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Abstract 
Following the work of von Foerster, Pask and 
others concerned with characterising what is 
an ‘observing system’ and what is it for 
observing systems to converse with one 
another, the paper sets out a conceptual 
framework and methodology for investigating 
the interaction and interpersonal perceptions 
of participants in social groups.  The 
conceptual framework makes clear the 
combinational complexity that arises as the 
number of participants increases, illustrating 
both the limits and challenges faced by 
participants wishing to engage in effective 
interaction, and shows the limits and 
challenges faced by experimental observer 
working to investigate the self and other 
observation that is taking place.  A 
methodology for investigations of dyadic 
relations, Laing, Phillipson and Lee’s ‘Inter-
Personal Method’ (IPM), is described.  The 
possible extension of the IPM to investigate 
interactions between social organisations and 
between triads of  participants is briefly 
outlined. 

1. Introduction 
A major aim of cybernetics is for it to serve as a 
unifying transdiscipline. As a psychologist and social 
scientist, its attraction for me is that it brings order and 
unity to a set of disciplines that otherwise tend to be 
pursued as relatively closed specialisms: biology, 
individual psychology, social psychology, sociology 
and social anthropology are examples.  

The concern of cybernetics with social systems 
was noted at the outset [von Foerster et al 1953, 
Wiener, 1954]. In the late 1960’s and 1970’s, there 
were several related developments, which gave a fresh 
impetus to these concerns, and which have become 

known as “the beginning of the new cybernetics”. 
Amongst these developments were von Foerster’s 
articulation of a distinction between first and second 
order cybernetics, a cybernetics of observed systems 
and a cybernetics of observing systems, where a major 
goal of the latter is to explain the observer to himself 
[von Foerster et al, 1974]. Explicitly second order 
theories of the observer were formulated, not only in 
von Foerster’s own work [von Foerster, 1980], but also 
in the work of Gotthard Gunther, Humberto Maturana, 
and Gordon Pask.  

Maturana’s theory of autopoiesis (Maturana and 
Varela, 1980], beginning with a description of the 
organisation of the living system, goes on to give an 
account of the emergence of social systems, in which 
language and symbolic communication appear as 
“coordinations of coordinations of coordinations”. 
“Languaging”, to use Maturana’s preferred term, 
coordinates the mutual adaptations of adapting 
organisms.  

In Pask’s [1975, 1976] conversation theory, the 
higher order coordinating functions of language are 
given systemic status in their own right. Pask 
distinguishes self-referring, self -reproducing totalities 
distinct from the biological or mechanical. He calls 
them “psychological individuals”, P-individuals. P-
Individuals are conceptual systems that are embodied 
and executed as processes in mechanical or biological 
systems Pask’s general term for these latter is 
mechanical (M-) individuals). However, M- and P- 
individuals are not necessarily in one-to-one 
correspondence. One M-Individual (brain, body and 
extensions) may house several P-’s as distinct, situated 
perspectives; one P-individual may be housed, 
distributively, in several M-Individuals. The model of 
communication outlined in the next section draws 
heavily on Pask’s work, although it has not been 
possible to make this fully explicit within the 
constraints of a terse presentation. 
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The new cybernetics addresses problems of self-
reference and reflexivity, traditional concerns within 
sociology. Sociocybernetics applies both first and 
second order cybernetic concepts to the understanding 
of complex human systems: organisations, cultures, 
societies [Geyer, 1995]. In this paper, I present second 
order cybernetic models of observers in 
communication. I use the models to discuss the 
sociocybernetics of belief, meaning, truth and power. I 
go on to discuss interpersonal perception and propose 
extensions to Laing et al’s  Interpersonal Method 
(IPM). This paper is a development of ideas about 
human communication presented in previous papers 
[Scott, 1987, 1997, 2002, 2006].  

2. Belief, Meaning, Truth and Power 
Following Pask [1975, 1979] and Rescher [1973, 

1977], to have a belief is to have a stable way of 
conceiving the world. The stability comes from the 
belief being a concept in a system of concepts where, 
interpreted dynamically, enactively, a concept is a 
process that brings about, maintains or recognises 
some relation or “state of affairs” and the system of 
which it is a part is a coherent, mutually supportive set 
of concepts that are self-reproducing (see figure 1). 
Pask refers to such systems of concepts as 
“psychological (p-) individuals” to be contrasted with 
the biomechanical (m-) individuals that embody them. 
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Figure 1. A “system of beliefs” after Rescher 

 
“Meaning”, following Peirce [1972], is modelled 

in terms of the pragmatic consequences of holding 
certain beliefs to be true. Figure 1 has a pragmatic 
cycle of application of concepts. Here, as they are 
executed as procedures, concepts have consequences. 
Feedback about consequences may modify their status 
as “true” or “useful” beliefs to hold. As external 
observers, we may observe the “meaning” of another’s 

beliefs by noting all the consequences that flow from 
them. In similar spirit, Wittgenstein [1953] says, “Do 
not ask what a word means. Look to see how it is 
used”.  

The concept of “truth” is modelled as “justified 
true belief”, the classic ideal of the “objective 
sciences”. The model of figure 1 helps make clear that 
“justified true belief” incorporates dual aspects of 
“truth”, “truth by coherence” and “truth by 
correspondence”. George [1961] tersely asserts, “A 
theory is a model together with its interpretation”, a 
model with the story that is told about it. Suppe [1977] 
refers to this as the “semantic approach” within the 
philosophy of science. A theory is not just a set of 
sentences that somehow map onto “reality” (as in 
logical positivism) or otherwise assert “truth”. A 
theory has non-linguistic semantic content, a model. 

Figure 2 shows a model of observing systems in 
interaction, “conversing” with one another. Pask refers 
to this structure as the “skeleton of a conversation” 
[Pask, 1975]. Observers through linguistic exchanges 
provoke each other to accept theses about the “why” 
and the “how” of a topic. They are shown sharing a 
“modelling facility” in which the pragmatic 
consequences of their theorising may be explored. 
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Figure 2. The “skeleton of a conversation” (after Pask). 

This model helps make clear the nature of the 
agreements that observers “subjectively” enter into in 
order to pursue “objective science”. Notice that the 
form of the modelling facility to be used is something 
to be agreed upon. Notice also that theorising about the 
“why” and “how” of a topic may always provoke 
“metatheorising” – the assertion of theses about how 
theories should be constructed and tested and 
assertions about why engaging in such activities is of 
value.  

 “Power” is modelled as the pragmatic 
consequences of social interaction. Just as in the 
pragmatics of communication “One cannot not 
communicate”, so it is argued that, in social 
interaction, “One cannot not exercise power”. Let us 



first review some classic work on human 
communication. 

3. Human Communication 
Human communication is two-way; it is dialogical; it 
is conversational in form [Pask, 1975]. Watzlawick et 
al. [1968], building on the work of Bateson [1972] and 
others, propose a set of axioms for the pragmatics of 
human communication. Strictly, their propositions are 
not axioms since they are not independent, rather they 
are maxims. They are shown in figure 3. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. The pragmatics of human communication (after 
Watzlawick et al) 

 
Maxim 1 captures the insight from information 

theory that the message not sent is also informative. 
Maxim 2 notes that messages are always set in a 
context which itself is a ‘message about the message’. 
Maxim 3 notes that messages may be encoded in 
digital or analogue form. A letter uses the encoding of 
natural language, which is doubly digitised in its use 
of phonemes and morphemes. A picture or bodily 
gesture is expresses messages analogically, as a flow 
or dance.. Maxim 4 notes that senders and receivers 
‘punctuate’ or give meaning to messages differently.  
Maxim 5 refers to possible power relations between 
sender and recipient. Symmetrical relationships are 
peer-peer. Complementary relationships are those of 
commander-commanded, for example, parent-child. 

In Scott [2006], I note that the possible forms of 
communication imply possible forms of power 
relations. In figure 4, these are expressed as relations 
between participants’ “agendas”, where an agenda 
may be defined as “the set of goals and subgoals that a 
particular participant is pursuing on the occasion of 
an interaction between participants”.  

Agendas may be modified in the course of 
interaction. Indeed, bringing about changes in the 
agendas of others may be a major goal in a participant’s 
agenda. To modify agendas and to establish accord, 
including agreements to disagree, participants – as a 
matter of course – construct models of each other’s 

agendas. In doing so they model each other’s modelling 
or, in equivalent terms, they have “perspectives of each 
other’s perspectives”.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4. Power relations between participants expressed in 
terms of their agendas 

4. Interpersonal perception 
Laing et al.’s [1966] work was one of the first 

studies of interpersonal perception that clearly showed 
that human communication entails both sender and 
recipient having perspectives of each other’s 
perspectives, that is, metaperspectives. This requirement 
is imminent in G. H. Mead’s writings on the nature of a 
significant symbol, one which “arouses in the sender the 
same response as in the receiver” [Mead 1934].  

In sociology, this notion of human actors having 
perspectives of each other’s perspectives is, following 
Parsons, referred to as “double contingency”: ego’s 
actions are contingent on her expectations of alter’s 
actions and vice versa.  For a review of how the concept 
of double contingency has evolved in social theory see 
Vanderstraeten [2002]. However, in general, the 
structural analyses of interpersonal perception to be found 
in  this particular literature lack the microlevel detail to 
be found in the work of Laing et al. More emphasis is 
placed on giving an account of how social interaction 
and, ipso factor, social systems emerge in the first place 

1. One cannot not communicate 
 
2. One cannot not meta-communicate 
 
3. Communication may be analogical or  

digital. 
 
4. Communication is punctuated differently 
by sender or receiver 
 
5. Communication may be symmetrical or 
complementary 

 

1. One cannot not have an agenda 

2. One cannot not have a meta-agenda 

(justifications, strategy, tactics) 

3. Agendas are put into effect by digital and 

analogue means 

4. Agendas are interpreted differently by 

participants 

5. Relations between agendas may be neutral 
or give rise to positive or negative synergy 

 

6. Relations between participants may be 
symmetrical (heterarchical, peer-peer) or 
complementary (hierarchical) 

 

7. By the principle of the redundancy of 
potential command, participants who are 
related heterarchically may adopt 
hierarchical relations as temporary, flexible 
arrangements for the pursuit of agreed goals 

 

8. And vice versa, hierarchies may be 
temporarily suspended as goals are agreed 



Laing et al.’s construction for dyadic 
communication is shown in figure 5.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure. 5   Perspectives and metaperspectives (after Laing et al.) 
In Laing et al.’s model for the dyad, there are two 

perspective levels above the base level. Howard’s [1971] 
theory of metagames shows that, in general, if one is to 
represent all possible configurations of perspectives of 
perspectives for n persons, it is necessary to have n 
factorial levels above the base level. This fact is in itself a 
possible reason for error in human communication. We 
know from other work in cognitive psychology, there is a 
limit, equal to approximately five plus or minus two, on 
the number of “chunks” of information that a human 
operator may hold in mind at any one time [Miller, 1956]. 
Signals containing more variety than this will tend to be 
condensed, “chunked”. Notice that this also applies to the 
ways in which the human actor perceives her social 
world. In any particular communicative context, she will 
chunk the participants (senders and receivers) into 
subgroups or coalitions in order to be able to think about 
them at the same time. Of course, in many cases, 
participants may already be grouped. However, not all 
participants will see the same set of groupings being in 
operation. Each participant will have his or her own 
perception of what is the communicative context.  

The structure in figure 5 shows the set of 
perspectives and metaperspectives for two participants, A 
and B. In principle, the topic being discussed or the 
message being interpreted may be anything that can be 
pointed to or named. For example, the topic, “most 
beautiful motor car”. Each participant has a perspective 
on the topic, a way of describing or explaining the topic. 
Each participant also has a perspective of the other’s 
perspective. And finally, to give us the required number 
of levels in order to exhibit all forms of stability or 
conflict, each participant has a perspective of the other’s 
perspective of perspectives. In Laing et al.’s original 
terminology there may be an agreement or not at the base 
level; at the second level, there may be an understanding 
or not that there is an agreement or not. And at the third 
level, there may be a realisation or not that there is 
understanding or not about what is happening at the base 
level. Laing et al. point out that as long at least one of the 
participants has a correct realisations of the pattern of 
perceptions and possible misperceptions, then the 
relationship may be a stable one. The participant with the 

correct realisations can adapt to the errors in the other 
participant’s perceptions.1  

Using this model, we can see that there is a rich set 
of possibilities for the occurrence of misperceptions and 
mismetaperceptions. At each level, there are 4 possible 
patterns of match and mismatch. This gives 4 to the 
power 3 possible overall patterns, that is, 64. Fortunately, 
as previously noted, at the level of realisation or not, 
errors, that is, mismatches at the lower levels, may be 
compensated for. Of the 64 possible patterns, there are 48 
where at least one of the participants understands what is 
going on. This leaves 16 where neither participant 
understands what is happening.  

As noted, the topic may be anything that can be 
indicated by naming, pointing, or signalling in some 
manner. It could be a proposition about a particular state 
of affairs. It might be a memo or other message, a rule, or 
statement of policy, all of which might be given different 
interpretations by the participants in the overall 
conversation which is the organisation [Pask 1979]. But, 
notice also that the conversation, the interaction itself, 
may be the topic. Conversations may be self-referential 
[Lucy, 1993]. This is typical of interactions where the 
form of the encounter is still being negotiated, as well as 
its content. Is this a friendly encounter or not? Are we 
meeting as peers, or are we differentiated as master or 
servant? Can we assess the quality of our 
communication? Can we in fact use a Laing et al. type 
analysis and avoid possible inadvertent pathologies in our 
communication?  

I am persuaded that the short answer to this question 
is very much in the affirmative. Yes, such analyses can be 
carried out in organisations, and yes, the outcomes can be 
used to improve the quality of communication. However, 
there are snags and pitfalls, not least at the initial stage of 
persuading participants that such an analysis is possible 
and worthwhile.  

5. Extending the Interpersonal Method 
Laing et al. used questionnaires to explore the 
perspectives and metaperspectives of dyads, e.g., married 
couples undergoing therapy. Each member of the dyad is 
asked to complete a questionnaire about his/her attitudes 
to certain key issues such as, “I respect my partner”, “I 
respect myself” and so on. Each  member of the dyad is 
then asked to complete the questionnaire as they believe it 
was completed by their partner. Finally, each member of 
the dyad is asked to complete the questionnaires as they 
believe it was completed by their partner when asked to 
complete it as he/she believed it was completed by his/her 
partner. by his/her partner. Comparisons between the 
answers to particular items in the set of six questionnaires 

                                             
1 Kenny [1994] presents a methodology for studying 
interpersonal perception, part of which has similarities with the 
IPM. However, only information about agreements  and 
understandings is elicited, not information about realisations. 
 

A(B(A(T)))    Level of Realisation or Not  B(A(B(T))) 

 
A(B(T))     Level of Understanding or Not     B(A(T)) 

 
A(T)        Base Level (Agreement or Not)   B(T) 

 
A and B are participants. T is the topic, proposition or object 

being contemplated or perceived. 



reveal the pattern of agreements, understanding,  and 
realisations.  

I propose two extensions of the IPM. The first is 
quite straightforward. It is to allow the participants to be 
representatives of social organisations. Thus one can 
hope to model the pattern of inter-organisational 
perceptions, for example,  as they pertain between clients 
and customers or between departments within a larger 
organisation. The second extensions is to use the IPM to 
add to the number of participants. For example, to 
involve three parties, such as {husband, wife, child} or { 
boss, subordinate 1, subordinate 2} or {boss, subordinate, 
subsubordinate}. Pilot studies have shown that the variety 
here is manageable both by participants and data analysts, 
especially if the questionnaire is restricted to a few, 
possibly only just one or two, key questions. Each 
participant is required to complete seven questionnaires, 
thus giving a total of twenty one for comparison 
purposes. For participant A and a given topic T, the seven 
questionnaires sample A(T), A(B(T)), A(C(T)), 
A(B(A(T))), A(C(A(T))), A(B(C(T))) and A(C(B(T))). 

I hope to report some case studies to exemplify 
these extensions in due course. 

6. Concluding Comments 
The constructivist epistemology of second order 
cybernetics [von Foerster et al, 1974] tells us that 
pathologies of communication occur not just because 
participants have different perceptions of the real, but that 
participants inhabit different realities. To use Gunther’s  
[1974] term, we are dealing with the ontology of a 
“polycontexture” whose dimensionality increases in a 
combinatorially explosive manner as the number of 
participants making up the polycontexture is increased. 
As we have seen, much of this variety is generated by the 
need to take into account the perspectives and 
metaperspectives of the participants. In empirical work in 
complex social organisations, an action learning approach 
may be fruitfully used to minimise the occurrence of 
pathologies in communication. Using such an approach, 
the form and quality of communication itself becomes a 
topic to be communicated about. Critically, at some stage, 
key participants may need to meet face to face. As 
Revans [1972] notes, “such encounters may be difficult 
and painful”. This is to be expected in a therapeutic 
process that confronts ways of behaving in which 
participants very often have a large emotional investment. 
Some encounters need to be prepared for with great care. 
Ground rules and agenda may have to be established well 
beforehand to allow time for negotiation and reflection. 

Essentially, what we are considering is a 
hermeneutics of observers and their interpretations, in 
which concepts of ethical responsibility and normative 
pragmatics may have to be spelt out [Habermas, 1990]. 
Once participants have accepted a set of ground rules, it 
still may be the case that their belief systems, their 
perspectives and metaperspectives, have to be unpacked 
and explicitly laid out. Gaps and illogicalities in 

conceptualisation may have to be attended to. Here the 
IPM and its extensions may prove to be very useful. As in 
Stafford Beer’s “Team Syntegrity” workshops, 
participants may need to be persuaded to engage in 
lengthy iterations of discussions if consensus is to be 
reached [Beer, 1994]. 

As developed at length by Gordon Pask in his 
cybernetic theory of conversations, the psychological 
individuals that participate in conversation may be 
distributed over many brains and bodies. Cultures and 
organisations may converse as well as persons. Our 
understanding of what it means for conflicting 
participants to “sit down and calculate” has come a long 
way since Liebnitz speculated about a universal language. 
Thanks to Gordon Pask and others, we have better 
understandings and better support tools to help us resolve 
social conflicts, and at this early stage of the twenty first 
century, perhaps all that is lacking is the will and, to some 
extent, the art to put them into practice. 
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