Why “Best Practice” of the "Living " s
may NOT be Best Practice
Adopting “best practice”
solutions seems a
sensible approach to
performance
improvement.
But our work shows
that “best practice”may
often fail to improve
performance in modern
complex organisations.
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The drive to improve performance
The term “best practice” came to common usage during the benchmarking craze of the
1990s. Since then, it has been pursued by many “learning” organisations, supported by a
burgeoning consulting industry who claim to have uncovered the best ways to do
everything from strategic planning to systems reengineering. The promise is quite
compelling: “Benefit from others’ hard-won experience and improve your chances of
success”. And, argue the proponents, “...become a learning organisation along the way”.
But in our view, seeking best practice solutions may not be as beneficial as they first seem.
In many cases, it may kill innovation, stifle insight and understanding, and can actually
destroy value in your organisation!
It turns out that “best practice” may actually be “past practice”!
The primary reason is that complex organisations are very dependent and responsive to
their immediate environment. And unless the practice you adopt was developed in
precisely the same context as yours, it may actually be harmful to your organisation.
As outlined in our previous article1, many modern organisations can be described as
complex adaptive systems - ie they are made up of multiple connected parts (people)
that have the capacity to change and learn from experience.
And they also have a range of characteristics that make them inherently unpredictable and
unstable under certain conditions2.
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What are complex adaptive systems?
A complex adaptive system (CAS) is an organisation made up of multiple connected parts
(people) with high levels of interdependency between them. These parts have the capacity
to learn from each other and to change in response to their environment.
Research shows several important characteristics of complex adaptive systems as they
occur in organisations3:
Characteristic

Example

Implication

Sensitivity to
initial conditions
- the “butterfly
effect”

When a change was made to the market
segmentation used by a financial service
provider, it read to a change to the value
propositions and products supplied by the firm

All organisational change must
consider the impact on the whole
system - other parts will be affected
by a change in one part

System integrity
- the whole is
more that the sum
of its parts

A major engineering organisation introduced a
high-powered talent management program to
develop high potential staff. But there was
little performance improvement in the
organisation, as the context within which the
staff worked remained unchanged

We cannot use a reductionist
approach to understand or improve
the performance of the organisation
- ie we can’t work on individual parts
separately and expect system
improvement

Emergent
behaviour - new
capabilities
emerge

A sales team in a FMCG company developed
a new, effective, response to the re-alignment
of customers within their retail market. This
occurred after the appointment of a new sales
director, who admitted that he did not
understand the market and allowed the sales
team to develop a “bottom-up” response

If allowed to, complex systems have
the ability to adapt to changing
environmental conditions as new
behaviours emerge. These new
response capabilities emerge from
“within” the system, rather than
being imposed by senior
management

Fitness
landscape tendency to self
improve

A production team involved in the production
of building products was kept informed about
the increased pricing pressure to which their
products were being subjected. They
responded by developing a continuous
improvement process that maintained their
cost competitive position in the market

If allowed to, complex systems will
automatically engage in a process
of continuous improvement to
ensure they remain suited and
responsive to their external
environment

Unpredictability sometimes
unexpected
outcomes are
produced

A construction firm operating in an industrially
volatile environment found that its tightly
structured project planning system was
unable to deliver expected results. The
system attempted to control all the variables,
but continuously found that their assumptions
proved invalid as conditions changed

Complex systems are
unpredictable. Strategy and
planning processes can be
simplified to make them
understandable, but they cannot be
converted into linear processes to
make them predictable

This means that most organisations are capable of self management, but only if they are
lead in appropriate ways (more about this later in the article). Traditional “control-oriented”
approaches can disturb their these self management and self-improvement capabilities and actually destroy value in some cases.
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So, why doesn’t “best practice” improve performance in
complex systems?
Adopting “best practice” in complex systems can fail to improve organisational
performance for two reasons:
• The process of benchmarking and “best practice” relies on the traditional
scientific method of observe → hypothesise → predict → experiment: We
observe a successful practice in one organisation and then seek to implement it in
another in the hope that we can replicate this good performance. But this is based on
the assumption of repetitive events. And the notion of complexity invalidates
repetition and prediction!
• “Best practice” is a reductionist technique that imports an individual process
(or structure) and implants it into a new system without necessarily
considering the context of this new system: Reductionist approaches attempt to
explain complex systems in terms of the laws of physics and chemistry by reducing
the complexity to simple terms. It often leads to the assumption that we can directly
control human behaviour. This, in turn, leads to a range of dehumanising processes
and often, a significant alienation of people.
Put another way, analytical thinking, which takes things apart, fails to recognise that the
system is more than the sum of its parts.
We need to see the whole system and recognise that the thing we wish to understand is
part of a larger system. This calls for synthesis thinking, rather than analytical thinking.
Synthesis is another way of looking at the world and recognises the importance of the
whole system - the system integrity.

How can we improve performance in complex
organisations?
Based on an understanding of complex adaptive systems and the use of synthesis
thinking, we can identify five approaches to improve the performance of complex
organisations:
1. Address complexity with complexity: Ensure that the system has at least the same
amount of complexity as the environment. The law of requisite variety 4 reveals that we
cannot expect a simple solution / organisation to cope with a complex situation.
So, avoid looking for simple, quick fixes to complex problems.
2. Use a diverse range of models and approaches: Using a diverse range of
approaches or models improves the probability of success in an complex organisation
or environment. For example, the use of scenario planning (which considers a range of
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alternative futures) is more likely to improve future performance than a conventional
strategic plan (which attempts to predict what will happen).
3. Recognise the dependence on context: “Best practice” is most often past practice because the context in your organisation will almost always be different. Ensure that you
understand the context and design a solution that maintains the overall system integrity.
4. Assume subjectivity and co-evolution: Your plans will almost always be reinterpreted and refined by those in the organisation as they address the challenges of
the environment. Expect this and regard it as feedback that can improve the whole
system. Don’t insist on “rolling out” your strategy and expecting everyone to stick to the
script.
5. Assist your people to make sense of the world: The role of the leader is to help
make sense of the world, promoting insight and understanding. Your role is to help your
people understand the challenges they face, rather than telling them how to solve them.
By working in this way, you will allow your people the “elbow room” necessary to
promote real performance improvement.
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