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Exploring “Myths and Meanings” in Higher 

Education Planning
Jon Warwick, Gary Bell and Micheal Kennedy

This chapter outlines the ‘managerialist’ approach to higher education  planning, 
an approach that favours private sector solutions to public sector problems in the 
governance and direction of  UK Higher Education institutions.  It identifies limitations 
with this approach and argues that if  real improvements in teaching, research and 
administration are to be made, then planning needs to draw on ideas from the systems 
movement so that it can take cognisance of  the complex interrelationships that exist 
among the issues and problems within a higher education institution.  It describes 
the Holon Framework for higher education planning and then suggests that some 
ideas from semiotics can be used to help a client group engage with the ‘myths and 
meanings’ in addition to the logic and facts of  the problem area.  Examples drawn 
from a higher education case study using the Holon Framework illustrate the way that 
myths might be addressed.

Introduction
Higher education (HE) in the United Kingdom has, over the last 20 years, been 
presented with a number of  challenges that have forced senior managers to think 
carefully about the way in which their institution will evolve.  The one constant that has 
concentrated the minds of  managers in virtually all HE institutions is that of  financial 
resourcing which has seen the per student funding from the UK government dwindle 
and which has left some universities operating on margins that are perilously thin.  
When one adds to this ever-present financial stricture the additional risks of  high levels 
of  competition for students, changing population demographics and general economic 
conditions (both of  which will impact on the potential demand for existing courses) and 
the impact of  government policy (the UK government has set targets for the inclusion 
of  18-30 year olds within HE and, more recently, allowed universities to charge top-
up fees to generate additional income) then the environment within which universities 
operate can be clearly seen as unstable.

Typically, university responses to these challenges are fairly common across all 
institutions (both within the UK and abroad) and will include contracting out selected 
services, ‘centralising’ management and administrative functions common to faculties, 
reducing staff  development and conference budgets and freezing staff  recruitment 
(Guskin and Marcy, 2005).  At the same time, of  course, the university tries to protect 
the core functions seen as crucial to its role as a university which are typically learning 
and teaching standards, student support and research with the weightings applied to 
each adjusted to reflect the nature of  the institution concerned.
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All of  this makes it imperative that effective strategic planning processes are in place 
so that the university can focus limited resources on those activities that support the 
mission of  the institution, set priorities and achieve competitive advantage (Franz and 
Morrison, 2005). 

Concerns with Orthodox Strategic Planning in Higher Education
Coupled with the environmental pressures already described, governments have 
demanded greater accountability of  quality and cost of  universities for public scrutiny.  
Trow (1994) believes that hard and soft managerialism concepts are being applied 
to higher education institutions. Hard managerialism generally involves people from 
government and business who resolved to reshape and redirect universities through 
funding formulae and other mechanisms, e.g. criteria to assess teaching quality.  Soft 
managerialism usually revolves around senior administrators and some academics 
from that university.  The soft concept views managerial effectiveness as an important 
component in the provision of  higher education of  quality at its lowest cost, and is 
focused around the idea of  improving the efficiency of  the institution.  This notion 
of  managerialism is encouraged by the types of  review process that universities are 
subjected to both externally and internally, for example by the Quality Assurance 
Agency (QAA) Subject Review process or by Research Assessment Exercises (RAE), 
processes which are sometimes mimicked within the organisation and which emphasise 
measurable outcomes and a ‘tick-box’ approach to quality measurement and quality 
enhancement.  There is not even any agreed definition of  ‘quality’ with regard to HE 
with, for example, the QAA attempting to assess ‘fitness for purpose’ while the Higher 
Education Funding Council for England looks at efficiency.

Galbraith (1998) identified the dominant HE planning approach that is associated 
with soft managerialism.  The key parts of  the approach are: a strategic plan; 
performance indicators (PIs); mathematical models and artificial structures.  A 
strategic plan usually has a mission statement and related strategic aims that assist in 
achieving it, e.g. excellence in teaching.  These strategic aims are treated separately and 
expressed in terms of  goals that are evaluated through the use of  PIs.  Furthermore, 
regression models and spreadsheets use the collected data for forecasting and budgeting 
purposes.

Galbraith highlighted some limitations of  the dominant HE planning approach to 
justify the use of  the system dynamics (SD) technique (Forrester, 1961). For example, a 
university is divided into faculties, each containing a number of  schools or departments.  
The underpinning argument of  managerialism is that departments in competition 
will optimise their efforts and so optimise the overall performance of  the faculty.  
Maximising faculty performance in turn optimises the performance of  the institution.  
Galbraith demonstrates, however, how competition for resources among departments is 
counterproductive to the overall efficiency of  the institution and cannot be maintained.  
He further argues that the strategic aims should not be treated separately but linked 
systemically so that, for example, an aim to increase research activity does not impact 
negatively on teaching quality.  
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Bell et al., (2000) identify other concerns about the managerialist approach relating 
to the production of  the vision for the institution or department in that there seems to 
be no clear method.  The authors of  the vision may be writing for a specific external 
audience (e.g. the Higher Education Funding Council for England) or for central 
university offices.  Many academics consider the visions to be meaningless because of  
the lack of  specificity which may be due to the lack of  dialogue about the direction of  
the university or department concerned.

The major concern here can be encapsulated by the view that, typically, university 
management take the orthodox planning approach which views analytical thinking 
as key.  Following Galbraith’s lead, we adopt an alternative conceptual view of  HE 
planning which takes a holistic expansionist approach more suited to the complex real-
world situation with which we are dealing (Bell et al., 2005).

Dealing with ‘Messes’
All planning processes have limitations.  The extent to which these limitations vitiate 
the resultant plans will, to a certain extent, depend on the nature of  the organisation 
concerned and the organisational culture.  In terms of  HE planning, we have already 
made reference to the lack of  ‘connectedness’ that characterises managerialism and we 
can add to this potential problem relating to achieving ‘buy-in’ both from academic and 
non-academic staff  and from senior management, the difficulty in embracing creativity 
and intuition into the process and the desire for plans which are sufficiently detailed so 
as to give clear direction but also remain flexible in response to environmental changes.  
Classic texts (such as Mintzberg, 1994) document many of  these issues.  

We believe that resolving these issues centres around the ability to understand the 
nature and culture of  the organisation and to be able to capture some of  the complex 
behaviour and beliefs of  the actors within the organisation.  This belief  is, of  course, 
not new.  Ackoff  (1979) contends that managers are not confronted with problems that 
are independent of  one another, but with situations that consist of  dynamic, transient 
and complex problems that interact with one another.  He calls such situations ‘messes’.  
Furthermore, he states:

Messes are systems of  problems, the sum of  the optimal solutions to each component problem 
taken separately is not an optimal solution to the mess.  The behaviour of  a mess depends 
more on how the solutions to its parts interact than on how they act independently of  each 
other.(Ackoff, 1979)

Much work has been carried out in recent years in developing problem-structuring 
methods that aim to provide tools for thinking about these messes (Rosenhead and 
Mingers, 2001) and one such tool is Checkland’s Soft Systems methodology (Checkland, 
1981).  The Soft Systems methodology (SSM) advocates two streams of  enquiry which 
explore the facts and logic of  the situation from the perspectives of  those involved 
(logic-based enquiry) and also the myths and meanings which constitute what we (as 
individuals) mean by an organisation and organisational culture (cultural enquiry).  
Cultural enquiry will include roles, norms, and values as well as a political and other 
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power-related relationships and control processes.  Note here that the phrase ‘myths 
and meanings’ encompasses a wide range of  descriptors and is used to contrast with 
‘facts and logic’ which make up the complementary stream of  enquiry.

SSM refers to the importance of  enabling change that  is both systematically desirable 
and culturally feasible.  Two questions arise at this point in relation to this.  Firstly, how 
shall we know if  the planned changes are culturally feasible?  In other words, how do we 
uncover the organisational culture that we are working within?  Secondly, it may be the 
case that the changes are not culturally feasible within the current dominant culture so 
how might we perhaps influence change in the organizations culture?  Both questions 
point to a need to uncover or make more explicit the nature of  organisational culture.

At this point it is worth pausing to consider what we might mean by organisational 
culture and how such culture might emerge since this might have an impact on the 
effectiveness of  planning processes and may well be something we would want to 
address.

Richard Seel (1999) draws comparisons between complex adaptive systems and 
organisations to examine whether one has anything useful to say about the other.  
Morgan (1986) offers three metaphors of  organisations, viewing them as machine, 
as culture and as complex systems.  Seel argues the ontological distinction between 
these metaphors particularly in that organisational culture is an emergent property 
of  organisational activity.  Two questions that immediately arise are what we mean by 
organisational culture and how might we facilitate the process of  emergence?

Organisational Culture. There are many definitions of  ‘culture’ applied by 
anthropologists to societies and groups and by business analysts to organisations.  Some 
cultural models describe characterists of  the organisation that try and allow something 
meaningful to be said about how the organisation operates.  For example, the Goffee and 
Jones cultural model (Goffee and Jones, 1998) describes organisational culture in terms 
of  two variables: Solidarity and Sociability.  Solidarity refers to the degree that people 
think together in the same ways and Sociability comes from mutual esteem and concern 
for one’s colleagues.  The degree to which an organisation exhibits these characteristics 
determines the type of  organisational behaviour expected to be observed.  As Seel 
points out, the problem with models that imply that organisational culture is at times 
static and has characteristics that can be changed is that they fail to address the levers of  
cultural change.  Seel offers a definition that emphasises the emergence of  culture:

Organisational culture is the emergent result of  the continuing negotiations about 
values, meanings and properties between the members of  that organisation and with its 
environment (Seel, 2000)

A further model by Johnson (1992) is illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 12.1.   A Model of  Culture (from Johnson, 1992)

 

The paradigm at the centre of  this model is the set of  core beliefs that result from the 
interactions and conversations of  staff  and these core beliefs maintain the unity of  
the culture.  In this model, the six concepts surrounding the paradigm represent the 
manifestations of  organisational culture resulting from the paradigm.  Some of  these 
manifestations are clearly observable (such as rituals and routines, power structures, 
organisation) and are open to analysis.  Stories and myths, however, are a manifestation 
far harder to pin down and describe.  A permanent change of  culture will not result 
from forcing change on the manifestations alone – it is the core beliefs that must be 
addressed.

Emergence of Culture.  Emergence has been a major component of  systems theory 
with the notion of  the emergent properties of  a system being fundamental.  One key idea 
that separates systems thinking from analytical thinking is that the system is greater than 
the sum of  its parts.  In other words, analytical thinking with its accent on reductionism 
cannot hope to capture fully the emergent behaviour of  the system under study.  In 
the hierarchy of  system interaction, the emergent behaviour of  a system contributes 
to the emergent behaviour of  the wider systems of  which it is part.  Emergence has 
also become important in the study of  complexity theory in which, for example, simple 
rules applied to cellular automata have been shown to give rise to quite surprising and 
complex emergent  behaviour (see for example Kauffman, 1996 or Axelrod, 1997).

There are two aspects in which this idea of  emergence is important in the analysis of  
complex messes.  Firstly, we would be interested in influencing (if  possible) the culture of  
an organisation if  it was felt that the organisation’s current culture was inhibiting change 
in some way.  If  we believe that culture is an emergent result of  organised behaviour 
then  encouraging cultural emergence and recognising it can be part of  the learning 
and planning process.  Secondly, any planning framework that is employed within the 
organisation will want to encourage the emergence of  ideas, opinions, assumptions etc. 
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from the client group so the framework itself  should encourage emergence as part of  
the intervention.

Again, Seel has suggested seven ‘conditions’ that would encourage emergence based 
on his own working experience and also the work of  complexity theorists experimenting 
with agent-based simulation (Seel, 2003).

The conditions relate to connectivity, diversity, rate of  information flow, lack of  
inhibitors, good boundaries, intentionality and watchful appreciation.  ‘Connectivity’ 
and ‘information flow’ emphasise the importance of  communication, interaction and 
conversations.  New ways of  working or thinking need exposure within a system so 
that any changes to the central paradigm (of  Johnson’s model) can take root.  This is 
not just related to formal channels of  communication, but applies equally to informal 
and casual communication as well.  They are all important in establishing the emergent 
culture.  ‘Diversity’ is something that needs to be encouraged in any planning process 
because it is only by the  injection of  new ideas or ways of  thinking that organisational 
change will occur.  This can also be linked, in a sense, with ‘lack of  inhibitors’ since 
new ways of  thinking can also be constrained by anxiety, power differentials, threats or 
just a reluctance to change.  ‘Good boundaries’ emphasises Seel’s experience in which 
he observes that emergence benefits from being set within a well bounded space.  
He believes that it is the clarity of  the boundary that aids the process of  creativity.  
‘Intentionality’ has a role that is less clearly defined.  It seems that it is possible to 
influence the broad direction of  emergence as in the process of  Appreciative Enquiry 
(Watkins and Mohr, 2001) but that it is not necessarily intrinsically present.  Seel 
suggests that this is more a consequence of  positive feedback which builds over time 
as a result of  human interaction.  We would go further and suggest that intentionality 
can grow over time, but that the original seed can be planted in the initial stages of  the 
planning process and given conditions under which it can flourish.  Finally, ‘watchful 
anticipation’ relates to the need to resist moving to action too early.  Emergence takes 
time and should be allowed this time.

The Holon Framework
Checkland argues that researchers who apply systems concepts to investigate social 
situations face difficulties because these situations are never clearly defined.  He prefers 
to use the word ‘Holon’ rather than ‘system’ as it highlights a distinctive approach to 
investigating such situations.  Checkland indicates that the word ‘Holon’ was originally 
coined by Koestler to express the principle of  hierarchical structure.  We consider a 
Holon to be an abstract representation of  a social situation that captures all problems.  
It is used as a framework to discover relevant issues from stakeholders’ points of  view; 
these are organised in a layered structure.
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Table 12.1:   Aims of  Holon Framework Stages

Stages Stage Aims

Framing

This stage has a number of objectives among which are that the stakeholders 
are identified and become familiar with the framework and that the investigators 
gain a broad understanding of the situation so that relevant holons (and sub-
holons) can be identified and labelled

Enquiry This stage aims to identify the problems as perceived by the stakeholders

Visioning This stage attempts to collate various problems into themes to be addressed.  
These can be linked with a sub-holon hierarchical level

Metrication
This stage analyses the themes and links the emergent problems with the 
appropriate hierarchical level.  Metrics are generated to characterise specific 
problems

Mathematical Modelling
This stage aims to analyse the data further using appropriate modelling 
techniques – for example a system dynamics model might be used to explain 
the situation of concern

Action This stage aims to facilitate change having achieved understanding of the area 
of concern

The Holon Framework combines soft elements (Framing, Enquiry, Visioning) and 
hard elements (Metrication and Modelling).  It addresses ‘the who’, ‘the what’, and 
‘the where’ type questions for the current state, S0, and generates a vision of  a desired 
state, S1.  Additionally, this produces a relevant metrics programme, and the collected 
metrics can be used as dynamic behaviour patterns. It is then possible (using modelling 
techniques such as system dynamics) to tackle ‘the how’, ‘the why’ and ‘the when’ type 
questions (see for example Bell et al., 2005).  Table 12.2 illustrates the most important 
traits of  this framework.

Table 12. 2:    Key traits of  the Holon Framework

1 An holistic view of a situation

2 The use of a soft methodology to enable the capture of the stakeholders’ point of view

3 Controlling the effects of bounded rationality

4 The researchers’ role as facilitator

5 Development of a desirable and feasible vision

6 Creation of a relevant metrics programme

7 Emphasis on the SD model ownership problem

8 Producing the ‘best solution’ to achieve the vision given the cost constraints

9 The continuous use of an SD model for examining various ‘what-if’ scenarios
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The Framing and Enquiry stages are means of  exploring issues, and drawing out 
themes, boundaries and experiences that the stakeholders feel are important within 
the problem context.  These first two stages encourage a thorough examination of  the 
current state, S0, resulting in its definition.  Next we move to Visioning  in which the 
client group explore a vision of  the future that they feel is achievable and desirable.  
The vision will be expressed in terms of  the holon structure used throughout the 
enquiry and may be expressed formally in terms of  root definitions.  It is important 
though that the discussion of  S0 and the vision, S1, are linked through issues and 
problems.  The stakeholder group should identify the critical issues and problems, 
which require resolution if  movement towards the vision is to be achieved. The issues 
and problems will generate goals, questions and metrics.  The Metrication stage allows 
the stakeholders to learn more about the problems and issues in S0, and the subsequent 
Metrics Collection Stage enables them to measure their progress towards S1. This is 
followed by the Action stage in which modelling is undertaken to clarify the processes 
which can effect movement from S0 to S1.

Naturally, although the stages are denoted sequentially, it is likely that, for a large 
project, different modes of  working may happen simultaneously.  For example, the 
metric collection process could well be undertaken over a long period of  time (a year or 
more) and during this time modelling might be undertaken, further enquiry might take 
place, and the vision might change as the environment changes. 

If  the Holon Framework is to be able to capture and engage with the myths and 
meanings that reflect organisational culture, then it should allow organisational culture 
to emerge as the intervention progresses.  We can examine whether it encourages such 
emergence by mapping the framework against the conditions for emergence suggested 
by Seel.  This mapping is illustrated in Table 12.3.
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Table 12.3:  Encouraging Emergence

Property for Encouraging 
Emergence Holon Framework Representation

Connectivity
The client group is drawn from as wide a cross section of interested parties as 
possible.  This includes levels of authority.  Holons will include the holon under 
study and wider framing holons to connect with the environment

Diversity Diversity within the client group and also in modes of working encourage multiple 
perspectives

Rate of Information Flow Meetings with the client group and individuals to work on holons and feed back 
information for verification of holon structures etc.

Lack of Inhibitors In working with the clients, individual sessions and group sessions allow for free 
expression of views

Good Boundaries
Working with holons sharply focuses work on particular aspects to enhance the 
richness of the material.  The holon framework has a clear process model and 
meetings and interviews are structured

Intentionality

By identifying a vision and using models to understand the dynamics of change 
and metrics to measure progress the framework encourages understanding of 
how movement towards the vision can be maintained.  This provides positive 
feedback as to the attainment of the vision

Watchful Appreciation
The framework has no defined timescale – movement towards the vision  is 
captured by the metrics and an understanding of the dynamics of change which 
emerges over time

Having described the Holon Framework and illustrated how it can encourage emergence 
of  organisational culture, we now consider how the myths and meanings embedded 
within organisational culture might be addressed within the process.

Myths and Meanings
In order to engage with the myths and meanings that reflect the core beliefs of  the 
client group, we contend that some simple ideas from semiotics can be used to provide 
a window into this world.  Semiotics deals with the study of  signs and symbols, with a 
good deal of  work relating to the study of  language, its use, interpretation and meaning.   
In the organisational setting this is important as, according to Johnson’s model described 
earlier, the paradigm at the centre of  this model results from, and is given expression 
by, the interactions and conversations of  staff  and these interactions involve the use of  
language – both written and spoken.  The ‘meaning’ of  a sign or symbol is, of  course, 
not fixed and is in some senses an arbitrary construct dependent on context.  The 
methods of  natural science are not well suited to the study of  cultural phenomena and 
so we look instead to explanatory or interpretive results.

If  we restrict ourselves to considering the ways in which meaning is communicated, 
then the use of  metaphor has been described as one of  the more important methods 
of  communicating meaning (Jackobson and Halle, 1956) and, furthermore, can be 
regarded as forming the core of  much of  our understanding of  the world around us 
(Lackoff  and Johnson, 1980).  Milton Dawes (Dawes, 2005) goes further still:
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Metaphors play an extremely valuable part in all areas of  our lives – in our speaking, 
writing, myths, perception, meanings we give, beliefs, knowledge, communication, learning 
and so on.

The idea and use of  metaphor have further importance in that myths can be understood 
as extended metaphors and are just as valuable as metaphors in that they allow a way of  
making sense of  experiences and interactions within the context of  a particular culture 
(Lackoff  and Johnson, 1980) (note that we are not restricted to the popular definition 
of  a myth as something false or unreal).    For Barthes, myth serves to overturn culture 
into nature, i.e. to make dominant cultural and historical values, beliefs and attitudes 
seem as ‘the norm’ or just common sense (Barthes, 1977).  The power of  myths is that 
they appear so natural as to be in no need of  deciphering, interpreting or demystifying  
(Chandler, 2005).  Yet to be able to engage with them as reflections of  organisational 
culture we need to identify, understand and, if  necessary, challenge them.  

The meaning of  a sign includes both denotation and connotation – denotation 
referring to the definition, literal or obvious meaning of  a sign, and connation to 
the socio-cultural, personal or emotional associations of  a sign.  Indeed, metaphors 
generate connotations, and as our experience is enriched by the embracing of  additional 
metaphors then so the connotations of  a sign will multiply. Barthes considered that 
there were different orders of  signification with denotation as first order, connotation 
as second order.  Denotation and connotation combine to produce ideology and myth, 
later described by others as third order signification (O’Sullivan et al., 1994).  For 
analytical purposes, the different orders of  signification have been differentiated along 
the following lines:

The first (denotive) order of  signification is seen as primarily representational and entirely 
self-contained.  The second (connotive) order of  signification reflects ‘expressive’ values 
attached to sign.  In the third (mythological or ideological) order of  signification the 
sign reflects major culturally variable concepts underpinning a particular worldview … 
– (Chandler, 2005)

Thus the sign itself  will have some denotive interpretation but signify a number of  
connotations.  The sign plus the connotations will further signify myths and ideology 
and we can use this to structure debate and as a learning tool.  We therefore contend 
that such semiotic analysis of  outputs of  the Holon Framework can provide a means to 
understanding and reflecting upon the myths and meanings inherent in organisational 
culture.

Once we have examined a sign, its connotations and possible myths, we would then 
be in a position to challenge the myth if  necessary.  Claude Levi-Strauss considers that: 
“ … the purpose of  myth is to provide a logical model capable of  overcoming a contradiction …”  (Levi-
Strauss, 1963)
This has been used in other fields as a means of  examining the creation of  new myths 
that can overcome what was originally (naturally) thought of  as a contradiction in that it 
did not conform to the established cultural norm.  An example of  this can be found in 
advertising where a new brand myth is created to overturn concepts that were originally 



Part 5: Research approaches in Information technology projects    153 

thought contradictory (Alexander, 2005).  The idea here is to identify a pair of  concepts 
that relate to the existing brand and express them on orthogonal axes with their opposite 
poles of  the concepts displayed as well to clarify the meaning.  For example, in fables 
‘pretty/handsome’ and ‘good’ are linked as the cultural norm for a hero and ‘ugly’ and 
‘bad’ are linked for the villain.  A new myth is created when we consider a hero who is 
‘good’ and ‘ugly’ or a villain who is ‘bad’ and ‘pretty/handsome’.  In advertising, a new 
market niche and brand myth can be found by changing the cultural norm for a product.  
The same analysis can be applied to myths generated within the Holon Framework.  By 
considering appropriate pairs of  connotations the client group can see whether and how 
a new myth might be created by changing the connotation associated with an issue.

A Higher Education Case Study
Over a two-year period the early stages of  the Holon Framework were applied to a 
university academic department which acted as a case study for the application of  
the Framework (Bell et al., 2005).  The initial work with the case study (Framing) 
involved identifying stakeholders and familiarising them with the framework being 
used, identifying the framing and environment holons (including sub-holons where 
necessary) and that the investigators gain a broad understanding of  the problem 
situation.  Outputs from this stage were the identified stakeholders (the who) and 
an agreed holon structure that could be used to guide the investigation and further 
analysis.  There was an initial meeting with the Head of  Department at which the Holon 
Framework was discussed and primary issues to be addressed were agreed.  A review 
of  the RAE and QAA literature assisted in the initial identification and labelling of  
the relevant holons (i.e. the where).  Also, relevant academic and support staff  were 
identified as participants for the study (i.e. the who). The holons finally selected related 
to Admissions, Research, Resources, Student Progression, Student Support, Quality 
Management and Cost Management.  

The Enquiry stage aims to identify the problems as perceived by the stakeholders.  
The agreed holon structure provided a focus for the dialogue.  During group meetings 
with the stakeholders, information was placed in the relevant holons through the use 
of  rich pictures and written notes.  The outputs from this stage were rich pictures 
and narratives for each holon and sub-holon highlighting the problems (or the mess) 
associated with the situation of  concern and these were verified by stakeholders.  It 
should be mentioned here that the rich picture will contain elements of, and clues 
to, myths and meanings but these will generally lack the structure to enable a clear 
description of  myths and meanings to emerge.

The Visioning stage attempts to produce a vision of  the situation of  concern 
through the development of  themes as collections of  related problems.  Stakeholders 
were asked whether a theme was a ‘must’ or a ‘want’ and to generate an attainable vision 
which attempts to solve or control certain themes within the foreseeable future.  The 
outputs of  this stage were the identification of  themes and the construction of  an 
agreed vision of  the situation of  concern.  We contend that it is during this visioning 
mode of  working that the client group should begin to explore myths and meanings and 
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that the issues and problems can form the ‘signs’ for analysis, since it is through these 
signs that the myths and meanings are being expressed.  Furthermore, some myths and 
meanings might be challenged in the  attempt to produce a vision that has resonance 
with the current or desired organisational culture.

We now give three examples of  how such engagement might proceed by considering 
issues/problems identified in two of  the holons used in the case study.  These holons 
referred to ‘Admissions’ and ‘Research’.  Within the Admissions holon concerns were 
raised about the ‘high number of  students recruited through clearing, their motivation 
and qualifications’ and ‘the provision of  academic resources for staffing the clearing  
system’.  Note here that clearing refers to the period during August and September after 
UK ‘A’ level results are released in which students who fail to secure a place at their 
chosen university apply to other universities to try and secure a place for a September 
start.

Treating each of  these concerns in turn as a sign (in the medium of  the English 
language) we can examine via the client group the second and third order significations.  
Examples are illustrated in Figures 12.1 and 12.2.

Table 12.4 Myth 1 from the Admission Holon

Sign Connotations

Concern about the high number of students recruited 
through clearing, their motivation and qualifications

Courses unattractive
Poor reputation
Students struggle to succeed
Poor market profile
Flexible entry policies
Liberal admission profile
Lack of student  ‘selection’
Opportunities for non-standard students

Myth:  An organisational culture which values student opportunity, support and achievement but does not foster 
consistent engagement with the local community

It should be noted at this stage that connotations may be seen as positive (flexible 
entry policies) or negative (poor market profile) and that these connotations may well 
be a matter of  debate.  However, as a group they provide a framework for describing 
elements of  the story that make up the myth, the web of  beliefs, that surround the 
sign.
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Table 12.5: Myth 2 from the Admission Holon

Sign Connotations

Concern about the provision of 
academic resources for staffing 
the clearing  system

Perceived value of clearing?
Lack of staff goodwill towards management
Lack of funding for departmental reward structure
Low management propensity to reward staff
Low value of staff to management

Myth:  An organisational culture in which staff goodwill is poor and management undervalue staff and do not see the 
need for defined and resourced reward structures for certain core academic activities

The third example illustrates a concern from the Research holon in which the issue of  
peer review of  individual and group research activity is raised:

Table 12.6: Myth from the Research Holon

Sign Connotations

Concern about the lack of an 
internal peer review system for 
research activity

Research quality is important
Variable research quality at present
No integration of departmental research effort
Little communication between research scholars
Lack of focus for research activity
Research quality left to the individual

Myth:  An organisational culture in which trust is located with research scholars for the local control of research quality 
and which places little value in communicating and integrating research activity

Of  course, these myths may be challenged by the client group or may be confirmed as 
valid in the sense that they are shared at that moment in time.  If  a myth is challenged as 
being inconsistent with the vision the client group are developing then the group would 
need to consider which aspects of  their daily interactions, conversations, procedures 
etc. could be used to amend the core paradigm so that a new or altered myth might 
emerge.

One way to do this would be to refer back to the connotations associated with the 
issue or sign.  If  we return to the first example taken from the Admissions Holon we 
may pick out two connotations and represent them as in Figure 5 below:
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Figure 12.2: Challenging the Myth

                     Poor

In Figure 5 we have contrasted two connotations showing the current position of  the 
department in terms of  perceived reputation and entry policies.  The figure shows 
an established cultural norm relationship depicted by the dotted arrow in which 
universities with ‘strict’ entry policies are perceived as having a ‘good’ reputation and 
‘flexible’ entry policies leading to a ‘poor’ reputation.  The challenge for the client 
group now would be to see how they could change the culture of  the organisation so 
that they establish a myth in which a move to the new norm is possible by positioning 
the university so that it keeps flexible entry policies but establishes a good reputation.  

Conclusion
In this paper we have described the importance of  systems thinking in HE planning as 
a counter to the dominant paradigm of  managerialism.  In particular we have outlined 
the Holon Framework as an aid to stregic planning that utilises systems thinking and 
which, like SSM, tries to address the myths and meanings as well as the logic and facts 
of  a situation.  

We have suggested that using the Holon Framework allows the emergence of  
organisational culture and that semiotics can be used as a means of  engaging with 
myths and meanings that are reflective of  the core managerial and cultural beliefs of  
an organisation.

The application of  these ideas within the HE sector is of  potential benefit both 
in debating a range of  issues (these could be part of  a large organisational ‘mess’ 
or a smaller, more tightly defined problem) and in application to organisations of  
varying size and maturity.  We have made reference to some of  the problems within 
the UK’s established higher education sector yet for higher education establishments 
in developing countries there is, arguably, an even greater need for these methods and 
ideas.    In the latter case there may well be significant issues to be debated within a 
rapidly changing environment – issues perhaps relating to establishing robust quality 
management and enhancement procedures and the allocation of  limited resources.  
The basic argument still remains though which is that development and change will 
be enhanced by an understanding of  the emerging organisational culture and that this 
process can be managed using the Holon Framework.
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This work is currently in its early stages but we feel that there is scope to develop 
tools which will allow a client group using the framework to expose and engage with 
myths and meanings in a structured way so that meaningful debate can take place which 
may well reflect in their future actions and plans.  

Postscript
Since the completion of  the early parts of  this case study the institution concerned has 
undergone a period of  considerable change.  The university has redefined its mission 
statement and now, for example in relation to learning and teaching, talks consistently 
about delivering pedagogical innovation, excellence in teaching, an exemplary record 
in widening participation, student retention and graduate employment and a range 
of  successful partnerships with employers, schools and colleges.  As Seel observed, 
you cannot permanently change an organisation’s culture by forcing change on the 
emergent descriptors of  the culture.  However, if  the institution can redefine its central 
paradigm so that this vision (or myth) emerges clearly for all staff  then it will have 
successfully engaged with and generated a new myth, a new cultural norm, making the 
transformation hinted at above.
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