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MINDFULLY ORGANIZING FOR

THE UNEXPECTED MEANS…

�Enacting a set of processes and 
practices that:

� successfully unsettle organizational 
routines to increase alertness and 
awareness (want to make the awareness (want to make the 
unthinkable cognizable and the invisible 
apparent);

� create capabilities to cope with what 
is “seen.”



MINDFUL ORGANIZING
REQUIRES:

Respectful interaction

Heedful interrelationsHeedful interrelations

Mindful infrastructure



PATHS TO A MINDFUL INFRASTRUCTURE

Avoid 
Simplification

Preoccupation 
with Failures

Sensitive to 
Operations

Build 
Resilience

Defer to 
Expertise



FOSTER:
RESPECTFUL INTERACTION

To encourage people to surface 
information that conflicts with the 
majority view build norms of:

� trust,

� trustworthiness, and

� self respect. 



TRUST, TRUSTWORTHINESS, 
SELF-RESPECT

� People must respect the reports of 
others, and to be willing to base their 
beliefs and actions upon them (Trust);

� People must report honestly, so that 
others may use their observations in others may use their observations in 
coming to valid beliefs (Trustworthiness);

� People must respect their own 
perceptions and beliefs, and seek to 
integrate them with reports of others 
without belittling others or themselves 
(Self Respect). 6



CHALLENGES TO FOSTERING
RESPECTFUL INTERACTION

�Differences in status and social 
structures

�Differences in cultures

� Interpersonal power and conflict� Interpersonal power and conflict

�Conflicting roles and role ambiguity

�Concerns with upward influence and 
offending those in power

�Capabilities to persuade others
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FOSTER:
HEEDFUL INTERRELATING

�Heedful interrelating exists when 
individuals in a complex system do their 
best to:
1. Understand the big picture goal,

2. Understand how their individual job fits into 2. Understand how their individual job fits into 
this big picture, and

3. Maintain a conscious awareness of both as they 
perform their duties.

�Heedless interrelating is when an 
individual simply does her/his job 
ignoring what goes on around her/him.



CHALLENGES TO FOSTERING
HEEDFUL INTERRELATING

� Production/performance pressures 

� Changes in staff (also changes in shifts), 
and cross boundary interactions which 
often mean that people have only a 
partial perception about a developing partial perception about a developing 
situation 

� Individualistic rather than collective 
cultures 

� Goal conflicts between units and parts of 
the organization 
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ESTABLISH:
MINDFUL PRACTICES
1. Preoccupation with failures: Treat any 
and all failures as a window on the health of 
the system.

2. Avoid simplifying interpretations: 
Socialize people to make fewer assumptions 
and to notice more.and to notice more.

3. Sensitive to operations: Develop an 
integrated big picture of ongoing operations.

4. Cultivate resilience: Anticipate AND 
develop the capacity to cope with surprises 
in the moment. 

5. Defer to expertise: Venerate expertise 
and experience over rank (fluid decision 
structures). 



PREOCCUPATION WITH

FAILURES
� People and organizations tend to focus on 
their successes and try to deny or ignore 
their failures.

� HROs are preoccupied with all failures
� They try to envision what things could go 
wrong and how they could go wrongwrong and how they could go wrong

� They analyze daily what surprised them (what 
already has gone wrong) especially the small 
stuff

� Small “failures/surprises” are early warning 
signals of deepening trouble and give insight 
into the health of the whole system.

� If you catch problems early you have more 
possible ways to deal with them.





PREOCCUPATION WITH

FAILURES

�We have a tendency to ignore or 
overlook our failures (which suggest 
we are not competent) and focus on 
our successes (which suggest we are 
competent).competent).



UNEXPECTED AND EXPECTATIONS

What do you 

count on?

What do you What do you 
expect from 

those things 
you count on?

In what ways can those things 

you count on fail?



LEARNING FROM FAILURE
IS HARD

�Learning moments are short-lived
� We have selective memories: “on the day of 
the actual battle naked truths may be picked 
up for the asking…by the following morning 
they have already begun to get into their 
uniforms” (p. 58, MTU)uniforms” (p. 58, MTU)

�Learning requires some preconditions:
� psychological safety (willingness to take 
interpersonal risks)

� learning orientation (willingness to 
experiment)

� efficacy (belief that we can handle what 
comes up)



PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY
MEANS THAT PEOPLE…

�Are willing to risk:
� Looking ignorant

� Looking incompetent

� Being seen as intrusive 

� Being seen as negative.Being seen as negative.

�Are more likely to ask questions, inquire 
about problems, ask for help, admit an 
error, and express a different view. 
These behaviors are critical to surface 
discrepant information. 



Preoccupation 
with Failure is a 
Preoccupation 
with Learning! 



PREVENT SMALL FAILURES FROM
LINING UP!
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ENABLING PREOCCUPATION
WITH FAILURE

� Establish pre-procedural briefings and 
encourage all to voice concerns.

� Restate your goals in the form of 
mistakes that must not occur.

� Create awareness of vulnerability.� Create awareness of vulnerability.

� Clarify what constitutes “good news”. 
Is no news good news?

� Actively seek out bad news; conduct 
AARs and Staff Rides.

� Create psychological safety.

� Keep defining near misses.



USE CHURCHILL’S AAR TO DIG
INTO YOUR FAILURES (HRO #1)

�Why didn’t I know?

�Why didn’t my advisors know?

�Why wasn’t I told?

�Why didn’t I ask?

�Why didn’t I say what I knew?



AVOID SIMPLIFYING
INTERPRETATIONS
� Most organizations try to 

simplify their 
assumptions and 
activities.

HROs try to complicate � HROs try to complicate 
themselves—they create 
requisite variety. 

� We need to create more 
varied and differentiated 
expectations and 
interpretations in order 
to better understand 
what we face.



WHY COMPLICATE OUR VIEWS?

� Because…

� We see what we expect to see

� We see what we have labels to see

� We see what we have skills to manage





ENABLING AVOIDANCE OF

SIMPLIFICATION

� Raise doubts to raise information and 
do this publicly.

� Actively encourage alternative frames 
of reference (develop skeptics).

Put a premium on interpersonal skills.� Put a premium on interpersonal skills.

� Revise assessments as evidence 
changes – avoid fixation errors.



BUILD REQUISITE VARIETY
(HRO#2)

�Seek information from dissimilar others but 
attend to team processes:
� Teams composed of diverse people often have 

trouble communicating (they tend to share 
information about what they have in common).information about what they have in common).

� INCLUDE at least one generalist (person who 
has had experience in a variety of areas) to act 
as a translator.

� Work to surface information from low status 
people; encourage people to inquire about 
others’ ideas rather than simply advocate for 
their own positions.
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SENSITIVITY TO OPERATIONS

�Most organizations think the important 
stuff relates to the big picture of 
strategy.

�HROs strive to maintain a big picture 
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�HROs strive to maintain a big picture 
of operations in the moment.

�Being aware of how the system is 
working presently means that the 
beginnings of unexpected events get 
quick attention and are remedied 
before they become disasters. 



SENSITIVITY TO OPERATIONS

� Unexpected events usually originate in 
“latent conditions,” existing imperfections in 
current operations such as supervision, 
staffing, reporting of defects, safety 
training, certification, etc. training, certification, etc. 

� Normal operations reveal deficiencies that 
might signal that some untoward event is 
brewing.

� When people have well-developed 
situational awareness, they can make 
continuous adjustments that prevent errors 
from accumulating and enlarging.



ENABLING SENSITIVITY TO

OPERATIONS

� Maintain continuous contact with the 
operating system or front line.

� Make sure leaders/managers are 
accessible, especially when important 
situations start brewing.situations start brewing.

� Encourage ongoing interaction and 
communication between groups 
(upstream and downstream) about 
actual operations and workplace 
characteristics.



OPERATIONS-SENSITIVE
LEADERSHIP

� Speak up (knowledge lies between 
heads).

� Encourage others to speak up and 
ask questions.

� Check for comprehension; 
acknowledge what you hear.

� Check for comprehension; 
acknowledge what you hear.

� Be aware of how you react to 
pressure; tell others.

� Verbalize your plans.
� Reduce pressure by changing 

importance, demands, abilities.
� Overlearn new routines.



USE A COMMUNICATION
PROTOCOL (HRO#3)

For operations-sensitive leadership use the 

STICC briefing protocol to surface latent 
problems.

� Situation =  Here’s what I think we face.

� Task       =  Here’s what I think we should do.

� Intent =  Here’s why.

� Concern = Here’s what we should keep our 

eye on.

� Calibrate =  Now talk to me.
31



“Life is a series of interruptions 

and recoveries.”

John Dewey, 1922



CULTIVATE RESILIENCE

� Most organizations try to anticipate 
unexpected events.

� HROs anticipate but ASSUME that 
they will be surprised.they will be surprised.

� HROs strive to build people’s 
general response repertoires and 
competencies so that they can 
better cope with surprises in the 
moment. 
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RESILIENCE DEFINED

(1) The ability to absorb strain and 
preserve functioning despite the presence 
of adversity (to cope with surprises in the 
moment);(2) capabilities to recover and 
bounce back from untoward events and to 
withstand shocks without permanent withstand shocks without permanent 
deformation; (3) an ability to learn and 
grow from previous episodes of resilient 
action.
� Once thought to be a “personal trait” NOW 

thought to be a “dynamic process”;
� Resilience results from factors that 

promote competence, restore efficacy, and 
encourage growth. 



HOW RESILIENCE WORKS

� A staunch acceptance of reality 

� “When we truly stare down reality, we 
prepare ourselves to act in ways that 
allow us to endure and survive 
extraordinary hardship.”

A deep belief that life is meaningful� A deep belief that life is meaningful

� “Resilient people devise constructs about 
their suffering to create some sort of 
meaning for themselves and others.”

� An uncanny ability to improvise

� “When situations unravel, bricoleurs
muddle through, imagining possibilities 
where others are confounded.”



RESILIENT GROUPS

� Skilled at improvisation
� deep knowledge of basics
� recombine understandings on the spot
� improvise on something

� Adopt attitude of wisdom� Adopt attitude of wisdom
� more you know, more you don’t know
� avoid overconfidence, overcaution
� near miss = danger in guise of safety > 

safety in guise of danger = close call?

� Practice respectful interaction
� trust and respect for another
� honesty (trustworthiness)
� self-respect



ENABLING RESILIENCE
�Expand general knowledge, resources, 
and action repertoires (train and retrain)

�Develop flexible role structures and 
establish pockets of resilience such as ad-
hoc problem-solving networks (increase hoc problem-solving networks (increase 
ad hoc training).

�Encourage people to be attentive to 
resources that can moderate or reduce 
surprises.



“A system’s 
willingness to 
become aware of 
problems is 
associated with its 
ability to act on 
them.”
ability to act on 
them.”

(Westrum, 1992)



DEFER TO EXPERTISE/CREATE
FLEXIBLE DECISION STRUCTURES

�Most organizations put a premium 
on hierarchy and power where 
important choices are made by 
important high-ranking people.

HROs have flexible decision making �HROs have flexible decision making 
structures and shift decisions in 
high-tempo times away from formal 
authority toward expertise and 
experience.
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DEFERENCE TO EXPERTISE

1. Focus on “expertise” rather than 
“experts.” Expertise is relational (isn’t 
necessarily embodied in a single person). 

2. Expertise isn’t grounded only in content 
knowledge.knowledge.

3. Expertise is also grounded in 

� Credibility = skills + legitimacy

� Trust = competence + character + 
influence

� Attentiveness
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FALLACY OF CENTRALITY

� Experts overestimate the likelihood that 
they would surely know about a 
phenomenon if it actually were taking 
place. (Because I don’t know about this event, it must (Because I don’t know about this event, it must 
not be going on)not be going on)

� This fallacy is damaging because it � This fallacy is damaging because it 
discourages curiosity on the part of the 
expert and also creates in her/him an 
antagonistic stance toward the event in 
question.

� People at the top in particular know less 
than they think—in general people tend to 
overestimate their own expertise, especially 
when it comes to people matters.



FALLACY OF CENTRALITY
(#2)

� Subordinates also may overestimate 
the “wisdom” of experts or high 
status people.  Thus, subordinates 
may remain silent when they should 
be asking questions. This is why be asking questions. This is why 
creating a culture where everyone is 
willing to question authority is critical



ENABLING DEFERENCE TO

EXPERTISE

�Become aware of and seek out expertise in 

your organization.

�Create flexible decision structures--identify 

“expertise” and shift leadership to people “expertise” and shift leadership to people 

who currently have the answer to the 

problem at hand.

�Beware of the “fallacy of centrality”. 

�Encourage imagination.



CHALLENGES TO FOSTERING
MINDFUL ORGANIZING

�Strong variety in how each unit within an 

organization enacts everyday practices;

�Difficulties in creating real change in 

organizational practices and making 
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organizational practices and making 

them stick;

�Strong inertia in organizations and 

“practical drift” and “decay” in practices 

unless they are continually reconstituted 

in a mindful fashion.



IN SUM

� Mindful organizing can increase the 
“quality of attention” so that the 
unexpected is caught and acted upon 
early.

These practices are part of a � These practices are part of a 
behavioral infrastructure for a culture 
of “reliability and safety.”



ENABLING, ENACTING, AND
ELABORATING CULTURE

1. Direct attention to safety (train, safety 
rounds).

2. Create contexts where individuals feel safe to 
speak up and act in ways that improve safety 
(actively see out bad news).

Highlight threats to safety (failure/near miss 3. Highlight threats to safety (failure/near miss 
reporting, etc).

4. Direct actions to safety daily and mobilize 
resources to resolve threats.

5. Comprehensively represent safety and other 
outcomes so people know where things stand.

6. Use feedback to modify practices and 
processes.



TO BE MINDFUL IS TO ‘SEE MORE CLEARLY’ 
NOT TO ‘THINK HARDER AND LONGER’
� See where your model didn’t work, or see 

indicators you missed that signaled expectations 

weren’t being filled (failure)

� Strip away labels, stereotypes that conceal 

differences among details (simplification)differences among details (simplification)

� Focus on what is happening here and now 

(operations)

� See new uses for old resources through 

improvisation and making do (resilience)

�Discover people who understand a situation better 

than you do and defer to them (expertise)



LEADERSHIP MATTERS

“Only in the upper levels of the system 
can we begin to get to grips with the 
‘parent’ failures...that create the 
downstream ‘problem children’. If 
these [conditions] remain unchanged these [conditions] remain unchanged 
then efforts to improve things at the 
workplace and worker level will be 
largely in vain.”

(James Reason, 1997, p. 121)
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A well-designed organization is 

not a stable solution to achieve, 

but a developmental process to 

keep active.

(Starbuck & Nystrom, 1981, p. 14)


