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This paper is an argument for application of CRP thinking to practical management learning. It attempts to show why CRP is a radically new 'take' on the theory of organisational management and why it is better suited to democratic and participative organisational environments.

In contrast it attempts to show why orthodox systems theory based management techniques have proved to be a poor fit for democratic enterprises such as worker cooperatives. It is not the worker coops that are difficult to manage, it is the available tools which do not fit.  Furthermore as management and organisations are forced to become more inclusive and participative with the ongoing information revolution, the same inadequacies and tensions between the dominant model of management theory and real life experience will become apparent in 'normal' organisations.

CRP is a paradigm shift in management theory. Ralph Stacey with his colleagues Douglas Griffin and Patricia Shaw have rewritten the textbooks.  Their very complex philosophical arguments show the current paradigm, systems thinking, to be inadequate and propose a new one, Complex Responsive Processes, which is both philosophically coherent and pragmatically useful in my experience as a manager of thirty years cooperative SME experience.  This paper is of necessity a summary of the Stacey CRP ideas but the distinction between Systems based management techniques and CRP based techniques is my own.

In his books, especially Strategic Management and Organisational Dynamics (5th edition 2007), Stacey examines previous schools of thought in strategic management and concludes they are all based on systems theory which can be traced back to Immanuel Kant.  Kant attempted to resolve the Enlightenment puzzle; are humans free agents ( the Enlightenment scientific rational view) or subject to the will of a greater force ( pre-enlightenment religious view).  

Kant essentially avoided the problem by saying that people can be both but not at the same time, which is an unresolved paradox; a major philosophical problem indicating a faulty theory. He said that we can treat organisations of people 'as if' they (the organisations) were subject to a greater will or to an inherent  'formative causality' (functionally the same thing) for the purposes of trying to understand them. Kant also said it was important to distinguish between human organisations and non-human systems, collections of non-sentient agents or creatures being a different category subject to different rules.

In time this idea came to underlie management theory, that organisations of people  are real things in themselves, ignoring Kant's advice to treat them 'as if' they were 'things'. Organisations of people were also conflated with non-human systems as if they were analagous.  Thus was born 'systems'  based management theory; the 'as if' had beome reified into a generally accepted to exist 'thing'.

It is easy to see how capitalist power relations can cause such an error. The early industrialists did not want their operatives to be freewilled humans but automatons which eventually were replaced by machines. The alienation written about by Marx, experienced by workers who became something else when at work, something not themselves, not in control of their work or product of their labour or their behaviour, is a revelation of this process. The business thus became a thing, a toy train layout belonging to the capitalist who had total control over it and the people who were in it. Effectively capitalists, and subsequently capitalist work relations ideology, replaced the divine external force which Enlightenment thinkers struggled to remove from theories of human organisation.

The psychology that underpins the understanding and functioning of organisational development became likewise based on the assumption that 'an organisation' really existed that could be subjected to management will and changed to be more like  a model that existed in the minds of leaders. Leaders who could hold themselves aloof and separate from the organisation they were leading. The model (vision, mission statement, business plan, accounts, cash flow analysis, marketing plan, strategic plan etc.) in turn becomes reified into a real and existing thing and not merely a representation of reality. Thus accountants' targets become more important than the direct experience of workers and managers.   

Stacey shows that all schools of management theory from scientific management (now generally held to be obsolete ), through cybernetics (widely used in Management by Objectives, variance control and budget based business planning); strategic choice theory (the current dominant ‘research plus vision’ led strategic planning school ); systems dynamics; and ideas which have not largely yet filtered down to the SME sector such as learning organisation theory; knowledge management; biological models such as autopoesis;  community based theories such as soft systems, critical systems, communities of practice; are all systems based thinking and the latter assume that not only do individual minds exist as a thing but also some sort of group minds or communities.  i.e. just another sort of reified 'system' for which there is no fundamental rationale or objective evidence.

In business terms, none of them can give an adequate answer to the Holy Grail of business management: “Where does novelty, genuinely new ideas and creativity come from, and how do we effectively encourage it, as managers?”  

Without novelty, enterprise is not possible. Yet many of the above models are normative and actively design out novelty and non-conformity – scientific management, cybernetics, strategic choice - whilst others have a metaphysical approach to the question - learning organisation, autopoesis, critical systems, communities of practice – which is equivalent to an old fashioned map with wishful drawings of dragons in the white spaces.  

The apparent inadequacies of existing theories encouraged the enthusiastic uptake of chaos and complexity theory into the realm of thinking about human organisations.  However the same fundamental and erroneous assumption was being made, that human organisations were systems with internal rules which could be revealed by patient examination and that once the rules were made clear , control of the system or at least predictability of its behaviour would become practicable. 

Stacey shows how ridiculous it is to imagine that a network as complex as a human organisation could be subject to the simple rules of  behaviour underlying a shoal of fish or a flock of birds or even the complicated and chaotic behaviour of a weather system.  Given sufficient computer power and sufficiently sophisticated mathematical models, it is theoretically practicable to predict the weather because it does conform to discoverable rules. However sentient human thought does not. Both look chaotic and complex because we confront both in puzzled awe; much as pre-industrial peoples react to modern technology.

However, these theories are translated into practical management initiatives with serious ethical consequences. For example in a bid to push orderly organisations into the 'edge of chaos' or 'sweet spot' zones, wherein lies some alleged higher order performance, managers will deliberately provoke crises, apply pressure and create disorganisation, all of which cause humans to suffer, under the motto 'no pain, no gain'. 

In practice these systems based interpretations of complexity and chaos often do not result in improved performance in creativity and novelty and do result in human suffering and organisational collapse (as the sorry history of Business Process Reorganisation – 85% failure rate - had previously revealed)  and as the power law predicts (a large number of small extinctions and a small number of large extinctions in any time period). The ideology allows some people to play with the lives of others at no cost (and often actually profit) to themselves.

Stacey and his colleagues go back to basic observable evidence and principles. That human beings relate to each other responsively. That is they communicate and their responses are based upon the response they receive from their communications.  Human organisations are not systems with set and discoverable rules like an ants’ nest, they are complex responsive processes of relating. 

The key word is process.  System has no place in Stacey's thinking because human systems do not exist.  (Although some things associated with humans like our bodily functions are systems because they are not sentient).  Anything subject to human thought cannot be a system because human thinking is way too complex and unpredictable to generate a system. Even though it may exhibit a regular pattern, human behaviour is too often too unpredictable for most organizational theories to be reliable in practice. 

Stacey resolves the Kantian ‘error’ and says humans can be subject to external control and have free will at the same time. It is not necessary to resolve the paradox but to hold it forever and dynamically unresolved.  The parallels with eastern philosophy, the Tao versus Confucianism , Yin and Yang, the conflict of opposites, even with the eastern inspired Marxists' dialectical materialism is obvious.  

Stacey says that organisations are temporal complex processes. There are no hypothetical or even spatial boundaries between controlled and controller as in systems theory, no inside and outside, no sub systems or super systems or meta systems and all that subjective (and politically motivated) reification. The controllers are part of the network of processes in their own thinking, even though they might deny this by attempts at separating head offices from production facilities or by status hierarchies and other divide and rule tactics.

Stacey says that “strategy ceases to be intentional design and leveraging of organisational learning or knowledge management but is understood as evolving patterns of organisational and individual identities. (edition 4 p292) “

“The focus is not on some abstract systemic whole but on what people are actually doing in their relationships with each other in the living present.”

“it is in these relationships that strategy continually emerges. It is in interaction, particularly ordinary everyday conversation, that members of organisations perpetually construct their future as continuity and potential transformation at the same time.”

It seems a flimsy basis upon which to build an organisation, conversation, but organisations have an existence only as long as people communicate in real time, that is in conversation; as anyone, who has gone into a business the day after it ceases trading, can testify. A business with a 100 year history instantly evaporates into thin air once people stop communicating. All that is left are decaying signs of past communications. Organisations die when real time communication ceases.

Stacey, using arguments from Hegel and the sociologist Elias, shows how causality has no place in organisational thinking. Humans can plan their own actions but cannot plan the actions of others and so cannot plan the interplay of plans and actions.   Most real life managers would agree with this heretical statement in private.

But 'those in charge', those people who have a vested interest in affecting the way their underlings behave’ cannot accept this and must cling to the idea of causality. They continue to assert that human organisations and non-human systems are analogous whereas in truth they are merely metaphors (an ants nest looks like a human city but its internal relationships are totally different.) 

The most important advantage of CRP thinking for business and enterprise is that it has an adequate theory of novelty.  All enterprises lust for the days of entrepreneurialism, attempt to recreate the conditions when they were fast moving, on the cutting edge and ahead of the game.  Organisational Development is an entire discipline based on the premise that it is possible to remodel business systems to achieve this 'golden state'.

Stacey says that novelty arises, as it does in the rest of nature, by imperfect replication of information.   

In free flowing communication, i.e. conversation, new ideas arise due to imperfect replication, Importantly, Stacey says that conversation also takes place in individuals, the constant silent conversations we have with ourselves serves the same purpose as conversations with other people, to at the same time, recreate and maintain agreed order but to also generate novel ideas, that is to hold the paradox unresolved. 

Again, any experienced manager will say that people have far more ideas than can be actioned by orthodox business planning. Most Belbin assessments will throw up far more Plants (ideas people) than Shapers (make it happen people) but why is this unused when business owners are so desperate for entrepreneurial initiatives? 

It is because CRP (whether explicit or implicit) in practice undermines the role of most of management ,including the traditional CEO role, in private, public and third sector organisations (eg  government love of the Social Entrepreneur model of social enterprise).

Systems theory artificially separates theory and practice, creating a role for theorists of all kinds – accountants, HR, marketeers, executives, consultants etc. But these distinctions and separations , once supported by the slow speed of communication (typewritten reports) are in the way of modern real time communication. Artificial strategic plans created by an executive elite (who see themselves as outside the system and controlling it) are out of date before the CEO has finished dictating them.

That world has gone. Executive corporate management is rapidly becoming an obsolete technology. In practice, pragmatic business leaders are already changing their behaviour to cope e.g. Google’s infamous lite touch management.

Stacey emphasises that communications should be interactive and emphasise the importance of the informal and the narrative, to take full advantage of a CRP approach. Prescriptive and instrumental communication and control are systems thinking based.  He looks at ideology and cult thinking.

Ideology is a form of conversation that makes the current order seem natural and thus preserves it but only as long as it is spoken eg the medieval belief in the reality of a vengeful god or the modern era belief in the sanctity of private wealth.

Cult thinking is an extreme control of conversation that punishes dissension to preserve often irrational thinking e.g. the justification for the invasion of Iraq.

The role of managers and the agents of owners in a CRP environment is quite different. Stacey is no political utopian. The word co-operative is not mentioned once in his work and he is critical of writers such as Ackoff who prioritise democratic management (merely another example of strategic choice theory).

Managers should, to take advantage of a CRP environment, 

· Make resources available to allow conversation type communication. 

· Maintain the conditions for co-creation of the future ie prevent ideology and cult thinking

· Manage the disparities of knowledge, understanding and power that warp co-creation

· Be responsive and not dictatorial 

· Use emergent thinking rather than predictive planning

· If agents of a higher power, use the allocation of resources to lead the organisation in the direction desired by that power

· Manage anxiety, dependency, fight or flight or pairing, cliques, subversion 

· Allow organisational change to be the change in patterns of talk and therefore in patterns of power relations

· Encourage and enable diversity of thought and speech

· Encourage trust to enable free flowing conversations

· Prevent submission (repetitive, stable conversation) or rebellion (disintegration of conversation)

· Encourage and evoke responses from other organisations

· Legitimise novelty

· Not mistake the tools for communication with communications

· Make sense of processes, and communicate that sense to reduce anxiety (eg using performance measurement for feedback but not for Management by Objective purposes)

· Maintain paradox. Live with change. Live with contradiction

· Live with perpetual negotiation

· Lead as a coordinator and enabler

· Facilitate conversations – enable, clarify, encourage, resist closure, resist repetition

· Prioritise active democracy (talk and do)

· Prioritise communication rather than talent management

· Facilitate the themes of conversations

“effective managers are those who notice the repetitive themes that block free flowing conversation and participate in such a way as to assist in shifting those themes.  They may do this by repeatedly asking why people are saying what they are saying. Effective managers will seek opportunities to talk to people in other communities and bring themes from those conversations into the conversational life in their own organization. They will be particularly concerned with trying to understand the covert politics and unconscious group processes they are caught up in and how those might be trapping conversation in repetitive theme., They will also pay attention to the power relations and the ideological basis of those power relations as expressed in conversations. “ p418  4th edition



As is obvious, most of the recommendations for managers are fundamentally threatening to the power relationships in most capitalist or executive controlled organisations.  CRP  kicks away the pillars of status authority which underpin executive privilege. It lights too many intellectual and relationship fires which, given CRP principles, could too easily blaze up and destroy the ideology and cult of capitalist employment relations.  If, given free speech, workers decide they can facilitate themselves, why should they support an expensive executive? 

Indeed this idea seems to underlie the Coalition government’s initiative to turn public services over to ‘worker controlled co-operatives’. It is proposed to make 30% savings in public costs by eliminating corporate executive management, as has allegedly been achieved in CRP friendly networked organizations such as Circle hospitals where ward staff run the hospitals and the few executives stay out of their way.. 

If this initiative is successful how long before private sector business owners make the same steps.

For worker cooperatives, and other organisations which lack the burden of entrenched status authority, CRP offers a much better paradigm than the previous system based models. My experience has been trying to force worker cooperatives into boxes into which they don’t fit but which regulatory authorities, legislators and advisors insist are used on pain of prosecution, punishment or ridicule.

These inappropriate management requirements are all pervasive. They are the 'right way' to act. They are ideology and sometimes cults. And they are all based on a systems paradigm.

Some examples will illustrate this problem. Worker cooperative members can design their working arrangements any way they wish. Suma is the largest worker cooperative in the UK and was described as one of the two most radical employers in Europe by the former director of Co-operatives Europe. 

Suma members for example have collectively decided they want to choose their work colleagues democratically, to multi-skill and undertake multiple jobs in the course of a week (job-rotation), to work how and when they want and to have strictly equal pay rates for all Suma workers. But all of these eminently egalitarian and reasonable wishes, the operations and criteria of which are worked out in the present in active conversation, is in conflict with employment legislation and an employment culture which assumes a prescriptive and systematic relationship between employer and employee.

Suma principle
Conflictual Employment Legislation

To be able to choose who you work with
The Employment Rights Act 1996 gives employees rights whereby worker cooperatives can be sued for unfair dismissal for democratically deciding to terminate the employment of someone they do not wish to work with , and further punished for democratically refusing to reinstate.

 The abstract systematic rights of employees in the ERA take precedent over the human relationship processes.

To choose your own management 
Employment Tribunals and Trade Unions interpret the ERA as requiring a specific authoritative decisiontaker, a senior manager, for all decisions about the application of the ERA. 

Operating management as a function of a collective, as many worker coops do, not as a status attached to individuals, is therefore tantamount to an unauthorised decision. 

The reified idealised system of hierarchical authority is considered to exist whilst the real interacting processes of network governance relationships are discounted as false.

Tribunals and Trade Unions will demand to know 'who precisely is in charge' and the worker cooperative has to present some individual to speak on their behalf, e.g. their personnel officer, even though that person does not have the executive authority demanded. 

To choose the jobs you want to do
Worker cooperatives tend towards multi-skilling and job rotation. It is therefore difficult to prove lack of capability when employment legislation assumes employees are hired for a specific job i.e. that the contractual terms (a hypothesised system) take precedent over real and existing relationships between colleagues.

To work the way you want
Worker cooperative members around the world, tend to want a multi-skilled portfolio of duties, characterised by flexibility and self-initiative within a self regulating network of relationships in the workplace.  

The Health and Safety at Work Act and all subsequent H&S legislation (especially the Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations) require a specific, narrow, prescriptive bureaucratic system of rules and procedures which must be imposed by a system controller. 


Worker owned businesses require safe principles of working (managed in practice by responsive complex processes of relating). H&S orthodoxy requires 'safe systems of work' enforced by disciplinary procedures against non-compliant operatives.

To work when you want
Executives and senior managers with autonomous decisionmaking powers are exempt from the Working Time Regulations. Hourly paid worker cooperative owner managers are not. 

It is an offence for a worker cooperative to permit its member employees to breach the WTR even though they own and control their business in contrast to the salaried executive who may be a small cog in a big corporate.

The self-regulating nature of an existing complex responsive network of mutually dependent relationships in an equal status collective is discounted in favour of a system of bureaucratic controls which assumes the existence of a hypothetical external controller of a reified 'as if' system model.

Equal pay rates for all workers
Equal net pay is a common ideal of worker owned businesses. The Part Time Workers Equal Treatment regulations' if enforced by Tribunal order, effectively prevent equal net pay rates between part and full time workers.


It is possible to assess common management techniques for their basic underlying assumptions. Most of these have been designed pragmatically without consideration of the underlying philosophical assumptions;  CRP based or Systems model based. 

Systems based techniques will not be easy to use or just ineffective in an organisation which lacks arbitrary management authority, the ability to require subordinates to JEDI (just effing do it).  CRP friendly techniques would be a better choice of tool in organisations where consensual agreement is required for proposed change to take place.

Technique
CRP friendly
Systems assumption
Comment

Project Management
Agile school
PRINCE2 and other waterfall methods
Agile is emergent. P2 is predictive.

Communications
Receiver based, On demand. Network. web2
Broadcast , published, web1
Interaction (conversation) vs Transmit (control)

Employer Branding
Employee engagement program
Employee satisfaction survey
Engage vs Study

Training
Interactive group self-learning
Cascade, classroom


Strategic management schools
Emergent, evolutionary, contingent methods
Ancoff, strategic choice, any predictive methods




Financial management
Management by margin

(Beyond Budgetting model)
Management by objectives
(financial business planning)

 Budgeting
Guide vs goal seeking cybernetics

HRM
Human Relations Management
Human Resource Management
Relationships vs units of resource (which are a reified myth anyway)

Operational management
Self-management, cooperative teams,

High Initiative Operations,

management as function
Taylorism, team leadership, 

management as status
Enforced conversation vs repressed conversation

Organisational Development
Vertical integration and segmentation,

matrix/network

Flat hierarchy
Horizontal integration and silos,

pyramid hierarchy
Vertical requires real time communications , horizontal merely business information processing






Leadership theory
Open leadership

servant leader

facilitation
Great man theory

celebrity 

chief executive cult
CRP vs. external controller of system 

Business Information
Open Books
Need to know
Open Books enables complex responsive relating by human participants.  Need to know restricts behaviour, participants to that of operatives.

Theory of the firm
cooperatives
hierarchies


Change management
CRP
Business process Re-engineering , Value Chain Analysis


Culture
People & customers focussed
Finance, operations, marketing dominated
Responsive human Relationships vs things

Marketing
Active marketing
Passive marketing
Customer relationship management vs systematic marketing campign

Visioning
Appreciative Inquiry
Future search
AI focusses on interpersonal relationships. Future search on 'wants' and posits an ideal future towards which a cybernetic systematic approach is possible

Quality standards
Investors in People?
ISO9000 etc.  
TQM, 6sigma, EFQM etc. are largely systems based but with CRP elements

So why have systems thinking management theories been apparently so successful in orthodox business and organisations in general. Is it because the power relations in capitalist businesses' and their mirrors in executive controlled public and third sector organisations, smooth over the failings in the system model.

Subordinates can be made to act like automatons in respect of significant decisionmaking. The paradox at the heart of the systems model is suppressed.   Workers act more like the boids in complex adaptive systems simulations The imposed limits to their discretionary behaviour being effectively the same as the rules which govern the behaviour of the simulations' agents.

This is essentially the case whether it is naked JEDI management or clothed in Best Practice HRM. The result is the same, the paradox (autonomous vs. controlled behavior) is suppressed in action. 

However this only holds for operational and tactical management (near and medium future). Is this because it is in these realms of management that JEDI hierarchy can operate?

Strategic management is different. Whilst a huge amount of evidence exists for the efficacy of systems based operational and tactical management techniques (It is very difficult to argue in favour of financial management by margin given the hegemony of budget based accounting),.

The Return On Investment of strategic management techniques is very unclear. Strategic management has a very bad reputation amongst practical managers, though it is promoted heavily by business support agencies (BluePrinting) and management consultants.  The business 'self help' books promoted by consultants and business gurus are bewildering challenges for 'learned on the job' pragmatically minded managers and a resource of enchanting jargon and new fads for the ambitious executive and enterprising consultants.

To me this appears not a healthy marketplace of competing ideas but a confusion that indicates a core and essential problem in understanding and thinking about 'strategy'. Stacey has highlighted the dissonance between systems based strategic theory and generally accepted business aspirations such as creativity and employee initiative by using logical argument. His colleague Patricia Shaw in Changing Conversations in Organisations (2002)  demonstrates the same dissonance between client expectations for a cause and effect systems thinking based action plan and her experience as a strategic management and organisational development consultant.   

In both cases, despite general evidence of a lack of efficacy, the universal ideology is systems thinking but which gives way to an acceptance of CRP based communications and relationships facilitation when this is shown to be more effective.  However in practice, few practitioners get the chance to make this choice because in practice, systems thinking is the only acceptable ideology for executives.

In my experience, a typical strategic management initiative will use strategic choice theory.  A 'scientific' examination of the organization’s situation will be undertaken (SWOT, PESTLE , Market Research etc.) .  Frequently this is as far as the strategy goes.  But sometimes an objective/vision/goal (the confusion in understanding of these terms is telling) will be set by the executive leadership. This may or may not be linked to the prior study and may be simply an imposed executive aspiration chosen for political or career reasons. 

The 'scientific' appearance of this exercise gives it credence especially with people who have little applied scientific training.  

In the 1950s, Ansoff , a mathematician, developed complex mathematical and statistical techniques  to put strategic management firmly into the technocratic scientific realm. Strategists would be technicians.  Ansoff was (and in some quarters still is ) called the father of strategic management. In practice the analyses and maths became increasingly complicated, incomprehensible and inflexible as they were expanded and developed to cope with the seemingly limitless variables uncovered in practice. The 'systems' they were studying proved to be vastly more complex than first appearance suggested and the analysis frequently did not result in effective action nor generate the desired outcomes.  

Ansoff himself coined the phrase 'paralysis by analysis' to describe the confusing situation his analytical techniques generated.

Mintzberg's criticisms of Ansoff's model and by implication strategic choice theory in general is that it relies upon the assumptions that future events can be predicted, that planning can be separated from operational management and that analysis and data management can in some unspecified way produce novel strategies.  Stacey makes it clear these assumptions are false.

However this thirst for a 'scientific' approach (ie technocratic) is still dominant 50 years later amongst real world managers.   

A cause and effect trail now typically takes places, putting in place strategies and action plans to 'implement' the plan and 'achieve' the vision. 

In practice, in most organizations, the plan fades into insignificance  as it becomes apparent that it bears insufficient connections with experienced reality, as the actions fail to achieve the expected results.  Top management may be continuing to follow the plan, until the CEO leaves for his/her next job, but middle and unit management will be going through the motions while in practice doing the best they can by emergent and contingent strategic management (sometimes known as making it up as you go along and making the most of a bad job)..

The specific problem with strategic choice in all its various formats, is not the analysis per se. It is the transition to a plan and from plan to action. That it is possible to get other people to enact the abstract ideal of the analyser / controller is an assumption.  The analysis is a necessarily limited description of a past situation which has been extrapolated to fit a hypothetical future.  Who set the limits? Are the limits shared by analysers, planners and operatives?  If not, are they essentially dealing with a different set of concepts?

Any manager who has tried to use output metrics as people performance tool knows how the same thing, usually a simple number,  (lines per hour, sales per week, average waiting times, average A-C grade GCSEs) can have seemingly as many definitions as there are supervisors and operatives.  Is it a target? An upper limit? A lower limit?, exclusive, integrated into other performance measures some of which are implicit, a game, a weapon, a joke? 

The analysis is what might have been. The plan is hypothetical guesswork about what might be but predicative so the further ahead in time it reaches, the further from an experience of reality it departs; the bigger the gap between hypothesis and experience. 

In practice this has the effect of decreasing credibility for the operatives and therefore decreasing commitment to the outcome. People are less prepared to take the risk of changing behaviour and MOTS ensues (doing More Of The Same).

In strategic choice theory, the analysis drives the plan drives imposed action. A hypothesis is imposed on experienced reality. An attempt is being made to impose thought onto reality.

In complex responsive process thinking, analysis informs communications which provokes self-willed action. We have an interactive experience with input of knowledgeable communications and emergent self -willed action.

On the shop floor this is what happens in the real life experience of management where there is no spatial separation between managed and manager and a mutual dependency in order for success to be achieved

The confusion is compounded because in practice there is no clear voice or accepted best practice in strategic management thinking, unlike that for operational and tactical.  Indeed major confusion exists over the definition of 'strategy'. Is it merely an extrapolation of current business activities into the future? Is it satisfying owners' and other stakeholders' aspirations? How far into the future is the realm of strategy, in contrast to tactical management (the fulfillment of annual business plans) where three and five year business plans are fairly common. 

Typically most of what passes for strategic planning and management is MOTS (More Of The Same), a pre-Ansoff budgetary and tactical management extrapolation of current activities with some built in sensitivity to economic environmental turbulence.  In practice, there is no effective strategic management using systems thinking. Instead of 'managing the future' which is the declared intention of strategic management we see 'managing emergent risks'. The process is moving across towards a CRP path by necessity. So why always start off on the wrong path?

Indeed acquisition (empire building) not development is the core strategy for most modern capitalist enterprises and most executive dominated organisations.

It is obvious from the above, that this kind of prescriptive, hierarchy dependent strategic management is entirely unsuited for democratic enterprises such as worker cooperatives. While members may tolerate the analysis phase and believe this is investment well spent, there is no possibility of a collective acceptance of the output of the analysis phase. In practice, progress towards strategic management stops as soon as the analysis is complete.  However there may be 'scope creep' to use a project management term or 'move the goalposts' so that MOTS is redefined as strategy. 

Perhaps  it is time to abandon the term strategy. But how much longer will it be before managers are prepared to put their faith in relationship and communication facilitation and CRP based techniques? Process not task. 

Notes -  I am very keen to take these ideas further into practical cooperative management. CRP or CRPR (complex responsive processes of relating) is still a largely academic interest. There are few examples of practical application and none, as far as I know, in cooperatives (though many use CRPR by default).

I intend to write this up properly as a published paper and I’m keen to seek collaborators.

Do please contact me. I’m happy for these ideas to be used wherever but please acknowledge the source and that none of this has been authorized by Ralph Stacey who may well not agree with my interpretation.

I also have a worker cooperative blog  www.bobcannell.blogspot.com and use Twitter for worker coop matters, search for bob cannell. 

Many thanks for reading.

Bob Cannell

bob@suma.coop

bob@cbc.coop 

Suma

www.suma.coop
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