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Highlights

Please indicate how your work links to systems science via your contributions to systems
practice, theory, and/or methodology.

e  Develops Scientific Self-Management (SCSM) as a bottom-up systems approach for
organisations where management is incompetent or hostile, and the organisational
culture has become paralysed by pretence.

e Integrates Critical Systems Thinking, Community Operational Research, and Complex
Adaptive Systems into a coherent framework for bottom-up development.

What are the main findings and/or the implications of the main findings?

e  Shows that SCSM can enable local organisational improvement and practitioner learn-
ing, demonstrating its viability where conventional approaches may fail.

Abstract

Approximately 70% of organisational development (OD) initiatives based on methodolo-
gies such as Total Quality Management (TQM), Business Process Reengineering (BPR),
Lean, and Six Sigma are reported to fail. Critical Systems Thinking (CST) attributes many
of these failures to poor implementation and inadequate attention to organisational context,
emphasising the need for critical awareness, political agency, and multimethodology. How-
ever, when OD work itself becomes a “bullshit job”, even CST’s principles may struggle to
take hold. This paper develops Scientific Self-Management (SCSM), inspired by Commu-
nity Operational Research (COR) and informed by Complex Adaptive Systems (CAS), as a
bottom-up systems approach to such situations. A 42-month first-person action research
study of a public-sector OD programme examines the practical feasibility of SCSM in a
complex organisational setting. The study shows how bottom-up learning and self-directed
engagement can restore meaning and generate local organisational improvements where
conventional approaches struggle to gain traction, while also highlighting the political
challenges of sustaining such initiatives over time. It contributes to the CST and COR liter-
atures by extending systems practice to situations in which management is incompetent or
hostile and organisational culture has become paralysed by pretence. The findings suggest
that successful organisational development depends less on the choice of methodology
than on creating organisational conditions that enable meaningful participation, learning,
and continuous improvement.

Keywords: organisational development; critical systems thinking; bullshit jobs; community
operational research; complex adaptive systems; scientific self-management
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1. Introduction

Organisational Development (OD) methodologies—such as Total Quality Management
(TQM), Business Process Re-engineering (BPR), Lean, and Six Sigma—have long promised
to transform organisations through structured improvement and participatory learning.
Nevertheless, despite their technical sophistication and widespread adoption, reported
failure rates remain high [1,2]. In practice, however, these methodologies are often applied
in ways that are detached from their original purpose as vehicles for organisational learning
and improvement [3,4]. As a result, OD work itself risks becoming what Graeber [5] has
called a “bullshit job”: an activity that generates little improvement and even less meaning
for those responsible for carrying it out.

This paper argues that the principal challenge lies less in the methodologies them-
selves than in the organisational conditions under which they are expected to operate.
Critical Systems Thinking (CST) has long recognised that successful organisational devel-
opment depends upon critical awareness, political agency, methodological pluralism, and
sensitivity to organisational context [6]. Likewise, Community Operational Research (COR)
has demonstrated the value of participatory systems practice for supporting learning and
collective action [7]. However, both traditions implicitly assume that meaningful organisa-
tional development remains possible through some combination of managerial support,
stakeholder participation, or collective engagement. The question addressed in this paper
is what can be done when these assumptions no longer hold—when management is in-
competent or openly hostile, organisational culture has become paralysed by pretence, and
organisational development itself has lost its meaning.

To address this challenge, the paper develops Scientific Self-Management (SCSM) [8],
a bottom-up approach to organisational development that reinterprets Taylor’s Scientific
Management through the combined perspectives of Community Operational Research,
Critical Systems Thinking, and Complex Adaptive Systems [9]. Rather than viewing Tay-
lor’s work primarily as a doctrine of managerial control, SCSM returns to his original
emphasis on disciplined inquiry, experimentation, and learning. Where Taylor [10] fa-
mously argued that “in the past, man has been first; in the future, the system must be first,”
SCSM seeks to reconcile these positions by treating the system as a disciplined method of
inquiry while locating responsibility for learning, reflection, and improvement with the
individual. Organisational development thus becomes a process of distributed learning
and competence development rather than one driven solely by managerial direction.

The study investigates the practical feasibility of SCSM through a 42-month first-
person action research study conducted during a public-sector organisational development
programme. The intervention is analysed through the four principles of SCSM and the
associated Bootstrap Algorithm (BA) [11,12] to examine how the framework functioned
under conditions of weak managerial support and limited collective engagement. The
objective of the paper is to investigate whether Scientific Self-Management can provide a
viable organisational development strategy in situations where conventional approaches
struggle because the organisational conditions required for their success are absent.

In doing so, the paper contributes to ongoing debates within Critical Systems Thinking
and Community Operational Research by extending systems practice to organisational
contexts in which established approaches may struggle to gain traction. Rather than propos-
ing another organisational development methodology, the paper argues that successful
organisational development depends fundamentally on creating organisational conditions
that enable meaningful participation, scientific inquiry, and continuous learning. SCSM is
presented as one possible systems response to situations in which these conditions have
broken down.
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The remainder of the paper is organised as follows. Section 2 reviews the literature on
organisational development methodologies, Critical Systems Thinking, Community Opera-
tional Research, and Scientific Self-Management, positioning SCSM in relation to these tra-
ditions. Section 3 describes the first-person action research methodology used to investigate
the framework. Section 4 presents the case study, followed by a discussion of the findings
in relation to the research question. The paper concludes by considering the implications of
SCSM for organisational development in contexts where conventional assumptions about
management, participation, and organisational learning are no longer satisfied.

2. Literature Review

We begin the literature review by focusing on OD methodologies and their promises.
We then examine CST and COR as influential approaches that aim to address common
shortcomings, while acknowledging their challenges. Finally, we introduce SCSM and
position it as a potential remedy. The purpose of this review is not to provide a systematic
survey of organisational development research. Rather, it selectively examines those
theoretical traditions necessary for understanding the conceptual development of SCSM.

2.1. Organisational Development and Its Persistent Dilemmas

Organisational Development (OD) methodologies have long been promoted as sys-
tematic approaches for improving organisational performance, culture, and adaptability.
Emerging from behavioural science traditions in the mid-twentieth century, OD initially
emphasised humanistic values such as participation, collaboration, and learning [13,14].
Over time, however, the field has expanded to encompass a wide array of methodologies,
many of which are packaged as prescriptive solutions to specific organisational challenges.
These range from large-scale structural redesigns to participatory approaches centred on
dialogue and reflection.

At their core, OD methodologies share several promises. First, they claim to offer
structured approaches to dealing with complexity and uncertainty, thereby reducing the
risk of ad hoc or reactive management. Second, they present themselves as universally
applicable frameworks that can be adapted across sectors, industries, and cultures. Third,
they promise measurable improvements, whether in efficiency, quality, employee satis-
faction, or organisational learning. In effect, OD methodologies advertise themselves
much like consumer products: reliable, repeatable, and transferable solutions to persistent
organisational problems.

Within this broad landscape, structural methodologies have occupied a prominent
position, particularly since the 1980s. Total Quality Management (TQM), for example,
promised organisations a systematic way of embedding continuous improvement through
statistical process control, customer focus, and employee involvement [15,16]. Business Pro-
cess Reengineering (BPR) offered a more radical vision, advocating fundamental redesign
of processes to achieve dramatic gains in cost, quality, and speed [17]. Later waves of Lean
and Six Sigma methodologies continued this structural orientation, combining rigorous
process analysis with the promise of eliminating waste and variation [18,19].

The appeal of such methodologies lay not only in their rational, step-by-step logic but
also in their promise of objectivity: by focusing on structures, processes, and measurable
outcomes, they appeared to provide managers with a technical toolkit for delivering
guaranteed improvements. This rationalist orientation aligned well with managerial
demands for efficiency, accountability, and demonstrable return on investment. As a result,
structural methodologies gained widespread popularity in both private and public sectors,
often adopted through large-scale change programmes.
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However, the promises of structural OD methodologies have frequently been called
into question. Critics argue that while TQOM and BPR offered compelling narratives of
transformation, empirical evidence of their sustained success is mixed at best [20,21]. Many
initiatives faltered due to lack of cultural alignment, insufficient managerial commitment,
or unrealistic expectations [1]. Furthermore, the rhetoric of universality masked the reality
that such methodologies are deeply context-dependent: what works in one organisation or
sector may prove counterproductive in another. In practice, structural OD methodologies
often failed to deliver the sweeping improvements advertised on the “tin,” raising doubts
about their credibility and long-term value.

2.2. How CST and COR May Overcome Common Shortcomings

The shortcomings of structural OD methodologies highlight the need for approaches
that move beyond prescriptive solutions and engage more deeply with organisations’ social,
cultural, and political contexts [22,23].

Critical Systems Thinking (CST) represents one such development. Emerging in the
1980s and early 1990s [6,24-26], CST builds on earlier traditions in systems theory but seeks
explicitly to address the ethical and political dimensions of organisational intervention.
One of its central contributions lies in advocating methodological pluralism—the idea that
no single method can adequately capture the complexity of organisational life. Instead,
CST encourages practitioners to draw on multiple systems methodologies, selecting and
combining them according to contextual demands. Importantly, CST also emphasises
critical reflection on the assumptions underlying methodologies, urging practitioners to be
aware of power relations, boundary choices, and stakeholder voices that may otherwise be
marginalised. CST has an emancipatory agenda.

Through its associated intervention methods—such as Total Systems Intervention
(TSI) [27], Systemic Intervention (SI) [28] and Critical Systems Practice (CSP) [29]—CST
offers managers and practitioners a framework for navigating complexity without falling
into the trap of “one best way” thinking. By legitimising methodological mixing and
foregrounding issues of inclusion, CST addresses many of the failings of structural OD
approaches, particularly their tendency to impose rigid solutions without regard for cultural
or political realities.

Complementing CST, the field of Community Operational Research (COR) offers a
more practice-oriented response to similar concerns. Originating in the 1980s, COR sought
to extend operational research (OR) methods beyond their traditional applications in indus-
try and government, bringing them to bear on community issues such as housing, health,
and local development [7,30,31]. Like CST, COR emphasises participation and inclusion,
but it goes further in embedding methodological practice within specific communities.
COR practitioners have developed approaches that combine technical OR methods with fa-
cilitation, dialogue, and collaborative learning, aiming to make methodologies meaningful
and empowering for participants who might otherwise be excluded from decision-making.

Taken together, CST and COR represent significant attempts to overcome the common
shortcomings of structural OD methodologies. Both recognise that organisational and
societal improvement cannot be achieved through technical fixes alone; instead, they pro-
vide frameworks for incorporating multiple perspectives, values, and forms of knowledge
through critical reflection, participation, and community engagement. However, despite
these advances, both traditions face practical challenges. CST requires a high degree of
methodological competence and critical awareness, which may not be available in all
organisational settings [32], whereas COR can struggle with scalability and institutional re-
sistance [33]. More fundamentally, both traditions are primarily concerned with situations
in which meaningful systems intervention remains possible through some combination of
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managerial support, stakeholder participation, or community engagement. The question
therefore remains: how might organisational development proceed when these conditions
are absent? This unresolved challenge motivates the search for new ways of working and
provides the starting point for Scientific Self-Management.

2.3. The Concept of Scientific Self-Management (SCSM)

Scientific Self-Management (SCSM) was developed to address the limitations identified
above. Rather than proposing another organisational development methodology, SCSM
seeks to recover the scientific foundations of organisational improvement while integrating
subsequent developments in Critical Systems Thinking (CST), Community Operational
Research (COR), and Complex Adaptive Systems (CAS). Accordingly, SCSM should not be
understood as a modern defence of Taylorism, but as an attempt to separate the scientific
method underlying Scientific Management from the managerial ideology with which it later
became associated, and to reinterpret that method through contemporary systems thinking.

Scientific Management is commonly associated with mechanistic control of labour,
the fragmentation of work into routinised tasks, and the concentration of planning and
decision-making within management [34-36]. Taylor’s four principles are therefore often
interpreted as expressions of managerial control ([10], p. 27, paraphrased):

1. Develop a science for each job: Replace old “rule of thumb” methods with standard-
ised, scientific methods.

2. Scientifically select and train workers: Choose the right people for the job and provide
them with the correct training to improve their efficiency.

3. Cooperate with workers: Ensure harmony between management and employees to
carry out tasks using standardised, scientific methods.

4. Divide work and responsibility: Management should handle planning and design,
while employees should focus on carrying out their tasks.

Likewise, Taylor’s famous statement that “In the past, man has been first; in the future,
the system must be first” ([10], p. ix) has frequently been interpreted as subordinating
human needs to efficiency and managerial authority.

However, this interpretation is not the only one supported by the historical literature.
Nelson [37] and Kelly [38] argue that Taylor regarded Scientific Management not merely as
a means of increasing productivity, but as a disciplined process of inquiry through which
workers and managers alike could improve their skills and derive satisfaction from system-
atic learning. Kanigel’s [39] account of Taylor applying the same principles to improve his
own tennis and golf performance illustrates that Taylor viewed scientific experimentation
as a personal discipline rather than simply a managerial technique. From this perspective,
the enduring contribution of Scientific Management lies less in its historical implementation
than in its commitment to disciplined observation, experimentation, measurement, and
continuous improvement. The question, therefore, is not whether Taylorism should be
revived, but whether the scientific method that originally motivated Scientific Management
can be separated from the managerial practices with which it later became identified.

Critical Systems Thinking and Community Operational Research provide important
steps towards such a reinterpretation. CST extends scientific inquiry by emphasising
critical reflection, methodological pluralism, political awareness, and sensitivity to organ-
isational context [24,29,40]. COR complements this perspective by demonstrating how
systems practice can support participation, community learning, and collective problem
solving [7,31,41]. Together, they move beyond the technical rationality often associated with
traditional management by recognising that organisational improvement depends as much
on learning, emancipation, and social relationships as on analytical techniques. Neverthe-
less, as argued in the previous section, both traditions remain primarily concerned with
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situations in which meaningful organisational intervention remains possible through some
combination of managerial support, stakeholder participation, or community engagement.

Complex Adaptive Systems contributes a different but complementary perspective.
Rather than viewing organisational change as the implementation of centrally designed
solutions, CAS explains how complex systems evolve through distributed experimentation,
local adaptation, and the emergence of new patterns of behaviour from interactions among
many autonomous agents [9,42,43]. From this perspective, organisational competence is not
designed from above but develops through repeated cycles of variation, learning, selection,
and diffusion.

Within SCSM, these ideas are operationalised through the Bootstrap Algorithm
(BA) [11,12], whose iterative logic resembles that of evolutionary search methods such
as Genetic Algorithms [9,12]. Variation occurs through local experimentation with work
practices, improvement ideas, and applications of organisational development tools, while
selection occurs through practitioner judgement, peer recognition, and the extent to which
particular practices help actors achieve locally relevant objectives such as process improve-
ment, professional learning, or compliance with recognised standards. Successful practices
may then spread through professional and organisational learning networks. Unlike Ge-
netic Algorithms, however, the BA does not assume a single objective function. Instead,
multiple and sometimes competing criteria of success emerge from the organisational con-
text itself, making organisational learning an adaptive and socially situated process rather
than an optimisation problem. The BA therefore provides the mechanism through which
individual experimentation may gradually contribute to wider organisational competence
without requiring coordinated top-down implementation.

SCSM brings these four traditions together into a coherent systems framework. Scien-
tific Management contributes the discipline of scientific inquiry; CST contributes critical
reflection, emancipatory orientation and methodological pluralism; COR contributes partic-
ipatory systems practice and collective learning; and CAS contributes an explanation of how
distributed local improvements may accumulate into broader organisational change. Rather
than replacing these traditions, SCSM seeks to integrate their complementary strengths
while addressing organisational situations in which conventional assumptions about man-
agerial leadership, organisational participation, and institutional support can no longer be
taken for granted. Table 1 gives an overview.

Table 1. Conceptual synthesis underlying Scientific Self-Management (SCSM).

Tradition Principal Contribution to SCSM

Scientific method, disciplined inquiry, continuous

Scientific Management .
improvement

Critical awareness, methodological pluralism,

Critical Systems Thinking emancipation

Participatory systems practice, self-management,

Community Operational Research . .
collective learning

Distributed adaptation, emergence, Bootstrap

Complex Adaptive Systems Algorithm

Integrates these traditions into a bottom-up
Scientific Self-Management approach for organisational development under
resistant organisational conditions

Building upon this synthesis, we have previously argued that SCSM provides a natural
foundation for implementing Total Quality Management from a Critical Systems Thinking
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perspective (Critical Total Quality Management, CTQM) [8,44]. SCSM therefore retains
Taylor’s four principles while reinterpreting each in light of contemporary systems thinking:

1. Develop a science for each job: Apply the Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) cycle to every
work process as a method of continuous scientific experimentation [45-47].

2. Scientifically select and train workers: Apply Integrated Systems Pedagogy
(ISP)—an educational approach integrating systems thinking with practical systems
intervention—to develop competence through formal education and workplace learn-
ing [48].

3. Cooperate with workers: Apply servant-leadership to turn the organisational pyramid
upside-down; meet the needs of those doing the work [49].

4. Divide work and responsibility: Divide practice and theory in accordance with the
observation that “there is nothing as practical as a good theory” (Lewin [50], p. 288).

These reinterpretations transform Taylor’s managerial principles into principles of
scientific self-development. The first principle establishes scientific inquiry as an everyday
practice; the second develops systems competence; the third relocates leadership from
authority to service; and the fourth embeds continuous reflection within organisational
learning. Collectively, they encourage individuals to adapt and combine methods to meet
the requirements of their own organisational context, rather than treating established
methodologies as universal recipes.

Lewin’s critique of Scientific Management further reinforces this reinterpretation. As
Martin Gold notes, Lewin “was sympathetic to the application of scientific methods for im-
proving industrial management. However, his intuition told him that advocates of scientific
management were not taking adequate account of important factors—namely, the needs
of the workers” ([51], pp. 295-296). The criticism therefore concerns not scientific inquiry
itself but the ideological manner in which it was frequently applied [38,44,52]. SCSM seeks
to preserve Taylor’s commitment to disciplined experimentation while incorporating the
emancipatory concerns developed within CST and COR.

As a leadership philosophy—and as a potential vehicle for implementing Critical Sys-
tems Leadership (CSL) [29] —SCSM consequently reinterprets Taylor’s famous statement
as follows: “In the past, the individual leader has been first; in the future, the group must
be first.” This interpretation is consistent with Haslam et al. [53], who argue that leadership
cannot be understood independently of followership and shared social identity. Leadership
within SCSM therefore arises not primarily through formal authority, but through individ-
uals who apply scientific methods to improve their own work, collaborate with others, and
serve the wider organisational community.

In practical terms, SCSM transforms the workplace into a laboratory in which every-
one becomes both practitioner and researcher. It encourages each individual to become
a “Factory of One” [54] by applying methods such as Time and Motion Studies (TMS)—
today familiar through Lean Six Sigma—to improve his or her own work processes. Here,
organisational development tools become instruments for self-directed experimentation
rather than externally imposed programmes. Practising SCSM resembles a golfer refining
technique through repeated experimentation or a musician developing competence within
a jazz ensemble. Traditional organisations often resemble orchestras, in which musicians
follow a conductor; SCSM, instead, resembles jazz, where every musician is capable of
improvising while remaining attentive to the shared rhythm. In this way, SCSM comple-
ments the critical orientation of CST, the participatory ethos of COR, and the adaptive
logic of CAS by providing a practical systems approach to organisational development in
conditions where conventional change programmes struggle to gain traction.
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3. Methodology

There are various ways to investigate the practice of SCSM in a “bullshit job” [3-5]
environment. The approach used here follows the ideas of Whitehead [55] for framing a
social experiment as a personal experiment, thereby avoiding the ethical dilemmas of social
research by turning it into an N = 1 study, or what is sometimes called self-improvement
research. Whitehead’s methodology provides the research framework, whereas SCSM
defines the professional practice being investigated.

3.1. Self-Improvement for Change Agents

Coghlan and Brannick ([56], pp. 42—48) identify three kinds of action research based
on whether the research aims to change the system or the actor. When conducting field
experiments on the development of expertise, such as mastering the violin, the focus tends
to be on the performing actor rather than the environmental system [57]. When researching
how to implement information systems, the problem tends to lie with the system rather
than the change agent [58]. However, it is also possible to combine self-improvement
research with systems development research. This combined perspective is particularly
appropriate for Scientific Self-Management (SCSM), where organisational development
begins with the systematic development of the practitioner rather than with attempts to
redesign the organisation directly.

Whitehead prescribes a list of five steps for conducting self-improvement action
research for change agents, such as teachers, managers, and political activists. If the
problem remains unsolved at the final stage, or the study has not achieved sufficient
validity and reliability, the final step can lead to a new cycle by returning to the first step
for one or more loops. The iterative nature of this process closely resembles the continuous
improvement philosophy embodied in the Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) cycle and provides
a methodological foundation for SCSM, where the researcher repeatedly applies scientific
inquiry to his own professional practice.

The researcher experiences problems when his values are negated in practice.
He imagines ways of overcoming his problems.

He acts on a chosen solution.

He evaluates the outcomes of his actions.

He modifies his problems, ideas and actions in light of his evaluations.

As seen in this sequence of steps, the research strategy assumes that the self-
improvement researcher is in a situation in which he experiences a conflict between his
stated values and their manifestation in practice. Whitehead describes this situation as a
“living contradiction”: the practitioner recognises that the values he seeks to embody are
denied by his own practice or by the organisational conditions in which he works. In the
case of trying to use SCSM for transforming a “bullshit job” environment into a meaningful
environment, the values come from how CST, COR and SCSM commit to critical awareness,
emancipation and multimethodology, which may be challenged in a culture where the
powerless are expected to be blindly loyal to those in power. The purpose of the research is
therefore not primarily to evaluate whether organisational change succeeds, but to examine
how the researcher responds to this living contradiction by using SCSM as a disciplined
framework for personal inquiry, experimentation, and learning.

3.2. Clarifying the Problem and Articulating Possible Solutions

In the case study, where one of the authors did 42 months of action research, the
five-step method was implemented in an explorative manner, starting with the first bullet
point and the initial feeling of being like a living contradiction, trying to aid the implemen-
tation of Lean ISO 9001 in public administration through commitment to the CST values
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while working for a manager whose understanding of OD differed substantially from the
assumptions underlying CST and SCSM [59]. The organisational development programme
therefore constitutes the context within which the action researcher’s living contradiction
emerged, rather than the primary object of investigation. It was followed by the second
bullet point, which called for maintaining distance from the manager by joining a Lean
Forum within the organisation, hoping that the forum could serve as a lecture hall for
teaching systems thinking for professional practice [60].

Within this context, Whitehead’s action research methodology provided the framework
for inquiry, while SCSM provided the framework for action. Organisational development
methodologies such as TQM, Lean, BPR, Six Sigma and ISO standards formed part of
the professional environment in which the study took place. In contrast, CST, COR and
CAS provided the theoretical foundations from which SCSM informed the researcher’s
interpretation of events and the design of possible interventions. The quantitative measures
presented later in the paper are therefore reported as evidence of the practical context in
which the action research unfolded, rather than as research data collected for statistical
analysis or hypothesis testing.

3.3. Taking Action

The third bullet point in the five-step method is to take action. Starting in the spring of
2019, regular participation in the Lean Forum made it possible to have dialogue with those
responsible for implementing Lean across the organisation, intensifying the interaction
by gradually developing dialogue-based teaching of systems thinking, as it became more
evident what practical problems people were struggling with [59,60]. From the perspective
of Whitehead’s methodology, these organisational activities constitute the practical setting
in which the action researcher continually tested and refined his own practice of Scientific
Self-Management.

Due to the research’s internal orientation, which places the action researcher’s own
learning at the centre of the inquiry and focuses on the contrast between personal belief in
CST and the opposing values held by powerful actors within the organisation, the action
account takes on a subjective shape. As the purpose of the account is to describe the internal
response to events in the external world, the external events have been anonymised, and
individuals are systematically described as “he”, regardless of gender. This anonymisation
is therefore not merely an ethical precaution but a methodological consequence of the
study design: the purpose is not to characterise the environment where action research
takes place, or to evaluate the actions of other individuals, but to characterise the thoughts,
actions, and reflections of the action researcher as he interacts with the environment. The
researcher therefore occupied multiple roles simultaneously—as practitioner, organisa-
tional participant, and investigator—which inevitably shaped both the opportunities for
intervention and the interpretation of events.

3.4. Evaluation and Modification

In the five-step method, the two final bullet points concern evaluation and reflection.
As long as the action researcher can maintain a sense of influencing professional practice,
the SCSM process is seen to be working as expected. If there is no sign of influence, the
process is not working properly, which provides input for reflection. Although the case
narrative includes organisational artefacts such as questionnaires, lead-time measurements,
ISO audits, and other operational indicators, these were not generated as research data.
They formed part of the organisation’s ordinary improvement activities and are presented
only to the extent that they informed the action researcher’s reflections on his own practice.

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/systems14081015


https://doi.org/10.3390/systems14081015

Systems 2026, 14, 1015

10 of 23

The object of evaluation is therefore not the organisation itself, but the researcher’s evolving
understanding of his own actions within that organisational context.

Additionally, to prevent the action researcher from becoming trapped in his own
confusion during the evaluation stage, McNiff and Whitehead [61] recommend engaging
in conversations with a critical friend. In this study, the researcher held monthly meetings
with a colleague from a different department who shared a similar perspective on the organ-
isation. The role of the critical friend was not to validate organisational events or provide
an independent assessment of the case, but to challenge the researcher’s interpretations,
expose possible blind spots, and strengthen the credibility of the reflective inquiry. These
discussions formed an integral part of the iterative process through which the researcher’s
understanding of both the organisational situation and his own practice evolved over the
42-month study:.

The conversations were informal but regular, taking place approximately once a
month throughout the study. They typically centred on recent organisational events,
the researcher’s interpretation of these events, and possible alternative courses of action.
Rather than advising on organisational decisions, the critical friend encouraged reflection
on whether the researcher’s actions remained consistent with the values underpinning
SCSM. The conversations were not formally recorded or transcribed, although occasional
notes were made when particular insights informed subsequent reflection. Because the
critical friend worked in a different department, he brought an independent organisational
perspective to the discussions, but he did not systematically verify events or act as an
external evaluator.

4. Results

The results are presented as a first-person account of the action researcher’s practice of
Scientific Self-Management over 42 months. The purpose is not to evaluate the organisation
or its members, but to describe how the researcher responded to the challenges of pursuing
organisational development in an environment where the basic premises for successful OD
were absent. Organisational development methodologies such as TQM, Lean, Six Sigma,
and ISO standards therefore appear as elements of the professional setting within which
the SCSM inquiry unfolded.

4.1. January to March, 2019: Trying to Understand the Culture

The researcher was not unaware of the organisational culture when starting his ac-
tion research. Since 1999, he had been engaged with short-term and long-term action
research projects, so his research proposal Implementing Lean in Public Administration ([59],
pp- 213-221) focused on concepts like organisational hypocrisy [3] that are useful for describ-
ing how and why organisations say one thing but do something completely different, like
claiming to have values, structures and processes in support of effective OD, yet in reality
having values, structures and processes that make OD almost impossible.

In one paper from the study, the researcher mentions how people within the organisa-
tion talked about the OD initiative ([62], pp. 225-226):

“Shortly before the summer holidays of 2019, I had an interesting conversation with one
of my new colleagues in the quality department. He' told me something similar [to what
the CIO had said]. Rather than keeping people on social security, he said, it was better
to employ them to implement TQM in public administration. [...] Another colleague
recommended reading about pseudo-work known as “bullshit jobs” [and suggested certain
books and authors].”

What the quote shows is that some of the OD practitioners were familiar with Grae-
ber’s concept of “bullshit jobs” and identified with the situations described by Graeber and
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similar researchers [5,63,64]. Although Graeber’s broader claims have been debated [65,66],
the concept is used here because it captures how these practitioners themselves interpreted
their organisational situation.

Two distinct responses nevertheless emerged within the TQM-driven OD community.
One group consisted of OD workers who were frustrated with what they described as
incompetent TQM leadership, making it impossible to use the OD tools in a meaningful
way. The other group, which was the dominant one, consisted of OD workers who realised
that they were trapped and could either try to find work elsewhere (if possible) or play
along with the meaningless rituals.

Regardless of whether people were frustrated and ready to leave or had decided to
make the best of the situation, the key issue was that they possessed powerful OD tools
that could have benefited both the organisation and themselves—if only they had been
allowed to use them intelligently.

4.2. April to December, 2019: Iterative Development of a Plan

Before having properly understood the culture, the researcher was asked by the
quality manager whether he would be interested in taking responsibility for developing
the internal control (IC) strategy document. However, as he believed he could serve the
organisation better by supporting a range of tasks and responsibilities rather than being
siloed into one particular domain—which was obviously a “bullshit job”—he declined.
What he did instead was to follow the Bootstrap Algorithm (BA) [67] of finding people
who would appreciate and benefit from him working with them in an SCSM manner,
and then gradually expand the network until reaching critical mass within the local OD
community by having people explore and improve different OD tools in ways that would
have measurable consequences for organisational improvement.

To control the OD group in a split-and-conquer fashion, the quality manager and his
assistant had divided the group into ten areas of responsibility. Although the purpose of the
BA was to enrol them all into the same SCSM network, the best approach at the beginning
seemed to be to start with the archive manager, since he had formally committed to making
the Management System for Records (MSR) compliant with ISO 30301. To achieve this,
he realised he would benefit from someone with experience in ISO 9001 auditing in the
context of OD. As the purpose of ISO 30301 is to create continuous improvement within
all aspects of the MSR, where the MSR is totally integrated with the overall organisational
management system and all its aspects, it would also be important to support those in
charge of the Lean Forum, as this was where all the OD tools for PDCA-driven continuous
improvement were located.

The SCSM plan thus became very simple. The idea was to aid in the ISO 30301 auditing
of the MSR through the process of Lean Auditing [68] while sharing the experience with
the Lean Forum, more or less like providing on-the-job training for Lean-oriented OD
practitioners who were thus presented with both theoretical ideas and practical examples
as input for discussion in the monthly meetings [60].

4.3. January 2020 to June 2022: Executing the SCSM Plan

The Lean ISO 30301 experiment unfolded very much in alignment with what the BA
predicted [69]. The archive manager was happy with the support, especially since the
ISO 30301 auditing process was designed in a manner to start with small issues that would
help him increase influence and efficiency, and gradually escalate until he would become
the de facto quality manager in the sense of taking responsibility for creating continuous
improvement across all departments, processes and aspects of the organisation. Hopefully
this would happen without causing conflict with the existing quality manager and his
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assistant. Since the archive manager was reporting to these people, perhaps it would be
possible to make it appear that they were responsible for the success, thereby avoiding
being perceived as a threat.

When working with the archive manager, all kinds of Lean-oriented OD tools were
used, such as the EFQM framework, the whole family of ISO standards and all types of
Lean Six Sigma methods, including the application of Statistical Process Control (SPC)
for controlling costs, lead time and cycle time of the audits, making it possible to share
examples with the Lean Forum on how most OD tools function as promised when being
used in an environment that makes correct use possible.

To improve conversations with OD practitioners within the Lean Forum, it was useful
to focus on the 15 Lean Tools defined by the forum and used across the organisation as
a whole. The first tool was the Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) cycle from TQM, and the
fourteen others were categories along the PDCA scheme, in the sense that there were eleven
tools for planning (including 5S, force field analysis, interest analysis, priority matrix,
Pareto analysis, process mapping, waste categories and root cause analysis), two for action
(brainstorming and whiteboard meetings), one for evaluation and one for correction.

To stimulate debate and mutual learning about how he was using OD tools and how
the rest of the community was using them, the researcher conducted a questionnaire study
in June 2021. There were 15 responses (47%), showing that the three most popular tools
were root cause analysis (5-why & fishbone), the PDCA process itself and process mapping.
That root cause analysis and PDCA received such a high score surprised the researcher, as
he had never seen anyone in the organisation use these tools apart from himself. However,
it seemed the Lean coordinators enjoyed teaching them, so they were popular as theory
while having little or no impact in reality. Process mapping, on the other hand, was clearly
something many enjoyed doing, so here the questionnaire study confirmed what had been
observed by less systematic means.

While Lean ISO 30301 improved the MSR, the associated lectures on various OD tools
at the Lean Forum became increasingly popular, opening opportunities to collaborate with
the HR department and others. Some of the lectures were also given in other forums at
the request of forum attendees who had found them useful. A particularly interesting
lecture took place in May 2022, which focused on continuous improvement of the process
for reporting and handling defects, an area investigated through an MSR audit related to
clause 10.1 of ISO 30301.

This particular case was interesting because it revealed a complete organisational
ignorance of all Lean principles, including a total lack of monitoring for lead time and cycle
time. These metrics actually appeared to be worsening year over year (Figure 1). For parts
of the audience, including one of the individuals who had been working directly on the
process, this observation was highly interesting and useful. However, for the Lean Forum
leader, it was apparently viewed as a threat, so the quality manager soon informed the
action researcher that the action research project had been terminated.
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Figure 1. Lead time (LT) for the handling of defects; monthly averages, variation, and trends.
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Although the study does not rely on formal statistical hypothesis testing, Figure 1
presents organisational performance indicators that formed part of the practical context
within which the action research took place. The figure is based on monthly aggregates of
defect data extracted from the organisation’s defect-management system between Novem-
ber 2020 and April 2022. The indicators measure lead times (in days) associated with the
registration, handling, and closure of reported defects. While these underlying raw times-
tamps were captured automatically by the system, they had remained unmonitored by the
operations team until extracted by the action researcher during the routine ISO 30301 audit.

The dashed lines represent upper and lower control limits derived from a variable-
subgroup Statistical Process Control (SPC) X-bar chart [15,16], while the solid black lines rep-
resent observed process performance (monthly averages). Because the defect-management
system was newly established in November 2020, the process was not initially expected to
be in a state of statistical control. Revised control limits were therefore calculated using
data from 2021, when the process appeared more stable. The unusually high observa-
tion recorded in April 2022 signalled a significant out-of-control state. This prompted a
secondary, retrospective analysis where a linear regression line (represented in red) was
superimposed onto the SPC diagram. This trend line confirmed that both average lead
times and the process standard deviation were steadily increasing over time, indicating
that the process was systematically degrading.

These indicators are included because they informed discussions within the Lean
Forum and influenced the action researcher’s reflections on the organisational situation.
They should be understood as organisational artefacts that formed part of the context for
the intervention rather than as evidence used to test the effectiveness of SCSM.

4.4. Evaluation and Reflection

From the researcher’s perspective, the 42 months of action research were a stressful
but interesting period. The experience suggested that the SCSM strategy worked largely
as expected when implemented through the Bootstrap Algorithm (BA). Individuals who
engaged in SCSM processes were able to transform organisational improvement into self-
improvement projects, developing competence, agency, and a stronger sense of meaning
in their work. The Lean ISO 30301 initiative, the associated learning activities, and the
growing network of collaborators all indicated that SCSM could create positive change even
within an organisational environment that many participants experienced as a “bullshit
job” culture.

At the same time, the intervention revealed clear limitations. Although local improve-
ments emerged slowly but steadily, they proved difficult to sustain once they attracted
the attention of those in positions of authority. As with previous attempts to use the
BA [12,67,70], the process ended abruptly when the emerging network was perceived as a
potential challenge to existing power structures. The result was that many participants who
had begun to experience their work as meaningful were drawn back into routines centred
on producing process maps that nobody would use or documents that nobody would read.

In retrospect, the researcher regarded his decision to decline responsibility for the
internal control framework in the spring of 2019 as a significant strategic error. Had
the organisation lived according to its espoused values of empowerment, shared knowl-
edge, and willingness to take risks, it might have been sufficient to occupy a supporting
role while helping others through SCSM. However, the organisation operated more as a
command-and-control culture, with people siloed into separate areas of responsibility and
closely managed. Under such conditions, influence depended not only on competence and
relationships but also on formal responsibility.
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At the same time, it is unclear whether accepting responsibility for the internal control
strategy would ultimately have changed the outcome. If SCSM had come to be recognised
as a method for empowering those with competence but limited formal authority, it could
still have been perceived as a threat by those whose position depended more on authority
than expertise. No organisational development approach is free from such risks. The
deeper question therefore became whether to remain within the organisation and accept
a “bullshit job” as the price of career and organisational success, or to leave in pursuit of
more meaningful work, despite the uncertainty such a choice might entail.

5. Discussion

The discussion is structured into three parts. The first part reflects on evidence
supporting and questioning the SCSM hypothesis. The second part discusses the overall
outcome in relation to theory and related research. The third part addresses limitations and
future research.

5.1. Evidence Supporting and Questioning the SCSM Hypothesis

The mixed outcome of the intervention is best understood by analysing it through
the four principles of Scientific Self-Management (SCSM). Each principle provides a lens
for assessing whether it was followed in practice and to what extent it generated the
intended results.

5.1.1. Develop a Science for Each Job

The first principle, which emphasises applying the Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) cycle
to each process, was consistently followed at the level of individual practitioners. The
archive manager’s ISO 30301 work illustrates how small-scale experimentation and feed-
back cycles produced measurable improvements in documentation, lead time and internal
control. These results indicate that OD tools “work as advertised” when used scientifically
and reflectively. However, the surrounding culture—geared towards internal politics rather
than inquiry—prevented the wider organisation from institutionalising the same learning
dynamic. The “science for each job” thus remained personal rather than systemic: effective
as craftsmanship but not embedded as organisational learning. For the action researcher,
these practical improvements reduced the experience of living contradiction by demon-
strating that scientific inquiry remained meaningful, even when the wider organisation
failed to learn.

5.1.2. Scientifically Select and Train Workers

The second principle, centred on Integrated Systems Pedagogy (ISP) and the scientific
training of practitioners, was partially achieved through the Lean Forum’s collaborative
lectures and mentoring activities. These sessions stimulated curiosity and competence
in using OD tools, and showed that self-directed learning can thrive even in problematic
environments. However, such training remained voluntary and fragile. The experience
confirmed the validity of the principle while demonstrating that sustainable competence
development depends on institutional support for systems thinking and reflective practice.
For the action researcher, the opportunity to support others’ learning reduced the experi-
ence of living contradiction by enabling him to act consistently with his educational and
professional values.

5.1.3. Cooperate with Workers

The third principle, inspired by servant leadership, aimed to reverse the traditional hi-
erarchy by serving the needs of those performing the work. Within local peer networks, this
approach fostered trust, openness, and mutual support, suggesting that servant leadership
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can flourish from below even without formal authority. Nevertheless, once collaboration
was seen as a challenge to control, it was dealt with. Cooperation succeeded where au-
tonomy was tolerated, but was penalised when seen as a potential threat to managerial
dominance. In this sense, SCSM fulfilled the cooperative spirit of Taylor’s [10] principle
but could not overcome the cultural resistance of a command-and-control system. For the
action researcher, the experience nevertheless reduced the living contradiction by demon-
strating that collective agency need not depend upon formal authority, even when the
organisation ultimately suppressed such agency.

5.1.4. Divide Work and Responsibility

The fourth principle, derived from Lewin’s [50] dictum that “there is nothing as
practical as a good theory,” was realised through the researcher’s reflective stance, which
continuously connected theory and practice through self-improvement cycles. However,
the decision to decline formal responsibility for the internal-control framework limited the
capacity to translate theory into organisational redesign. While this choice was consistent
with SCSM’s bottom-up ethos, it also exposed the initiative to political vulnerability. For
the action researcher, this experience reduced the living contradiction by clarifying both
the strengths and the political limits of SCSM, thereby providing a foundation for further
theoretical development.

5.1.5. The Bottom-Up Bootstrap Strategy

The four principles were operationalised through the Bootstrap Algorithm (BA), a CAS-
based strategy for expanding SCSM practice organically by linking motivated individuals
into self-reinforcing learning networks. Initially, the BA functioned as intended—creating
visible improvements, enthusiasm, and cross-departmental collaboration. However, as the
network gained traction and visibility, it encountered resistance from hierarchical authori-
ties and was abruptly terminated. The BA thus demonstrated that bottom-up organisational
learning can emerge through distributed networks but may remain politically vulnerable
unless supported—or at least tolerated—by wider organisational structures.

5.1.6. Summary of Evidence

Taken together, the findings provide qualified support for the SCSM hypothesis. The
study suggests that Scientific Self-Management can generate meaningful professional
practice and local organisational improvement even under highly resistant organisational
conditions. At the same time, the findings indicate that the present formulation of SCSM
remains incomplete with respect to the political sustainability of such improvements. The
implications of this limitation are considered below.

5.2. Reflections on the Outcome

If the four principles of SCSM proved capable of generating local improvements, why
did those improvements ultimately fail to become organisationally sustainable?

5.2.1. Technical Explanation

The technical limitations of the Bootstrap Algorithm should not primarily be under-
stood as limitations of Lean, TQM, or other organisational development methodologies,
but rather as limitations inherent in the creation of scientific communities of practice [71,72].
The BA assumes that practitioners are willing and able to engage in hypothesis formation,
experimentation, critical reflection, and collaborative learning. Such capacities cannot
simply be assumed. As Chomsky [73,74] has argued in relation to academic commu-
nities, scientific inquiry depends upon intellectual autonomy rather than hierarchical
obedience. The challenge observed in the present case was therefore not simply one of
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implementing improvement tools, but of cultivating a culture capable of supporting scien-
tific self-management. Taylor’s second principle consequently becomes less a question of
selecting the “right” workers than of developing scientific competence through education.
Integrated Systems Pedagogy was designed precisely for this purpose, yet the case suggests
that developing such competence requires considerably more time and organisational
support than was available during the present intervention.

There was also another technical challenge. Although the Bootstrap Algorithm is
intended to expand local learning through the gradual formation of networks, the present
implementation remained too heavily dependent upon a single organisational setting. In
retrospect, the initiative was insufficiently connected to external communities of practice
and action research networks that could have provided additional expertise, legitimacy, and
resilience. Within programmes such as the Health Information Systems Programme (HISP),
the Bootstrap Algorithm is implemented through networks of action, where multiple action
research projects reinforce one another, and the failure of individual initiatives does not
threaten the wider learning process [75,76]. By contrast, the present study relied primarily
upon a single organisational network. Once that network was disrupted, the bootstrap
process could no longer sustain itself. From a technical perspective, therefore, the principal
limitation lay not in the Bootstrap Algorithm itself but in the narrowness of the network
through which it was implemented.

5.2.2. Political Explanation

The termination of the initiative suggests that the principal obstacle was not technical
but political. As the network expanded, it increasingly challenged established patterns of
managerial authority by demonstrating that meaningful organisational development could
emerge without formal direction. What had initially appeared to be a useful local initiative
gradually came to be seen as a potential threat.

This observation resonates with Saul Alinsky’s [77] analysis of community organising.
Alinsky argued that sustainable change within resistant systems depends not only upon
solving practical problems but also upon systematically building relationships, legitimacy,
and political support. Change agents must begin where people are, develop trust through
small victories, and gradually expand their sphere of influence rather than assuming
that demonstrated competence alone will generate acceptance. In retrospect, the present
implementation devoted considerably more attention to developing scientific practice than
to developing the political alliances needed to sustain it.

The case also illustrates that SCSM embodies a form of distributed leadership that
extends beyond conventional organisational development. Rather than relying upon formal
authority, leadership emerges through voluntary cooperation, shared inquiry, and mutual
learning. In this respect, SCSM aligns closely with Flink’s conception of anarchist sys-
tems thinking [78-80], where organisation is achieved not through command but through
self-organisation and shared responsibility. The present case therefore suggests that the
political challenge for SCSM is not to replace hierarchy with anarchy, but to understand
how self-organising communities can acquire sufficient legitimacy to coexist with formal
organisational structures.

5.2.3. Theoretical Explanation

The findings also clarify the theoretical relationship between SCSM and other ap-
proaches to organisational development. Like Appreciative Inquiry [81] and Positive Or-
ganisational Scholarship [82], SCSM adopts a bottom-up perspective on change. However,
whereas these approaches are primarily grounded in social construction, strengths-based
inquiry, and the mobilisation of positive organisational narratives, SCSM is explicitly
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grounded in scientific inquiry through PDCA, critical reflection, and continuous exper-
imentation. Its purpose is not simply to encourage participation but to cultivate practi-
tioners capable of scientifically investigating and improving their own work. While SCSM
does not reject strengths-based perspectives, it places greater emphasis on discovering
strengths, opportunities, and improvement possibilities through systematic inquiry rather
than through dialogue alone. This distinction has important implications for learning and
change. Appreciative Inquiry and Positive Organisational Scholarship primarily seek to
reshape organisational reality through collective reflection on existing strengths, whereas
SCSM treats organisational improvement as an ongoing process of hypothesis formation,
experimentation, measurement, and learning.

The present study also suggests that CAS may play a more important role within Crit-
ical Systems Thinking and Community Operational Research than has traditionally been
recognised [29,83]. Whereas both traditions have generally emphasised critical reflection,
participation, and stakeholder engagement, the Bootstrap Algorithm illustrates how CAS
can gradually develop local inquiry into broader organisational learning. At the same time,
the case indicates that CAS alone is insufficient to explain the behaviour of actors operating
in politically contested environments. Future theoretical development may therefore benefit
from integrating the adaptive perspective offered by CAS with the strategic perspective of
game theory, particularly Axelrod’s work on the evolution of cooperation [84-86]. Such an
integration could provide a richer account of how self-organising learning communities
emerge, survive, or fail under conditions of political resistance.

The technical and political limitations identified in the present case therefore do not
invalidate SCSM but indicate that its current formulation would benefit from comple-
mentary theories of organisational viability. One promising direction is Stafford Beer’s
Viable System Model (VSM) [87], which explicitly addresses the relationship between
local autonomy, organisational coordination, and long-term viability [88,89]. While SCSM
explains how bottom-up learning and self-management can emerge, VSM may provide the
governance perspective needed for such initiatives to become institutionally sustainable
without sacrificing their bottom-up character.

VSM'’s recursive structure could provide a framework for connecting local SCSM
learning networks across organisational levels while preserving their autonomy. Likewise,
VSM'’s coordination, intelligence, and policy functions may provide the institutional legit-
imacy needed to protect self-organising learning communities from political disruption.
In this way, SCSM may contribute the learning mechanism while VSM contributes the
governance framework required for long-term organisational viability. Future research may
usefully examine situations in which the viability requirements of self-organising learn-
ing networks and those of the wider organisation are not fully aligned, creating tensions
between local autonomy and organisational control.

5.2.4. Practical Explanation

The present case also offers practical lessons for future SCSM practitioners. First, the
study reinforces Whitehead’s view that the primary responsibility of the action researcher
is not to guarantee organisational success but to remain faithful to their values while
continuously learning from experience. From this perspective, the apparent failure of the
intervention should not be interpreted simply as unsuccessful organisational development
but as part of the ongoing process of reducing the researcher’s own “living contradiction”
through disciplined cycles of action and reflection [55].

Scientific Self-Management therefore demands more than technical competence. It
requires resilience, patience, and the willingness to continue acting scientifically even when
organisational circumstances discourage inquiry and learning. In this respect, SCSM shares

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/systems14081015


https://doi.org/10.3390/systems14081015

Systems 2026, 14, 1015

18 of 23

much with the Stoic tradition, where professional practice is understood as the disciplined
cultivation of one’s own character under conditions that cannot be fully controlled [90].
Rather than promising immediate organisational transformation, SCSM encourages practi-
tioners to focus on what remains within their sphere of influence while gradually expanding
it through scientific experimentation and collaborative learning.

The present case suggests several practical lessons for future SCSM practitioners.
First, apply Scientific Self-Management to one’s own professional practice rather than
attempting immediate organisational transformation. Second, cultivate voluntary learning
relationships before seeking formal organisational influence, recognising that trust develops
through repeated small successes rather than technical argument alone. Third, avoid
allowing an emerging learning network to depend upon a single organisational sponsor or
manager. Instead, strengthen its resilience by building relationships across departments
and, where possible, with external communities of practice that can sustain learning even
if local initiatives are disrupted. Finally, recognise that technical competence, although
necessary, is insufficient on its own. Scientific self-management also requires political
judgement, patience, and the ability to distinguish between opportunities for influence and
situations in which preserving one’s integrity is more important than pursuing a particular
intervention [91].

5.3. Limitations

This study is based on a single first-person action-research case in which one of the
authors acted simultaneously as practitioner, researcher, and co-developer of Scientific
Self-Management (SCSM). In accordance with Whitehead’s methodology, the primary
object of inquiry was therefore the researcher’s own professional practice rather than the
organisation itself. The findings should consequently be interpreted as analytical and theo-
retical insights into the practice of SCSM rather than as evidence of its general effectiveness.
The aim is transferability through reflective learning rather than statistical generalisation.

The first-person character of the study inevitably introduces subjectivity. Although
the use of a critical friend provided an external source of challenge throughout the research
process, the interpretations presented remain those of the action researcher and should
not be regarded as representing the perspectives of other organisational actors. Future
studies could usefully complement first-person inquiry with interviews or other forms of
triangulation to explore how the same events were experienced by colleagues, managers,
and other participants.

A further limitation concerns the organisational context. The study was conducted
within a single public-sector organisation characterised by organisational hypocrisy, limited
psychological safety, and resistance to bottom-up organisational development. While these
conditions make the case particularly relevant to the research question, they may also have
shaped both the opportunities available to the researcher and the intervention’s outcome.
Replication in different organisational settings would therefore be valuable for exploring
the conditions under which SCSM succeeds, fails, or develops in different ways.

Finally, because the researcher was also involved in developing the SCSM framework,
there is an inherent risk of confirmation bias. At the same time, this close involvement
provided access to the continuous cycles of reflection and experimentation that consti-
tute the phenomenon under investigation. Rather than eliminating this tension, White-
head’s methodology requires it to be acknowledged explicitly as part of the research
process. Future research should therefore examine SCSM from additional methodolog-
ical perspectives and continue refining the framework in light of both successful and
unsuccessful applications.

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/systems14081015


https://doi.org/10.3390/systems14081015

Systems 2026, 14, 1015

19 of 23

Future research should pay particular attention to how SCSM can scale from individual
scientific self-management to sustainable organisational learning without losing its bottom-
up character or becoming politically vulnerable.

6. Conclusions

This paper has examined whether Scientific Self-Management (SCSM) can provide a
viable form of organisational development in situations where conventional assumptions
about managerial support, organisational learning, and meaningful participation no longer
hold. Through a 42-month first-person action research study, the findings demonstrate that
SCSM can enable practitioners to transform routine work into disciplined scientific inquiry,
creating local improvements while reducing the experience of the “living contradiction”
that arises when professional values cannot be realised in practice.

At the same time, the study identifies an important boundary condition of the current
SCSM formulation. Although the four principles and the Bootstrap Algorithm success-
fully generated local learning, dialogue, and organisational improvement, they proved
insufficient to secure the political legitimacy required for long-term organisational sus-
tainability. Rather than representing a failure of SCSM itself, this finding suggests that
future development should focus on integrating bottom-up scientific self-management
with complementary approaches to organisational governance and viability.

The principal contribution of the study is therefore not simply the proposal of another
organisational development methodology. Rather, it demonstrates that systems practice can
begin with the individual practitioner without abandoning the broader ambitions of Critical
Systems Thinking and Community Operational Research. By combining Whitehead’s first-
person action research with scientific self-management, the paper extends systems practice
to organisational contexts in which managerial leadership cannot be assumed.

Future research should therefore focus less on whether SCSM is capable of generating
local improvements—which this study suggests that it is—and more on understanding the
conditions under which such improvements can scale into sustainable organisational trans-
formation. In particular, further work is needed to explore how SCSM can be combined
with approaches such as the Viable System Model, together with insights from organisa-
tional politics, community organising, and complex adaptive systems, to strengthen the
resilience and legitimacy of bottom-up learning networks.
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Abbreviations

The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:

BA Bootstrap Algorithm

BPR Business Process Reengineering

CAS Complex Adaptive Systems

CIO Chief Information Officer

COR Community Operational Research

CSL Critical Systems Leadership

CST Critical Systems Thinking

CTQM  Critical Total Quality Management

EFQM  European Foundation for Quality Management

HR Human Relations

1IC Internal Control

ISO International Standards Organisation
Isp Integrated Systems Pedagogy

LT Lead Time

MSR Management System for Records

OD Organisational Development

OR Operational Research

PDCA  Plan-Do-Check-Act

SCSM  Scientific Self-Management
SI Systemic Intervention

SPC Statistical Process Control
T™S Time and Motion Studies
TQM Total Quality Management
TSI Total Systems Intervention

Note

1

In this paper, the pronoun ‘he” was used generically for anonymity.
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