As we noted in the introduction to this module, thinking of organizations as living systems allows us to look at very different kinds of systems and appreciate the ways in which they meet common problems in perhaps rather different fashions depending upon both their internal structure and the nature of their interactions with their environment. In systems theory, it is these environmental relationships -- environment being broadly defined as basically everything outside the boundaries of the organization, wherever they might be, not just the carbon footprint -- that critically affect productivity, maintenance, adaptation, and survival. There is a well-developed vocabulary and framework for thinking about the interactions of systems and their environments, and in this case you'll have an opportunity to apply this terminology to very different situations.

 

Let's start with a general introduction to the idea of systems -- an interview with Kevin Kelly, editor of Wired magazine and general systems guru, reviewing some basic concepts and the advantages of systems thinking:

 

Flower, J. (1995) The Structure Of Organized Change: A conversation with Kevin Kelly.  The Healthcare Forum Journal, vol. 38, no. 1, January/February 1995.  Retrieved May 18, 2009, from http://www.well.com/user/bbear/kellyart.html.
 

Now let's make some application of system ideas. First, read this interesting discussion of systems in a context that may be familiar to many of you (and if it isn't, you still won't have much trouble figuring it out):

Fedorov,  G.S. (2001)  The Military Unit as Part of the Armed Forces' Economic System . Military Thought .  July.  Retrieved May 18, 2009, from http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m0JAP/is_4_10/ai_78839805/.  Also available here.

Now let's look at a rather different kind of organization, one with which many of you are probably not so familiar.  You might not expect a professor of violin and viola to have a lot to say about organizational systems, but these two short presentations of system ideas in the context of the orchestra are very clear and helpful:

Roelofs, L. (N.D.)  Organizational Change: Open System Concepts. Symphony Orchestra Institute.  Retrieved May 18, 2009, from http://www.soi.org/reading/change/concepts.shtml
Roelofs, L. (N.D.)  Organizational Change: Open Systems Applied.  Symphony Orchestra Institute.  Retrieved May 18, 2009, from http://www.soi.org/reading/change/concepts.shtml
