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--------------------xxx----------------xxx---------------------- 

2.3 SyStemS theory 

What is organizational theory? 

OT is a set of interrelated concepts, assumptions, and generalizations that describes and explains 

patterns of behaviour in organizations. 

Systems theory 

I. DefInITIOnS Of SySTem 

A system is an organized collection of parts (or subsystems) that are highly integrated to 

accomplish an overall goal. A system is usually made up of many smaller systems or 

subsystems. 

Or 

System is totally made up interdependent parts which are arranged in specific order so that they 

can work together toward the achievement of common objectives. System has a purpose. 

II. TypeS Of SySTemS 

Systems are divided into two major types which are: 

1. Closed systems 

These are all systems whose survivals do not depend on constant adjustment with 

environment. They resemble non – living things. All systems have boundaries that can be 

difficult to identify because systems are very dynamic. Closed systems have hard 

boundaries through which very little information is exchanged. 

2. Open systems 
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Open systems are systems which maintain themselves through constant exchange with 

their environments. There is a continuous outflow and inflow of energy through 

permeable boundaries. Open systems have porous (permeable) boundaries which allow 

the inflow and outflow of input, output and feedback. 

Or  

An open system is any entity that takes in resources from its environments, processes 

them and produces output. 

Generally, open systems are those systems /organizations capable of exchanging matter 

with their environment like biological organism (human body) cell and social 

organization. 

 

All open systems, including organizations, consist of patterned activities which are: 

a. Complimentary/interdependent with respect to some common outputs or outcomes 

(one activity depends on the other activity to produce the desired outcomes). 

For examples: 

i. Mechanical system like car; a car consists engine, gearbox, clutch, radiator, 

shock – up, etc. All these parts perform different activities but the activities 

are interdependent in a sense that they are aimed at making sure the car moves 

smoothly. 

ii. A university – consisting of patterned activities which are performed in 

different  subsystems: 

 Students – learning,  

 Lecturers – teaching,  

 Librarians – performing works related to books and other learning 

materials, 

 Cleaners – cleaning.  

Each subsystem performs a certain function (s) but the overall aim is 

to achieve the university goal and objective. 

b. The activities are repeated/reoccurred  

c. They are relatively enduring (persist, continue, permanent and long term…) 

d. Bounded in space and time 

If any activity occurs once or at unpredictable interval, we could not speak of a system. 

The stability of reoccurrence of activities can be examined in relation to the: 

i. Energic input into the system 

ii. The  transformation of energies within system 

iii. The resulting products or energic output.  
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Hence the input – output system model     

    Environments  

    Inputs: 
- People 
- Materials 
- Efficiencies  

            Through – put  
       (Transformation)  

    Outputs:  
- Performance 
- Products 
- Services  

 

 

                                                                                     Feedback               

The system takes various inputs from the environment, the inputs go through 

transformation processes to produce certain outputs (ie products or outcomes); then the 

outputs provide new energy for the initiation of a renew cycle. 

III.  General SySTem TheOry (GST) 

This theory was promulgated by a biologist Ludwig von Bertalanffy in 1936, and later on was 

borrowed by social scientists. GST is defined as a scientific explanation of ‘wholes’ and 

‘wholeness’ (Bertalanfly, 1968). Basically, the general theory is concerned with the problems of 

relationships and interdependence of the structure. 

The concept of ‘wholeness’ 

The theory proposes that an organization behaves as a whole; hence changes in one substructure 

cause changes in the other the same organizational structures and the whole organization. For 

instance, think of human body systems: the heart for pumping blood; lung for breathing; liver for 

neutralizing and destroying drugs and toxic; kidney for removing waste and water from the body. 

IV. Key CharaCTerISTICS Of Open SySTem TheOry 

1. Importation of energy 

Open system imports some form of energies from external environment. These energies 

are consumable resources with which the system functions. 

2. The through – put  

A process of transforming energy that goes through the system. It involves reorganization 

of inputs. 

3. The out – put 

These are the end products of the system. Open system exports some products into the 

environment.  

4. System as cycle of events 

This is the tendency of activities to reoccur. In an open system the patterns of activities of 

the energy exchange has a cyclic character. The concept of cycle of events can be applied 

to the understanding of educational organizations. When looking at the educational 
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organizations, its obvious that the events have a repetitive nature. They are characterized 

by key things (stages of cycle): 

i. Cycle of inputs of materials or information; 

This involves activities like: 

 Advertisement  

 Application  

 Selection,  

 Admission,  

 Registration,  

 Orientation, and 

 Placement (allocating students into rooms). 

ii. Transformation of materials 

This involves things like: 

 Teaching,  

 Inspection, 

 Meeting, 

 Seminars, and  

 Evaluation/testing, and examination.  

iii. Output of materials, behaviors or information 

This involves examination results and graduation 

These activities are repeated over long time. They have cyclic nature in a sense that when 

a new cohort joins the institution the cycle starts. 

5. Negative entropy 

This is a characteristic which allows the system to survive. The system survives by 

resisting the entropic (death/destruction) process. This means that systems acquire 

negative entropy. 

The entropic process is defined as a universal law of nature in which all forms of 

organization move toward disorganization or death. Entropy means deteriorating or 

decomposing. 

6. Negative feedback 

The principle has to do with information input to the system. Open systems receive 

negative feedback which serves in providing signals to the system about outside 

environment and about the functioning of the system  in relation to the environment. This 

enables the system to correct its deviation and hence maintain a steady state. Eg body 

pains. Body pains are very good example in human body system. 

7. The steady state and dynamic homeostasis  

Open systems have internal and external mechanism which prevents the system from 

disruption and making sure that the system is as closely as possible to its previous 

original state.  This state is comparable to two processes in human body: 



 
P

ag
e 5

 

a. Catabolic and anabolic process 

 Catabolic (tissue breaking down) and 

 Anabolic (process of tissue to build up) 

b. Regulation of body temperature; humid and external temperature may vary but the 

body temperature remains the same. 

Organizations, just like a human body system, have the ways and mechanisms of 

detecting changes from the environment and try to cover them. They have a way of 

maintaining steady state equilibrium. 

8. Differentiation  

Open system moves in the direction of differentiation. They grow and evolve into better 

organized system as they evolve they increasingly acquire characteristics which identify 

them and differentiate them from other systems. For instance, UDSM in 1961 to 2016 

characteristically differs in terms of lecture models, venues, etc. when one compares. 

9. Equifinality  

Open systems adhere to the principle of equifinality. This principle states that the same 

final state could be reached from differential initial conditions and by different paths. Or 

the same outcome may result from different antecedent. Simple stated the principle holds 

that there are many ways to reach the same final state or many paths to the same goal. 

This means that a system can reach the same final state from differing initial condition 

and variety of paths. 

10. Multi finality  

Open system also adhere to this principle which holds that similar initial conditions may 

lead to dissimilar end states. 

11. Circular causality 

According to this principle, system is a group of interrelated individuals; the changes in 

one individual affect other individuals and grow the whole. 

12. Non – summativity  

This principle holds that the system as a whole is greater than the sum of the parts. The 

principle argues that combining efforts of different actors achieve more than can any 

actor acting alone. The act of combining efforts is commonly termed as a synergism. 

Hence, the principle insists on collaboration in working toward achieving organizational 

goals. 

 

Synergization/synergy 

This refers to the process of different parts working together to achieve higher levels of 

productivity than what would happen when each part works alone. 
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2.4 School organization and external environment 

COnCepT! 

The GST and OST provide an understanding of the interdependence and interrelationships 

between schools. School is both social and open. Thus it interacts with its environment. Like a 

living organism, school takes in various inputs: pupils, funds, teaching and learning materials as 

well as teachers and non – teaching staff; it pursues its central process of teaching and socializing 

and finally it gives outputs: graduates and service to the community. 

Like other open systems, schools have the basic task of maintaining a constant flow of input. The 

flow of input could be well maintained if there is good relationship between school and its 

surrounding environment as well as with the key stakeholders especially who hold the inputs 

(parents). Being an open system, the schools need to receive the feedback from the environment 

so as to enable the school to know how well facing in pursuing of its aims is. 
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nOTe: Any mistakes, ignore them because they are (if any, anyway) mine, alone. 

  wishing you all the best! 




