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INTRODUCTION

This is to the memory of Professor Gunnar Hedlund of the Stockholm School of Economics. He was a friend of EIBA and a friend of mine. As a champion of his “college of friends” called EIBA he was involved in its continuous development for the past two decades. Unable to attend the Urbino and Stockholm EIBA Conferences, his presence was clearly felt at both. His spirit is clearly at this meeting in Stuttgart as well. 

“Global business in the information age” provides the theme of this conference. While there is little agreement as to what an “informed age” looks like, or ought to look like, there is much optimism about its potential. Telecommunications offers the possibility to fundamentally redefine the way in which information flows structure economic and political society; i.e., the way in which we interact with others. Despite this call to optimism, or perhaps because of its widespread prevalence, it seems prudent to temper the dreams of reason that sponsor it.  Gunnar would have relished this task. With refreshing skepticism he would have intruded into the one-sided debates on how best to manage an information system with questions such as: “Is a firm with more information a better firm?” or, “Does a better managed information system necessarily imply a better system that uses the information?” His clearly stated intrusions would somehow have taken us back into the historical by arguing that few of the dilemmas that fundamentally define human existence have ever been better managed via better managed information.  

Like a 20th Century Goethe, Gunnar would have reminded us of the centuries of negotiations that have taken place between humans and their devils in our generally tragic quest to find ways to securely hold the dynamics of fleeting beauty. A contemporary Margarete might be the notion of perfect information. 

In addition to this aesthetic problem of Faust, Gunnar might have prompted us onto considering a related Faustian dilemma - how our success in gaining specific results often, perhaps always, leads to general failures in managing their consequences. The old adage is something like: “We should be careful of what we want, since we might someday get it.”
 This dilemma may well pose the most serious consequence of the considerable results being gained via the information age. Gunnar’s work on firms successfully using information technology to deal with multi-local customers, all while transcending the national interests that try to limit and control both sides, is helpful to seeing this concern. It would be a small step, at least for Gunnar, to use all that has been said above to bring us, once again, to his Northern European dream of equipping all organizations with dynamic Viking heterarchies, so they might do battle with stoic Anglo-Saxon hierarchies. 

Underlying this paper is concern for what was so special about the “Hedlund way” of looking at things. This was what brought him to look at subject matters in what seemed at first so unfamiliar, and then so obvious. Those who knew Gunnar had learned to expect this from him. Many of us even learned to enjoy it. 

Gunnar was a heretic. His calling card was the probative nature of the way in which he raised questions.  Many found discomfort with the questions, but few doubted his sincerity in raising them. Gunnar felt the need to improve the organizations of which he was a part. For him the best way appeared to be via a modified Socratic method of improving the quality of ideas on which they relied. As an organization EIBA is somewhat similar. Both Gunnar and EIBA have been relatively unique in their approach to dealing with problems of international management. Both sought to encourage improvement in the ideas behind management education, instead of the organization of the “how-to facts”. In addition, both exhibited a kinder, gentler approach to the historic difficulties of self-criticism and renewal. Both exhibited a capability for self-learning and a tolerance for internal contradictions; especially those that were seriously funny. Both exhibited a predilection for dealing with both the horror and humor at life’s edges. In summary, Gunnar embraced heretical ideas while EIBA tolerated heretics.  

My small presentation is to Gunnar’s considerable intellect and sense of humor, and the rich memories that we have of both. I hope that EIBA will continue to attract people that can survive at the edges of reality, and see, or at least tolerate, the humor that is so essential to the survival of those who occasionally stumble onto extreme pathos in their search for meaning.   

THE HEDLUND WAY

Gunnar spent only one year at the Wharton School of Finance but friendships developed during that time remained with him for the rest of his life. These relationships, and the ideas they encouraged, greatly nourish his Northern Swedish soul. Key to the close friendships that he and his wife Liisa developed in Philadelphia were Professors: Russell Ackoff, Hasan Ozbekhan, Howard Permutter and Eric Trist. Clearly, Ackoff, Permutter and Trist, and their highly creative research, stimulated Gunnar and had a profound impact on research he did for his Ph.D. at the Stockholm School of Economics. Ozbekhan was somehow different. He seems to have had the deepest influence on Gunnar, the work he would undertake, and the spirit with which he would carry it out. This may have been due to the brilliance of Ozbekhan’s mind, or the skill with which he could do a Turkish belly-dance, or the fact that the same wonderful being was simultaneously skilled in two seemingly contradictory activities.

The basis for the early Institute of International Business (IIB) as co-founded by Gunnar and his friend and teacher Lars Otterbeck, was derived from the Ozbekhan model of existence. Dinner parties, primarily organized by Gunnar’s loving wife Liisa, encouraged the creative passions of students while reducing the tendency towards an uglier side of academic life - overt jealousies as to who is/was the most original. Ozbekhan showed Gunnar, and the other Wharton Ph.D. students, the importance of this first hand via his Thursday night parties. While the explicit objective of the “discussions” was to “improve” the philosophy of management, the implicit subject always became the self-study of self-management principles.
 The morning-after question for most participants became, “How can you manage others if you can’t manage yourself?” 

Ozbekhan’s education had a clear impact upon Gunnar. As a student of Cambridge’s R.J. Collingwood, Ozbekhan would always find ways to bring complex discourse back to concern for the presuppositions behind the words. Via the logic of Collingwood’s On Metaphysics, Ozbekhan would show why the doorway into a speaker’s presuppositions are always more important to understanding than the appearances of specific words used. This was his way of reminding us that meaning was critical, regardless of whether a message had arrived by pony, pigeon or phone. 

In addition, Ozbekhan demonstrated a large sense of humor, along with pathos, about the contemporary scene of business. This tendency towards non-normative behavior was seen in MBA graduates, and encouraged by their professors emphasizing the publishing of ever more trivial content under ever more exotic titles. For example, strategic formulation, as it developed during the seventies, manifested the balloon approach to reality management - i.e., avoiding reality, or the lack thereof, by watching an increasing form enclosing a decreasing content. For relief, Ozbekhan would withdraw to pre-16th Century music and literature prior to that. As he would conclude: “The underlying dilemmas of humankind change little, while earlier articulations are often less confusing, and certainly less confused.”  This was the Ozbekhan person. 

The above ideas on reality management came to have a profound impact on Gunnar and the value system that he and Lars Otterbeck exhibited in the early days of IIB. The Ozbekhan model of self-criticism encouraged vigilance against the infinite potential for finding the trivial while in pursuit of something better. The extremely self-critical comments written onto early copies of some of Gunnar’s most noteworthy papers demonstrate the depth of concern for the trivial in his own work. His comments might shock some of his IIB colleagues; especially those prone to seeing only the serious-side of Gunnar, and who thus suffered deeply under his criticism.  

His writing style was demanding, and exacted a heavy toll on any reader who did not remain alert. Perhaps his beloved Vanja, the center of IIB existence for over twenty years, should be given some credit for the value of Gunnar’s work. Only she knew what Gunnar had really written, since only she could read and comment on his hieroglyphic-based, scholarly hand-written notes. Gunnar couldn’t understand how people could write with genuine feelings while engaged in the act of “processing” those lovely things called “words.” Thus, he never used a “word processor.” Vanja, as translator, thus assumes some responsibility for the ultimate content of Gunnar’s remarkable writings.

Much of what is now called “Gunnar’s academic work” was formulated during the 1980s. A good share of it was written up near the end of this decade. It was done with concern for finding ways to improve organizations but was done during a time when there was a noteworthy lack of concern for organizational renewal. Both sides of the Eric Trist argument, over whether the values of a shared or an owned society ends up at a better society somehow got lost during the “Reagan Era” when consuming value was more important than building value. Emphasis had somehow become focused upon issues of competitive advantage; e.g. the most important objective for an organization was its productivity, even if it was productively headed in the wrong direction. Even an organization out to clearly do bad things could reassure itself by associating its mission with a Porter kind of strategic advantage. Concern of management teachers was more with how to entertain and become well-known, not with how to challenge and be well-thought of. The students’ emphasis was on the value of their salary upon graduation, not the value of what they knew or would actually do. Emphasis in companies was on creating wealth by eliminating redundancy, especially in others, and then retreating back into what a consultant could convince them was their core competence. 

The way was thus being prepared for the 1990s cartoon characters of “Chainsaw” Al Dunlap and Dilbert. A successful manager, or teacher, was one that could be openly intolerant of difference, would sternly avoid ideas at the fringe, and would avoid association with foreign objects at any cost. “Successful” managers concentrated on the easy management of hard stuff, such as rationality, stability and discipline, instead of the hard management of soft stuff that included the consequences of everything else. MBAs learned to participate in the con-game of fast-track success by directing organizations via changing reality to reflect the case studies they had sort-of memorized. Gunnar and his Institute somehow avoided the worst of these tendencies.  Was it because he was a Swedish person with global thoughts, or a global person with Swedish thoughts?

Gunnar recognized the importance of understanding the meaning of success by looking at the measures used to chart it. His early work with SAS and late work with Wartsila demonstrated this. He was always struck by the religiously cynical manner in which executives and their consultants reached for, and generally found, simplistic measures of success. Productivity exemplified this via its history of passing from general factor productivity to simple labor productivity analysis. Even the editors of the Economist wildly applauded this approach, while complementing the people that avoided it. People skilled with measuring the soft stuff of reality, e.g., ambiguity, negotiation, the unknown, or questions about the relevance of assumptions, were noticeable dispensable. In the name of ever greater improvements to productivity these types were systematically removed from most organizations. At IIB they were sought, encouraged and rewarded. 

Gunnar also came to be concerned with the role of the larger environment as the ultimate evaluator or success. This came out most clearly in the 1987 paper we did for Tom Peter’s organization. We argued why and how the “excellence approach” must always fall short if it cannot account for, even embrace, the phenomena of nature and chaos. We showed how products, organizations and people were designed to fail, and fail so completely that they could not be repaired. This viewpoint was consistent for products, production facilities, social organizations, and employees. A recent and more sinister supporting logic for this naturally destructive behavior comes from environmentalist’s camp when they see the resultant “junk” as an unlimited input for their dreams of infinite and closed-loop recycling. The passion to junk thus gains ever greater legitimacy. Gunnar would comment on this bias via the old adage: “Having lost sight of our objectives, we redoubled our efforts.” 

The principles behind IIB were thus very different than those used in other business institutions. IIB, via Gunnar’s frame of reference, avoided many of the self-imposed limits of: single-dimensional thinking, intolerance of difference, pride of self, fetishes with second-generation data manipulation, nationalism, and management trends that would sweep through business circles. Key to Gunnar’s personality and to the development of IIB was a quest for meaning and a tolerance for the strangeness was often found. Whether it was in seeking new candidates for his Ph.D. program or hiking in his beloved Lapland he always felt most alive when negotiating with the edges of reality. He would constantly renew himself and those around him with his capacity to embrace, and even love contradictory things, and then tolerate the obvious contradictions between them. It was in his nature to make use of one of the most ancient of means for renewal of the human soul, and the institutions that are meant to nourish it - encouragement of the heretical. 

For Gunnar, a heretic was one who raises questions about an entity’s most closely held beliefs. A heretic initiates institutional renewal by firming up its strengths while destabilizing its dogmas. In this way a heretic strengthens an entity. As Alfred Lord Tennyson aptly described the heretic in his poem In Memoriam:

There lives more faith in honest doubt,


Believe me, than in half the creeds.

Gunnar was a heretic within the church of management education. IIB became his means to express and test heretical ideas. His nature had somehow prepared him to do battle with the forces of rigidity and boredom. By the time he left the University of Pennsylvania this approach of honest doubt had become his signature. When a professor or guest would make a formal presentation of their most closely held beliefs Gunnar would remind them of the shakiness of the foundation beneath what they had just said. He dealt with his students in the same way. 

In this paper I outline some of what Gunnar did say and might have said in the future about the subject of this meeting - information in international business.   

INFORMATION SYSTEMS: THE ANSWERS THEY GIVE, THE QUESTIONS THEY RAISE

The contents herein are an abstraction of a 1996 EIBA paper on heretical thinking that Gunnar and I discussed at length in the winter of 1996.  It came from research on two projects about the future of information systems. The first was a 1974 thesis at the University of Pennsylvania done for Bell Labs under the guidance of the late Eric Trist. It was titled “The Communications Alternative.” It led to work on designing a global information system with GE and IBM, under the guidance of Howard Permutter that stimulated a team member to go off to found Sprint. I met Gunnar just as the thesis was completed and it became the basis for much mutual humor. The second research was done in 1994-6 while working as an AT&T Research Fellow at Bell Labs, and then Lucent Technologies. It dealt with the definition of “21st Century Ecology in the Telecommunications Industry.” Gunnar was a latent guidance systems for this second project. 

There is much we can learn from the growth in importance of the idea of information. Gunnar would have enjoyed helping us with this. He would have warned us to keep our concern on the ideas surrounding information that cause it to be important, instead of getting lost in the mechanics of its use. He always enjoyed the humor and pathos of those running, and stumbling, to catch “the train before it pulled out of the station.” In this, some saw Gunnar as a 19th Century recalcitrant rejecting a new era. In fact, he was simply looking for a deeper sense of meaning and a better response to why do we do what we do? Gunnar’s bias was towards meaning and away from mechanics. 

Gunnar reserved his own computer for playing chess. He preferred scented mail to that with an e- prefix. He used phones with reluctance; he preferred “being there.” As his friends knew, he was better at touching them, than “being in touch.” His passions were with the long-term tragedy linked to the humor in human knowledge, not the utility of its near-term usefulness. He was intrigued with how the same knowledge could refresh and renew an organization, or keep it from improving.  

While the potential of communications technologies were available for decades it has only been in recent years that they assumed an important role in managing most societal institutions. Here Gunnar could have reminded us that the technological behind telecommunications was primarily developed as an instrument of nationalism. Governments, via defense institutions, supported the development of information technology as a “strategic tool” for strengthening and managing the nation state. This same technology has since become one of the major threats to nationalism. Even the governmental sectors outside national defense see information technology as a threat to their control. Current attempts to regulate citizen information use illustrates this. While criticizing other nations for managing information, e.g. China and Singapore, the U.S. Government seeks related controls. Fortunately for people, and unfortunately for the forces of nationalism, all such regulatory efforts are woefully inadequate. Gunnar enjoyed the irony is this governmental version of a Faustian bargain. 

The central theme of this meeting - global firms seeking to improve their information flows - can be examined at a deeper level. Access to that level is gained by noting how global firms are now being transformed by the information systems they previously used to achieve their form. This looks like a multinational corporation’s version of a Faustian bargain. Multinational corporations, like governments before them, are in the process of now being restructured by the information flows they previously used to build structure. 

Gunnar once noted that serious renewal was seldom taken very seriously until it was essentially too late to undertake it. We all know how difficult it is to design a life that holds together for very long, let alone designing one that can refresh itself. As noted before, we are better at designing lives, organizations and products for abandonment than for evolution. Those who feel a need to create an organization that can evolve are few. Those that can actually do it are rare, especially in the sciences. This is why the French biologist Rene Dubos argued that science primarily improves through mortality - since old scientists can seldom find it in themselves to change their minds, or even admit they might be wrong. Dubos and Gunnar were exceptions to this rule. 

Gunnar loved his books, especially those dealing with the subjects of evolution, chaos, dynamics and nature. An early book that Gunnar enjoyed on this subject was Erich Jantsch’s 1974 Design for Evolution. A more recent book Gunnar liked was Masumoto’s 1995 epitaph for a peach. His most prized book on the subject was of course the I Ching, the Chinese book of changes. This last book Gunnar used to gain perspective on which routes to take in the mountains and which subjects to pursue.

As a student of the process of organizational adaptation, Gunnar was fascinated with how organizations would fail to embrace knowledge for renewal prior to their plight becoming essentially hopeless. Gunnar’s work demonstrated that most organizations, when seriously challenged by their environments, seek refuge within very narrow “strategic behaviors.” An obvious example of this is the tendency of an organization, when challenged by its environment, to find and crawl into its “core.” Many consultants have done well by tapping into this soft underbelly of corporate paranoia. Gunnar, to his credit, saw this as a weakness of organizations and the advisors they use. He would illustrate how management often seeks strategies in order to imply meaning, instead of knowing what is meant and designing strategies to support meaning. 

Relative to our topic of information, Gunnar might have admonished us to invest more time in what we mean by our messages, instead of concentrating on the mechanisms for sending them. History teaches us that some of the most powerful messages were those that were never sent.  The note that doesn’t arrive can be far more profound than the one that gets there. The same goes for professor’s writings.

Gunnar was always reluctant to write “management drivel” and would never rush to jump on a train just as it was about to leave a station carrying the latest “technologies.” This stuff had little to do with the more exciting possibilities found at the edge of human understanding. In the arena of communication technologies he never accepted the notion that “the media was the message”
 although we watched how those who appeared to believe it make it so in their own lives.  

Clearly, information is important. Information systems, why and how they are organized, and how they should be designed to be beneficial offers important subjects. But, was information any less important to the world of Socrates? Gunnar noted early on that where the quote “the media has become the message” would arise at a conference, we should prepare ourselves for many meaningless messages.
 

What is now meant by organization information is best seen in the emergence of Chief Information Officers (CIOs) and how their messages are replacing the importance of messages of Chief Financial Officers (CFOs.)  This may partially be due to a prior overstatement of the importance of the role of CFOs, but it is undoubtedly also due to messages seeking a deeper level of meaning - money is clearly one form of information, but information does not fit as a sub-category of finance. This can be seen in contrasting the information systems designed by CIOs against those designed for CFOs. A few MBA programs have people that appear to make this distinction, but most continue to emphasis how to better design CFO-based information systems. Two items are important to remember: CIOs should not be confused with the computer scientists they sometimes hire and CFOs deal in a different kind of “information fluid.”  

These points are exemplified in the development of UPS over the past decade. Prior to 1994 the emphasis in UPS data collection was in using industrial engineers to gather and organize data to build better delivery trucks.  During the 1994-96 period the former CFO became the CIO and therein changed the nature of the company and shifted its concentration. This happened in response to consumers wanting better information on where their package was at any moment in time, as well as delivered at a lower price. The global communications system that resulted, and which replaced the prior CFO based system, was the first of its kind in North America. Some professors still talk about how this non-AT&T designed system will at some point self-destruct. 

In addition, it can be seen how the sociology of e-mail affects the level and location of work effort. Just as the sociology of telephones restructured what was and was not done by executive secretaries, during a prior stage of the “information age” development, current developments illustrate a very different role for the concept of secretaries. Arcona AB of Sweden illustrated this transformation with some clarity. Especially interesting was how this company eliminated secretaries, hierarchies and paper by easing information flows, although it also eventually eliminated much of itself.

Several issues have recently become critical to information systems design and management. Some relate to how to minimize quantities of information (economizing), others relate to how to continually renew the systems in question (evolution), and still others relate to negotiations with those who simply do not like a particular system, and can and do harm it (angry or bored actors). Most of these issues are not covered in mainstream MIS courses. This in part explains why the MIS “functional area” of MBA programs is something between a mind-field for instructors and a black-hole for students. Students are often more aware of day-to-day developments in the area than are the instructors. This creates a difficult situation.  In my university, which has one of the largest computer science programs in our region, one of the most assured way to set-up faculty members for failure is to assign them an MIS course. 

The dire situation of MIS in the U.S. is somewhat predictable in that the critical element of early MIS has long since gotten lost - the systemic aspect of what happens when you connect items of information. The concentration has since shifted to computer science aspects of information. Gunnar’s late work on knowledge-based organizations attempted to confront the dilemmas that were emerging from this concentration. The problems continue in firms, and schools. 

In his concern about this Gunnar began a return to his general systems roots. He was attempting to remind himself, and us, that the current discourse on knowledge organizations needed to be aware of operations at the next higher level; i.e., to see the importance of connecting data fragments into information, and information into knowledge, and preparing knowledge for wisdom. The dilemma of wisdom illustrates why a system is a different phenomena than what can be explained by “knowing” its parts. 

Following is a four-part schema that Gunnar and I used about twenty years ago to place the concept of wisdom within a systems science context, and partially come to understand it. 

ACTVITY LEVEL: 

RESOURCE:

      3




      wisdom?
      2




     Knowledge…
      1



   
     Information.
      0




        DATA!
Figure 1: Why dig deeper? 

This schema, as with many ideas of insight arise out from an Ozbekhan story
.  His story was about the strange phenomena of “wisdom.” How to shift emphasis from digging into data towards a quest for wisdom in organizations. This would nag at Gunnar’s soul until his end. “Why do we embrace data and avoid wisdom?”
“When men were ignorant they thought trees were trees, valleys were valleys, mountains were mountains and people were people. When they gained great knowledge they found that trees indeed were not trees, valleys were not valleys, mountains were not mountains and people after-all were not really people. Then, when men gained access to wisdom they again found that trees were trees, valleys were valleys, mountains were mountains, and people were people. But, was there a difference?”

Clearly, meaning and degree of difficulty in understanding increase as you move up from beneath the ground to the more ephemeral wisdom. The soil is metaphorically littered with data. Data becomes the “stuff” of information systems. Information provides the raw material awaiting organization into useful knowledge. Each move upward requires a higher level of organization.  Organized data thus becomes more useful and is called information. Organized information becomes useful knowledge while organized knowledge can point to wisdom, or not? In essence this is known as a 3 + 1 schema.  Wisdom is of a different logical type, thus is seldom part of an evolution upwards. Work in IT and with AI does not insure access to wisdom. AI primarily erodes NI, “Natural Intelligence.” Gunnar was interested in wisdom. 
The present emphasis in telecommunications business clearly lies with information management via informatics or attempts to somehow better use technology to become better informed. The emphasis is with data.  Questions of data speed, amount, capacity and consistency are used to measure success. With too much data people are presumed to know too much. The corporate groups that attempt to figure out and manage information and create knowledge are better paid but deal in more ambiguity. They are at the heart of most current discourse on relating information to telecommunications but come out as confused and highly strategic. Gunnar’s interest with very much with this group, not those collecting data.  Here is a summary of his organization of the field:

Level 0 – Those devoting their lives to data end up finding small challenges. This is probably by their own choice. They can live in a belief that more is better - a million data points is obviously superior to a hundred thousand. Much of the work of Larry Klein and more recently that of Michael Porter shows to where the fondness for dealing in data leads. This approach illustrates a belief in a prior tradition of the physical sciences, pre-Heisenburg, chaos theory, etc., that data is objective and the truth will rise from manipulation of its presence. 

Level 1 – It takes a different kind of mind to become fascinated with the workings of “information.” Here too, there is a belief that more is better, although here the followers need a sense of humor to remain faithful to the central idea. Given a chance, they like to believe that information is everywhere and everything is information and via the use of advancing technology constructs they can eventually gather and organize all information ad infinitum. The Human Genome Project is a haven, perhaps a heaven, for these people.  

Level 2 – This confronts the idea of knowledge as a focus of a few programs in information sciences and a small group of management theorists who believe they are defining the cutting edge. The difficulty is that it is with knowledge that the dilemma of meaning surfaces. While those who operate at a lower level of the information food chain concentrate on how to make men think like machines, those at this level try to make machines think like men. Gunnar attempted to avoid both groups and looked instead at the bio-chaotic, holographic processes involved in learning.  This was the work he left undone.

Level 3 – This is the highest level of human achievement, often called wisdom. It is difficult for humans to relate to. This in part comes from the feeble articulations of the lower level activities; i.e., confusion about the significance of data and the meaning of knowledge. Based on the work for the Lucent Bell Labs project it is clear that wisdom may be of a very different logical type. In fact, it appears that forgetting is critical, in that meaningless knowledge often gets in the way of wisdom. This is consistent with meaningful knowledge being the avoidance of useless information (i.e., the critical importance of forgetting as a base for learning). Decades ago we knew that improving the quality of information requires dumping data, but had trouble believing it. We thus seldom did it. While we are now better at data dumping, now somehow can’t bring ourselves to forget.
 

Returning to the earlier development of information systems we can see that it was a clear choice between information and wisdom. Data was presumed to simply be there as a resource. Several of  the early Bell Labs people concentrated on the information level via their theory about the importance of getting the message between A and B.
 Simultaneously,  Norbert Wiener, Gregory Bateson, et.al., tried to direct concern away from information and towards meaning. They argued for a basis in cybernetics that could be used to clarify meaning and improve human wisdom. 

Bateson in particular argued for rising above the limits of rational human thought in order to get beyond what he referred to as the limits of “unaided rationality.” Within a decade these concerns were buried under a quest for data, and technologies for mining and managing it. This was the hardware problem that IBM eventually turned into a 1973 software problem with marketing design of the MIS challenge. IBM thus opened the soft underbelly that Microsoft since took such great advantage of. 

During the past five years management concerns have moved the challenge into the field of knowledge creation. For some, such as Gunnar, the special emphasis was with what knowledge was. Since 1989 he worried about how to recognize a knowledge organization and then how to further develop one. Much of this material has yet to be published, except for some obvious fragments of Gunnar’s thesis that appeared in Nonaka’s book on The Knowledge-Creating Company. Hopefully some of Gunnar’s IIB colleagues will now push on to arrive at a version that includes the robust nature of Gunnar’s original schema, not just the diagrams that were on his wall in the summer of 1990. 

It is critical to once again remember that about now Gunnar would have jumped in, and reverting to his heretical posture. He would have criticize this entire line of work, including what Nonaka put forward from their 1990 collaborations. In fact, it is the eternal process of questioning at ever deeper levels, as derived from Collingwood’s work on metaphysics that is closest to the essence of the learning process that Gunnar used to access knowledge. This turns the tradition of educating students in functional business areas prior to exposing them to concern for strategic options on its head. As long as you have a critical mind you will arrive at the important questions regardless of the area within which you are located.    

MANAGEMENT CREEDS AND THE HERESY THEY STIMULATE

A transformation of management thinking is underway. Its subject matter as well as its principles of operation are becoming fluid. Heraclitus of Ephesus is replacing Parmenides of Elea as the key reality point in the west. Laotse is replacing Confucius as the means to improve understanding in the East.
 Until recently the societal bias has been very much with the stability offered by Parmenides and Confucius. Current situations make both less legitimate, although their policies are certainly more humorous. The rate of change is too great and the insulation from that change is wearing too thin for them to go on unquestioned.

We increasingly accept that change about us, but are unsure if it is in our interest or if we can even say anything about it if it proves not to be in our interest. In many respects this is akin to the feeling of managers in many previously successful national and regional businesses that now attempt fitting themselves out for rapidly changing global conditions. Using what consultants they can find, they face-down the end of a management era. They sit in the warm afterglow of an era of considerable success in developing and using modern management principles. That success appears to have depend upon a stability that is vanishing. 

We know very little about how to manage contemporary challenges. Some even question whether there is any basis for any models of management. It is becoming clear that we cannot simply add new knowledge on top of old to create more robust models. We may first need to unlearn much of what we know about management. In the Gunnar tradition, we should most sternly question that which is the most unquestionable. 

Over the past several years Gunnar came to see significant weaknesses in most management truisms. Those most closely held at this point in time are seen in the following array: 

1.  Competition. Little is known about the advantages and limitations of competitive behavior. As such, it is not very useful to the breadth of problems to which it is applied.   

Core competence. A revered concept and one of the most vacuous constructs we  

can apply to corporate problems. These situations can range from who does the

accounting, to who takes out the garbage. 

2.  Learning. It is used in organizations in ways that are popularly confused, and usually strategically confusing. It is becoming a code word for seeking patience from those who seek change; i.e., “we understand your concern and are just now learning about that.”  

3.  Productivity. There is a widespread belief that only increases in productivity provide a reliable means to measure human economic progress. The downside is that it is a single-dimensional measure and generally gets increased at the price of other variables; e.g., qualities of the natural environment, quality of output, and meaning.

4.  Strategic Thinking. A well articulated construct from Prussian and Chinese military history that describes the importance of using deceit or terror to organize human purpose, but recently turned into a code word for “far thinking;” i.e., trust me, I’m working on that.”

Figure 2: A Few Sacred Cows of Agrarian-

Based Management Thinking

The notion that we predominately rely on an agrarian-based approach to management was first articulated by Gunnar to Tom Peters, who subsequently quoted in Gunnar in one of his 1988 bylines. Gunnar’s point was that we should consider dropping many of the “scared cows” upon which we rely, and shift to my dynamic concepts; e.g., hunting parties. Since “core competence” is perhaps the most overtly popular concept of these cash cows of those giving management advice I will elaborate on its shortcomings.

A contemporary strategy for management thinkers, for those writing books for confusing students and consulting for confused companies, is to advocate their moving more closely to what they can clearly specify and define, or further away from it. In the first instance the advice is to develop a “core competence.” In the second instance the recipe calls for “developing a strategy.” Many consulting/teaching/management careers are built upon this general repertoire of management responses. The quest for core competence and/or strategic development has been a recipe for many personal success stories.
 

Those engaged in spreading the religion of core competence argue that recent work, from the late eighties and early nineties, has given the concept operational clarity. I teach with two such well-regarded and inspirational individuals. How a heretic would could attack their “core?” One way would be to look at the results of what they have recommended in the past. Another would be to do a historical review. With the second approach they should find that core competence has been around for a long time.  Moving towards a competence at the core was once a very clear directive, but may in fact have been made more ambiguous by theoretical work over the past three decades.  

Members of the core competency cadre appear to believe the concept to have a history of two to three decades, once they admit that it is not original with them. Few are will to go further with the concept to Adam Smith, or before. The notion of improving economic activity via encouraging each person and each organization to concentrate on perfecting a small number of tasks (where each task should be minimized) is at least as old as the concept of division of labor.
 The reluctance of those advocating core competence to accept their heritage is interesting, although not the concern herein. Those wanting to pursue this thread should begin with Adam Smith’s work and examine from where
  he took division of labor concepts on which he developed the Wealth of Nations thesis. Division of labor is in essence a discourse on the importance of “core competence” to the individual and the social group. Being a object for further refinement by David Ricardo the idea continues straight into the present. It seems even to have inspired the voluminous work of Porter on how to gain a comparative advantage by exaggerating the division of labor concept even beyond Ricardo’s exaggeration.
 

The early idea of division of labor served to organize much of industrialization over the past one hundred and fifty years, but has become exceedingly tired in the face of challenges to modern management and information systems from situations that emphasize connections, not parts. Environmental concerns pose a connected but addition challenge to partial processes and require systemic thinking, acting and organizing.
  The division of labor thesis has somehow gained renew life. As Keith Gardiner, Director of Lehigh’s Advanced Manufacturing Center, and former Director of Manufacturing Philosophy Education at IBM, argued in the late nineteen-eighties, 

The growth of automation brought the problems of division of labor and segmentation back to the forefront of business theory. Top management generally sees it to be in its personal interest to apply automation (as distinct from understanding it) because it can be used to keep workers in check and return themselves to the power of the central manager via a return to the ideology of Frederick Taylor.
  

The Smith-Babbage-Taylor ideology of workers lowering their eyes and specializing and managers raising their eyes and managing is back, although now operating under newer labels. 

One addition weakness of the core competence construct can be seen in how it is used to buy a firm, carve it up into pieces and sell them off at a profit. This logic is often used as an example of the effectiveness of core competence for cleaning up “bloated, disconnected companies” called conglomerates. This is seen where the market value of a conglomerate’s parts, as bought and broken up, are greater than that of the whole. The theory that parts are worth more than wholes began in North America and has since shifted to European firms. 

The theory has recently begun to break down in North America. The clearest evidence of the limits of the theory are seen the darling of the Economist’s core competence thinking - Hanson PLC. Hanson PLC made much money in both Europe and North America by demonstrating how numerous middle-sized collections of companies were more valuable as parts than as members of wholes. Used car thieves had known this for a long time, but never were allowed to use the fact to legitimize car theft. Hanson PLC was.

As of September, 1996, when Hanson was itself divided into parts, it was seen that the parts were actually worth less than the whole on both London and New York exchanges. The same was found to be true for ITT, AT&T and other firms involved in seeking their core by dissection of their selves into parts. This is clearly described in the Wall Street Journal article of Sept. 26, 96, p. B4 “Hanson Spin-off Plans Haven’t Raised Shareholder Value.” Dissection still has its value, especially where there was no inner life force in the organization that is killed via the splitting process; i.e., Exxon of the 1970s.

.

FROM KNOWLEDGE-BASED LEARNING TO 

LEARNING-BASED KNOWLEDGE

There were additional issues that Gunnar enjoyed raising questions about during his last years. These including learning, and how it differs at the organizational, organized and individual levels. In part this was in response to the perceived growth in popularity of the concept as it was emerging in discourse about organizational theory and change. Gunnar’s concern was consistent with that found in John Brunner’s book The Shockwave Rider. Brunner tried to explain the growing importance, at that time, of AI (artificial intelligence). He argued that in our madness to invent and manage artificial intelligence we had become sufficiently non-intelligent as to loose our ability to even recognize intelligence. Brunner concluded that AI could then become whatever we wanted it to be, which is close to its current state.  Most of the early promise of AI has been dissipated. A similar process appears to be underway relative to the concept of organizational learning - it is everything and anything, and provides a suit for all purposes. 

The approach to learning that Gunnar and I had used two decades ago came from work done by Gregory Bateson.  Bateson is another person that we found to offer unusual degrees of insight and substance. Bateson’s articulation of what learning should include, and exclude, began with the Whitehead and Russell thought structure known as their “theory of logical types.” 

…it is not at all unusual for the theorists of behavioral science to commit errors which are precisely analogous to the error of classifying the name with the thing named - or eating the menu card instead of the dinner - an error of logical typing.

This distinction between concepts and phenomena is of more concern for people that prefer calculus to statistics but it should be a concern of social scientists. It was used in a number of well-publicized works of the 1980s, e.g., one was the very popular work of Foucault of smoking instructions found in what is “a pipe and not a pipe.” This concern was consistent with the approach to learning found in R.J. Collingwood’s book on “metaphysics,” as mentioned previously.  Logical typing was here used to structure a means to continually inquire deeper into what a human being really means in their messages. As mentioned before, this approach was a critical aspect of Ozbekhan’s argument that corporate planning needed to be normative thinking. Collingwood’s model is easy to follow but pays the price of being limited initially by a logical hierarchy, at least until the last level is reached and the person being questioned says, “Enough!” and the hierarchy disappears.  (Note that Bateson’s model of learning does the same.)

The essential aspects of Bateson’s model of learning are the same but different. They come in five stages, as outlined in Figure 3, and begin with a modified hierarchy before transcending it to attain higher levels of thinking. In his model learning begins at stage II. There is sufficiently fundamental thought so as to access presuppositions, as in Socrates delving into ever deeper levels of what is known in order to ascertain the thinking behind a statement.  
· Zero learning is characterized by responses, which regardless of whether they are right or wrong are not subject to correction.

· Learning I is change in specificity of response by correction or errors of choice, but only within a closely limited set of alternatives. (e.g., the alternatives found in a job description)

· Learning II is change in the process of learning I, e.g., a corrective change in the set of alternatives from which choice is made, or it is a change in how the sequence of experience is punctuated. (e.g., in moving between or learning about various jobs)

· Learning III is change in the process of Learning II, e.g., a corrective change in the system of sets of alternatives from which choice is made. (We shall see later that to demand this level of performance of some men and some mammals is sometimes pathogenic, e.g., to redefine the ethic of work in a Protestant community.)

· Learning IV would be change in Learning III, but probably does not occur in any adult living organism on this earth. Evolutionary process has, however, created organisms whose ontogeny brings them to Level III. The combination of phylogenesis with ontogenesis, in fact, achieves Level IV. (e.g., a tough agenda)

Figure 3: Learning Depths

Learning thus encounters multiple levels of presuppositions. Collingwood uses the question of: “When did you leave off beating your wife?” as an example of how to access knowledge of a more than the facts of whether or not a coupe is married, or whether a wife is being beaten. The guiding metaphor herein is moving from the superficial to the more basic in the depth of who we are. 

Managers use aspects of this quite frequently to find ways to make workers more susceptible to being managed; i.e., to make them “manageable.” Bateson’s model is similar in structure and differs in intent and content. This becomes especially clear as you approach Type III learning. Here you find high learning rewards but, according to Bateson, humans have great trouble accessing this level. One trouble, according the work Gunnar and I did was that early learning was too closely tied to hierarchical processes. While hierarchy provided for early gains, via its managerial simplicities, it later becomes a serious limitation to growth. To access Type III learning humans must move beyond hierarchical structures. This was not only consistent with Gunnar’s work a decade ago on organizational heterarchies, it was one of the concerns that initiated that work. Non-hierarchical forms of learning begin to emerge in type II learning but not omnipresent until you enter type III. 

Bateson argued that most humans are not capable of accessing learning in Type III, and none have the ability to access Type IV. Examining devotees of any belief system, i.e., a religious order, illustrates Bateson’s point about human limitations. An example of this was when Gunnar and I made a joint presentation in the mid-1980s at a conference on systems theory. We were giving a presentation on the advantages of non-hierarchical systems to a large group of devotees to Herbert Simon. To show the depth of the conceptual problem we were taking issue with Simon’s belief in hierarchies in nature and in man. Many of Simon’s followers believed that no systems for learning, management or life support could exist outside a hierarchy.
 They were quite unimpressed with our argument for the existence and advantages of non-hierarchical systems. 

Learning II is in some ways the most interesting entry into the dilemmas of learning. Here we confront the dilemmas of learning via concepts like: double binds, catch-22s, and contradictions without obvious exits. Studies of design process show how important challenges are to access a basis for learning. The logic for Learning II is to first reassess what we think we are capable of, and then elicit creative responses to change these basic thoughts that form the operating assumptions. 

Learning III is quite different. What has been said above about the self-validating character of premises acquired by Learning II indicates that Learning III is likely to be difficult and rare even in human beings. Expectantly, it will also be difficult for scientists, who are only human, to imagine or describe this process. But it is claimed that something of the sort does from time to time in psychotherapy, religious conversion, and in order sequences in which there is profound reorganization of character. Zen Buddhists, Occidental mystics, and some psychiatrists assert that these matters are totally beyond the reach of language.

As was argued before, learning processes, to be successful, must eventually become heretical processes. This presumption offers a base for what learning is and is not. At its least it is a place to begin. At its most it is a framework that can help individuals and organizations do things more clearly and innovatively. 

For the Future 

Current emphasis in management is on the side of rigor and against imagination; i.e., standing in defense of changelessness. This is now being challenged, and may be reversed, but for now managers are using models that encourage them to crawl into the middle of functional areas and wait for a calmer time. In the face of change, these functions are only interesting in terms of the relationships they generate. As self-standing parts in the sense encouraged by Adam Smith they are either dead or dying. Ernst Fisher offers a somewhat harsh literary theme that poetically describes their situation that that of those who worship them:

Hamm, whose name hints vaguely at myth, literature and cheap histrionics, is rotting alive in his refuge. The world from which he came is dead. After an unspeakable catastrophe, all that remains are objects, only the inorganic, nothing that grows or breathes. ‘End, it is the end, it’s coming to the end, perhaps it’s coming to an end.’ There is no world left, no future, only the hiding-place in the middle of nothing.” 

The danger in getting “stuck in the middle” of nothing is obvious to those involved in management development. Picking up the Fisher theme about ten years ago Gunnar offered some thoughts for the Tom Peters’ by-line mentioned before. He made an important distinction between traditional business principles that relied on sleepy, peaceful, agricultural idioms and a need for new principles that could continually move to the edge, and seek the timeliness required by those ever on the move. Gunnar suggested changing management idioms from agriculture to those associated hunting parties.
 

For those concerned about renewal, regeneration and responsiveness there are several options. One is to systematically abandon an organization after a period of time, so the membership becomes the fertilizer needed for new beginnings; i.e., this is known as the winter-kill model.
  Another is to encourage exit or loyalty in a firm via “love it or leave it” dictates. 

The problem with the winter-fill model is it attracts personality types that favor fertilizer. The problem with the second is that it relies too much on the exit and loyalty options to keep an institution alive. In the A.O. Hirschman
 sense of these terms, they are both pathological. In 1970 he argued that healthy organizations are those that tap into the considerable powers of voice. Voice is preferable to those who do not appreciate fertilizer or fools, and who cannot insulate themselves from the consequences of rapid change via wealth.
  The remainder of this paper is dedicated to the voice option of the heretic. Voice was very much the domain of Gunnar. It is difficult to find others in management education and practice whose voice was so articulate.

We need some of Gunnar’s heresy to help nurture the creative development of information systems in management. Many aspects of the current development of these systems are simply falling in line with traditional management routines. Gunnar’s criticism of this would be similar to that of Ernst Fishers when he expressed his concern about corporate planners trying to capture the future within their machines.

“The more precisely computers calculate this future, the less we are capable of facing the incalculable. The more closely we predict what will happen in twenty years’ time, the more unexpected are the events of today. We are lost in a perfectly constructed maze of facts, dates and information. Ariadne’s thread has multiplied a hundred-fold; we do not know which one we should follow, and stumble from one dead-end into another. A plethora of means has devoured the end.”

In many respects computers are being used to make the same mistakes more efficiently. Seeing this, and removing ourselves from this tendency, requires the thoughts of a heretic, but a very special kind of heretic. While heretical ideas may come from outside a field a heretic still must come from within the field. As Walter Kaufman, the Princeton philosopher, noted:

“Heresy is a set of opinions at variance with established or generally received principles. In this sense, heresy is the price of all originality and innovation. In theology, any opinion that is contrary to the fundamental doctrine or creed of any particular church is heretical. From the point of view of the churches to which we do not belong - and none of us can belong to the lot - we are all heretics. But more narrowly speaking, a heretic is one who deviates from the fundamental doctrine of his own church, or of the church with which he was previously connected.”

Should a business, or a business school, support, or even try to nurture, heretics? Can it legitimately do so? All organized entities are set up around traditions who have the role of keeping out or resisting heresies. In part, this is because heretics rely on the world of ideas and ideas seldom show loyalty to any belief system.
  Heretics exist in management education but there are not so many. Heretics are people like Gunnar that needed to see meaning, or where they couldn’t find it, to at least comment on the lack thereof.

Future development of information is just now confronting many of the challenges that have always been with the dilemmas of management ideas, e.g., the Faustian Tragedy. Meeting this challenge requires wisdom in those churches that seek to house new management theory. In this way both the theory and the house can prosper. The dilemma is that it requires heretics to dwell in the house where management via information can be meaningful, i.e., in search of greater knowledge instead of more data. We are sad because we know Gunnar will not be among the initiators of this debate.

TThis dilemma is clearly articulated in John Brunner’s book, “The Compleat Traveler in Black”, about a silent man who roams from town to town listening to what people desire most deeply. Prior to leaving he arranges for them to gain their desire, which creates terrible problems for those involved. 


� The sessions finally end in the spring semester with a discussion of the newly published book by Robert Pirsig, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance. Little more needed to be said, although some of course insisted in saying it anyway.


� This was seen by Gunnar’s refusal to take a mobile phone along on trips into the mountains of Lapland, even though the dangers of the trips would seem to be greatly reduced by having one along. This was consistent with his reliance on the more traditional methods of writing, by long-hand, instead of via a computer. This kept him closer to the difficult challenges of expression - the writer’s intent and content.


� I once stopped reading my E-mail for some time. People had been assigning me to committee meetings without the courtesy of asking, thus I stopped.  Once I signed back on there were 256 messages waiting. I tried to erase all of them at once, but encountered a safety device that required my scrolling through each one prior to the act of deletion. During the next several hours I noted that none of the messages brought me happiness. Most were in fact composed in bad English. My relationship to E-mail then changed. I now read my messages once a week.


� For Ozbekhan it undoubtedly began with Socrates and others, although he always made fun of those who worry about authorship believing that authorship had essentially died at the Xerox machine. 


� One sign of this is a trend for some to place filters on their E-mail so that there is some quality control to what they receive. In companies this is done but not allowing use of E-mail during prime business hours, in order to rule out CYA memos. I do the same by letting friends know that I only read my E-mail on Wednesdays, thus if their message is really important they can call.


� The 1940s Shannon and Weaver’s “Mathematical Theory of Communication” provides an early example.


� All four of these individuals lived in the 5th Century BC. Two came from Greece and two cam from China, but what is more important is the distinction between the two parts of each set, not the fact that two cultures were involved.


� Not addressed here is another group that believes in recipes. They can be recognized by the belief that not only is core competence an original idea, but that it began with them. I will not address the problems of this last group except that the following points out where their “original idea” originally might have came from. The activities of firms like Exxon, Phillips and AT&T, and their corporate consultants, are especially instructive of how leaders can do well for themselves while doing damage to the organizations that pay them.


� This of course comes from Adam Smith, and his students such as Ricardo. They proposed that each and all should specialize and come to do only one or maybe two things. Increasingly the more effective business leaders, usually not Americans, have found that quality and innovation lies within the wholes, not concentration on parts. American managers compensate for this by buying lots of companies, then dropping them, in a frenetic style; e.g., General Electric, General Motors. To dare argue otherwise, is of course “heretical.”


� There is reason to believe that Smith, of course, gained inspiration from reading some Plato and much Aristotle. Those who now advocate core competence should recognize that they too carry the same legacy. 


� This is distinctly not what is meant by “oneness” in eastern philosophy, or “grand unification theory” in western physics.


� This was the stuff of the General Systems Theorists which got translated into management approaches by the extensive work of such people as:  Trist, E.L., Emery, F.E., Ackoff, R.L., Boulding, K., Ozbekhan, H., Perlmutter, H., et.al.


� A lecture at IBM Thornwood Center on the return of Taylor’s philosophy, as found in his book, Principles of Scientific Management, 1911.


� This was especially apparent the last time I and Gunnar Hedlund attended a Society for General Systems Research Annual meeting. This was when we gave a presentation on alternatives to hierarchies, and why and how hierarchies break down, as well as why they are not a natural phenomena. We were essentially shouted down during the session, by a vocal group of Herbert Simon groupies. Hedlund’s work on heterarchical management systems progressed far beyond the limitations of which we spoke. I referred the more anarchical approach.


� This notion was clearly articulated by Gunnar Hedlund in 1987 while on Sabbatical at Stanford, and then publicized by Tom Peters in one of his by-lines.


� This approach was used effectively a few years ago in Finland in an effort to improve the “too secure” VTT national labs. The results of what the Government and TEKES did could teach those dealing with the problem of research relevance a great deal. 


� See Albert O. Hirschman’s Exit, Voice, and Loyalty, Cambridge, Ma. Harvard Press, 1970.


� This insulation comes in universities via another kind of wealth called tenure, where those having it can avoid the changes impacting others who lack it, e.g., students.


� Fisher, p. 37.


� Ibid, first chapter.  
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