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The feeling of responsibility creates creativity and will to change. (Principal, public school)

The intended core value is described as “Confidence in and respect for people’s knowledge and their
own capacities – and their willingness to shoulder responsibility”. All the respondents refer to this as
one of the reasons for the strong delegation. Several of the respondents describe the thorough
recruitment of managers throughout the education system, both centrally and locally, as one of the
reasons for keeping the core value alive.

To be able to have a strong delegation of responsibility, there is a need for a strong follow-up system;
in Nacka, it is the quality assessment system. This is explained as enabling the politicians and central
administration to delegate to the degree that they do.

4.3 Diversity and competition
The competition is described as enabling the decentralization and delegation of responsibility and
authority, but also as a result of the customer focus in the form of the customer choice model. Of the
compensation to the schools, 98 percent is distributed through the customer choice system; all the
schools are treated equally and this is described as creating natural competition between schools. The
customer choice system is set up using the principle of supply and demand. About 95 percent of the
pupils should be able to attend their first-hand choice of school. The result in 2007 was 93 percent. Of
the families, 98 percent use their right to choose a school, and the remainders are placed in schools
based on geography.

The principals describe the education system in Nacka as a tough market to compete on. The parents
and pupils use their ability to choose and move if they are not satisfied with the school. In this way,
the customer choice system is self-decontaminating.

The principals describe the pressure from the parents and pupils as constructive. If a family has
complaints, the principal is forced to deal with the issue, and if a solution is not reached, the school
loses the pupil.

The diversity is reached by allowing any school to open in Nacka that fulfills some basic
requirements. All pedagogical ideas are welcome and it is up to each school to attract pupils. The ideas
that bring about good results survive. Neither the politicians nor the central administration are
involved with the sizes of the classes, the material used or how the budget is planned. They rely on the
parents and pupils to choose and stay in the schools that work and to move if they do not deliver good
results.

4.4 Follow-up and feedback
It is described in the interviews how the politicians govern through setting objectives for which the
central administration finds measures to follow up the results. The Director of Culture and Education
explains it as exposing deviations, both those performing above the rest and those with poor
performance. None of the management principles focuses on how the schools go about solving the
challenges, and which approaches and tools are used; the focus is on the result.

We govern through what is measured. There is much more governing happening than is
visible. (Employee, central administration)

What is achieved must stand comparison. (Head of Public Schools)
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The measurement is a way to find what is working and not. It increases our professionalism
and we have to deal with the things not working. (Principal, public school)

The opinions differed a little between the respondents on the area of measurements. Some argued the
importance of just measuring the critical things, that the measurements must be focused on the pupils’
needs and that there is too much measurement going on. At the same time, several respondents stated
that the strong delegation of responsibility demands a strong follow-up system, that the follow-up
allows for the schools to track the results of their efforts and that the measurements build awareness of
important areas and result in improvements.

On the question of what happens if a school does not want to share its results, all the respondents
agree. Then, the “rows” in the comparison material on the Web and in written material are blank – and
the parents and pupils base their decisions on the material available.

4.5 Learning and improvement
The central administration only has the authority to close pre-schools; the rest of the schools are
governed by the Swedish National Agency for Education. When the results in a school do not meet the
desired objectives, it is described how the central administration makes disturbances. A disturbance is
explained as an intervention, often in the form of a visit from the Director of Culture and Education
asking questions like “how will you tackle this?” and “do you need any support from us?” A lighter
intervention that is described consists of inspirational speakers at conferences twice a year “to shed
light on important issues”.

The views on the common areas for learning and improvement between schools, such as the
conferences, differ. The respondents in the central administration share a positive picture that the
schools are cooperating and sharing ideas for improvements. The view among the principals is the
opposite. They describe the management principle of competition as overruling any attempts for
cooperation.

It is in the nature of the competition that it is difficult to cooperate. I would never share a
good idea with another principal, especially not a principal with a school in my
neighborhood. (Principal, public school)

There also seems to be a tension between the public and the private schools. The public schools
cooperate under the Head of Public Schools but the private schools do not have any forum for
cooperation except the opportunities set up by the central administration for all schools.

When asked about the challenges to come, the respondents describe the increasing demands from
parents and the decreasing number of pupils in the years to follow. Other challenges that are
mentioned are: the increased need to search for new ideas and inputs, to improve the collaboration
between schools, to increase the ability to use the data that the assessment systems generate and to
keep the competence level high among all the employees in the schools.

4.6 Reflections on the results
With a background in quality management, I was initially looking for tools and methodologies as an
answer to why the education system in Nacka had achieved its success. After three interviews, I
started explicitly asking for tools and approaches and had the early findings confirmed: none of the
interviewees talked about traditional tools and approaches when explaining their view on why Nacka
had reached their results. Each school, or organization of schools, had approaches and tools for
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improvement and learning in their own organization. However, the politicians and the central
administration did not use tools and approaches to manage the education system as a whole.

When asked about the absence of tools and approaches, the Director of Culture and Education replied
“if you understand your task, are normally capable and curious, you do not need centrally developed
tools, you will come up with your own solutions to tackle problems that you observe”. At the
interactive seminar, the reactions to this finding were quite strong since several of the respondents
have a background in the quality management movement. However, the discussions led to agreement:

We have tools and approaches, but they are not mandatory and we do not manage through
tools and approaches. (Head of Public Schools)

Instead, when managing the education system, the politicians and central administration in Nacka
focus on the desired results and have a strong follow-up system. This enables the schools to choose
approaches that fit their organization and management ideas, while at the same time allowing the
politicians and central administration to define and manage the desired direction and development of
the overall education system.

5 A tentative model for system management
In this section, a tentative model for managing organizations as CAS combining the frame of reference
and the case study is presented. The model includes a suggestion for a metaphor of organizations as
CAS, components of and approaches to managing organizations as CAS – system management.

Figure 3 – A metaphor of an organization as a CAS: (1) the system holder, (2) the interdependent agents
and (3) the system boundary.

In the introduction, the importance of metaphors and images was emphasized. Figure 3 shows a
suggestion for a metaphor of an organization as a CAS containing: (1) the system holder, (2) the
interdependent agents and (3) the system boundary. The symbol of the CAS is reoccurring; every CAS
contains other CAS, each with a system holder, interactive agents and boundaries. The CAS is also
surrounded by other CAS. In Nacka, each school is a CAS within the education system.
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5.1 System holder
The task of the system holder is to manage the CAS. This task exists in all CAS that do not have a
totally flat anarchical type of governance. Based on the analysis of the results, it is suggested that the
tasks of the system holder when managing the CAS are: (1) visioning and setting simple rules, (2)
building and maintaining follow-up and feedback systems and (3) creating attractors.

In Nacka, the system holder (politicians, the Director of Culture and Education and her staff at the
central administration) uses the idea of visioning and simple rules within the principle of a clearly
formulated mission and the way they do not get involved in details or how the schools set about
solving their mission. The education system in Nacka is governed by the four guiding principles
presented in the case description and these can be interpreted as simple rules with the purpose of
guiding all the work in the municipality.

Systems for follow-up and feedback can be used to enable learning, self-organization and emergence.
The better the feedback is, the better the possibilities and opportunities for reflection and reaction
among the agents in the CAS. In Nacka, the quality assessment system strengthens the opportunities
for learning and improvement.

According to the frame of reference, a system holder cannot enforce a CAS of agents to move in a
certain direction, but one can build attraction. In Nacka, the transparency with which the results were
displayed can be seen as one way of creating attraction. To have good results in the comparisons is
attractive for the schools because that attracts pupils and thereby funding.

A challenge for a system holder is to keep up the tension level and the dynamics in a CAS. According
to the frame of reference, tension is needed for the CAS to stay flexible and innovative. Nacka uses the
customer choice to maintain tension among the schools through competition for pupils. Another way
is the disturbances and interventions described. However, one could question whether the competition
is enough to keep the schools “on their toes” when they have all reached a fairly good level of quality.
In an education system with equally performing schools, what triggers agents to drive innovation
when they are already good enough to keep up the inflow of new customers?

5.2 Interdependent agents
CAS are made up of interdependent agents, themselves CAS. The control of the CAS is to varying
degrees distributed between the system holder and the agents. In Nacka, the delegation of
responsibility and authority enables the distribution of control to the principals in the independent
schools. Detailed instructions are replaced by visions and simple rules.

In Nacka, relationships between agents are defined by competition as a result of the customer choice.
The competitive environment triggers the development of each school, but not the CAS as a whole.
The competition may limit the possibilities of co-evolution and emergence between agents as the
principals testify that they do not share ideas with other principals and do not cooperate.

It is a challenge for the system holder to make use of the form of organizing as a CAS instead of in
hierarchies, processes or supply chains, and to take advantage of the interdependencies between agents
and the distribution of control that enables development and innovations with little or no intervention
by the system holder. One way of approaching this could be to create areas for collaboration,
experimentation and reflection among agents, using attractors to gather agents, diversity among agents
to create tension between ideas and chunking for the development and spread of innovations.



13

5.3 System boundaries
The metaphor of the cell membrane can be used when discussing the system boundary. It is a clear
boundary while at the same time allowing the transportation of information, fluids and waste. The
thickness of the membrane, the degree of definition, depends on the open or closed profile of the CAS.
If the participation is open to everyone, the boundary is very vague. In Nacka, the education system is
open for everyone to establish a school. Still, a school needs to be authorized by the central
administration – the system holder. Therefore, the boundary of the education system is rather clear.

6 Summary and conclusions
Our ideas about how to manage organizations is formed and limited by our mental models and
metaphors and these are often dominated by the functional organizational chart. There is a need for
development of metaphors and language for managing of the new forms of organizing that are
evolving, for example value networks. The paper presents possibilities of using the knowledge of CAS
in developing the management of organizations. The frame of reference is based on a literature review
of the area and a classification is suggested and described as; properties of CAS and approaches for
managing CAS.

With the purpose of contributing to the empirical body of knowledge of organizing and management, a
descriptive case study of the education system of Nacka municipality, an organization using
unconventional management principles to govern, is presented. An inductive and interactive analysis
is used to identify the management principles used: a clearly formulated mission, delegation of
responsibility and authority, diversity and competition, and follow-up and feedback, see Figure 2.

As a result of analyzing the frame of reference and the case study, a tentative, conceptual model for
managing organizations as CAS – system management – is presented, see Figure 3. The model
includes a metaphor of an organization as a system, components of and approaches to management
and is a contribution to the ongoing discussion about managing organizations as CAS.

A suggestion for future research is to explore further the possibilities of using CAS as a metaphor for
organizations and develop approaches to managing organizations as CAS. There is a need for further
research on how to drive innovation and improvement in a CAS with distributed control. The
challenge of developing approaches for learning and improvement in a CAS is a possible step for the
education system in Nacka to take on, to create attractors for collaboration and learning in a system
governed by competition.
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