
Leadership, organisation and collaborative intelligence. 
 

Why does collaborative intelligence matter? 

It is a given that life, and organisational life in particular is becoming more and more complex.  You 

can find plenty of articles about VUCA conditions (Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity and Ambiguity).  

The idea of managing organisational complexity has a long and deep history, with theories ranging 

from Bateson / Wiener / von Neumann Cyberneticsi through Russell Ackoffii Systems Thinking to 

McMaster’s iCASiii (intelligent Complex Adaptive systems). All of them are brilliant and none of them 

will deal with today’s levels of complexity. Nor were they truly sufficient to deal with yesterday’s. 

Simultaneously there is a crisis in leadership.  While more money is spent on Leadership 

Development than on any other area of corporate learning, 71% of companies do not feel that their 

leaders are able to lead their organisations into the future.  Only 18% say that their leaders are 

“very effective” at meeting business goals.  Some of the crisis is generational, with 10,000 Baby 
Boomers retiring every day and two-thirds of millennials looking for a new job.  Despite the 

expenditures, the statistics indicate that succession plans are failing, and 58% of organisations have 

it as top priority to close leadership skill gapsiv.   

What if we have been looking in the wrong direction for the response to this problem?  What if the 

solution lies in a different approach?  I contend that leadership as a concept is reaching its limits.  

However much it has improved, all the indications are that we are falling short more than ever.  

Stress levels are higher.  The unpredictability and complexity seem always to be a step ahead.  The 

average tenure of a FTSE 100 CEO is 5 years.  Sustainability doesn’t live here. 

Where is the intelligence of an organisation? 

I have been thinking lately about sunflowers.  

You probably know that these plants turn 

their face to the sun as it moves through the 

sky – in French they are even called 

“tournesol”.  You are also likely to have been 
taught that the plant kingdom doesn’t have 

brains.  So where is the leadership in a 

sunflower?  Science doesn’t quite know yet 
as it hasn’t even been looking, but a leading 
researcher, Michael Pollan, says this, “They 

have analogous structures. They have ways of 

taking all the sensory data they gather in 

their everyday lives ... (they) integrate it and then behave in an appropriate way in response.” And 
there is more – they seem to hear without ears, to remember and to learn from experience.v 

There has been a basic assumption until now – that the brains of an organisation are, or need to be 

in its leaders.  But leaders can only see part of the picture and they work with information that is 

pre-filtered.  At best it is limited to the questions that they ask or the data that has been 

programmed as necessary, at worst distorted by chains of communication and systemic biases.  So 

who would spot the unexpected?  The leadership model is one that ensures intelligence will be 

constrained. 



The systems that we are talking about are living entities. They are networks and meshworks of 

relationships and contexts. They are ecologies of mind (to use Gregory Bateson’svi phrase) which 

underlie ecologies of being and action. You cannot manage living systems from this perspective, any 

more than you can create health with surgery and pharmaceuticals. It takes a body to do that. 

Surgery and pharma can fix acute conditions.  

What is the equivalent for organizations of a health-and fitness maintenance approach that 

maximises the capacity of the living system?  What would raise their skills to the equivalent of peak 

athletes, top musicians, and brilliant actors? 

Beyond analysis 

The notion that we can manage complexity is engendered by a mind-set that emphasises the 

analytical mind. This is understandable because so many of the advances of the past few centuries 

have been derived from that capacity and their creations. Galileo, DaVinci, Newton, and Einstein are 

our cultural icons, and so they should be; those achievements matter, and there will be more of 

them.  

Please don’t misunderstand.  I am not arguing here for flat organisations, turgid consensus (heaven 
forbid) or getting rid of leaders.  But simply developing leaders is not getting the job done, because 

that doesn’t in itself awaken the organisational intelligence.  We have to see the organisation 

differently and we have to look at what would increase its capacity; its knowing; its ability to bring in 

data from its environment and to act responsively.  There is a reason for using the sunflower image – 

somehow our organisations need to be able to know where the sunshine is, without having to be 

told. 

To extend the analogy, think of your 

organisation as if it were a forest.  Don’t 
just see the trees, either, look at the soil 

filled with worms and beetles, micro-

organisms, lichens and fungi.  Include the 

birds and rabbits (or whatever), the ferns 

and bushes, grasses and vines.   It is 

estimated that a single mature oak may 

support several hundred species.  Each tree 

grows in response to available light, rainfall, 

wind.  Beech trees share nutrients with 

each other.   The entire ecology is a sensing, 

adaptive system, and as Nora Bateson has 

observed “When we look to nature for models, we find that there is not an ecology that would 

accommodate the existing model of leadership.”vii   

We cannot create healthy organisations unless we respect them as ecosystems with their own 

intelligence.  

And where they are not intelligent, they will only become so when we stimulate their capacity to 

become that. Our attempts from the outside to see them objectively might have some use in 

generating data, but only if that data becomes part of what that system knows of itself, and enables 

it to move toward self-management. 

Self-management is a major antidote to the belief that complexity can be managed and it is a step 

in the direction of trusting the organisation’s own intelligence. 



It’s a good start, but there is more to the organisational ecosystem than that. For those who wish to 
facilitate, to help leaders, or to contribute to the development of their organisations from within, 

the shift in mind-set is deep and fundamental. Since it is not possible for any of us to know enough, 

it takes a step into trust.  

An ecology does not make plans. It doesn’t look at its history and make projections. It doesn’t make 
a decision in one of its sub-circles. Its responsiveness is located in every part of its sensing 

mechanisms – internal and external – and in the responsiveness it has to the conditions it senses. 

There is no system of forest management that is as sustainably intelligent as the forest itself. Human 

systems can add a cognitive capability to the available intelligences. But until such cognitive 

capability is embedded in the sensory and perceptual wholeness, unless it allows all of the pattern-

recognition that such a wholeness would generate, cognitive intelligence is liable to be disconnected 

and dysfunctional. We don’t have to look far to witness the examples. 

Managing complexity is, in effect, an oxymoron. You can’t know enough. Only the system knows.  

We have to trust that the system itself is smarter than any of us are.  

So where is the intelligence? 

Returning to the sunflower image, tells us that this is a misleading question.  It implies that you can 

locate the intelligence, when the intelligence is a property of the whole in both the visible and 

material components (people and things) and in the relationships between them, and in the way 

that people are thinking about all of them.  It is in the sensing that individuals do of what is 

happening in their part of organisational life, the choices they make of how to act, and the choices 

they make of how to communicate and share their perceptions. 

While some of the intelligence may be embedded in systems and processes, to be agile and 

responsive, that embedding must have many degrees of freedom.  It must be able to flex and flow, 

and the choices of when and what to flex are made by humans.  Collective Intelligence is at the heart 

of an organisation’s capacity to do this.  We have to become more conscious of ourselves, more 
aware of each other, more connected as a collective. 

And where is leadership? 

This also shifts the context in which we see leaders.  It doesn’t mean that we don’t make some 
people accountable for certain kinds of choices.  Functional differentiation is a part of natural design.  

But just because a tree is the largest entity in the forest, doesn’t make it the boss.  Trees have their 
function and so do fungi.  It is functional to have individuals who are accountable for horizon-

scanning.  It may be functional for human teams to have leaders or co-ordinators. Leadership is one 

function of the system, seen in a new light as one part of the way in which collective intelligence is 

expressed. 

WE-Q is a key 

Our ability to deal with complexity, with VUCA conditions, to be responsive to rapid change and to 

be “agile” organisations are all dependent on the shifts described here.  Collective and collaborative 

Intelligence is one expression of the way that we bring about such living systems characteristics in 

our shared enterprises.  It is the guiding awareness of our self-organising capability and the shared 

embodiment of embedded leadership.   It sits at the heart of bringing our organisational systems 

alive.  
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