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POWER AND SOCIETY: SAMPLE


This is a sample of the content from the Tetradian Power and Society anthology.


This anthology from the Tetradian weblog tackles the issues around power and responsibility - or lack of them - and how these affect not just our architectures and organisations but society as a whole.


This sample contains around one-tenth of the content from the full anthology. The complete book includes about 40 posts and 50 images from the weblog. These posts are split into four groups:



  	
Power and Society: Responsibilities and Rights - assesses the relationships between rights and responsibilities, and how concepts of power underpin both.

  	
Power and Society: Architecture and Responsibility - reviews how issues around power and responsibility can impact on the requirements and concerns for our architectures.

  	
Power and Society: Irresponsibility - outlines the challenges that arise when individuals, organisations, industries or entire societies align around a systematic and often intentional irresponsibility.

  	
Power and Society: Power and the Person - explores how power-issues affect the individual, particularly in the context of work

  	
    

  




For further information on enterprise-architectures and more, visit the Tetradian weblog at weblog.tetradian.com. The weblog currently includes some 1400 posts and more than a thousand images, and is at present the world’s primary source on whole-enterprise architecture - methods, principles and practices for architectures that extend beyond IT to the whole enterprise.


For more ebooks and anthologies on enterprise-architecture and more, visit the Tetradian website on Leanpub at leanpub.com/u/tetradian. (Each anthology contains around 30-40 posts from the weblog.)


Some books are also available in print format, from all regular book-retailers. For more details, see the ‘Books’ section on the main Tetradian website at tetradian.com/books/.


Unless otherwise stated, all text, images and other materials in this anthology are Copyright © Tom Graves / Tetradian 2006-2022..








Power, people and enterprise-architecture


We really can’t explore the theme of people in enterprise-architecture without addressing the theme – and problem – of power.


In principle, power should be straightforward. The physics definition – roughly speaking – is that power is the ability to do work. Wherever there’s work to be done – in whatever form that that ‘work’ might take – there’s a need for the power to do that work. Should be simple enough to identify and model that within an enterprise-architecture, surely?


Unfortunately, no, it’s not that simple – because most social definitions of ‘power’ tend to be closer to ‘the ability to avoid work’. Therein lie lots of, uh, interesting problems for enterprise-architecture…


Hence power is something that we really do need to address in enterprise-architecture – even in an IT-centric architecture, let alone one which covers a true whole-of-enterprise scope. Read on?


To say that questions of power are hugely political is perhaps the understatement of the century… so I’ll take some care here to use definitions and descriptions that are strictly generic. (So generic, in fact, that you should also be able to use them to assess relationships between machines, between IT-systems, and between ‘systems’ in any abstract or concrete sense. More on that later.)


For the architecture, the core requirement is to distinguish between power-relations that are functional (aligning to the physics definition of ‘ability to do work’) versus those that are usually dysfunctional (aligning to that social definition of ‘ability to avoid work’), and then develop an understanding about what – if anything – to do about the latter.


Before we do that, we need some clarity on what we mean by ‘work’. Again following a physics definition, we could say that work is the rate at which energy is expended – and in the human context, usually energy expended towards some desired end. But again in a human context, there are many forms of energy, and hence many kinds of work. Digging a ditch is work; so is solving a technical problem; so is building a working-relationship with others; and so is reclaiming hope from despair, finding the energy to carry on after apparent failure. Different forms of energy are required to do those different types of work – physical, mental, relational or emotional, aspirational or ‘spiritual’ (the latter being defined as related to “a sense of meaning and purpose, a sense of self and of relationship with that which is greater than self” – which applies in the business-context just as much as in anywhere else). Machines are great at doing physical work; IT-systems can be configured to do some kinds of mental work; but only living-creatures (usually humans, in this case!) seem to have the ability to do the other forms as well.


People are great at transforming between energies – converting excitement and motivation into physical work, for example, or gaining aspirational satisfaction from resolving a technical challenge. But they’re also great at avoiding the work – and that’s where the problem really lies.


The SEMPER metric for ‘ability to do work’ uses a simple five-step scale:



  	5: Wholeness-responsibility: ‘command’ relinquished – individual actively committed to organisation and enterprise

  	4: Adaptation: ‘control’ relinquished – organisation enables and support individual difference

  	3: ‘Best practice’: best that can be achieved with a ‘command and control’ organisational model

  	2: Passive dysfunction: silo mentality – locally efficient but globally ineffective

  	1: Active dysfunction: destructive, ultimately often fatal to the organisation




In general, machines will only be able to reach a level-3 on this scale, whilst some ‘autonomous’ IT-systems will reach to a level-4. Only real-people will be able to achieve a level-5, because it requires personal commitment and personal responsibility; but likewise only real-people will fall to a level-2 or level-1, which are the outcomes of an explicit absence or rejection of personal responsibility…


Level-1, ‘Active Dysfunction’, or ‘power-over’, can be summarised as any attempt, in any form, to prop Self up by putting Other down. (That’s the ‘win/lose’ version: there’s also a less-common ‘lose/win’ version, ‘propping Other up by putting Self down’, which some people might think of as praiseworthy, but in the long run is equally dysfunctional.) We see this often in businesses that believe that they depend on destructive-competition: the sales-people, for example, soon learn that if bonuses are based on relative performance, they can seemingly ‘make more money’ by sabotaging each others’ work, sending the company into a downward spiral from which it is unlikely to recover. Much the same occurs with machine-systems that are (usually unintentionally) set to ‘compete’ with each other, or business-systems with fixed budgets that force business-units to fight against each other for ‘their’ slice of the budget cake. We also see it in sometimes within computing systems, such as mutual-deadlock or ‘deadly embrace’. Note too the ‘the Other’ may in some cases actually be the self – for example, putting oneself down in the past to provide the illusion of propping oneself up in the present.


Level-2, ‘Passive Dysfunction’, or ‘power-under’, can be summarised as any attempt, in any form, to offload responsibility onto an Other without their engagement and consent. (As above, there’s also a ‘lose/win’ version, ‘taking on responsibility from an Other without their engagement and consent’, which again might seem praiseworthy but is again equally dysfunctional.) In business, the archetypal form of this is organisational silos, or the “not my responsibility, mate” buck-passing. It can also be seen in Dilbert-like phrases such as “the only reward for responsibility is more responsibility”, and “no good deed goes unpunished” – the latter being closely related to the dangerous tendency to equate responsibility with blame, acting as a huge disincentive against functional behaviour.


Collectively, power-over and power-under could be categorised as ‘power-against’, since that’s one of its main characteristics: being against something, being ‘against’ others. It’s likewise typified by competition-against – where the aim is not so much to ‘win’ as to make all others seem to ‘lose’ – and (where collaboration occurs at all) by collaboration-against – collaborating with ‘same-as-Self’ against an often arbitrarily-selected not-Self, or Other. By contrast, the other levels are characterised by ‘power-with’, where competition, for example, usually takes forms in which competition-with is used to push each of the players to greater achievement, and hence, in a sense, everyone ‘wins’.


The crucial point is that power-against – power-over and/or power-under – is inherently ineffective, especially in the longer term, because much of the available effort is placed into avoiding the work, or into finding means to offload it onto others, rather than in actually getting the work done. It’s also highly addictive, because although it provides a short-term illusion that work has been done, in reality the work still remains to be done – leading to a tendency to spend even greater effort in avoiding the respective work. This is especially true where the work to be done is inherently personal, such as relational or aspirational/’spiritual’ work – which by definition cannot be done by anyone else, no matter how much we might attempt to offload it onto others.


This matters to enterprise-architecture because, at a systems-level, much of the inefficiency or ineffectiveness of a system can be traced to various forms of power-against, whether between real-people, machines or other systems. It also represents an increasing order of organisational risk, since level-2 (e.g. silo-mentality) may easily decay to level-1 (e.g. destructive competition); and most level-1 problems can easily become ‘undiscussables’, with so much (self-)dishonesty tied up in them that they can only be addressed indirectly. (The SEMPER model describes various methods for how to tackle this type of ‘wicked problem’, by the way.)


The colloquial term for level-1 or power-over is ‘violence’, and for level-2 the usual term is ‘abuse’. We’re perhaps at some risk here of wandering off into very dangerous political-territory, but there’s a lot we can learn from looking at the use of those terms in the more usual social contexts. One such context that I’ve worked in professionally quite a bit over the years is domestic-violence (DV). For safety’s sake, I’ll elide over the political minefield associated with DV, other than note that the usual approaches show quite a strong similarity with IT-centric ‘enterprise’-architecture: a small subset of the actual scope, but purporting to be the whole of the scope, and hence acting as a block to actual progress, much as described for EA in the post about ‘Crossing the chasm’. As with IT-centric ‘EA’, only a small amount of rework is sufficient to capture the actual underlying generic themes, at least to the level where it’s possible to work past the conceptual block. For example, a rework of the ‘standard’ Duluth model on DV yields a set of categories of ‘power-against’ that are directly usable in any business context, entirely separate from any preconceived notions of gender or the like:



  	Coercion and threats

  	Intimidation

  	Economic abuse (price/value mismatches, etc)

  	Emotional abuse

  	Using privilege (such as hierarchical ‘authority’)

  	Using isolation (dysfunctional misuse of ‘need to know’ etc)

  	Using children (e.g. issues around disadvantaging parents etc)

  	Using others (third-party abuse)

  	Minimising, denying and blaming




(A tenth category, ‘Sexuality’, is less actively present in business contexts, but does occur in issues such as sexual-harassment and ‘glass-ceiling’ / ‘glass-floor’ issues – which, by the way, do affect both sexes, not solely women alone.)


There’s a lot of detail that needs to be worked-through there, as can be seen in this reference-sheet. (That’s the ‘neutral’ version of the revised-model which, with a certain amount of thought, can be adapted to assess inter-system and even inter-machine relationships. If you specifically want to assess interpersonal or intrapersonal issues, take a look at the ‘both-gender’ version, with matched gender-pronouns used throughout: be warned, though, that many people may find it personally challenging, even though it’s the only approach that actually works.)


Putting it into practice


So, how do we put all of this into practice in enterprise-architecture? And why should we bother anyway?


It matters, because the core of EA really comes down to a single phrase: “things work better when they work together”. What we’re after in practice, in any EA design, is overall effectiveness – ‘efficient on purpose’, if you like, though there’s actually a bit more to it than that. And functional power is what will be needed to achieve that aim; whilst dysfunctional ‘power’  - power-against, the believed ‘ability to avoid work’ is what will always act against it.


So, in short, we need to maximise functional power, in any and every form, within our EA analyses and our EA models. Conversely, we need to find ways to minimise dysfunctional ‘power’, in every form in which it occurs – between people, between machines, between processes, services, whatever.


To apply all of this:


– Memorise those definitions of functional-power – the ability to do work – and dysfunctional ‘power’ – the purported ‘right’ or whatever to avoid work. Watch for how each of them occur and act out in practice in any EA context.


– Memorise those definitions of power-over – ‘any attempt to prop Self up by putting Other down’ – and power-under – ‘any attempt to offload responsibility onto the other without their engagement and consent’. Watch for how each of these occur and act out in practice in any EA context – and remember that any occurrence of either of these will reduce overall effectiveness and increase organisational and/or enterprise risk.


– Search always for ways to convert ‘ability to avoid work’ to ‘ability to do work’. (This is closely parallel to Deming’s exhortation to ‘Drive out fear!’, by the way – and is needed for much the same reasons.) Seek it out in performance-metrics, for example, that currently reward behaviours that are damaging to overall enterprise effectiveness. Seek it out in systems that assert priority over other systems (‘Using privilege’) without any defensible reason for needing to do so. Seek it out in systems that focus only on financial metrics (‘Economic abuse’), without reference to other forms of value that are relevant or important to the overall enterprise. Seek it out, and find ways to restructure the systems towards a functional ‘ability to do work’ relative to the vision and values of the shared extended-enterprise.


– Seek always to express our own responsibilities in this: for example, as Nick Gall put it, “Motivating people is more important than modeling them”. And in a practical expression of ‘power-with’, seek always to find ways to collaborate with others – organisational change, knowledge-management, security, safety, quality, strategy and just about everything else – especially where our authority or responsibility overlaps with theirs.


Expect this to be challenging, and highly political, every step of the way.


Have fun? :grin:


Update: I forgot to mention that there’s a detailed ‘manifesto’ on all of this in the business context that I wrote some years back, as part of what became my book Power and Response-ability: the human side of systems. Perhaps take a look? – free download of three-page PDF on the Tetradian Books website, anyway.
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Power-issues in EA – tread carefully…


Continuing with the series on power and politics in enterprise-architecture, a brief summary-so-far, some practical suggestions on modelling of power-issues, and a very important warning…


The quick summary is as follows:



  	the practice of enterprise-architecture is often ‘relentlessly political’

  	one of the key practical concerns of enterprise-architecture is efficiency and effectiveness across the enterprise

  	one of the key factors and metrics in efficiency and effectiveness is power, in the broadest sense of the term

  	to keep things simple and symmetrical, we can use a flat physics-based definition of power as ‘the ability to do work’, in the broadest sense of ‘work’

  	we can summarise dysfunctional application of ‘power’ – power that acts against efficiency and effectiveness – as derived from a social-definition that power is ‘the ability to avoid work’

  	by contrasting these two definitions, and how they play out across the enterprise, we can derive clear indications of how power-problems in the enterprise will impact on availability of ‘ability to do work, and hence on efficiency and effectiveness of the enterprise

  	the only way to maximise efficiency and effective across the enterprise is to ensure that ‘everybody wins’




So far, so straightforward: in many ways it’s just a routine modelling task, much like many other aspects of enterprise-architecture. But the danger for enterprise-architects – and why it merits a special and specific warning – comes back to that first bullet-point above: the practice of enterprise-architecture is often ‘relentlessly political’. We ignore this fact at our peril…


The point is illustrated well in a Tweet by Martin Howitt, in response to the previous post on this:



  RT @MartinHowitt: RT @tetradian Power and politics in #entarch http://bit.ly/Ra2C9o < promising. But assumes we want win-win! Machiavelli might disagree




In terms of the blunt realism of everyday organisational politics, Martin is entirely right – which can make this type of analysis very dangerous for us if we’re not careful about how we do it, and especially in terms of how we describe it in the architecture.


Yet from an architectural perspective, what I’d said in the last bullet-above is also entirely true: the effort of making someone/something else ‘lose’ has to come from somewhere – and even the most basic of physics would insist that every scrap of energy expended in doing so must be subtracted from the overall effectiveness of the system. Which means that power-issues are an architectural-issue that at some point we must address, because they’re factors that do impact on our remit and responsibility to identify and mitigate enterprise risk and to enhance enterprise-effectiveness.


Which puts us in a bit of a quandary: the classic “damned if we don’t, damned if we do”…


To which the only practical answer is: do it anyway, but be careful to do it ‘by stealth’.


Do it it as an architecture exercise – and a very necessary architecture-exercise at that. But do it in a way that’s non-threatening, non-challenging, and mostly held within architecture itself. (We’ll come back later about how to use the outcomes of this exercise.)


To model power-issues in enterprise-architectures, the simplest method is to use the contrast between those two definitions – power as the ability to do work, versus the perceived ability to avoid work – as a guide for assessment of interactions in the context.


Before we can identify what work is either being done or avoided in a context, and hence the effectiveness of that aspect of the enterprise, we first need a clear understanding of ‘work’. For this I generally use the tetradian-dimensions:



  	
physical dimension: moving things, making things, lifting things, dismantling things – anything to do with tangible ‘things’

  	
mental (‘virtual’) dimension: solving a problem, calculating a solution, compare-and-contrast – anything to do with ideas or abstracts

  	
relational dimension: creating, building and maintaining connections between people – anything to do with person-to-person relations

  	
aspirational dimension: creating a sense of meaning and purpose, a sense of self and of relation with that which is greater than self – anything to do with aim, intent, motivation and other person-to-abstract relations




Most real-world work is a dynamic composite of any or all of those dimensions – and we do need to note how those dimensions interweave with each other in work, because power-problems most often arise when that interweaving is blocked, or when one or more of those dimensions is ignored in a context. For example, Taylorism assumes a rigid split between physical-dimension work (assigned exclusively to ‘the workers’) and mental-dimension work (assigned exclusively to ‘the managers’), uses predefined hierarchy as a means to avoid relational-dimension work, and all but explicitly ignores the aspirational dimension (motivation, or the purpose of work): hence it should be no surprise that whilst Taylorist-type structures can seem ‘efficient’ on the surface, they’re often very ineffective overall, and are notorious for deeply-entrenched and seemingly-irresolvable power-problems.


(For other notes on how this plays out in organisations and in society in general, see the ‘Manifesto’ reference-sheet from my book ‘Power and response-ability: the human side of systems’.)


Note that in some ways this is nothing new: for example, thirty years ago, several of Deming’s ‘14 Points’ explicitly addressed systemic power-problems in organisational work-cultures. What is different here is that this gives us a systematic approach to the issues that centres around work and effectiveness of the outcomes of that work – enabling us to sidestep ‘power’ itself, and tackle the issues from a much safer direction.


For the assessment itself, first select and identify some context within the enterprise, and then ask:



  	What are the desired outcomes in this context? What work needs to be done, and by whom, to identify those outcomes, and to create and maintain engagement of all parties in those outcomes?

  	What is the work to be done within this context? What are the dimensions of that work, and their dynamics over time?

  	Who or what will do this work? From where and in what forms will the respective ‘ability do work’ arise? In what ways is this power-as-ability-to-do-work applied within the work itself?

  	If different people or different entities do different parts of the work, how do the different aspects of work intersect? What work is needed to guide and coordinate each aspect of the work in relation to other aspects, and to keep on track to the intended outcomes and to overall enterprise-purpose? Who or what is responsible for that guidance-work?

  	Is any work being avoided in this context? If so, what is the work, and the dimensions of that work, that’s being avoided? By what or whom is it avoided, and in what roles?

  	In what ways can and must the work be shared, in various forms of collaboration? In what ways and forms is there avoidance of sharing of necessarily-mutual work?

  	In what ways and forms are there attempts to ‘export’ inherently-personal work to others?




That last pair of questions are perhaps the real key to power-problems in organisations and elsewhere, yet perhaps also the hardest to understand and to apply in practice. These especially relate to relational-work and aspirational-work – crucial forms of work that are still barely even acknowledged as such in most current concepts of organisational and enterprise architectures.


That work is real, and crucially important in the enterprise. For example, if we consider current research on motivation and productivity, such as described in Daniel Pink’s Drive, then it seems somewhere between probable and proven that maximum enterprise-effectiveness is highly dependent upon aspirational-work – such as autonomy, mastery and purpose, to use Pink’s terms. Yet_ aspirational-work is always personal, and can only be done by each individual person_ - it’s a type of work that cannot be ‘exported’ to others, no matter how much we might want to do so.


Much the same applies to relational-work: almost all aspects of business are dependent somewhere upon person-to-person relations, and it takes real work to create and maintain those relationships. Yet those relationships cannot be transferred as such to others: they exist only between individuals, and are the exclusive responsibility of those respective individuals – a responsibility that cannot be ‘exported’ to others.


In essence, that’s the metaphoric ‘physics’ of those types of work, and – exactly as with everyday physics – if we try to ignore or override the realities and constraints of that ‘physics’, things tend not to work very well…


What we can do in architectures is provide conditions under which those kinds of work can happen, and happen well, in terms both of collective and individual outcomes. As mentioned in the previous post, the only way that works well in the longer term is ‘win/win’: every other alternative - including so-called ‘win/lose’ – will inevitably lead to an outcome in which, overall, everyone will lose.


However, as Martin Howitt puts it in his note above, “Machiavelli might disagree”. And Machiavelli would not be alone: ‘win/lose’ is an extremely popular idea, and its usage runs rampant throughout many organisations. It’s even required in some organisational cultures, such as ‘up or out’, or ‘fire the lowest 10% each year’. The catch is that it doesn’t actually work: it’s little better than a personal and/or institutionalised attempt to ‘export’ relational and/or aspirational work to others, of which the only likely outcome is severe damage to motivation and morale all round. All it does is reduce the ‘ability to do work’, not only in the person to whom the work is believed to be ‘exported’, but also of the person attempting the ‘export’. The latter applies because they’re putting significant energy into avoiding work rather than doing work, and it’s usually work that can only be done by the would-be ‘exporter’ in any case.


Worse, it’s a classic addiction-cycle: it looks like it will work, especially to the ‘exporter’, because they gain the impression that they’ve ‘exported’ the work to someone else. But wherever it is work that can only be done by the individual – relational-work and/or aspirational-work – the consequences of failing to do that work will always come back to bite once more: the fears that lead to the ‘need’ to ‘control’ others is example of this. Since the only apparently-available method for ‘doing’ the work consist of attempting to ‘export’ the work to others, this leads to ever-more-strenuous yet always ultimately-futile attempts to do so – each time further reducing overall effectiveness, and causing more and more damage all round.


In short, Machiavelli may be popular, but in terms of overall effectiveness he’s just plain wrong. Machiavelli may seem like good politics, but it’s definitely bad architecture for an enterprise: there can be no doubt whatsoever about that, especially over the longer term.


The catch for us, as enterprise-architects, is that he’s popular… very popular. Which is why, when we do this type of power-analysis in an enterprise-architecture, we’ll see his acolytes’ fingerprints just about everywhere we look. It’s inherent in Taylorism, for example; it’s also inherent in most current management structures. Once we fully open our eyes to this, it can get real scary for a while…


So what do we do about it?


The short answer is that we treat it like any other architecture problem:



  	assess the risk and concomitant opportunity

  	evaluate it – such as in terms of implied ‘Enterprise Debt’

  	document it

  	develop systemic-designs to mitigate the risk and/or leverage the opportunity

  	where no change is possible, register the issue as an ‘architectural dispensation’

  	review dispensations regularly and/or whenever otherwise appropriate, to assess whether changes in the context might enable the dispensation to be resolved




Often the only practical way to deal with ‘protected’ embedded-dysfunctionality is to regard it as just another ‘gold-plated’ requirement - a pseudo-requirement that exists only to satisfy someone’s personal agenda. Document it as such in a dispensation, and move on: eventually there’ll be an opportunity to resolve the resultant mess, but for now that’s all we can do. The crucial skill and responsibility here is to know when the problem can be addressed, and what to do when that happens.


It’s also important to view existing power-structures solely as ‘solutions’ to power-relationships and other power-problems – in exactly the same sense as for IT-‘solutions’ in the IT-space. In other words, don’t view them as requirements in their own right: always assess the underlying requirements in terms of work to be done, and mutual-responsibilities (‘response-abilities’) in doing that work, before looking for any ‘solutions’ that could address those requirements. In many cases the existing power-structures may be the only ‘solutions’ currently available: but again, we need to review them on a regular basis, we need to be ready at any moment for a change that could enable a redesign that would serve the real requirements better than at present.


Yet here lies a crucial warning: in most cases, do not challenge people directly on power-issues, unless they’re already willing and able to take it on. If they’re not, the challenge will usually be experienced as an existential threat, triggering a survival-response – which in business-practice results either in a full-on fight or, worse, driving the power-problem deeper underground where it becomes even harder to address.


If we challenge anyone directly, we are the ones who’ll usually wear the brunt of it. In a business-context, if we don’t have the full imprimatur of the CEO and executive behind us, a direct challenge to someone fairly senior will risk getting us fired, or worse. (When the person who needs to be challenged is the CEO, things definitely get tricky: I speak from first-hand experience there…)


In short, if there’s any practical alternative to challenging someone directly on power-issues, take it. And to resolve power-problems, always aim to use systemic design-changes – changes of system, not person, or personal-behaviour as such.


More on this in later posts, but I’d better stop there for now. Over to you for comment, perhaps?
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Insuperordination


In designing management-structures, why is it so often assumed that responsibility-relationships only go one way?


Our organisations often place enormous attention on insubordination, a refusal or failure to follow ‘orders from above’; yet why don’t they place the same level of attention on insuperordination, the refusal or failure to respect the the same relationships and responsibilities to those ‘below’?


For that matter, why do we still prop up the misplaced myths of ‘above’ and ‘below’ anyway? After all, in a service-oriented view of the enterprise, there is no hierarchy - they’re all just mutual peer-level service-relationships, no different in nature from any other. And does anyone benefit from those myths any more? – other than people who need to prop up arbitrary and unwarranted delusions about their own importance?


This came up for me today from three different directions:



  	reviewing several posts here on management-architectures, particularly ‘Rethinking the architecture of management’, ‘Management as ‘just another service’ ‘ and ‘Rebalancing top-down management-architectures’

  	a Tweet from SystemsWiki, pointing to a brilliant HBR paper by Gary Hamel, First, Let’s Fire All The Managers’ [PDF]

  	thinking about ‘bosses’ I’ve known – some good, some not-so-good, and some just plain incompetent




I’ll happily give names to the good ‘bosses’ – Helen Mills at Australia Post, for example, or Graeme Burnett at DSTO. For the others, well, I’d best be a bit more circumspect, hadn’t I? – which is an interesting point in itself…


But there’s one of the latter that comes particularly to mind. It was on a large engineering-project a couple of decades or so ago; almost all of the team were contractors, some of them world-class level, because it was a genuinely innovative system that had to do things that had never been done before. To make it all work, and to hold the team together, we needed a manager at the same kind of skill-level. What they gave us instead was – to be blunt – an incompetent idiot, a classic civil-service time-server, eking out his last years before retirement. Not a good choice…


He was way, way out of his depth and his comfort-zone – a fact that became painfully obvious even before the first day was out. He had no experience or understanding of the inherent anarchy of innovation: as an ex-military-type, all he knew was command-and control. Which really, really, really didn’t work.


We limped on under his endless incompetence for a few months, until one day it all came to a head. At a particularly fraught team-meeting, every one of the contractors blew up at him, saying that he alone was the reason why the project was so far behind schedule; furious, he rushed out, accusing everyone of insubordination, and yelling – and I quote – that “I’ll have all of you frog-marched out of the establishment!”


At that point, the executive realised they needed to intervene, kinda urgently… The team explained to them that whilst, yes, they would perform best with a good manager, they would actually be better off with no manager at all than with this guy. And for once – hooray! – we actually had senior-management who had some real grasp of what was going on – and they agreed. So for the rest of the project, we ran as a self-organised team, without any manager at all.


In short, our incompetent manager had been fired for insuperordination – failing to deliver the required management-services to the level needed within that context.


Looking around at most management-structures, it’s clear that that needs to happen a lot more often…


And this, of course, is where it can get v-e-r-y tricky for enterprise-architects and the like. We can see what’s not working. We can see why it’s not working. We know exactly what to do to get it working again. And yet we’re supposed to pretend that the myths of management-hierarchy are somehow sacrosanct, that insubordination is real and punishable, but insuperordination and plain management-stupidity is not. We’re allowed – in fact required – to ‘fix’ anything and everything except that which is the blatant cause of the problems, namely those myopic myths of management, which we’re not allowed to challenge at all. Hmm… About time we started being honest this, don’t you think?


Implications for enterprise-architecture


Insuperordination isn’t just lack of leadership: it’s a structural failure of the management-model to support essential symmetries of responsibility in mutual service-relationships.


And as a structural flaw – one that has serious impacts on overall enterprise risk – it’s very much a concern for enterprise-architecture.


The key requirement here is to stop thinking in terms of hierarchies. If we take a service-oriented view, it’s clear that management-services have a very real function, as information-aggregators and resource-distributors, dealing with the trade-offs across a functional-silo.


Yet those types of services are not well-suited to managing end-to-end cross-silo process-flows: there needs to be a separate category of coordination-services that handles that task – a fact which immediately implies matrix-relationships of some kind.


And those matrix-relationships need to be peer-to-peer – which doesn’t fit at all with any Taylorist-style concept of top-down management-hierarchies.


In short, top-down ‘command-and-control’ hierarchy is an overlay on top of a tree-structure that arises naturally from aggregator/resource-distributor relationships. The tree-structure provides a genuine service; the hierarchy, all too often, a genuine disservice. Don’t conflate the two structures: they’re not the same.


The way to separate them is that the tree-structure could be viewed in any orientation: top-down, bottom-up, sideways-in, centre-out – it’s all the same. But the hierarchy is always described as top-down: it can’t be made to (seem to) make sense in any other way.


The top-down management-model is essentially a leftover remnant of a supposedly long-dead feudal past, in which position in that hierarchy denotes ‘rights’ to demand subservience on pain of punishment for ‘insubordination’. As a structure based entirely on ‘power-over’ – with all the dysfunctionality that that implies – it can only be made to seem to work as long as there is no need to engage the ‘subordinates’ actually in the work: “check your brain in at the door” is how one colleague described it. But when the work does require that kind of personal engagement – as is becoming more and more common throughout almost every business context – then the overall system will either operate only at low efficiency, or even fail to operate all, if that ‘conventional’ command-and-control hierarchy is allowed to remain in place.


It’s an architectural choice. Command-and-control hierarchy will only work with low-agility: if we need to preserve command-and-control hierarchies, we will not be able to achieve high-agility in that context. If the organisation – or some part of the organisation – needs high-agility, we must define a structure in which that section of management is peer-based, as ‘just another service’ – and in which the responsibility-failures of insuperordination must be recognised as exactly symmetric with insubordination.


In any given context, we can choose one model, or the other: they don’t mix well, and we can’t have both in the same context – as even current military doctrine [PDF] now makes clear.


If we want our organisations to work, we need to stop pretending that insuperordination doesn’t exist – and instead acknowledge that it’s one of the most serious sources of organisational risk.


That’s the message that we need to give to our enterprise-architecture clients.


Challenging, yes – but it’s the only way that this is going to work.


Comments/suggestions, anyone?
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When leadership takes risk


Juxtaposition of two different themes this morning.


One was a Tweet that caught my attention:



  RT @oscarberg: RT @hnauheimer: When leadership takes risk and opens space, vision emerges and people come together in dialogue. Then, things take care of themselves.




The other was how well this dovetailed with what happened yesterday in this town where I’m working at the moment, Tepoztlan in central Mexico. (I’ll admit my Spanish is best described as rudimentary, so I’ll have to describe the background as I understand it, which may be some distance from the actual detail.)


In some ways this town is a spiritual heart for Mexico. (If you’re British, think of a combination of King Arthur and Glastonbury; if you’re American, perhaps the Alamo and Sedona combined; for Australians, think of the Eureka Stockade with Nimbin.) It’s a stunning place, ringed all round by vertical cliffs, on one of which stands the Tepozteco pyramid, clear air, birdsong, hummingbirds darting around (I’ve just been watching one as I wrote this). It’s also little more than an hour’s drive or bus-ride from the sprawling smog of Mexico City. So, as can be imagined, it’s a key tourist town: and, in turn, tourism is a key part of its economy, as city-folk swarm up here on the weekends for the market and the ‘traditional’ Mexican atmosphere – especially on this weekend, the key sort-of-religious festival of Dia del Muerte, the Day of the Dead, that actually lasts for several days and is assigned its own long public holiday.


All of which should, I hope, explain why it’s definitely non-trivial that the town was all but blocked off yesterday – by the townsfolk themselves.


Two separate but related concerns seem to have been the trigger. The taxis are a lifeline here, omnipresent, rattling round the cobbled backstreets, ferrying the elderly, the young and just about everyone and everything else – including my colleague’s drum-kit – up and down the steep hills of the town. Yet recently two taxi-drivers have been murdered – I don’t know how or why, though perhaps by small-time narcos. (Not it seems, by the serious big-time narcos, who apparently regard such attacks against ‘civilians’ as anathema.) The other trigger was the abduction of a young girl: just in time, the perpetrator was caught in the act near a cemetery by a funeral party, who dealt out their own rough justice. Yet in each of these cases, I was told, the police had done nothing: not interested.


Policing here is a political hot-potato, to say the least. There’d been a reshuffle a couple of years back – perhaps as part of the government’s ‘war against drugs’? – and a new police-chief imposed from outside. Whatever the cause, the reputation of the police amongst the local populace had been falling steadily ever since – and now it hit rock-bottom, with a bang.


So as in that Tweet above, “When leadership takes risk and opens space, vision emerges and people come together in dialogue. Then, things take care of themselves.” And yes, they certainly did.


Somewhat before midday yesterday, on what would probably have been the busiest tourist weekend of the year, all of the streets into and out of the centre of the town were suddenly blocked by taxis. No-one could get in by car, and no-one could get out – entrapping a few annoyed tourists in the resultant mess (and also a woman in labour, which was not such a good idea…). The usually-thronging main market-space was almost empty; instead, there was a huge crowd outside the town hall, audibly angry. Off to one side, I saw a couple of people in bright yellow uniform, who turned out to be paramedics; also with them was a member of the ‘Policia Preventiva’ with an assault rifle, which was not the worry that it sounds because I’d seen him often around town on other days, including giving first aid to an elderly woman who’d fallen in the market, with the rifle at that time slung awkwardly across his back. Other than that, there were no police to be seen: which was probably wise, as they were the all-too-overt focus of the townsfolks’ anger.


The crowd demanded the immediate resignation of the police-chief: they got it. They presented a list of ten other police officers that they demanded should be fired at once: they got that promise too. They also got the promise that the police would be responsible to the people of the town – not the other way round – and that the people themselves would determine the priorities of the police. But the promise alone was not enough: they didn’t move from in front of the town hall until, some four or five hours later, they not only had the official order in writing from the mayor, but that the mayor had signed it in front of them as well.


As my colleague here put it, “Like most places, most of the time people will keep their heads down and ignore the everyday injustices, out of fear perhaps, ‘nothing to do with me’. But underneath that surface indifference is real strength, real commitment: so when they do reach that point of ‘enough is enough’, this town will move.” A bit like that well-known quote by Margaret Mead:



  Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.




Yet here this wasn’t “a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens”: this was almost the entire town. Interesting indeed…
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