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Lessons from Slime Mold: How to Survive and
Thrive in Ever-Changing Organizational Environments

by Kate Rutter

Special Section

magine you’re in a forest, surrounded by majestic towering trees.

Underfoot is the soft, leafy, damp forest floor. Taking a seat on a fallen

log, you arch the kinks out of your hunched shoulders, shake off the
stress of the office and take a deep breath of fragrant, moist air. You ask
yourself why work feels like you are part of a never-ending rat race...and
you wonder...will it ever stop? How are you going to spearhead that major
project or work with a new cross-functional team and deliver great results
when the organizational environment hampers you?

Much as I hate to interrupt your well-earned contemplation, I'm compelled
to inform you that on the underside of the log you are sitting on is a life form
teeming with insight about organizational behavior. Throughout the seemingly
quiet forest, thousands of spores are performing an age-old dance, expressing
quietly the tactics of surviving and thriving in this dynamic and ever-changing
wooded environment. Say “hello” to slime mold. This lower fungus has
evolved a clear set of survival techniques that are potent lessons for people
grappling with challenges posed by shifting companies and markets. Who
knew that insights into survival could be found literally under your feet?

For years, biologists, botanists, media moguls, artists, authors and
technologists have been captivated by the sophistication and tenacity of the
slime mold lifecycle and the slime mold’s ability to morph from plant-like
to animal-like behaviors in constant sync with the environment. I’m not a
biologist. I'm a designer working in the field of digital products, information
architecture and interaction design. But over the past eight years, I've been
entranced with slime mold as a compelling metaphor for organizational
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development. In my work as an employee, manager, director and consultant,
I’'ve observed how organizations and teams shift in response to external forces,
and I’ve found trends and patterns for acclimating and adapting to change.
This article shares the examples that I’ve observed and explores possibilities
and approaches for how businesses and people in them can better adapt to a
rate of change that is rapidly becoming the standard for doing business. By
using slime mold as a learning tool, we can identify practical tips and tools for
surviving, thriving and doing great work in even the toughest of environments.
This fascinating life form holds intriguing lessons for today’s knowledge
worker... from sensing and responding to environments that become hostile
to using the power of signals to create alignment and collective action.

A Quick Look into the Slime Mold Lifecycle

Let’s get started by learning a bit about a specific type of slime mold:
dictyosteliomycota, (dik-tea-oh-stee-lia-my-coat-uh), also known as cellular
slime mold. This organism lives in wooded areas and forest floors, feeding
off of bacteria and other organic nutrients. When the environment is rich
and there is food available, slime molds function as individual amoebas,
feeding and dividing in a fairly regular lifecycle. In this phase of its life,
cellular slime mold is in constant check with its environment, sensing and
signaling the level of nutrients available.

However, as the nutrient base becomes exhausted, slime mold shifts
gears. When the change in the food level is detected, the amoebas send out a
specific kind of signal and band together to form a multi-cellular assembly
(pseudoplasmodium) that resembles a slug. In this phase of its life, slime
mold behaves as a unified organism, with a head and a tail and the ability to
crawl. The slime mold slug then crawls to another location to find a
sustaining food supply.
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FIGURE 1. Slime mold lifecycle
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Once an appropriate location has been found, the slug forms a stalk with
a fruiting pod at the top and releases spores that become individual amoebas
that begin the lifecycle anew.

Unlike slime mold, organizations are slow to adapt, preferring instead to
maintain risk-averse and change-resistant structures. But as markets become
increasingly unstable, companies must learn to adapt to survive. The question
is: How can organizations learn to adapt without losing the stability that is
needed to maintain a successful enterprise? Let’s take another walk in the
forest to learn from slime mold.

What Makes Slime Mold Successful?

There are three key things slime molds do extremely well that have
relevance for adaptive companies:

1. Maintain a constant conversation between the organism and the

environment.

2. Have a clear set of roles and behaviors in times of change.

3. Foster behaviors that promote healthy, rich environments.

One admirable quality of slime mold is how it emulates self-determination.
It’s truly a bottom-up, emergent life form, capable of collective action without
any one amoeba playing the role of leader. To make the most of what slime
mold can teach us, we must take an active role as individual participants in
organizational behavioral change. As organizational leaders, we must learn to let
go of control so we can foster behaviors that support collaboration, participation
and self-determination within our teams, departments and companies.

Lesson #1: Maintain a Constant Conversation between the
Organism and the Environment

Slime mold has cracked an important code: It has figured out how to be
in constant conversation with its environment. Organizations can become
immediately more adaptive by 1) understanding the relationship between the
organism and the environment, 2) adopting ongoing signaling and sensing
behaviors and 3) triggering change.

Understanding the relationship between the organism and the environment.
Slime mold amoeba spread out as they grow. During this phase of their
development they maintain a tightly coupled relationship with the forest
floor. As the amoebas feed, the environment changes in response. It is this
close relationship that allows the

slime mold to respond rapidly to FIGURE 2. Organism and environment

any shift in the food supply.

To understand this relationship
it’s important to identify what’s
the organism and what’s the
environment. In organizations,
it’s always a matter of context.
From an employee perspective,
the individuals are the organisms

\ \(

and the team or workgroup is the
environment. For teams and workgroups, the collective is the organism and
the department or division is the environment. For departments and divisions,
the organization or company is the environment. For organizations and
companies, the marketplace or industry is the environment. Using this model
can help us understand the dynamics between people, their behavior and the
environment.

Adopting ongoing sensing and signaling behaviors. The key to slime
mold behavior is its ability to sense and signal the state of the environment
to other amoebas. The collective survival of the organism is dependent on
this sensing/signaling behavior, made possible by the tightly coupled
relationship between the organism and the environment.
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LSS, i In contrast, institutions and In their book Made to Stick 1] Dan and Chip Heath outline a set of
/\/\ companies don’t have this criteria that they attribute to making memorable or sticky viral signals. The
7 individual feedback loop. Most book is informative, engaging and highly recommended. Dan and Chip
organizational structures define identify six characteristics of memorable messages: simple, unexpected,
team relationships and behaviors from concrete, credible, emotional and stories.
the top down and promote m Simple — keep the heart of the idea easy to grasp
SLEEI behavior that keeps participants m Unexpected — catch people off guard and grab their attention
carefully shielded from areas m Concrete — include tangible, clear elements to ensure that people
industry outside their direct realm of connect and remember
7 participation. The most common m Credible — make an idea believable and trustable
\r_narkm organization model, that of top- m Emotional — ensure people see the importance of an idea
down hierarchical divisions, was m Stories — use narrative to inspire and empower people.
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created in response to an
industrial-age environment and is designed to optimize decision-making.
Both divisions of labor and information flow from the top down. Thus,
current structures restrict the flow of information, and as a result companies
are unable to respond to emerging needs and opportunities in the marketplace.
Centralized, hierarchical structures are great for making decisions and rolling
out new initiatives, but decision-makers at the top are not able to sense and
assess the shifts that happen on the fringes of the organization.

The result? In order to adapt, companies are forced to restructure from
the top down. Wholesale reorganizations take significant time and effort and
cause severe disturbances in the teams, communications and productivity of
workers. Worst yet, by the time the people in the organization have
acclimated to the new roles, responsibilities and processes, the landscape
may have shifted again. The cost in organizational effectiveness is too high,
and we need to look at different models...models that are in tune with
environmental changes and institutions that can adapt and evolve in a more

High volume signals carry with them intensity and resonance that make
them likely to be passed on. High volume signals are often related to
specific ways the organization communicates. For example, a one-on-one
casual conversation with a co-worker may have low volume. An annual
shareholders meeting with the full executive team would have a high
volume. Volume is about amplitude...the strength of the signal and where
and how it is applied can dramatically affect the impact it has.

Visual signals use images and pictures to communicate meaning in
compelling ways. Visual ideas get through faster; they activate the holistic,
“all at once” side of the brain. Also, pictures communicate a more complete
idea. They show relationships, highlight connections and reveal spaces that
are impossible to see with written and spoken forms of communication.
Images have also proven to be durable and memorable. They literally show
people a picture of the signal, which aids in recall and promotes the ability
to share it with others.

fluid, responsive way. Triggering change. What'’s the purpose of these clear and re-enforceable

Clear and strong signals increase survival ability and alert other signals? Let’s head back to the forest floor. We last left the slime mold
organisms in the environment about what’s happening. In order for signals happily munching on biomass. But now the amoeba notices a change. The
to be effective, they must be reinforceable and trigger an awareness of a food supply has thinned. The environment has shifted, and it’s time to
response or call to action. So how do we make great signals? Great signals become very aware of the signals coming in. The slime mold has the ability
are sticky, high-volume and visual. Let’s look a little deeper. to send a signal of its own: a chemical called cAMP (cyclic adenosine
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Temporary Autonomous Zones: Structured time for unstructured
exploration. In 1985 writer and anarchist poet Hakim Bey coined the term
T.A.Z: Temporary Autonomous Zone, a temporary space outside the formal
structures of control. [5] This idea inspired social and anarchist collectives
to foster highly engaged (and often highly outrageous) happenings that broke
open the unexpected and created opportunities for new ideas to take form.
Organizations that create spaces for this self-determined, exploratory
curiosity are rewarded with new and inventive ideas to consider, develop and
pursue. What do these TAZs look like? Here are three examples, ranging
from the social to the organizational.
= Burning Man is a large-scale social experiment in community, radical
self-expression and radical self-reliance that takes place every
summer on a dry lake-bed in Nevada. In 2008, almost 50,000
participants collected on the desert for the weeklong event. A
characteristic of the event is the large-scale art that is created at and
for the event. Many of these visionary and outsider works have been
added to public art collections. (That is, if they weren’t burned at the
end of the event.) But the ongoing message of the Burning Man
experiment is this: Anyone and everyone can create; making things is
a crucial part of being human and should be part of everyday life;
shared safety and caring for others trumps competitive behavior; and
collective action is the lever that changes the world.
= Wieden + Kennedy Slime Mold Award: Dan Wieden, co-founder of
the famously creative advertising firm of Wieden + Kennedy is a
known fan of slime mold.[6] The company created the aptly named
Slime Mold Awards to encourage and support employees to realize
their creative potential in any medium. Anyone can submit a proposal
for the financial award. The only major criterion is that it be off-
topic...no ad-related ideas allowed. By explicitly supporting ideas
outside the core purpose of the company and fostering creative passion
in members of the team, Wieden + Kennedy ensures that topics of
exploration and creative fodder are constantly expanding... not
slowly dying under the heavy burden of organizational groupthink
and norms. This ad hoc and temporary way for people to explore and

expand their curiosity with the support of the organization is one way
to include the TAZ idea in a more structured environment.

m Google 20%: What happens when you bake creative exploration into

how a company functions? Let’s look at Google and the 20% factor
[7]. At Google the freedom to work on projects of personal interest
has become core to the culture and to the business success of the
company. In a nutshell, all engineers can (and are encouraged to)
spend 20% of their work time (that is, a day a week) on projects of
personal interest. It’s estimated that approximately one-half of the
new product launches are based on products that emerged from the
20% time. This approach to ongoing, self-determined innovation is
being called innovation time off.

The concept of unstructured, creative time isn’t new in innovative
cultures that thrive on new ideas. 3M’s culture has long had a 15% version.
[8] For example, skunk works is a term “widely used in business,
engineering and technical fields to describe a group within an organization
given a high degree of autonomy and unhampered by bureaucracy, tasked
with working on advanced or secret projects” [9].

As this trend grows, it will be interesting to see how other companies
adopt and adapt this practice. One thing is certain: many individuals pursuing
projects of personal interest can explore and expand ideas much more rapidly
than a single executive or management team. In the race for adaptability, the
company with an exploratory and inventive staff is better suited to survival.

As these ideas percolate from anarchist poetry and Burning Man into
everyday experience and work-life, people in organizations are embracing
these new behaviors and shifting the organizational competencies for
adaptation.

Companies Are Made of People
These examples are only a few ideas for how companies can evolve into
organizations adept at flexing and adapting to constant change. These new
behaviors are going to take some work to get used to and to get good at.
Working collaboratively with others is difficult. Constantly signaling
and sensing requires that we cooperate and partner with co-workers, team
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members and organizational leaders. It also means that we need to know
ourselves, recognize environments that support our goals and needs and
have the forthrightness and confidence to communicate clearly and openly
about our individual needs, concerns and goals.

We need to realize that this work may never feel easy. To quote
community organizer Alison Barrett, “It doesn’t get easier, you just get

faster.” And that’s what’s needed...the ability to sense and adapt in tempo
with environments that are constantly changing.

That said, we can start with small steps. Learning from slime mold and
adopting just a few of its lessons are enough to change our behaviors, to
improve our organizations and to create positive change in the world.

After all, if slime mold can figure it out, can’t we?
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Video Links

For figure 4: Gregor, T. (August 3, 2008). Cell signaling/spiral waves in dictyostelium.
Retrieved June 15, 2009, from www.youtube.com/watch?v=ugi_WTIIG7A. Still image
copyright by Thomas Gregor. Used with his permission.

For figure 5: Gregor, T. (2009, January 7). Amoeba aggregation and slime mold

formation. Retrieved June 15, 2009, from www.youtube.com/watch?v=4VwFMqgZ5KeY.
Still image copyright by Thomas Gregor. Used with his permission.

Other Resources Mentioned

Twitter: www.twitter.com
Adaptive Path. www.adaptivepath.com
Information Radliators:
e http://c2.com/cgi/wiki?InformationRadiator
e www.ayeconference.com/wiki/scribble.cgi?read=InformationRadiator
Burning Man: www.burningman.org
Widen + Kennedy: www.wk.com
Google: www.google.com
3M. www.3m.com
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