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Introduction 
 
Technology is the backdrop of our lives today.  It is both an enabler and driver of 
behavior yet it is frequently overlooked by many in the behavioral sciences as the 
context of social systems. The purpose of this paper is to describe emerging 
organizational models, ways of looking at complex social systems and in the context of 
technology - post internet. 
 
Many early organizational models were developed in response to the industrial age need 
to connect humans in a meaningful way to an alienating workplace.  Mass production of 
goods and services in an assembly line fashion for economies of scale maximized 
productivity and efficiency but conversely reduced the need for human creativity by the 
general population of workers.  Some of the models still have utility today however many 
others have become irrelevant or counter productive as models for emerging 21st 
century organizations. 
 
The Industrial age was premised on the rise of engineering and many in the field of 
behavioral sciences were influenced by engineering models or started their academic 
lives as engineers. 
 
We still use agrarian language and models…schools systems still break for the summer 
which was useful when everyone had to stop to bring in the crops and like wise we will 
have carryover references to the industrial age models and language…inputs and 
outputs, cogs and gears as manufacturing still has physical components. Metaphor is 
central to our thinking and its power often overlooked. 
 
With the shift to less manufacturing, fewer meaningful innovation based jobs with less 
people required to produce the same volume of product we had a concomitant rise in the 
need for more service jobs to support the process.  Specifically, technology advances to 
support manufacturing and services.    
 
In the early late 80’s Citicorp’s CEO Reed and his chief economist realized that the 
economic tools available were not sufficient to address the unfolding complexity of global 
economic forecasting.  Facing $15 billion in third world debt, Reed contacted the Santa 
Fe Institute to convene physicist and economists for a different approach. 
 
Twenty years later and volumes of literature, models, research and practice we are still 
at the early adoption stage of understanding and using complexity science. 
 

 
Complexity goes against the grain of just about everything that most managers 
believe in. Up till now, the history of management can be seen as a constant 
striving for order, control, and predictability. Today's "enlightened" policies of 
individual empowerment and flat organizations are no different. The aim is still 
to proceed in an orderly fashion from the A of now to the B of the company's 
strategic vision: It's just that nowadays freeing up the troops to make their own 
decisions is assumed to be a better means of getting there than direct command 
and control. 
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The disorienting implication of complexity, on the other hand, is that there's no 
sure way of getting to B at all. Complexity says that long term outcomes for a 
complex entity such as a company, a market, or an economy are essentially 
unknowable. This is because the relationships between actions and outcomes are 
nonlinear; through intricate feedbacks causes become effects and effects causes, 
so that in practice causal links can't be traced. And depending on initial 
conditions, apparently insignificant variations can be magnified by positive 
feedback into huge consequences.  Chaos, Inc. 
 

A paradox rests at the heart of the adoption rate of new approaches in that some issues 
and problems are still linear and self contained while others are complex non-linear 
multi-faceted, needing to be approached with new methods.  Recognizing when not to 
use an old model is critical in moving forward. Pactioners using legacy approaches often 
have a vested interest in not adopting due to learning costs.  Ultimately, a collusion cycle 
is created of clients wanting to keep the status and consultants proffering the “tried and 
true” while both hoping for different results. 
 
In particular, human systems issues are inherently more complex as the variables are 
infinite.  The good news is that over the past 20 year’s solid research and evidence 
based tools and methods have developed giving us the opportunity from which to select.  
 
Post internet technology has enabled collaboration and an open platform for peer to peer 
connection to which most businesses have not yet adapted.  There are some notables of 
course who are the embodiment of the connected model…eBay, Google, Amazon, 
MySpace, Linkedin, etc. but for most the steep learning curve has them in a “legacy gap”  
needing to fulfill current business expectations while adjusting to a networked 
information economy. 
 
Our purpose here is to describe some of the models, the language and mindset shift 
required and their applications, being mindful that for many organizations a “hybrid 
stage” is a first step as they fully evolve to 21st century businesses. 
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Categories of Models 
 
Our top trends for 21st Century Organizations set the stage for what follows.  

Whole Systems – Strategy Formulation and Results 
 
Whole systems approaches generally assume the belief that if one brings all of the 
network (whole system) together in one place (today that can be virtual as well as face-
to-face) the knowledge is present to carry out the conversation to dissolve the issue or 
capitalize on an opportunity. Networks are both internal and external to the organization.  
The Wisdom of Crowds by James Suroweicki is current support for this model.  However 
there are finite times when the crowd is not the approach to use.   
 
The approaches are emergent in nature, require trust by the organizations leadership to 
follow through on actions generated and reward open collaboration.  All of the following 
categories use an open systems model however some of these are more quantitative 
such as prediction markets and complexity modeling for portfolio management. 
 
The use of open systems or whole groups is both philosophically based - the value or 
belief that collaboration is the way work gets done and a pragmatic value of speed and 
efficacy.  Open systems have morphed into business as ecosystems, networks and 
valuenets but the basic principles had roots with Marvin Weisbord and his colleagues. 
 

Future Search - Marvin Weisbord 
An excellent summary by Marvin Weisbord of his approach. 
 
http://www.marvinweisbord.com/Techniques%20to%20Match%20Values.pdf  
 
Visual of the open collaborative model. 
http://www.marvinweisbord.com/learning_curve.html   
  

Large Group – Billie Alban and Barbara Bunker 

Open Space - Harrison Owen 

Built to Change, Chris Worley, John Wiley & Sons 2006  

Worley and Lawler’s book is the latest rendition of an organization depicted as an 
iterative open system, adapting to its environment.  Although they have used an 
atom for the organizational model rather than a network it at least has moved 
away from the classic boxes and arrows of earlier models. 

Strategy is seen as dynamic and a spiraling process still suffers from an org 
behavior view not fully integrated with the lens of business or the customer as 
equal partner in the conversation. 



 

21st Century Organization Group           Emerging 21st Century Organizational Models 
                                © Copyright 21st Century Organization Group 2006 
  

5

ONA/ SNA, Value Networks, Webs, Chains –  
The Hidden Power of Social Networks, Rob Cross, Harvard Business School Press 
2004 This book is a good introduction to the concept of organizations as social networks. 
It is readable and has many practical references and easy activities to   demonstrate the 
concepts that work gets done in organizations through collaboration and networks. 
  
The Network Roundtable 
https://webapp.comm.virginia.edu/networkroundtable/  
Several very good articles and many good links. 
 
http://www.analytictech.com/borgatti/  
 
Other luminaries in the field:  Valdis Krebs     Verna Alee  Karen Stephenson 

Case Study: 

Sue Morhman - Network Attributes Impacting the Generation and Flow of 
Knowledge Within and From the Basic Science Community 

This study focuses on the flow of knowledge that is stimulated by basic research 
funding from the U.S. Government. It is examining how collaboration and 
knowledge networks of basic scientists are formed (self-designed), and how 
value is derived from the creation of knowledge in these networks and the flow 
of knowledge to be shared and combined. We are focusing on various streams of 
research that entail university, national laboratory, and corporate network 
members. Our focus is on understanding the dynamics of these networks, their 
self-forming nature, and the organizational approaches that can be used to 
enhance the flow of knowledge through the value stream and create the 
organizational conditions for self-formation of knowledge-producing 
collaborations. This study should contribute to the understanding of how 
corporations can consciously build human, social, and intellectual capital. This 
is an ongoing and multi-phased research project. Although we are currently 
focusing on publicly funded research, we intend to extend our focus to how 
corporate research is embedded in, derives value from, and contributes 
knowledge to a broader research network. We see this as an essential capability 
for technology firms in a knowledge economy.  The final technical reports for 
this study are available here. 

The research team is comprised of Sue Mohrman, Jay Galbraith, and Peter 
Monge, and the project is funded by Sandia National Laboratories, and the 
Office of Science of the Department of Energy. 

 

Gartner Names Hot Technologies With Greatest Potential Impact 
http://www.informationweek.com/internet/showArticle.jhtml?articleID=1919
00919 
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Framing – George Lakoff  Many great articles. Metaphor and language.  
Worth digging into as the language used in dialogue or conversation can either bias or 
enable any open process.  Clearly anyone participating in any online forum has seen 
participants disrupt an open process.  

Prediction Markets 
One of the challenges for for-profits is determining what has value.  Value has both a 
monetary component as well as an esthetic in most instances.  So issuing a stock, a 
share for a price and forecasting the success of an idea or product gives organizations a 
means to aggregate the collective wisdom  in a quantitative manner and quickly; in 
essence a poll with a value. 

Complexity/Chaos/Emergence Models 
There are no short and simple definitions for complexity/chaos theory or emergence, but 
there are some rules of thumb or as one frequently hears – heuristics for a complex 
adaptive system which is ultimately what you strive for in business – complex maybe, 
adaptive, always. 
 
One point is critical here for the organizational practioner…many use complexity as a 
metaphor which is different from actually using the science for business forecasting or 
management of the enterprise.  This link http://www.casresearch.com/ will give you a 
good overview of the science and how it is applied to the social sciences.  In most 
instances the science is math and model rich. The Santa Fe Institute has the well 
respected Business Network which is a consortium of businesses looking for new 
applications of complexity models. 
 
John Hagel and John Seely Brown do a nice job using the metaphor for business in their 
respective writing. 

Social Media - Blogs, Wikis, RSS, Web 2.0, Enterprise 2.0 –  
Connected collaboration is what defines social media and its power is the driving force is 
external to the organization.  The post iPod generation lives and thinks this way, they 
expect to collaborate and the tools are out stripping the theory and the models of how to 
use well successfully.  Data suggests the percent of organization leaders understanding 
these technologies is still low.  
 
Most of the information tools we use were created for an “industrial information age 
economy” as Yochai Benkler from Yale describes in the Wealth of Networks, those we 
are beginning to use now are for the networked information age.  The big differentiator, 
especially for knowledge management is the interactive nature of blogs and wikis, the 
pull over the push of RSS feeds (you get news items over having to search for it) and the 
general idea of customers (or employees) creating content/ product or service (Craig’s 
List) together.  
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MMOG 
Massive multiplayer online games have given us another field in which to observe and 
learn about collaborative behavior. With academics, Edward Castronova and Kurt Squire 
each adding the body of knowledge about behavioral economics and organizational 
learning respectively.  In our blog post Second City or Life 2.0 we wrote about the  
importance of understanding the behavioral dynamics of virtual worlds for organizations 
which operate in global, 24/7 environments.  

Narrative and Business Storytelling 
Human systems are about people in the context of others and it is through the 
interactions, our ability to converse with each other that we form or construct our worlds. 
And multiple worlds or realities it is.  Even within one organization the technical 
language of one field is vastly different from another, the timeframes for goals or 
objectives are seen as different the perception of risk is different.  It then becomes 
imperative for us to become “business multi-lingual” and to understand the world from 
other perspectives if we are to collaborate successfully. 
 
One means for that to occur is through storytelling and narrative, where the story is 
shared and crafted together.  From John Seely Brown   

 
What this suggests is that understanding is basically socially constructed with others. 
And so a different notion of knowledge or of the system that you would use, as we 
talked about earlier, is: knowledge is something that we can actually internalize and 
integrate it into our conceptual framework. It can be highly personal to us, once we 
have found a way to integrate it into us, into our own conceptual framework. That often 
happens in the process of discussing something with somebody.   
   In fact, I happen to be one who believes that an awful lot of learning, even on campus, 
happens outside the classroom. Inside the classroom, you get information. Outside the 
classroom, you start to socially construct your own understanding. And of course, what 
this has to do with lifelong learning or virtually everything, most of what we know in 
this room today, we have actually learned with and from others. In terms of how do we 
talk things through, how do we work together in problem solving, and so on and so 
forth.   
   And in fact, you know, in terms of the whole notion of narrative, it has to do with the 
whole notion of the issue being socially constructed through being engaged. And so this 
whole notion of engagement, through participation, it turns out also to be critical. It puts 
quite a different spin on Piaget’s theory, the constructivist theory of knowledge.   
What we are really saying here is that we are constructing knowledge all the time, in 
conversation, through narrative. We are personalizing it that way; we are constructing 
it, for ourselves. This is a very powerful metaphor. 

 
Steve Denning is another great source for business storytelling. 
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Co-Creation of Value, Collaboration Commerce and 
Relational Organization   
CK Prahalad, The Future of Competition: Co-Creating Unique Value with Customers 
and Cindy Gordon, Winning at Collaboration Commerce have put together very 
practical models for looking at today’s organizations as they evolve into collaborative 
partnerships 
with customers in the center, processes flowing from value experience and in Gordon’s 
book how to use the technology to enable the work. 
 
Good question sets are in both of these book with Gordon’s offering an assessment tool 
to basically figure out how your organization acts in 10 categories: Purpose, Identity, 
Reputation, Trust, Commerce, Transparency, Networks, Boundaries, Real-Time 
Collaboration Enterprise, Governance which all add up to a C-Commerce Intelligence 
Quotient. 
 
Ranjay Gulati – The organization as the greater sum of its relations is the focus of 
Gulati’s approach.  The emphasis if one understands socio-technical model rest heavily 
on the social capital generated through networks with the new twist – external networks.   
Gulati’s research flips the old view of the organization from inside out to outside in. 
 
Summary  
 
By comparison to past models, today’s models are defined more by the questions they 
pose and the principles upon which they are grounded.  In any period of rapid transition 
such as the time we are in now good questions for inquiry are the most highly valued.   
 
We leave you with a few: 
 

• Where are people looking for new organizational models and designs 
to effectively operate in a relationship based, technology driven, 
global, and knowledge environment? 

 
• What models are offering promise? 

 
• What tools are organizations adopting today to manage their 

businesses? 
 

• What’s ahead?  
 
 
  
 
 
 



 

21st Century Organization Group           Emerging 21st Century Organizational Models 
                                © Copyright 21st Century Organization Group 2006 
  

9

 
A final word about diagnosing organizations 
 
 
The organizational diagnosis definition typically infers sickness as in the medical 
metaphor from which it originated. It typically infers a problem and solution rather than 
opportunity, something to be fixed rather than something which is inherently influx 
therefore adapting and evolving.  We prefer to use the following definitions as it assumes 
a dynamic system in change.  
 
2.  
a. A critical analysis of the nature of something. 
b. The conclusion reached by such analysis. 
3. Biology A brief description of the distinguishing characteristics of an organism, as for 
taxonomic classification. 
 
http://www.thefreedictionary.com/diagnosis  
 
 

21st Century Organization Group 
This 21st Century Organization is a collaboration of three organizational development 

consultants, Jenny Ambrozek, Victoria Axelrod and Suzanne Roff, who are committed to 
promoting dialogue and best practices for building organizations designed to succeed in 

a global, networked, and mobile 21st century world. Their blog is at 
http://c21org.typepad.com 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


