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A B S T R A C T
The article contributes to the discussion on the validity and ways of simplifying modern 
organisations. There is an increasing focus on simplifying organisations, especially their 
organisational structures. However, the environment of contemporary organisations is 
increasingly complex, dynamic and uncertain. Therefore, the postulate of simplicity 
seems to question Ashby’s law stating that one kind of variety must be balanced by  
a different kind of variety. To cope with the indicated discrepancy, it is assumed that 
the simplification of some elements of an organisation is only possible due to the 
excessive complexity of others. The paper aims to verify the concept of organisational 
simplexity developed by e Cunha and Rego, which postulates the fit between simple 
structural solutions, complex workforce and complex environment. However, 
organisational performance is a factor verifying the legitimacy of the fit. The literature 
study explored the contradiction inherent in the postulate on the simplification of 
modern organisations. The contingency theory provided a major framework for the 
study. The research hypothesis was developed and empirically verified. The empirical 
study targeted 1142 organisations operating in Poland and Switzerland, different by 
their industry, size and the form of ownership. To verify the hypothesis, a statistical 
analysis was carried out, and the multiple correspondence analysis (MCA) method was 
used. The main result of the critical literature analysis is the finding that theoretical 
indications for simplifying modern organisations are fragmented, mainly focused on 
simplifying selected elements of an organisation, not considering the contradiction 
inherent in the postulate of simplicity related to environmental features and not 
verified empirically. The notion of the simplexity has been adopted, and it treats the 
simplicity and complexity as interrelated issues conditioned by situational factors. 
According to the empirical research results, the fit has been revealed between the 
degree of structure simplicity, the workforce complexity and the environment features. 
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Introduction 

The quest for simplicity as an act of opposition to 
the complexity of the world of organisation and man-
agement is becoming more visible (Hopej et al., 
2017). It is not surprising, as several empirical studies 
deliver hard data proving that excessive complexity of 
an organisation has a significant negative impact on 
productivity, profits, the level of customer service, 

corporate governance and product development 
(Collinson & Jay, 2012; Leff & Zolkos, 2015). How-
ever, the research conducted by The Economist shows 
that modern organisations are perceived by managers 
as too complex: almost half of 331 managers stated 
that their organisations were very or extremely com-
plex — even too complex to manage (Leff & Zolkos, 
2015). What is more, the organisational complexity 
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seems to be increasing even though for almost two 
decades, the management tools and some more com-
prehensive concepts of simplifying organisations 
have been developing (e.g. Eisenhardt & Sull, 2001; 
Maeda, 2006; Ashkenas, 2007; Osbert-Pociecha, 
2013; Collinson & Jay, 2012; Segall, 2013; Brandes, 
2013; Hopej et al., 2017). 

The question arises why the efforts to simplify 
organisations do not bring the expected results? It is 
argued that there is an unresolved contradiction in 
the postulate of the organisational simplification as it 
questions Ashby’s law (Cunha & Rego, 2010; Hopej-
Kamińska et al., 2015; Hopej et al., 2017). Modern 
organisations function in an increasingly more com-
plex, dynamic and uncertain environment. Therefore, 
according to Ashby’s law stating that one kind of 
variety must be balanced by a different kind of variety, 
modern organisations should be increasingly more 
complex (not simple!). As a result, any concept of 
simplifying organisations or simplifying any element 
of an organisation (e.g. organisational strategy, struc-
ture, processes or products offered) must face this 
contradiction. 

The article uses the adapted concept of organisa-
tional simplexity developed by e Cunha and Rego 
(2010), as it seems to cope adequately with the indi-
cated discrepancy. The authors argue that the com-
plexity and simplicity should permeate each other for 
an organisation to gain a competitive advantage and 
achieve success. According to Cunha and Rego 
(2010), when the complexity of the environment is 
increasing, the simplification of some elements of an 
organisation is only possible due to the excessive 
complexity of others. In particular, they postulate the 
necessity of the fit between the degree of organisa-
tional structure simplicity, the workforce complexity 
and the complexity of the organisational environ-
ment. The concept of organisational simplexity is 
very promising, as it supports the simplification of 
some elements of an organisation operating in  
a complex environment (according to business prac-
titioners’ expectations) and it is in line with Ashby’s 
law. In this paper, the attempt to verify the concept of 
organisational simplexity has been made. A question 
emerges: Is there a fit between the simplicity of the 
organisational structure, workforce complexity and 
selected features of the organisational environment 
(complexity, dynamics and uncertainty)? In other 
words, is it justifiable to formulate such a concept as 
organisational simplexity? Therefore, this paper 
mainly aims to verify the proposed concept of sim-
plexity and confirm that such a fit (simplexity) leads 
to enhanced organisational performance.

The perspective of the contingency theory is 
adopted since it assumes that enhanced organisa-
tional performance results from fitting organisational 
features to contingencies that reflect the situation of 
the organisation (Donaldson, 2001; Hamann, 2017; 
McAdam et al., 2019). Two main courses of research 
are considered: the internal fit between organisational 
characteristics (e.g., organisational strategy, structure, 
culture, human resource management system or 
technology), and the fit between organisational and 
environmental features (Burns & Stalker, 1961; Don-
aldson, 2006; Hamann, 2017; McAdam et al., 2019). 

The empirical research involved 1142 organisa-
tions operating in Poland and Switzerland. The multi-
ple correspondence analysis (MCA) was used to 
reach the set aim.

1. Concept of the organisa-
tional simplexity

It is hard to achieve simplicity in a complex 
world. Moreover, complexity theorists note that com-
plexity arises from simplicity (Gribbin, 2004). Cunha 
and Rego (2010) underlie the evolution of organisa-
tional thinking into a paradoxical combination of 
simplicity and complexity, which should permeate 
each other for an organisation to gain a competitive 
advantage and achieve success. The concept of sim-
plexity is a compromise that allows combining sim-
plicity (of the structure) and complexity (of the 
workforce). Authors focus on how a simple design 
may facilitate the emergence of complex and adaptive 
collective behaviour (in coexistence and co-evolving). 
Therefore, two elements will be considered: organisa-
tional structure and workforce, underlining that the 
simplicity of one and the complexity of the other can 
result in some benefit for organisations.

1.1.	Simple structure solution

The organisational structure emerges as one of 
the main sources of the excessive complexity of an 
organisation (Collinson & Jay, 2012; Leff & Zolkos, 
2015). It is increasingly emphasised that simple struc-
tural solutions support flexibility and adaptation of 
organisations operating under complex, dynamic and 
unpredictable conditions (Drucker, 1993; Peters  
& Waterman, 2004; Welch & Welch, 2005; Ashkenas, 
2007; Cunha & Rego, 2010; Leff & Zolkos, 2015), yet 
the existing structural solutions do not meet the cri-
terion of simplicity. For example, in already cited 
research of The Economist, more than a half of the 
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managers perceived the structure of their organisa-
tions as very or extremely complex, and only 1% of 
them found the structure to be sufficiently simple 
(Leff & Zolkos, 2015). The very concept of a simple 
structure is still ambiguously understood (Hopej-
Kamińska et al., 2015). Therefore, the term will be 
approximated in the context of different and often 
conflicting views.

In the literature, the most frequently referenced 
model of a simple structure has been developed by 
Mintzberg (1979). It is characterised by a flat, two-
tier hierarchy, low degree of specialisation, formalisa-
tion and standardisation activities as well as a high 
degree of centralisation. Such a structural solution 
can be seen as restrictive because within it, one per-
son sets the rules of action for the rest to follow. 
Therefore, there is little room for manoeuvre. Mintz-
berg’s concept of a simple structure is centred around 
environmental complexity reduction where “the 
organisation tries to simplify and reduce the amount 
of data and the number of choices available to its 
members. Sense-making is undertaken by only a few 
agents whose roles place them at the top of the hierar-
chy” (Ahmos et al., 2002, p. 193). Miller (1993) and 
Lumpkin and Dess (1995), who share this under-
standing of a simple structure, also claim that it is not 
the best solution under complex and changing envi-
ronmental conditions. 

However, a different approach is also present in 
the literature. Hopej-Kamińska et al. (2015) argue 
that a simple structural solution is the one, which 
maximises the freedom of organisation’s members. 
Using fractal calculus, they verified and confirmed 
the developed concept. Ahmos et al. (2002) empha-
sise that in the face of increasing environmental 
complexity, an organisation can not only strive to 
reduce this complexity but also to absorb it. An 
organisation must “hold multiple and sometimes 
conflicting representations of environmental variety, 
retaining in their behavioural repertoire a range of 
responses, each of which operates at a lower level of 
specificity” (Ahmos et al., 2002, p. 193). In such  
a case, “the simplicity of the structural solution boils 
down to the limitation and simplification of all top-
down imposed rules” (Hopej-Kamińska et al., 2015, 
p. 264). Hence, the simple structure is a flat structural 
solution, characterised by a small number of hierar-
chical levels and a large span of control, low degree of 
centralisation, formalisation, specialisation and 
standardisation (Hopej-Kamińska et al., 2015). The 
second approach is in line with those adopted by 
Cunha and Rego (2010) in their simplexity concept. 

1.2.	Complex workforce

According to Cunha and Rego (2010), when the 
complexity of the organisational environment 
increases, the structure simplicity comes at the 
expense of the complexity of other elements in the 
organisation (which together create some sort of bal-
ance needed for the organisation to operate). This 
notion supports the consistency between the postu-
late of organisational simplification in the complex 
world and Ashby’s law. It is also is in line with the 
contingency approach. Discussing the complexity 
theory in the context of an organisation, Marion 
(1999, pp. 81-82) adapted the concept of Complex 
Adaptive Systems (CAS), which is “an adaptive, inter-
active network of actors (...) structured by physics 
and teleology (…) refined by selection.” This idea can 
be referenced to the world of organisation where 
adaptation to the complex environment through 
simple structure may occur only based on that inter-
active network of actors, i.e. complex workforce. 
Moreover, they state that there is a need for some sort 
of compromise between the simplicity of structure 
required to adapt to the contingency of the organisa-
tional environment and the fact that it should be 
obtained by internal differentiation — workforce 
complexity. Also, Cunha and Rego (2010) suggest 
that it should be clear that the balance can be achieved 
by connecting a simple organisational structure with 
a complex workforce, which cannot be avoided in 
today’s world.

It seems to be important to focus on what is 
workforce complexity. Hase (2002) underlines that 
the capability of employees should be a goal for every 
organisation and simultaneously, it is one of the 
greatest sources of complexity in an organisation. 
Stephenson and Weil (1992, p. 2) emphasise that it “is 
not just about skills and knowledge. Taking effective 
and appropriate action under unfamiliar and chang-
ing circumstances involves judgements, values, the 
self-confidence to take risks and a commitment to 
learn from the experience.” Therefore, it can be said 
that nowadays, it is almost impossible to secure 
organisation operations and competitive advantage 
without such a complex workforce, which is not only 
characterised by competence but also by capability. 
The Complexity Theory underlines the importance of 
being ready for sudden, unaccountable change at any 
moment and the need for relying excessively on pre-
diction (Hase, 2002; Bieńkowska & Tworek, 2019). It 
seems that in the complex environment, the simplifi-
cation of the organisational structure must be bal-
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anced by the complexity of workforce organised 
based on this structure. Organisations competing 
based on simple designs, accept that they may have to 
cope with external turbulence and flexible networks 
of highly autonomous individuals and teams as well 
as by stimulating intrapreneurship (Cunha & Rego, 
2010). Moreover, thanks to competence and capabil-
ity, the complex workforce can undertake risk and 
work efficiently, even in a changing environment. 
Highly talented people do not need, and are unlikely 
to put up with, an overtly hierarchical management 
model (Hamel, 2008). Provided with possibilities to 
participate, they can become change agents. It is  
a complex workforce that enables adaptive manage-
ment in a way absorbing a part of outer variability as 
long as the organisational structure allows. 

Therefore, in the context of the above-mentioned 
literature review, it seems justified to propose the fol-
lowing hypothesis: 

H: The fit between the simplicity of the organisa-
tional structure, workforce complexity and selected 
features of the organisational environment (complex-
ity, dynamics and uncertainty) positively affects the 
organisational performance. 

It has been decided that verification of organisa-
tional simplexity concept must be widened and will 
apply not only to the fit between the simplicity of the 
organisational structure, workforce complexity and 
the organisational environment. It has been recog-
nised that organisational environment characteristics 
have to have a wider perspective because today’s 
organisational world is increasingly more complex 
and also volatile and, therefore, unpredictable. 
Moreover, it is crucial to establish the verifying crite-
ria of fit validity, such as organisational performance.

2. Research methodology 

To verify the hypotheses, a questionnaire was 
used to conduct a survey. The main survey was pre-
ceded by the pilot survey conducted in early 2018, in 
a group of 50 organisations, to explain the issues 
concerning the ambiguity of questions. According to 
the obtained results, the ambiguous questions were 
rewritten to obtain more informed responses from 
organisations participating in the main survey. The 
main research was conducted as a part of a research 
project No. 2017/01/X/HS4/01967 — “The influence 
of IT reliability on the quality of management meth-
ods and techniques”, financed from the funds of the 
National Science Centre of Poland. It was carried out 

in March 2018, in a group of organisations located in 
Poland and Switzerland, which was the only condi-
tion limiting the sample (organisations were surveyed 
regardless of their size, industry or the type of busi-
ness). Online survey service SurveyMonkey was 
used. The respondent panel of managers working in 
organisations of both countries was purchased and 
used as a poling sample for the research. 558 valid 
responses were collected from Poland and 564 — 
from Switzerland. Respondents were asked to evalu-
ate several organisational issues based on the list of 
factors using the five-level Likert scale for the meas-
urement of (on the scale from “I strongly disagree” to 
“I strongly agree” with the middle point “I do not 
have an opinion”): 
•	 structure simplicity measured based on the item: 

“Organisational structure of the company is 
simple”;

•	 workforce complexity measured based on the 
item: “Employees are independent, proactive and 
open to new ideas”.

•	 environmental characteristics were also evalu-
ated using the same five-level Likert scale for:

•	 environmental complexity based on the item: 
“Company offers different products or services”;

•	 environmental dynamics based on the item: 
“Company’s environment is constantly chang-
ing”; 

•	 environmental unpredictability based on the 
item: “Changes in the company’s environment 
are unpredictable.”
Since the performed research was intended as  

a pilot, it was consciously decided to measure each of 
the phenomena using the one-item technique. Such 
an approach is valid and can be found in the literature 
concerning the methodology of research in manage-
ment sciences (e.g. Fuchs & Diamantopoulos, 2009).

The organisational performance scale was an 
exception, as it was based on nine items (return on 
investment (ROI), sales growth, profit growth, pro-
ductivity improvement, reduction of emissions, efflu-
ent & waste, reduced use of resources (key materials/
energy/water), improvement of employee satisfac-
tion, 	 improvement of health and safety conditions, 
the impact on the creation of healthy and liveable 
communities) and captured the extent, to which 
organisation achieved organisational performance, 
including financial and non-financial measures and 
short-term and long-term measures, covering finan-
cial and market performance, quality performance 
and innovation performance (Crane et al., 2014; 
Campos et al., 2015; Maletic et al., 2015; Matić, 2012). 
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The evolution of the performance during the previ-
ous three years was conducted. Respondents were 
asked to rate the performance using the Likert scale 
(from “well below expectations” to “well above expec-
tations” with the middle point being “as expected”). 
In line with the literature, subjective measures of 
organisational performance were used (Maletic et al., 
2015).

The study was based on the 5-point Likert scale 
due to several reasons. First, the odd-numbered scale 
was chosen to not force respondents to have a definite 
opinion, which could have reduced the chance for 
response bias in social sciences studies (Croasmun  
& Ostrom, 2011). Second, 5-point scales are known 
to have higher scale reliability than those that have  
3 points (Hartley, 2014).

To verify the hypothesis, a statistical analysis was 
carried out. A correlation analysis was performed to 

Tab. 1. Descriptive statistics

N Min Max Mean Std. 
deviation

Environmental dynamics 1142 1.00 5.00 3.07 1.224

Environmental unpredictability 1147 1.00 5.00 3.10 1.163

Environmental complexity 1145 1.00 5.00 3.04 1.214

Structure simplicity 1146 1.00 5.00 3.03 1.190

Complex workforce 1141 1.00 5.00 3.03 1.191

Organisational performance 1120 1.00 5.00 3.33 0.921

initially verify the relationships between the simplic-
ity of the organisational structure and the complexity 
of the workforce under the conditions of a complex, 
dynamic and unpredictable environment. As the 
investigated relationship was initially confirmed, an 
in-depth analysis was conducted using the multiple 
correspondence analysis (MCA) method.

3. Research results 

It was assumed that the structure of the relation-
ship between the workforce and the environment 
must be verified in the context of organisational per-
formance. The verification of the simplexity concept 
is based on the use of organisational performance as a 
dependent variable while remaining variables are 
treated as independent variables. Tab. 1 contains 
descriptive statistics for all measured variables.

Tab. 2. Analysis of the correlation between environment features, the structure simplicity and the workforce complexity (the Spear-
man’s Rho correlation test)

Structure 
simplicity

Complex work-
force

Environmental 
dynamics

Environmental 
unpredict-

ability

Environmental 
complexity

Structure  
simplicity

Correlation  1.000 0.590** 0.586** 0.551** 0.509**

Sig. (2-tailed) . 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

N 1146 1138 1139 1143 1142

Complex  
workforce

Correlation  0.590** 1.000 0.635** 0.525** 0.602**

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 . 0.000 0.000 0.000

N 1138 1141 1135 1139 1136

Environmental 
dynamics

Correlation  0.586** 0.635** 1.000 0.689** 0.583**

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 . 0.000 0.000

N 1139 1135 1142 1140 1137

Environmental 
unpredictability

Correlation  0.551** 0.525** 0.689** 1.000 0.573**

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000 . 0.000

N 1143 1139 1140 1147 1142

Environmental 
complexity 

Correlation  0.509** 0.602** 0.583** 0.573** 1.000

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 .

N 1142 1136 1137 1142 1145
 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)
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Tab. 3. Multiple correspondence analysis model MCA 
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Environmental 
dynamics

Ed:L 0.014 0.696 0.053 -1.400 0.047 0.211 2.121 0.128 0.485

Ed:H 0.022 0.622 0.050 1.698 0.111 0.535 0.688 0.022 0.088

Ed:A 0.107 0.609 0.015 -0.173 0.006 0.089 -0.420 0.039 0.520

Environmental 
unpredictability

Eu:L 0.013 0.691 0.054 -1.419 0.044 0.197 2.247 0.132 0.494

Eu:H 0.022 0.644 0.050 1.747 0.114 0.547 0.737 0.024 0.097

Eu:A 0.108 0.638 0.014 -0.183 0.006 0.105 -0.411 0.038 0.533

Structure sim-
plicity

S:L 0.015 0.593 0.053 -1.244 0.041 0.186 1.841 0.106 0.407

S:H 0.021 0.576 0.050 1.676 0.101 0.481 0.743 0.024 0.095

S:A 0.107 0.561 0.015 -0.150 0.004 0.066 -0.410 0.037 0.495

Environmental 
complexity

Ec:L 0.016 0.597 0.052 -1.302 0.047 0.213 1.747 0.100 0.384

Ec:H 0.023 0.518 0.049 1.513 0.089 0.433 0.671 0.021 0.085

Ec:A 0.104 0.508 0.016 -0.131 0.003 0.046 -0.414 0.037 0.462

Complex work-
force

Cw:L 0.014 0.594 0.053 -1.365 0.045 0.205 1.882 0.103 0.389

Cw:H 0.023 0.587 0.050 1.628 0.103 0.498 0.687 0.022 0.089

Cw:A 0.106 0.534 0.015 -0.165 0.005 0.078 -0.397 0.034 0.456

Simplexity

Sim:0 0.054 0.342 0.036 -0.725 0.049 0.322 0.181 0.004 0.020

Sim:1 0.021 0.048 0.050 -0.331 0.004 0.019 -0.401 0.007 0.028

Sim:2 0.023 0.034 0.050 -0.047 0.000 0.000 -0.426 0.008 0.034

Sim:3 0.015 0.038 0.053 0.475 0.006 0.027 -0.316 0.003 0.012

Sim:4 0.010 0.094 0.055 1.080 0.021 0.090 0.232 0.001 0.004

Sim:5 0.019 0.409 0.051 1.522 0.077 0.360 0.560 0.012 0.049

Organisational 
performance

Op:L 0.019 0.238 0.051 -0.862 0.024 0.112 0.916 0.032 0.126

Op:H 0.028 0.413 0.047 1.047 0.052 0.263 0.790 0.035 0.150

Op:A 0.096 0.376 0.019 -0.133 0.003 0.037 -0.404 0.032 0.340

3.1. Correlation analysis 

The coefficients of correlation between environ-
mental features, the structure simplicity and the 
workforce complexity were calculated (Tab. 2).

The results show that the variables are significantly 
correlated, and the correlation is moderate. It means 
that the growing structure simplicity is accompanied 
by the growth of workforce complexity and, at the 
same time, the growth in complexity, dynamics and 
unpredictability of the organisation’s environment. 

3.2. Multiple correspondence analysis 
model

The multiple correspondence analysis (MCA) is 
an exploratory technique for categorised variables. It 
allows creating models of links between different 

categories of answers. In the case of the study, the 
analysis allows determining the strongest related 
variables (response categories) with the study group. 
As the impact force classifier, the model of distance 
maximisation from the reference point (the study 
group) was adopted. Because the main interest was 
the correspondence with the study group, the points 
in space for the three studied groups were taken as 
reference points for other points (responses) and the 
quality of the solution. 

In the MCA model, the division into low, average 
and high variable results was determined based on  
a standardised distribution N (0;1). Values <-1 to low 
values (L), >1 high values (H) and from -1 to 1 aver-
age values (A).

The variable Simplexity (Sim) was established. It 
had 6 values: 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5. Each independent variable 
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was categorised: values 1, 2, 3 were given 0, and values 
4, 5 were given 1. Hence, the sum was just the sum of 
1s. If among 5 variables, the chosen values were 4 or 
5, the sum was 5. In the case all variables were below 
4, the sum was 0.

The results of the MCA analysis are presented in 
the Tab. 3. The chosen model is statistically signifi-
cant: Chi2(529) = 38898; p < 0.01.

The MCA model shows several significant find-
ings. Firstly, in accordance with all independent vari-
ables (structure simplicity, workforce complexity and 
all three environmental characteristics), for each of 
them, the low values were accompanied by the low 
values of others (and similarly for medium and high 
values). Therefore, the following conclusions can be 
made:
•	 in the dynamic, complex and unpredictable 

environment, there is a concomitance between 
structure simplicity and complex workforce;

•	 in a stable, simple and predictable environment, 
the opposite situation occurs: the complex struc-
ture is accompanied by a simple workforce;

•	 medium average environment characteristics 
coexist with a medium level of structure simplic-
ity and workforce complexity.

Secondly, the high value of independent variables 
is accompanied by a high level of organisational per-
formance (and similarly for medium values). It can, 
therefore, be underlined that there is  
a relationship between variables of the simplexity 
(Sim) and the organisational performance (Op). It 
has been arbitrary established that organisational 
performance is a dependent variable. When simplex-
ity reaches the level of 4 or 5, the organisational per-
formance also reaches high values, while 0 to 3 values 
for simplexity level indicate average organisational 
performance. That is a particularly interesting result 
that means that although there is the fit between 
structure simplicity, complex workforce, environ-
mental dynamics, unpredictability and complexity, 
such fit does not necessarily lead to higher organisa-
tional performance. Therefore, the obtained results 
are not sufficient to accept the proposed hypothesis.

Discussion 

The empirical results are inconclusive, and do 
not allow for the unambiguous acceptance of the 
research hypothesis H: The fit between the simplicity 

Fig. 1. Chart of projection of multidimensional space of MCA characteristics into a two-dimensional space

Ed:L

Ed:H

Ed:A

Eu:L

Eu:H

Eu:A

S:L

S:H

S:A

Ec:L

Ec:H

Ec:A

Cw:L

Cw:H

Cw:A

Sim:0

Sim:1

Sim:2

Sim:3

Sim:4

Sim:5

Op:L
Op:H

Op:A

-2,0 -1,5 -1,0 -0,5 0,0 0,5 1,0 1,5 2,0 2,5

Factor 1

-1,0

-0,5

0,0

0,5

1,0

1,5

2,0

2,5

3,0

Fa
ct

or
 2

Ed:L

Ed:H

Ed:A

Eu:L

Eu:H

Eu:A

S:L

S:H

S:A

Ec:L

Ec:H

Ec:A

Cw:L

Cw:H

Cw:A

Sim:0

Sim:1

Sim:2

Sim:3

Sim:4

Sim:5

Op:L
Op:H

Op:A

 
 
Fig. 1. Chart of projection of multidimensional space of MCA characteristics into a two-dimensional space 
 
 



50

Volume 11 • Issue 4 • 2019
Engineering Management in Production and Services

of the organisational structure, workforce complexity 
and selected features of the organisational environ-
ment (complexity, dynamics and uncertainty) posi-
tively affects the organisational performance. The 
hypothesis was confirmed only for organisations 
operating in a highly dynamic, complex and unpre-
dictable environment.

A significant fit was established between the 
structure simplicity and the workforce complexity in 
examined organisations, adequate to environmental 
features. A more complex, dynamic and uncertain 
environment aligned with more complex workforce 
and simpler structural solutions. Therefore, the 
organisational simplexity concept by Cunha and 
Rego (2010) was empirically proven. However, the 
study results should be related to the core elements of 
the contingency theory. Not only the contingency 
factor and the organisational system must be associ-
ated (and a change in the contingency factor must 
cause a change in the organisational system), but also 
a fit between the contingency factor and the organisa-
tional system should positively affect the performance 
of this system (Donaldson, 2001; Harmann, 2017). 
Although there is a fit between studied organisational 
characteristics (structure simplicity and workforce 
complexity) and organisational environment features 
(complexity, dynamics and uncertainty), only in the 
case of a highly complex, dynamic and uncertain 
environment, this fit leads to high organisation per-
formance. The results are inconclusive for other types 
of environment. Therefore, the study can bring direct 
recommendations only for organisations operating in 
a complex, dynamic and uncertain environment. 
Considering that most contemporary organisations 
operate in such conditions, the obtained results seem 
to fill an important research gap.

The research results support the concept of  
a simple structural solution that is centred around the 
absorption of the environmental complexity rather 
than its reduction. Accepting that the organisational 
structure is as a set of rules ordering the behaviour of 
the organisation’s members (Hopej-Kamińska et al., 
2015), it can be stated that the simpler is the structural 
solution, the more freedom it gives organisational 
members (and the fewer restrictions it imposes on 
them). It is in line with the views on the concept of  
a simple organisational structure of such authors as 
Ahmos et al. (2002), Cunha and Rego (2010) or 
Hopej-Kamińska et al. (2015). However, it is in con-
trary to classical views of Miller (1993), Lumpkin and 
Dess (1995) or, in the centralisation dimension, to the 

Mintzberg (1979) concept of a simple structure. The 
research supports the first approach, as it was proven 
that in surveyed organisations, the more complex 
(and also more dynamic and uncertain) organisa-
tional environment was coexisting with simpler 
organisational structures. Traditionally, authors con-
sider the simple structure as appropriate mainly for 
young organisations, which are rather small. It would 
be important to incorporate the size and the age of 
organisations to further research the relationship 
between the structure simplicity and environmental 
features. 

The conducted research shed some new light on 
strategies, methods and tools aimed at simplifying 
organisations (e.g. Ashkenas, 2007; Collinson & Jay, 
2012; Segall, 2016; Bodell, 2016) and organisational 
elements (e.g. Eisenhardt & Sull, 2001; Peters  
& Waterman, 2004; Maeda, 2006; Ashkenas, 2007; 
Osbert-Pociecha, 2013; Segall, 2013; Brandes, 2013; 
Hopej et al., 2017) proposed by various authors. 

First, most studies to date are dominated by the 
focus on simplifying organisations in all considered 
dimensions, they abstract from the relationship 
between various aspects of an organisation, and also 
from the external organisational context (e.g. Ashke-
nas, 2007; Leff & Zolkos, 2015; Segall, 2016). The 
presented research shows that the concept of organi-
sational simplicity cannot concern the simultaneous 
simplification of all elements of an organisation. This 
result is in line with Ashby’s law and means that sim-
plifying certain aspects of an organisation requires an 
increase in the complexity of others, always in the 
context of the organisation’s environment. According 
to the study, the simplification of the organisational 
structure must be accompanied by conscious efforts 
to develop staff competences so that employees can 
behave freely and efficiently while undertaking neces-
sary decisions and actions. This result, although lim-
ited only to few organisational simplicity elements, 
reveals that the organisational simplicity concepts 
and methods formulated so far must be verified. The 
notion of organisational simplicity is not that simple. 
To conceptualise it, extended research is required, i.e. 
research verifying the relationship between the sim-
plicity of different organisational elements and 
organisational simplicity and organisational perfor-
mance in different business contexts. 

Most proposals in the field of organisational 
simplicity are of a theoretical nature, possibly sup-
ported by case studies. The extended empirical 
research is very limited, mainly the studies of Leff and 
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Zolkos (2015), Kamińska-Hopej et al. (2015) and 
Collinson and Jay (2012). The research presented in 
this article may enrich the results obtained by other 
authors, open new research directions and even, to 
some extent, undermine some results. 

Leff and Zolkos (2015) examined the views of 
managers regarding the causes of excessive complex-
ity, ways of dealing with them and ways of measuring 
results of encouragement. However, they did not refer 
to the relationship between various dimensions of 
simplicity, nor did they consider the external context 
of the organisation's operations.

Hopej-Kamińska et al. (2015) focused on the 
problem of simplifying the organisational structures, 
and they conducted a pilot study on a sample of 100 
Polish organisations. The study demonstrated that 
the simplicity of the structure was correlated with the 
size of the organisation, the diversification of the 
activity, the manufacturing technology, the strength 
of the relations of the organisation with the environ-
ment, corporate culture as well as with the manage-
ment’s attempts to simplify the organisation. The 
current research is an extension of those obtained by 
Hopej-Kamińska et al. Not only it proves that there is 
a significant relationship between the simplicity of 
the organisational structure and the workforce com-
plexity (a factor not included in the quoted study). 
Moreover, based on the contingency approach, the 
relationship was identified to organisational perfor-
mance in the context of different situational condi-
tions. The presented research, along with those 
carried out by Hopej-Kamińska et al. (2015), may be 
a starting point for further research: both studies 
contribute to the development of knowledge about 
the relationship between the level of simplicity of 
various organisational elements and organisational 
environment, and the study described in this article 
additionally indicates the importance of compatibil-
ity between different elements of an organisation and 
its environment with regard to their simplicity/com-
plexity.

A reference should also be made to the results of 
empirical studies conducted by Collinson and Jay 
(2012). These researchers were the only ones who 
conducted in-depth empirical research into the rela-
tionship between the organisational complexity (they 
treated simplicity as the opposite of complexity) and 
organisational performance. Six dimensions of com-
plexity were distinguished: one external (environ-
mental complexity) and five internal (product, 
strategy, people, design and process). 200 organisa-

tions form Global Fortune 500 were analysed accord-
ing to their complexity and performance. Collinson 
and Jay (2012) found that the relationship between 
performance and complexity is best characterised by 
an inverted-U-shaped curve. As a result, they distin-
guished two types of organisational complexity: good 
and bad. Good complexity creates additional value 
(performance increases as complexity increases), bad 
complexity increases cost and destroys value (perfor-
mance decreases as complexity increases). The main 
result of the research by Collinson and Jay (2012) is 
the formulation of simplification strategies (related to 
complexity dimensions) focused on unleashing 
organisational performance. The quoted study stands 
out in terms of the adopted research method and of 
relating the concept of organisational simplicity/
complexity to organisational performance. They also 
recognise that organisations can be not only too 
complex but also not complex enough. At the same 
time, due to theoretical assumptions, they clearly fol-
low the dominant approach of the simultaneous sim-
plification of all elements of an organisation 
(dimensions of organisational complexity). It should 
be emphasised again that the empirical research 
described in this article proves that the concept of 
organisational simplicity cannot mean the simultane-
ous simplification of all elements of an organisation. 
In this context, the interpretation of the inverted-U-
shaped curve, showing the relationship between per-
formance and complexity, developed by Collinson 
and Jay (2012), should be considered. The inverted-
U-shaped curve may mean that for other situations 
than ‘optimal’, according to Collinson and Jay (2012) 
(when the level of complexity relates to the highest 
level of performance), the fit between external condi-
tions and internal dimensions of complexity is not 
appropriate, or the fit between complexity of different 
internal organisational elements is not appropriate. 
For example, in relation to the performed research, 
the simultaneous increase in the simplicity of organi-
sational structure and workforce would not have  
a positive effect on organisational performance (the 
performance would be the highest for average struc-
ture and workforce complexity). From this perspec-
tive, the presented research prompts to reconsider the 
results obtained by Collinson and Jay (2012).

Hence, the final theoretical implications of the 
presented research may be formulated. The concept 
of organisational simplexity is more promising than 
the notion of organisational simplicity or organisa-
tional complexity, as it reveals the need to adjust the 
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level of simplicity and complexity of various elements 
of an organisation. Wherein, the reconceptualization 
of organisational simplexity is required as adapting 
only two organisational elements proposed by Cunha 
and Rego (2010) is not sufficient. First, no significant 
correlation between the adapted concept of organisa-
tional simplexity and organisational performance for 
other than the most complex, uncertain and unpre-
dictable environmental conditions, calls for recon-
ceptualization. Secondly, several factors are 
considered in the literature as important for the 
notion, among others: organisational strategy, leader-
ship style, technology, culture, processes, information 
technology (Maeda, 2006; Ashkenas, 2007; Collinson 
& Jay, 2012; Osbert-Pociecha, 2013; Segall, 2013; 
Brandes, 2013; Kamińska-Hopej et al., 2015; Segall, 
2016; Bodell, 2016; Hopej et al., 2017). It must be 
emphasised that any research on the concept of sim-
plexity should be embedded in the contingency the-
ory. It allows for the integration of seemingly 
contradictory efforts to increase the simplicity of 
certain elements of the organisation and at the same 
time, increase the complexity of others. Additionally, 
the contingency theory supports the rejection of per-
ceiving the organisational simplicity as an unques-
tioned value and aim and accepting that the level of 
organisational simplicity/complexity must be related 
to the positive organisational effectiveness.

The limitations of the research must be pointed 
out. According to the contingency theory, several 
endogenous and exogenous factors could be included 
in the survey. However, the study was limited only to 
two organisational characteristics and three environ-
mental features, since the main aim of the paper was 
to empirically verify the concept of organisational 
simplexity. The empirical research also has its limita-
tions. It was performed only in two business contexts 
(Poland and Switzerland) and requires further analy-
sis. Although every effort was made to ensure that the 
respondents have extensive knowledge about the 
operations of the organisation (the sample was lim-
ited to managers), it would be important to expand 
the research in the future using other measurement 
methods of considered issues (e.g. organisational 
document analysis, surveys of different groups of 
employees, KPIs). Finally, the research was carried 
out only one time in each organisation. Since, accord-
ing to the contingency approach, interaction fit is 
particularly important, it requires conducting a lon-
gitudinal survey, and it seems that further studies are 
also required.
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