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If you can't teach an old dog new tricks can you teach anything 
to slime mold?  Several, years ago, a Japanese scientist 
accomplished exactly this by teaching a simple slime mold to 
find its way through a maze.  He did this by placing "food" at 
each end of the maze.  Eventually the slime was able to move 
itself through the series of turns to reach its bounty.  This may 
not seem like much accept that a slime mold is not a complex 
organism.  It is actually composed of thousands of single cell 
organisms with no central brain to be found.  This represents 
the classic bottom-up behavior that defines emergence.  For years researchers wondered how 
this was possible.  The prevailing theory was that there were "pacemaker" cells that essentially 
called the shots for the entire group.  There was, however, one major flaw with this theory... no 
one could find the "pacemakers".  Eventually a couple of scientists figured it out.  There were, in 
fact, no "pacemakers" to be found.  The cells were simply following the pheromone trails left by 
other cells, thus creating a large feedback loop.  This is self-organizing behavior at its most basic 
level. 
  
"So..." you might ask, "what does this have to do with anything?"  Funny you should ask that 
question.  It is the understanding of this "self-organizing" behavior that has let to the 
development  of some of the web's most lively communities.  As the left-handed-blue-eyed-black-
haired-thirtysomethings who love Rick Springfield find each other on the web and begin to self-
organize something magical (or slightly weird) happens - they begin to act as one.  As these 
people (cells) travel about the web, the tell people about their new found community (leaving a 
pheromone trail) attracting more people (cells) to their community. 

"So..." you might again ask, "what does this have to do with my practice?"  Well, start by thinking 
about how your firm is organized.  Traditional top down management models always focus on 
"the boss" first.  Everyone needs a boss, or someone to whom they  report.  This is how you end 
up with overhead managing overhead.  Instead of falling into this all to common trap, try looking 
at your employees as individual single-celled organisms. Give them a few simple rules by which 
they can gauge their own performance and see what happens.  Who Knows... you may not need 
that manager after all. 
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