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Learning objectives

After completing this topic you should be able 
to:

• Describe organisations in terms of industry, 
sector and size

• Describe some types of organisational 
structure, and how these influence
communication and decision making in the 
organisation

• Recognise the significance of organisational
culture to the functioning of an organisation
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Readings

Stair & Reynolds (2014) Principles of 
Information Systems, 11ed. Cengage.  
Section ‘Organisational Structures’ p56-58.

http://www.businessdictionary.com is a 
useful quick reference for terms.
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Overview

What an organisation is

Categorising organisations

Organisational structure

Metaphors, images and organisational culture
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3.1 What an organisation is

3.1.1 Definitions
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What an organisation is

“A social unit of people that is structured and 
managed to meet a need or to pursue 
collective goals. All organizations have a 
management structure that determines 
relationships between the different activities
and the members, and subdivides and assigns 
roles, responsibilities, and authority to carry 
out different tasks. Organizations are open 
systems - they affect and are affected by their 
environment”

http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition
/organization.html

http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/organization.html


What an organisation is

We often think of organisations in spatial terms:
• buildings 
• organisational charts
• furniture
• products

Organisations are social systems concerned with:
• people
• influence
• distribution of information
• control of behaviour

We need to understand how we  can work 
effectively with  them and in them
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Recap
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An organisation is a
social unit of people

concerned with:
• people

• influence

• distribution of information

• control of behaviour



3.2 Categorising organisations

3.2.1 Economic sectors

3.2.2 UN classification

3.2.3 Size
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Categorising organisations

• Organisations can be classified in various ways: 

• by economic sector

• by industry 

• by size

• by business structure

• These categories affect how organisations are 
understood in official statistics, how they are 
taxed and otherwise regulated

• The categories also have implications for the 
types of information systems that are relevant
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Economic sectors

Private sector

• commercial, for-profit business organisations or 
households

Public sector

• government, at various levels (local, national...) (see for 
example http://www.australia.gov.au/about-
government/departments-and-agencies/list-of-departments-and-
agencies )

Third sector (NGO)

• voluntary, community, charity and not for profit 
organisations (see http://dfat.gov.au/aid/who-we-work-
with/ngos/Pages/list-of-australian-accredited-non-government-
organisations.aspx )
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Economic sectors

Primary

• producers or  primary industries

• Farming, mining, forestry…

Secondary

• manufacturers

• Manufacturing, processing, construction

Tertiary

• service industries

• Finance, transport, retail, healthcare, …

Quaternary

• information based

• professional and intellectually highly skilled specialisations

• Education, IT, R&D, innovation and information services 
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Australian industries

(note: IVA = Industry Value Added)

Source: 
http://www.industry.gov.au/industry/ReportsandStudies/Documents/K
eyFactsAustralianIndustry.pdf
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UN classification of industry 
types

Source:  http://unstats.un.org/unsd/
cr/registry/regcst.asp?Cl=27&Lg=1&Top=1

http://unstats.un.org/unsd/cr/registry/regcst.asp?Cl=27&Lg=1&Top=1
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/cr/registry/regcst.asp?Cl=27&Lg=1&Top=1


Size

Organisations can be distinguished by size: 

Most organisations are in the small and medium 
category, known as SMEs (small to medium enterprises)

• Definitions of small, medium and large vary between 
countries, and can be measured in different ways (eg
number of employees, turnover, etc) 
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Size General Australia

Large > 250 employees > 200 employees

Medium > 50 21-199

Small 10-50 < 20

Micro 1-10 < 5

Source for Australian figures: 
http://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/Ausstats/subscriber.nsf/0/C639A01ED725ADABCA256C54
000336D1/$File/13210_2001.pdf

http://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/Ausstats/subscriber.nsf/0/C639A01ED725ADABCA256C54000336D1/$File/13210_2001.pdf


Australian business size
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Source: http://www.theaustralian.com.au/business/opinion/bernard-salt-
demographer/australia-a-nation-of-small-businesses/news-
story/a73834c0f227f0d0a83f0aefb3e8ff3b

http://www.theaustralian.com.au/business/opinion/bernard-salt-demographer/australia-a-nation-of-small-businesses/news-story/a73834c0f227f0d0a83f0aefb3e8ff3b


Autralian business by 
employment size
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Source: 
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/8165.0

In June 2016, 
• 60.7% of actively trading businesses 

in Australia had no employees
• 27.6% had 1-4 employees
• 9.2% had 5-19 employees
• 2.3% had 20-199 employees
• 0.2% of businesses had 200 or more 

employees 

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/8165.0


Recap
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There are several ways of categorising
organisations by economic factors:

• Private/public/third

• Primary/secondary/tertiary/quartenary

• Industry type

and /or size



3.3 Organisational structure

3.3.1 Business

3.3.2 Dimensions of structure

3.3.3 Types of organisation structure
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Business structures

Various business structures exist, with different 
legal requirements, eg:
• Sole trader
• Partnership
• Company
• Trust
• Cooperative
• Association

(see http://www.smallbusiness.wa.gov.au/business-structures/ )
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Principles of organising

Organisations can be described in terms of how 
their components are put together and 
operate

• Organisational structure explains the position 
and official relationships between various 
individuals in the organisation

• It provides the foundation on which 
processes and workflow are built
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Organisational charts…

Summarise the various sub-units in an 
organisation and how they relate:
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Image source: Figure 2.5 from Stair & Reynolds



Some dimensions of structure

• Concentration of power and decision making

• Reporting structure

• Span of control

• How the work is divided into specific jobs

Putting these ideas together into different 
configurations gives us different organisational 
structures
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Decision-making

Decentralisation vs centralisation
refers to where management responsibility and 

decision making are concentrated:

-- Centralised – at the top of the organisation’s 
hierarchy 

-- Decentralised – decision making and 
responsibility are delegated to employees at 
lower levels
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Reporting

-- Unity of command means every 
subordinate has only one superior

-- Chain of command refers to how 
information flows up and down levels 
without skipping any levels

ICT 158 Introduction to Information Systems



Span of Control

Tall vs flat 
Refers to the number of levels of authority and the 

size of each level
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Source: 
http://beta.tutor2u.net/business/reference/th
e-span-of-control

Source: http://www.thereformingleader.com/
category/uncategorized/

http://beta.tutor2u.net/business/reference/the-span-of-control
http://www.thereformingleader.com/category/uncategorized/
http://www.thereformingleader.com/category/uncategorized/


Line vs line-and-staff

Line and staff are different types of functions 
in the organisation

ICT 158 Introduction to Information Systems Image source: Figure 2.5 from Stair & Reynolds



Line organisation

In a line organisation, top 
management has complete 
control, and the chain of 
command is clear and 
simple

What are the advantages?
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Source: 
http://www.yourarticlelibrary.com/organizatio
n/8-types-of-organisational-structures-their-
advantages-and-disadvantages/22143/

http://www.yourarticlelibrary.com/organization/8-types-of-organisational-structures-their-advantages-and-disadvantages/22143/


Line: advantages

• Simple and easy to establish

• Authority and responsibility clearly defined

• Prompt decision making

• Speedy action taken

• Unity of command – full control over 
subordinates

• High level of discipline

• Better scope of supervision
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Line-and-staff organisation

• The line-and-staff organisation combines 
the line organisation with staff 
departments that support and advise line 
departments 

• The distinguishing characteristic between 
simple line organisations and line-and-staff 
organisations is the multiple layers of 
management within line-and-staff 
organisations
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See e.g. 
http://www.referenceforbusiness.com/management
/Int-Loc/Line-and-Staff-Organizations.html

http://www.referenceforbusiness.com/management/Int-Loc/Line-and-Staff-Organizations.html


Staff

• A position intended to provide expertise, advice 
and support for the line positions.

Source: 
http://www.yourarticlelibrary.com/organi
zation/8-types-of-organisational-
structures-their-advantages-and-
disadvantages/22143/ICT 158 Introduction to Information Systems
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Line-and-staff in a hospital

ICT 158 Introduction to Information Systems



Line-and-staff: disadvantages 

• May be confusion or conflict on decision 
making between line and staff

• Communication is downward only

• Does not ensure effective performance
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Recap
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Organisational structure explains the position and 

official relationships between various individuals in 

the organisation.

Dimensions of structure include:

• Concentration of power and decision making

• Reporting structure

• Span of control

• How the work is divided into specific jobs.



Types of organisation structure

• Hierarchical (traditional)

• Flat

• Functional

• Divisional

• Matrix

• Team
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Traditional (hierarchical) 
organisation

• Pyramid shape, often tall, with employees at 
various levels 

• Top, middle, lower level managers, often for 
particular functional areas

• Roles are clearly defined and most important 
decisions are made by senior management

• May be uncommunicative between 
departments and unresponsive to change
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Flat organisation

Fewer layers between top management and 
workers

Lower levels are empowered to take decisions

More interaction among levels of staff

Faster response to changing conditions

Typical of smaller organisations – tend to 
become more complex as they grow
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Functional organisation

• One popular way of organising is by 
function, where the company is divided 
into separate units based on role or 
business activity

• Some common functions within an 
organisation include production, 
marketing, accounting, research and 
development or distribution
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Functional – Health  
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Functional: disadvantages

• Poor communications across functional 
areas (silo mentality)

• Limited view of organisational goals
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Divisional organisation

Divides the organisation into self-contained 
units by, eg:

• Products or services

• Geographic location

• Customer
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Divisional organisation
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Divisional
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Source: 
http://www.yourarticlelibrary.co
m/organization/8-types-of-
organisational-structures-their-
advantages-and-
disadvantages/22143/

http://www.yourarticlelibrary.com/organization/8-types-of-organisational-structures-their-advantages-and-disadvantages/22143/


Matrix organisation

Employees have more than 1 formal boss:

• They are brought together as a team to 
solve a problem/develop a project

• Report day-to-day performance to (eg
project) manager, across departmental 
boundaries

• Report overall performance to line (eg
functional) manager  
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Matrix - not a hospital
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How could a matrix structure for a hospital look?



Team

Newer, centred on work groups, usually 
formed for a particular project such as 
product development

Shared leadership and planning

Self-managing

Adaptable and responsive
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Team/Project
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Source: 
http://www.yourarticlelibrary.co
m/organization/8-types-of-
organisational-structures-their-
advantages-and-
disadvantages/22143/

http://www.yourarticlelibrary.com/organization/8-types-of-organisational-structures-their-advantages-and-disadvantages/22143/


Organisational structure is not 
static

Organisational structure evolves as the 
organisation grows and changes over time

It can also be changed deliberately to align more 
closely with business strategy and objectives

Business process redesign involves reviewing and 
improving business processes, organisational 
structures and associated information systems 
to streamline operations
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Organisational structure is not 
static
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Mechanistic vs Organic

We can summarise many of these ideas in the 
contrast between mechanistic and organic 
organisations (Burns & Stalker)

Mechanistic are hierarchical, with centralised 
authority, formalised procedures and 
specialised functions

Organic are flatter, decentralised and more 
participative; highly adaptable and flexible so 
suited to an unpredictable and changing 
environment
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Recap
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There are a number of types of structure for 

organisations:

• Hierarchical (traditional)/Flat/Functional/Divisional/ Matrix/Team

Organisational structure evolves as the organisation grows and 

changes over time

We can summarise many of these ideas in the contrast between 

mechanistic and organic organisations



3.4 Organisational culture

3.4.1 Metaphors & images 

Morgan

Miles & Snow

Cameron & Quinn

Constantine

3.4.2 Culture





Metaphors and images

We can also use more subjective ways of 
classifying organisations
Metaphors can be a powerful way of 
understanding and viewing things:

• Each ‘image’ of an organisation provides a 
metaphorical framework of ideas that can be used 
(consciously or unconsciously) to understand an 
organisation

• This in turn will tend to condition the way in which 
solutions are developed

Various classifications based on metaphors 
have been developed



Gazendam’s structure

57

Morgan’s 
(1986) 
metaphors for 
organisations



Morgan’s metaphors of 
organisation 

The prevailing metaphor ‘shapes’ language and 
priorities in the organisation, eg:
• I’m just a cog in the wheel here
• We need to produce outputs more efficiently
• It’s running like clockwork
• We need better performance measures
• That threw a spanner in the works
• We need to re-engineer our processes
• It’s ticking over nicely

… suggest the metaphor of organisation as a 
machine
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Organisational culture

Organisations can also be classified in terms 
of their dominant organisational culture

• The  “way of doing things” understood within 
the organisation 

• Based on shared norms (what to do and not 
do); rituals and stories; values; underlying 
assumptions; goals

• Again there are many typologies of culture –
the next slide illustrates one of them
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Miles & Snow
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Cameron and Quinn’s 
classification

Major 
dimensions 
reflect an 
inward or an 
outward focus, 
and flexibility
versus stability

IMAGE  source: 
http://leadstrategic.com/2013/04/29/new-
wineskins/
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Cameron and Quinn’s 
classification

Four main types of organisational culture are implied:

• Hierarchical: A traditional, stable, mature 
bureaucracy valuing steadiness and efficiency

• Clan: An extended family, friendly, cooperative, 
valuing harmony and teamwork

• Adhocracy: Innovative, risk taking and 
entrepreneurial, valuing flexibility and creativity

• Market: Competitive, sees environment as a 
threat, valuing control, productivity and advantage 

ICT 158 Introduction to Information Systems



Constantine’s classification
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Source: 
https://www.google.com/about/company/facts/culture/

https://www.google.com/about/company/facts/culture/








Organisational culture

May also influence such things as:

• How the organisation reacts to 
competition

• Whether the organisation is risk-taking or 
risk averse

• Whether it is an early adopter of 
technology or a laggard
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Culture, structure and strategy

• Organisational culture, structure and 
strategy all need to be aligned if the 
business is to be successful

• While many reviews and reorganisations 
concentrate on strategy and formal 
structure, the prevailing culture also needs 
to be taken into account
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Recap
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A number of metaphors are used to characterise
organisations. 

The metaphor that applies to an organisation

‘shapes’ language and priorities in the organisation.

Organisational culture, structure and strategy all 

need to be aligned if the business is to be 
successful



Summary

• Organisations can be categorised in various 
different ways, with implications for information 
system support

• And have different internal structures that 
determine their business processes and decision 
making 

• Organisational structure and function influence the 
organisation’s business strategy, and how it can be 
supported by information systems

• The organisation’s prevailing ‘personality’ and 
culture also play a role
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