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Assumptions, Values and Norms of Fast, Flexible and 
Fruitful Organizations 

By John G. Mathers 
Excerpted from 3F Organization 

 

Everything – especially nature – is constantly changing. It cannot be stopped or 
controlled, so we can and must change in harmonious and constructive ways. 

The fast, flexible and fruitful – what we call “3F” or 3F – organization assumes that 
nature is constantly changing in a contest between entropy and renewal. The 
organization can contribute to nature’s creative renewal through intelligent 
adaptation. To fail at adaptive change is to surrender to chaos and destruction. 

Obviously, nothing like this appears on any organization’s statement of values, nor 
should it. But without this basic orientation to nature, few of the successful 
organizations we have observed would be doing the things they do.  

The first assumption shows in the diligence with which so many 3F organizations 
study the sciences and humanities. It shows in their self perception as creative and 
inventive people. It shows in their lack of surprise when things don’t work and in 
their delight with the challenge of new problems. 3F organizations expect change; 
they also respect it. They see it’s important consequences, some of which must be 
avoided, and they believe in their ability to make a big difference. They are 
proactive, but they do not pretend to be masters of the universe. 

These values and norms support the disciplines and skills we describe as the 
artifacts of 3F organizations. The 3F organization’s system of performance feedback 
operates as it does because the organization assumes that significant new 
developments are taking place in its environment. Adaptation and assertive 
intervention in the environmental processes are necessary for survival. Other basic 
assumptions about nature—and other values and norms—will be challenged sooner 
or later by the persistent practice of the artifacts. 

There are other assumptions which drive the values and norms of organizations, 
including time, participation, 

Time.  There is no time but the present, which can and is often full of our past and 
is the seed for our future. 

The 3F organization’s assumption with regard to time indicates that we must not 
wait—there is no time but a present full of memories and hopes. 3F organizations 
have a real sense of urgency. Time is on their minds in the form of immediate 
deadlines for the work they are doing. Yet the commitment to these deadlines is 
tied to a deeper sense of the perishable nature of their work and outputs. In their 
minds, the value of the work is directly related in their minds to the time in which it 
is delivered—the sooner the better and in many cases the rule is: be first or don’t 
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bother. The combined assumptions of continuous change and the urgency of the 
moment give the culture the feel of a busy, hot kitchen. 

It is important to notice, however, that the organization does not ignore its past or 
fail to consider its long-term future. The past and future are seen as aspects of the 
present and they matter because they enrich and guide the action of the present. 
The preservation of databases is only appropriate if there is immediate accessibility 
for reference and application in the present. The time invested in strategic thinking 
is only to establish guidelines and constraints for action in the present. 

The synchronized, integrated system of regular meetings is a reflection of this 
assumption regarding time and its related values and norms. The 3F organization 
must close its performance feedback loop from executive to individual contributor 
at least every 10 days. The use of longer feedback loops risks missing vital 
opportunities and failing to take corrective action early enough to avoid mishaps. 
The assumptions are that things are constantly changing, and significant change is 
happening this week! 

The attitudes 3F organizations hold about planning reflect its combined assumptions 
about change and time. Plans are expressions of intention—a reflection of 
organizational strategy. Yet everyone knows the intentions will be thwarted by 
changes in the environment. People don’t expect plans to last for more than 
approximately 90 days without significant changes. They don’t spend time trying to 
calculate the details of interdependencies beyond six months out. All planning will 
be replanned – continuously.  

This fundamental understanding of the primacy of the present shows in the 3F 
organization’s meeting disciplines. People come to meetings on time and stop their 
meetings on time. They expect to work in meetings, which are not seen as “down 
time” but as a precious commodity—time when the authorities of the organization 
are present for decisive action to create change. 

Nature and Time interact to create opportunities which define the fast, flexible, and 
fruitful organization.  Future blogs will address each of the “assumptions” – the 
values and norms – underlying such organizations. 

 

Assumption 1 (universalism and particularism): We play by the rules as long as we participate 
in making the rules. 

The 3F organization desires a world in which everyone will play by the same rules, while 
recognizing this is not yet the case. The assumption is that individuals must be responsible for 
making the rules (This reflects the assumption that individuals can be proactive in relationship to 
their environment, and that rules should be made.) If they are part of the rule-making process, 
they must abide by those rules until they are altered by further due process. But they don’t have 
to respect any rules they have not participated in making. 

Once again, the position is one of reconciliation between universalism and particularism. It is 
particularistic in assuming the rules only apply to those involved in the process of making them. 
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It is universalistic in the assumption that everyone should be involved in the rule-making 
community. 

This assumption about rules and how they are legitimately made is reflected in the 3F 
organization’s open embrace of a hierarchy of Linked Teams. This is the system — the network 
of channels — through which every member of the organization is enfranchised in the 
organization’s governance. It is the mechanism by which all members participate in the 
organization’s decision making. 

The 3F organization quickly resists decisions that are made outside this system of information 
gathering and evaluation. It also resists group leaders or members who attempt to deny the 
participation of others or to pollute the rational decision making process with intimidation and 
other forms of power play.  

In 3F organizations, the Performance Planning and Work review process is a participative 
evaluation and determination of common goals. While this process gives the goals an unusually 
current and relevant quality, it also continually renews everyone’s understanding of those goals. 
Such an understanding is necessary to maintain member consent to the goals, the ultimate source 
of legitimacy for all its rule making and decisions. The culture makes it easy for everyone to 
evaluate whether or not the organization’s resources are being appropriately used to achieve 
those goals and provides an open channel for influencing the organization’s governance. 

The decision making process has its own set of rules, the procedures of consultative or consensus 
resolution. These rules are the “due process” by which managers assure themselves and everyone 
else in the organization that decisions result from a reasonable and participative process. With 
this assurance, team members are able to manage conflicts, which are natural outcomes of 
participation. With full involvement, it is reasonable to expect any team member to raise 
concerns and, if they are acknowledged yet not accepted for action, those team members can 
disagree and still commit to the outcome as decided. 

The basic assumption regarding the legitimacy of rules is inherent in the acceptance of the 
performance expectations in Breakthrough Systems. These performance expectations are 
produced by an integrated system of planning. Furthermore, managing oneself in a Breakthrough 
System requires influential participation in evaluating both the expectations and the allocation of 
resources for oneself, for one’s team, and for the organization. 

 

Assumption 2 (Achievement and ascription): We must respect and reward those whose good 
works serve our ability to learn and adapt. There are no entitlements to status and authority—
only reputations based on performance. 

The 3F organization is a meritocracy. It doesn’t care about sex, age, social class, nationality or 
religion. It doesn’t even care about prestigious schools or degrees. Respect and the other rewards 
of the 3F organization must be earned through performance. But “what have you done for me 
lately” is not the whole story. Status is also based upon previous accomplishments—a 
performance-based reputation. 

Reputation is not an unimportant issue in the ability of an organization to change quickly and 
easily. John Kotter, a Harvard University professor specializing in leadership research, makes 
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this point. His studies show that most of what is called the leadership affect, the ability to get 
people to voluntarily follow a leader through change, is based on reputation — being known by 
others as competent and reliable. If a person is unknown, their ideas are not taken seriously nor 
are their suggestions quickly followed. People listen to each other carefully and are open to each 
other’s ideas when the organization is composed of people who have earned their reputations 
together. This greatly increases the ability to make and implement decisions for change. 

 

In the 3F organization, reputation functions like ascriptive qualities of age and seniority in other 
cultures. Reputations preserve the organization’s memories of success and, by inspiring 
confidence, smooth and accelerate cooperation. By honoring performance-based reputations, the 
3F organization once again finds a position of reconciliation between the extremes of 
achievement and ascription. 

The achievement assumption of the 3F organization is clearly expressed in the use of 
Performance Plans. These statements of intended results are the fundamental means by which all 
members of the management group identify themselves. Their declaration of roles is not a set of 
responsibilities and position titles, it is a statement of results they expect to achieve. The 
Performance Plan is a “calling card,” inviting a relationship focused on cooperation. It steps 
around the ascriptive issues of formal position or personality preferences to keep the 
achievement orientation up front in the organization’s working relationships. The focus of the 
relationship is never “What do we need to be for each other?” Rather, it is always, “What are we 
going to get done together?”  

The achievement assumption also shows up in the 3F organization’s Work Reviews.  The Work 
Review is not about how to please the boss. It is not a time for people of high political position to 
“look good” or to display their ascriptive values of age and education. Instead, the Work Review 
focuses on performance. It is an opportunity for team members to evaluate how clear they and 
their peers are about what they are seeking to achieve and whether or not they have the necessary 
controls in place to be successful. The message is not “Show the boss, or show the team your 
presentation.” It is “Demonstrate to us that we can count on your ability to make reasonable 
progress and know how you are doing anytime you or anyone else on the team wishes to know.” 
The requirements are that every member be competent to evaluate the performance of the entire 
team—that every team member display a sense of interdependence and accountability for the 
performance of every other member.  

Breakthrough Systems are pure expressions of the 3F organization’s achievement assumption. It 
is demonstrated by the fact that an individual contributor’s resource configuration is evaluated 
only in relationship to what is required to achieve expected results. Work stations, for instance, 
carry no symbolism of status. Even the most honored individual contributors or highest ranking 
managers are given only the specific configuration of resources appropriate to his or her current 
performance. These work areas are a bit Spartan, another indication that the is focused on 
achieving current objectives. 

 

Assumption 3 (Affective or Neutral): We should freely express our joy and approval, yet 
carefully express negative feelings through problem solving. 
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In the 3F Organization, there is an acknowledgment that people are going to be intensely 
emotional. Yet there is an expectation that those emotions will be disciplined in their expression.  

The 3F organization generally approves of a spontaneous and authentic expression of what we 
call the positive emotions—joy, delight, discovery, approval, affection. At the same time, there is 
some disapproval for any sort of mindless exuberance distracting from the accomplishment of 
the team’s plans, and real resistance to “cheerleading,” which is seen as both distraction and 
manipulation. 

With regard to the expression of negative feelings, the 3F organization requires a great deal of 
discipline. Human relationships tend to become rigid when injected with fear, humiliation, anger, 
and hatred. It is recognized that the spontaneous expression of the negative emotion itself often 
harms the organization's ability to remain 3F. When someone erupts with intense negative 
emotionality, people become instantly defensive. They literally shut down the cognitive tissues 
of the brain in order to rely upon the instantaneous habits of personal survival—fighting or 
fleeing. This is not the mental condition from which thoughtfulness or creativity emerges. So, 3F 
organizations limit the ways in which negative emotions are expressed.  

There is no pretense that negative emotions can be banned from meetings and other work areas. 
There is nothing about being in a 3F Organization exempting people from that dark side of the 
human personality. Rather than deny this reality, the 3F organization seeks to employ it. It knows 
that negative feelings are appropriate. Anger, for instance, is part of how the body focuses its 
resources to remove an obstacle to its control. It is, in fact, an appropriate emotion for any 
manager upon discovering that things are not going according to plan. Failure to express some 
form of anger in this situation would indicate the manager doesn’t recognize the problem, lacks 
the necessary skills to express anger appropriately, or is no longer concerned about 
accomplishing the plan. A manager who experiences anger is obviously desirable in this case.  

But it is not desirable for the manager to make a scene to demonstrate “I am angry!” Avoiding 
the anger of this formally empowered manager becomes the new and inappropriate definition of 
the problem. Others focus their attention on protecting themselves from the emotional assault. It 
will take some time before people can set aside this distraction and begin dealing with the actual 
problem inspiring the manager’s outburst. In fact, most people will deliberately seek to avoid 
having anything to do with the actual problem because it is associated with emotional danger and 
pain. It is best for the manager and the organization to redirect this negative emotion into a more 
constructive expression. The specific form of such constructive expression is problem solving 
behavior. 

Once again, the 3F organization’s assumption regarding the expression of emotions that serve its 
survival is a mixture of the strategies suggested by the extremes of the dilemma. It neither 
approves of “letting it all hang out” nor does it say to its people “keep your feelings to yourself.” 
It reconciles these extremes by accepting all the emotions and providing constructive methods of 
expression for them through goal related performance.  

Operating from the assumption that it is desirable to redirect the expression of negative emotions 
is especially difficult in the middle management of the 3F organization. Like any other middle 
manager bearing the special responsibility for the design and implementation of organizational 
systems, the position requires tolerance for a nearly continuous stream of negative feedback. 
Lower level managers are sending the message that the systems they have been given to operate 
don’t work in all cases; upper level executives are sending messages about how the current 
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system certainly won’t work in the future. But unlike other middle management circumstances, 
in the 3F organization, these messages are more frequent and urgent and supported by valid and 
relevant data. The hierarchy is flatter, so there are fewer managers to share the organizational 
system’s design burden, and the life span of any system is much shorter. 

Frustration, anger, blame and a personal sense of loss and failure can easily mount up to an early 
burn-out. To our surprise and delight, we find burn-out in 3F organizations less often than might 
be expected. One of the reasons these middle managers survive is they keep their members’ eyes 
on the work and the immediate solving of problems. At first, it looks like there just isn’t time to 
be upset about the mistakes and failures. But a deeper examination finds people in 3F 
organizations avoiding the distressful effects of negative emotions in three ways:  

Performance Plans give everyone in the organization a way of continually checking their 
alignment on results and priorities with others. This drives the organization’s problems and 
conflicts into the open. Managers in the 3F organization expect conflict and misunderstanding 
and don’t get hung up in denial. They seem to trust and acknowledge their negative feelings 
earlier and they take action on problems while these emotions are still at low levels of intensity. 
They move toward the fire while it is still only smoke in the kindling. 

The whole organization is poised for action. A middle manager has immediate access to the 
critical resources—members’ knowledge and skills. When these managers recognize a problem 
and are ready to work on it, their access to the organization’s other formal authorities is well 
defined — they know when their regular meetings will be held — and it is highly probable that 
they will get a prompt and conclusive response. Middle managers in the 3F organization spend 
little time in the agony of waiting for the ability to act. 

Because of Breakthrough Systems, first line managers and individual contributors are able to 
draw downward and away from these middle managers many of the tasks they would otherwise 
be required to handle. When these lower level managers need help, they not only identify their 
problems, they also provide a steady stream of intelligent recommendations. 

The 3F organization operates on the assumption that emotions should be expressed through 
reinforcement and problem solving. As a result, its organizational performance feedback system 
constantly bathes its members in the information they need to utilize their emotions 
constructively. The constructive expression of emotions by the members, in turn, protects and 
maintains the integrity of the organization’s  performance-feedback system. 

 

Assumption 4 (Individualism or Communalism): Survival depends not only upon skilled 
individuals but, even more so, upon their cooperation. 

This is the most distinguished assumption of the 3F organization, especially when compared to 
other organizations in the United States. The 3F organization has very high expectations for 
group work. There is great appreciation for the unique perceptions and competencies of 
individuals, but the 3F organization has learned that success is achieved through teamwork. The 
most brilliant ideas don’t come from individuals working in isolation. Instead, outstanding 
opportunities and ideas emerge from groups of bright people capable of learning together. While 
only the nervous systems of individual human beings are capable of producing the raw stuff we 
call intelligence, that raw stuff can be lifted to a much higher level of refinement and value 
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through the synergy of group work. This assumption applies to everyone in the organization: 
individual contributors and managers. 

As we have seen with the other basic assumptions, the 3F organization seeks the reconciled 
position in which both individualism and communalism can be recognized as viable strategies. 

The assumptions about cooperation are expressed in the definition of management 
accountabilities. Each position of authority within the hierarchy is occupied by an individual 
accountable for the quality of governance in the organization below. Yet it is expected that this 
individual accountability will be exercised through genuine group work. The team leader holds 
team members accountable for keeping the team’s goals in top priority as they evaluate each 
other’s work. The leader also facilitates the group problem solving and decision-making 
processes, ensuring all members develop the required participation skills.  

There is nothing “fuzzy” about this exercise of leader accountability. Leaders will, when 
necessary, impose requirements for cooperation upon the members and discipline them for 
failure to comply. In this way, the organization’s formal authority is exercised by individuals to 
ensure effective group work.  

In the 3F organization, Performance Plans are a deliberate invitation to alignment and 
cooperation. Performance Plans give everyone a quick and reliable way to know what everyone 
is trying to do, permitting people to determine and manage their interdependencies. This is 
especially true when people are members of the same team. In these cases, learning each other’s 
Performance Plans is necessary for understanding one’s own accountabilities. Members must 
know each others’ business to fulfill their obligations (individualism) to the team’s common 
objectives (communalism). Used in this way, Performance Plans reconcile the dilemma between 
individualism and communalism. 

The most obvious expression of the assumptions regarding cooperation is the vitality of 
discussion in the 3F organization’s Work Reviews. The reason team members listen so carefully 
and evaluate so assertively is because they assume every member’s work is part of their own 
responsibility. They assume that any variance from plan in a member’s performance is the 
team’s business and, therefore, the business of every member of the team. Corrective action must 
be taken to assure team success. Members come not only to evaluate each other, but to seek each 
other’s counsel. They assume their individual problems and successes belong to the other 
members of the team as well as themselves. 

When the members fail to grasp this communal assumption regarding performance, 
accountability, and resources, their Work Reviews fail to yield significant results. By the third 
cycle of reports, team members become restless. They don’t see the point of spending time 
“sharing information” about their areas of work. As long as that’s all the meeting is about, team 
members know they can accomplish the purpose with fewer reviews.  

The leader of the group must recognize this restlessness as a symptom. Deep, unquestioned 
assumptions regarding autonomy and interdependence are being confronted. If members are 
consistently required to evaluate each other as contributors to the team’s goals, a major 
awakening eventually takes place. Members lift their eyes from the downward view of the 
organization and look upward to their team’s integrated performance and its relationship to 
organizational strategy. They drop their oars, turn around and look forward to where the boat is 
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going. They start paddling and chattering about how everyone else is paddling, too. They stop 
operating like a Galley and become a Sea-Going Canoe. 

We’ve already suggested that group decision making expresses the assumption that the 
organization is served by a balance of individualism and communalism. Two specific 
illustrations of the point bear further consideration.  

Group work requires a blend of both individualism and communalism. The point of bringing a 
number of people together is to enrich the group’s work with a larger base of knowledge and a 
broader range of human perspectives and opinion. Members must remain true to their individual 
knowledge and perceptions during the group’s discussion, or there will be no group synergy. The 
3F organization requires its members to remain strong in their intellectual integrity, to be 
unafraid of being different from others, to insist on having the uniqueness of their ideas 
understood by others in the group, and to fulfill the obligation of understanding everyone else. It 
is the distinctiveness of individuals that makes them valuable as contributors to the group. The 
group and the individual are interdependent in serving the organization. 

Secondly, the discipline of Disagree and Commit captures the balance between individualism 
and communalism. As individuals, we disagree—during the discussion and after the group’s 
resolution. But once the group’s resolution has been achieved through one of the rational 
processes (consultative or consensus), each member commits to the resolution. Recall that 
commitment is two behaviors: a) the ability to explain the rationale behind the resolution, and b) 
the alignment of resources under one’s influence with the resolution. Commitment is the 
individual expression of the communal assumption. Commitment assumes that the preservation 
of our interdependence through compliance will increase the probability of our success, not only 
as a group but also as individual members of the group. We disagree as individuals; we commit 
as beneficiaries of the community.  

Similarly, Breakthrough Systems are used to express the balance of individualism and 
communalism. Individual Contributors are expected to manage themselves to deliver specific 
results in short intervals. The acknowledgment that individual contributors manage themselves is 
a salute to their individuality. The requirement for reporting in such short intervals is an 
expression of the communal assumption. Only when individual contributors are reporting in 
short intervals does their information take on the validity necessary for it to be the foundation of 
the organization’s entire performance feedback system. Breakthrough Systems are disciplines by 
which individual contributors manage themselves and participate in the management of the entire 
organization. 

 

Assumption 5 (Specific or diffuse): We must be explicit about what we commit to and do it. 

Diffuse relationships are like traditional marriages in which a couple chooses to share everything 
in common — “for better for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health, till death 
us do part.” When an organization asks its members to make this kind of commitment to each 
other as a group, it is operating from the assumption that only from such total commitment can 
smooth organizational functioning be built.  

Specific relationships are more like entering a contract. The parties state their expected 
contributions and benefits in specific detail and make no further assumptions about their 
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obligations or rights with regard to each other. An organization operating from specific 
assumptions employs people for a well-defined performance and defines its commitments about 
compensation very carefully. It assumes that a system of well-defined contracts in which all 
parties live up to the specifications is the only reliable way to build an organization. 

Neither of these extremes characterizes the 3F organization. Upon entry to the 3F organization, 
many new employees find the environment a bit cold and prickly. The specificity with which 
expectations are established and the short internals in which they are monitored feels like micro 
management and simulates an environment of distrust. But two other factors soon counteract this 
first impression: the clarity and frequency with which the organization’s purpose and strategy are 
reinforced and the genuine reliance upon teamwork. It soon becomes obvious that once you have 
made your own commitment to the organization’s purpose, you are no longer a stranger. The 
organization’s claim on you is well-focused; it is not totalitarian. On the other hand, the 
experience of genuine interdependence in pursuit of a common goal is often the most complex 
and intensely personal set of relationships employees will ever experience. Over time, as an 
employee demonstrates competence and reliability, these relationships grow in intensity and 
satisfaction. Few would describe their relationships in the 3F organization as family-like, but 
even fewer would describe their relationships as perfunctory, impersonal or meaningless. There 
is a well defined sense of belonging and ownership. 

This reconciled position between specific and diffuse extremes is very important to the 3F 
organization’s speed and flexibility. 

The reconciliation between specific and diffuse assumptions is expressed in the capacity of the 
linked hierarchy to handle extraordinary complexity and continuous change. The human 
relationships making up the linked hierarchy must be managed with very specific commitments, 
while constantly aligning all commitment to the organization’s over-all purpose. This purpose 
defines the boundary within which the organization’s members make their claims upon each 
other. The Performance Plans define and limit the immediate interdependencies necessary to 
serve the organizational purpose. 

In every management team the members learn each others’ Performance Plans, align themselves 
with the organization’s purpose, then align themselves as team members for achievement of 
specific results that will serve the purpose. Through their Work Reviews, each team constantly 
requires the accomplishment of discreet tasks, making the organization appear to be highly 
specific. But the teams also manage the integration of their performance. This integrated 
attention to detail expresses the culture’s assumption that a reconciliation of specific and diffuse 
human relations best serves the organization’s survival needs. 

When managers operate with this understanding, they are able to engage in complex networks of 
relations without getting tangled up or stuck in grid-lock. They can carry several distinct roles of 
leadership simultaneously—any combination of functional, product, customer or geographic 
responsibility. They can report to several different leaders simultaneously—the leaders being at 
any level within the hierarchy. In one meeting they may be the leader; in the next, one of the 
members of the previous meeting will be the leader. The fluidity with which managers change 
their roles in the hierarchy of linked teams is a large part of what makes the organization 3F. 

In the first three chapters of The 3F Organization, we have described 3F in a variety of ways. In 
one chapter, we utilized analogies, in another, we painstakingly described in slow motion how 
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artifacts operate within the 3F Organization. In this chapter, we stretch below the artifacts to look 
at basic assumptions, values, and norms. 

The next chapters of the book contrast the 3F organization with some of the other “stuck” 
cultures—the Rafts, Dory Regattas, and Galleys. This will further define the 3F organization and 
sharpen the diagnostic skills required to begin the process of making these other organizations 
3F. We will also share what we know about how managers intervene in the operations of stuck 
cultures to build them into 3F organizations. 

 


