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So you have heard about chaos, complexity, and self-organization.  Using biological theories to 
run an organization sounds both interesting and a little scary at the same time.  No wonder... it 
flies in the face of our traditionally top-down practices and mainstream management philosophy.  
More often than not, we find ourselves in a practice that is ruled by the ordained few.  Policies 
and strategies are developed at the top and then decreed to the masses for implementation.  If 
you question your instructions you are labeled disloyal or on the wrong team.  After all, change is 
scary and the easiest way to combat this fear is to maintain the status quo.  If this sounds 
familiar, you should know that there is a better way - the bottom-up or adaptive organization.  
Let's face it... the masses are closest to the action and therefore often have their finger on the 
pulse of the market.  It would then logically follow that they would have the best ideas and the 
drive to implement them.  So what do you think this type of practice would look like?  Would it be 
the illusive "flat" organization that we have all at one time been promised?  Or possibly the 
Hyperlinked Organization promoted by Cluetrain Manifesto

  

 author David Weinberger?  You will 
be surprised to learn that it looks essentially like the one you are currently in.  The difference lies 
in how the organization behaves.  In the adaptive organization, the masses establish direction 
and make policy.  The ordained few simply assist, help allocate resources, and promote a culture 
of innovation.  In some ways this is like an ant colony.  Every ant colony has a queen whose job 
is to make more ants - not to lead.  The remainder of the ants are actually in charge and 
responsible for the success of the colony.  They build, search for food, and protect the colony.  It 
is not an individual ant, but the collective power of the group that makes survival possible.  Also, 
because control is not centrally located, ant colonies are extremely flexible and can easily adapt 
to a changing environment. 

At this point you are probably wondering why anyone would want to do this.  After all, we already 
have enough stress in our lives.  You may be surprised to find that many major corporations 
(Southwest Airlines, Unilever, McGraw-Hill, and Capital One) have already turned to ants and 
other social insects for advice.  Here's something else you may find interesting.  Studies have 
shown, over a ten-year period, that adaptive companies had an annual growth in income that was 
approximately 3% higher than their non-adaptive counterparts.  Their annual return on equity was 
even more dramatic and was found to be double that of their competition.  Recently, Cap 
Gemini/Ernst & Young

  

 assembled what they refer to as the "Adaptive Index Mutual Fund".  It 
consists of the five most adaptive corporations in the 10 adaptive sectors and compares them to 
the S&P 500.  As expected, the "Adaptive Index" has outperformed the S&P 500 by more than 
10% since February 2002. 

Now that we have looked at why you should do this, let's look at how to go about making the 
change.  First, in order for an adaptive practice to succeed, there are six fundamental principals 
that must be understood.  They are: Simplicity, Borrow and Adopt, Total Connectivity, Live 
Feedback, Weed Regularly, and Embrace Chaos.   

• Simplicity - This means exactly what it says.  Adaptive systems need little 
instruction.  In fact, the more bureaucracy that creeps into the system the more 
unwieldy it becomes.  Think in terms of outcomes, goals, etc.  Communicate these 
ideas and let nature take its course. 

• Borrow and Adopt - Think about the recent iMac ads from Apple Computer.  Three 
simple words were used to describe a generation "Rip, Mix, and Burn".  "Rip" means 
to borrow, "mix" is to make it your own, and "burn" is about portability.  The fact is 
truly original ideas seldom occur.  Still corporations expend countless resources 
trying to protect their precious copyrights.  What no one seems to understand is that 
a copyright is about where you have been and not where you are going.  Just so 
there is no confusion… where you are going is what is important.  Now borrowing 
does not mean that you steal or break any laws.  It simply means that you should 



observe your competition to see what they do well and then do it better.  Design all 
of your processes so that they can be upgraded and expect the upgrades to occur. 

• Total Connectivity - Connectivity is critical in our current economy.  You should 
connect in every way to your markets and connect as deep as possible.  Then allow 
them to connect back to you.  This will speed your access to information, which will 
in turn force you to decrease your reaction time.  You should connect internally as 
well.  Access to information is critical.  Loose the "binder" mentality in favor of robust 
intranets and extranets.  Then make the information portable and accessible at all 
times. 

• Live Feedback - No one likes to hear how badly the have done, but sometimes it is 
necessary.  Keep in mind, failure is not always a negative.  Quite often our failures 
serve as our best learning experiences.  That assumes, of course, that you learn 
from your mistakes.  Unfortunately what often happens in top-down organizations is 
that failure is hidden for fear of reprisal and damaged standing within the firm.  An 
adaptive organization, on the other hand, encourages experimentation and rewards 
the effort - regardless of the outcome.   

• Weed Regularly - When you buy something that does not work as intended you 
return it to the seller.  Similarly, when you hire someone you are essentially making 
a purchase.  The interview, by the way, is the sales pitch.  If you did not get what 
you paid for you have a decision to make.  Remember, in an adaptive practice, the 
focus is on innovation and continuous improvement… not on the bottom 10% of the 
organization. 

• Embrace Chaos - Equilibrium is the kiss of death to an organization.  The fact is, 
most successful companies get themselves in trouble by doing what made them 
successful in the first place.  By operating at the edge of chaos, your practice will be 
constantly changing, fresh, and exciting. 

Of course, embracing these principles alone cannot guarantee success.  This isn’t a disclaimer… 
it’s just the truth.  Just like social insects there are many factors that effect group behavior and 
raise the group above the level of chaos.  The most obvious factor is the physical structure of 
your practice.  Many sources suggest that an organization composed of smaller groups has a 
better chance of reaching the adaptive level.  These groups could be based on studios, project 
teams, staff types, or even task oriented groups that have cross-sectional membership.  The size 
of these groups can vary and depends upon the size of your firm and the types of projects you 
pursue.  Each group should have a specific role within the larger organization, which could focus 
on a specific project or office related function (i.e. staffing and operations).  These groups then 
interact formally and informally on a variety of levels providing the decentralized leadership of the 
practice.  This constitutes the basis of the adaptive practice.  So what is the role of senior 
management?  They foster and encourage the interactions, promote a culture of innovation, and 
enjoy the show! 
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