
Living Systems Leadership



Proprie t ary + Confide nt ial

Rap id  Re fle c t ion:
1. What  has  change d? Which of the se  change s are  he re  to  s tay?

a. In your pe rsonal life ? 
b . Profe ssional life ? 
c . Milit ary and  De fe nse  Issue s
d . Soc ie tal shift s? 
e . Diffe re nt  e xpe c tat ions of t e chnology?
f. Diffe re nt  e xpe c tat ions of le ade rs? Le ade rship?

2. Do the se  change s impac t  your job? Your ro le ? The  way you le ad? Should  the y?



Living Systems Leadership:

People InformationTechnologyProcess
Old: Eve ryone  in 
Office  a ll the  
t ime …

Now: Limite d  or no  
one  in the  Office

Long - term:
Hybrid , d ig it a lly 
conne c te d  and  
fle xib le

Old: We  always d id  
it  this  way…

Now: Digita l 
twe aks

Long - term:
Opt imize d  for 
t ime , t e ch and  
human 
d isce rnme nt , 
se e king s implic ity

Old: Le gacy 
syste m…

Now: Le gacy + 
e me rge ncy

Long - term:
Fle xib le , 
Inte rope rab le , 
Modular, Cloud

Old: Unique , horde d , 
limite d…

Now: Share d , but  
e xpe c tat ion of data  
pe rfe c t ion

Long - term:
Expone nt ia l, De mocrat ize d , 
Commodit ize d -
Insight /Analysis  is  winning  
d iffe re nt ia tor

Culture “Fit vs ADD” 
Degrees, pay your dues, professional 

dress, formal hours vs. flex 



Proprie t ary + Confide nt ial
Change is Exponential and Exponentially Faster

86 
ye ar

s

10
ye ars

53
ye ars

99 
ye ars

6M-2 Yr!



“Eve n if we  wante d  to  avoid  
change …

In e ve ry are a  of our live s , we  will 
confront  and  be  force d  to  re fle c t  

and  conside r …
the  amazing impac t  of human’s ne e d  

to  d iscove r and  app ly those  
d iscove rie s…

Defense Leaders  must navigate 
how to incorporate this change into 

our national security ”



"You have to have the culture, 
and you have to get it right."

"The story of innovation has not 
changed. It has always been a 
small team of people who have 
a new idea, typically not 
understood by people around 
them and their executives."

“Defense doesn’t have an 
innovation problem, it has an 
innovation adoption problem.”
Eric Schmidt, Chairman, Google
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1. Expect Change and Plan for it

1. Foster Curiousity &
Information Transparency

1. Build in Generational Flexibilities

We  have  more  acce ss  to  informat ion, ne w te chnology, ways of working , than e ve r be fore , 
…so what are we going to do differently ?

Living System Leadership Philosophy:



Proprie t ary + Confide nt ialThere is no RIGHT…       There is only “Right for Now”
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A New World, a New Role… a new MINDSET

System Owner Information Steward



VS.

Systems as Time 
Capsules

Information Drives Change 
Engines
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A New World, a New Role… a new MINDSET

“Legacy” Approach / 

Systems Owner

“Living Systems”
Leadership



Confronting Change: My Role in an Information Age

An  “Informat ion Ste ward”: 

1. Take  the  right  info , a t  the  right  t ime , from the  right  source , a t  the  right  fre que ncy to  make  the  be st  
de c is ions 

2. Exe cute  those  de c is ions it e ra t ive ly, we lcoming and  adap t ing  to  ne w informat ion
3. Re fle c t  rap id ly on succe sse s and  fa ilure s  of de c is ions, we igh ne w informat ion, and  app ly the  insight s  

to  the  ne xt  de c is ion.

An “Informat ion Ste ward’s”   # 1 t ra it  to  e xe rc ise  is  CURIOSITY

Curiosity is  the  foundat ion for:
Living  Syste ms Le ade rship
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Why “Legacy and System Owner” Thinking is Restrictive:

● Takes the NOW - Pain, Pe op le , Le gisla t ion, Budge t s , Proce ss , Program, Provide r, Data  and  de signs 
for this  mome nt  in t ime , trapping your efforts in a time -capsule

● Traps your t a le nt  into  de fining  the ir value /Ide nt ity by a  syste m/te ch, d is ince nt ivizing  change

● Risk ave rsion le ads us  to  think past  ac t ions we re   LESS risky than what  might  be  done  in the  future

● One rous p roce ss  re inforce s lock in, inste ad  of re ward ing “right  answe r or t e ch for the  right  
p rob le m” 

● Ne w informat ion is  flowing a t  a  scale we  are  unpre pare d  for

● Cre ate s  t e chnology  “mono-culture ” by locking too  much in one  p rovide r/syste m/solut ion (too big to 
fail)

● Orche st ra  Conductor le ad ing a  se t  music  p ie ce , build ing  monoliths  (to stand the test of time (Irony)



“Strangler Fig” in Living Systems Digital Transformation



Te ch De b t  & 
Le gacy 
Syste ms, 
St ruc ture d  
Data

Ne w Te ch use s  
Le gacy Info  
St ruc ture  to  
fe e d  ne w 
capab ilit ie s

Te ch De b t  & 
Le gacy 
Syste ms 
de pe ndancy 
le sse n

Te ch De b t  & 
Le gacy 
Syste ms 
Eliminate d

Old  & Ne w 
Informat ion 
Flows d rive  
ne w de c is ion 
conte xt

Informat ion 
Agility is  
Maximize d  to  
inte grate  with 
Te ch 
Advance me nts

Strangler Fig Tech Transition - Value Manimization with Agility By Design



Te ch De b t  & 
Le gacy 
Syste ms 
Ve ndor Lock In 
and  Lice nsing

Ne w Te ch use s  
Le gacy Info  
St ruc ture  but  
lowe rs  #  
lice nse s  
re quire d  from 
50 0 0  to  3 Te ch De b t  & 

Le gacy 
Syste ms 
t ransit ione d  
out , funds 
re cyc le d

Te ch De b t  & 
Le gacy 
Syste ms Cost s  
Eliminate d

Re cycle d  
funds to  ag ile  
approache s: 
API’s , Mult i-
Cloud , 
Inte rope rab ilit
y

Pay for re sult s  
t e ch and  
subscrip t ion 
mode ls , 
too lboxe s, e tc  
g iving  more  
opt ions, no  
lock- in

Strangler Fig Living System Financial Model (illustrative)



API’s  Drive  Opt ionality & Custom Unive rse s

Inventory : inve ntory sys te m

Delivery estimate : shipp ing  partne r

Reviews : 3rd  party sys te m

Q&A : microse rvice s

Price : e comme rce  sys te m

Shipping estimate : shipp ing  partne r

Promotion : e comme rce  sys te m

Picture : conte nt  manage me nt  sys te m
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APIs  make  ins ight  e as ie r

System State: Real Time Updates

System Access : Microse rvice s

Workflows: One  Click Start

Job Progress: Ne w Cloud  Syste ms

Tool Check -out: On- pre m Syste ms

Aircraft Status: Le gacy Syste ms

Profiles : Ide nt ity Manage me nt  
Syste m
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I

LSL Philosophy: Build in Generational Flexibilities

Living Systems Leaders e mbrace  a  moral ob ligat ion to  conside r what  the  impac t  the ir de c is ion today 

might  have  on a  future  le ade rs  op t ions.



Proprie t ary + 
Confident ia l

Thank You

Proprie t ary + 
Confident ia l
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A New World & Role… A new Mindset

Would ask:
● What’s  my budge t?
● Who ne e ds  to  say this  is  a  succe ss  today?
● How do I limit  pote nt ial issue s  and  add  const raints
● What’s  the  le as t  risky way of doing  this? 
● What  is  the  p roce ss  now, how doe s  this  fit  into  it?
● What  informat ion or data  is  this  de pe ndant  on?
● Who has  the  right  de gre e ? Who is  qualifie d?
● What  do the  e xpe rts  say?

Might Assume/Say:
● We  have  done  it  this  way fore ve r, it  won’t  change
● My te am can only do it  this  way
● It  will “Snap  back to  normal”
● I have  to  sc rap  e ve rything  and  s tart  ove r
● I know what  ne e ds  to  be  done
● Pe ople  will do this  be cause  the y always  have
● We  are  locke d  into  this  p rovide r for the  ne xt  5 ye ars , we  will 

e xp lore  that  afte r that…
● The re  are  too many privacy or se curity hurd le s  to  tackle
● We  jus t  de p loye d  this  sys te m, pe op le  can’t  hand le  more  

change …

Would ask:
● What  am I t rying  to  achie ve  now and  in long- te rm?
● If this  was  succe ssful, how would  it  look in 1, 5, 10  ye ars?
● Did  I build  in ways  to  make  it  e asy to  e volve  this  whe n for 

those  who inhe rit  this? 
● How do I incre ase  fle xib ility and  accountab ility?
● What  would  I do if the re  was  no const raints?
● How might  this  p roce ss  change  ove r t ime ? How do I build  

this  to  support  that  change ? 
● What  data , informat ion or ins ight  ove r t ime  would  make  this  

riche r and  more  use ful? 
● Who has  the  be s t  ide a? Who will put  in the  work?
● Who in add it ion to  my e xpe rts  might  have  inte re s t ing  ways  

to  approach this?

Might Assume: 
● My pe ople  are  smart , we  can adap t  and  thrive
● He lp ing  this  e volve  might  make  a  d iffe re nce
● The re  are  g re at  build ing  b locks  alre ady in p lace , we  can 

le ve rage  those . 
● I be t  o the rs  have  a  lo t  of ins ights  around  this . 
● I be t  the re  are  ways  we  can make  this  e as ie r and  fas te r?

“Legacy” approach Living Systems Leadership
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A New World & Role… A new Mindset

● Takes the NOW - Pain, Pe op le , Le g is lat ion, Budge ts , Proce ss , 
Program, Provide r, Data and  de s igns  for this  mome nt  in t ime , 
trapping your efforts in a time -capsule

● Traps  you into  a  p re -de s igne d  approach, ofte n making  it  
d ifficult  to  collaborate , adap t , and  be  ag ile .

● We  are  naturally risk ave rse  and  vie w what  has  be e n done  in 
the  pas t  as  LESS risky than what  might  be  done  in the  future

● Our proce sse s  are  one rous  which re inforce s  lock in, ins te ad  of 
re ward ing  you for “right  answe r or te ch for the  right  p rob le m” 

● Ne w informat ion is  flowing  at  a  scale  we  are  unpre pare d  for
● Can’t  adap t  to  rap id  change s  in p rograms, le g is lat ion, 

e nt it le me nts , e tc . 
● Cre ate s  solut ion “mono-culture ” by locking  too much in one  

p rovide r
● Orche st ra  Conductor le ad ing  a  se t  music  p ie ce
● We  build  in monolith to  s tand  the  te s t  of t ime  (Irony)
● Starts  with the  assumpt ion of const raints

● Assume s everything will change ove r- t ime , so  de s igns  the  
system to be a change engine

● Start  with ope n frame works , value  “containe rizat ion” of 
informat ion, making  it  e as ie r to  use , analyze  and  share . 

● Think about  p roje c ts  as  compone nts  of value  in some one 's  life .  
● Conne cts  to  your Le gacy sys te m so you don’t  have  to  abandon 

it . 
● Can be  de s igne d  for a  tool box approach ins te ad  of a  p re -

de s ignate d  hamme r
● Assume s a  comple x e co- sys te m from the  be g inning
● BUILT with INTENT to  CHANGE
● J azz conductor 
● De sign Modular with the  inte nt  to  inte rac t , e ngage  and  find  

syne rg ie s .
● Starts  without  const raints , the n adap ts  to  s tage s  of change  

“Legacy” approach Living Systems Leadership



How do I p roce ss  an unpre ce de nte d  amount  of data  and  
turn it  into  Insights?

If an “Informat ion Ste ward /Knowle dge  Le ade r’s  # 1 t ra it  to  e xe rc ise  is  
CURIOSITY

Then: Technology must be your ALLY
Te chnologie s  goal is  to  make  it  as  e as ie r as  
possib le  for pe ople  to  be  curious  ac ross  a ll 
the ir data  and  gain ins ight
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Rapid Reflection:
What has changed? Which of these changes are here to stay?
In your personal life? 
Professional life? 
Military and Defense Issues
Societal shifts? 
Different expectations of technology?
Different expectations of leaders? Leadership?
Do these changes impact your job? Your role? The way you lead? Should they?
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