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In 2021 a series of conversations took place in which concerns were raised about the 
software industry and what was happening to personnel in various sections of it. One of those 
concerned had learnt of Open Systems Theory with its genotypical design principles 
underlying organizational redesign and wondered whether such an option could help with 
analysis or present a solution if such was required. That one was Trond Hjorteland and my 
thanks go to him. He not only initiated these discussions, he started diffusing the concepts 
and involving others. He also did all the technical work on the survey to make it possible. His 
efforts also led to an introduction to OST course being held in Canberra.  None of that would 
have been possible without him. 

The result of these discussions was the design and administration of a survey customized 
to the software industry. It explored two main lines of enquiry, the first detailing what was 
going on inside the software industry with a comprehensive set of questions covering critical 
dimensions of both human and organizational features and behaviours. The second 
concentrated  on the state of knowledge about, and acceptance of, redesigns for organizations 
based on the second genotypical design principle, redundancy of functions. This entailed 
investigating attitudes towards change in general and towards organizations with "a legal 
structure composed of self managing groups from bottom to top where the members of the 
group worked towards group goals with shared responsibilities" in particular. 

This paper reports on the first line of enquiry. 

 

Conceptual framework 
The conceptual framework for this study is known as open systems theory (OST), the 

origins of which stretch back into time but in the modern era is associated with the 
completion of the open system by Emery and Trist 1965. They did this by defining the social 
or organizational environment or extended social field of directive correlations shown in 
Figure 1 as the L22.  

This environment refers to “those processes in the environment itself which are among the 
determining conditions of the exchanges (between system and environment)” (Emery and 
Trist 1965 p54) that part of the open system Bertalanffy (1950) left undefined. It is now 
defined as the “processes through which parts of the environment become related to each 
other, that is, its causal texture – the area of interdependencies that belong within the 
environment itself” (Emery and Trist 1965 p54). They also outlined changes in its causal 
texture over time. 
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“A system is more than the sum 
of its parts; it is an indivisible 
whole. 
It loses its essential properties 
when it is taken apart.”
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-Russell L. Ackoff
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-Mel Conway, 1968

“…organizations which design 
systems ... are constrained to 

produce designs which are 
copies of the communication 

structures of these 
organizations.”
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Source: Oosthuizen & Pretorius, 
Assessing the impact of new 
technology on complex sociotechnical 
systems
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To Do With Business Agility”
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“As soon as people are forced to 
compete, they have to look after 
their own interests and so self-
interest comes to dominate life in 
a DP1 [autocratic/bureaucratic] 
structure.  

All the team building in the world 
cannot change this dynamic.” 

-Merrelyn Emery
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“It is only when the people 
involved work out their own 
designs that the necessary 
motivation, responsibility and 
commitment to effective 
implementation is present.” 

-Merrelyn Emery
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