.  To help this occur most organizations develop structures, processes, procedures 

and the like to encourage the development of desirable performance or behaviors and to support or reinforce that 

performance when they see it. 

 

On the other hand, leaders, managers, supervisors and administrators could be increasing risk exposure, exposure to 

threats and/or generally augmented vulnerabilities to other potential liabilities because undesirable behaviors or 

performance do emerge in their organizations.  So, to reduce the likelihood that undesirable behaviors will emerge from 
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within their organization, the organization's management, using their vision, mission, goals, and objectives as guides, 

create and launch identified and prescribed patterns for behavior.   

 

However, people in organizations, regardless of their training or preparation can, and do, construct their own behaviors -- 

regardless of the organization type -- and these can evolve into long term patterns and can continue to effect the 

organization.  Sometimes this happens naturally.  Complex behavior in organizations has a tendency to evolve into a 

critical state where minor disturbances induce events of all sizes.  (Bak 1996)  Still other times the emergence of behavior 

seems spontaneous.  In human social systems, evolution to a critical state that is marked by the spontaneous emergence 

of an unplanned-for behavior may be a function of "opportunity" -- the metaphorical opening of a door or window in a 

setting that allows the Self-Organization to begin. 

 

Again, what makes the fact that people, regardless of the training or instruction they received, will develop their own 

response behaviors for a situation is a problem for organizations is that these "unauthorized" behaviors can increase the 

organization's risk exposures, vulnerabilities, or susceptibility to threats.  Moreover, sometimes the only thing the 

organization's leadership has to help it monitor the divergence from plans or procedures is that emergence of unplanned 

behaviors is predictable; there are often signs or preconditions that signal the potential for the emergence of unplanned-

for behaviors. 

  

The clue(s) that unplanned behaviors may arise is linked to the observation that the emergence of these behaviors 

typically follows an identifiable set of steps or stages and that the emerging behavior is triggered by some particular 

stimulus.  The organization is out of balance or, as Bak (1987), Jensen (1998) and others have suggested, there is a 

notion that when organizations are far-from-equilibrium they can spontaneously drive themselves into a critical point, thus 

leading to spatial and temporal fluctuations of all types and sizes.  The culmination of these spatial and temporal 

fluctuations, in turn, can stimulate additional behaviors that, in turn, lead to new emergent behaviors.  "Dissipative, 

dynamic systems, become self-organized through discrete events clustered in time and space," writes Gomez et al., "into 

a critical state that is independent of initial conditions…" (522 Gomez et al.) 

 



D. Tafoya, CompCite, 1 Gwen Ln. Devon, PA UofMPaper1.doc 64 

From the leadership's vantage point some stimuli, for example an extreme event, become "slope clearing events."  These 

have a high magnitude of power or weight that overload any local control mechanisms (or good processes).  Evolution to 

a critical state or threshold occurs solely because of dynamic interactions among system components.  Management of 

the critical state is defined by the nature of the state and, importantly, the competencies of those faced with the event and 

required to "deal with" the emerging behavior.  So, critical states are defined by cognitive, physical, and psychological 

conditions and these states, associated with the emergence of behavior(s), require competencies, mediated by prior 

experiences, to understand and manage them. 

 

Consider the diagram below.  This overview of the self-organization process illustrates three key points regarding self-

organization.  First, an event or stimulus places participants in a position of making a response or taking action (avoidance 

is a response).  The decision to act is defined in part by the manifestation of a threshold that, like a metaphorical "line in 

the sand" triggers the emergence of behavior.  Finally, the capacity to push beyond the threshold may be influenced by 

several factors but the best predictor during the post-threshold period appears to be an estimation of one's capabilities.   

In the diagram the event occurs but its overall nature is overshadowed by virtually everything that follows.  This can be a 

problem in both the near and long-term if it's necessary to investigate matters associated with the event in the future.  For 

example, it's not uncommon for those engaged in a conflict to forget or lose sight of the conflict's origins as they feed off 

the things happening around them.  Or, to paraphrase an old saying, "When you're up to your neck in alligators it's hard to 

remember that the reason you came there in the first place was to drain the swamp."  

 

Since self-organization is not a point in time but a process.  Each response following the initial event adds complexity to 

the relationship between or among those involved and this complexity, in turn, can increase a participant's exposure to the 

risks, threats, and vulnerabilities.  This added, sometimes uncontrollable, complexity is one reason why organizations 

seek as much control as possible for the events they expect to emerge.  Employees get sales and customer service 

training to reduce both complications and the complexities that can arise in the management of an event.  (The 

relationship between complicated and complex systems is somewhat intuitive and important to understand.  It is nicely 

reviewed in Miller and Page, 2007, Chapter 2.) 
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Diagram Two 
Model One: 

Overview of the Self-Organization Process 
 
 
 
 
   
                                                                                                                    5.) Subsequent Activity &Events 
      S-O Level 5 
  S-O is a process   
             Progressing in       S-O Level 4                            4.) Competencies to Advance and 
  Stages            Develop Facilitate Return to Stability 
 
                                                                                             3.) Competencies, Practices, Experience 
                                      S-O Level 3                                          Shape the Response 
           
 
                                                                               2.) Threshold Breached; Behavior Emerges  
   S-O Level 2 
 
             S-O Level 1 (E)                                      1.) Event Occurs  
  
                                    
                1. Event    2. Threshold     3. Urgency Level 4. Regain Stability      5. Behavior Contributes to  
                    Occurs      Crossed           Requires Action     for the Players with     Defining Patterns and  
               Influenced by     a New Event or End    Future Responses 
                                           Competencies     Including Maintenance 
               and/or Practices     or Formation of New, 
            Distinct Organizations 
           
 
 

Combatant organizations devote hours to planning and training before a mission is launched, again to reduce or better 

manage the complications and complexities that may be associated with and/or arise once the mission is launched and 

the opponent or enemy is engaged.  Doctors, lawyers, physical therapists, and ministers receive a formal education to 

develop core competencies before they receive their certifications to practice.  These core competencies cover both the 

skills needed to manage their professional area and, theoretically, also those needed to manage the interpersonal 

dynamics related to interacting with others.  So, communication skills for doctors, lawyers, physical therapists, and 

ministers are as a significant a competency to maintain and develop as those skills related to performing an operation, 

preparing for a trial, helping an injured athlete gain mobility, or preparing a sermon.  What good are any of these 

professionals to their profession or patients, clients or parishioners if they haven't learned to listen, to speak clearly and 

with compassion, or to organize their thoughts before talking?  No one wants their doctor or priest to respond with a gasp 

or a "You did what??!" in response to a confession about how an injury occurred or what was done over the weekend.  
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Clearly, the potential for these or any professionals to be successful can be compromised or lost if they don't possess a 

full complement of skills and competencies BEFORE they engage in the situations that define their professional lives. 

  

The progression or movement outlined seems to suggest that the self-organization process moves in an orderly linear 

fashion however, this is seldom true and, again, this adds complexity to the circumstances facing those involved.  What 

started out as a.) aggressive driving, b.)  a student/teacher confrontation or, c.) a routine traffic incident can quickly 

change with an attack or the presence of a gun.  These are extreme examples of situations changing but as we've seen in 

the United States, they are not unrealistic.  So what happens to the participants when the stakes change in the 

interaction?  What competencies are needed then and how does or should an organization prepare its membership to 

deal with these extremes?   

 

After the attack on the World Trade Center some pilots wanted permission to carry guns in the cockpit.  After the tragedy 

at Virginia Tech some argued teachers should be allowed to carry guns to protect themselves and their students.  

Regardless of how we feel about these reactions what they illustrate is how the membership of organizations seeks ways 

to improve their competencies (or at least advantages) in the face of a changing world.  But, even if these requests for 

guns and training in their use were supported this still wouldn't guarantee that complex situations like those that prompted 

an interest in arming pilots and teachers wouldn't emerge again or spin into different directions once the initial event 

emerges. 

    

A third point regarding the diagram and the comments just made is that how the event is managed when the threshold is 

crossed can effect the tone and direction for the participant's reactions and the rest of the process.  Table Thirteen 

illustrates this point.  Often there are formal and informal rules to guide behavior in various situations.  "Turn taking" is an 

informal rule associated with interpersonal communications or conversations.  You say something and I respond and so 

forth.  Two drivers approach a four-way stop at the "same time" and one of those drivers is to the right of the other, that 

driver moves through the intersection first; it's an informal rule.   

 

But people don't always follow or honor informal rules.  Just like when drivers are stopped at a red light and when it turns 

green a driver across the intersection makes a quick left turn in front of the driver approaching from the opposite side of 
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the road.  This violates the rule that says the person proceeding straight through the intersection has the right of way over 

the person on the opposite side who wants to make a turn.  And, of course, we regularly see examples of people who 

violate formal rules on the highway or when they discriminate against someone because of the age, race, or sex. 

 
Table Thirteen: 

Competencies Associated with the Self-Organization of Emergent Events 
--Three Examples-- 

 

Event Emergence 
because of a 

violation of "rules" 

Threshold Crossed Competency Utilized in Managing Key 
Practices to Address Situations 

 

Driver cuts you off 
on highway 

You interpret as 
"Aggressive 
Driving" directed at 
you 

To Manage Aggressiveness: 
 
Communication Management 
Information Management 
Control Management 
Evaluation Management 
 

Teacher asks 
student to stop 
talking in class 

Teacher interprets 
student's response 
as "rude" 

To Manage Rudeness: 
 
Communication Management 
Direction Management 
Control Management 
Relationship Management 
 

Police office pulls 
driver over for 
"failing to stop at a 
stop sign" 

Driver accuses 
officer of "profiling" 

To Manage Defensiveness: 
 
Information Management 
Communication Management 
Relationship Management 
Direction Management 
 

 

 
The model also suggests that thresholds can be defined by a state, conditions, or behavior(s) perceived as inappropriate.  

Rules, personal values or biases, and assessments of the existing conditions are examples of information used to guide 

behavior.  They are referent points to be used to control or shape behavior or responses to behavior one might 

experience.  Challenging these reference points is like the proverbial gesture of "drawing a line in the sand" and daring 

someone to cross the line.   

 

The process of seeing and breaching a threshold is unique because it communicates something deep-seated about the 

participants to those involved.  For example, when a consumer is buying something and the merchant says, "If you pay 

cash I won't charge you sales tax", sets up a unique relationship opportunity for the participants.  The statement a.) tells 
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the consumer something about the merchant's value system and b.) it invites the consumer to join or collaborate with the 

merchant in behavior that is illegal.  Moreover, if the consumer agrees with the merchant's offer then both, for that 

moment, gain insights into the consumer's value system as well.  The two may never see each other again but for that 

moment they have constructed a relationship that may or may not be like any other relationship they have with others.   

 

Finally, negotiating the emergence and management of thresholds and events in general requires successful utilization of 

key competencies and practices.  Every event is a learning opportunity for those involved; they are personalized 

laboratories for participants to test what one knows against what's demanded by the situation.  What is learned and the 

amount are the unknowns.  The spectrum of events presented earlier illustrates the range of events, from routine to 

extreme that one can encounter.  The process of event management begins before the event as anticipations guided by 

preconceived notions or foresight set the stage for action.  To paraphrase Axelrod (1984) foresight, for example, may not 

be necessary to build an accurate management strategy but without foresight or its corollaries the event management 

evolutionary process can take a very long time.  (188)   

 

And time is always a key variable in the event management process.  As events mature they require participants to 

devote their time to a variety of activities and, importantly, to make sometimes continuous assessments of their 

performance vis a vis the event as well as decisions based on those assessments.  Knowing what didn't work in managing 

the event is one learning opportunity but the potentially greatest benefits come from knowing what did work in managing 

the event.   

 

Isolating what didn't work, a deficiency analysis, tells the participant what may have to be learned before another similar 

event emerges.  Knowing what worked, however, not only marks content that doesn't have to be learned it also signals 

that the participant is immediately ready to go ahead now and, should a similar event arise again, to quickly build an 

appropriate response.  In other words, the participant's "time-to-productivity" is reduced because it's not necessary to 

negotiate some learning curve as part of the event management process.  It's much like a military commander who 

separates troops into two different groups: those with battle experience and those without battle experience.  Those with 

experience can be placed on the front line, ready should an attack occur while those without experience can be placed as 

a "rear guard" position that, in turn, becomes a learning situation to improve their readiness. (Good luck!) 
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The management of events is a classic opportunity to use and assess a full range of personal and organizational 

practices.  Information management practices provide participants with data about the situation and stakeholders.  

Information practices are critical for all events.  The same is true for evaluation and knowledge management practices.  

Evaluation practices provide needed assessments regarding the progress of the event management process, the quality 

and quantity of information received.  These and other practices, when used in conjunction with the competencies and 

sense of urgency one brings to the event, are strong predictors of the success one might associate with the event 

management process outlined.  

 

The role of individual competencies was suggested as the best predictor of how those involved in managing an unfolding 

event would successfully proceed in their efforts, despite what they desired or wished would happen.  But it's important to 

recall that competency was presented as a multidimensional construct that defines not only "one's ability to do the job" but 

also one's ability to do the job in conjunction with other resources -- like people.  In Table Fourteen the events just outlined 

in Table Thirteen are presented again with special consideration for the types of competencies one might see associated 

with an event-management strategy.  This discussion table, when viewed in terms of the earlier discussion of 

competencies, is particularly interesting because it illustrates how organizational or personal practices and core 

competencies can be linked to the management of events and behaviors, whether one's own or those of others.  For 

example, in the aggressive driving incident "aggression", "communication management", "information management", and 

"control management" tactics are used in ways that appear to lead to negative conclusions.   

 

In contrast, in the "rude student" and "profiling traffic office" scenarios we see similar competencies and practices 

emerging only this time they're used in positive and negative ways by the participants.  The student and driver, for 

example, use communication to attack while the teacher and officer use the same competency to control the setting.  

Notice, too, how particular competencies can be used in combination with others to achieve a goal for the situation.  Both 

the teacher and officer use communication and control management competencies and practices together to bring order 

to their events.   
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We don't know how any of these situations turned out but one can speculate on possible results when competencies and 

practices are strong or high, moderately or poorly developed.  For example, in their recent book, How to Break a Terrorist, 

Mathew Alexander and John Bruning (2008) offer an alternative approach to strategies for interrogating terrorists that is 

based on positive, proactive use of strategies that parallel the relationship, communication, evaluation, and information 

practices and competencies presented.  The thrust of their discussion centers on ways positive use of these practices 

combined with interrogator competencies can make a terrorist more willing to participate with the interrogator.  In contrast, 

negative use of management practices can push the terrorist away from the interrogator and perhaps not produce useful 

results. 

 

 
Table Fourteen: 

Self-Organization of a Response to Emergent Events 
-- Three Examples  -- 

 
Event Emergence 
(because of a 
violation of "rules") 

Threshold Crossed Urgency Level 
Requires Action 

Regain Stability for 
the Players with the 
Construction of a 
New Event or a 
"Break Off" 

Behavior 
Contributes to 
Defining Patters 
and Future 
Responses 

Driver cuts you off 
on highway 

You interpret as 
"Aggressive 
Driving" directed at 
you 

You catch up and 
"offer a gesture" 

Non-verbal 
argument 
develops or a 
"break off" 

Both participants 
learn something 
about how to 
respond in the 
future 

Teacher asks 
student to stop 
talking in class 

Teacher interprets 
student's response 
as "rude" 

Teacher takes the 
student aside 

Teacher explains 
the problem for the 
student; sends to 
principal's office 

Both participants 
learn something 
about how to 
respond in the 
future 

Police office pulls 
driver over for 
"failing to stop at a 
stop sign" 

Driver accuses 
officer of "profiling" 

Police officer 
interprets this as a 
personal insult but 
remains focused 
on matter at hand 

Driver is issued a 
ticket and leaves 

Both participants 
learn something 
about how to 
respond in the 
future 

 
 
 
 
Several factors can affect an individual's choice of strategies and/or personal competency levels.  Strong operational 

practices can support, guide, or nurture key competencies but other factors can compromise the opportunity for self-

organization to develop and/or the individual to manage the self-organization process once it is initiated.  So just 

possessing the core competencies in the five areas outlined (i.e., Specialized or Professional, Administrative, Basic Skills, 
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Interpersonal/Team and Cultural) doesn't guarantee success.  The key is how the competencies are used in combination 

with key operational practices that are available or in place and, of course, balanced against the urgency the situation. 

 

For example, as a final illustration Tables Fifteen and Sixteen show how an examination of the make-up of one's position 

or occupation, in conjunction with competency requirements and the impact of three common conditions, an individual's 

emotional, physical, and cognitive disposition or characteristics, can reveal factors influencing and perhaps contributing to 

the development of self-organized behavior.  These positions are representative of those read about or experienced in 

modern society.  The positions examined include: 

 

 
Table Fifteen 

 
Examples of People, Positions, and Events that make up Modern Society 

 
1. A Union Organizer: This person has a mission: insists on change in the organization  
   and cooperation from co-workers.  Significant Extreme Event:  Threatened with violence. 
 
2. Suicide Bomber (at the direction of another): Has a goal, knows what to do (sometimes not why  
    or when).  Significant Extreme Event:  Possible detection by authorities. 
 
3. Assassin: Has a goal.  Knows what to do and how.  Usually trained.  Significant Extreme Event:  
    Detection by authorities. 
 
4. Expert Cross-cultural communicator tourist has a vision of "how to behave" in cross-cultural 
    interactions.  Significant Extreme Event:  Hostage taking terrorist event. 
 
5. Evangelical Crusader: Emotional attachment, proselytizer, "lives the mission".  Sample Extreme Event:  
    Hostile attack by competing group. 
 
6. A Racist.  Knows what not to like.  Knows how to "communicate" feelings or sentiments.  Sample  
    Extreme Event: Possible discovery by authorities. 
 
7. Shop owner.  Knows products and services, the market, the customer.  Sample Extreme Event:  
    Armed robbery. 
 
8. Brain Surgeon.  Completes often long, complicated operations in a very complicated body area.  
Sample 
    Extreme Event: Patient suffers heart attack during operation. 
 
9. Professional Basketball Player.  Competes against the best opponents.  Long season, many games.    
    Sample Extreme Event: Player is attacked by fan of opposing team. 
 
10. Jet Airline Pilot.  Manages take-offs and landings. Significant responsibilities for passengers, crew, 
and equipment.  Sample Extreme Event:  Crash landing 
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Next, as the information in Table Sixteen illustrates when an individual's occupation is examined in terms of ways they can 

be shaped by the disposition or general cognitive, emotional, or physical skills required to perform the job one gets yet 

another view of potential causes of self-organization within particular settings.  The tasks required of a "suicide bomber", 

for example, don't require much in the way of cognitive disposition or capabilities but completing the task of carrying and 

detonating a bomb can require a strong emotional make-up or at least a certain amount of resolve and courage.    

 

 

Table Sixteen 
 

Comparison of Different Positions Given the Cognitive, Emotional, or Physical  

Character or Disposition Requirements for Successful Performance across a Range of Events 

 

 Cognitive Skills or 

Disposition Required. (The 

intellectual or mental 
capacity required to act or 
successfully perform). 

Emotional Skills or 
Disposition Required.  

(The feelings,   sentiments, 
or general emotional make-
up required to perform). 

Physical Skills or 
Disposition Required.  

(The strength, stamina, or 
physical capacity to act). 

 
Very High Core 
Competency 
Requirement 
Levels 

 
8. Brain Surgeon 
 
10. Jet Airline Pilot 

 
2. Suicide bomber 
 
10. Jet Airline Pilot 
 

 
9. Professional Basketball 

 
High Core 
Competency  
Requirement 
Levels 

 
4. CC communicator 
 
5. Evangelical 
 
 

 
1. Union Organizer 
 
6. Racist 
 
8. Brain Surgeon 
 
9. Professional Basketball 

 
8. Brain Surgeon 
 
10. Jet Airline Pilot 

 
Moderate Core 
Competency 
Requirement 
Levels 

 
1. Union Organizer 
 
3. Assassin 
 
7. Store Owner 
 
9. Professional Basketball 

 
4. CC communicator 
 
5. Evangelical 

 
1. Union Organizer 
 
3. Assassin 
 
 
 

 
Low Core 
Requirement 
Competency  
Levels 

 
2. Suicide bomber 
 
6. Racist 

 
3. Assassin 
 
 
7. Store Owner 

4. CC communicator 
 
5. Evangelical  
 
6. Racist 
 
7. Store Owner 
 
2. Suicide bomber 

 
The least taxing of the positions outlined appears to be the "evangelical" crusader.  On the other hand, successful cross 

cultural communication may require a strong cognitive disposition and the brain surgeon requires high core competencies 
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levels across the board (professional, basic skills, team, etc.) and an overall strong cognitive, emotional, and physical 

profile.   

 

Table Seventeen presents yet another view of potential products, outcomes, and impacts associated with spontaneous, 

self-organized behavior.  In Table Seventeen the ten positions presented in Tables Fifteen and Sixteen are listed again 

but in this case, rather than behavior resulting from directed planning, behaviors that might emerge as a result of self-

organization are presented.  The list of "representative self-organization acts" in the table is interesting but what is most 

likely to stand out is that this list contains only the most obvious effects associated with each position.  What would be 

most interesting is if the lists of potential spontaneous, self-organized acts for each position contained 3 or 4 examples.  

Then it would be possible to see a range of potential effects associated with unplanned self-organizations.  This might be 

more dramatic. 

 
 

 
Table Seventeen 

What Spontaneous Self-Organization Opportunities Might Look Like  
for Select "Occupations" 

 

THE POSITION REPRESENTATIVE 
SELF-ORGANIZATION ACTS 

A Union Organizer  Tries to get workers to "walk out" before being 
represented 

Suicide Bomber Pre-mature detonation (Not according to plan) 
Deciding not to detonate 

Assassin Deciding not to shoot the target 
 

Cross-cultural Communicator Tourist Intervenes in a cross-cultural dispute. 
Volunteers tour information. 

Evangelical Offers personal interpretation of the bible. 
Speaks on behalf of the church without 
permission. 

Racist Creates racists act without direction 

Basketball player Takes a risky, perhaps low probability shot at a 
critical point in a key game. 

Brain Surgeon Attempts an unorthodox surgical procedure 

Jet Airline Pilot Decides to "bring the plane in" after being told 
not to do it now. 

Shop Owner Resists a robbery attempt 
 

 
 
When Model One, presented above is examined in light of the information in these tables one sees that the self-

organization process is a process defined by attempts to maintain an acceptable level of balance or equilibrium as time 
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passes and events unfold.  Urgency is balanced against new developments and both are influenced by the range of 

competencies one brings to the situation.  And then, as if to really spice things up, the setting's physical, emotional, and 

psychological demands permeate the process in a purely stochastic manner.   

 
 
1. Model 2:  Details from Emergence through Self-Organization: A Detailed Examination 
 
 
 
Because complexity theory and the emergence and self-organization processes have been examined in so many different 

fields there a variety of models available as guides for researcher is interested in constructing their own.  (These are 

detailed elsewhere.  Tafoya, in development).  Each new examination of complexity, however, can produce a new model 

and, in that regard, the remainder of this paper offers two models and interpretations of the emergence and self-

organization processes in organizations.  These are surface level observations.  These models are offered to accomplish 

several things:  to document elements of the complexity process we believe to be true, to illustrate differences between 

what is believed to be true and possible, to lay the foundation for future studies (underway) that mathematically describe 

the phenomena discussed, to link theoretical dimensions of complexity theory to tangentially related theories (underway 

and described below in the conclusion), and, to generally advance current understanding of complexity theory, per se.   

 

Camazine et al. (2001) describe emergence as is "the process by which a system of interacting subunits acquires 

qualitatively new properties that cannot be understood as the simple addition of their individual contributions."  (Camazine 

et al, 31)  We include in our understanding and examination of the process that "qualitatively new properties" can include 

people, processes, materials on one hand and changes to the physical, emotional, and cognitive states of both people 

and the environment/organization in general.  

 

The models and a sketch of their content follow below.  Self-organization may be stimulated by the organization's 

leadership or a naturally occurring process, self-defined, and directed.  These models reflect the latter.  Three broad 

states define the Self-Organization Process:  A Pre-emergent, Emergent, and Post-Emergent State.  Because self-

organization is defined as a dynamic process it is not possible to identify a defined beginning or end (in fact they may not 

exist). 
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The Self-Organization Process in Organizations 
 
A.  Self-Organization to Pre-Emergence--A questions of layering 

 
A.  Self-Organization to Pre-Emergence:  Seeds of Dissonance  
 
 
Conditions Emerge           Intensity of Conditions            Clarity of Conditions/Parameters        Threshold Distinct Change is Evident  
 
            
                 Foundation of Conditions           Source of Conditions              Act or Wait Decision           Threshold Crossed  
 
                                                                          Mobilize Resources            Quasi-Emergence                                          Emergence 
 
There is a tendency throughout the process to focus on the "now".  It is always prudent to think ahead.  Perhaps the ratio could be 80:20. 
 
 
 

B. Emergence to Self-Organization (Macro Level) 
 
1.  Routine, steady state:  Business as usual 
 
  V          SS  RE  Results                    On-going, typical activity 
Vision             Steady State     Events  Productivity, Quality, Service, "Profitability," Routine Risks Managed" 
                       SS Behaviors     Routines    
 

1.V 

Vision (G,O)­ 
­ 2.SS 

Stead State (SS) 
SS Behaviors 

­ 3.RE 
Routine Events 

­ 4.Results ­ 5. On-going 
Typical activity 

      Productivity, Quality, Service, "Profitability," 
Routine Risks Managed 

Do they exist? 
What are they? 
Are they 
communicated? 

 Basic Planning 
Behaviors 
Task behaviors 

 e.g., 
Transactions, 
Meeting Mgmt 
Problem Solving 

  
Product, 
Outcome, Impact 
(POI) 

  
POI 

 
 
This is the organization in a steady state.  The system is in equilibrium.  This doesn't mean things are good, just that nothing has happened. 
Most activity is designed to effect Performance (Pe) with the assumption that Risk (Ri), Threats (Th) and Vulnerabilities (Vu) are checked. 
Look for Results: Products, Outcomes, Impacts (POI) 
 
===================== 
 
1a. Emergence as an Unanticipated/Unexpected Phenomenon (Events):     
 
  V(PeRiVuRe)              SS(PeRiVuRe)              O(PeRiVuRe)             Ev(RIVu)           DO(PeRe)              ET(RiVu) 
Vision (M/G/O/Beh)       Steady State                 Operation                   Event             Disrupt Operations     Environmental Tension 
 
                      Conditions and Low Level Activity for Pre-Em-1 (Specifics vary by type of Emergence) 
 

1.V 
Vision 
(MGOBehaviors) 

­ 2.SS 
Steady State 

­ 3.O 
Operation 

­ 4.EV 
Event 

­ 5.OD 
Disruption of 
Operations 

­ 6.ET 
Environmental 
Tension 

­ 

  Conditions and Low Level Activity for Pre-Em-1 (Specifics vary by type of Emergence)    

PeRiVuRe 
Do they exist? 
What are they? 
Are they 
communicated? 

 (PeRiVuRe) 
No Events 

 O(PeRiVuRe) 
Business as 
Usual 

 (RiVu) 
Event 
characteristics 
are evident 

 (PeRe) 
Evidence of 
Disruptions 
Appear 

 (RiVu) 
Tension 
Assessment 

 

 
The Vision, Mission, Goals, Objectives and Behaviors may be defined but it's not clear they are communicated. 
Potential for Performance (Pe) issues and Increased Risk (Ri), Vulnerabilities (Vu) Threats (Th) to effect Results (Re)  
An Event Occurs at point 4 
A disruption to operations occurs at point 5.and becomes obvious 
Environmental Tensions increase 
 
======================== 
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1b. Operating Environment is Stressed 
 
AltdS(PeRiThVu)            CS(RiThVu)                ET(RiThVu)         CT(RiThVuPe)             A(RePe) 
Altered state                Critical state             Envir Tensions       Critical Tension          Adaptation 
                 (RESOLUTION STRATEGIES REQUIRED -- Based on CetiComp + Urgency) 
 Critical Conditions and Proactive Activity Pre-Em-2 (Specifics  vary by type of Emergence) 
 

7.AltdS 
Altered state 

­ 8.CS 
Critical State 

­ 9.ET 
Environmental 
Tensions 

­ 10.CT 
Critical Tension 

­ 11.A or E  
Adaptation or 
Escalation 
 

­ 

(RESOLUTION STRATEGIES REQUIRED -- CetiComp + Urgency) 
 Critical Conditions and Proactive Activity Pre-Em-2 (Specifics  vary by type of Emergence) 

PeRiVu 
M:ExPd vs Obs 

 (RiVu) 
M: CS 
Assessment 
 

 (RiVu) 
M: Tension 
Measurements 
 

 (RIVuPe) 
M: CT 
Assessment 
 

 (RePe) 
M: A or E  
Signs 
 

 

 
The organization shifts into an altered state.  People and processes around the event are effected; Perhaps other stakeholders 
Emphasis on the use of Operational Practices changes.  Some like Control, Evaluation, Information, and Communication are stressed. 
Sense of Urgency, which should be used in a proactive manner is used in a reactive manner. This can require different competencies. 
Different competencies may be required overall. 
Dramatic shift in the use and valences of "instrumental variables": Power, authority, influence, cooperation, problem solving, innovation   
 
======================== 
 

1c.  Solution State where Resolution Strategies are engaged and may or may not succeed 
 
TC(RiVu)                  SofU                        Em.                           S-O 
Threshold Created   Urgency State          EMERGENCE 
 
    Emergence sets the Stage for formation of Separate Org                 S.O. Activity                  Self-Organization 
 

12.TC  
Threshold 
Created 

­ 13.SoU 
Urgency State 

­ 14.EM 
Emergence 

­ 15.S-O 
Self-Org. Activity 

­ 

Threshold Created   Urgency State          EMERGENCE 
(IF RESOLUTION STRATEGIES ARE NOT ENGAGED OR FAIL) 
                   Emergence sets the Stage for formation of Separate Org, S.O. Activity & Self-Organization 

RiVu 
M: 

 RiVu 
M: 

 RiVu 
M: 

 RiVu 
M: 

 

 
Sense of Urgency transforms to State of Urgency 
Self-organizing activities gives a sense of competitiveness to adversarial tension, depending on conditions 
Operational practices and competencies drawn on again as a potentially new Vision and Mission may become evident 
Division between "what is" vs "what should be" is evident 
Size of the event is not the issue 

 
======================== 

 
C.  Changed or New Organization 

 
16.ES 
Ecological  
Succession 

­ 17.SoU 
Urgency State 

­ 18.EM 
New org 
Emerges w/ New 
V,M 

­ 19.S-O 
Self-Org. Activity 
with New G,O 

­ 

Threshold Created   Urgency State          EMERGENCE 
(IF RESOLUTION STRATEGIES ARE NOT ENGAGED OR FAIL) 
                   Emergence sets the Stage for formation of Separate Org, S.O. Activity & Self-Organization 

RiVu 
M: 

 RiVu 
M: 

 RiVu 
M: 

 RiVu 
M: 

 

 
Very interesting period as the "new" organization seeks to learn what it is, how it should function, who are its stakeholders (and aren't) etc. 
How does the "new" do what needs to be done? Copy from the past, create learning alliances? 
Inventions begin.  New vision, mission, goals, etc. New Structure (CETI), New Operational Practices.  Competencies defined 

New opportunities for emergence and self-organization: it's a fertile field
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Conclusion:  Open Issues and New Directions 
 
 
 
1.  An Autonomous Agent, An Autonomous Organization, An Autonomous Event 
 
Stuart Kauffman, one of the early and prolific writers on complexity theory began his book, Investigations, with a quote 

from Immanuel Kant which summarizes the spirit of the human self-organization process.  For Kant an "organized being is 

then not a mere machine, for that has merely moving power, but it possesses in itself formative power of a self-

propagating kind which it communicates . . . ."  Later, Kauffman builds off this notion and introduces his concept of an 

autonomous agent:   

 
"I have tentatively defined an autonomous agent as a self-reproducing system that carriers out at least one work cycle...."  
"A next step is to realize that only well-known autonomous agents, ..., do actually carry out linked processes in which 
spontaneous and non-spontaneous processes are coupled to build constraints on the release of energy. The energy, 
once released, constitutes work that propagates to carry out more work, building more constraints on the release of 
energy, which when released constitutes work that propagates further.  (101 Kauffman) 
 
The centerpiece in this paper has been the individual in the context of organizations but that more by default than desire.  

People have such an obvious role in the self-organization process that it is relatively easy to observe them in the act of 

self-organization. Indeed, it is intriguing and interesting to look at the individual as the source of the process but what 

about the results of these self-organizing efforts?  What can we say about good and poor results of the process?  And, 

importantly, if our orientation to results is accepted, what can we say about the finer distinctions of a result in terms of their 

products, outcomes and impact.  From and organization's perspective the products, outcomes and impact of behavior are 

most meaningful. 

 

Finally, is the autonomous agent capable of producing only one type of self-organization process or, are there different 

types, for example, formal and informal?  What about the quality of processes created?  Are some autonomous agents 

better at self-organization or more inclined to self-organization processes than others?  Are there cultural or, as suggested 

earlier, possible competency requirements that can be associated with the agent's efforts? 

 
 
2.  A New Take on the Genesis of Behavior 
 
What is the genesis of human self-organized processes?  How does self-organized behavior materialize and what is its 

source?  Some psychologists suggest all behavior begins in response to a need, as need-fulfillment, but is that an 
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established link that holds for self-organizations or is more information needed?  An observation by Miller and Page 

(2007) illustrates the concern of some researchers.  They write that much of "the focus of complex systems is on how 

systems of interacting agenda can lead to emergent phenomena.  Unfortunately, emergence is one of those complex 

system ideas that exists in a well-trodden, but relative untracked, bog of discussion.  The usual notion put forth underlying 

emergence is that individual, localized behavior aggregates into global behavior that is, in some sense, disconnected from 

its origins.  Such a disconnection implies that, within limits, the details of the local behavior do not matter to the aggregate 

outcome."  (44 Miller and Page) 

 

 

Several things become clear about the self-organization process when it is examined in an organizational context.  First, 

context is important.  A well-defined organization can constrain or enable self-organizations from beginning and, 

importantly, the context also may, directly or indirectly, influence the nature and type of self-organization that may occur.  

Perhaps its time to move beyond descriptive studies that to identify things like "those low-level routines [from which] 

shape emerges" (Johnson, p. 19) and ferret out why the gel of self-organization sets.  Events, for example, play a role but 

if we know events (things) happen why are some so catastrophic?  Why do people make conscious decisions to self-

organize to do wrong, to be evil, to be ill-prepared, or do good?  Research in self-organization may be able to help turn 

these types of philosophical questions into tangible factors that open doors for a new approach to understanding behavior.  

Axelrod's (1980) treatment of cooperation, Krugman's (1996) look into economics or Rapoport's early, Fights, Games and 

Debates (1970) are easy stones in the pond.  Each offers a level of precision and thought that are easy to accept as they 

are or, more importantly, as a means to build future studies about the nature and foundation of self-organization within a 

larger, societal context. 

 
 
3.  Is Self-Organization Predictable? 
 
Well here's a hot topic.  Predict a dynamic process?  One obvious thing we want to explain is why self-organization occurs 

or does not occur when the proper criteria are in place.  Is self-organization a foregone conclusion if the criteria are in 

place or does something else have to act as a catalyst for self-organization to occur?  If the criteria are in place does the 

individual also need certain competencies to proceed?  Are certain environmental conditions necessary for emergence 
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and self-organization?  In short, what role does the system within which the behavior emerges play in the self-organization 

process? 

 

There are at least two contributions prediction can make toward our understanding of complexity theory generally and the 

self-organization process specifically.  The first is linked to a need to reduce possible negative effects associated with 

poor planning or preparations.  Prediction also serves a purpose of taking the mystery or magic out of the emergence of 

phenomena around us.  This mystery is appealing to a certain extent for as Miller and Page (2007) point out "(p)art of the 

innate appeal of emergence is the surprise it engenders on the part of the observer.  Many of our most profound 

experiences of emergence come from those systems in which the local behavior seems so entirely disconnected from the 

resulting aggregate as to have arisen by magic...." (Miller and Page, 45)   But there are costs with only seeing something 

emerge and not knowing what is likely to happen next.  For example, Krugman suggests that the "initially disordered 

structure organizes itself, because a disordered structure is unstable when subject to random shocks."  (Krugman, 1996, 

p. 47) In other words, prediction helps reduce ambiguities associated with the unknown.   

 

Predicting self-organization processes are possible if one addresses the process from different directions.  For example, 

Holland (1998) uses the "transition function" to predict change in a model from one point in time to another (47-49).  The 

role of transitions was noted in the models presented above because as Johnson has noted they mark the move "from 

one discrete state to another," and, importantly, they signal that these moves are "not gradual but sudden as though a 

switch were thrown."  (63-64 Johnson) 

 

But what may be most interesting about attempts to utilize predictive tools in studies of complexity, emergence, and self-

organization is the range of opportunities possible beyond those noted.  For example, there appears to be a greater 

likelihood of self-organized behavior occurring in poorly rather than well-structured organizations.  Indeed, given the 

typology presented (Community, Enterprise, Team/Group or Individual Contributor) self-organization may be germane to 

some organizations simply because of their purpose or the way in which they are designed.   So, self-organization may be 

more likely to occur in some organizations and, if one understands the organization's role in defining the results of 

activities or efforts, its also likely one may be able to predict the products, outcomes and impacts of those results. 
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4.  What is Success? 
 
What is a successful self-organization?  Is there a way to judge that one self-organization is better than another?  Does it 

matter?  In biology if we are studying the development of say, an appendage like a finger, a typical example of self-

organization, what do we conclude if the final product is defective?  Is that merely self-organization with a poor end-result?  

 

As we noted earlier, Krugman concluded that self-organization "is something we observe and try to understand, not 

necessarily something we want." (Krugman, p. 6)  This notion is especially true for those instances when self-organization 

yields undesirable results like those described earlier.  However, sometimes organizations try to stifle self-organized 

events that the organization's leadership sees as unwanted but, on a different stage, these same events might be 

desirable or even encouraged. 

 

Whistle blowing, creativity, defiance of "unjust" laws, and sometimes even change itself are general examples.  Are these 

examples of successful self-organizations or deviant behavior?  Pushing our understanding of self-organization and 

complexity theory within different contexts helps clarify our definitions of success and, importantly, those instances of 

behavior which could be accepted and encouraged without necessarily having a pejorative term like "success" attached to 

them. 

 

The question of success is open for all studies of self-organization regardless of the context.  What, for example, can 

complexity theory tell us about the genesis of disease, the collapse of the banking or automobile industry or a competitive   

engagement between two teams or adversaries like a terrorist or criminal organization and the police?  In the context of 

success even evil can be done well.  In fact, viewing adversarial relationships from complexity theory's objective 

perspective may provide helpful clues to nagging problems facing people and society today. 

 

Our studies ask questions like "why does a driver choose to be aggressive?" or "what goes through the mind of the 

suicide bomber before and at the time the trigger is pulled?"  As potentially tragic as these self-organized events can be, 

they are successes for those some of those involved.  In light of the previous section can they be predicted and, in turn, 

the level of "success" limited or prevented?   
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Finally, since self-organization may be interpreted as an on-going measure of every part of every activity what can 

complexity theory contribute to our understanding of what the profile of successful systems, like organizations, could look 

like?  For example, which practices are critical to organization and should practices be conceptualized in different ways?  

Are there core practices and other supplemental practices, perhaps for use in critical emergent situations?   

 

Should the definition and interpretation of an organization life cycle be amended to include periods of wanted and 

unwanted self-organizations or the role and impact of ecological succession?  It is quite possible that the concept of an 

organization's life cycle is an anachronism -- after all the term's use is usually after the fact, to provide a descriptive tale 

about "what happened."   

 

5.  Are there Boundaries to Self-Organization or is the Depth of the Process Yet to be Plumbed? 

Axelrod's (1980) book, The Evolution of Cooperation is a perfect place to start this last segment of the paper.  His study of 

self-organization via cooperation is both a solid example of research in the field and an illustration of how good research 

can open the door for research in other areas.  For example, what if we take Axelrod's treatment of cooperation as a 

process and recast it instead as the rubric for, say, the phenomenon of cooperation.  Now we can explore issues like the 

role of cooperation in the self-organization of communication environments or for building trust.   

 

What does cooperation contribute to the self-organization around relationship building and, then, in concepts like self-

disclosure as an element of relationships?  For example, our early studies on self-disclosure helped identify categories of 

secrets and their risk level but we could only speculate on what effects self-disclosure, a self-organized phenomenon, 

might have on relationships.  Yalom (1975?) for example, reported the "stranger on the bus" phenomenon, as a device 

people would use to disclose their inner most secrets to pure strangers.  It was a device used to reduce the stresses an 

individual might carry because of the riskiness (e.g., rejection) associated with telling the secret to another, say a friend or 

associate.  But self-disclosure is part of a healthy relationship and, too, a good illustration of self-organized response to a 

situation, so how might self-disclosures be effectively handled given what we know about both processes? 

 

There's been a lot of controversy regarding the treatment of prisoners vis a vis the self-disclosure of information so is it 

possible that our understanding of complexity theory might better enable those in a position expected to secure this type 
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of information to get it without the use of force or deception.   Can complexity theory contribute to efforts aimed at making 

people more humane towards one another?   

 

Finally, what can be gained from applying complexity theory to our understanding of power, authority, and influence on 

one hand and conflict, problem solving and innovation on the other.  We report on one effort to stimulate innovation in an 

organization by creating the conditions and an environment in which innovation could develop and, hopefully, thrive and 

then let the organization's leadership back away from the skunkworks environment and let it proceed on its own.  Others 

have experimented with transfers of power to different areas of an organization so that power and authority are excised at 

centers where an activity is grounded but also with those responsible for the activities or work being performed.  These 

examples meet the criteria defined earlier for self-organization only they're operationalized within an organization and 

enabled by the organization's leadership so that can emerge and function on their own.  

 

However, illustrations like these last two often happen by accident and not by design because of something someone 

learned about complexity theory from recently published research.  The times are right for theorists to push our 

understanding of what these processes are and how they might be used in organizations to management events or 

operations.  Otherwise another theory will sit on a shelf and another set of opportunities may be lost. 
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