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Executive Summary 
This presentation focuses on the system types component of a human systems change 
management model. We will begin with a brief review of human systems theory, and the 
dynamic relationship between the change agent and the target system. We will then 
introduce our Onion Rings Model and examine each of the four system types—Closed, 
Random, Open and Synchronous—which comprise its first ring. For each system type we will 
provide a discussion of its characteristic beliefs and behaviors. We will consider each in its 
enabled and disabled versions and illustrate these with case examples. 
 
We will then demonstrate how the model can be used in change management applications. 
We will briefly introduce our assessment instrument, the Systems Type Indicator, and 
explain its use in identifying system preference and quantifying a system's enablement. 
After a review of structural system characteristics—feedback loops and flexibility and 
cohesion axes—we will consider the critical guiding principles for changing systems. 
 

Introduction 
Human Systems 
Experience has taught us that human systems is the piece that's most overlooked as people 
are working with organizations. Everyone has their own model for how to divide up the 
different aspects of an organization, the different pieces that need to be included. Ours is a 
human systems model. There's no rocket science here, nothing earth shattering about this 
model. It just shows that in addition to vision and business goals and organizational 
structure and work processes, there's a missing piece and the missing piece is the human 
systems. 
 
Those of you who are familiar with general systems theory from one field or another will 
notice some second order cybernetics here. When we work with a system that's "out there," 
we're not somehow objective observers who sort of lob in an intervention on the system. 
It's not like that at all. The interventions that we select are based on our own system 
preferences. What we call our "boundary profile" affects how we deliver those interventions. 
There's a highly complex interaction between us and the system that we're intervening on. 
What we will focus on here is our relationship as change agents, with the systems that we 
are working with and embedded in. We think you will find this model very useful. 
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The Onion Rings Model 
Our Onion Rings model has six rings, three of which are primarily diagnostic, and three that 
are primarily interventionist, or tactical. But, as with any abstraction, that's not an inviolate 
distinction. When we talk about the model we often talk about all six rings together. As it is 
a little bit hard to digest all six rings at once, this discussion will start with the first one, 
system types. 
 
Most of you are familiar with the MBTI, the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator [1], and its four 
categories. You've heard people say, "I am an INTJ", for example. Well, we like to think of 
our model as the systemic MBTI. Now, obviously, we don't have the notoriety that Myers-
Briggs does yet. We would like to at some point. But just as Myers-Briggs has chosen what 
they think are the four essential dimensions or characteristics of personality, what we 
believe we have here are the six dimensions, or preferences, of systems and systems 
thinking. And before we explain the four system types that make up the first ring, we'd like 
to talk briefly about the difference between a systems model and an individual model; 
between a personality model and a systemic model. There are some very dramatic 
differences that are easy to miss and we don't want to do that. 
 
Now, people have commented to us that a six-ring model is too complicated. Is it possible 
to get rid of some rings or collapse some rings? There are a number of reasons why we 
can't. Every time we have tried to do that we found that we were missing an essential 
element in describing systemic behavior. When you have all these rings together there is 
not an interaction on an individual level, on a team level, on a departmental level, on an 
organizational level, or on a global level that you can't accurately describe. If we took one of 
the rings out, that wouldn't necessarily be true. 
 
There's also, to our way of thinking, something really cool about having 1,728 possible 
"boundary profiles" [2]. With three or four characteristics in each ring all operating 
independently of each other, we have a lot of possibilities to think about in terms of 
describing systems 1,728 to be exact. Now, we've been through Human Dynamics 
International Training [3], Myers-Briggs, Hermann Brain Dominance [4], and a lot of other 
personality kinds of indicators. They all have their place, and they're all very valuable. But 
the consistent feedback we get from people who have gone through them, is that they're 
worried about being pigeonholed. They don't want to be labeled. And this model doesn't do 
that. It's less confining because it has such a lot of possibilities, and because its dimensions 
are always expressed in terms of preference rather than characteristic. 
 
People get very intimidated by systems and systems thinking. It feels like mumbo jumbo, 
it's complicated, it's hard to understand, it's vague but nothing could be further from the 
truth. If you've actually read any general systems theory you will know that it's actually 
solidly scientific. It enables us to make the soft stuff into hard science. There's no need to 
start thinking in very complicated ways about systems thinking. How a system comes to be 
is quite straightforward. When Subsystem A, which has certain characteristics, and 
Subsystem B, with its own characteristics, come together they form a new and different 
system through a complex but very describable negotiation. That's all that systems thinking 
is about the formation of systems through the negotiation in real time of the boundary 
preferences of all the systems involved. It does get more complicated, obviously, as more 
systems are involved. For instance, with twelve people you would have a more complex 
negotiation than the dyadic negotiation of relationship you would have with two. But it's still 
just as easily describable in scientific terms. This model facilitates that description. 
 
Joining with the System 
As change agents who have worked in real systems, we all know it's foolhardy to assume 
that the target system is interested in change. It may or may not be. It may be interested 
in some completely different change from the change you have in mind. The target system 
is just being itself. There's no need for judgment about it; it's just being the system that it 
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is. Now, if we want to get it to change, where is the burden of responsibility for making this 
change happen? The system may or may not accept that responsibility. It may have no 
interest whatsoever in change. So, as change agents, we have to discover how to join with 
that system in order to influence it. When we fail to do that we start blaming the system 
and saying, "There's something wrong with this system." We get this magical thing called 
resistance as if resistance was a characteristic of the system. Resistance isn't a 
characteristic of the system. It is a characteristic of the interaction between a target system 
and the other systems that are trying to get it to do something different. If you think about 
it, a system never needs resistance until it confronts change. They're satisfied with doing 
what they're doing. And when some external or internal force starts changing, they 
suddenly get labeled resistant. When you join with a system properly, you won't get any 
resistance at all. There's no need for resistance. We must recognize ourselves as change 
agents and understand the power we can have to be influential.  
 
There is an important difference between individual models and systemic models. In 
systems theory, there's a recognition of homeostasis. But just as in physics there is a law of 
inertia, which states that a body at rest tends to stay at rest, so is there a law that states 
that a body in motion tends to stay in motion. Yes, homeostasis is there, but the desire to 
grow and change is also there. And you can draw out the more functional parts of the target 
system by changing your own boundary profile. Yes, of course there are physical laws to be 
dealt with, but there's a lot more flexibility than people ever imagine. Systems thinking is 
about context, not about characteristics. 
 
Multiple Realities 
One of the cornerstones of systems thinking is multiple realities and respect for multiple 
realities. What's the point of judgment? A judgment is simply our vantage point, our bias 
coming into play when we look at somebody else's system. Why should I have more respect 
for my own preferences than for the preferences of another? When you think of it that 
simply, it's kind of ridiculous to have judgments. Judgments result when our emotions are 
tied up with our preferences. In fact, every system is equally entitled to be the system it is, 
as we all are. And when you enter a system with respect for its right to exist, you have 
much greater potential for leveraging the possibilities for change. On the other hand, people 
will smell out judgment early on and will be very turned off by it. 
 
 

The Four System Types 
A Wide Angle Lens 
First of all, let us give you a little bit of context. While we place a high value on individual 
models like the MBTI and Human Dynamics, and others, we feel that this model provides 
you with a different lens a wide angle lens. A system can be anything from a large 
organization to an individual in a particular context. Because we all know we act differently 
in different contexts; they bring out the best and worst in us. We're dynamic. So, a system 
can be an individual, it can be a team of people, it can be a larger division or department of 
an organization. You can even use this lens to look at a whole organization. 
 
Our underlying assumption is that there are certain interdynamics and behaviors that create 
a critical mass of operation, behaviors that are larger than any one individual. So, in the 
middle of a change effort, when we feel there's one individual who really needs to change 
especially if that person's in a leadership position we're usually missing the point. Most of 
the time it's the system and the processes in place that are creating the problematic 
behavior. We have to be very careful when we start looking at individuals. The model is 
most effective in looking at the critical mass of behavior. When you get a group of people 
together, it takes on certain characteristics that make it different from any one individual's 
behavior. 
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Family Systems Origins 
We realize that there are other models like this around. Most of them, though, are models 
of businesses. The Entrepreneurial Company, The Clan things like that. And while they're all 
valuable, when you start to define systems in terms of a business model instead of universal 
attributes, your model lacks a little flexibility. This human systems model can be applied to 
your family, to your school, to your company. It describes universal characteristics. And a 
change agent could describe herself as an anthropologist in the companies she works with. 
Your initial goal is to come in as a good anthropologist to try to understand and discover 
what the system is that you're working with. And this model has a lot of breadth and 
flexibility. 
 
Credit for this model goes to David Kantor [5], who is a mentor of ours. He did a lot of 
research on these system types. But these originally come from the family systems branch 
of systems thinking, which in fact, comes from the anthropologist, Gregory Bateson [6]. 
This really evolved out of his work with different systems and cultures. We learn from him 
that there are different ways we can operate to be effective if we operate with 
understanding and withhold judgment. 
 
No Pure Type; No Best Type 
The first critical assumption is that no system is a pure type. Some models divide the world 
neatly into fours. We do have four system types here. But in fact, a system is never just 
one or another. They are all some combination of these things. Typically, there is one 
predominant system type and other lesser, contributing types. You will see predominant 
characteristics and secondary characteristics in a system. You will see that the best systems 
have characteristics from each, which give them flexibility and cohesion. It is rare, however, 
to find a system where all four types are represented in equal measure. 
 
This also challenges somewhat the notion especially in the OD world that the open system is 
the best model. We think, while all of us accept that there is certainly a need for more of 
the open system, there are also some values and assumptions that go along with it that 
sometimes get the whole profession into trouble. The most practical example of that is 
consensus. Everybody believes in consensus, but it doesn't always work in every situation. 
We sometimes find ourselves stuck saying, "It's not okay, anymore, for anybody to make 
any kind of top down decision." Well, that's disabled. Because sometimes more closed 
system thinking is necessary to the ability to make a decision and announce it. Once in a 
while it has to happen. So, an important assumption here is that each of these system types 
has value. It may not be your personal favorite, but it works for some people. 
 
Enabled and Disabled Systems 
Another consideration to bear in mind is that a system can be enabled or disabled within its 
type. Enabled systems are the ones in which the customer is completely satisfied, it 
produces the results it wants, and it can respond to change. However, that same system 
can look very disabled when things change. For example, let's say you're talking about a 
very enabled high tech company. They're producing software, everybody's happy, and 
they've got a certain way of doing things that's working for them. Now, when competition 
becomes more of an issue they've got to be able to change. They've got to be able to get 
the product to market quicker. All of a sudden, the same system can look very disabled 
because it's not able to respond to change. You'll find that enablement is on a continuum, 
really, more than being a black and white situation. So, remember those words enabled and 
disabled. 
 
The Closed System: Beliefs and Behaviors 
We use four icons to represent the four basic system archetypes. These are emblematic of 
how the different systems are organized. We'll first consider the Closed System. Most of us 
in middle age grew up in closed system families. Most of the schools we went to were closed 
systems. We think there's a huge misunderstanding and also knee jerk reaction to closed 
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systems as being bad things. Closed systems are much more hierarchical, there's authority, 
there's rank. You have people who have their own parking space that kind of thing. In a 
closed system, you'll see top-down decision-making, you'll hear expressions like, "You pay 
your dues; you work your way up." Strong loyalty is a common trait in closed systems. One 
of the first characteristics that tells us we're dealing with a closed system, is when we find 
that people have been there twenty years, thirty years, two generations. People come and 
they stay; they marry the system. You'll find a lot of secrecy here, resistance to change, 
and lack of innovation. You'll find a lot of fear in a closed system. That's sort of our gut level 
diagnostic indicator of a closed system how much fear is there. If there's a lot of fear you're 
talking about a closed system. You can walk into a random system dressed any way you 
want, talk to anyone you want to, and they'd feel perfectly free to talk to you. In a closed 
system that would never happen. You wouldn't dare do that. You have to get seven 
signatures to go in and talk to somebody. A lot of large banks and insurance companies, 
and certainly the military, are examples of large closed systems. When you're in a closed 
system, the organization comes first. The individual is not as much seen or respected in a 
closed system as in other kinds of systems, because it's all about the organization. Some 
people like that, some don't. But it behooves us all to learn how to work with closed 
systems. 
 
Disabled Closed Systems 
Disabled closed systems often become the targets of change agents. In disabled closed 
systems the leadership can be not just strong and authoritarian, but tyrannical and 
disempowering. Many of the current change management models are geared toward 
changing a closed system. And that's something to keep in mind because in our experience, 
they don't apply as well in other systems. 
 
Enabled Closed Systems 
We find that the enabled version of the closed system often gets lost due to some "throw 
the baby out with the bathwater" kind of thinking. But there are some good things about 
closed systems. There's a clear chain of command. And that can be very useful, especially in 
a crisis. There's strong leadership. And We think people are craving that to some degree. 
Enabled closed systems have efficient work processes. Many manufacturing organizations 
are closed systems. Their survival dictates that they find the best work processes. When 
you're dealing with a bank, it's nice to know that it opens on time, it closes on time, and for 
the most part your transaction is going to be handled efficiently. A lot of good processing 
goes on in closed systems. In an enabled closed system, you'll usually find lower error 
rates, predictable and cyclical goal setting, performance measures and metrics, and 
effective performance management. When you look at an enabled closed system you see 
structure, you see processes, and you see a lot of accountability measures. And those are 
not necessarily bad things. Those are characteristics of a closed system that should 
probably be present in all systems. And we can borrow those things from the closed system 
without becoming a closed system. 
 
Examples and Discussion 
The classic example of a closed system is the military, but it's kind of interesting to see 
what's happening in the United States military today. The same thing that's happening in a 
lot of our other industries is also happening in the military. The speed of change, the speed 
of warfare has increased. And they're finding that the closed system has its limitations, one 
of those dynamic tensions. There was no way that the guys in the tanks in Desert Storm 
could check back with the general who was sitting somewhere in Kuwait to find out what 
they should do next. They're being pushed more toward a system of local control, but 
retaining a system of shared values, and a system of strong chain of command. It's very 
interesting that even that system, which archetypally is probably one of the most closed 
institutions we know, has realized there's a limit to that closed system. There are some 
good things that they're trying to keep, but also some limits that they really need to change 
as the speed of change goes up.  

 voice (978) 255-2575  |  fax (978) 255-2576  |  email: info@optionsforchange.com 



 
There's an interesting paradox about response time in a closed system. On the one hand, it 
only takes one person the person at the top who has the power to make that decision to 
change the entire course. On the other hand, for that decision to get operationalized on the 
shop floor is a whole different story. The CEO tells the functional vice president, who tells 
the middle manager, who tells the first line supervisor, who has to tell the workers. One 
person can make the decision, but implementing the decision can be a real problem. Also, 
the quality and low error rate that we associate with a closed system can suffer when the 
controls and accountabilities get too closed. This is what happened on the assembly lines in 
the auto factories. People had become so unhappy with their jobs and the lack of 
empowerment, they were literally leaving wrenches somewhere in the car so that there 
would be a rattle you could never find. There's a lot of interesting dynamic tension in a 
system that's very real. 
 
A closed system becomes disabled when it's very slow to change. One example of a very 
adaptable, enabled closed system is Disney World. It took us about a nanosecond to get 
with the program when we got down there. You get on the monorail and they tell you 
exactly where you should and should not sit. We were watching a light and sound show, 
with our daughter and we put her up on something like a fence behind us so she could see 
better. Within ten seconds somebody was there very politely and unobtrusively saying, "I'm 
sorry, she's not allowed to sit there." So there's a very quick reaction. You can see the 
benefits of the efficiency of the closed system. Disney also provides a good example of 
dynamic tension in how these system types work together. The creative group at Disney is 
going to be more of a random system. And when you have the random system embedded in 
a closed system, there's probably going to be more tension than is comfortable for a lot of 
creative people. 
 
The Random System: Beliefs and Behaviors 
The polar opposite of the closed system is the random system. Sometimes people don't 
even recognize this as a system type. It's like a herd of cats. This is where you get people 
who are individuals first, who happen to be working together in a system but may not even 
necessarily want to be working in an organization. One of the characteristics of a random 
system is that if you're the smartest kid on the block, if you've got the latest tricks, then 
you get a tremendous amount of personal power and recognition. In a closed system people 
have to be there for a certain length of time, and have to pay their dues, work their way up. 
That's how they get recognition, that's how they get authority and power. In a random 
system hierarchy is not respected at all. As a matter of fact, it's very hard to make decisions 
because in a random system people resist any type of decision making or authority. 
Random systems are very much influenced by the individual. There's a lot of conflict in 
random systems; they like it, it's interesting. And people who don't understand that find 
them conflict ridden. In fact, disabled random systems are conflict ridden, but conflict is a 
necessary part of the energy in any random system. Don't try to implement any rules or 
regulations. They're going to be totally resistant, because it's individual-based. Competition 
is good, it's interesting, and it sparks a lot of innovation. 
 
In random systems the work is what's important, not the organization. You won't find a lot 
of loyalty in a random system. You move right on down Silicon Valley depending on what's 
hot. Many high tech companies are random systems. People in high tech are extremely 
smart. What they're interested in is the technology. The organization is just the vehicle for 
developing technology and not one that's necessarily welcomed by most of them. There are 
always certain people on the verge of leaving to go somewhere else. Most of them have an 
entrepreneurial spirit. The organization is unwanted baggage for them. It's very hard to get 
any kind of closure or cohesion or consensus in a random system. Arts agencies, graphic 
design, advertising, the arts a lot of those tend to be random systems. 
 

 voice (978) 255-2575  |  fax (978) 255-2576  |  email: info@optionsforchange.com 



But it's not only artsy organizations like that. We have done some work with a large city 
government, and it's a huge random system. Everybody is working extremely hard and 
trying to react within certain limitations. But it's a very reactive, response kind of system to 
what's happening, what's hot, what's going to make the newspaper, that kind of thing. It's 
very energetic and very random in certain ways while elements of the other system types 
are present, as well. Again, no system is a pure type. And you may find a big discrepancy 
between the espoused way of operating versus the actual. 
 
Enabled Random Systems 
Some people have trouble seeing random systems as enabled at all. Random systems are 
very loose. And when we look at the change model you'll see that there's a necessary 
balance between how cohesive a system is how much togetherness there is and how flexible 
it is. That's a tension that you have to hold. Random systems are the most flexible kinds of 
system. And with that you get responsiveness. They have a lot of innovation, free thinking, 
and creativity. They're flexible enabled random systems and they're certainly respectful of 
individual needs. If you had to leave early to go to your kid's soccer game nobody would 
care. In a closed system, you can't go because the hierarchy is afraid everyone will want to 
go. 
 
Disabled Random Systems 
Now, in the disabled version, there's a lot of chaos and too much conflict. There's a lot of 
duplication of effort because there's a lack of cohesion; the left hand doesn't know what the 
right hand is doing. There's no mutual problem solving. Everybody's going off and doing his 
or her own thing. And very rarely do they get together. And even when they do get together 
and make a decision, nobody follows it. They're crisis oriented, they're always working in 
reaction to everything. And it's very hard, almost impossible, to get closure.  
 
Examples and Discussion 
We can give you a good example of how as consultants it's a good idea not to go in with the 
idea that you're going to open up every system and be open system with everybody. We 
were working with a very small manufacturing company. It was a boat manufacturer. They 
had fifty employees and they had no supervisors. There was a shop manager who had 
responsibility for all fifty employees. And the owner also felt completely free to go to the 
shop, look over somebody's shoulder and say, "No, I think you should do it this way." It was 
a very random system and they had no closed system strategies. Of course their big 
problem the reason they called us in was quality. There was no quality control. Their boats 
were literally going out the door with holes in them. Boats were sinking as they were being 
put into the water because no one was checking to see if all the holes had been properly 
plugged. So, the first intervention was setting up a supervisory structure and a quality 
hand-off so that people would sign off as the work went from one station to another. They 
had to see that all the steps were done properly so that they didn't wait till the end to 
address problems or worse, never address them at all. 
 
The Open System: Beliefs and Behaviors 
The third system type is the open system, which again, is the ideal of a lot of people. And it 
does contain a lot of what we're striving for in terms of empowerment, multiple 
perspectives, diversity, a flatter hierarchy, consensus, communication all of those things. 
We're all interested in those things and lots of techniques and strategies have been 
developed to promote them. It's all very important stuff. In an open system you'll find 
direct, open communication. Diversity is valued. People really are listened to and it's okay 
to think differently from other people. You'll find individual responsibility and cross training. 
Anything that flattens the hierarchy and gets people to work together and come to 
consensus is all part of the open system in its enabled form. 
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Enabled Open Systems 
Real open system skills are in very short supply in our society. One of the reasons the open 
system is in vogue today is because it's been underrepresented. American industry in the 
1950's was a closed system environment. IBM is perhaps the best example. And now 
industry is dying for more open system. But many people don't recognize the disadvantages 
and the disabled parts of the open system. People grossly underestimate the complexity of 
the skill set. They think that this is somehow just going to happen. Well, the skill set has to 
be built in. There's a skill set in each one of these system types. 
 
Disabled Open Systems 
One of the things that we don't talk about much is the disabled open system. What you'll 
find is that people in a disabled open system can't make decisions. It's totally circular. You'll 
find false consensus. People can have a lot of trouble with consensus. Often what passes for 
consensus is not consensus at all. There's a lot of "all talk and no action" in the disabled 
open system. When you look at the espoused versus the actual, the open system is the 
most espoused system there is and least actual system there is. 
 
The open system can be conflicted about the role of power and leadership. In a systems 
model and in general systems theory there is hierarchy. There's hierarchy in our body. You 
can chop an arm off but you can't chop off the head. Certain things are more important 
than others. And things cannot be totally flat. It's a law of the natural universe to have 
hierarchy. While open systems have a flatter hierarchy and possibly a rotating hierarchy, 
the need for leadership doesn't go away. And you may find a lot of denial about that, too. 
 
We do a lot of work with teams. And we've seen people get paralyzed by having to take a 
team leadership role. One team leader in a small company we were working with last week 
had come up with some good ideas and he wanted to influence people but he was afraid to 
put a stake in the ground. He was afraid people would follow what he wanted to say. And he 
didn't know what to do. He was holding back. Physically, he was jumping up and down from 
his chair, wondering whether to say what was on his mind. We talked with him afterwards 
and we said, "You've got the right balance. People want to know what you think. Don't hold 
back." There's a difference between influencing people and banging them over the head 
with it to make them do things your way. That's the sort of trouble that the open system 
ideal is getting us into. 
 
Examples and Discussion 
We saw another great example of the dynamic tension between the open and closed 
systems when we were working with an executive team at an automotive company. It was 
an IS team with global responsibilities, and they were really struggling with their 
organizational model. The leader there was a very closed system guy, a vice president, and 
the group really wanted to be much more open. So, the compromise they struck was really 
graphic, it was great. Even though he was closed he knew that his survival and his career 
depended on the input of his most trusted advisors. So he said, "Okay, how about this? I'm 
going to go around the room and ask everybody exactly what you think and what you feel 
and get all the opinions out on the table." And then he pointed to a manager from Germany, 
and he said, "And I want you to get me one of those old World War I Kaiser hats. Then 
when it comes time to make the decision, I'm going to put my Kaiser hat on and I'm going 
to say what it is that we're going to do. And then I expect everybody to close ranks and do 
it." It's perfectly legitimate under certain models to say, "Okay, now we're going to make a 
decision and we're going to move forward and that's going to be that." And actually it 
worked. People loved it, because they loved the clarity of it. They did not have a workable 
decision-making model before. They lost their way between having input and making the 
decision and reaching consensus. It was a breath of fresh air and a sigh of relief when he 
suggested this model to them. 
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The Synchronous System: Beliefs and Behaviors 
The last of the four system types is the synchronous, which is probably the least common 
here in this country. You see a lot more of this in Eastern cultures such as Japan. There's a 
lot of closed/synchronous there. But many of the concepts from synchronous systems are 
being borrowed and incorporated into other system types. Purpose, vision, values we see all 
of these things being brought in. With the synchronous system comes a sense of alignment. 
 
When David Kantor first did the research for this model there were three system types he 
didn't include the synchronous system. Larry Constantine [7] made that contribution to the 
model after his very thorough research showed that there were families that didn't fit into 
any of the first three categories. When he started to dig deeper he identified the 
synchronous paradigm. Synchronous systems have a deeply held belief and purpose or 
philosophy underlying them. People are in the system because they share that common 
belief system. And from that grows a sense of organization. It's a very nice place to be if 
you share that common belief system because there's a basic assumption that people are 
alike; or at least that they think alike, that they have a common vision. There's a lot of 
harmony in a synchronous system. There is so much alike thinking, people sometimes even 
look alike or wear the same kind of clothing. They embody the whole notion of alignment, 
which we are all striving for in our organizations. Synchronous systems are naturally 
aligned. Examples of synchronous systems in this culture would be religious organizations, 
or organizations based on deeply held beliefs, values issues around which people come 
together. It's very nice to be part of a synchronous system when you share the values, and 
if you like that feeling of being part of a community. Deborah has a lot of trouble in 
synchronous systems, because she's much more random and individualized. So, when she 
get painted with a brush as being like everyone else and part of that whole community, she 
can feel herself get resistant to that. 
 
Enabled Synchronous System 
On the other hand, that mission and vision impulse characteristic of enabled synchronous 
systems is increasingly finding its way into other system types. We can give you an example 
of how other system types will borrow from the synchronous. We were working in a high 
tech company, a very random system. They brought us in to work with a group of about 
thirty people to craft a vision. We had a very short time to do this, a number of hours. So, 
we divided these thirty people into four groups and we had them go off and create a skit 
about what it would be like to work in that organization in a year's time. They were very 
creative, entrepreneurial, high-energy people. And they came back and each group 
performed their skit they were all fabulous, very creative. Then we said, "Okay, what are 
the common things we see here?" Boom. We had ten bullets. And it took us not a whole lot 
more than an hour. That was a great piece of synchronicity in a random system. 
 
Now, we've also been in organizations where we've spent three days coming up with a 
vision statement. There isn't any one way to do it. It requires respect for the system, for 
what their tolerances are and what their needs are around these issues. Is alignment 
needed? Our model would say yes, you need at least some alignment to be enabled. But 
can you do it in an hour? For a random system you can do plenty of alignment in an hour. 
They won't tolerate any more alignment than that. 
 
We like the way this kind of question pushes the model. When we ask 'What's the right 
amount of synchronicity for an organization?" does that mean we can't have an organization 
that's not synchronous? Of course you can have a system with very little synchronicity. But, 
there's a danger. Because the less synchronicity you have, the less alignment you have, and 
it could get you into trouble. Now, if you're a one-person company, or a very small 
entrepreneurial company, you have automatic alignment. (Note: You may still not have 
alignment to your business goals.) You probably have synchronicity whether you know you 
have it or not. But the bigger you get, the more complicated the system becomes the more 
difficult it is to have alignment. The model holds that it only becomes a problem if you 
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encounter a business problem that you can't solve without synchronicity. It's a relative 
rather than absolute. 
 
There are lots of companies who have very little synchronicity. And they're perfectly 
functional but they're at risk. Because you never know when an internal or an external 
change is going to hit you and you're really going to need those synchronous skills. If you 
don't have them, you can get blown up. But you can go thirty years before you face that 
problem. 
 
On the other hand, there is danger in going too far with something. We know a person who 
formed a company and spent six months developing her mission and vision statement, 
writing her business plan, getting her infrastructure in place, printing her business cards, 
and so forth. It took her six months to do it. In the meantime she almost went broke. And 
in part we're jealous that she did all that stuff, because in our own business we're always 
playing catch-up, since we're a much more random/open system. On the other hand, we 
were partly horrified because she literally almost went broke. And in fact, we happen to 
know that she's still having those kinds of problems today. She's got so much 
closed/synchronous that she can't react quickly enough to changing conditions and she's 
about ready to go out of business again. There are dangers on all sides. That's the 
continuum between enabled and disabled. You need all of these things but if you go too far 
in one direction or another, it's hard to come back. 
 
The synchronous system is not understood very well in Western culture. We have a friend 
who grew up in Singapore and she really understands the synchronous system. We've 
talked with a few other people who have a gut level feel for this system and how it works. 
The feedback loops are very, very slow. The skill sets of a synchronous system and how you 
operationalize them are very confusing for someone who didn't grow up in it. 
 
But, again, every system type has a contribution and if you don't have that contribution 
you're at risk. Random has the autonomy and creativity, open has the negotiation, closed 
has the hierarchy, synchronous has the alignment. And you can see how every one of those 
things is absolutely a great thing to have in business. And the reason people are yearning 
for the values and the alignment is because it's underrepresented. We are basically a 
cowboy culture in the United States. We are a random system, or random/closed. And we 
know very little about the open and we know even less about the synchronous. We have a 
lot to learn in that respect. We tried to learn from the Japanese management model a 
number of years ago, and it hasn't taken all that well.  
 
Sometimes it seems that certain businesses or certain industries require more of one 
system type than another. Of course, as soon as we say that we can think of five examples 
that completely break that rule. But it's still a useful abstraction to think about matching the 
system types with the business goals and the industry. There's some correlation there, as 
long as we don't get carried away with it and start assuming that because you're in a 
certain industry you can only be a certain way. 
 
Disabled Synchronous System 
The disabled version of a synchronous system can become very cult-like, with a lot of in-
breeding. Synchronous systems tend to discount individual differences. There's so much 
similarity and alikeness, and so much comfort in that, it's very hard to be seen as an 
individual. The Orthodox Jewish community is very synchronous. As a community they're 
very much aligned towards higher values with everybody pulling together and doing their 
part. There's a new movie about the Hassidic community that we're dying to see. It's about 
a woman who isn't happy in her role, trying to figure out who she is, trying to differentiate 
from the synchronous system. There's actually been a lot of protest from the Hassidic 
community, because in that system it's not okay for the issue of diversity to even be raised 
let alone acted upon. And that's the danger of a disabled synchronous system. 

 voice (978) 255-2575  |  fax (978) 255-2576  |  email: info@optionsforchange.com 



 
Examples and Discussion 
It's funny, until he studied the system types, Alan never understood his family. People 
wondered why he went to MIT. He had no idea why he went. Then he started thinking about 
how his family had entrained him to do something that was a dumb idea for him. He was 
never told to go to MIT in so many words. It was just expected of him to go. It was just 
something he knew he was supposed to do. His brother went and he went. And that was the 
deal. To this day he can't point to any events, any visible feedback loops that said what he 
should do with his life. But it was very clear to him what the expectations were. That's a 
great example of a synchronous system. In a closed system you break the curfew, you get 
grounded. But in the synchronous system the rules aren't that explicit. You can get 
scapegoated, you can get marginalized the punishment is not so clear. 
 
Another good example of that can be seen in the movie, Witness, which was set in an Amish 
community. There's a great scene with the family around the dinner table in the middle of a 
barnraising. There are certain rules that are supposed to be followed in terms of who gets 
served first. One woman in the movie is in love with this outsider who is visiting so she 
serves him first. And there's a huge amount of feedback about it, but nothing is verbalized. 
Direct looks, but indirect communication. You get pushed back in line, not necessarily in a 
threatening way. But you're taught what's right and what's not right. That's one of the hard 
things to understand about the synchronous system. The feedback loops are not as visible, 
and therefore we don't understand them as well. So, when we want to enact the enabled 
synchronous system in order to get more vision or alignment in a system, it's not exactly 
clear to us how to do it. In fact, there is synchronicity in all organizations and that's where it 
shows up. There are no rules for it, but you still know what to do. How do you know it? 
There's your synchronicity right there. 
 
 

Using the Model 
Identifying Your System Preferences 
So, how do you use this model to benefit yourselves and your clients, the companies you're 
working with? We looked at enabled and disabled systems. Now, we're going to talk about 
that mathematically a little bit. 
 
We have an instrument called the System Type Indicator, the STI. It's a 15-question survey 
that allows us to plot a system's preferences. You've got open, closed, synchronous and 
random in each of four quadrants. You measure the degree to which your system reflects 
characteristics of each of the four types. You get a number that says the system has this 
much open system characteristic, this much closed system characteristics, this much 
synchronous system characteristic, and this much random system characteristic. And you're 
able to plot an organizational shape. 
 
What would you call the system shown in? Well, you could call it a random system, because 
it's got more random than anything else. And most likely a system that looked like this 
would have a random system feel. But we're not talking about a pure system type here. 
We're talking about a blend of all of these characteristics, of all of the types. And there's no 
way of getting around thinking about that if you're going to think in a sophisticated manner 
about systems. Even people within the system may perceive it differently. It's not 
uncommon for executive teams to have one view of a system and the front line workers to 
have another view. 
 
We usually try to keep away from diagnosing whole organizations in this way anyway. We 
think you can do it, but we're not sure what the value is. When you work in organizations, 
you're working with the subsystems of those organizations. They may be at the top level, 
they may be at any level, but they're subsystems. And one of the ways that the STI is 
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useful is to get a system to self-diagnose because that triggers the conversation about what 
the missing pieces are. It's true you can always find subsystems with the four types 
represented. And we can always argue about whether this is a predominant type or that's a 
predominant type. 
 
Based on research among our own clients we've noticed that companies in the start-up 
phase are either random or random/closed, because they generally have the strong vision 
of a founder. And then there's a crisis somewhere along the line as they get bigger. They 
have to decide whether to stay that way random\closed and never develop a mature 
organizational structure to manage the company to the next generation. Another danger is 
that systems get extraordinarily bureaucratic.  
 
One company we were working with a number of years ago was a very entrepreneurial, 
random/open organization. And they brought in a very hierarchical CEO from GE. He had 
been an extremely successful divisional manager at GE; he'd run a business. So they 
figured, "Well, he's got the track record, he can do it." But he was absolutely the worst 
possible cultural fit. He was very closed. As near as anybody could tell, he was never out of 
his office. And that just doesn't work in a random/open company. So the company became 
much more bureaucratic, thinking that was the way you became a mature company with a 
mature structure. And that isn't how it happens at all. Generally, if you're going to put in 
more closed system to balance the random, it has to be enabled closed. To enable a random 
system, you're better off using the open system to balance and negotiate, or using the 
synchronous system. The companies that really make that transition well are the ones that 
really think about the culture they have, the culture they're trying to create and what skill 
sets they need in order to manage that transition. And that skill set is generally open or 
synchronous. 
 
Quantifying Enablement 
The quadrant diagram in our System Type Indicator has been arbitrarily divided on a scale 
of zero to sixty. Up to twenty is partially enabled, twenty to forty is fully enabled, forty to 
sixty is disabled. The basic theory is that if you have a little bit of a certain type preference 
that's good, you're partially enabled. Mid-range, between twenty and forty, is ideal. And if 
you have too much of it, you become disabled. 
 
We had an interesting test of that system when we administered the instrument at a large 
health care organization. To use the System Type Indicator you take it twice, once to 
measure the current system and once for the way you want the system to be. And some of 
the people at the company wanted to become a kind of supersystem. They wanted a system 
that had a tremendous amount of random for their creativity, a tremendous amount of open 
for negotiation, a tremendous amount of synchronous for alignment, and a tremendous 
amount of closed for organization. They said, "We're going to build a supersystem." It 
sounded reasonable. But then when we actually examined the behaviors we realized it 
couldn't be done. You can't have so much of one thing, because it competes with its polar 
opposite characteristic. The model really does hold. 
 
The most agile organization not the best organization  but the most agile organization is one 
that is mid-range in all four characteristics. It has a moderate amount of all the 
characteristics. And it's most agile because especially in this day and age, you don't know 
what you're going to encounter. It's sort of like the athletic stance where you're centered 
over your feet and low to the ground. You can go right or left if you need to, you can go 
forwards or backwards. If you have characteristics of all of the four system types, you can 
adapt much more easily to change. Every company needs the contribution from each 
system type: collaboration from open, organization from closed, alignment from 
synchronous, and individuality from random. When you see it that way you can start to 
think in terms of balance. There's no one system type to be worshiped. But when you think 
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about it, if you had individuality, collaboration, organization and alignment in the same 
organization, that would be pretty terrific. 
 
Balance: Flexibility and Cohesion 
Balanced systems have complementary amounts of cohesion and flexibility. Open and 
closed systems have high cohesion. Random and open have high flexibility. Synchronous 
and closed have low flexibility. And random and synchronous have low cohesion. If you 
have a problem where a system doesn't feel cohesive enough, you might borrow from the 
skill set of open or closed to achieve more cohesion. Or if a system has so much flexibility 
that it's chaotic no one's pulling together, nothing's getting done, ten different directions at 
once maybe you can think about how you can borrow from synchronous or borrow from 
closed in order to rein that in.  
 
Feedback Loops 
Another important aspect of a system is the concept of feedback loops a concept which 
derives from general systems theory. People know how a thermostat works. When the 
temperature gets too cold the sensors recognize that and want to bring the temperature 
back into the chosen range, back into compliance. When it's deviant, it wants to get brought 
into compliance, so it turns on the heat in order to make the temperature go up. Then, 
when it gets too hot it shuts it off in order to maintain its programmed range. Systems of 
punishment getting your pay docked, for example, or for a child, getting grounded are 
systems of compliance. And these are called negative feedback loops or balancing feedback 
loops depending on what branch of systems theory you come from. These are the ones 
found in the closed system. Negative feedback loops are found in a closed system. 
 
We also have positive feedback loops, or reinforcing feedback loops. Have you ever been in 
a brainstorming session and somebody has an idea and then the next person springs on 
that idea, "Wow, I just thought of another great idea…" and it goes on and on and on. By 
the end you're on the moon somewhere with your ideas. But that sort of creative, dynamic, 
energetic building on is an example of positive or reinforcing feedback loops. Atomic 
explosions are like that. There are many examples from the physical world and the human 
world. Positive feedback loops are found primarily in the random system. That's one reason 
it's hard to get closure when you're working in random systems.  
 
We think one of the reasons that the open system is so much in vogue today is because it is 
the one that has both the positive and the negative feedback loops in good balance. It may 
not always know how to use them properly, because it's tricky to know when to use which, 
and to stay on track and not to injure somebody's feelings in the process remember the 
Kaiser's hat example. But it has certain advantages because if you can operationalize it, it 
can both open things up and close things down. 
 
In the synchronous system, the feedback loops are more subtle, often nonverbal. There are 
certainly ways the system gets its message across, but how it does that is not always clear. 
 
As a country we've had problems working with Japan because it's a very 
closed/synchronous system. From the start we were very perplexed by it because we knew 
that we were breaking certain rules but we didn't know what the rules were and we didn't 
know when we were breaking them. There would probably be some kind of eye contact or 
some sort of physical reaction to what was happening but it would be very hard to 
understand what was going on. So, you couldn't really suggest there was no feedback. We 
certainly did have feedback. As a matter of fact we were very up tight about knowing we 
were doing things wrong. But the feedback was indirect and nonverbal. No one at any point 
would simply say, "Here's how the game is played." 
 
There is no word for "no" in Japanese. If you can't say no you can't have an overt negative 
feedback loop. 

 voice (978) 255-2575  |  fax (978) 255-2576  |  email: info@optionsforchange.com 



 
One of our favorite examples is a school assembly. Imagine how an assembly might happen 
in a random, an open, a closed and a synchronous school. In a closed system the assembly 
starts on time and the principal gets up with a big microphone and says, "Be quiet, the 
assembly is going to start." If anybody speaks they get pointed out and punished in some 
way. In an open system, you might have a negotiation about when to start. And you can 
imagine how one person negotiating with 400 could get a little cumbersome. In a random 
system, you'd start whenever people felt like it. Some people would talk, some people 
would be quiet and you'd just have a good old herd of cats. In a synchronous system, a 
person would go up front and everyone would get quiet. They probably wouldn't have to say 
anything. They might have a ritual, which is passed down from the older students to the 
younger students. And no verbiage would have to be expended in order to get people to 
quiet down. They know what to do. They know when it's time to start, and that they are 
required to stop talking. It's fascinating to think about how that synchronous behavior is 
sustained. The cues are very subtle and they happen very slowly over time, which makes 
them hard to track. 
 
It's reminiscent of the concept of entrainment. In the physical universe, for example, if you 
take several clocks whose pendulums are timed differently, and you line them up together, 
very soon the energy field will have changed so that every clock is in sync. Or when women 
are living together in a dormitory, roommates start getting their menstrual periods at the 
same time.  
 
Guiding Principles for Changing Systems 
You can change a system from one type to another. Theoretically you could also move Mt. 
Everest from Tibet and Nepal to Europe, but some things are harder to do than others. It's a 
lot easier and a much more efficient strategy, to enable a system within its type and borrow 
from other system types, than it is to change the basic nature of the system. If your bias is 
so strong that you feel every system, every business has to look a certain way because your 
preference or the industry demands it, you're probably going to be fired before you ever get 
to that point. And it's going to make everybody miserable, including yourself. Isn't it 
smarter to look for the shorter-term wins? If they need more flexibility or more negotiation, 
bring in some open system strategies. That does not mean you have to completely change 
them into an open system. And if you succeed in stage one, by bringing in more open 
system strategies, they may in fact go for stage two, which is bringing in even more open 
system strategies. 
 
It's tactically much more efficient, in making your first move, to enable the system within its 
own type. Think about borrowing from the system type whose characteristics it lacks the 
most. If it needs more negative feedback loops borrow from open or closed. If the system 
needs more flexibility borrow from random or open. The system may be facing lifecycle 
challenges, or changes in the industry or the environment. It may be grappling with 
customer service concerns or internal organizational issues any and all of these can dictate 
that an organization needs to have a different culture from the one it has. And while these 
may be the things we all do intuitively, as we introduce training programs and 
programmatic improvements for different kinds of companies, it's very helpful to codify it 
within this scientific system type framework.  
 
Every change program belongs to a system type. If you're really thinking about this stuff, 
you're not going to start a major program in a company that doesn't fit with the goals you 
want. And it helps to be explicit about that in your own mind. So, random attributes might 
be found in creativity exercises, energizing events, and flextime. Open characteristics might 
be gained through communication training, negotiation models, teams and consensus. 
Closed characteristics can be introduced through performance management, policies and 
procedures, leadership directives. Synchronous attributes are found in common vision, 
explicit values, and customer focus programs. Even large-scale programmatic events can 
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drive the system type you're trying to create. Does every system need performance 
management? Does every system need policies and procedures? Yes, probably at some 
point. But the ones that are really deficient in closed need these a lot more than others. 
They also tend to resist them a lot more than others. But how you frame that for people and 
how you manage that transition is very important. 
 
Our choice of intervention will always be sensitive to our own preferences, obviously. We 
might have great success administering the MBTI with one company. But in another, more 
random system we might encounter a lot of resistance because they're not comfortable with 
instruments; they don't like to be pigeonholed and they don't like to be labeled. Do we then 
feel like, "It's their problem"? Or can we recognize the preferences embedded in our own 
boundary profile and adapt? Your best strategy is to work within the system, having a clear 
understanding of its preferences and how they dynamically interface with your own.  
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