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U.S .  appare l  g iant  Patagon ia  made  waves  in  September
2022 when founder  Yvon  Chou inard  named Ear th  i t s  on ly
shareho lder .  A l ign ing  i t s  f inanc ia l  s t ruc ture  wi th  i t s
longstand ing  po l i c ies  to  upho ld  human and  ear th  d ign i ty ,
he  unders tood  that  ind iv idua ls  c reate  processes ,  and
processes  c reate  the  sys tems that  impact  the  ecosystem.  

Patagon ia  has  long  re jec ted  top-down h ie ra rch ies  fo r
the i r  suscept ib i l i t y  among other  th ings  to  eventua l
co l lapse  and  chaos .  Ins tead ,  i t  des igns  i t s  s t ruc ture  to
emphas ize  employee-dr iven  and  -managed processes
where  each  person  i s  “empowered  wi th  the  knowledge
of  the  r ight  course  to  take ,  w i thout  hav ing  to  fo l low a
r ig id  p lan  o r  wa i t  fo r  o rders  f rom the  boss , ” [1 ]
regard less  o f  where  they  s i t .  L i ke  a  champion  spor ts
team,  i t s  bench  i s  as  s t rong  as  i t s  s ta r  p layers ,  ev idence
of  author  Sa l ly  He lgesen 's  a rgument  that  wi th
organ izat ions ,  “ba lance  and  harmony  are  essent ia l  i f  the
per iphery  i s  to  ho ld ;  i f  on ly  the  center  [o r  top]  i s  s t rong ,
the  edges  wi l l  qu ick ly  f ray . ” [2 ]  Patagon ia  a lso  embraces
f lex  work ing ,  long  before  COVID fo rced  o thers  to  do  so .
I t  ident i f i es  ta lent  based  on  “cu l tu re  add , ”  not  “ f i t . ”
Accord ing  to  CEO Ryan  Ge l le r t ,  i t  bases  every  dec is ion
on  i t s  va lues  and  purpose  to  “ insp i re  a  new way  o f  do ing
bus iness  that  puts  peop le  and  p lanet  f i r s t . ” [3 ]

Whi le  not  every  o rgan izat ion  cou ld  o r  shou ld  be  l i ke
Patagon ia ,  to  f lour i sh  in  a  re imag ined  g loba l  economy
fue led  by  e f f i c iency  and  innovat ion ,  fu ture- ready  leaders
must  o r ient  the i r  o rgan izat ions  fo r  an  economic  fu ture
that  reca l ib ra tes  our  not ions  o f  success .  Susta inab i l i ty
on ly  extends  the  l i fe  she l f  o f  a  one-way re la t ionsh ip .  We
must  choose :  cont inue  a  dest ruc t ive  path  o r  co-create  a
generat ive  ecosystem.  To  execute  a  reca l ib ra t ion  a t  th is
sca le ,  we  need  an  ext raord inary  metaphor—one that
d is rupts  long-he ld  not ions  about  compet i t ion  and
resources .  

FUTURE-READY ORGANIZATIONS:  
FROM SUSTAINABLE TO GENERATIVE
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Th is  i s  an  inqu i ry  on  what  smar t ,  se l f -
cor rec t ing  organ izat ions  might  learn  f rom
myce l ium,  the  web l i ke ,  h idden ,  vegetat ive
par t  o f  fung i  that  make  up  the  la rgest
l i v ing  organ ism on  Ear th .  

Yes .  Turbu lent  t imes  necess i ta te  a
grounded approach .  The  t ime  has  come to
embrace  a  fundamenta l ,  ye t  rad ica l  se t  o f
precepts :

Th is  i s  not  an  exerc ise  in  theoret i ca l
re f lec t ion  nor  a  ca l l  fo r  idea l i zed
d isorgan izat ion  d ivorced  f rom rea l i ty .  The
t ransformat ion  f rom human-centered ,
h ie ra rch ica l  s t ruc tures  to  d is t r ibuted ,
networked  ones  does  not  happen
overn ight .  The  proper  cond i t ions  must
ex is t .  Af te r  a l l ,  g rowth  and  innovat ion
requ i re  s t ruc ture  and  s tab i l i ty .  

Myce l ium need  four  key  th ings  to  th r ive :
subst ra te ,  humid i ty ,  oxygen ,  and  warmth .
Human- led  organ izat ions  a lso  requ i re  four
key  ingred ients  to  c reate  the  "STEW" that
nour ishes  a  generat ive  ecosystem:
Systems ,  Too ls ,  Energy ,  and  Wi l l .

1.  the why:  humans are  a  part  of  nature
and a  c losed,  regenerat ive ,  l iv ing
system.

2.  the  how:  a  compassion strategy and
networked structure  lead to  more
generat ive  and res i l ient  dec is ions .

3 .  the  what :  tea l  organizat ional
pr inc ip les  of  decentra l izat ion re inforce
generat iv i ty .



a l l  p rocesses  (e .g . ,  dec is ion-
mak ing ,  repor t ing  l ines ,
compensat ion )  a re  des igned
for  d is t r ibuted  networks

Systems

Tools

Energy

Wil l
a l l  members  have  the  resources
and sk i l l s  fo r  accountab i l i ty ,
e f fec t ive  communicat ion ,  and
deep co l laborat ion

a l l  members  unders tand  and
agree  on  the  h igher  purpose
and are  invested  in  and  exc i ted
by  i t

a l l  members  a re  mot ivated  to
l i ve  out  and  protec t  the
pr inc ip les ,  par t i cu la r ly  in  t imes
of  uncer ta in ty  and  change   
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PRECEPT 1:  THE WHY
HUMANS ARE A PART OF NATURE AND A CLOSED,

REGENERATIVE,  L IVING SYSTEM.
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After  the  murder  o f  George  F loyd ,  one  HR depar tment  a t
a  best- in-c lass ,  h igh ly  mat r ixed  ins t i tu t ion ,  tasked  wi th
t ra in ing  e f fec t ive  teaming ,  was  to ld  not  to  de lve  in to
top ics  a round d ivers i ty ,  inc lus ion  &  equ i ty .  Why?
Because  that  was  the  respons ib i l i t y  o f  the  DEI  o f f i ce .
Ins tead ,  the  DEI  o f f i ce  o f fe red  the i r  own workshops  to
address  how DEI  i s  c r i t i ca l  to…ef fec t ive  teaming .  I f  that
seems l i ke  redundancy ,  i t  i s .  

Forward- th ink ing  leaders  avo id  such  a rb i t ra ry  d iv is ions .
They  don ’ t  waste  energy  or  t ime ,  but  ins tead ,  do  what
nature  has  a lways  done :  make  use  o f  every th ing ,  show
preference  fo r  what  i s  good  fo r  the  who le ,  and  honor
in te rdependency .  As  hedge  fund  b i l l i ona i re  Ray  Da l io
argued ,  “a l l  the  laws o f  rea l i ty  were  g iven  to  us  by
nature .  Man d idn ’ t  c reate  these  laws ,  but  by
unders tand ing  them,  we can  use  them to  fos te r  our  own
evo lu t ion  and  ach ieve  our  goa ls . ” [4 ]  

Yet  human- led  organ izat ions  o f ten  ignore  the  rea l i ty  that
humans  a re  par t  o f  a  c losed ,  regenerat ive ,  l i v ing  system.
Rather ,  they  have  re l ied  on  the  metaphor  o f  a  we l l -o i led
mach ine  wi th  independent  par ts  a t  best  and  a  Game-of-
Thrones  bat t le  wi th  war r ing  f ie fdoms a t  wors t .  We
separate  Market ing  f rom Lega l .  We market  human-
centered  ESG in i t ia t ives  as  add-ons .  Such  myop ic  v iews
lead  to  shor t - te rm so lu t ions  and  long-term
inef f i c ienc ies .  They  o f ten  don ’ t  make  any  sense .

Copyright © 2023 by Hummingbird research coaching consulting LLC

5



The modern  wor ld  over ly  re l ies  on  d iv is ions–human f rom
an ima l ;  human f rom p lant ;  human f rom human.  The
economic  mode l  ass igns  humans  on  the  “demand”  s ide
and a l l  e l se  on  the  “supp ly”  s ide .  Humans  a re  a t  the  top ,
the  center ,  and  the  benef i c ia ry .  We act  as  i f  our  surv iva l
depends  on  the  dest ruc t ion  o f  o thers .

A  d i f fe rent  perspect ive  i s  not  new.  Whi le  modern
d ic t ionar ies  def ine  humans  as  independent  o f  nature ,
many  t rad i t iona l  wor ldv iews unders tand  humans  as  a
par t  o f  nature .  For  a  b roader  mindset  sh i f t ,  we  inv i te  the
wisdom of  the  more  than  human wor ld  (mthw) .  

Accord ing  to  Dav id  Abram,  the  mthw is  the  ent i re
b iosphere  compr ised  o f  p lants ,  l andforms ,  and  an ima ls ,
inc lud ing  humans .  As  par t  o f  one  ecosystem,  we are  not
so  much  in te rdependent  as  we are  in t radependent .
When we make  dec is ions  wi th  th is  unders tand ing ,  we
center  the  in t radependent  network  o f  wh ich  humans  a re
one  smal l ,  and  pro found ly  impact fu l ,  par t .

Th is  i s  where  myce l ium comes  in .  

Mer l in  She ldrake  ca l led  myce l ium the  “ l i v ing  seam by
which  much  o f  the  wor ld  i s  s t i t ched  in to  re la t ion . ” [5 ]
Be ing  mindfu l  not  to  anthropomorph ize  mushrooms ,
cons ider ing  the  s imi la r i t i es  between the  human bra in
and the  myce l ium ‘b ra in ’  may  he lp  us  to  bet te r
unders tand  how we ex is t ,  surv ive ,  and  f lour i sh .
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One New Eng land ho ld ing  company qu ie t ly  and
powerfu l ly  invests  mi l l ions  o f  do l la rs  and operates
numerous  companies  around the  wor ld  whi le  c i t ing  ESG
commitments .  By  many metr i cs ,  i t  cont r ibutes  great ly  to
the  hea l th  and wea l th  o f  the i r  s takeho lders .  However ,
the i r  good in tent ions  to  invest  in  ecof r iend ly  companies
are  undermined by  the  co l lec t ive  impact  o f  ind iv idua l
dec is ions  made by  a  homogenous ,  e l i te  team of  men
with  s imi la r  t ra in ing  and l i ved  exper iences .  The i r
handpicked  c l iente le  mi r rors  the  team.  The  lack  o f
d ivergent  perspect ives  can  perpetuate  the  systems they
seek  to  change .  There  i s  l i t t le  cha l lenge  to  the i r  ESG
checkbox  e f for ts  that  a re  o f ten  d isconnected  f rom core
bus iness  pract i ces ,  as  shareho lders  r ide  e lec t r i c  cars  to
pr ivate  je ts  and bu i ld  wi th  a luminum to  lower
t ranspor tat ion  cost  whi le  over look ing  i ts  h igh  carbon
footpr in t .

As humans ,  we underest imate  the  impact  a  s ingu la r
dec is ion  has  on  the  who le ,  i so la t ing  one  inc ident  wi thout
address ing  how one  out l i e r  has  consequences  on  the
in tegr i ty  o f  the  ent i re  s t ruc ture .  For  example ,  ind iv idua l
re in forcement  o f  overwork  and  underpay  or  in te rpersona l
drama exponent ia l l y  repeated  can  u l t imate ly  lead  to
burnout  o r  o f f i ce  tox ic i ty .  Or  we b lame corporate  cu l tu re
( the  norms)  wi thout  pay ing  a t tent ion  to  c l imate  ( the
exper ience) .  Yet  as  fo rmer  IBM CEO Lou is  Gers tner ,  J r .
sa id ,  “ in  the  end ,  an  o rgan izat ion  i s  noth ing  more  than
the  co l lec t ive  capac i ty  o f  i t s  peop le  to  c reate  va lue . ” [6 ]
Or ,  to  d imin ish  i t .  

A.RELATIONSHIP NETWORKS
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The human bra in ,  much l i ke  organ isms in  the  mthw,  i s  a
co l lec t ion  o f  ind iv idua l  neurons  hardwired  to  see  and
make pat terns .  But  human-formed pat terns  are  o f ten  in
d isharmony ,  lead ing  to  repeated  inef f i c ienc ies  and
waste .  In  the  mthw,  on  the  other  hand ,  the  dynamic
ad justment  o f  ind iv idua l  mi l l ions  in  turn  c reate  whole
pat terns  des igned for  res i l i ency .  For  example ,
honeybees  c reate  the  s t rongest  s ingu lar  shape  poss ib le ,
the  hexagon ,  which  then  repeats  i t se l f  to  c reate
st ructura l ly-sound co lon ies  capab le  o f  hous ing  tens  o f
thousands .  Noth ing  i s  wasted  in  the  mthw.

Myce l ium shapesh i f ts  in  re la t ion  to  o thers ,  constant ly
ad jus t ing  to  context  and  i t s  env i rons .  Myce l ium doesn ' t
have  a  cent ra l  b ra in ,  a t  l eas t  accord ing  to  t rad i t iona l
cogn i t i ve  neurosc ience .  I t  i s  one  organ ism made up  o f  up
to  b i l l i ons  o f  ind iv idua l  tubu la r ,  th read l i ke  f i l aments
ca l led  hyphae .  The  hyphae  have  t ips  that  g row,  b ranch ,
and  fuse .  Constant ly  scann ing  the i r  env i ronment ,  they
are  s imu l taneous ly  p rocess ing  and  in tegrat ing
in format ion  to  know where  to  go  and  what  to  avo id .
Myce l ium does  not  t ry  to  cont ro l  i t s  env i ronment ,  but
ra ther  senses  and  responds  to  i t ,  ident i fy ing  appropr ia te
symbiot i c  par tners  wi th  whom ind iv idua l  surv iva l
depends .

In te res t ing ly ,  the  human bra in  i s  a l so  a  shape  sh i f te r .
Dan ie l  S iege l  has  a rgued that  the  human mind  cannot  be
d isentang led  f rom i ts  in te rac t ions  wi th  the  externa l
wor ld .  I t  i s  se l f -o rgan iz ing ,  re la t iona l ,  and  recurs ive ,
seek ing ,  rece iv ing ,  and  adapt ing  to  feedback .  There  i s  no
s ingu la r  ' ru le r . '  Ind iv idua l  neurons  reshape  themse lves  in
re la t ion  to  each  o ther .  L i ke  myce l ium,  our  b ra in  i s  a
“ l i v ing  communi ty  o f  t r i l l i ons  o f  in te r twin ing
organ isms . ” [7 ]
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In  the  1980s ,  peop le  were  leav ing  the  C i ty  o f  Denver  in
droves .  P ioneer  investor  Jonathan  Rose  had a  v is ion  to
t ransform the  c i ty 's  fu ture  wi th  green ,  mixed-use
hous ing ,  which  would  requ i re  the  cooperat ion  o f  23
lenders  accustomed to  f ie rce  compet i t ion  wi th  each
other .  Yet ,  by  set t ing  a  v is ion  and purpose  b igger  than
the i r  ind iv idua l  wins ,  Rose  won a  un iversa l  consensus
that  th is  dea l  wou ld  make  or  break  the  c i ty .  Each  of  the
23 wanted  to  be  a  par t  o f  the  c i ty ’s  pos i t ive
t ransformat ion .  With  th is  mindset ,  i t  on ly  took  two
rounds  of  dra f ts  to  come to  agreement ,  an  astound ing
speed prev ious ly  unseen .  For ty  years  la ter ,  Denver
hasn ' t  looked back .

In  shor t ,  human leaders  have  the  cho ice  to  move  towards
the  appea l ing :  s t ra teg iz ing  f rom an  abundance  mode l
ra ther  than  f ight ing  f rom a  def i c i t  one .  Rose  proved  that
wi th  the  r ight  "STEW,"  i t  can  be  done .

How a  leader  chooses  to  d i rec t  the i r  and  the i r  team's
energy  i s  c r i t i ca l  to  the i r  o rgan izat ion 's  very  surv iva l–
they  shape  the  c l imate ,  the  re la t ionsh ips ,  and  the  f low of
in fo rmat ion .  As  Jun iper  Networks  Cha i rman Scot t  Kr iens
reminded leaders ,  “energy  i s  never  neut ra l ;  i t  he lps ,  o r  i t
hur ts ;  there  i s  no  opt ion  fo r  coast ing . ” [8 ]

B.SYMBIOTIC COOPETITION & EFFICIENCY

Copyright © 2023 by Hummingbird research coaching consulting LLC

9



Del iberate  a t tent ion  to  ind iv idua l  behav iors  o f  'do ing '
form the  co l lec t ive  pat terns  o f  'be ing . '  Th is  doesn ' t
mean that  ind iv idua ls  a re  a lways  a l t ru is t i c .  Af ter  a l l ,
nature  i s  not  a  u top ia .  Nature  can  be  brut ish  and
unforg iv ing .  Yet  whi le  not  a l l  can  surv ive ,  the  longev i ty
of  one  doesn ' t  mean the  ut ter  dest ruct ion  o f  a l l  e l se .
Compet i t ion  and cooperat ion  –  coopet i t ion  –  coex is t .

Myce l ium must  be  mindfu l  o f  the i r  own surv iva l .  Around
for  some 500 mi l l i on  years ,  mycor rh iza l  networks  d ie
and  regenerate  up  to  60  t imes  a  year .  Through
tumul tuous  c l imate  changes  that  k i l l ed  o f f  be ings  wi th
fa r  b igger  musc les  and  human dest ruc t ion  that
ev iscera ted  mic ro-ecosystems ,  myce l ium has  f igured
someth ing  out .  

To  ident i fy  what  wou ld  be  benef i c ia l  fo r  the  surv iva l  o f
the  se l f  and  o thers ,  myce l ium max imizes  the  f low of
energy  and  in fo rmat ion .  I t  t ransfers  energy  fo l lowing  a
ra ther  s imp le  ru le :  go  towards  appea l ing  th ings  and  go
away f rom the  unappea l ing .  To  do  so ,  i t  negot ia tes  dea ls
benef i c ia l  fo r  themse lves  and  the i r  fe l low be ings .  Toby
K ie rs  out  o f  Vr i j e  Un ivers i te i t  Amsterdam found that
p lant  and  fung i  have  soph is t i ca ted  t rad ing  s t ra teg ies ,
g iv ing  and  tak ing  to  compromise  fo r  what  they  need .
Myce l ium hoards  and  rewards .

Whi le  change  and  resource  scarc i ty  means  not  a l l
o rgan izat ions  wi l l  surv ive ,  i t  doesn ' t  mean that  the
dest ruc t ion  o f  o thers  i s  inev i tab le .  Rather ,  fu ture- ready
leaders  a re  f ie rce ly  cooperat ive ly  compet i t i ve ,  b r ing ing
those  a round them a long  in  the  journey .
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PRECEPT 2:  THE HOW
A COMPASSION STRATEGY AND NETWORKED
STRUCTURE LEAD TO MORE GENERATIVE AND

RESILIENT DECISIONS.
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The teach ings  o f  myce l ium and the  n imble  cur ios i ty  o f
the  mycor rh iza l  may  bet te r  p repare  fu ture- ready
ind iv idua ls  to  ac t  in  the i r  own best  in te res ts  and  that  o f
the i r  fu ture- ready  organ izat ions .  Th is  inc ludes
approach ing  the  work  wi th  a  s t ra tegy  grounded in
compass ion  and  in tent iona l ly  des ign ing  s t ruc tures  that
leverage  networks  and  in t radependenc ies .

A. A COMPASSION STRATEGY
The Wel lbe ing  Economy A l l i ance  (WEAl l )  i s  compr ised  o f
a  growing  network  o f  count r ies  inc lud ing  F in land  and
New Zea land .  WEAl l  a ims  to  redes ign  g loba l  economics
" to  c reate  shared  we l lbe ing  fo r  peop le  and  p lanet  by
2040." [9 ]  Th is  a l l i ance  focused  on  economic  hea l th  and
p lanetary  we l lbe ing  i s  incorporat ing  a  s t ra tegy  fue led  by
compass ion  in to  i t s  work .  WEAl l  was  in i t ia l l y  l ed  most ly
by  women,  wh ich  may  not  be  a  surpr i se  to  Sa l ly
He lgesen  who noted  that  female- led  organ izat ions  a re
more  pr imed to  “see  the  re la t ion  between the  past  and
the  fu ture  [and]  move  wi th  the  energy…to  a t t rac t  what  i s
needed by  law of  synchron ic i ty . ” [10]

Leaders  no  longer  have  a  cho ice .  Consumers  use  the i r
purchas ing  power  to  say  no  to  compan ies  wi thout
compass ion .  The  p lanet  i s  say ing  no  more  o f  the  same.
WEAl l  o f fe rs  ev idence  that  wisdom and compass ion
create  bet te r  s t ra teg ies  fo r  a l l .

F rom a  compass ionate  economic  perspect ive ,  supp ly
cannot  be  a  one-way dep le t ion  to  sa t i s fy  unquenchab le
demands .  The  ca l l  fo r  more  consc ious  leaders  i s  not
reve la tory .  We have  long  known that  g reater  awareness
of  where  and  how energy  i s  used  resu l ts  in  hea l th ie r  and
more  product ive  teams .  Leaders  who recogn ize  that
mak ing  dec is ions  f rom a  lens  o f  compass ion  can  bet te r
fu ture  proof  the i r  o rgan izat ions .  They  know that  s t ra tegy
requ i res  more  than  the  hard  sk i l l s  o f  fo recast ing  and
ana lys is .  I t  requ i res  the  even  harder  sk i l l s  o f  w isdom and
hear t .  They  lead  wi th  a  Compass ion  St ra tegy .
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Centeredness :  focus ing  wi th  in tent ion  and  cho ice ,
wh i le  embrac ing  purposefu l  p lay ;  
Courage :  l i v ing  wi th  authent ic i ty  and  purpose ,  wh i le
embrac ing  hea l thy  conf l i c t ;  and  
Cur ios i ty :  adapt ing  wi th  innovat ion ,  wh i le  embrac ing
paradox .  

Strategy  requ i res  a  long  v iew wi th  an  understand ing  of
how the  past  in forms the  present  wi thout  get t ing  s tuck ,
and how the  present  in forms the  fu ture  wi thout  los ing
focus .  Accord ing  to  Professor  V i jay  Gov indara jan ,  such
st ra teg ies  preserve  what  works ,  dest roy  what  doesn ’ t ,
and  innovate  for  adapt ive  res i l i ence .  They  o f fe r  leaders
c la r i ty  to  see  poss ib i l i t i es  wi th  a  past-present- future
or ientat ion  and a  deep connect ion  wi th  others . [11]

In  fac t ,  the  T ibetan  word  fo r  s t ra tegy ,  thab-shay ,  means
wisdom through the  method o f  compass ion .  Championed
by  C+ su i te  leaders ,  such  as  fo rmer  C isco  CEO John
Chambers ,  F iduc ia ry  Trust  In te rnat iona l  V ice  Cha i r  Dr .
L ise t te  Cooper ,  and  JP  Morgan  V ice  Cha i r  Je f f rey  Walker ,
these  concepts  a re  now par t  o f  corporate  l ingo  wi th  a
ca l l  fo r  indust ry-wide  t ra in ing  on  compass ion  in
indust r ies  such  as  investment  bank ing  and  f inance .  

These  leaders  ignore  the  outdated  not ion  that
compass ion  i s  so f t  o r  squ ishy .  Compass ion  has  a lways
been  embedded in  the  mthw to  ensure  surv iva l .  The
g ive-and-take  o f  o rgan isms and  s takeho lders  wi th in  the
ecosystem is  necessary  fo r  the  sys tem to  th r ive .  For
example ,  wh i le  t rees  show a  pre fe rence  fo r  the i r
‘daughters , ’  t rees  feed  o ther  ‘unre la ted ’  t rees  and  as  a
f ina l  ac t  o f  compass ion  when they  d ie ,  p rov ide  food  fo r
o ther  spec ies ,  par tner ing  wi th  mycor rh iza l  fung i .  

As  compass ion  i s  a  concern  fo r  the  we l l -be ing  fo r  a l l ,  a
Compass ion  St ra tegy  inc ludes :

When leaders  lead  wi th  compass ion ,  they  recogn ize  that
the i r  ab i l i ty  to  in f luence  i s  s t rengthened by  a l lowing
others  to  f lour i sh  and  des ign ing  suppor t ive  s t ruc tures .
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B.  A NETWORKED STRUCTURE

At  Toyota ,  any  worker  on  the  assembly  l ine  can  pu l l  the
Andon cord  when they  detec t  p rob lem.  Un l i ke  in
car toons ,  th is  doesn ’ t  fo rce  every th ing  to  a  sc reech ing
ha l t ,  but  i t  does  i l l uminate  a  l ight  that  immedia te ly  sends
suppor t  to  ident i fy  the  root  cause  and  f ind  a  so lu t ion .
The  capac i ty  fo r  anyone  to  have  th is  author i ty  i s  rooted
in  the  now-famous  Toyota  Product ion  System,  wh ich
emerged in  the  1980s/90s  when Amer ican  car
manufacturers  sc rambled  to  ca tch  up  to  Japanese  auto
compan ies  that  seemed to  be  cons is tent ly  innovat ing
cars  wh i le  meet ing  cur rent  demands .  S ix  S igma,  Jus t- in-
T ime ,  and  lean  manufactur ing  approaches  were  s tud ied .
One  ph i losophy  compan ies  l i ke  Toyota  was  imp lement ing
is  ka izen  ( ‘ ka i ’ -change ;  ‘ zen ’ - fo r  the  bet te r ) ,  wh ich
reduced  ine f f i c ienc ies ,  improved  processes  sys tems fo r
long-term benef i ts ,  and  inc reased  employee
engagement .  Ka izen  humanizes  the  workp lace  by
creat ing  s ign i f i cant  oppor tun i t ies  fo r  p rac t i ca l  so lu t ions ,
such  as  ownersh ip  to  the  employees  on  the  per iphery  to
fos ter  communicat ion  across  d i f fe rent  work  un i ts  and
funct ions ,  requ i r ing  “ the  leaders  [ to ]  fee l  comfor tab le
learn ing  f rom and t rus t ing  the i r  subord inates ,  s ince
those  subord inates  o f ten  possess  v i ta l  knowledge
beyond the  scope  o f  the i r  super io rs . ” [12]

Such  t rus t  requ i res  leaders  who can  le t  go  o f  the  need  to
make  every  dec is ion ,  espec ia l l y  when those  dec is ions
are  o f ten  bet te r  done  ‘on  the  ground . ’  I t  i s  not
unsuperv ised  chaos ,  however ;  ra ther ,  de l ibera te
at tent ion  i s  pa id  to  the  hea l thy  "STEW" cond i t ions .
Red is t r ibut ing  power  means  a  dras t i c  sh i f t  f rom the
inef f i c ient  and  un insp i r ing  top-down h ie ra rch ies  o f
yesteryear .  Ins tead ,  o rgan izat ions  wi th  t rus t  a re  based
on over lapp ing  and  in te rsect ing  networks  “ redef in [e [  the
ro le  o f  those  on  the  f ront  l ines ,  t ransfer r ing  author i ty  to
the  per imeter…th is  i s  the  rea l  mean ing  o f  that  ub iqu i tous
buzzword  ‘empowerment . ” [13]  
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Helgesen ’s  g roundbreak ing  The  Web of  Inc lus ion
prof i l ed  o rgan izat ions ,  such  as  Beth  I s rae l i  Hosp i ta l ,
In te l ,  and  N icke lodeon ,  that  embrace  a  networked
st ruc ture ,  s im i la r  to  those  found in  the  mthw.  These
organ izat iona l  s t ruc tures  re jec t  a  pyramida l  fo rmat ion
where  the  hea l th  o f  the  o rgan izat ion  depends  on  the
p innac le  fo r  a  sp iderweb- l i ke  one  where  the  leader  a t
the  center  i s  connected  to  every  tendr i l  in  the  web .  They
are  grounded in  the  s t ra tegy  that  s t rength  comes  f rom
interconnect ions ,  not  f rom s ta tus  and  author i ty .  They
recogn ize  that  in fo rma l  power  s t ruc tures  a re  what
c reates  the  c l imate  that  determines  the  cu l tu re  and
ef fec t iveness  o f  the  o rgan izat ion .

In  mthw networked  s t ruc tures  such  as  sp iderwebs  and
myce l ia l ,  the  re la t ionsh ips  among the  ind iv idua ls  a l low
for  the  o rgan ism to  evo lve ,  redef ine  i t se l f ,  and  respond
to  the  everchang ing  env i ronment .  L ikewise ,  when
organ izat iona l  s t ruc tures  g ive  se l f -e f f i cacy  to  everyone
at  any  leve l ,  “peop le  a re  f ree  to  take  ind iv idua l  ac t ion ,
and  the  o rgan izat ion  changes  because  they  do .  By
enab l ing  the  par ts  to  determine  the  shape  o f  the  who le ,
the  web permi ts  peop le  a t  every  leve l  to  leave  the i r  mark
on  the i r  o rgan izat ion . ” [14]  Ensur ing  in fo rmat ion  and
knowledge  extend  to  the  edges  where  the  ac t ion  i s ,
everyone  has  the  capac i ty  to  make  dec is ions .  These  a re
the  fu ture- ready  organ izat ions .
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PRECEPT 3:  THE WHAT
TEAL ORGANIZATIONAL PRINCIPLES OF

DECENTRALIZATION REINFORCE GENERATIVITY.
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The ecosystem in  wh ich  Patagon ia  i s  s i tuated  i s  not  on ly
compr ised  o f  the  employees ,  but  vendors ,  customers ,
and  supp l ie rs .  Whi le  i t  can  be  easy  to  d ismiss  these
stakeho lders  as  a f te r thoughts ,  the  more  connected  each
‘ tendr i l  i s  to  the  o rgan izat ion ,  the  more  each  recogn izes
the i r  ob l igat ion  fo r  cont r ibut ion .  As  Chou inard  noted ,  “a
prob lem anywhere  in  the  sys tem eventua l ly  a f fec ts  the
whole ,  and  th is  g ives  everyone  an  over r id ing
respons ib i l i t y  to  the  hea l th  o f  the  who le  o rgan ism.” [15]
Th is  a lso  means  that  i t  i s  w i l l ing  to  make  tough cho ices
for  the  good o f  the  who le ,  knowing  that  “growth  in  one
par t  o f  the  company  may  have  to  be  sacr i f i ced  to  a l low
growth  in  another . ” [16]  I t  ensures  i t  has  the  r ight
cond i t ions  o f  "STEW" to  make  i t  work .

How power  and  dec is ion-mak ing  i s  s t ruc tured  must  be
examined  as  par t  o f  the  "STEW."  In  Re invent ing
Organ izat ions ,  F reder ic  La loux  ca l led  a t tent ion  to
organ izat iona l  consc iousness  that  mi r ro r  human
evo lu t ion .  Para l le l  to  the  energy  v ib ra t ions  o f  co lo r ,  he
noted  that  human organ izat ions  have  sh i f ted  f rom
author i ta t ive ,  power- focused  red ,  to  s tab le ,  top-down
amber ,  to  g rowth ,  management-cont ro l  o range ,  to
empowered ,  cu l tu re-dr iven  green .  What  i s  needed in  the
cur rent  now? Consc ious ,  l i v ing-system tea l .  

   Type  
   Goal  

   Characteristics  

 
  Red

  

 
  Power

  

 
  Organizations with no formal hierarchy but
  clear division of labor to exercise authority 

  

 
  Amber 

  

 
  Approval

  

 
  Formal, stable organizations with

  command-and-control rules for compliance
  

 
  Orange 

  

 
  Get ahead

  

 
  Process- and project-driven organizations

  with management driven by objectives
  

 
  Green

  

 
  Inspire

  

 
  Decentralized, culture-driven organizations

  with servant leaders to empower teams
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se l f -management ;  
who leness ;  and  
evo lu t ionary  purpose .

Accord ing  to  La loux ,  Patagon ia  i s  a  tea l  o rgan izat ion ,  a
“ l i v ing  system [wi th ]  the  innate  capac i ty  to  sense
changes  in  [ i t s ]  env i ronment  and  to  adapt  f rom
with in . ” [17]  Not  to  romant ic ize  i t  as  a  se l f less-a lways-
g iv ing-never- tak ing  u top ia ,  d is t r ibuted  power  a l lows the
f ree  f low of  energy .  Accord ing  to  o rgan izat iona l  network
ana lys is  by  Rob Cross ,  the  degree  o f  innovat ion  i s
d i rec t ly  cor re la ted  wi th  the  number  o f  connect ions
among the  ind iv idua ls  wi th in  an  o rgan izat ion . [18]  The
more  connected ,  the  more  c reat ive .

Tea l  o rgan izat ions  a re  noted  by  th ree  character i s t i cs :  

F i rs t ,  tea l  o rgan izat ions  a re  character ized  by  se l f -
manag ing  pr inc ip les  wi th  d is t r ibuted  leadersh ip  and  no
leadersh ip  ‘ ro les ’  that  peop le  a re  vy ing  fo r .  Th is  doesn ’ t
mean anarchy .  Authors  Or i  Bra fman and  Rod Beckst rom
st ressed  that  the  ru les  ex is t ing  wi th in  such  systems are
managed by  a  d is t r ibuted  power  s t ruc ture  and  re in forced
by  each  member ,  resu l t ing  in  g reater  buy- in .  As  NBA
Hal l  o f  Famer  and  Execut ive  V ice  Pres ident  Joe  Dumars
sa id ,  coaches  ho ld  p layers  accountab le  on  good teams ;
p layers  ho ld  each  o ther  so  on  great  teams .  Whi le
decent ra l i za t ion  i s  not  easy  in  p rac t i ce  and  requ i re  a  lo t
o f  t rus t  and  c lear  guardra i l s ,  La loux  observed  that  the
leaders  o f  tea l  o rgan izat ions  see  bet te r  resu l ts .

For  example ,  adver t i s ing  agency  Work inProgress  has
f ive  par tners  wi th  equa l  say  in  every  ma jor  dec is ion .  In
an  indust ry  not  known fo r  ego less ,  boundary less
st ruc tures ,  i t s  d is t r ibuted  leadersh ip  has  led  to  some o f
the  most  power fu l l y  c reat ive  and  commerc ia l l y
success fu l  campa igns .  At  Dutch  hea l thcare  company
Buur tzog ,  dec is ions  a re  made  by  d ispersed ,  se l f -
govern ing  teams o f  12  nurses .  The  230+ year  o ld  K ing
Arthur  Bak ing  Company  i s  100% employee-owned and
constant ly  named a  top  B-corp  company  in  employee
engagement ,  p ro f i t ,  and  commitment  to  p lanetary  hea l th .
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The second character is t i c  o f  tea l  o rgan izat ions  i s
wholeness .  Here ,  peop le  can  show up as  the i r  authent ic
se lves .  In  2014,  Dr .  Ken j i  Yosh ino  and De lo i t te ’s
Chr is t ie  Smi th  found that  over  ha l f  o f  peop le  “covered , ”
or  h id  a  par t  o f  the i r  ident i ty  fo r  fear  o f  negat ive
repercuss ions .  ‘Cover ing ’  wastes  a  lo t  o f  cogn i t ive  and
emot iona l  energy ,  as  psycho log is t  Rober t  Kegan noted ,
as  i t  takes  away f rom the  actua l  focus  on  do ing  the  job .
[19]

Tea l  l eaders  and  organ izat ions  rep lace  fear  wi th  the  k ind
of  t rus t  necessary  fo r  psycho log ica l  sa fe ty ,  what  i s
known as  pos i t i ve  a f fec t ive  t rus t .  Af fec t ive  t rus t ,  o r
“ t rus t  o f  the  hear t , ”  i s  bu i l t  th rough empathy ,  concern ,
and  the  be l ie f  in  the  o ther ’ s  in tegr i ty  and  in tent ions .
La loux  and  o thers  l i ke  psycho log is t  Amy Edmundson
have  found that  wi th  t rus t  comes  accountab i l i ty ,  and
wi th  accountab i l i ty ,  comes  t rus t .

The  mthw has  many  examples  o f  t rus t .  When f ly ing
together ,  s ta r l ings  pay  the  most  a t tent ion  to  the i r  seven
c losest  ne ighbors ,  constant ly  sh i f t ing  pos i t ions  to
ensure  the  burden  i s  not  on  one  b i rd–somet imes  they
fo l low,  somet imes  they  lead .  By  knowing  when to  s tep
up or  suppor t  f rom the  back ,  they  t rus t  the i r  f lock  and
can  be  vu lnerab le  to  ask  fo r  he lp  when they  t i re .

Th i rd ,  tea l  o rgan izat ion  adapt  fo r  evo lu t ionary  purposes .
Tea l  l eaders  c reate  s t ruc tures  that  g ive  o thers  dec is ion-
mak ing  power  and  agency .  They  embrace  paradox  and
purpose  because  they  know a  'yes-and '  mindset  can
bet te r  l everage  what  i s  ava i lab le ,  espec ia l l y  in  resource-
scarce  env i ronments ,  to  surv ive  and  hopefu l l y  f lour i sh .
As  PwC’s  B la i r  Sheppard  and  Susannah Anf ie ld  noted ,
leaders  o f  today  and  tomorrow need  to  embrace
complex i ty , [20]  that  one  can  be  c reat ive  and  e f f i c ient ,
compet i t i ve ,  and  cooperat ive .  
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Dist r ibuted  s t ructures  are  de l iberate ly  des igned to  take
advantage  of  how the  human bra in–and the  mthw–
responds  and grows.  L ike  sp iderwebs  and myce l ia ,
o rgan izat ions  des igned l i ke  a  web “can  send out  new
rad ia ls  and  ax is  as  i t  g rows ,  re ta in ing  f lex ib i l i ty  and
subdiv id ing  in to  a  manageab le  s ize . ” [21]  I t s  constant
i te rat ive  shapesh i f t ing  a l lows i t  to  address  mul t ip le
prob lem at  the  same t ime .  Th is  requ i res  a  s t ra tegy
gu ided by  t rust  and  pat ience  to  ach ieve  i ts  goa ls ,  not  by
force  or  pure  wi l l .  Rather  than  a  one-winner- takes-a l l
approach ,  these  leaders  embrace  a  greater  purpose .

Future- ready  organ izat ions  honor  what  underscores  a l l
th r iv ing  l i v ing  systems :  rec ip roc i ty .  In  the  mthw,  no
be ing  i s  more  impor tant  than  another ,  one  does  not  take
wi thout  g iv ing ,  and  one  does  not  g ive  wi thout  tak ing .  As
decent ra l i zed  organ isms ,  myce l ium have  th r ived  fo r
mi l l enn ia l  because  they  have  “no  operat iona l  centers ,  no
cap i ta l  c i t i es ,  no  seats  o f  government .  There  i s  no
h ie ra rchy ,  no  leader  a t  the  top .  Myce l ia l  coord inat ion
takes  p lace  both  everywhere  a t  once  and  nowhere  in
par t i cu la r . ” [22]  A  d is t r ibuted  s t ruc ture  a l lows fo r  wiser
and  n imble  dec is ions .  I f  each  hypha l  t ip  were  to  wa i t  fo r
another  hypha l  t ip  k i lometers  away  before  respond ing  to
impend ing  danger ,  they  cou ld  not  adapt  and  surv ive .

Tea l  l eaders  don ' t  fear  mu l t ip le  rea l i t i es  o r  approaches .
Innovat ion  occurs  wi th  growth ,  and  growth  i s  dependent
on  shared  wisdom.  Har r i son  St reet  CEO Chr is topher
Mer r i l l  spoke  a  s imp le  t ru th ,  “ i f  we ’ re  not  g rowing ,  we ’ re
dy ing . ” [23]  There  i s  no  s tay ing  neut ra l .  
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Par t i cu la r ly  dur ing  t imes  o f
uncer ta in ty  and  upheava l ,  the
r ight  "STEW" -  Systems ,  Too ls ,
Energy ,  and  Wi l l  -  must  be  in
p lace  fo r  generat ive  growth .

As  Freder ic  La loux  wrote :  “L iv ing
systems have  the  innate  capac i ty
to  sense  changes  in  the i r
env i ronment  and  to  adapt  f rom
with in .  In  a  fo res t ,  there  i s  no
master  t ree  that  p lans  and
d ic ta tes  change  when ra in  fa i l s  to
fa l l  o r  when the  spr ing  comes
ear ly .  The  who le  ecosystem reacts
c reat ive ly ,  in  the  moment .  Tea l
o rgan izat ions  dea l  w i th  change  in
a  s imi la r  way .  Peop le  a re  f ree  to
act  on  what  they  see  i s  needed ;
they  a re  not  boxed  in . . .  [but ]  can
react  c reat ive ly  to  l i fe ’ s  emerg ing ,
surpr i s ing ,  non- l inear
unfo ld ing . ” [24]

Th is  i s  the  wisdom of  myce l ium.
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