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The Overton Window Issue
Every crisis opens an Overton Window, people question conventional 'wisdom' and are willing to accept the need 

for change. The 2007/8 global banking crisis opened one. Sadly, it opened a space for the rise of the far-right, 

populists, and other extremists. Mass migration and the continued threat of terrorism fuelled the fire.

The Covid pandemic and the economic crisis are different. They are far more widespread; they affect us all 

personally and they impact every part of the economy. The Overton Window will open much wider. It could again 

be filled by dark forces, or we can choose to make them the catalyst for a new enlightenment.
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At the very end of 2020 I published an article, An Enlightened 2021and 

Beyond. In it I expressed my belief that, in spite of the problems we 

face, there is reason to be optimistic and hopeful. My belief is not 

irrational. It is based on a well founded concept, The “Overton Window.”

The concept is named after Joseph Overton, a public policy expert. It 

refers to how open or closed a range of policies a politician can 

recommend might be, without appearing too extreme given the climate 

of public opinion at that time.

In my view, the concept is useful in contemplating the likely acceptance 

of any new idea given changes in the climate of public opinion. And, a 

crisis tends to open up the range of possibilities, and increase the 

chance of change. More people are willing to think the unthinkable, or 

at least question orthodox thinking and consider alternatives.

Even before the pandemic, dissatisfaction with the old normal was 

evident. The Global Banking Crisis of 2008 and the Great Recession 

that followed had already opened the Overton Window. Confidence in 

business, capitalism, mainstream political parties, and governments 

was already very low. But rather than giving rise to progressive 

alternatives, the opportunity was seized by populists and extremists in 

many countries.

EDITOR’S COMMENT
Paul  Barnett
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The orthodox ideas that created such dissatisfaction with “the system” 

came from the neoliberal economists and their belief in the power of the 

free market. It provided the basis for the political ideology which has 

prevailed for over four decades. And it was reflected in the dominant 

ideas about the purpose of business.

The Friedman Doctrine advanced by economist Milton Friedman argues 

a firm's main responsibility is to shareholders. This shareholder 

primacy approach argues shareholders are the only group to which the 

firm is socially responsible. As such, the goal of the firm has been 

viewed as maximizing returns to shareholders, or maximising 

shareholder value.

This orthodox view, or key elements of it, are now widely discredited, 

even by its former supporters including the Business Round Table, 

America’s most important trade association representing Big Business. 

And by people like Jack welch, former CEO of General Electric. But it is 

still the primary ideology in practice and drives many business 

decisions and behaviours. It was coupled with the metaphor of the 

enterprise as a machine, and with the obsession management theory 

and practise has had with the performance, efficiency, and costs of 

operating that machine to maximise profits.

A better form of capitalism is possible, is the view of the Editorial Board 

of the Financial Times, expressed in an article at the end of 2020. 

Research suggests the majority of the public, even in America, agrees. 

And soon after the pandemic began there was talk of the need to “build 

back better” and of the need for a better “new normal”. I see these as 

indicators the Overton Window is opening wide. 

It would come as no surprise if one of the first acts of President Joe 

Biden were a massive stimulus package, accompanied by a New Deal 

akin to that of Franklin D Roosevelt after the Great Depression. Nor 

would it surprise me if such an initiative were enacted in many other 

economies. Roosevelt’s New Deal was based on the idea of the social 

contract, an idea that was even more explicitly stated in the 1961 

inauguration speech by John F Kennedy when he said, “ask not what 

your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country.” 

Kennedy was reaffirming what many might see as “American Values”. 

But, the social contract concept upon which they are based come from 

ancient philosophy, and similar values can be seen in the beliefs of the 

non-conformist religious groups such as the Calvinists, Quakers and 

Puritans. All produced personalities that drove the first Enlightenment 

movement, the leading pioneers of the Industrial Revolution, and the 

first settlers in America.        
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Enterprise was closely connected with the first Enlightenment era, It 

was driven by strong values and the purpose of building “heaven on 

earth” - a belief all the non-conformist groups I mentioned shared. 

Their enterprise, and in calls for political and social reforms, generated 

the greatest improvements in the human condition that have ever been 

achieved. More importantly, the improvements were widely shared. 

Slavery was ended; rights for woman, workers and children were 

improved; education, healthcare, housing and other core determinants 

of prosperity were enhanced greatly. 

Whilst not perfect, this earlier form of capitalism, as practiced by the 

likes of the Quaker Capitalists and the Protestant Industrialists, was in 

stark contrast to the ruthless capitalists that also operated at the time, 

who created the conditions depicted by Charles Dickens. 

It is clear, there are good and bad capitalists. And there are good and 

bad forms of capitalism. There is not, and never has been, only one 

form. But better or worse forms come to dominate at a point in time. In 

several countries we now have a particularly bad form and its 

legitimacy is being questioned, because the social contract has been 

broken. Prosperity is not widely shared. Inequality is now extreme. So, 

the Editorial Board of the financial times was correct, a better form of 

capitalism is possible. Better forms have already existed.                 

Politicians and business leaders should reconsider the importance of 

the social contract. And they might ask themselves what they can do 

for their country before further enriching themselves. They could 

initiate a New Enlightenment Movement and another transformation in 

levels of widely shared prosperity, so we fully reap the benefits that all 

the new technologies promise, but have so far not been realised. 

Like the pioneers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, pioneers 

today will need to demand reforms if they are to serve the greater good. 

Today’s pioneers will need to innovate new systems, institutions and 

ways of organising to realise the benefits of technology. And the change 

will need to be led by business leaders with strong values that demand 

politicians facilitate change. Change will not be driven by governments. 

The Enlightened Enterprise Academy’s goal is to be a platform for those 

who wish to contribute to an Enlightened Enterprise Movement. We will 

be a platform to promote progressive ideas. And our aim is to establish 

a very large multi-disciplinary faculty of experts, with global reach, to 

share knowledge. We will offer their ideas in The Valueist and other 

multi-media publications, by hosting events, and through education 

programs. Some are introduced in this first edition of the Valueist 

2021. More will be shared in future editions and with the Festival of 

Enlightened Enterprise, later this year.      
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Conference Announcement
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BEYOND THE FALSE DICHOTOMY:
Ending the Shareholder v Stakeholder Nonsense

To mark the 50-year anniversary of Milton Friedman’s influential New York Times piece on the social responsibility of

business, the Stigler Centre for the study of the economy and the State at University of Chicago Booth School of

Business published “a series of articles on the shareholder-stakeholder debate.”

In my opinion the debate is premised on an entirely false dichotomy. I share the view of Arie de Geus author of The

Living Company and a former senior executive of Royal Dutch Shell. He argued, ““Like all organisms, the living

company exists primarily for its own survival and improvement: to fulfil its potential and to become as great as it can

be. It does not exist solely to provide customers with goods, or to return investment to shareholders”. Read more

In my many discussions with thought leaders, I have found Arie’s view and mine are shared. So, I decided to ask several

to join me in an online conference with the aim of changing the narrative, and of moving beyond the false dichotomy.

Save the date: March 15th
Time and agenda to be confirmed – subscribe for updates

Confirmed Speakers

Martin Reeves
Chair, Boston Consulting

Group’s Henderson Institute 

Judy Samuelson
Chair, Aspen Institute’s 

Business in Society Program

John Kay
Economist, Author &

Financial Times Writer

George Dallas
Head of Policy, International 

Corporate Governance Network

Charlotte Valeur
CEO, Global Governance

Group & Former IoD Chair  

Roger Barker
Head of Policy

Institute of Directors (IoD)

https://medium.com/enlightened-enterprise-academy/the-primacy-debate-false-dichotomies-62c7aec4ada8
https://media-exp1.licdn.com/dms/document/C4D1FAQGdCqgyVW7yZQ/feedshare-document-pdf-analyzed/0/1607448511504?e=1610978400&v=beta&t=Pfd72L6e-48bGjcClOJjJuR5h26X2FBkR9NLlPY0giQ
https://form.jotform.com/202293750515351


A Valueist is a person who believes enterprise 

should be focused on the creation of value. In this 

context value is defined as contributions to 

sustainable widely shared prosperity measured 

in terms of human flourishing and wellbeing. 

Everyone seems to agree that value creation 

should be the focus of all businesses or 

organisations. It is somewhat surprising then, 

that a very small percentage of Directors of the 

world’s largest companies believed the boards 

they sat had a good understanding of what value 

the firm created, in research by McKinsey & 

Company published in a Harvard Business 

Review Article.

When I have asked similar questions of directors 

and executives – what value does your business 

create? Who for? And how does it create it? –

they are always unable to answer without being 

given a lot of time to do so. And, most have no 

clear idea of what they mean by “value”, other 

than monetary value. Why?

The answer is simple. Their focus is not creating 

real value. It is extracting monetary value, or 

rent seeing as economists call it.       

WHY THE  

Their focus on extracting monetary value  drives 

their obsession for performance, efficiency, cost 

control, ‘efficient’ pricing and financial 

engineering. Their aim is to meet quarterly 

targets and satisfy investor expectations - which 

they also spend a lot of time trying to manage 

and manipulate. In the bigger companies, the 

largest percentage of the CEO’s earnings depend 

on doing so. Profit, a necessary means to 

achieving a business purpose instead becomes 

the purpose – the ‘means’ become the ‘ends’, 

rather than real value creation. In the process 

businesses are forsaking their license to operate, 

which society grants them. The are breaking 

their social contract. And their legitimacy, plus 

that of capitalism, is jeopardised. Trust in 

Business and “the system” is destroyed. 

The leaders of Enlightened Enterprises reject 

this form of capitalism. They recognise the long-

term success of the organisation is their correct 

focus. They are driven by strong values, respect   

the social contract and recognise the need to 

earn their license to operate. They see profits as 

a means to achieving a greater purpose and 

acknowledge the important role business plays in 

society. They also value the reputation of their 

business and their brand, and their personal 

legacies as leaders.

Valueists have a very clear definition of value. 

They know what value they create, how they 

create it, and for whom – and that includes all the 

stakeholders the business depends to achieve its 

higher purpose. They practice Valueism and they 

design and implement a Value Scheme to achieve 

their purpose. 

Valueism is inspired by capitalism as it was 

practiced by the Quaker and Protestant 

Industrialists in the 18th and 19th Centuries (see 

Editor’s Comments for more details). It 

represents a form of Capitalism entirely at odds 

with the neoliberal economic version so 

dominant today. Martin Wolf Chief Economics 

Correspondent at the Financial Times suggested 

it sounds like the next evolution of capitalism.

Read a related article for the London School of 

Economics.

VALUEIST?
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Start With Why - Value Creation 

Recently, I shared an article, “Be 

Coherent, Not Visionary” The article 

argues vision, mission and strategy all 

fail, because of the way we go about 

making strategies. The argument made is 

that “having a corporate vision is of 

limited use in today’s complex business 

landscapes”- an unstable and 

unpredictable landscape. “What matters 

is being coherent rather than being 

visionary,” argue the authors. By 

“coherent” they mean “acting in a manner 

that reinforces who you are as an 

organization [referring to the 

organisational identity], given the current 

environment.”

Read the full story on LinkedIn

RECENT ARTICLES

How and When is Enlightenment 

Archived or Lost?

In response to my New Year message 

which contained news of the launch of the 

Enlightened Enterprise Academy and the 

events, inquiries, forums, courses, and 

conference planned for the first quarter of 

the year, Volodymyr Kunko commented. 

He said, “Enlightenment comes after 

Illumination which comes after Wisdom ... 

after Insight ... after Feedback/Reflection 

... after Intelligence ... after 

Knowledge/Lore ... after Information ... 

after - - - -The Enlightened minds I have 

met were all in their 70s+ ...It’s good to be 

a wannabe...”

The comment interests me for several 

reasons. Read the full story

Can Systems Thinking Avoid the Real 

Risk of Another Debt-Led Depression?

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) 

says, "Policy measures have allowed firms 

to cope with cash shortages experienced 

during economic shutdowns by taking on 

more debt. While this additional 

borrowing has helped avoid a wave of 

bankruptcies at the early stages of the 

crisis, it has also led to a further rise in 

corporate debt burdens. But many of 

these firms already had very high levels 

of debt before the crisis…………read the 

full story on LinkedIn.
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“This is a little waffle to introduce a feature story in an interesting way” 

LEARNING PROGRAMS
Cultivating organisational health
A 10 week program of online Executive Briefings with Eric Lynn  

Following two online introductory sessions attended by people from over 

thirty nations Eric Lynn, author of Dancing With Change, will begin a series 

ten ninety minute deep-dive sessions. The program is designed for executives 

of companies or organisations from any sector who want to beat the very 

poor chances of successfully leading change efforts – a problem every 

executive will be faced with as they deal with the pandemic and resulting 

economic crisis. Get the DETAILS

Managing reputation
Elliot Schreiber, a former senior executive at 

Nortel Networks, Bayer Corporation and 

Dupont will offer an executive education 

program online from April 2021. Download the 

BROCHURE. You can also attend the free

online introduction events DETAILS & 

TICKETS

Leading With Dignity
An executive education program created with Dr Donna Hicks

Facilitators trained and certified by Donna Hicks will introduce the methods 

developed by her. Donna is a leading expert in conflict resolution. The 

program emphasises the importance of Dignity Consciousness in avoiding or 

overcoming conflicts, and in the cultivation and maintenance of healthy 

organisational cultures. Her approach helps facilitate culture change 

efforts, supports diversity, and fosters inclusiveness. It has also proven 

effective in post-M&A integrations REQUEST DETAILS.   
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“This is a little waffle to introduce a feature story in an interesting way” 

LEARNING PROGRAMS
Critical systems thinking
An  executive education program created with Prof. Michael C Jackson CBE  

Michael C Jackson founded, and was Dean of, Hull University Business 

School. And he was also honoured for helping it earn triple accreditation, 

something few business schools achieve. But, he is perhaps even better 

known as a leading authority in systems thinking and critical systems 

thinking which he pioneered. And in 2019 he published Critical Systems 

Thinking and the Management of Complexity. Now helping us develop the 

Critical Systems Forum and the first executive education program in 

Critical Systems Thinking. REQUEST DETAILS
Being Undaunted
Based on a lecture, “Undaunted: How 

Successful Leaders Face Up To Wicked 

Problems and Avoid Predictable Surprises”, 

Paul Barnett, Founder of the Enlightened 

Enterprise Academy has developed The 

Maverick Leader executive education program. 

It builds on the traits common to all leaders 

that remain undaunted in the face of crises, 

which they achieve by adopting very 

unconventional (maverick) approaches. 

Download the BROCHURE. Read more in this 

related ARTICLE

Philosophy in Management
An executive education program created with Dr Mary Margaret McCabe

Mary Margaret McCabe, is emerita professor of ancient philosophy at King’s 

College, London. She has authored a number of books on Plato and published 

work on other ancient philosophers, including the pre-Socratics, Socrates 

and Aristotle. In early 2020 she agreed to lead week-long executive study 

tour to Greece. The tour had to be postponed due to the pandemic. But, in 

the meantime, she is working with us to create the Philosophy in 

Management executive education program REQUEST DETAILS
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“This is a little waffle to introduce a feature story in an interesting way” 

EVENTS

Beyond the false dichotomy
Ending the Shareholder v Stakeholder Nonsense

On the 50th anniversary of the publication of Milton 

Friedman’s article arguing the primary purpose of a 

business is to serve shareholders, the doctrine is being 

rejected by advocates of a stakeholder focus. A conference 

on Monday March 15th will explore the idea that this 

battle is based on a false dichotomy. See page 5

Rethinking reputation
Elliot Schreiber, a former senior executive at 

Nortel Networks, Bayer Corporation and 

Dupont will introduce the Yin & Yang of 

Reputation Management in a free online event 

on Tuesday 19th January. Read the related

ARTICLE. Get your TICKETS

Enlightened Enterprise Festival
A celebration of enlightened approaches to enterprise

Plans are underway for the inaugural Enlightened Enterprise Festival. It 

will be an online event for a global audience. Our plan is to showcase what 

we think are enlightened ideas and practices from thought leaders in 

businesses or organisations, and from a broad range of  academic and 

professional disciplines. The date is yet to be confirmed. For further 

announcements SUBSCRIBE to our mailing list.   
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the challenges he faced, and 

continues to face, he leads a 

happy and fulfilling life. Imagine 

how different his story might 

have been if he had been born in 

so many other parts of the world 

with less developed support 

systems. Think about the 

number of systems that 

influenced Christopher’s life 

before and after his birth, and 

how many he still depends on.

Your life, and that of every one 

of us, is also dependent upon, 

and influenced by, systems. But 

most of us have not faced the 

challenges Christopher has. As a 

result, we are largely unaware 

of our dependence on them, 

until we need them, or when 

they fail us — when 

governments and health 

systems seem unable to protect 

us from a pandemic, when the 

economy is in poor health and 

we cannot find work, when flood 

defence systems fail, the car 

breaks down, high levels of 

pollution impact our health, 

crime rates surge, we are the 

victim of a cyber security 

attack, or our internet 

connection fails.

Incomprehensible: The 

Potential for System Failures

The list of potential problems 

associated with system failures 

is incomprehensible to most of 

us. We just cannot see and 

appreciate the benefits we enjoy 

when everything is working 

well. The number, scale, and 

sophistication of the systems 

upon which we have come to 

depend represents one of the 

most remarkable achievements 

of our species.

When they work well, they are 

the means by which sustainable 

widely shared prosperity —

human flourishing and wellbeing 

— is made possible. But they do 

not always function as we might 

hope, or in the way they were 

intended to. Failures can be 

mild, unnoticeable even. They 

can also be catastrophic. Most 

fall between these extremes . 

Some may be beyond our 

control. Others are entirely of 

our making.

Given their fundamental 

importance to each and every 

one of us, should we not have a 

far better understanding of

Whilst still in the womb we are 

totally dependent upon the 

health of our mother and her 

biological systems. Her health is 

dependent upon, or influenced 

by, a whole host of other 

systems which vary in many 

ways depending on the place she 

happens to live. The experience 

of giving birth also varies 

according to the systems 

available. The chances we and 

our mothers will survive 

childbirth also varies greatly, so 

does the chance of us surviving 

infancy and reaching adulthood.

Christopher Duffley was born in 

May 2001. He was very 

premature and weighed less

than one kilogram (1lb 12oz). 

He was in a critical condition but 

survived. Fortunately, he was 

born in a developed nation. If he 

had not been he would almost 

certainly have died soon after 

birth.

Although he lived, he was found 

to be totally blind and had 

several other serious health 

conditions. His mother, a 

cocaine addict, was unable to 

look after him and he was taken 

into care. He was then taken out 

of care by relatives who adopted 

him. And at a young age he was 

also diagnosed as being autistic.

Remarkably Christopher’s story 

has a happy ending. Despite all

Paul Barnett
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systems — the way they 

work and their impact on 

us? 

Systems in Need of Radical 

Improvements

If we look at public opinion 

polling by the likes of 

Edelman, it is immediately 

clear, many of the most 

important systems, upon 

which our ability to live well 

and flourish depend, are not 

meeting our expectations. In 

many countries satisfaction 

with governments, the 

economy, healthcare, 

education, policing, welfare, 

justice, and other critical 

systems is very low. Each of 

these systems is managed by 

institutions. Our trust in 

them is also very low, and in 

decline. The same is true of 

the international institutions 

upon which we depend to 

keep the peace, manage 

international trade, or 

alleviate extreme poverty, 

for example.

If we are to address these 

problems, we need a better 

understanding of systems

And we must learn how to 

manage or influence them 

better. We also need to 

design new and better 

systems, or re-design 

existing ones. We need to 

ensure they are managed by 

organisations and institution 

that are fit-for-purpose —

and will be fit-for-purpose in 

the future.

A big part of the problem has 

been the way in which we 

have thought about, and 

tried to understand, these 

systems. We often try to 

understand them using 

metaphors. The most 

common is the mechanistic 

metaphor for businesses, for 

example. It gives us the false 

idea we can control them as 

we wish and fine-tune them 

to achieve greater efficiency. 

It led to the notion of 

“scientific management”. But 

business is not a machine. It 

is a system-of-systems, some 

of which have more 

mechanistic characteristics, 

such as IT systems. They are 

the “hard systems”. But 

business is not primarily 

mechanistic. It is primarily

a social system featuring a 

complex web of human 

relationships. This is the 

reason we sometimes call it a 

“company” in some nations 

and a “society” in others.

Systems as “Means” not 

“Ends”

Another problem is that in 

focusing on improving their 

performance we often lose 

sight of what we want them to 

do for us. “Getting it done” 

becomes the obsession and 

the “means” become the 

“ends”. Or, as Amazon’s CEO 

Jeff Bezos puts it, “the 

process becomes the thing” of 

importance, rather than the 

quality of the desired 

outcome. In an article for the 

London School of Economics 

(LSE) in the Spring of 2019, I 

introduced the concept of 

Valueism. Martin Wolf, Chief 

Economics Correspondent at 

the Financial Times, said it 

sounded like a possible next 

evolution of capitalism, when 

I discussed it with him. I hope 

it may become that. The 

current form of capitalism is 12
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of the business itself, to ensure  

decisions serve all stakeholders, 

including shareholders. It would 

need to focus on the creation of 

value in ways that satisfy all, 

whilst generating profits to 

sustain itself and grow.

Here I am not trying to get into a 

big debate about the purpose of 

business and who it serves. I 

mention it to further illustrate 

the importance of systems and 

the need to understand them 

better. It also highlights the fact 

some systems are larger and 

more important than others, and 

that systems are interrelated and 

interdependent.

Complex Systems-of-Systems

If we look at the economy, we 

also see it is a highly complex 

system-of-systems: finance & 

banking, trade, employment, 

regulatory and legal, taxation, 

supply chains and logistics, for 

example. And the economy has 

relationships with, and 

dependency upon, many other 

systems both natural and man-

made: natural resources, 

energy, education, health and 

care, transportation, and 

communication, for example.

Again, we overlook the benefits 

of all these systems when they

not working well in the eyes of 

many.

Research provides compelling 

evidence of the reasons for this: 

extreme and growing inequality, 

more than a decade of no 

increase in the real incomes for 

the vast majority in many 

countries, the corruption of 

democracies due to corporate 

lobbying, a failure to adequately 

address the climate emergency. 

And these are just some of the 

many reasons, capitalism needs 

to evolve.

Capitalism: The System Must 

Evolve

Capitalism is the economic 

system favoured by in many 

countries worldwide, and it 

provides the foundations for 

their political systems. During 

living memory, it has come to be 

the dominant economic system, 

but we should not forget there 

have been many forms of 

capitalism. It has evolved over 

time and it exists in many 

different forms in the world 

today. Capitalism in some 

countries would be regarded as

socialism in others, for example.

The dominant form of capitalism 

in recent times has been the 

American and British model, 

based on neoliberal economic 

theories. It is this model, rather 

than capitalism itself, that has 

lost support. Key elements of 

this neoliberal economic model 

have been roundly rejected in 

recent years.

One element is the theory made 

famous by economist Milton 

Friedman which came to be 

known as shareholder 

capitalism. It argues the only 

purpose of a business is to 

maximise returns to 

shareholder. Very recently, it 

has been widely rejected in 

favour of the idea business must 

also benefit other stakeholders 

including employees, customers, 

suppliers, and society, for 

example.

In my opinion, the Shareholder 

v Stakeholder battle is 

nonsense, based on a false 

dichotomy. In a recent article

on this topic I supported views 

by Arie de Geus in The Living 

Company, that if the focus 

should be the long-term success
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work well, and are aware of 

them only when they fail — if 

there is a shortage of 

resources, if the price of 

them increases significantly, 

or if the relationships they 

depend on break-down in a 

trade war, for example.

Importantly, we must 

recognise that systems also 

break down, or fail to keep 

up, when rapid innovation 

causes significant disruption. 

By way of example, 

globalisation has generated 

major benefits for some and 

significant costs for others, 

whilst digital disruption has 

facilitated perhaps the 

greatest disruptions, both 

good and bad.

Given how essential systems 

are to us, from the day we 

are conceived to the day we 

die, and to the prosperity —

health and wellbeing — of 

societies, I believe it is 

essential we focus far more 

attention on protecting the 

natural systems we depend 

on, whilst cultivating the 

other systems we can thrive 

on.

What Causes System 

Failure?

In 2019 I began researching 

the causes of the ever-

growing number of corporate 

crises, and why so many 

business leaders seem to be 

overwhelmed by the 

volatility, uncertainty, 

complexity, and ambiguity in 

what we now call a VUVA 

environment. I found that 

whilst we do live in an 

increasingly VUCA world, 

the real cause of most 

corporate crises has far less 

to do with external factors, 

and far more to do with the 

internal problems associated 

with the way businesses are 

managed. This is clear from 

the evidence presented in 

the PwC Global Crisis Survey

2019. Of course, external 

factors such as a pandemic, 

an economic crisis or natural 

disaster do exacerbate 

problems considerably, but 

“predictable surprises” are 

all too common. My research 

was for a talk I gave to a DBA 

student cohort at Warwick 

Business School. The title

to employ a variety of 

perspectives, reflecting 

different paradigms, to 

address the multidimensional 

nature was Undaunted: How 

Successful Leaders Face Up to 

Wicked Problems. It was 

followed by a conference I ran 

at the Royal Society of Arts in 

London just before the first 

Covid induced lockdown in 

the UK. The conference title 

extended my previous talk 

title to include “…and avoid 

predictable surprises”. A 

fantastic line-up of speakers 

included experts in the 

management of major 

government projects, systems 

thinking, strategy dynamics, 

crisis management, the 

insurance industry, and the 

investment industry. They 

included practitioners, 

professors, policy makers, 

authors and thought leaders. 

Critical Systems Thinking

Among the speakers was Dr 

Michael C Jackson (OBE) 

whose book, published by 

Wiley (2019), is a must read 

for systems thinkers.

2019 Wiley & Sons
Available on Amazon
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research discipline and practice 

in the management 

sciences….although its actual 

employment in this way 

remains in its infancy”. He 

explains, “All applied disciplines 

in this area have to cope with 

“systems” that exhibit 

massively increasing 

complexity and for which only 

multiparadigm thinking and 

multimethodological practice is 

fit for purpose.” He adds, it “can 

provide a critique of any 

intervention strategy and the 

results that it produces”.

Critical Systems Thinking and 

practice recognise, it is 

“impossible for any one systems 

approach to make sense of the 

complexity of problem 

situations in the modern world”. 

And, having recognised it is 

impossible to understand the 

“whole system”, “it seeks 

instead to take advantage of the 

critical awareness gained about 

the strengths and limitations of 

different methodologies”, and 

“to use them in informed 

combinations to bring about 

improvement over time”.

The discipline makes best use 

of the different systems 

approaches available in 

addressing complex problem 

situations. It provides the means 

to tackle, in a holistic, creative, 

and balanced manner, the 

“messes” and “wicked problems” 

which managers confront. 

Critical Systems Thinking and 

Practice can assist them in 

responding to the demands of 

21st century complexity. It can 

also provide us with responsible 

leadership for a complex world, 

argues Jackson.

Systems Thinking and 

Prosperity

Having read Jackson’s book, 

almost 700 pages in length, I am 

in no doubt about its importance 

and the part the discipline will 

play in helping us achieve 

sustainable widely shared 

prosperity, measured in terms 

of human flourishing and 

wellbeing. These are the goals of 

Valueism and of the Enlightened 

Enterprise Academy, so we will 

make Critical Systems Thinking 

and Practice core of the 

approaches we advocate.

It is the most authoritative and 

comprehensive book on systems 

thinking published to-date. And, 

Jackson is an internationally 

recognised leading authority 

and pioneer of the discipline.

The book provides a history of 

the development of the 

discipline and an overview of 

Jackson’s life’s work in 

advancing what, I am certain, 

will come to be regarded as one 

of the academic discipline and 

professional practice of the 

greatest importance to our 

species, and in the pursuit of our 

sustainable widely shared 

prosperity.

It is my strong belief that

Systems Thinking, and Critical 

Systems Thinking and practice 

particularly, have far more to 

offer us than economics or any 

other single discipline. This is 

partly because, as a discipline 

itself, Critical Systems Thinking 

advocates a transdisciplinary 

and multi-methodological 

approach that evolves as 

problem situations change.

In future articles, I will 

introduce more details based on 

a thorough review of the book. 

And I will conclude this article 

by saying, I agree with 

Jackson’s view that “Critical 

Systems Thinking can occupy a 

position as the leading edge
15



Festival

Critical Systems Thinking 

& Practice Executive 

Courses

The leaders of any form of 

enterprise in any economic 

sector — public, private, 

government or not-for-profit 

— would do well to start 

improving their 

understanding of systems 

and adopt Critical Systems 

Thinking and Practice 

approaches if they wish to 

manage complexity. For this 

reason, I am delighted to 

announce the Enlightened 

Enterprise Academy is 

planning to offer an 

Executive Education 

Program developed in 

partnership with Dr 

Jackson. Request Details

Critical Systems Forum

The Executive Education 

Program will also be 

supported by the launch of 

the Critical Systems Forum, 

a think tank that the

Enlightened Enterprise 

Academy will host. It will 

focus on both Critical

Systems Thinking and 

Critical Systems Practice. 

For further details visit the 

website.

Development plans for the 

Critical Systems Forum can 

be downloaded as a PDF

__________

Paul Barnett
Paul is Founder and CEO of the 
Enlightened Enterprise Academy
paul@enlightenedenterprise.ac
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Three Inquiries
During 2021 the Enlightened Enterprise Academy 

will launch three major long-term inquiries to update 

the work of Adam Smith, a pioneer of the first 

Enlightenment Movement

Many people will recognise that titles of the inquires are 

related to the famous works of Adam Smith (1723-

1790), the Scottish Enlightenment philosopher, 

considered to be the father of economics. After well over 

two centuries, we believe it is time to  it revisit and 

update his ideas to reflect our own times, and to provoke 

a discussion we hope will generate a new enlightenment 

movement. The first three inquiries launched by the 

Academy will, therefore, be:

21st Century Theory of Moral Sentiments

21st Century Theory of Value

The Prosperity of Nations

The names vary from the works by Adam Smith, and 

there are three instead of two. The reasons are explained 

in the page that follows, introducing each inquiry.

SUBSCRIBE to receive further announcements
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Adam Smith’s first book, The Theory of Moral

Sentiments (1759) provided the foundations

for his later work, including his Inquiry into the

Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations.

Now, 261 years on, it is safe to say much has

changed. We therefore think it is time to create

a 21st Century Theory of Moral Sentiments, to

establish the foundations of our other inquiries.

The most famous work of Adam Smith was An

Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the

Wealth of Nations (1776). It followed his first

book, the Theory of Moral Sentiments, which

he advised all readers of the later work to

read first. Few did, and much of his thinking

has been misunderstood, or deliberately

misinterpret to ‘support’ other ideologies.

Now, 244 years on, we believe it is time to

revisit his work. Ours will be An Inquiry Into

the Nature and Causes of the Prosperity of

Nations, or just the Prosperity of Nations. The

meaning of the word "wealth" in Adam Smith's

days was not material wealth. It meant

wellbeing and human flourishing, the words I

use to define the meaning of prosperity.

This will be the second of three inquires

inspired by the work of Adam Smith. Whilst

Smith did not write a separate book to detail

his Labour Theory of Value, the theory was

incorporated in his Inquiry into the Nature

and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. It was

not the 'market price theory of value’ which

dominates today.

We could have incorporated our work on a

21st Century Theory of Value in our Inquiry

into the Nature and Causes of the Prosperity

of Nations, but we think the topic is of such

importance it deserves to be addressed

separately.
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Published on January 

12th, The six New Rules 

of Business is a short 

but provocative read. 

The Author Judy 

Samuelson of the Aspen 

Institute is Director of 

their Business in 

Society Program. Her 

core argument is that 

several major trends 

already firmly 

established are 

irreversible and 

business leader better 

be aware. Read the 

Review

BOOK
REVIEWS

Dancing With Change: 

Cultivating Healthy 

Organisations was 

recently published by 

Eric Lynn. He argues 

we need to change the 

way we think about 

change, especially the 

idea that change can be 

managed. And makes a 

strong case, saying 

change must be 

cultivated. He speaks 

with authority having 

worked with many 

leaders internationally. 

Read the Review

The authors argue, 

“corporations don’t 

represent our ultimate 

interest as their 

owners, their 

employees and 

customers. What makes 

the book particularly 

interesting is the fact 

both authors have 

backgrounds in Impact 

Investment. Both have 

worked with Bain 

Capital, and one still 

does as MD their social 

impact fund. Read the . 

Review

This book documents 

the Life’s work of the 

author. Jackson, is now 

working with us to 

establish our Critical 

Systems Forum and 

executive courses in 

the discipline. It traces 

the history of systems 

thinking and critiques 

the major approaches. 

Then it introduces 

Critical Systems 

Thinking as a way to 

embrace multiple 

approaches. Read the 

Related Article
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This book is the 

collective writing of Jeff 

Bezos, CEO of Amazon. 

Edited and introduced 

by Walter Isaacson, 

biographer people like 

Steve Jobs, Leonardo 

da Vinci, Einstein and 

Benjamin Franklin. 

Bezos and they are all 

smart he says. But 

“Smart people are a 

dime a dozen” he says. 

What matters more is 

being creative and 

imaginative”, he says. 

Read the Review

BOOK
REVIEWS

Strictly speaking it is 

not a business book, but 

in my view it is a book 

that everyone in 

business should read. 

Let’s get straight to the 

core problem it deals 

with. The problems 

organisations and 

societies are dealing 

with are complex.  

Collective wisdom is 

needed. But collective 

wisdom asks for diverse 

thinking. Without it we 

are collectively blind. 

Read the Review

Roger Martin, former 

Dean of Rotman 

Business School and 

long-term advisor to 

P&G CEO A. G. Lafley, 

argues we need to stop 

using the metaphor 

that sees business as a 

machine. And we need 

to overcome 

management theory 

and practice that is 

obsessed with 

performance and 

efficiency. He explains 

clearly why.

Read the Review

Never would I have 

imagined Harvard 

Business School 

professor Michael E 

Porter writing a book on 

politics. But he says he 

regards it as perhaps 

the most important 

book he has ever 

written. It is a deep and 

provocative critique of 

America’s political 

system, adopting a non-

partisan approach and 

suggesting urgent and 

radical reforms. 

Read the Review
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SUPPORT US
If you like what you have read and support the goals of 

the Enlightened Enterprise Academy – Advocating 

enterprise focused on value creation - contributions to 

sustainable widely shared prosperity measured in terms 

of human flourishing and wellbeing – please consider 

supporting us. 

You can make a single donation of £5 or more. Or donate 

monthly to receive a range of benefits (Request Details):

Single Donations - appreciation for the work we do

Donate £5

Donate £10

Donate £25

Donate £50

Donate £100

Email us if you would like to make a larger single donation

Regular Supporters - support for our research efforts

Per Month £5

Per Month £10

Per Month £25

Per Month £50

Patrons - a commitment to helping us ‘change the game’

Per Month £100 or Annual £1000

Email is if you wish to explore Corporate Partnership 

Opportunities
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THE DAWN OF A NEW ERA FOR ENTERPRISE

“Advocating enterprise focused on value 

creation - contributions to sustainable 

widely shared prosperity measured in 

terms of human flourishing and wellbeing. 

Aristotle called it eudaimonia.”

www.enlightenedenterprise.ac
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