BUSINESS LIFE

HIERARCHY

FROM DEFENSE
TO CONNECTION

It appears that our nervous system is hierarchical.
However, organizational models adbere to a logic of self-
defense and power. That can be overcome.

Marina Capizzi

and private companies, (i.c., entities, assodiations,
nonprofit organizations, among other parties.)
We as humans construct hierarchies in order ro

Iemrchy is the backbone of Urg:lnizatians (pub]iic

survive and thrive. As it turns out, hierarchy is also the
backbone of our Autonomic Nervous System (ANS).
Surprise: hierarchical organizations and our ANS share
the same structure. But what is hierarchy? Hierarchy is
a structure that arvanges its constituent clements in order
of importance. Organizational hierarchy sub-orders
the different levels of decision-making autonomy.
Binlogical |1ierarc|1}' sub-orders the unconscious beha-
vioral responses that the ANS, moment by moment,
deems maost appropriate. Expluri ng the link between
biological and organizational hierarchy opens novel
perspectives for understanding and intervening to
improve organizations.

THE BIOLOGICAL HIERARCHY

Stephen W. Porges, a neuroscientist, found thar our
ANS is structured hierarchically. The ANS is the
part of the nervous system that presides over our
vegerative functions (heartbear, respiration, digestion,
etc). The Polyvagal Theory, presented by Porges in
1994, originatcd in the field of ncumlog}r and was
later introduced by Deb Dana into clinical pracrice.

The appiication of the Pnlymga] Theory to the or-

g:mizatiml:ﬂ context occurs here for the first time.

The hierarchy Porges discusses is a product of the
evolution of our species, wired over millions of years
by the continuous interaction between ANS and
information from the body (heart, lungs, gut), the
environment (sounds, movements, variations), and
interaction with others (facial expressions, tone and
volume of voice, gestures). Porges describes the hierar-
chical structure of ANS as a hierarchy of unconscions
but anticipatory behavioral responses that are intended
to manage risk and seck safety. These responses are
influenced by prior experiences and thus are not
necessarily “objective” because they are activated
long before the brain can analyze and make meaning
of the experience. The ANS hierarchy consists of 3
levels still present in cach of us:

Level 1: ANS appears from 500 million years ago
to enable our rcptilian ancestors to survive b)' acti-
vating immobilization/isolation responses. We can
imagine it as a brake activated by the perceprion of an
.f.lk'jr.'.rlpﬁbt"e' a’:mgrr to survival in the face of which we
immobilize by isolating ourselves, like a rurte that
retreats into its shell. Level 2: 400 million years ago, a
second hierarchical level is structured in the ANS that
produces unconscious defensive responses based on
fight or flight responses: think of lions and gazelles.
This hierarchical level functions as an aecelerator and
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isactivated when the ANS perceives a threat to survival
200,000 years ago, the ANS hierarchy develops a third
level that produces much more evolved responses
because it does not respond to the survival principle,
like the previous two, but to a new principle that
emerged precisely with the appearance of mammals:
the biological imperative to connect. We observe it when
PCOPIG tali'( to Cach Dt_l’ler, listen o l;‘.:].Ch Od]cf1 Smﬂc
at cach other, or act together. The highest level of
this hicrarchy allows us ro adaprt to all the variations
within, outside, and between us because it connects
us with our body, the context, and others. Whercas
in the defensive mode, we can only pump the brakes
Or usc Ehe accf]eratﬂr, here we hﬂ.ve access o both.
Thanks to our accelerator, we can produce the energy
required for action and, thanks to the brakes, we can
slow down, stop, regenerate energy, listen, reflect, and
find tranquility. In this ncural stare, we have access
to the most valuable resources: cognitive, relational,
and awareness, our own and thar of others. We are
in the optimal biological condition to realize our
potential, individually and collectively. But how do
we humans connect? Our ANSs continuously “ralk”
o eﬂch ﬂthel’. TO get out DFdle defeﬂsivﬂ ]nﬂd{: ﬂ.nd
access the more evolved bio-hierarchical level, we
need to share an experience of sufficient safety with
other ptnp[c: this Expcricnce, even if brief, activates
co-regulation of the physiological state and generates
connection between ANS. Co-regulation is the neuro-
logical mechanism underlying the reciprocity of every
positive relationship and alliance between individuals,
groups, and larger social systems. Only the sharing
of murual moments of safety creates generative bonds
between two or more human beings. In contrast, an
ANS thart is alwa)*s on defense, thar is, that does not
share moments of mutual security, cannotachieve the
physiological state of security.

The matter is very concrete. It hinges on the level
that neural hierarchy changes the physiology of the
body, the way we perceive and read reality, and what
we can do or not do with others. For example, when
we only use the throttle to defend ourselves against
a threar (real or not real), the body, its perceprions,
l:]'luugl'ltsr emotions, and actions are solc]y aimed
at attacking or flecing from the enemy. If our ANS
takes the path of artack, we stop listening, raise our
tone of voice, interrup{. become authoritarian, press,
IJCL'{)l'nC biasfd. we want ro assert GUrSCIVCS ﬂnd bt
right, we become fanatical, we accuse others, we go
‘wall-to-wall', we become territorial, we encroach on
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the boundaries of others, we are willing to raise the le-
vel of conflict-- mors tua vita mea. If our ANS rakes
the flight route, we shirk our responsibilities, we do
not listen, we do not I'ESPDI‘ld, we isolate, we choose
reticence, and we do not solve problems. Instead, we
become entrenched in procedures, we defend borders,
we employ political speak or use language that others
dl:lll not U.ndcrsm.“d. thn dﬂ&]ldil1g OUISCIVES El'Dlrl
an inescapable danger (again real or not) we only
slam on the brakes, we feel trapped with no other
options to choose from, we lose hope, our energy
tends ro diminish, we switch off, we become passive,
we feel insignificant and lonely, we can no longer make
sensc ﬂf our actions. A].[ t}lcst' deFEﬂSin m(‘.ldt.'s set up
automatic behaviors that disconnect us from ourselves
and our resources, from the context and its variations,
211'1[1 creare l)i].l'l‘ir.‘rs bch‘.’ccn s ﬂ.nk{ D[I‘ll.'l‘s.. Causillg d
loss of clarity. When we are [mstagcs to survival, we
lose governance: we become predictable and repeat
the same behaviors for days, months, years, and even
centuries. Effectively, we become unconsdous puppets
of already written biological scripts.

On the contrary, when the shared of experience of

mutual security activates connection, we open up,
we become capable of approaching others, we talk to
cach other, we listen to each other, we become flexible,
we consider each other’s ideas, we think toge[her, we
become essentialists and get straighr to the point, we
gain lucidity and perspective, we are open to change
and try new approaches, we create novel solutions and
experiment with them, we share skills and abilities by
putting them at the service of others because we feel
united in a challenge, in a difficulty.

Accordingly, we focus on common goals because we
fcﬁl we bEICI-I'Lg [oa |Elrgl‘_‘r Sys[ﬁ'“l. Wﬁ' are 3}50 al}le o fﬁ&
healthy tension, engage in frank and harsh confronta-
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tions, and argue without losing connection. This is the
only neural state in which we are well. Porges’s research
shows that the neural pathways of connection and social
engagement are the same ones that preside over our
health and well-being. This is why we humans come
into the world already hardwired to connect. We want
not only to survive butalso to thrive, We humans yearn
for connection.

From the Polyvag:ll T11e0ry, then, we learn that the bio-
logical hierarchy that structures our ANS can function
IZ)Otl'l a5 a I:OO] ﬁ)f dcfcnsc ﬂ.r].d asa tDDI. FUI Connccliﬂﬂ
and prosperity. Can we say the same about our current
organizational hierarchies?

THE ORGANIZATIONAL HIERARCHY
The purpose of organizational hierarchy is to instan-
tiate decision-making autonomy, i.e., power. The
H}""ﬂ”‘h’-d FOrm cﬂcapsu]ﬂt&s t]]c strucrture Gf most
organizations: public and private companies, corpo-
rations, associations, parties, states, etc, How then,
in summary, do hierarchical p}framids work?
Power increases as you go up, that is, the further
down you go the fewer decisions get made. At the top,

str:ltcgin: choices, policymaking, investments, etc., are

deterimined and then implemented down rhmugh the
chain of command. Itapplies, in short, the command-
and-control logic that, beyond declarations and what
is written on documents and sites, operates like this:

Those on top tell those below whar they de- scribe
and control, often paying very little attention to the
understanding of who is to perform the dictated
task. Thus, the further down one goes, the more one
bCCUmCS a CIDC!‘ 0{: tﬂsks.

Listening is directed upward because, to remain
in the pyramid, ir is viral ro understand whar “the
bosses” seck, while it is much less practiced downward
to understand the needs and gather proposals and
solutions from employces, constituents, and citizens.

Power is considered a scarce and finite resource:
important positions decrease as one ascends. So, the
higher one climbs, the greater the level of conflict,
\‘JI:IiC[‘I increases thc’ ucﬁ'd o PrDteC[ DBI:,S Pﬂwﬂr,

Individual goals (e.g., for the individual, function,
current, party, state) are valued over common goals.

Obedience and loyalty to the leader in many orga-
]'lizﬂl—il:l]'ls marter more thﬂ.n co mPCtC“CC ﬂ.“d rfsul(s
because those at the top value those below (and not
vice versa), i.e.: the most importarlr chiefs select the

139




M BUSINESS LIFE

other leaders.

—There is a stark distance between problems/op-
portunities and decisions. When solutions are sought
out, problems and opportunities begin a long journey
to the “carrect” destination, like salmon swimming
upstream. At the base of the pyramid, people could
have solved several of their problems because they
].iVC them C\'Cry dﬂy arld PGSSCSS thc Skj.l.ls o dD 50
but lack the autonomy to make determinations. This
slows down any kind of organization, and creates huge
disruptions, malaise, frustration and/or indifference
in those who cannot decide, as well as stress and/or
indifference in those who are overwhelmed by deci-
sions \\'hﬂse content t}ley L{O not kﬂﬂw. AS a r(:'su[l‘,
the overall organization is rendered less effective at
fulfilling its purpose.

—Attempts are made to correct the cffects of this
baSiC Poﬂr aPProaCll bY deing Procﬁsﬁfs, Prﬂl.:edu-
res, rules, and tools that are usually arduous and
incomprchensible o most, so burcaucracy grows and
malfuncrion increases.

And we could go on, but there is one more very
important point to make. In the pyramid form,
everything increases in ascending order. There is only
one thing that increases by going down: contact with
the organization’s target audience: customers, users,
associates, constituents, and citizens, to name a few.

We deal with leadership all the time. There have
been courses in business for decades, and thousands
of publications analyze leadership style. But the real
playing ficld is drawn by hicrarchy, which makes
organizations structurally self-centered and unable
to connect with their target audience, that is, those
who justify their existence. In highly hierarchical
cumpanicsftnrities, the real customer is the boss,
not those who buy or benefit from products and
services. The “organizational torticollis” that makes
people look only upward and to partisan interests
also fuels the growing disconnect between parties
and voters. In entities and institutions, procedures
are more important than users and citizens, so how
can this distance shrink? The predominance of special
interests over common goals also fuels the dynamics
between states that constitute transnational organi-
zations (see Europe). But while there is constant talk
of leadership, investment in tools and technologies,
ceaseless rcorgﬂ_nimtion. elections, and laws (with gre-
ar pro[:usicm of resources), the basic lugic underlying
organizational hicrarchy remains intact.

Evcrything changes, yet hierarchy does not. Why
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can't we get past that?

Because organizational hicrarchy arose as a so-
cial solution to survive. When we appeared on this
pianct, we were not well placcd in the food chain.
Left withourt jaws, claws, or young ones to raise, it
took years for humans to become autonomous. In
a dangerous world with scarce resources, alone, we
would not have made it. To survive, we had to orga-
nize together. But being together in a system, as we
know, is no simple task. So whar then? We relied on
our fear as a sodal glue (we stuck together because we
were all afraid) and “invenred” a solurion thar would
keep us “bound” through subordination.

Throughour our rime on Earth, we have expe-
rienced two types of organizational hierarchy: the
relational pyramid and the formal pyramid.

The relational pyramicl, in effect For 2.5 million
years, allocares all power to a single dominant mem-
ber: the “alpha male”. The goal in this instance is
to keep the social group alive short term as we li-
ved nomadically searching for food as hunters and
gatherers. In short, it boils down to obedience in
exchange for protection and belonging. By staying
within this hicrarchy, all members increased their
chances of survival.

In the formal pyramid, which came into being
about 10,000 years ago, power is arrributed o roles
and is also exercised indirectly over very large social
groups that, over time, have been named, such as
in the case of empires, states, cities, and companies.
How did we go from power exercised by a single in-
dividual to these organizations spread across different
latitudes? And how did we hold them together? We
did it through the capacity for abstraction, which
marured with the cognitive revolution (which starred
about 75,000 years ago) that enabled us to produce
images, thoughts. and langu:lgc: the rhirlgs that we
currently call culture. The cognitive revolution went
hand in hand with the invention and spread of agri-
culture, which fostered the formation of very [:J.l'gc
resident groups: impossible to keep them rogether
by the direct power of one person. The solution?
Handling symbols, and not just matter, we began
to atrribute power to pure abstractions, entities that
are not observable in nature. The process first saw
the creation of deities, then castes, rules, and, finally,
roles that are sub-ordinate in the organizarional chart.
Agricu]rure, which is based on cycles, made it passihlc
to make plans aimed at long-term survival. Allocated
PDWcr oOvVer l'(]lcs_. wc l]ave blll]t d fﬂm”lﬂnd”ﬂnd‘faﬁ'fm;



chain thar over the millennia we have enriched with
rules, norms, processes, procedures, control tools,
and technology.

While the two pyramids represent complctely dif-
ferent worlds, there remains a commonality in both:
the social cohesion derives from the fear of not sur-
viving and power (a finite resource) decreases going
downward and is exercised with the dual purpose of
surviving and maintaining control in the short and
long rerm.

FROM HIERARCHIES OF DEFENSE

TO HIERARCHIES OF CONNECTION

The current l1i¢:rar::hy of our organizations is an
overlay of the two pyramids that come to us from
the past and perfectly embodics the first rwo series
oFbiulogicn] hierarchies, the aldest ones. The l‘lighcr
we go up the pyramid, the more power increases and
the more defensive (predictable) attack/escape beha-
viors increase, inside and outside the organization.
Everyone (individual, party, ensemble) is focused
on their own boundaries and goals, wall-to-wall,
looking for culprits, willing to escalate and wage
war while accepting destruction as an inevirable side
cffect: starting with emails and meetings, moving on
to declarations, tightening the ranks of corporate
functions, currents, partics, break'mg rules, and, as
we know all too well, escalating to real war between
states. Predictable escape behaviors involve shirking
responsibilities, dcﬁ:nding proccc]ul‘cs to the birter
end, notsolving problems, as well as procrastinating
in decision-making. The further down the pyramid
we go, the more power decreases, and so the more
defensive (prcdictablc) behaviors that move toward
immobilization increase: demortivation, discngagf:—
ment, passivity, and disinterest.

Our organizaticmn] hierarchies are hierarchies of

defense, where we have learned to use power only
because of fear. Of course, organizational life is not
reduced exclusively to “defense”, cspl:l:inu}r when we
step out of our role (where, as it happens, hicrarchy
succeeds) and relate as people.

It is plainly visible, for all to see, that the current
org:mizarion:ll hicnu'chy, which until now has allowed
us to survive, is no longer the proper tool to defend
ourselves, and even less so to thrive, People need each
Dthc[, C{)mpanics ﬂccd I:]‘lf: rrust D{ customers ﬂ.ﬂd
their communities, institutions need users, parries
need vorters, states need citizens who feel ar home,
and thf Worlcl ﬂccds n]utl]ﬂl Sccufiry.

However, the orgnnizarinml hiemrchy of defense is
structured towards closure and not towards aperture,
nor dialogue and engagement because it is based on
tl}e unEDnsCiOllS and Prcdil:ta])lc l}ehaviﬂrs [’}1 at our
biological hierarchy activates when it is in a neural
state of defense,

Instead, our biological hierarchy is more evolved
than our organizationa] hicr:{rchy because, in addi-
tion to l:uncrinning as a hicmrchy of defense, it can
also operate as a hierarchy of connection. When we
enter the domain of connection, power becomes an
infinite resource because it serves to foster experiences
of mutual security at all levels, with the purpose of
creating generative bonds. Our biologica] hiemrchy
of connection has continued to operate since we
appeared on this planet because only without attack/
escape and isolation would we have faced extinction.
We have found ways, even in the midst of war and
destruction, to forge bonds, raise our children, and
care for the elderly. We have also created local, natio-
nal, and supra-narionﬂl organizations thar cultivate
the principle of connection more than the principle
of survival. This is true. The organizational hierarchy
Uf Connccrion hﬂs never beCD!ne.' the Prcdﬂ]njnﬂnt
organizational hierarchy. However, in the millions
of years on earth, humans have never wielded such
powerful and fast tools of destruction, nor has there
ever I)CC" SUC]'l- a Clcep ﬂl'ld Widtsprc;lc[ nfed {Ur We]l'
being and prosperiry.

Up until now, we have relied on defense hierarchies

for survival, bur there exists another option. We can
consciously choose to cultivate in every organization
hierarchies of connection ro foster individual and
collective wcll-being. Bcginning with our behaviors,
]'IU\V we rﬁ']ﬂ[—f‘ ﬂnd ]'lﬂw we Fﬂﬂ[cr EXPEriCI'lCCS CIF
mutual safety as individuals, citizens, professionals,
managers, politicians, government, and state leaders,
among others. Our organizations are made up of
bodies. Bodies are capable of connecting. Keeping
this bodily truth in mind, the llicran:hy of connection
is in a certain sensc already ours. ]
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