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Chapter 3

Mechanistic and organismic form of organization
In Chapter 2 on the historical development of organizational theory, we looked 
at Tom Burns and G.M. Stalker’s Theory of Mechanistic and Organismic Orga-
nization (Section 2.6).

In this section on the basic principles of the structure of the organization, it 
is very relevant to refresh our understanding of Burns and Stalker’s theories.

• A mechanistic organization is structured so that employees behave pre-
dictably and uniformly.

• An organismic organization – on the other hand – is structured so that 
employees behave flexibly, show initiative and find individual solutions. 

MECHANICAL ORGANIZATION FEATURES ORGANISMIC ORGANIZATION FEATURES

A high degree of differentiation, with primarily vertical 
information sharing within the established hierarchy.

A flat organization, characterised by horizontal informa-
tion sharing ,as well as a high degree of integration by 
means of interdisciplinary projects and taskforces.

A high degree of centralization, where decisions are 
made at the top of the organization.

High degree of decentralization, where decisions are 
delegated to many different employees within the orga-
nization.

Widespread standardisation, i.e., use of rules and 
procedures so that the solving of tasks of the organi-
zation is uniform and predictable.

Widespread use of mutual adjustment, i.e., the individual 
employees’ own background and common sense form 
the basis for solving the various tasks, which thus be-
come more disparate and unpredictable.

 
As we have previously considered, many factors determine which organizational 
form is most suitable. Burns and Stalker point out that the mechanistic form 
is best suited for stable and static environments, while the organismic form is 
most suitable when the environment is unstable and changeable. Here, there 
is a need for rapid change and adaptation, and this is best met with a structure 
that supports delegation and the initiative of the employees.

Choosing an organizational form can also have a negative impact on em-
ployees. For example, not everyone can handle the organismic structure. Lack 
of clear guidelines, greater individual responsibility and a lack of predictability 
can induce a poor work environment with stress and illness.

FIGURE 3.9 Mecha-
nistic vs. organismic 
organization.
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