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TOOLS FOR VIABLE ORGANIZING
by Kyle Thompson

Organizing is diffi cult, and often exhausting work. It means bringing together 
strangers and facing a hostile environment along with them.

To help, this pamphlet introduces the structure for developing viable 
organizations. By viability, I mean the ability to adapt to and survive changes 
in the environment. The structure of viable organizations lets members 
share important information with those who need it, while fi ltering out noise. 
This ability to adapt and channel information allows for quick responses to 
danger or need, without losing sight of the big picture.

This structure has been used in many co-ops, as well as in the democratic 
revolution of 1970-1973 in Chile.

THE VIABLE SYSTEM MODEL
The Viable System Model (VSM) gives us this structure for building viable 
organizations. We can also use it to check if our organizations are set up to 
survive hostile environments. Any viable system should look like the VSM, so 
don’t be surprised if you are already doing a lot of what it suggests.

The VSM has six parts, called systems. These don’t need to be their own 
offi ces or committees, but every viable organization should somehow 
include all six functions.

• System 1 (Activity) - The parts that actually DO something and interact 
with the environment. They’re like the muscles and organs in your body. If 
you have a community garden or a soup kitchen, those are separate System 
1s. They should be able to “do their own thing,” as long as they’re working.

• System 2 (Coordination) - The parts that connect the System 1s to each 
other. They make sure the System 1s operate in a stable way and aren’t in 
confl ict with each other. A system 2 could be the person running from the 
soup kitchen to the garden to tell them they need carrots.

• System 3 (Coherence) - The part that looks at all the System 1s and 
fi gures out how they could work better. They take info from all the System 
1s, and fi gure out how the big picture comes together. This system could be 
a working group fi guring out how much food to pick from the garden, and 
how much needs to come from outside.

• System 3* (Auditing) - The part that checks in on System 1s to get extra 
information about how things are running. This can take the form of an audit, 
or simply members of the System 1 checking their own processes. Audits 
should only happen on request of the System 1, or if the System 1 breaks 

“Tools for Viable Organizing” is a publication of the 
Viable System Research Unit, a research collective for the 
development of social cybernetics in the 21st century.

Published 2020/06/17

Licensed under the Peer Production License

https://vsru.org/

Art and design by Matthew Borgatti — https://har.ms

Work with us.

Email — contact@vsru.org

Twitter — @_vsru



2 3

When all six systems work together, they keep internal conflict constructive. 
System 5 can’t know everything, and neither can any other system. They all 
adjust to disagreement by coordinating their different points of view.

The six systems will also let the organization adapt to its environment and 
thrive as best it can.

Diagram of the Viable System Model, as it appeared in Stafford 
Beer’s “The Viable System Model: its Provenance, Development 
Methodology and Pathology”

an “intervention rule.” Otherwise, the auditors of System 3* should leave it 
alone.

• System 4 (Strategy) - System four has two key tasks for creating strategy. 
Firstly, it looks out to the environment. For example, this could be a person 
looking online for the cheapest pasta. Secondly, it plans for the future using 
its own observations and info from System 3. For example, a weekly meeting 
on important news within the organization. It also filters information for 
general policy and sends it on to System 5.

• System 5 (Ethos) - The part that makes the “big decisions” affecting the 
whole organization. These decisions are about what kind of organization the 
membership wants to be. Normally, System 5 should have very little to do 
because the other systems handle daily concerns. But when a big question 
like “should our organization use guns?” comes up, System 5 needs to make 
a decision. Everyone in the organization should contribute to System 5. This 
usually means calling a general assembly and deciding what to do.

Searching for trails

Following a strong trail

Reinforcing the trail

Collecting a reward

Ants use a feedback loop to collectively forage in an uncertain en-
vironment. The system (the foraging party) depends on checking 
and adapting to the environment. Where they find food they lay 
trails to attract more foraging. For further information on the five systems, see 

Raúl Espejo and Antonia Gill’s article “The Viable 
System Model as a Framework for Understanding 
Organizations”
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THE IMPORTANCE OF AUTONOMY
It’s easy to look at the VSM and assume that control comes from the top down. 
In fact, sometimes it has to because cohesion becomes more important than 
autonomy. But the VSM doesn’t promote top-down dictatorships, because it 
sees why they are bad organizations.

When COVID broke out, the top health experts in the world needed to 
tell everyone to stay at home and use masks. Most of us followed those 
instructions because they made sense. But if a health expert came into our 
homes and told us when exactly to go to sleep, we’d tell them to take a hike. 
We understand the little details of our lives better than any expert could. We 
are the best judges of how to live our own lives, unless we’re being a danger 
to our society.

Almost everything is best decided autonomously because “the people on 
the ground” know what’s happening there. A well-designed system should 
maximize local autonomy. For example, the road rules tell everyone which 
side to drive on. As long as everyone stays on their side, System 2 is working 
well, and no one is bothered by on-coming traffi c. No one tells every single 
driver what to do, they follow the rules autonomously and it all works out.

It’s the exceptions to the rule that need more coordination. The gardeners 
know best how to garden. But if they’re growing food no one wants to eat, 
it’s of no use to the organization. Then what to do with the wasted food? 
Maybe the garden can sell it to the grocery down the way? Is it okay for us 
to sell food? These kinds of questions can’t be answered by just gardening. 
The higher level systems need to keep the organization viable. This doesn’t 
mean having experts decide all the big questions. But it does mean everyone 
needs to be clear about what roles they’re playing, and when they switch.

INTERVENTIONS
Sometimes System 3* needs to audit a System 1 when a System 1 breaks an 
“intervention rule.” Intervention rules are agreed by system 1 and 3 and set a 
breaking point that triggers the audit. Audits break the System 1’s autonomy, 
so should be taken very seriously.

Set intervention metrics
First of all, the System 1 should set metrics for itself. It doesn’t need to tell 
System 3 what they are. But it must decide what kinds of things it wants to 
do, and how much of each thing it should do. This could be something like, 
“How much water the garden needs, and when it needs watering?” Every 
time the garden doesn’t get watered, the metric gets worse; every time 
it does, it gets better. Once System 1 decides on the metrics, it needs to 

GETTING STARTED
Viable systems can be very big, small, or somewhere in between. So when 
diagnosing your organization, you have to decide what scope you want to 
work at. Is it your garden, the whole community, the city, the country? Viable 
systems are recursive: Each one contains many others, like the way the pieces 
of a Russian Matryoshka doll fi t together.

Patterns can repeat across diff erent scales within the same organism. The branching 
structure that appears in the veins of a laurel leaf reemerges along the plant’s stems 
and boughs.

Every System 1 is its own VSM with all six parts of the model. If a whole 
system is really viable, then its members should be too, right? We can trust 
System 1s to “do their own thing” because they use all six systems. It lets 
them conduct daily activities and adapt to change as needed. Every time 
we go “down a level,” we pick a System 1 and look at how it contains all six 
systems in itself. There is always more organization to fi nd as you zoom in or 
out. It’s like a spiral or a fractal picture.

The important thing is to pick a level to diagnose, and stick with it until you 
understand how it works. If your system is the kitchen, analyze the whole 
kitchen (not just one of its parts). You can get valuable insights so long as you 
do. After that, you can change your scope and diagnose again.

You could begin diagnosing your kitchen by noting what’s going on---
food prep, cooking, serving, dishwashing, cleaning, meal planning, worker 
assignment; each of these is its own system. When you understand how the 
kitchen works, you could then diagnose dishwashing as its own system. How 
are dishes cleaned? How are they transported to the dishwashing station? 
And so on.
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I’m focused on gardening in my System 1, it isn’t obvious that I need to see if 
the soup kitchen wants carrots. I’m already occupied with digging, weeding, 
planting, and watering. Besides, System 3 is there, so they can worry about 
the big picture, right?

No, we can’t leave this up to System 3, as it makes the whole organization 
move slower. System 3 is there to fine-tune and adjust. It’s not a micro-
manager, and it will get overwhelmed if System 2 isn’t there to help. Move too 
slow, and your organization won’t be able to survive in a hostile environment. 
“Siloing” of System 1s is the first step on the way to disaster.

System 3 and 4 — Thinking Vertically
One role of System 4 is looking out on the environment to plan for the 
future. The old story of the Ant and the Grasshopper warns us about one of 
the biggest problems with System 4: it’s easy to focus on today and forget 
tomorrow. Just keeping the day-to-day going is a lot of work, and setting 
aside time to plan ahead can be a bother. But in a hostile environment, the 
rule is “adapt or die.” One of our best ways to adapt as human beings is to 
take it all in and think of the future.

The other big role of System 4 is filtering information between System 3 and 
5. It passes up important messages from System 3. It also takes instructions 
from System 5 and sends down “yellow alerts” or “red alerts” that tell 
everyone to listen up. The problem here is that System 3 focuses downwards 
to the System 1s, and filters out information.

If System 3 filters too much information, System 4 has nothing to pass on, 
and System 5 loses touch with the organization. Because System 5 doesn’t 
watch the environment, it also loses touch with reality!

Be careful not to let System 5 float off and set policy in its own world.

regularly pass along the numbers to System 3. Again, these metrics don’t 
need to be labeled. All that System 3 needs to know is if they’re going up or 
down.

Agree on the breaking point
System 1 and System 3 should agree on a breaking point where System 3* 
will intervene. For example: “If metric 1 is at less than 80% for 5 days, System 
3 will send an auditor to see what’s going on and report back.”

Agree on a check-in (if needed)
System 1 knows best what metrics to set and how to meet them, but 
sometimes a check-in is required. Once System 3 sees what’s going on, they 
might come up with a solution or pass it along to System 4 to figure out. The 
higher-level systems then work out a plan with System 1, and autonomy is 
restored.

MAJOR PAIN POINTS
Out of the six systems, System 2 and System 4 are the most likely to be 
neglected or fail. This is because it’s not always obvious that they need doing. 
These pain points are also the areas most likely to come under attack from 
both outside and inside forces, so it’s important to nurture and strengthen 
them.

Trees extend the bulk of their roots horizontally. These interconnect to create a 
chemical communication network that can span entire forests.

System 2 — Thinking Horizontally
System 2s are the connections between the different System 1s. If they’re 
not relaying information between System 1s, things start to break down. If 
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Similarly, if System 4 is weak, it means that System 5 sets policy but no one 
listens. The System 1s will go on with their business, and System 3 will lose 
sight of what’s going on outside. Improve the little stuff while the big stuff is 
going wrong is a recipe for disaster. Unfortunately, this seems to be about as 
much as our political systems can manage today.

Keeping the System 3-4 link in balance is the biggest challenge an 
organization faces. System 4 should have a working model that combines 
its own view of the world, with operations info from System 3. The whole 
organization can’t plot the right path forward if the model is out of sync.

The good news is that by paying attention to System 2 and System 4, your 
organization will already be ahead. Most organizations fail here, so it is low 
hanging organizational fruit, ready to be picked.

For more resources, check out our reading list

Every time we hear that a proposal will destroy 
society as we know it, we should have the 
courage to say: “Thank God; at last.”

- Stafford Beer

https://vsru.org




