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IN THIS PAPER

The series closes with the traditions that put the human system on equal footing with the
technical one — and the modern self-management movement that pushes furthest against
hierarchy. Two lines run through it: a well-evidenced principle from the sociotechnical school, and
a bolder, thinner-evidenced claim from the self-management writers. The question: how far can
an organisation redistribute control, and on what evidence?

The sociotechnical tradition begins with a hard-won empirical finding: the way work is organised
socially is not downstream of the technology but co-equal with it. The self-management writers
extend the spirit of that finding to its limit, asking whether hierarchy is needed at all. The evidence
thins as the ambition grows — a distinction this paper keeps in view.

Eric Trist  1909–1993

Sociotechnical systems · the Tavistock Institute

CORE THESIS

Work is a joint social-and-technical system. Optimising the technical side alone — the machinery,
the layout, the method — predictably sub-optimises the whole, because it degrades the social system
that actually makes the technology work. Effective design seeks joint optimisation of both, and
tends to favour self-regulating work groups over deskilled, tightly controlled roles.

FRAMEWORK

Dimension Conventional longwall Composite (self-regulating)

Task design Narrow, single-task roles Multi-skilled, whole-task groups

Control External supervision Group self-regulation

Coordination Managed shift-to-shift Continuous within the group

Observed outcome Higher absence, lower output Higher productivity, better morale

METHODOLOGY

Action research, most famously the Durham coalfield studies (with Bamforth), which compared the
deskilled “longwall” method against self-organising “composite” groups, and later the Norwegian
Industrial Democracy programme.

SIGNIFICANCE AND CRITIQUE

Trist founded the sociotechnical school and, with it, the modern case for self-managing teams and
autonomous work groups. The critiques are that the findings are context-bound to specific
industrial settings, that diffusion into other sectors was uneven, and that some of the original
results have been re-examined and qualified.
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Fred Emery  1925–1997

Open-systems theory · participative design

CORE THESIS

Organisations are open systems, and their environments have a causal texture — a degree of
connectedness and turbulence that shapes what forms can survive. As environments grow
turbulent, hierarchical control becomes maladaptive, and the answer is to build adaptive capacity
through participative design: those who do the work redesign it themselves.

FRAMEWORK

Environmental texture Character

Placid, randomised Stable; threats and goods scattered at random

Placid, clustered Stable but patterned; strategy begins to pay

Disturbed-reactive Competitors react to one another's moves

Turbulent field The ground itself shifts; change begets change

METHODOLOGY

Open-systems theory joined to large-group action methods — the search conference and
participative design workshop — alongside the six psychological requirements of productive work
that give the approach its human criteria.

SIGNIFICANCE AND CRITIQUE

Emery extended sociotechnical thinking outward to the environment and downward to the
individual's experience of work, and pioneered participative, democratic design methods. The
critique is a degree of abstraction, and a reliance on facilitation-heavy methods whose success
depends on the skill with which they are run.

Albert Cherns  1927–1987

Sociotechnical design principles · codification

CORE THESIS

The sociotechnical tradition can be distilled into a set of design principles general enough to teach
and apply. The best known is minimal critical specification: specify no more than is essential, and
leave the rest for those doing the work to determine — design the necessary, not the sufficient.
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FRAMEWORK

Principle (selected) Meaning

Minimal critical specification Fix only what must be fixed; leave the rest open

Variance control at source Handle problems where they arise, not downstream

Multifunctionality Build redundancy of skills, not just of parts

Boundary location Draw unit boundaries so they aid, not block, the work

Support congruence Reward and control systems must match the design's intent

Incompletion Design is continuous; it is never finished

METHODOLOGY

Synthesis and codification of two decades of sociotechnical practice into a compact, transferable
set of rules — first published in 1976 and revised in 1987.

SIGNIFICANCE AND CRITIQUE

Cherns made sociotechnical design portable: the principles are still taught and applied in
work-design and operating-model projects. The critique is that they are heuristics rather than a
predictive theory — wise guidance for a designer, not a specification for an outcome.

A NOTE ON EVIDENCE

The two figures that follow — Laloux and Semler — are included for their influence on
contemporary practice, not for the strength of their evidence. Laloux's developmental “colour”
framing draws on Wilber- and Graves-adjacent stage models that lack robust empirical validation
and carry reputational risk with technical and policy audiences. Both authors argue from a small
number of admired cases selected because they already succeeded. We read their claims as
illustrative and selection-prone, not as demonstrated causation.

Frédéric Laloux  Reinventing Organizations, 2014

Self-management · evolutionary purpose

CORE THESIS

A new organisational paradigm — Laloux labels it Teal — is emerging beyond conventional
hierarchical forms, defined by three breakthroughs: self-management through peer relationships
rather than a chain of command, wholeness that invites the whole person to work, and an
evolutionary purpose the organisation is treated as sensing and following.

FRAMEWORK

Stage (colour) Organising principle

Amber Formal roles, stable hierarchy, rules

Orange Meritocracy, targets, innovation, competition

Green Empowerment, values, stakeholder focus

Teal Self-management, wholeness, evolutionary purpose
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METHODOLOGY

A multi-case study of a dozen organisations said to exhibit Teal practices — among them Buurtzorg,
Morning Star, FAVI and Patagonia — interpreted through a developmental-stage lens. See the note
on evidence above.

SIGNIFICANCE AND CRITIQUE

Reinventing Organizations popularised self-management for a wide practitioner audience and gave
language to genuine experiments in distributed authority. The critique is serious and stated plainly:
the developmental scheme is empirically weak, the cases are selected on success, and no
counterfactual establishes that the Teal practices caused the results.

Ricardo Semler  Maverick, 1993 · Semco

Workplace democracy · radical practice

CORE THESIS

Radical workplace democracy can be commercially durable. At Semco, Semler stripped out
conventional controls on the premise that adults given trust and information will act responsibly —
and that the controls themselves often destroy the commitment they are meant to secure.

FRAMEWORK

Practice Mechanism

Employees set their own pay Open salary information; peer and market visibility

Leaders chosen by their teams Subordinates evaluate and select managers

Self-chosen hours and workplace Judged on outcomes, not attendance

Open books Financials shared; staff trained to read them

No fixed org chart Roles and structure form around the work

The “three whys” Question every rule and task to its root

METHODOLOGY

A practitioner narrative drawn from a single firm, told in Maverick and The Seven-Day Weekend —
vivid and specific, but a first-person account of one company rather than a controlled study.

SIGNIFICANCE AND CRITIQUE

Semco stands as a vivid proof of possibility: it shows that far more control can be removed than
most managers assume. But the evidence is a sample of one, heavily dependent on a singular
founder, and offered as story rather than generalisable theory. Its durability and transferability
remain contested.
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Synthesis
Figure Central move Evidence base Critique or risk

Trist Joint optimisation;
autonomous groups

Field action research Context-bound; qualified

Emery Participative design for
turbulence

Open systems; group
methods

Abstract;
facilitation-dependent

Cherns Codified design principles Synthesis of practice Heuristics, not prediction

Laloux Self-management (“Teal”) Selected cases; stage lens Weak model; selection bias

Semler Radical workplace democracy Single-firm narrative n = 1; founder-dependent

FOR THE OPERATOR

The sociotechnical line yields a durable, well-evidenced principle: design the social and technical
systems together, and push control toward those who hold the variance. The self-management
line shows how far that instinct can be taken — but on thin, selection-prone evidence. For the
operator: adopt the principle, borrow the practices selectively, and do not mistake a vivid single
case for a proven operating model. That closes the Organisational Design series. Its through-line —
from Weber's one best way to Semco's no fixed structure — is that structure is a variable to be
fitted to circumstance, not a truth to be found.


