
  Peter Dudley 

The Public Sector Cannot Deliver High Performance  
and High Quality Service: 

An Adaptive Systems Perspective 
 

Peter Dudley BA PhD FRSA FORS 
 
 
 Much is said regarding the need for performance focus and the value of performance 
management in organizations operating in the current climate.  And much of this seems to 
equate management performance with organizational performance.  However, although the 
two are undoubtedly linked, they are not the same thing – there is a logical separation 
between ‘doing’ and ‘managing doing’ – only when the two are brought together is 
organizational value created.  
 
This separation begins to make it clear that the role of the manager is not entirely comprised 
of ‘getting things done’ – of managing the present – but also contains a significant element of 
creating the (locally internal) context for activities and behaviours such that they combine to 
create (locally external) value – which creates a sustainable future.  The role of a manager is 
not to (directly) create value, but to create the conditions where value can be created. 
 
The implication of this is that the management performance lies in the ability to ensure that 
value is, and continues to be, created.  The high-performing manager will be outcome 
effective first and only then process efficient – there is little point in being the lowest cost 
provider of precisely the wrong thing. 
 
The power of the trialogue (figure 1) lies in equal part in the fact that it can be shown to be 
both useful in application and intellectually sound.  The utility of the model is also twofold, 
deriving as much from providing the ability to think about and communicate our insights 
and experiences in the world as it does from the fact that it enables and guides such insights 
and activities in the first place.  Although it could be argued that many of the activities and 
insights suggested by the application of the model as an epistemo-ontology (a method of 
apprehending the world and of what it is comprised) are intuitively known and done by 
good managers already, the difficulty is that much of this knowing and doing is intuitive, not 
consciously available, and is therefore difficult for them to actively share with, or impart to, 
others.  Thus, assuming Beer to be correct in his (often made) statement that: 
 

 “… the value of a model is not whether it is right but whether it is useful”  
 

 It is by providing a language in which it is possible to think about and act upon our 
experiences in the world and to be able to share those experiences with others, that the 
trialogue delivers a communicative utility, and in so doing, a performative value. 
 
The trialogue (Dudley, 2000; 2007) and the Viable System Model (VSM, Beer, e.g., 1979; 
1981; 1985) are part of a general area of study called cybernetics.  The word itself is a 
development of the Greek word kybernetes meaning, roughly, steersmanship, and was used 
by Plato in the Republic in around 370 BC  (Waterfield, 1994) to compare the activities of 
social governance or statesmanship with those of a  
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Figure 1: The Trialogue 
  

person steering a boat across open water, needing to make small corrective adjustments to 
take account of the ebb and flow of the tides and currents in order to achieve the goal of 
arriving safely into port.  The Latin equivalent of kybernetes is gubernator – the root of the 
English word “governor” which reveals its mixed origins by referring to both “a ruler” and 
that part of a self-regulating device that “does the regulating”, e.g., the thermostat on a 
central heating or air-conditioning device. 
 
 Recognizably modern cybernetics, however, can be seen to originate with the work of 
American mathematician Norbert Wiener in whose seminal work (Wiener, 1948) it was 
defined as “The science of communication and control in the animal and machine”.  
Cybernetics was conceived as an interdisciplinary science, inspired by the commonality of 
the results of analysis in Wiener’s work in mathematics and his friend Arturo Rosenblueth’s 
work in cardiology.  This interdisciplinarity was both extended and confirmed by the 
establishment of the “Macy Conferences”1 in 1946 . 
 
Although there is no evidence that he was a member of the group, an influential early 
adopter in the UK, was the psychiatrist W. Ross Ashby whose work in cybernetics led to the 
to the definition of the “Law of Requisite Variety” (Ashby, 1966) and the “Ultrastable system” 
(Ashby, 1960).   Ashby’s research into the construction of learning machines using 
cybernetic principles led to the insight that the basic model needed to be extended to include 
a second feedback loop – one that assessed not the success or failure of a particular activity 
but the impact of that activity, or, more correctly, the impact of the environmental response 
to that activity, on the acting system or organization.   With the introduction of the 
“ultrastable system” Ashby makes it explicit that action cannot exist in a vacuum but, in a 
sentient or perceiving system, it exists in the context of the benefit of the system as a whole. 
 
 Where Ashby’s model identifies the need for a systemic or organizational context to be 
present in order for learning to occur Beer’s Viable System Model (VSM) extends the notion 

                                                        
1 An international seminar group held in New York and funded by the Macy Foundation which, in addition to 
Wiener and Rosenblueth, included amongst its members, Warren McCulloch (brain theory), John von Neumann 
(computing and self-replicating automata) and Gregory Bateson (sociology and anthropology). 
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of the “reacting system” (Beer, 1985).  His extension takes it from being a simple or single 
homogeneous activity and defines the conditions necessary to manage a complex of 
potentially heterogeneous activities which, collectively and individually, contribute to the 
creation of the systemic whole.  He also extends the ability for organizational learning 
and/or adaptation by introducing the concept of “recursion” (structural similarity between 
levels of organizational complexity) which allows for some degree of autonomy in the 
making of local adaptive change so long as it does not compromise the integrity of the whole.  
 
What is clear when comparing the models is that they share two common threads.  The first 
is structural, i.e. that Ashby’s “Essential variables”, “Second feedback loop” and “Reacting 
system” parallel Beer’s “Systems 5, 4, and 3”2; the second is the function of their proxies for 
organizational identity (i.e., the “essential variables” and “system 5”).  In both cases these 
function as external (and therefore unchangeable) arbiters of ‘rightness’.  Identity (and, 
therefore rightness) is fixed for the lifetime of the system or organization.  Whilst this may 
hold in mechanical or individual biological systems it is clearly not the case at the level of 
(biological) population evolution or those of psychological, social or cultural change where 
“what good looks like” is dynamic, the result of learning, experience and changing desire. 
 

 
Figure 2: Beer’s Viable System Model 

 
The trialogue, developed by Dudley (2000; 2007) as an extension of the models of Ashby and 
Beer, overcomes this problem by rendering organizational identity ‘plastic’ - an emergent 
and dynamic entity existing at the intersection of environmental and structural possibility.  
There is an obvious (if latent) problem with this, in the absence of an established moral or 
strategic compass, there is the possibility that the organization becomes capricious, 
wantonly opportunistic or possibly catatonic.  However when it is accepted that the 

                                                        
2 This is figuratively, rather than strictly, correct because of the additional complexity introduced in the VSM 
which requires the formal separation of “System 3” as a unifying management function.  Because it utilizes only 
a single “reacting system” this is not necessary in Ashby’s model. 
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trialogue operates as the management element of a viable system and is therefore subject to 
the embeddedness implied by Beer’s notion of recursion, it becomes apparent that there will 
be both ethico-moral and performativity imperatives (as an accepted function of 
membership) which will tend to hold local behaviours away from dysfunctional extremes. 
 
 Understood in this manner the trialogue can be said to provide a basis for understanding 
the changes that take place (in systemic identity) along a psycho-social continuum running 
from self-directed or experiential learning through formal education and/or socialization on 
to the more directive forms of psychotherapy.  All of which can be seen as responses to, or 
manipulation of, environmental and/or internal factors in such a manner as to render 
currently held notions of identity problematic; thereby instigating, and then supporting, 
adaptive or desirable change.   
 
Alongside this the trialogue provides a typology of management activity, i.e. “Identity 
Maintenance, Creation of the Future and Management of the Present” that reflect the themes 
that run through Ashby’s and Beer’s models.  And which, when the trialogue is used in the 
role of the meta-system (i.e., the equivalent of Beer’s “3-4-5” or Ashby’s “Essential 
Variables”) in the VSM structure, provides the ability to design more agile and performance 
focused organizations and define the role of management as an active contribution thereto. 
 

 
Figure 3: Embedding the Trialogue in the VSM 

 
When the system is broken we can all see that it is broken: 
 (although we may not be able to comment) 

  
– The presence of a contradictory statements of primary purpose creates a 

situation where “primary purpose” has become “one amongst many”; 
– Process performance indicators are used as proxies for organizational 

performance but, because there is no integral focus on the environment, 
there is no way of telling when they cease to be effective as such.   

– When it is inward (process efficiency) focused rather than outward 
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(organizational contribution) focused, performance improvement can only 
be achieved by getting better at what we do – rather than making sure that 
what we do is relevant. 

– This means that over time a mis-match between process performance and 
organizational performance can occur (i.e., all the process indicators will be 
‘good’ but organizational performance will deteriorate).  

– Managers (or other legitimate controllers) then use ad-hoc initiatives to 
‘bring the organization up to date’ and, as timelines shorten and initiatives 
come closer together, the organization will come to suffer a form of ataxia.  

 
And it will only get worse in the future. 

 
– Because “primary purpose” is now one amongst many indicators, managers 

and/or other controllers can legitimately select different indicators to 
address financial or political circumstances and, therefore set 
“improvement agenda” that are designed to suit their, rather than the 
organization’s, purposes. 

– Because the process efficiency indicators have ceased to be proxies for and 
are now accepted as the indicators of organizational performance, the 
failure of the organization to perform will be assumed to be because the 
process performance targets are not stringent enough – and they will be 
tightened further.   

 
An Adaptive System View 
Consider this paraphrase of von Neumann: 

 
 A simple system is more complicated than its behaviour, 
 A complex system is more simple than its behaviour. (von Neumann, 1966) 
 

It is not too difficult to extrapolate from this that adaptive systems are necessarily 
complex and that, for all practical purposes, complex systems are adaptive.  The clear 
lesson from this is that it is not possible to fully determine the behaviour of a complex 
system within the terms of the system (which is, of course, Goedel’s incompleteness 
theorem).  And further, that any attempt at the complete determination of allowable 
behaviour (i.e., unreflected proceduralization) will fail or, if successful, necessarily lead 
to the creation of a simple system – i.e., one that is not competent to achieve its 
primary purpose.   

 
Reading this alongside Ashby’s “picturesque” version of his  “Law of Requisite Variety” 
(noting that, for this purpose, “variety” is equivalent to “complexity”) that “... only 
variety can destroy variety” leads to the conclusion that simple (i.e., rule → behaviour 
based) models cannot be successfully used to manage complex systems.  The 
relationship between the output states (behaviours) of the simple system, its structural 
complexity (complicatedness) and its hierarchical nature means that at each higher 
level the complexity to be dealt with in the system grows - and there will of necessity 
come a point at which the system is no longer (if it ever was) competent to the task. 
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Adaptive systems constrain this complexity growth by using the notion of ‘completion 
from outside’, which is a consequence of Goedel’s theorem, recursive (defined here as 
structural similarity between levels of complexity) embeddedness (i.e., that adaptive 
systems both contain and are contained within other adaptive systems) and systemic 
identity.   

 
In consequence the management of an adaptive system uses three internal languages: a 
language of environmental fit; a language of internal value; and, a language of defining 
and controlling activity. When these languages operate together they suggest the three 
key elements of the management task. 

 
The integrating mechanism for these three elements, the arrow between the boxes, is 
the three way ‘strategic’ conversation (that I have called the trialogue) that balances 
environmental demands against internal capabilities and capacities using the prevalent 
internal definition of identity.   

 
The adaptive driver is the stress created in the ‘identity ↔environment’ relationship 
(caused by an environmental mis-fit) that stimulates a change in the definition of the 
output goals or the definition of the activities undertaken.  And, because of the 
recursive structure, the upward proliferation of complexity is controlled by redefining 
the performance parameters of the embedded tasks to reflect the new ‘reality’ and 
allow change as an adaptive response at that level.  By defining performance in terms 
of outcomes the complexity of the detailed management of tasks is removed.   

 
The key factors to achieving adaptive contextualization are: 
 

 The definition of systemic identity as outward facing and adaptive – that is 
contribution focused – not inward facing and mechanistic; 
 
Rich links to the performance environment to ensure that messages 
regarding mismatches are received and understood; 
 
Clear definition of the internal tasks as direct contributions to the desired 
outcomes in the environment and the ability to communicate them as such 
to those responsible for delivery; 
 
An active approach to aligning capability, capacity and output to 
environmental demands within the definition of identity; and, 
 
An information system (formal or informal) that is designed to verify and 
report outcome performance. 
 

Beer [5], in his work defining the Viable System Model (VSM) states that the competent 
management of systems at lower levels of recursion (i.e., internal tasks) requires four 
primary types of information: 

 
Performance control – information relating to the resourcing and output 
performance of the individual tasks; 



  Peter Dudley 

Co-ordinating – information relating to the interaction of the individual 
tasks such that they combine to create whole system outcomes; 
 
Compliance (or validation) – information providing confirmation that the 
individual tasks have been undertaken according to agreed rules and 
therefore that reported performance is legitimate; and, 
 
Danger – in effect an organizational ‘reflex action’ that over-rides 
conventional reporting channels to warn of potentially damaging 
occurrences. 
 

When this information structure is overlaid on the model above it creates a general 
model of an adaptive organization and the information architecture needed to support 
it (figure 4). 

 

 
Figure 4: Information Channels 

 
Contribution Alignment vs Task Management 

 
A profound consequence of the adoption of the adaptive model is the explicit alignment 
of activity with the primary purpose of the organization (and the recognition that the 
role of management is the active contextualization of organizational activity.  Activities 
(including efficiency improvements) do not have value in isolation but only to the 
extent to which they enhance the achievement of the purpose.  In an organization 
where the “front-line” has a large emotional investment in the core organizational 
values this alignment can mean that significant discretionary capability is released.  
Introducing a process cost reduction that is perceived as a contribution to satisfying or 
achieving the primary purpose is likely to be sought out and embraced, whereas one 
that is perceived as serving only the needs of “senior leaders” to its detriment is not.   

  



  Peter Dudley 

This move to explicit contribution management is unlikely be easy – all organizations 
have some form of cultural legacy that will impact any attempt at such a transition.  
The recursive nature of the adaptive model requires that there is both a top down and 
bottom up exchange of meaningful information and that performance is recognized as 
emergent rather than additive – dependent on context rather more than procedure – 
both of which may present challenges to current managerial attitudes.   
 
The Value Axis 
 
Organizations create value for their owners/shareholders/political masters by 
engaging in an exchange with their environment (i.e. society as a whole or their 
particular market).  If the organization is to be successful it must create enough value 
from this exchange to: a) renew or recreate itself in order to continue the exchange 
into the future; and, b) a benefit 3  of sufficient value to satisfy its 
owners/shareholders/political masters and thus maintain their continued engagement 
and support. 

 
 

 
Figure 5: The Organizational Value Exchange 

 
These two elements map closely to either side of the logical separation between ‘doing 
something’ and ‘managing doing something’ mentioned earlier.  Adaptive system theory 
suggests that the role of ‘managing doing’ is, primarily, concerned with the interpretation of 
the context in which the organization operates – defining what value is and, by extension, 
which internal activities contribute to the creation of (organizational) value.  It also suggests 
that the delivery (but not the definition) of social value is undertaken at the other end of the 
organization – by the front-line operatives be they chefs, doctors, social workers or refuse 
collectors.  The value axis of an organization (see fig. 6) is that line of authority that connects 
the owners/shareholders/political masters (or the executive officers that represent them) of 
the organization to its customers/clients/patients etc. 

 

                                                        
3 Note here that this ‘owners’ benefit’ will not necessarily be financial but may, especially in the case of public 
sector organizations, take the form of, e.g., political advantage, social advancement, etc.   
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Figure 6: The Value Axis 

 
Following Beer’s [5] assertion that there should be alignment between “system 5” and 
“system 1” – that is that there is a commonality of the interpretation of the purpose of the 
organization between ‘doing’ and ‘managing doing’ – the value axis should represent a 
consistent and progressively more operational statement of the primary purpose of the 
organization running unbroken from the ownership group to the client.   
 
Beer [5] tells us that the primary purpose of the viable organization is to survive.  And 
adaptive system theory suggests that the best way to achieve this is to: a) actively seek to 
provide social value; and, b) create an operational model that is able to deliver this social 
value in a manner that allows the organization to renew itself and deliver benefit to its 
owner/shareholder/political master constituency.  Thus, in an ideal world, the value axis 
will also represent a description of the manner in which the organization will align the goals 
of the owner/shareholder/political master constituency with the creation and delivery of 
social value.  In short, it represents an operational continuity of purpose throughout the 
organization.  However creating this continuity may be far from straightforward. 
 
Thus far the organization has been discussed as if it were a simple entity – with only one 
layer of management overlooking its operational elements.  However, the multiple levels of 
management implicit in any but the most simple of organizations complicate this view by 
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creating points at which the communication of purpose must cross internal boundaries.  
Adaptive theory addresses this boundary crossing by adopting the notion of ‘contribution’ 
that is: a) looking upward and/or outward and asking “What is it that I/we contribute to the 
wider goal or environment?”; and, b) looking downward and/or inward “What is it that I/we 
need to be in order to make that contribution?”.  The role of the manager in an adaptive 
organization is then Janus like, facing outward to establish a context for action and value 
creation and inward to design and support this activity. 
 
In this way establishing the context for internal activity as the delivery of contribution to 
organizational purpose also defines the primary unit performance metric – as the extent to 
which this contribution is delivered.  Designing internal activities also implicitly defines their 
performance metrics as the extent to which they contribute to its delivery.  Thus 
organizational units are created and legitimated at the point that there is an organizational 
need to create value – and for no other reason – thereby ensuring that each unit created has 
its own ‘value proposition’ focused on the realization of organizational purpose. 
 
As the person responsible for the contribution to purpose of an organizational unit a 
manager can be assessed as to his or her performance. Looking from the top down 
management performance is directly equated to unit performance which, because unit 
performance is defined as contribution to organizational performance, means that 
management performance is also directly equated to contribution to organizational purpose 
– an effectiveness measure.    Whilst looking from the bottom up, management performance 
can be seen as the extent to which the ability of the lower levels to contribute to unit 
performance is enabled which, because it is equated with the removal of obstacles to 
internal performance, is likely to reduce long term cost – an efficiency measure.  As 
management posts are only ever created around a value proposition, administrative (i.e., 
organizationally convenient but without defined value) posts can be clearly identified as 
supplementary and treated accordingly.    
 
Although what has been said in this section so far has been presented as a ‘top-down’ 
transfer of organizational purpose the ‘Janus’ like character of the role of management also 
implies the necessity of a ‘bottom-up’ transfer as well.  The most obvious form this takes is 
what Beer [5] calls the “Resource Bargain” where operational units negotiate with their 
managers what they will deliver in terms of contribution – and at what price in terms of the 
resources required.  Whilst this constitutes a significant proportion of ‘bottom-up’ 
communication it does not, indeed cannot in an adaptive organization, exhaust it in its 
entirety.   
 
The nature of complexity growth between individuals, their organizations and their 
environments is such that it is not possible for the ownership group of any organization to 
be completely and perfectly informed of its detailed, day to day operations.  And much less to 
be able to competently control them.  Almost by definition the only people that can have any 
real information on this scale are front line operators – and they are as far away from the 
ownership group as it is possible to get.  This organizational distance (and the “Law of 
Requisite Variety” [8]) mean that it is necessary for information to be passed back up the 
organizational structure – and to be filtered on its way (see fig. 7, following Beer 1985).   
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Figure 7: Communication and Complexity 

(“V” equals relative complexity) 
 
Management, because it is now defined as “enabling our performance”, becomes the channel 
through which the most important messages that could be passed back up through the 
organization, i.e., “These activities are no longer appropriate” or “These activities are not (no 
longer) consistent with (our interpretation of) organizational purpose” are passed back up 
through the organization.  These messages are important because they both make the 
statement that “What we are (now) being asked to do is actively preventing us from 
achieving what (we believed at least) we were originally here to achieve” – a clear indication 
that the value axis is not fully aligned.  The comment that:    
 

“... front-line staff in the NHS are much more motivated by the needs of the 
members of the public ... than they are by senior leaders ...” (Bevan, Ham and Plsek, 
2009) 

 
taken from an NHS report, seems to confirm that this type of organizational commentary 
exists but, perhaps, is not being heard in that institution. 
 
The two-way transfer of information along the value axis ensures that the current activities 
align with the creation of the internally defined notion of value by ensuring that they 
generate sufficient social value to maintain it.  A further outcome of this is that it ensures the 
alignment of performance enhancing/adaptive (but not directly value generating) activities 
(e.g., training, development, organizational change, etc.) by providing the core performance 
metric against which their effectiveness can be judged. 
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Adding Back the Rest of the Model 
 
Everything that does not lie on the value axis, i.e., any and all activities that do not directly 
contribute to the creation of value are costs.  This does not mean that these activities are 
without value or unnecessary.  Whilst the value axis represents the continuity of 
organizational purpose between the ownership group and the customer it does not comprise 
the totality of the adaptive model and it is in the totality that value can continue to be 
created.   
 
Much of the trialogue (i.e., Beer’s “3, 4, 5 meta-system” in its totality) does not sit on the 
value axis – because the role of management, as defined here, is to determine what value is 
but not to create it.  The trialogue, as a representation of active management, is of value to 
the organization to the extent that it:  
 

a) accurately detects and identifies a social context in which value can be created; 
and,  
 
b) effectively constructs and controls an organization capable of delivering this 
social value in such a way that sufficient internal value is created to ensure its 
ongoing existence.  

 
It achieves this by maintaining and ongoing conversation between “designing the future” 
(identifies the social context and ascertains whole environmental reaction to organizational 
activity),  “managing the present” (constructs and controls the value creating element of the 
organization) and “identity” (defines the nature of the conversion of the social value created 
into internal value).  In this way it is able to align social value demands with internal value 
creation capability and thus ensure the continued relevance of the organization. 
 
Compliance (Beer’s “System 3*”), does not lie on the value axis, neither does it define what to 
do.  The purpose of compliance as an activity is to: ensure that things (whatever they are) are 
being done right.  The most important function of compliance (outside the legal arena) is as a 
trigger to learning, i.e., if everything is being ‘done right’ but environmental or market 
response is negative, there is a good chance that the organization is ‘doing the wrong thing’. 
 
Nor does co-ordination (Beer’s “System 2”) lie on the value axis.  Its purpose is to fine-tune 
the outputs and interactions of the individual operational elements at any given level of 
recursion.  In this way it is an attempt to maximize the retention of value created by 
minimizing the wastage of resources because, e.g., of unnecessary delays or storage caused 
by different processes running at different, and incompatible, rates. 
 
To be clear about the value axis, it connects the organization’s various levels only through 
what I have called “Managing the Present” (the equivalent of Beer’s “System 3”, see figures 2, 
3 and 4 for a representation of the recursive structure that makes this possible).    However, 
this does not mean that all activities that lie within its remit (e.g., finance, HR, etc.) are on the 
value axis.  Such support activities may (in the same way as management in general) be of 
value to the organization, by enabling or enhancing value creation – as resources available to 
operations managers – but they do not create it.  Organizational value is created in the 



  Peter Dudley 

present (of the operational level) that is managed and, even there, only at the level(s) that 
directly interact(s) with customers or clients. 
 
Thus the value axis not only does not, but literally cannot, define an adaptive organization in 
its entirety.  It is a useful tool for focusing management thinking but, if used in isolation from 
the rest of the model (as in most versions of ‘lean’ type approaches), creates the risk of 
creating an organization that is highly adapted to one particular environment.  Although this 
is not, necessarily, a problem in the short term, over the long term environments and 
markets have a habit of changing.  Implementing the elements of the adaptive model that lie 
off the value axis (whilst being an additional cost) provides the ability to recognize and 
respond to these changes and thus are clearly of value to the organization even though they 
are not capable of creating it.   
 
Pathology 
 
That the prime performance principle of the organization will be determined by the 
definition of value or benefit adopted by the dominant stakeholder may appear to be a 
simple truism but its impact on the behaviour of the wider organization will be far from 
trivial.  Viability and adaptive theory assume as a starting point that the primary purpose of 
the organization (i.e., to survive) is both established and shared.  This is usually most closely 
approximated in the case of commercial organizations.  Here, although there is rarely 
complete alignment, there is some recognition that the value or benefit required by the 
dominant stakeholder (presumably profit) is best achieved through the effective 
management of the delivery of social value (roughly measured via revenue generation) and 
that the two are measured in the same unit (money).  It is also generally the case that there 
is a direct relationship between social value created and revenue received.  That is, that 
customers will pay (or not) for what they get. 
 
In public service organizations however, there are circumstances where social value is free 
at the point of delivery and/or dominant stakeholder and social value performance are 
assessed in different units and/or the social value consumer is radically disconnected from 
the dominant stakeholder value consumer.  These circumstances create the potential for key 
dominant stakeholder performance to be misaligned, or even fundamentally irreconcilable, 
with key social value performance.  That is, it is possible for senior management, whilst 
publicly and/or contractually committed to the delivery of some or other social value, to 
adapt to reward and incentivization (by the dominant stakeholder group) by adopting 
behaviours and operational practices that are irreconcilable with, or counter to, its delivery.  
In such cases the organization can be performing perfectly well according to internal (i.e., 
dominant stakeholder or management) performance measures but inadequately in terms of 
its social value mandate (think for example of the recent NHS Foundation Trust ‘scandals’, 
e.g., Healthcare Commission, 2009).   
 
In fairness, these circumstances are different only in degree (rather than kind) from issues 
that arise in commercial organizations.  ‘Playing politics’, i.e., manipulating events for 
personal advantage rather than organizational or customer benefit, has long been 
recognized in the commercial arena.  However, in the public sector, social value is generally 
perceived (by its recipient constituency) as the only legitimate outcome, if only because each 
and every member of society sees themselves, if not as an actual or potential recipient, at 
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least as a paying customer (and taxes are never popular).   The difficulty, of course, is that 
because such organizations are (in principle) owned by everybody they are effectively 
owned by no-one which means that they are necessarily controlled in a value vacuum – one 
that is filled by the values of the dominant managerial group rather than the social value 
consumer group.  Which serves to make the misalignments mentioned above all the more 
likely.  With the result that such organizations come, increasingly, to be managed on cost 
(and therefore eventually service performance) reduction rather than service delivery at 
best cost principles.  For all the reasons explained in “When the System is Broken …” above. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This paper introduced the notion of an adaptive system based on biological models; which, it 
was suggested, has utility for human organizations.  It was also noted that human 
organizations are subject to a variety of potential ‘primary purposes’, all competing for 
supremacy in a manner that is not prevalent in the biological sphere where the primary 
purpose is presumed to be survival.  This competition for primacy, it was suggested, being 
not only pathological (i.e., prejudicial to organizational performance) but also likely to be 
particularly prevalent in the public sector because conditions exist that will tend to weaken 
or disrupt continuity of purpose between levels of the organization, its client constituency 
and its dominant stakeholders. 
 
In a manner analogous to that in which biological systems convert food taken from their 
environment into materials for renewal and nutrients, it is suggested by the models here 
that human organizations create social value that is exchanged for organizational value and 
in this way ensure their continued existence.   
 
It was also suggested that the structure necessary for this was recursive and followed Beer’s 
rubric for viable systems.  It thus had two elements at any given level of recursion, i.e. a 
context setting and control (or strategic) element and an operational element.  Which in this 
paper were represented with Dudley’s ‘trialogue’ replacing the “3-4-5” homeostat or meta-
system of Beer’s model.  Progressively recursive levels are embedded, creating a structure 
which functions adaptively by aligning organizational outputs with socially defined value; 
with each level in this structure containing entities that have a specific ‘value proposition’ 
for the organization. 
 
The final significant element in this paper is the ‘value axis’, introduced to emphasize the 
continuity of purpose between the most senior or dominant stakeholder and the value 
creating interaction between front line operatives and the client constituency.  The value 
axis defines or embodies what is meant by the term ‘organizational performance’ at any 
given level of the organization at any given point in time.  Although it does not exhaust the 
totality of activities that are ‘of value’ to the organization, activities that are on the value axis 
create this value. 
 
Perhaps the most important lesson that the value axis has to teach is that the interpretations 
of the social value the organization seeks to create and the activities and processes it 
employs in order to create it must be shared throughout the organization – most especially 
by the senior or dominant stakeholder and the frontline operatives that are engaged to 
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deliver it. When this is the case the public sector can deliver high performance and high 
quality service, but only because they are one and the same thing. 
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