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Swarms are an amazing site to behold.  Thousands of 
individual organisms functioning as a single being; moving in 
mass, with a single purpose... to find a new home.  
Individually, the bee is almost useless.  The average honey 
bee has a long-term memory of approximately six days.  The 
entire hive, however, has a collective memory of almost six 
months.  We can learn a lot from bees and how they are 
organized.  They represent a nearly flawless ground-up 
system. 
  
Physically a hive is comprised of workers, drones, and a queen each with their specific role. The 
drones, since they are the only males in the hive, simply mate with the queen and die.  The 
workers, on the other hand, have a more taxing existence.  They actually build, maintain, and 
defend the hive; care for the brood; and make sure everyone is fed.  If the hive varies from its 
constant 93° temperature, the workers come together to either keep everyone warm or flap their 
wings in unison becoming a giant living fan.  Hives can sometimes have as many as 80,000 
workers with life spans between 6 weeks and 6 months (depending upon which season they are 
born).  The queen, as you might expect, is responsible for making more bees.  But just like an 
ant colony, the queen is not in charge.  When the hive decides to swarm, looking for a new 
home, the queen is simply along for the ride.  The mob rules.  More is definitely different.  The 
"hive mind" as it is often called, is the collective intelligence of the group.  It is essentially a 
network comprised of nodes and connectors whose intelligence comes from the interdependence, 
flexibility, and the partnerships that exist between its components. 
  

The hive, as you might imagine, can serve as an idealized model for most 
organizations.  After all, hives are flexible, robust, and can easily self-organize to 
meet a specific challenge.  This is essentially what we wish all our firms could do 
but usually cannot.  Granted our tasks are much more complex, however, our 
firms already function more like a network than the cheesy "org chart" you put 
together for your last interview.  Professor Karen Stephenson, an anthropologist, 
founder of NetForm International, and past professor at UCLA, has made a very 
quiet name for herself in business consulting circles by analyzing human 

networks.  She has even found herself consulting for the US Government as a military researcher 
on the nature of terrorist organizations.  Professor Stephenson views organizations on a variety 
of levels, typically functioning with both hierarchical and network structures at the same time.  
The hierarchy and the network ideally co-evolve into an organization that is much more powerful 
than before.  Think of it as a hive with an overlying order or framework in which it operates and 
lives.  After all, a totally ground up system with too many variables can often spin into complete 
chaos.  Kevin Kelly, author of Out of Control, once wrote about an "experiment" that took place 
at a conference in 1991 that explored the power and limits of the hive mind.  It started with a 
game of "hive pong".  The audience was divided into two groups.  One collectively controlled the 
left paddle and the other the right.  As the ball moved across the screen, a computer would 
average the movements of each group and move the paddles accordingly.  The experiment was 
a success.  The experiment was then modified to mimic a simple flight simulator.  This time, one 
half of the audience controlled the roll and the other the pitch of the aircraft.  The movements 
were again averaged and after a few aborted attempts, the collective was able to land the 
plane.   Eventually the experiment was again repeated, however, the number of variables was 
increase exponentially.  Instead of landing a plane, the group was tasked with controlling a small 
submarine to find a sunken treasure.  The task proved to be too much to handle.  With no clear 
direction and too many options, the moves of the group essentially cancelled each other out 



causing the submarine to stand still.  Frustrated, the speaker yelled “go left” and much to his 
surprise the entire group responded and the submarine moved to the left.  The system had 
become too complex and had slipped back into a state of utter chaos.  It took the actions of one 
person to unify the group and provide a simple framework in which they could succeed. 
  
So how does a firm go about capitalizing on the “hive mind”?  The first step, of course, is to 
embrace the hive concept.  This is not an easy task given that we are all the product of a 
Euclidean world where distance and proximity matter and all connections are linear.  It is also a 
definite departure from The Organization Man mentality that has dominated corporate thinking 
for the past fifty years.  The good news is that the hive, or network, already exists in our 
organizations.  It simply needs to be mapped or understood.  The next step is to lose the org 
chart.  This does not mean that there is no longer a structure or a chain of command.  A basic 
framework still needs to exist to keep the hive from devolving back into a state of total chaos.  
Remember that the network connections are already in place and will strengthen and multiply in 
the new system.  Those that are technically proficient, for example, will assume their role as a 
"technical" node or connector in the network.  Everyone that needs technical information will 
naturally establish connections to these nodes creating a much stronger system.  Groups will 
then form based on strengths and interests instead of position.  After all, clustering is a natural 
tendency that we all possess.  Finally, establish simple metrics so that everyone can gauge their 
own performance.  An emphasis should also be placed on the care and feeding of the hive.  This 
consists of providing the proper physical environment and tools that can allow the connections to 
strengthen and flourish.  Remember, your role is to nurture… not rule. 
  
As the events of the world have recently shown, wars are no longer fought against a large and 
easily definable enemy.  The fight is against the nodes and connections of a seemingly invisible 
network or group.  The same holds true for the business world.  The concept of a biological 
approach to management is not a passing fad.  It is one that is routed in science and fact and is 
here to stay.  For some the fear of the unknown is too great.  For others it is an issue of control.  
It is important to remember, however, that the “hive mind” already exists in your firm.  By 
harnessing its strength, great things can happen.  It can be an exciting journey if you are up to 
the challenge.  Just remember to have someone standing by to yell "go left". 
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