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“Disorganization” also referred to as “mess,” “deviation,” or “disorder” is a concept that
is embedded in the view of organizations as complex human systems. The word denotes
organizational phenomena that deviate from organizational schema and procedures in
an unplanned and unstructured manner. This concept is yet to be given full attention by
management scholars, despite its continuous appearance, partially under different
labels, throughout the history of the discipline for over five decades. Currently, there is a
need for contributions that synthesize these scattered conversations into a coherent nar-
rative. In addressing this gap, this article integrates these various strands of literature on
disorganization. Thus, we systematically gather, review, organize, and integrate the
extant literature (n = 192) on disorganization to map its evolution. Accordingly, we lay
out a foundational body of literature that highlights the importance of enhancing our
understanding of management through the integration of disorganization into our con-
versations about modern business. Accordingly, we present the theoretical infrastruc-
ture for the definition, analysis, and treatment of disorganization management. Through
this review, we propose new conceptualizations while mapping out the development
of the concept over time, followed by exploring the implications these developments

present to both management theory and practice.

The idea that organizational arrangements facili-
tate the creation of synergies through the collabora-
tion of organizational actors by providing order and
structure to (business) activities is entrenched in
management thought. In fact, since its foundation
(Fayol, 1916; Gouldner, 1954; March & Simon, 1993;
Merton, 1968; Taylor, 1911; Weber, 1922) there has
been a conviction that organizations provide a stable
rational structure on which to rely to reduce entropy.
The general aim of improving organizational pro-
cesses to enhance performance traditionally lies in
the hands of management. A nontrivial implication
of this assumption is that management necessarily
concerns those aspects that could be properly orga-
nized. However, scholars have also noted that this
may be a misconception, as all organizations contain
pockets of messiness, the unstructured, and the
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disorganized (Alvesson & Spicer, 2012). Underlining
this aspect, the recent past was characterized by
firms proactively reducing formal structures, either
by eliminating parts of them or by making them
more flexible.

These new structures are characterized by less
organized arrangements, and can be observed as
firms implement agility principles (Aitken-Fox,
Coffey, Dayaram, Fitzgerald, McKenna & Tian, 2023;
Majchrzak, Griffith, Reetz & Alexy, 2018; Siebers
et al., 2021), distributed workforces (e.g., Uber),
or crowd-based organizing (e.g., Hyperloop). These
dynamics give rise to a “disorganization” perspec-
tive that emerges from our integrative review and
has been neglected in the literature to date. In the ter-
minology of disorganization, these less organized
arrangements that spread across institutions of all
types can be understood as disorganizing forces in
traditional bureaucratic organizations. In line with
these developments, a quite conspicuous amount of
literature now indicates that there is too much to be
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left out of the picture if the non-organized or, for lack
of a better word, the “disorganized,” is overlooked
(Abrahamson & Freedman, 2013; Giustiniano, Griffith
& Majchrzak, 2019). Recent authors acknowledge that
today, “organizations are more loose holding compa-
nies of expertise, seeking leverage over their partners,
than Weberian bureaucracies working hierarchically
within the rule of law in the pursuit of certainty”
(Kettl, 2022: 118). From this perspective, this paper is
dedicated to a systematic conceptualization of what
is typically disordered and unstructured in an organi-
zation or, in one word, disorganized.
“Disorganization”—also referred to as “mess,” or
“disorder” (Ackoff, 1981)—is a concept that is embed-
ded in Simon’s (1962) view of organizations as hierar-
chically ordered complex human systems. The word
hints at organizational phenomena that deviate from
a system’s organizational schema in an unplanned,
unstructured, and random manner (Abrahamson,
2002). This way of describing disorganization can
be useful. However, it is the normative use of
“disorganization” that has the most potential. In
fact, the term can be used as a theoretical framework
to understand, and perhaps manage, the complexity
of dynamic and nonlinear phenomena in businesses.
From this vantage point, “disorganization” is a con-
cept that is yet to be given full attention by manage-
ment scholars, despite its continuous appearance
(partially under different labels—e.g., “organized
anarchies”; March & Olsen, 1986) throughout the
history of the discipline (see below). In this article,
we aim to review and integrate the various strands
of literature on disorganization with the intent to
explore whether, and to what extent, the concept
can contribute to management theory and practice.
Given the intricate nature of business (e.g., vast
networks of suppliers, intermediaries, customers,
and other stakeholders) and its volatile, uncertain,
complex, and ambiguous environments (Bennett &
Lemoine, 2014; Bennis & Nanus, 1985), disorganiza-
tion is now perceived as an inevitable occurrence
(Axelrod, Axelrod & Cohen, 2000; Boisot & Child,
1999; Bridges, 2009; Sellen & Harper, 2003). This
means that there are aspects of organizational exis-
tence, formation, development, and behavior that
are inherently disorganized (e.g., continuing none-
quilibrium states; punctuated equilibria; emergent,
self-organizing properties; see Holland, 1992). Start-
ing from these premises, we discuss the foundations
of disorganization. Other work looks at disorganiza-
tion as a favorable phenomenon since it fosters new
organizational models (Ahuja & Carley, 1998; Child
& McGrath, 2001). From this angle, disorganization

(properly calibrated) is understood as a mechanism
that makes loosely coupled systems work effectively.
Virtual organizations (Kasper-Fuehrera & Ashkanasy,
2001) are another prominent example of mainstream
technology-driven models of organizing where dis-
organization is considered inherent. Here, disorgani-
zation reduces structural controls by encouraging
free association among employees as a primary tool
for tasks such as idea generation and innovation
(Westwood & Clegg, 2009). Hence, despite the nega-
tive connotation historically associated with the word
“disorganization” in the management discipline, and
in light of the aspects outlined above, it is beneficial to
forge an enhanced understanding of the concept, espe-
cially regarding its viability in relation to some of the
most important streams of management literature.

There are at least two considerations arising from
this inquiry. One is that of understanding what dis-
organization is and how it is (or has been) portrayed
in the management literature. The other is to ascer-
tain the breadth and depth to which disorganization
has been covered and how it features in current man-
agement theory. Since it does feature in various
forms, answering the question about what meanings
are associated with it in current business contexts
becomes particularly relevant. By presenting, ana-
lyzing, and discussing the literature, it is possible to
extend the inquiry to more promising elements,
such as what the benefits of engaging with the
“disorganization” concept are.

In this article, we take a complexity stance on the
study of disorganization. We assume that organiza-
tions, intended as social systems, are complex (Burnes,
2005; Simon, 1962; Waldrop, 1993) and at least two
corollaries follow from this assumption. The first is
that organizational dynamics are intended as inher-
ently nonlinear because dependence on initial condi-
tions (e.g., resources, structures, relations) is limited.
The second is that, even when ambiguity is manage-
able and there is some knowledge of the organizational
elements in place, there remains fundamental uncer-
tainty about the exact mechanisms of operation (i.e.,
causality); time and circumstances under which they
are effective (i.e., situational effectiveness); and espe-
cially why (i.e., abductive vacuum). Among the impli-
cations of what we outlined above, disorganization—as
a theoretical framework—directly aligns with this
complexity stance as it provides a specific set of con-
cepts that can be used to go beyond shared notions
of management (Warglien & Masuch, 1996). More-
over, a complex systems view of disorganization
seems to be the most promising avenue in unpacking
the mechanisms at play within the pockets of
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disorganization seen in firms (Puranam, Alexy &
Reitzig, 2014). However, while complexity and dis-
organization have a clear relationship (Abrahamson,
2002), as noted in the literature, disorganization
carries an important distinction (Aaronson, Carroll
& Ouellette, 2014). More precisely, some theoretic
approaches to complexity emphasize measuring the
number of parameters required to describe a specific
state of the system (e.g., patterns, emergent proper-
ties, outcomes, equilibrium or equilibria, or lack
thereof). We call this state a system’s configuration
or arrangement. Disorganization-based accounts are
concerned with how many different arrangements or
configurations are available to a given system (i.e.,
the configuration space) given the same number of
parameters. Hence, we understand disorganization
as the variety of alternative configurations (alternative
arrangements) given the same number of parameters
(descriptors), or, more concisely, configuration/
parameters (C/P). The more varied and larger the
number of configurations, the more likely that disor-
ganization can be observed (given an unchanged
number of parameters). This can make intuitive
sense by thinking of the execution of a task. Such
task execution can be a function of employees’ com-
petence (parameter A), of the extent to which they
cooperate (parameter B), and of the difficulty of the
task (parameter C). The state of the system (configu-
ration) is defined by the pattern used to mark com-
pletion of the task. If competence is such that it can
be combined differently among employees in order
to match the difficulty of the task, then multiple con-
figurations are possible, since it is likely that differ-
ent ad hoc teams may be formed to deal with the
same task. A practical example is the case of the
maintenance department of the largest Danish utility
company, which allows employees (parameter A:
competence) to follow their personal inclinations
(parameter B: cooperation) when dealing with daily
tasks (parameter C: difficulty). These tasks mainly
consist of organizing activities to fix warm-water
pipe leakages. The department shows the tendency
to reorganize its patterns (configurations) almost every
time it deals with a task, while the parameters remain
fundamentally unchanged (see Gahrn-Andersen,
Festila & Secchi, 2024; Secchi, Neumann, Festila &
Gahrn-Andersen, 2024). These unwritten and rela-
tively unpredictable patterns are leaning toward
disorganization. If, instead, coordination combining
employees’ competence to address the task’s diffi-
culty leads to the same pattern over and over again,
then we have an organized system structured over a
process, routine, or procedure.

The number of parameters defining organizations
has been relatively well-explored (Csaszar, 2020;
Gulati & Puranam, 2009), while only sporadic
attention has been given to the configuration space.
Currently, there are no specific contributions that
synthesize these various branches of management
thinking into a coherent narrative. In addressing this
gap, in this paper we systematically gather, review,
organize, integrate, and synthesize the extant litera-
ture on disorganization. In so doing, we do not dis-
pute the accomplishments of order. However, if we
take the complexity stance seriously, then both order
and disorder must coexist for any system to function
(Chia & King, 1998; Shenhav, 2002; Yan & Panteli,
2011).

First, we collect extant contributions that constitute
a coherent foundational body of literature focused on
disorganization management. This exercise provides
conceptual clarity, amalgamates multiple strands of
literature, and juxtaposes previously isolated pockets
of inquiry on the topic into one congruent conversa-
tion. Second, the review outlines and integrates the
extant theoretical underpinnings on which we make
suggestions for the definition, analysis, and treat-
ment of disorganization management. Third, we
provide a roadmap that charts the development of
the topic, which we then use as a basis to propose
clear alterations to current research trajectories in
the domain, along with specific future avenues of
research that include methodological (epistemo-
logical) considerations.

METHOD OF THE REVIEW

This paper presents one of the few (if not the only)
reviews of the literature on the concept of disorganiza-
tion in business organizations to date. Therefore, it is
both exploratory and integrative and pulls in knowl-
edge from multiple strands of thought in management
research. We focus on the concept of disorganization
in an organizational context. “Disorganization” differs
from the notions of “flexibility” or “anarchy.” The
latter concepts use an underlying assumption of
“order” as the preferred state of affairs (Abrahamson
& Freedman, 2013). The disorganization view, instead,
emphasizes the process of structuring and designing
organizations without assuming “order” as a necessary
condition to aspire to, for either structure or work
design. However, flexibility and anarchy can be dis-
cussed within the concept of disorganization as out-
comes of the process. Therefore, given the wider
encompassing meaning of the concept and its rela-
tive disentanglement from anchors, the focus of this
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paper is on the literature directly pertaining to disor-
ganization. This explains why we do not focus on
traditional organizational designs or structures.
Instead, the sole focus of this paper is on the under-
lying assumptions behind such designs and struc-
tures; namely, our need and tendency to organize
work in its various forms (e.g., processes, proce-
dures, routines). Finally, the structure of the review
is dependent on the themes derived from the litera-
ture amassed in the collection process. Each subsec-
tion of this review pertains to these themes (see the
next section for a more precise orientation).

Procedures

We adopted a relatively broad approach when
gathering papers for review. We focused on chrono-
logical developments by looking at earlier papers
(early 20th century) and up to 2024. Our primary
research keywords included “disorgani?ation*,”
“mess*,” and “disorder*”—while also combining
these, when needed, with secondary research strings
such as “in organi?ations” and variants (“organi?™”;
“organi?ation*”). The first screening was performed
on the abstracts, and extended to the main text when
necessary, leading to papers being retained accord-
ing to their relevance and applicability to the scope
of this research (Table 1).

As per Table 1, papers that did not discuss disor-
ganization (or its variants, mess or disorder), either
directly (the main focus of the paper) or indirectly
(as a part of a broader discussion), were excluded.
Other criteria included the date range (1900—2024),
setting (organizations or firms), publication type (peer-
reviewed articles, conference proceedings, and books),
and databases used (Scopus, Web of Science, and EBS-
CO’s Business Source Complete). To ensure consider-
ation of all key papers, manual searches on identified
streams of the literature were also conducted using
the reference lists of top-cited publications. Figure 1
presents a stylized flow chart of how the process was
carried out.

The process was broken down into five distinct
phases, each informing the next. Phase A consisted
of the selection of literature. Here, we were able to
find 204 articles, screened per the criteria mentioned
above. After reading the abstracts and examining
article contents, 192 papers were retained (Figure 2);
the articles that were eliminated were out of the
scope of this research as per Table 1 (e.g., “social dis-
order” in criminal justice literature).

Phase B was an iterative reading exercise. Each
paper was read, and its focus was identified, as well

as its central arguments and findings. This process
aimed to identify the structure and classification of
the articles to isolate emergent themes. For consis-
tency, the process was repeated two additional times
until a core set of themes was derived and consoli-
dated in Phase C. Upon completing Phase C, the lit-
erature was classified into three streams as per the
organizing framework presented in Figure 3: (1) defi-
nition, (2) mechanisms, and (3) implications.

For clarity, and because of the multiple aspects of
the concepts used to define disorganization, Stream 1
was further divided into two subcategories: history
and terminology. Stream 2 then extrapolated how dis-
organization manifests and operates through three
subcategories—causes, characteristics, and level of
analysis. The final Stream 3 drew out implications,
integrating both extant views along with practitioner
insights on the topic. Using this classification, each of
the key themes was then dissected and reviewed in
depth in Phase D. The final phase of the process
(Phase E) was used to draw implications. In doing so,
the evolution of the concept of disorganization was
mapped into three distinct stages of evolution (see
below). The focus of the final phase of this process
was to present an up-to-date foundational snapshot of
the literature (Figure 2) to outline how the concept of
disorganization can be framed and explored in future
research.

STREAM 1: WHAT IS DISORGANIZATION?
TOWARD A DEFINITION

For ease of explanation and because of the multiple
aspects of the concepts used to define disorganiza-
tion, Stream 1 has been divided into two subcate-
gories: history and terminology. Each of the following
subsections covers one of them.

Conceptual History of Disorganization

When looking at the literature on disorganization
that has amassed over the years, we are able to map its
conceptual development into three strands. Figure 4
displays the timeline along which various contribu-
tions to the disorganization perspective have been
made, and visualizes the three dominant strands.

As shown in Figure 4, the strand 1 is that of infor-
mal organizing, where early discussions outlining
the groundwork for later developments of disorgani-
zation were put in place. Strand 2 can be classified
as organizational design literature, which coincides
with the rise of the Carnegie School of organization
theory. Strand 3 is that of complex systems views of
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disorganization. The complexity strand currently is
in its nascent stages of development compared to the
earlier strands, and much more work remains to be
done to fully articulate disorganization from a com-
plexity perspective. What differentiates these strands
is that the earlier schools of thought (informal orga-
nizing) were the first attempts to understand disorga-
nization. These early works essentially planted the
conceptual seed that would later develop into what
we currently see in modern discussions on disorgani-
zation. The design contributions that appeared later
articulate more of the organizational levers that are at
one’s disposal to invoke disorganization. The com-
plex systems view is the latest emerging strand, and
it attempts to provide a more nuanced and robust
account of disorganization, especially in disentangling
the phenomenon from adjacent concepts to foster
more precision in our exploration of disorganization.
It should be noted that the shift from one strand to the
next as shown in Figure 4 was not abrupt. Instead,
considerable overlap can be seen when moving from
one strand to the other. In other words, boundaries of
transitioning from one strand to another are blurred,
reflecting the development of thinking on disorganiza-
tion. Furthermore, Figure 4 depicts a non-exhaustive
snapshot of some of the key contributions that pertain
to each strand. Importantly, the progression from one
strand to the other (e.g., from informal organizing to
organizational design) does not mean that the previ-
ous strand ceased to exist, but it indicates a shift in
focus and direction. As such, each strand that emerges
can be seen as joining the conversations started by the
previous strands, rather than replacing them alto-
gether. In fact, as discussed in the next section, in
contemporary contributions all three strands are pre-
sent, albeit to a lesser intensity compared to when

the strand first emerged. We unpack each of the
strands next.

Strand 1: Informal Organizing

Where hierarchical organizing was present, devia-
tions from it were also present (Bateson, 1972). Start-
ing from traditional conceptualizations of idealized
bureaucratic organizations provides a case in point.
It is important to keep in mind that formalization,
rules, career structure, and hierarchy of authority
are central structural and processual features accord-
ing to Weber’s idealized version of bureaucratic
organization—that is, “order-generating” features of
organizations. However, early critics of bureaucracy
already pointed toward their shortcomings (for a
summary see, e.g., Rosenbloom, Kravchuk & Clerkin,
2022, Chapter 4) acknowledging that, in reality, ele-
ments of what we call disorganization here can be
found in all organizations. For example, expertise
and hierarchical authority do not always go hand in
hand, and can be considered a source of disorganiza-
tion. Similarly, more recent developments in neo-
Weberian thinking, as exemplified in concepts of the
“neo-Weberian state,” depart from the original view
by underlining citizen needs, citizen involvement,
results orientation, and management professionalism
(see summary in Byrkjeflot, du Gay & Greve, 2018;
based on Pollitt & Bouckaert, [2004] 2011). In the ter-
minology of disorganization, these elements can be
understood as disorganizing forces present in tradi-
tional bureaucratic organizations.

Nonetheless, while such disorganizing forces were
acknowledged, they were considered deviations and
detrimental to firms, and thus the conversation
largely revolved around reducing these deviations or
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FIGURE 2
Snapshot of Literature—Emergence of Streams (n = 192)
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Note: The literature is organized into three main streams: (1) definition, (2) mechanisms, and (3) implications. Identification of these three
streams depends on the main purpose of the reviewed literature and a conceptual rationale. The former point is not a way to classify research
contributions per se, because some authors—especially first movers into the stream—cover more than one category. Thus, even when the main
purpose of a research study falls either in Streams 1, 2, or 3, there may be overlaps with at least one other stream. This is rather intuitive for
Stream 1 (definition) at least, given that defining a phenomenon entails moving into its relevance and importance for research and practice.
This has obvious links to its mechanisms (Stream 2) and implications (Stream 3). The latter element inspiring this classification—that is, the
conceptual rationale—is based on the fact that disorganization is an emergent stream of research, even if it has very deep historical roots in the
management field that constitute its maturity and justify the field to be reviewed. As such, we do not believe most readers would be familiar
with some of the inner elements of the stream. Hence, the literature is organized following three questions a researcher usually asks when con-
fronted with something new: What is it (history and definition)? How does it work (mechanisms)? Why does it matter (implications)? Of course,
these are not the only questions one may ask, and even the order can be altered. However, these are certainly three questions worth asking, if
one is to understand the evolution and processes of a given research field and its theories, models, and approaches. Each stream has multiple
subcategories. The criterion on which subcategories are organized is based on how each of them informs the parent stream. For instance, for the
first stream, definition, we focus on key elements a definition consists of. As such, we center our attention on (a) history and (b) terminology.
Stream 2, on mechanisms, features three subcategories: (a) causes, (b) characteristics, and (c) levels of analysis. While the first two subcategories
in Stream 2 are intuitive and perhaps naturally justified, the third is very much tied to the nature of the concept under inquiry. In other words,
mechanisms could be defined as ways in which disorganization manifests. For any phenomenon that has an actuality, it is possible to ask a
question on causes (generative processes). At the same time, and to be more accurate when isolating causes, one may want to characterize the
phenomenon. For this reason, there seems to be no dispute there. The third subcategory attempts to study the literature based on the level of
analysis in which the concept has been researched. This could be micro (mostly individuals), or be defined in the various entities that consti-
tute a close (e.g., team, department) or distant (e.g., the whole organization) macro context. In short, these subcategories look at precisely what
the causes, features, and variations of the phenomenon are. Stream 3, on implications, focuses on the consequences and expected outcomes of
disorganization.
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eliminating them (Ackoff, 1981). However, it was
soon discovered that regardless of the sophistication
of organizing, deviations were bound to occur to
some degree (Weick, 1998). The reasons for these
inevitable occurrences of disorganization have been
ascribed to a mixture of contributing factors. Among
them is the bounded rationality of humans in the
design of organizing schema and routines (March,
1978), innate instability in complex systems (North,
2005), myopic decision-making (Levinthal &
Posen, 2007), human error or sloppiness (Alvesson &
Spicer, 2012), shocks to the system (Anand et al.,
2003; Waldrop, 1993), distribution of cognitive
resources (Secchi, 2011), and eventual obsolescence
of even the best-designed schema and routines (Kra-
kauer et al., 2019). Furthermore, in some situations,
hierarchical structure, formalization, and a focus on
procedures create red tape (Blau & Scott, 1962);
political power plays a role, and it increases costs
where solutions could be more cost-effective by
being solution-oriented rather than structure-
oriented (Bozeman & Feeney, 2011; Brunsson,
1996). Abrahamson and Freedman (2013) further
point out that when ordering, a cost always occurs,
and it is imperative to assess it. Organizations that do
not take this sunk cost into account spend unneces-
sary amounts of time and resources on ordering while
gaining decreasing marginal benefits. While the resil-
ience of these deviations was coming to light, scholars
and practitioners were also starting to understand
that not all deviations are inherently detrimental
(Abrahamson, 2002). Instead, some deviations were
seen to produce novel dynamics within organizational
systems that were useful (Abrahamson & Freedman,
2013). Early glimpses of the usefulness of these
deviations can be traced back to the work of Gould-
ner (1954) and Merton (1968) who, without explic-
itly coining the term “disorganization,” explored
disorganizing tendencies of organizations through a
cultural lens (Gouldner, 1957; Merton, 1973). These
contributions study the respective forces of organizing
or ordering and the countervailing forces of alternative
or flexible forms of relationships in shaping specific
outcomes (Gouldner, 1960). Here, disorganization is
seen as an integral relational and temporal process
within organizations (Merton, 1973). These ideas
can be considered as the seeds from which the per-
spective on disorganization has developed.

Through these developments, disorganization
moved from being viewed as a purely negative
phenomenon to one that symbolizes creativity
(Amabile, 1983), self-organizing, and emergence
(Nonaka, 1988). These strands in the conversations
around disorganization aligned with that of minimally

structured environments that had surfaced a few
decades earlier (Goffman, 1955). Building on these
foundations, over the next few decades a rather eclec-
tic set of contributions developed.

Strand 2: Organizational Design

Building on the perspectives presented above, the
concept then was subjected to a distinct shift, with
contributions focusing on structural elements with
linkages to organizational design. From this angle,
the focus is on aspects that facilitate and foster disorga-
nization. The most surprising such findings emerged
initially from the arts (Beardsley, 1968), where disorga-
nization was a centerpiece in desirable forms of art-
work (Stacey, 1993; Vohs, 2013; Vohs, Redden &
Rahinel, 2013). Meanwhile, in an organizational
context, Cohen et al. (1972) developed the garbage
can model (GCM) of decision-making which pre-
sented a quasi-random decision-making model that
embraced deviations from hierarchical organizing.
The subsequent literature developed on the GCM
after its publication encompasses theory, empirical
characteristics, and simulations (Fioretti & Lomi,
2010). Moving on from the GCM, more research on
the benefits of disorganization has been conducted
since the 1970s (Thompson, [1967] 2003; Thompson,
Peteraf, Gamble, Strickland & Jain, 2013). Warglien
and Masuch (1996) detailed an idea of disorgani-
zation in organizations, building on Crozier and
Thoenig’s (1976) research on blockage (control para-
dox), which sheds some light on the issues pertaining
to increasing order in organizations (Streatfield, 2001).

A recent review of the organizational design litera-
ture covering the years 2000-2023 (Joseph & Sengul,
2024) identified four major streams—the configu-
ration, control, channelization, and coordination
approaches. It is evident from Joseph and Sengul’s
(2024) work that the organizational design literature
has moved beyond discussing traditional aspects
such as the fit between the organization and various
contingencies. Over the years, it has moved to also
focus on, for example, mechanisms of adaptation,
modular organizing, reorganization processes, con-
trol systems, incentives, error, and biases, to name
just a few areas. Specifically, research on modularity
(under the configuration approach) seems to be rele-
vant for disorganization. In fact, modularity can be
viewed as a simplification mechanism that groups
strongly interdependent tasks together in autono-
mous modules, thereby helping to simplify coordina-
tion (Baldwin & Clark, 1997). Extending the concept
of product modularity Sanchez (2000) concludes that
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loose coupling of the modular product architecture
“can make possible” the modularization of the orga-
nizational structure and process and enable the carry-
ing out of activities to external suppliers (interfirm
coordination). Similarly, Ulrich (1995: 435) argued
that modular product designs allow the assignment of
organization tasks to “specialized groups with a nar-
row focus.” While not directly addressing the disor-
ganization phenomenon, the literature points to
parallel conversations around multiple design themes
pertaining to flattening organizational hierarchies
(Puranam, Singh & Zollo, 2006; Puranam, Singh &
Chaudhuri, 2009), increasing “elbow room”
(autonomy) in organizational clusters (Gulati & Pura-
nam, 2009; Gulati et al., 2012), and the spread and
exploration of interorganizational networks (Pura-
nam et al., 2014). Of particular relevance for the dis-
organization perspective we present in this work is
the control perspective identified by Joseph and Sen-
gul (2024), because here autonomy-enhancing mecha-
nisms and informal controls are in the limelight, as
explored in further detail in Stream 3.

These cumulatively explore breaking down and
recognizing organizational structures, along with eas-
ing rigidity seen in organizations (Puranam et al.,
2009). The driving force behind these design interven-
tions and the outcomes they propose to deliver align
with that of the broader disorganization literature and
are worth noting here. At present, the most recent con-
tribution in terms of directly addressing the concept
of disorganization focuses on the types of messes,
the benefits of messes, and the limitations of order
(Abrahamson, 2002; Ashmos, Duchon, McDaniel &
Huonker, 2002; Herath, Costello & Homberg, 2017;
Herath, Secchi & Homberg, 2016). These contribu-
tions underscore that modern organizations face
the need to continuously implement and adapt to
new technological advancements (Metcalfe, 2018),
thereby generating additional pressure to move
away from the rigid principles of formal organizing
and push toward disorganization (Herath & Harring-
ton, 2023; Vasquez & Kuhn, 2019). As mentioned
briefly in the introduction, technological advance-
ments amplify the ability of organizations to become
more loosely coupled through the facilitation of dis-
tributed and crowd-based organizing (Herath, 2019).

Strand 3: Complex Systems Perspectives

Initial theoretical contributions on complexity as
they informed this debate were very much inspired
by Prigogine’s (1978, 1987; Prigogine & Nicolis,
1971) theory of dissipative structures. Though not
directly associated with GCMs (discussed in Stream 2),

the contributions inspired by complexity and com-
plex systems theory do bear and build on the imprint
of this period, where notions of adaptiveness seem to
be a common thread in these conversations (Prigogine
& Stengers, 2018). Several later complexity-theoretic
contributions, like those of Kallinikos (2004) and the
likes of Ahuja and Carley (1998), Boisot and Child
(1999), and Child and McGrath (2001), were also
driven by the profound turn-of-the millennium opti-
mism about newly emerging communication technol-
ogy and its proposed impact (on the network
society, see Castells, 1999, 2000) on hierarchal
organizing (delayering) and networks with a focus
on easing adjustments between nodes. While that
optimism has somewhat dissipated, it has neverthe-
less paved the way for the modern discussions on
disorganizing we see today. More recently, complex-
ity theorists have further enriched these discussions
through the exploration of social and physical
entropy—a view that sees the world as comprising
coupled, multiscale, interrelated complex adaptive
systems (Turalska, Lukovic, West & Grigolini, 2009;
West, 2017). Further studies also investigated emer-
gence, self-organizing, and complexity in the behav-
ioral sciences (Cummings, 1978; Mahmoodi, West &
Grigolini, 2017; McKelvey, 1997). This evolution
entailed seeing disorganization from a more nuanced
perspective, one that did not view disorganization as
purely detrimental to a firm (Abrahamson & Weller,
2008; Scott, 1998; Scott & Davis, 2015). This ongoing
work seems to have led to attempts at developing a
more precise definition and conceptualization of
the phenomenon, especially using computational
techniques (Herath, Costello & Homberg, 2017; Sec-
chi, 2021a). To unpack these features arising from the
complexity-theoretic treatment of disorganization,
some etymological clarifications become necessary.

Terminology

In the extant literature, the concept of disorganiza-
tion has been discussed using several synonyms
(Eisenberg, 1984; Nonaka, 1988). Furthermore, some
terms are used to discuss specific cases (instantia-
tions) of the concept (Mowrer, 1939). However, the
usage of different terminology for the same or a simi-
lar phenomenon could indicate that there are multi-
ple and complex facets, hence the need for different
words to stress one or the other (Dess, Rasheed,
McLaughlin & Priem, 1995). At the same time, the
use of a diversity of words also clouds proper mean-
ing attributions. In an attempt to summarize the litera-
ture effectively and provide a comprehensive account
of the topic at hand, Table 2 outlines our working
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TABLE 2
Terminology
Working definition: The variety of configurations (alternative arrangements) that is
possible given the same number of parameters (descriptors)

Term Description

Configurations The variety of arrangements with which a system can be structured.

Parameters The ways in which a system can be described.

Measurement The C/P ratio is chosen as a measure of disorganization as it reflects an increase in the variety of configurations
over a similar number of parameters.

For example, given four parameters used to describe a system, this is organized (or simple) when possible
configurations converge on 1. As the number of configurations increases, disorganization also increases,
with numbers of C>P leading to an increase in unpredictability.

Synonyms
The following terms are used interchangeably with each other and have no conceptual
difference in the core meaning.

Term Usage Description Relevant Citations

Disorganization Widely used in modern literature when discussing recent Aaronson et al., 2014; Herath et al.,
developments of the concept. Predominantly discussed 2017; Ratner & Plotnikof, 2022;
when analyzing the phenomenon as a process and its Secchi, 2021a; Vasquez, Kuhn &
procedural nature. Plotnikof, 2022

Disorder Usage of the term has decreased over the years, while the term Abrahamson, 2002; Abrahamson &
“disorganization” is used more prevalently. One reason for this Freedman, 2013; Beardsley, 1968;
change could be that the term “disorder” features prominently in Brunsson, 1996; Cunha & Gomes,
complexity- and chaos-theoretic treatments of the phenomenon, 2003; Denegri-Knott & Parsons,
while “disorganization” has been used more when discussing 2014
the phenomenon in general.

Mess This term is largely used in popular science literature and media Aitken-Fox et al., 2023; Barrett, 2012;
outlets, mainly due to the term being more familiar in Harford, 2017; Herath, 2017;
our day-to-day vocabulary.

Limited Instantiations
The following terms focus on a limited (often extreme) case or feature of disorganization.

Anarchy The extreme endpoint of disorganization, where the level of Berger, 1981; Cohen et al., 1972; Crozier
disorganization is at its highest in a given system. In extant & Thoenig, 1976; DeLeon, 1994;
literature, anarchy especially refers to the lack of hierarchy de Wilde & Wiberg, 1996; Ellstrom,
and rules in a system. 1984; Olsen, 1976; Vallentyne, 2014

Chaos Used similarly to anarchy, with an emphasis on the confusion Desouza & Hensgen, 2015; Nonaka,

such a state creates and the dependence of the system

on its initial conditions.

1988; Priesmeyer, 1992; Stacey,
1993; Stacey, 1996; Tran, 2016

definition of the disorganization phenomenon along
with key synonyms used in the extant literature. The
definition presented in Table 2 qualifies disorganiza-
tion as alternative configurations (or arrangements)
that are possible from the same set of parameters (or
system descriptors). While more on this is in the text
below, being upfront with this particular approach
has the advantage of helping readers frame the con-
cept more precisely by simultaneously offering a key
to reading the literature.

While the origins of the term "disorganization” or
“disorder” in the management lexicon date back to
the 1960s, it gained wider usage with the application
of the second law of thermodynamics to manage-
ment theory (Muller, 2000; Stacey, 1993). This led to
treatments of the phenomenon based on complexity
theory. At the same time, this application led to

some conflation between the meaning of disorgani-
zation and that of complexity, with some instances
where these terms were used as synonyms. Some
suggest that this conflation is misguided, and that
complexity and disorganization have a clear dis-
tinction (Herath, 2019). In fact, it creates room for
misinterpretations that could hinder its systematic
exploration; therefore, it is important to clearly
articulate the difference between disorganization and
other related concepts.

The second law of thermodynamics states that the
total entropy (disorder) of an isolated system always
increases over time unless it is acted upon by an
external force to the system (Katz & Khan, 1966).
This thermodynamics-based account of disorder
paved the way for the closely related concepts of
entropy in information theory and statistical
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mechanics (Rényi, 1961; Shannon, 1948; Wicken,
1987), which considered disorder as the average rate
at which information is created in stochastic sources
of data (Kobayashi, 2007; Pathria & Beale, 2011).
Here, the uncertainty and unpredictability of the
information is the focal point (Gray, 2011), leading
to highlighting the role of dysfunctional, pseudo-
functional, and irrelevant information—a core
element of disorganization—as fundamental to task
performance (Secchi, 2020). These ideas cumula-
tively then influenced the social scientific realm as a
way of talking about uncertainty in complex dynamic
social systems (Anderson, 1999). However, the appli-
cation of ideas based on thermodynamics to manage-
ment has not seen much progress in the past decades,
especially given the complications involved in mak-
ing sense of an increase in disorder in social systems
and in understanding how to manage the process of
increasing disorder (Nonaka, 1988). Furthermore, orga-
nizations are not isolated (closed) systems; thus, it is
questionable whether such a level of abstraction is
needed and whether such an approach adds any
more explanatory power to the conversation than
conventional frameworks. If one takes complexity as
a reference point for this stream of studies (Stacey,
1993), then complexity theory—as applied to organi-
zations (Burnes, 2005)—is a relevant strand that may
connect to our discourse on disorganization.

While these analyses based on complexity theory
account for some elements that are crucial to our
understanding of stochasticity within organizations,
they still leave a few important aspects behind. For
example, how the element of agency is integrated
into this framework of complexity theory remains
unclear (Houchin & MacLean, 2005), as do underly-
ing assumptions, such as the predisposition toward
order as exhibited by many organizations. Thus,
complexity theory research still works under the
assumption of order. As indicated above, a concep-
tualization of disorganization shall go beyond this
approach by actively encouraging and systemati-
cally laying out processes in which systems can be
restructured. This restructuring could lead to behav-
ior explored within complexity theory (Thietart &
Forgues, 1995). A disorganization-based analysis not
only tries to understand stochastic dynamics within
organizations but also explores mechanisms on how
such dynamics can be proactively leveraged. This
aspect sets disorganization distinctly apart from
approaches based merely on complexity theory. At
the same time, it should be noted that the linkage
between complexity theory and disorganization in

an organizational context is still a relatively unex-
plored area, and much work remains to be done.
Continuing along these lines, the work by Aaronson
et al. (2014) shows that complexity is the measure of
how many parameters are required to describe the
holistic structure of a system. This signifies that the
larger the number of parameters required, the greater
the level of complexity.! In contrast, disorganization
can be described by the various configurations
in which the entities in a given system can be
arranged, assuming the number of parameters remains
unchanged. When the number of arrangements is low,
the level of disorganization is low; when the number
of arrangements increases, so does disorganization.
From these two descriptors, it is apparent that these
are two different measures. Therefore, disorganization
and complexity are not identical and do not by default
exhibit a direct positive linear relationship (Aaronson
et al., 2014; Brudno, 1982; Isik, 2010; O’Connor,
1991). In closed systems, this relationship is under-
stood to be a convex curve (Aaronson et al., 2014); in
open systems (e.g., organizations), however, this rela-
tionship depends on the effect that outside forces
have upon the system (Mauboussin, 2002). Generally,
both highly ordered systems and highly disorganized
systems can be described using a relatively limited
number of parameters (Aaronson et al., 2014; Isik,
2010). Therefore, when looking at the literature, while
some complexity-theoretic approaches measure the
number of parameters required to describe systems,
disorganization accounts look at how many arrange-
ments (or configurations) are available to a given
system when the number of parameters remains
constant. The former has been relatively well-
explored, while the latter has had sporadic attention.

Near Synonyms

The literature reviewed here produced a varied
terminology to indicate and define aspects of disorga-
nization as conceptualized in the preceding sections.
In an attempt to create some conceptual hygiene, the

! Note that there are exceptions: The study of complex
adaptive systems (Miller & Page, 2007) has shown that
they can be described by a very limited number of para-
meters and still generate outcomes that are no less unpre-
dictable than those from systems explained by a large
number of parameters. A complicated system is, instead, a
function of the number of parameters and elements used to
describe it, due to relatively simple mechanisms. What
changes everything in complex systems is the nature of
(and difficulty of describing) the mechanisms that generate
complexity.
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current subsection briefly introduces these terms,
explains how they relate to disorganization, and
introduces the umbrella terms we decided to use in
the remainder of this work.

Disorganization is not the same as agility. Apart
from the terms above, adaptability, flexibility, agil-
ity, and ambidexterity also feature in the literature
(Bartone, 2017; Gong & Janssen, 2012; Sharma &
Jain, 2010). However, even though they are related to
each other, these concepts are not directly synonyms
for disorganization. Adaptability refers to an organi-
zation that changes its forms and operations to meet
internal and external pressures (Bartone, 2017; Teece,
1997; Walker, 1996). Organizations can enhance
adaptability in many different ways, however
(Bartone, 2017; Hrebiniak & Joyce, 1985). Organiza-
tional ambidexterity works within the same frame-
work as adaptability, with a focus on exploration
and exploitation techniques necessary to achieve
adaptation. This process is also underpinned by
structured and organized methods in which the
exploration and exploitation are carried out (Gibson
& Birkinshaw, 2004). While disorganization can be
used as a mechanism for adaptability, it is not a nec-
essary condition (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). Flexibility
and agility are closely related terms (Gong & Janssen,
2012; Kallinikos, 2004). In this context, flexibility
refers to an organization’s capability to adapt its size,
configuration, and responsiveness to meet organiza-
tional needs (Sharma & Jain, 2010). Organizational
agility is the broader enactment of flexibility within
the organization, with a focus on responding to
external pressures (Gong & Janssen, 2012). The pri-
mary difference between the terms discussed here
and disorganization is that the phenomenon encap-
sulated through disorganization is naturally occur-
ring (Harford, 2017). This means that regardless of
whether an organization is adaptable, flexible, agile, or
ambidextrous, disorganization (as defined in Table 2)
occurs unabated. Therefore, while we can imagine an
organization that is unadaptable, inflexible, non-agile,
and non-ambidextrous, we cannot envisage an organi-
zation where some of the parameters used to describe
it do not lead to alternative configurations (or arrange-
ments) over time (i.e., disorganization). This inevitabil-
ity of disorganization clearly demarcates it from the
concepts discussed here. In the remainder of this
work, we use the term “agility” to subsume the notions
of adaptability, flexibility, agility, and ambidexterity.

Disorganization is not complexity. The concept of
disorganization does have some interchangeable
terms. For instance, terms such as “disorder” and
“mess” are commonly used to discuss disorganization.

As opposed to terms discussed earlier, mess and dis-
order do describe the same concept. The former is
mainly used in practitioner environments, while the
latter has direct ties to entropy (Herath, 2019). Herein,
we use “disorder” when referring to processes that can
be described as unplanned, unstructured, random,
or chaotic.

Related but not fully congruent are the terms
“chaos” and “anarchy,” which can be seen as limited
instantiations of disorganization (Table 2). Complex-
ity, on the other hand, is quite distinct from the con-
cepts of disorganization even though there are links
between the concepts. It should be noted that the
terms “disorganization,” “disorder,” and “mess” do
have strong negative connotations due to their usage
in the common language, not to mention the fact that
management as a research enterprise leans on the
study of its opposite—that is, organization(s) (Simon,
[1947] 2013). One solution to this issue might come
through the recent works on plasticity (Levinthal &
Marino, 2015). Currently, plasticity refers to an orga-
nization’s ability with respect to “stretching or reduc-
ing aspects of its operations with ease, so to adapt
both in a timely fashion and repeatedly over time”
(Siebers et al., 2021: 3). This concept uses notions of
disorganization as an embedded mechanism in this
process of adaptation, and hints at an unexplored link
between adaptation and disorganization. However,
given its recent development, the full meaning, and
the total extent of what this term could encapsulate,
remains an open question. As such, plasticity has yet
to receive wider support as a term that encapsulates
what is currently commonly discussed under the
term “disorganization.”

In summary, while emerging through notions of
complexity, disorganization as a concept carries a
distinctness that has not subsided in the literature,
nor has it been subsumed by related concepts. In
addition, while the concept has seen considerable
evolution over the years, with the most recent instan-
tiation being that of plasticity, “disorganization”
remains the primary rubric under which the accu-
mulation of a variety of configurations (alternative
arrangements) given the same number of parameters
(descriptors) is explored. However, the term itself is
arguably less palatable when considering promulgat-
ing these ideas to a wider audience (especially prac-
titioners); thus, as the notions of plasticity develop,
perhaps the potential for disorganization as a term to
be replaced should be seriously considered. Never-
theless, at the current juncture, “disorganization”
remains the primary term for the phenomenon.
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STREAM 2: MECHANISMS
OF DISORGANIZATION

Having discussed the definition of disorganiza-
tion, this section focuses on Stream 2 (Figure 3) in
the literature classification exploring how disorgani-
zation manifests and operates. Each subcategory—
that is, causes, characteristics (or types), and level of
analysis—is discussed separately.

Causes of Disorganization

Disorganization has two primary causes (Andrews
& Farris, 1967; Sahal, 1981) that are separated by
agency. These can be categorized into (1) intentional,
or planned (Nonaka, 1988); and (2) unintentional, or
unplanned (Abrahamson, 2002). In unraveling these
causes further, we can discern that the unintended
aggregation of multiple “things” (both physical and
nonphysical, such as tables, chairs, concepts, ideas,
people, etc.) is a cause of disorganization. Another
cause of unintentional disorganization has been put
forth as “thermodynamic non-equilibrium” (disorga-
nization in a system) as caused by a temporary dis-
turbance to the order of the system (Stacey, 1993).
However, others argue and demonstrate that such
nonequilibrium is not a disturbance but a spontane-
ous form or reorganization (Prigogine & Stengers,
2018). The effects generated through the external
environment presented in open system theories of
management (Fisher, 1998) also fall into the category
of unintended forms of disorganization.

In contrast, the deliberate easing of formalization—
for example, flattening the hierarchy in an organization

or the reduction of formal rules, routines, or
procedures—is an intentional cause of disorganiza-
tion (Nonaka, 1988). The deliberate easing of rules to
innovate has been seen as a viable form of intentional
disorganization (Amabile & Gryskiewicz, 1987;
Andrews & Farris, 1967; Baden-Fuller, 1995; Ekvall,
1983; Schmitz, Urbano, Dandolini, de Souza &
Guerrero, 2017; Zhao, 2005). Haken (1984) describes
innovation and entrepreneurship as requiring a con-
stant form of regeneration of ideas within an organi-
zation (Andrews & Farris, 1967; Carayannis, Samara
& Bakouros, 2015). Nonaka (1988) also points out
that informal human grouping within an organiza-
tion is also a form of positive disorganization that
can be both intentional and unintended. Sahal
(1981), along with Knights and Vurdubakis (2005),
describes technology as a basis for intentional disorga-
nization, where it enables chance and emergent inter-
actions within a purposefully designed environment.
The two causes of disorganization and their subcate-
gories are presented in Table 3.

By analyzing the two causal types (Table 3) of dis-
organization, it is clear that the unintentional type,
in general circumstances, is an unavoidable phe-
nomenon. This is because unintentional types of dis-
organization are resilient and reoccur indefinitely.
This is further exacerbated by the fact that this
type of disorganization cannot be anticipated or
predicted, thus rendering most measures to avoid
the phenomenon largely futile. Instead, the inten-
tional forms of disorganization offer more control to
the firm, and thus are used more as strategic moves
to gain a competitive advantage whenever needed

TABLE 3
Causes and Types of Disorganization

Unintentional Sloppy
Disorganization that is
naturally occurring, without
any deliberate intervention system
from an agent (e.g., a desk Exogenous
becoming messy over time
through dust accumulation)

Intentional
Disorganization that is
introduced into a system on
purpose. This does not entail
organizing the phenomenon.
Instead, where and when to
use it is actively determined
through deliberately
changing structural and
functional elements.

Structural

Functional

Messes naturally originating due to ill-defined
aspects in the organizational structure
Indigenous Created naturally by forces internal to the

Abrahamson, 2002; Alvesson &
Spicer, 2012; Denegri-Knott
& Parsons, 2014; Vohs et al.,
2013

Occurring outside the system and
overwhelming the system’s capacity to
achieve order

Actively arranging conditions in the
organizational structure such that
disorganization occurs. Here, the location
and dimensions of the process can be
controlled.

Actively arranging the conditions in
organizational functions such that
disorganization occurs. Here, the location
and dimensions of the process can be
controlled. Functions refer to the procedures

Harford, 2017; Herath &
Harrington, 2023; Herath
et al., 2017; Herath et al.,
2016; Levinthal & Marino,
2015; Nonaka, 1988

required for a given task.
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(Haken, 1984; Rothaermel, 2008; Thompson et al.,
2013). Both the aforementioned intentional and unin-
tentional forms of disorganization are discussed fur-
ther below.

Characteristics of Disorganization

Warglien and Masuch (1996) and Cuber (1940)
present the idea of disorganization as a quest for
order and intelligence in situations where the con-
ventional sense of orderliness reveals only confu-
sion and noise. In the literature, disorganization is
discussed either as a process- or as a state-based
mechanism. These viewpoints are not mutually
exclusive. Instead, each perspective focuses on a
different element of the same phenomenon. Process-
based mechanisms encompass the steps of how
a system becomes disorganized. This happens
when, for example, management inserts elements
of disorganization to work on its applicability
(e.g., placing, replacing, or conversion of resources,
sending ambiguous communication, or removing one
or more layers of hierarchy). The process can either
be natural or planned (Herath et al., 2016, 2017).
State-based mechanisms focus more on the outcomes
of the process (post hoc view) than on the process
itself (asking, e.g., what does a disorganized system
look like?). State-based mechanisms can be very use-
ful when organizational actors need to produce spe-
cific effects out of disorganization (e.g., increase
interactions, out-of-the-box solutions).

As March and Olsen (1986) point out, it is impera-
tive to understand that disorganization does not mean
complete organizational stochasticity (i.e., aimless
actors floating around due to complete relaxation of
rules). Instead, disorganization can be seen as the
relaxation (intended or unintended) of the tradi-
tional organizational structure, thus embracing a
more informal approach to achieve certain targets in
the work environment (Andrews & Farris, 1967).
More recent studies have gained momentum in look-
ing into disorganization and its relationship to com-
plexity (Stacey, 1993), emergent design (Hatch, 1999),
and organizational paradoxes (Clegg, da Cunha &
e Cunha, 2002). This has inspired researchers to
rethink the concept of disorganization in a more
robust manner (Cunha & Gomes, 2003). Through this
process, the phenomenon of disorganization has
been subjected to analysis through multiple levels,
each focusing on a specific set of information that is
useful for an organization in understanding and
dealing with disorganization. The next subsection
discusses these levels in more detail.

Level of Analysis

The final set of mechanisms relates to their level
of manifestation. Whether disorganization appears
at the individual, at the organizational, or in between
these two levels, it changes its nature and related
effects (West, 2017). On top of these three, one should
not forget that environmental forces may affect the
way in which organizations structure themselves (see,
e.g., Thornton, Ocasio & Lounsbury, 2012). Although
central to the management literature in general, this
perspective does not enter the disorganization debate
(as far as we are aware). The manipulation of disorga-
nization at one level has repercussions on the others,
although it may be difficult to predict its effects across
levels (Mahmoodi et al., 2017). This phenomenon—
for example, spurious traceability, weak depen-
dence on initial conditions—is typical of complex
systems (Krakauer et al., 2019) and, in this case, it
means that the characteristics of one set of elements
(e.g., individuals) do not necessarily manifest at any
of the aggregate levels (e.g., teams, departments,
organizations) and vice versa (see, e.g., Stacey,
2001). Hence, considering the mechanisms of diffu-
sion across levels could be extremely difficult for an
organization, leading to disorganization spiraling out
of control quite easily (Herath & Harrington, 2023).
Therefore, it is very important to understand how gen-
erative, process-based, and state-based mechanisms
work in the context (level) in which they are set in
place (or appear).

STREAM 3: IMPLICATIONS
OF DISORGANIZATION

Over the years, various positive implications of
disorganization have been introduced (Gosling, Ko,
Mannarelli & Morris, 2002; March & Olsen, 1986;
Warglien & Masuch, 1996). Researchers mention
benefits for both unintentional and intentional
types of disorganization. These include, for exam-
ple, increased autonomy (Nonaka, 1988), grassroots
(i.e., lower-level) decision-making (March 1994;
Nonaka, Umemoto & Sasaki, 1998), innovation
(Burnside, Amabile, Gryskiewicz, Yuji & Kuhn,
1988), team cohesion and dynamic cooperation
(Kagono, Sakamoto & Johansson, 1985), the resil-
iency of knowledge (Agocs, 1997), and reductions in
organizing costs by avoiding unnecessary processes
(Abrahamson & Freedman, 2013). By letting go of the
emphasis on organizing, companies can focus on their
core competencies and enable the power of parallel
search (Harford, 2017; Herath, 2021). Warglien and
Masuch (1996) pointed toward the latter element—
that is, the “power of parallel search”—as a key
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beneficial aspect of disorganization, where highly
uncertain situations can be better handled by agents
with bounded rationality (Simon, [1947] 2013) attack-
ing the problem from multiple vantage points (explor-
ing multiple viable options in parallel) and choosing
the best emergent solutions. As some argue, internal
structural disorganization through participative
decision-making enhances the connectivity in organi-
zations, which, in turn, creates opportunities to self-
organize and innovate (Yan & Panteli, 2011). As
Ehrich and English (2012) point out, disorganization
tends to create a conducive environment for emergent
behavior in teams that can be beneficial. Reduced
formalization also incubates grassroots leadership
from the bottom up, where every person takes more
responsibility. This creates new information and novel
ideas. Through disorganization, decision-making can
trickle down the organizational hierarchy, enabling
people with the most relevant information about a
situation to make a decision rather than wait until
decisions are made above their control—for example,
seniority, authority, or hierarchy (Ehrich & English,
2012).

Taken from a more practical angle, disorganization
can be seen as saving money and time, since it stops
unnecessary organizing (e.g., expensive employee
monitoring and evaluation systems) within an orga-
nization and helps to remove structures that create
costs yet do not yield considerable benefits (Agocs,
1997; Arthur, 1994; Crossan & Sorrenti, 2003). Build-
ing on the notion that disorganization is often seen
as pockets within more organized structures, a vari-
ety of cases have recently emerged that point toward
the efficacy of disorganization.

As shown in Table 4, organizations with relaxed
working environments (Ford, McLaughlin & Newstrom,
2003; Harford, 2017) are examples of the embrace-
ment of some aspects of disorganization in creative
processes. Product design and development is an
area where the benefits of disorganization have been
utilized (Cunha & Gomes, 2003). Furthermore, the
organic development of their organizational culture
by visionary leaders such as Larry Page (Google, now
Alphabet), and Lars Kolind (Oticon) are further exam-
ples of disorganization in practice (Foss, 2003; Harford,
2017). More specifically, organizations such as Oticon
(one of the largest hearing aid manufacturers in the
world) or General Electric (Carlson, 2003; Lakshman,
2005) have well-documented instantiations of disor-
ganization where organizational hierarchies were
dissolved, rules of interaction among employees
were relaxed, and the work was solely based on radi-
cal results orientation (Puranam et al., 2014). A more

recent example is the company Hyperloop Transpor-
tation Technologies, which at the time of its incep-
tion was constituted by a core team of 10 members
with 40 auxiliary employees. These employees navi-
gated a vast and complex web of global operations
with a highly structurally and functionally disorga-
nized mode of operation (Herath et al., 2017) where
the organizing procedure within the firm was in con-
stant flux and rearranged according to the needs at
hand at arapid pace (Majchrzak et al., 2018). The lat-
ter element refers to the fact that the collaborators
were encouraged to achieve results with whichever
process they deemed appropriate, rather than orga-
nizing the process of achieving results (Arthur, 1994).
Such radical destructuring of traditional organization
setups are the precursors of the development and
study of disorganization in a more systematic man-
ner. Even though the perceived benefits of disorgani-
zation are abundant, to fully understand, manage,
and transfer beneficial disorganization in organiza-
tions, theoretical advancements, as well as empirical
evidence, are needed (Warglien & Masuch, 1996).

It should be noted that the most powerful implica-
tions stem from an organization’s ability to deliberately
induce disorganization within bounded conditions
(Abrahamson & Freedman, 2013). This can be seen
as the process of disorganizing (Ackoff, 1981). One
of the most talked about aspects in the management
of disorganization can be described as freedom
(autonomy) to act inside existing limits with mini-
mal structure by reducing the formal structure to a
bare minimum (Cunha & Gomes, 2003). Ackoff (1981)
proposes an approach for disorganization manage-
ment where disorganization is looked at holistically
and can be used to remove unnecessary order. Ackoff
(1981) further proposes a design approach to disorga-
nization management where clinical and research-
based approaches can be used as a hybrid. The rigid
internal rules are replaced by social rules (Nonaka
etal., 1998). In this process, the entire activity of work-
ing becomes dynamic, with multiple autonomous
agents (across the organizational hierarchy), which
is a stark contrast to the traditional paradigm where
most of the autonomy lies with the higher levels of
organizational hierarchy (Hatch, 1999). However,
employee maturity (see below) may influence the
effectiveness of disorganization (Weick, 1998). Thus,
some researchers argue that this is a shortcoming of
disorganization (Gosling et al., 2002). In managing
disorganization, Cunha and Gomes (2003) and Bateson
(1972) propose that a diagnosis of the process should
be carried out where the balance between “control
versus innovativeness,” and “principles versus
ideas” is at stake.
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When considering striking a balance between orga-
nization and disorganization, the potential down-
sides of disorganization also need to be noted
explicitly. Some authors (Levinthal & Marino, 2015)
point out that disorganization does not yield positive
outcomes in all contexts. For instance, the inherent
unpredictability of disorganization can often be det-
rimental in stable environments where routines are
the core around which operations happen (Herath,
2019). In these routine-based environments, the unpre-
dictability of disorganization reduces how specific
routines can be consistently replicated over time. As
such, having a more organized, easily repeatable con-
figuration is preferred over multiple unpredictable
configurations. Similarly, as the number of config-
urations increases, monitoring and controlling
these become increasingly complex and costly tasks
(Herath, 2021).

Moreover, integration among organized and disor-
ganized areas of an organizational unit can also cre-
ate complexities that need to be considered. This is
especially true where pockets of disorganization
exist within a much larger organizational structure.
In such cases, the information flow between the orga-
nized and disorganized elements, or how the informa-
tion flow changes from one element to the other, can
create issues in integration. This can potentially
undermine any benefits that disorganization might
have yielded (Herath, 2019). As such, a firm would
need to carefully consider how it balances the coex-
istence of its more organized elements and its pock-
ets of disorganization. Some authors have explored
various mechanisms that could improve such inte-
gration, thus preserving the benefits disorganization
can bring to organizational units (Abrahamson &
Freedman, 2013).

Another potential downside of disorganization (or
a view that embraces it within a firm) is the possibil-
ity that it becomes too difficult to control. This could
be in terms of the number of configurations or their
complexity increasing too rapidly for a firm to man-
age. Moreover, some may use disorganization (or the
embracing of it) as an excuse not to do due diligence
on standard practices and operations, de facto under-
mining organizational activities. Furthermore, when
considering embracing disorganization in a firm,
resistance could also be a considerable obstacle as
tendencies toward order are much more ingrained in
managerial practice than one would assume, result-
ing in a natural resistance toward disorganization.
Therefore, perhaps high levels of disorganization
would also require some elevated level of employee
maturity. Taking these issues into consideration,

Abrahamson (2002) proposes that a cost—benefit anal-
ysis be carried out in such situations. Later work
provides some responses to the limitations of dis-
organization, along with articulating a granular
process that vouches for considering the breadth,
depth, volume, and intensity in assessing costs and
benefits associated with disorganization (Abrahamson
& Freedman, 2013; Herath, 2019). Ultimately, although
it is indeed the case that, with appropriate manage-
ment of disorganization, various complex situations
can be handled proactively and environmental con-
tingencies can be properly addressed (Faraj & Xiao,
2006), a firm needs to carefully evaluate the utility of
disorganization and its associated costs to arrive at a
practicable balance between its more organized ele-
ments and its pockets of disorganization.

The implications discussed here have not been
systematically verified empirically. Apart from a
few recent instances (Herath, 2021), where a direct
positive link between disorganization (as defined by
Abrahamson, 2002) and firm performance per worker
is established empirically, most of the current cases
present in the literature use a semi-abductive setup
and discuss phenomenon-led instantiations of disor-
ganization. However, our review indicates that there
is a need for further research into cases and benefits
of disorganization in order to generate more system-
atic evidence relating to the disorganization phenom-
enon and to explore what drives its negative and
positive outcomes. To this end, a complex systems
theoretical view of disorganization (i.e., configura-
tions or parameters) presented in this review is the
most promising area for further research. Moreover,
the theoretical and empirical gaps in current disorga-
nization literature also need some attention. The next
section outlines and discusses these gaps in more
detail.

DISCUSSION

In the following pages, we develop a research
agenda for the study of disorganization based on
gaps identified in the research reviewed in the pre-
ceding sections.

Theoretical and Empirical Gaps

Weick (1998: 543) posits that “the term ‘orga-
nization’ itself denotes orderly arrangements for
cooperation,” and continues, “it is not surprising
that mechanisms for rearranging these orders in the
interest of adaptation have not been developed as
fully.” It would not be inconsistent to add that this
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account, by definition, excludes concepts like disor-
ganization, because they imply the exact opposite.
Another reason has been seen as a paradigmatic bias
based on the idea that “order is good” (Nelson,
1974). However, this review underscored that disor-
ganization is more of a byproduct within the process
of organizing than its antithesis. Therefore, disorga-
nization does not negate “being from becoming”
(organization; Whitehead, 2010); instead, it is part of
the organization process (Mangham & Pye, 1991;
Mintzberg & McHugh, 1985). Nevertheless, in the
past few decades research interest has been resurgent
(Thompson et al., 2013). Even though comparatively
little attention has been given to understanding disor-
ganization (Weick, 1998), the subject itself—as shown
in the pages above—has been a recurring theme in
management and organization research in the past
half-century (Pfeffer, 1993). Nevertheless, disorgani-
zation research is not a highly developed field, and
this is exemplified by the lack of consensus among
researchers (Pfeffer, 1993). However, it should be
noted that the study of disorganization has been
prompted not only by conceptual contributions but
also by industrial changes in the modern world
(Cunha & Gomes, 2003). For example, the new emer-
gent product innovation models, such as the “flexible
model,” “integrative model,” and “improvisational
model,” are such incidences. Emerging crowd-based
and distributed organizing are two other examples
(Giustiniano et al., 2019). What these models have in
common is the disorganized nature at their core. Each
of the models uses minimal structure and is more
results-driven than structure-driven (Bohler, 2014).
Hence, researchers and practitioners are well-advised
to develop a deeper understanding of the uses and
non-uses of disorganization.

Disorganization has received some research atten-
tion from various vantage points (causes, locations,
effects). As illustrated previously, there is little agree-
ment in the literature on the concept itself among con-
temporary scholars. With these multiple treatments
of the same phenomena, a theoretical clarification as
to (a) what can be defined as disorganization, and (b)
what the demarcation criteria between order and dis-
organization are (Groves & Sampson, 1989) needs to
be developed. Furthermore, the conceptual disadvan-
tages of disorganization (Weick, 1998) must also be
addressed. Overall, this work is a step toward clarifi-
cation through delineating the different conceptuali-
zations of disorganization present in the literature.
We have made specific suggestions (Table 2) on how
to address it that are meant to enhance conceptual
clarity in the field of disorganization studies.

From an empirical viewpoint, the research gaps
are more pronounced. It is argued that most of the
benefits of disorganization cannot be determined a
priori, given that some of the benefits are emergent
and, at present, the behavior of disorganization is
unpredictable (mainly due to the lack of studies that
explore the dynamics of disorganization). Therefore,
a series of empirical studies is required to formulate
a more precise theoretical account of disorganiza-
tion. There have been very few empirical treatments
of the concept of disorganization apart from a few
isolated studies (Gosling et al., 2002; Herath, 2021).
One hindrance to the empirical study of disorganiza-
tion has been exactly the same issue that students
of disorganization attempt to challenge, and that
remains an unspoken assumption in the majority of
organizational scholarship—that is, the preconcep-
tion that “order is good.” In fact, some researchers
tend to promote the view that “disorganization
is inherently good” due to the proposed benefits
(Abrahamson & Freedman, 2013). Such an implica-
tion can only be validated through empirical research
and not through conceptual analysis alone. In addi-
tion, the notion of emergent benefits points to a few
more gaps. From the literature, it is clear that embrac-
ing disorganization entails an element of risk-taking,
as it encourages a move away from conventional
structures and functions to one that has improvisa-
tion at its core, where willingness of a firm to engage
in “trial and error,” as opposed to “playing it safe,”
seems to be crucial. As such, organizational or mana-
gerial accounts of improvisation and risk-taking in
relation to disorganization seem to be useful avenues
to explore. There are accounts of improvisation and
experimentation already present in the management
and organizational literature, most often in the form
of case studies (some of which were noted in the
review). However, more such cases in a variety of set-
tings are required to form a richer picture of how dis-
organization operates in modern organizations.

Moving the Disorganization Paradigm Forward

Table 5 presents a roadmap of how the concept of
disorganization can be framed, given a diversity of
theoretical assumptions.

The literature suggests that there were three stages
in the conceptual development of disorganization.
In Table 5, we outline the central tenets of each of
these stages while highlighting the key contributors.
As depicted in the table, Stage 1 disorganization
refers to what can be deemed natural disorganization.
The term “natural” here means that disorganization
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TABLE 5
Conceptual Development of Disorganization

January

Conceptual Evolution

Definition

Arguments

Status

Stage 1—disorderly
accumulation of varied
entities in hierarchically
ordered complex human
structures (Abrahamson,
2002).

Stage 2—Introduces
teleological types of
disorganization and
reclassifies the concept.
Embraces a “process view”
of disorganization.

Stage 3—Expanding the
reclassified concept of

disorganization. Also known
as “organizational plasticity”
(Levinthal & Marino, 2015).

Focused on the unpredictable,

non-teleological, unavoid-
able aggregation of physical
(e.g., files on a desk) and
nonphysical (e.g.,
relationships) entities within
organizations.

Consists of three types:

1) Natural disorganization.

2) Structural disorganization;
reducing structural
constraints within an
organization through
topological changes to teams,
information structures,
power dynamics (Herath
et al., 2017).

3) Functional disorganization:
Keeps non-teleological Stage
1 disorganization but also
introduces two new forms of
disorganization that are
predictable (teleological) and
can be managed when
needed.

Greater emphasis on the

teleological, goal-oriented
Stage 2 disorganization;
Stage 1 is implied.

The assumption that “order is
good” is misguided. Order
can be detrimental to an
organization’s performance.
The aggregation of entities
(disorder) should be
embraced in order to
increase organizational
performance. The effort to
organize such entities does
not yield justifiable
advantages; instead,
embracing such aggregation
provides benefits
(Abrahamson 2002).

Disorganization should be
viewed as having both
unpredictable and
predictable components
(Herath et al., 2017).
Deliberately enabling
disorganization within
organizations yields
increases in performance,

satisfaction, and innovation

(Abrahamson 2002).

Organizational plasticity
should be used for rapid
restructuring or
destructuring of
organizations in order to
achieve strategic goals
(Levinthal & Marino, 2015).
Disorganization should be
joined with other
organizational processes
(Herath et al., 2017).

Still the most commonly used
description. Good empirical
evidence (Herath et al.,
2016); however, largely only
discussed in historical
contexts and as a basis for
later stages of the concept
(Herath et al., 2017).

Gradual adaptation. In the
process of being subsumed
under Stage 3 developments
of the concept.

Very early stages of
development, without a
consensus of definitions and
key arguments. Still largely
reliant on Stage 2 concepts
without much new
development.

occurs naturally, without any intervention, within
both the individual and collective scales of the orga-
nization. It also encapsulates the stochastic nature of
such accumulation. Natural (Stage 1) disorganization
has received most of the research attention over the
past three decades. Stage 1 disorganization is usually
discussed in the literature in terms of the end results
it produces (i.e., disordered state of affairs). This can,
therefore, be deemed a state-based view of disorgani-
zation, where the concept is defined by the end result

of the phenomena (i.e., by looking at a stochastically
accumulated set of entities). The initial work on deal-
ing with Stage 1 disorganization largely focused on
coping strategies (Abrahamson, 2002). These coping
strategies include (a) embracing and welcoming dis-
organization, (b) reducing the efforts in organizing
such accumulation of entities, and (c) creating room
within the organization to actively encourage such
accumulation. These coping mechanisms then evolved
over time into strategies of actively leveraging
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disorganization (Herath et al., 2017; Levinthal &
Marino, 2015).

Stage 2 disorganization subsumes Stage 1 disorga-
nization and its stochastic elements. However, the
primary focus of Stage 2 disorganization is on the
development of a “process” of disorganization. Here,
two new types of disorganization are introduced: (a)
structural and (b) functional (Herath et al., 2017).
These two types of disorganization are preplanned
(teleological) and focus on the process of restructur-
ing systems. Structural disorganization refers to the
process of restructuring in terms of information,
topology, and hierarchy. Instead, functional disorga-
nization focuses on the process of reducing barriers
(procedures and routines) in accessing resources to
enable faster, more efficient performance within orga-
nizations. So far, we have discussed three distinct
types of disorganization: (1) natural, (2) structural,
and (3) functional. Natural disorganization (Stage 1)
is largely a state-based view and is non-teleological.
Structural and functional disorganization (Stage 2),
instead, are process-based views of disorganization,
and managers have a larger degree of control (teleo-
logical) over how they are implemented.

Recent expansions of the concept of disorganiza-
tion focus on utilizing disorganization to enable spe-
cific organizational functions (Harford, 2017; Herath
et al., 2017). This new evolution (i.e., Stage 3) looks
at strategies that aim at coupling disorganization
with other organizational processes to enhance per-
formance and organizational agility. However, both
Stage 2 and Stage 3 are less mature compared to
Stage 1. In fact, disorganization as a whole features
relatively low degrees of maturation compared to
other well-established concepts in management the-
ory. However, it should be noted that each of the
stages of disorganization builds on its previous stage,
and that these stages are not mutually exclusive.
Therefore, there seem to be several opportunities for
disorganization to expand conceptually (Stages 2
and 3 especially). We believe that our integrative lit-
erature review and our organization of the literature
into the aforementioned three categories provide
useful insights. This roadmap helps us articulate
specific trajectory shifts, with corresponding impli-
cations and avenues for future research.

The missing level. As already mentioned above,
the disorganization literature is eminently focused
inside the organization. Not only does it focus on
internal dynamics between actors, resources, opera-
tions, processes, and procedures, but it also treats
the external environment as an exogenous source of
stimuli. This is understandable, given the arguments

produced above and the emphasis on a system’s dis-
organization. However, this perspective ends up
being eminently limited on at least two accounts. One
is that the pressure, influence, and co-evolutionary
dynamic that binds an organization to its environ-
ment is difficult to reduce to a stimulus-response
mechanism. Disorganization may well be “pushed”
or “required” by environmental change to which
organizations are subject, and, at the same time, con-
tribute to defining. Hence, a study of the emergence
and development of disorganization cannot abstain
from embedding the environment as one of the condi-
tional elements. The other account relates to the
structure of the population of organizations, either in
a sector, industry, given country, or market. The way
in which these ecologies’ structure themselves may
reflect disorganization tendencies, in terms of lack of
division of labor, uncoordinated efforts toward lobby-
ing, innovation, supply chains, or something else.
This study of the effects of a macro-ecology-level dis-
organization is currently lacking, although it may be
helpful in observing and analyzing possible advan-
tages pertaining to its exploitation.

Paradigm shift. As pointed out by most authors,
there is a divide between well-established classic
management paradigms, on one side, and disorgani-
zation, on the other. The emphasis on order and orga-
nization is very well-represented by the disposition,
layout, logistics, and allocation of scarce resources.
The concept of management as organization is that of
optimizing these systems of resources by means of effi-
ciency. Instead, a disorganization approach would be
more oriented toward building up a capacity to cope
with environmental ambiguity, and especially com-
plexity. This new use of disorganization as an enhanc-
ing factor of organizational agility has recently led to
the coining of the expression “organizational plas-
ticity” (Levinthal & Marino, 2015). This approach thus
sees disorganization as a phenomenon that can be lev-
eraged to garner tangible gains in adapting to complex
environments. As discussed in this paper, to achieve
this objective, a set of mechanisms should be consid-
ered as they manifest at different levels. By reflecting
on the source (generative mechanisms)—that is, unin-
tentional and intentional—by considering the steps
that define the phenomenon (process-based mecha-
nisms), or by focusing on the outcome (state-based
mechanisms) it becomes easier to steer disorganization
and orient it toward the achievement of organiza-
tional goals.

Complexity and methods. The complex systems
theoretical exploration of disorganization to which
we contribute in this article seems to be the most



426 Academy of Management Annals January

promising avenue in terms of future exploration.
Complexity-based accounts of disorganization as
discussed in this paper provide an intuitive basis for
comparing organizational fields. More precisely, it
posits that industries and organizational fields (and
other systems, including formal organizations) can
be described in terms of a ratio between the number
of parameters required to describe those systems and
the number of alternative configurations in which
these parameters tend to co-occur (with high C over
P ratios denoting disorganization, and low C over
P ratios denoting organization). Complexity and
methods are closely connected. One of the broad
implications of taking a disorganization perspective
is the opportunity to tackle the complex dynamic
adaptive nature of organizational processes (Secchi
& Neumann, 2016). By emphasizing disorganization
(especially Stage 3), researchers are necessarily
acknowledging the inherent complexities of the sys-
tem, because it is open to ambiguity and uncertainty,
and, ultimately, characterized by unpredictable gen-
erative processes (emergence; see Goldstein, Hazy &
Lichtenstein, 2010). This complex systems paradigm
necessitates appropriate tools for its analysis; tools
that are not necessarily within the common arsenal
of management scholars. One such tool that has
already shown promising results in disorganization
research is, for example, agent-based modeling (e.g.,
Fioretti & Lomi, 2010; Secchi, 2021b). Along these
lines, in the recent past management scholars have
started to take a finer look at how disorganization
manifests within businesses, and how various orga-
nizational reactions to the phenomenon have mea-
surable effects by using computational approaches.
The use of computational approaches to model dis-
order and complexity is prevalent in physics (Meyer
& Pontikis, 2012). Similarly, modeling of disorder in
the social sciences is now becoming more prevalent
with the use of agent-based simulation techniques,
which provide a mechanism to calibrate social scien-
tific theories in a similar fashion to that of the hard
sciences (Farmer & Foley, 2009). In this context, sim-
ulation models provide a way to calibrate our theo-
retical models and carve out avenues of interest that
could then be empirically tested. Computational
approaches provide a solution space in which
theoretical concepts can be operationalized and
analyzed in order to check for their internal con-
sistency, uncover logical endpoints, and imagine
alternative scenarios or counterfactuals (Edmonds
et al., 2019). More broadly, simulations in this
regard can be seen as a methodological third leg (or
calibrator) where one could use a process of abduction

(Edmonds & Meyer, 2015) to glean possible areas of
interest for further exploration while also uncover-
ing possible areas of concern, thus streamlining the
research process (Epstein, 2006).

Early seminal work of this nature (Cohen et al.,
1972) used computational simulations to study the
effect of anarchy, a close neighbor of disorganization,
on organizational decision-making. More recent work
(Fioretti & Lomi, 2008, 2010) has replicated these
findings (using modern computational techniques),
while other works have explored individual (Herath
et al., 2016) and team (Herath et al., 2017; Secchi,
2021a) performance under varying levels of disorga-
nization. By incorporating the notions of natural,
structural, and functional disorganization, research-
ers will now be able to model each of these types of
disorganization to determine outcome scenarios, as
well as to understand the precise boundaries of disor-
ganization. Questions such as “When should disorga-
nization be used?” “Which type of disorganization
should be used?” and “How can we integrate disorga-
nization into organized systems?” are some of the
most pressing to be answered.

Finally, in this review, we were able to differenti-
ate between the multiple terms pertaining to the con-
cept, thus moving the discussion toward a more
precise definition of disorganization. Here, we can
ascertain that disorganization is the variability of con-
figurations over selected explanatory parameters. In
terms of boundary conditions, what differentiates dis-
organization from organization is precisely this C/P
variability. Where organization requires planning
and deliberate intervention on how the entities are
arranged in a given system, disorganization does not
have these requirements. More specifically, we point
out that the complexity-bound definition of disorga-
nization shows the most promise and potential for
maturity, where the variety of configurations (alter-
native arrangements) that is possible given the same
number of parameters (descriptors) would provide a
basis in which disorganization can be defined.

Ultimately, this article addresses the current lack
of coherence (and the disjointedness) in the extant
literature on the topic of disorganization. As demon-
strated through this review, this lack of coherence is
not necessarily due to an absence of a critical mass of
contributions. Instead, current work shows multiple
parallel conversations on the topic of disorganiza-
tion, along with an eclectic mix of ideas that until
now were scattered in various subgenres distributed
around general management literature. Once inte-
grated and consolidated into a coherent narrative,
we can see that disorganization is a rich area of
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inquiry that has been growing steadily over the years
(albeit often in the background, relative to other
major conversations in management). Our work also
highlights the potential for this examination of disor-
ganization to be enriched further via interdisciplin-
ary exchanges, as disorganization as a phenomenon
seems to permeate disciplinary boundaries. However,
without a clear understanding of the phenomena in
an organizational context, the basis on which man-
agement scholars could engage in further interdisci-
plinary discussion on the topic remains unclear, as
there is no coherence or clarity as to what disorgani-
zation is, how it works, and why it matters within the
management discipline itself. Therefore, we believe
our manuscript in fact provides this basis by develop-
ing a foundational text on the topic of disorganiza-
tion, and imparts the coherence that the management
discipline currently requires, such that any future
inter- and intra-disciplinary discussions can find a
more consistent and fruitful ground. We wish to
make a final recommendation to organization scho-
lars: Embrace your nemesis!
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