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Thischapter considersthe usefulness of the Viable System Model (V SM) inthe study
of organizational adaptation. TheVV SM isarigorousorgani zational model that wasdevel oped
from the study of cybernetics and has been given considerable attention by management
science research. The chapter presents a longitudinal case study that focuses upon a
software devel opment team. The V SM wasuseful in diagnosing thelikely consequences of
different organizational designs.and in prescribing an alternative solution.

INTRODUCTION

This chapter focuses upon the issue of business adaptation, specifically describing a
caseof asoftwaredevel opment enterprise. Thetheoretical basisfor theanalysisisdrawnfrom
systemstheory, in particular the Viable System M odel (Beer, 1979, 1985).

Systemstheory hasabroad relevance, asmany different scientificdisciplinesgrapple
withtheir ownissuesof organization and adaptation (see Capra, 1996, for auseful synthesis).
Information systems(1S) research hasbeen parti cul arly receptiveto such“ systemsthinking”
(e.g., Checkland, 1981; Checkland & Holwell,1997), possibly asaresult of itsneedto address
people and technol ogies as an organized complexity. Recently, as managerial disciplines
have sought to address.the complex and turbulent conditions of global markets, systems
thinking has once again begun to permeate popular business literature. Haeckel’s (1999)
influential text isa good example. Amongst other things, he proposes that business should
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seek “senseand respond” capability with strategy being “ adesignfor an adaptivestructure.”
Inthisway, effective businessmanagement is secured through the effective modul ari zation
of the organization and the nurturing of aculture of commitment amongst the various units.
Many well-established ideas, such as the need for powerful, top-down strategic plans, are
redundant in Haeckel’ s thesis.

Haeckel has presented atimely distillation and-devel opment of ideas that-have their
lineageinthebroader hallsof systemstheory- Thischapter drawsfromasimilar heritage, but
itsfocusis upon aparticular branch of systemsthinking, namely cybernetics. Cybernetics
has been highly influential.in the development of systems concepts across many different
disciplines-(Checkland, 1981) and continues to attract attention today (see again, Capra,
1996). Itsfocusis upon patterns of control and communication in systems of all kindsand
isthus described as the science of organization (Beer, 1979, 1985). We are motivated by a
general interest in developing cybernetic approaches to IS problems and projects. Earlier
papers have described its use in software devel opment and the devel opment of groupware
for amanufacturing company (seetherel ated paper, Kawal ek & Wastell, 1999). Wepropose
that cybernetic models and theory may assist the study of patterns of communication in
organization and make it possible to appraise the linkage between these communication
patterns and the structure of the organization itself. Our particular focusis upon theViable
SystemModel (VSM). TheV SM hasheen devel oped from cybernetic theory by Beer (1972,
1979, 1985) for applicationtohuman organizationsingeneral . It hasbeengiven considerable
attention by management scientists (e.g. Espejo & Harnden, 1989).

In this chapter, weare concerned with general organizational issuesin relation to the
software devel opment process. The chapter will proceed asfollows. First wewill introduce
the key elements of the VSM. An extended case study will then be presented in which the
V SM isapplied in adiagnostic fashion to understand the mutating patterns of organization
structureinalarge software production organization, Violet Computing. Wewill show how
the organizational structure of VC, which wasoriginally well-adapted to the circumstances
of itshusinessecol ogy, becameincreasingly dysfunctional astheenvironment becamemore
turbulent and complex. Theuseof V SM, thistimein prescriptivemode, will then beillustrated
as atool for designing a more appropriate organizational structure. We are therefore in
alignment withthegeneral i ssuesmotivating Haeckel’ swork—that many-businessesof many
different kinds need to be designed to be adaptive. Thisconcernwith flexibility wasitself a
key motivation underpinning Beer’ s devel opment of the VSM.

THEVIABLESYSTEM MODEL

Cyberneticsisconcerned with theidentification and description of patterns of organi-
zation in complex entities. It has influenced the development of many different areas of
research (e.g., the science of cognition, artificial intelligence, the study of ecosystems) and
throughideasof self-organization continuestoinformmany debatestoday (Capra, 1996; pp.
51-71). The Viable System Model (VSM) is a complete organizational model that was
devel oped from cybernetic theory by Beer. Therationale andfeatures of the Viable System
Model (VSM) areset out by Beer inatrilogy of books (1972, 1979, 1985). It isnot intended
that this chapter should serve asatutorial of VSM; more modestly, our objectiveisonly to
highlight some of the.main features of the VSM that are pertinent to the case study
presentation later on. A fuller understanding of the VSM can be gained from a number of
sources. Thereader isreferredtoBeer’ shighly individual textsand, inparticul ar, tothesecond
of thetrilogy (Beer, 1979). Thereare, inaddition, anumber of other academicwritingsonthe
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