Adaptive Action:
Landscape Diagram
by Royce Holladay
Sometimes in your work you find yourself in situations you know need to change, but you just cannot find the path. The
“old” rules or tricks that used to work just don’t seem to be effective anymore. The system you are in simply is not
behaving or responding in the ways you have come to expect. Sometimes the system just seems out of control.
•
•
•
•
•

Meetings have gone awry--unpredictable questions, too much data, or too many opinions for real discussion.
Your customer base is bringing new expectations that threaten the responsiveness of current service policies.
New ideas and opportunities emerge so quickly you don’t have time to explore them to make good decisions.
Employees’ needs and skills are so diverse, they stretch the capacity of your organization to support your staff.
Your industry is undergoing turbulent change as technologies change the foundations of your system.

Sometimes the system seems stuck, unable to move.
•
•
•
•
•

You know you should be more responsive, but your policies and procedures hold you stuck in the past.
You recognize changes require re-tooling, yet you question employees’ abilities to make such radical changes.
Your board wants to “hold the line” and monitor performance against time-honored expectations of the past.
Traditional approaches to problem solving no longer bring about the changes you need across the organization.
You know you need to support innovation and new thinking, but you just can’t seem to get people to go there.

Each of these challenges results from a miss-match between the constraints that exist in a system and the degree of
constraint that is necessary for finding the best fit in the environment. Constraint is the degree to which a system is
limited or restricted by its own internal agreements and expectations, policies and procedures, or traditions and culture.
Some systems are under-constrained, and seem to be trying to deal with too much too quickly in too many places.
Systems in this condition often seem out of control and on the verge of crashing. On the other hand, sometimes the
same system can be over-constrained, limited in its ability to respond and unable to deal with the speed, diversity, and
sheer volume of demands that come along. Systems can then seem to be too controlled, too staid to change or respond.
In any system some activities need to be constrained and controlled—fiscal issues, manufacturing, legal compliance are
all areas where high levels of constraint are necessary. At the same time, any system has activities that require less
constraint to allow for diverse and creative responses to challenges—research and development, human resources and
customer service are areas where less restraint generally brings better outcomes. The key is to know what is too much
constraint and what is too little constraint for the system to function well, then to be able to influence the constraints to
improve performance.
In HSD we use a model to help us picture the dimensions of constraint in a system and then, as a method, it helps us
take informed action to shift constraints to move toward fitness. We call it the Landscape Diagram, and we borrowed
the original idea from Ralph Stacy and others who have looked at complex dynamics.
The model uses two axes to represent critical dimensions of interaction, (see the attached figure).
•

•

The “X” or horizontal axis represents certainty in the system, and describes a continuum from “Close to”
certainty (high degree of certainty), to “Far from” certainty (little or no certainty) among the agents in a system.
“Close to certainty” means agents are more able to predict the impact of a decision or action or more clearly
describe what is happening. Some examples of constraints that bring high levels of certainty include close
coupling, strong enforcement of multiple maximum specifications, limited diversity, small spaces or time
boxes.
The “Y” or vertical axis represents agreement in the system, describing a continuum from “Close to”
agreement (strong agreement) to “Far from” agreement (little or no agreement). When agents are “Close to
agreement,” they see things in similar ways or they respond in similar ways across the system. Some examples
of constraints that bring high levels of agreement in a system include commitment to a shared goal, fear of
punishment or retribution for disagreement, homogeneity, clearly stated expectations, high levels of similarity.
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Activities and interactions in any system can be assigned to one of three zones, based on the level of constraint, relative
to either or both dimensions.
1.
2.
3.

Stable Zone – Close to Agreement and Close to Certainty – This zone is governed by procedure, rules, and
policies. It is highly predictable and constrained.
Emergent Zone – Further from Agreement and Certainty – This zone is governed by simple rules. It is the
area of learning, relationships, creativity, and innovation.
Unstable Zone – Far from Agreement and Certainty – This zone is characterized by unconnected events
have no meaning in the system. It is an area of random activity, unpredictability, and surprise.

System-wide constraints create those zones and enable the system’s movement between the zones. In today’s
environment, organizations must respond to changes in the industry and increasing diversity among clients and
customers. That requires fewer constraints in parts of the system that explore the environment and listen to the needs of
clients and customers. That research activity is graphed in the Unorganized Zone of the Landscape Diagram. Once new
trends are identified, the system has to develop new ways to respond, so it begins to constrain responses and decisions
as new patterns of service or production emerge in the Self-Organizing Zone. At some point, the new patterns have to
be codified to ensure they can be replicated in reliable ways, calling for maximum specifications, regulations, and
procedures, which characterize the Organized Zone.
The major challenge in the system is to ensure a match between the constraint that exists and the constraint that allows
or enables the system to respond most effectively to its current environment and objectives. While laws and regulations
constrain much of employee management, individual supervisory relationships have to be constrained less to allow for
individual growth and performance feedback. When people are given freedom to share in decision making, they must
also understand what constraints attend those responsibilities—what regulations govern the decision, what
accountabilities are affected, what expectations exist for outcomes.
In HSD we use the Landscape Diagram to inform all three stages of the Adaptive Action decision-making cycle.
•

•

•

What? What is our current location on the Landscape and where do we want to be?
o What do we want to do?
o Where would we map this current situation on the Landscape Diagram? according to Certainty?
According to Agreement?
o What constraints shape our current functioning?
o What evidence do we have that this helping or hindering our success?
o What options will allow more effective constraints?
So what? So what does that mean we might do to shift our location on the Landscape?
o So what do we need in terms of Certainty and Agreement to meet this new challenge?
o So what constraints will help us get where we want to be?
o So what will the new constraints require?
o So what will changing the constraints cause in other parts of the system?
o So what do we do to shift the constraints? What actions will we take?
Now what? Now what constraints will help us find greater fitness in our Landscape?
o Now what do we see emerging as a result of the action we took?
o What constraints now exist and what are their impacts?
o Now what do we see that tells us this moving us in the right direction?
o Now what do we need to do to continue seeking fitness?

We use the Landscape Diagram as both a model to help us see our systems and as a method that informs our actions as
we influence the patterns in our systems. It helps us see the ways in which our own actions and decisions create
constraints to shape patterns at all levels in the systems where we live, work, and play.
Come join us in this journey to understand the landscapes of personal and professional systems. For more about using
Adaptive Action and other HSD-based models and methods to understand the constraints in your life, visit the HSD
Institute at wiki.hsdinstitute.org. And, remember to stay in touch!
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•

•

•

What? What is our current location on the Landscape and where do we want to be?
o What do we want to do?
o Where would we map this current situation on the Landscape Diagram? according to Certainty?
According to Agreement?
o What constraints shape our current functioning?
o What evidence do we have that this helping or hindering our success?
o What options will allow more effective constraints?
So what? So what does that mean we have to do to shift our location on the Landscape?
o So what do we need in terms of Certainty and Agreement to meet this new challenge?
o So what constraints will help us get where we want to be?
o So what will the new constraints require?
o So what will changing the constraints cause in other parts of the system?
o So what do we do to shift the constraints? What actions will we take?
Now what? Now what constraints will help us find greater fitness in our Landscape?
o Now what do we see emerging as a result of the action we took?
o What constraints now exist and what are their impacts?
o Now what do we see that tells us this moving us in the right direction?
o Now what do we need to do to continue seeking fitness?

CTW: Adaptive Action: Landscape Diagram

3

©2012.HSD Institute. Use with permission.
www.HSDInstitute.org

