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POSSIBILITIES FOR THE APPLICATION OF 
STRUCTURAL CONTINGENCY THEORY IN THE 
PUBLIC SECTOR AND THE DEFENCE SYSTEM
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Abstract: The subject of this paper is a synthesis of the contribu-
tions made by the classics of structural contingency theory, with 

the aim of outlining possible directions for the application of its basic 
postulates in the organisation of the public sector and the defence sys-
tem. The diversity of teachings and views on organisation, as well as 
the large number of authors who advocate them, always leave room for 
attempts at new syntheses. At the same time, a challenge for research-
ers lies in examining possible directions for its application in the public 
sector and the defence system, bearing in mind their specific character-
istics and the fact that this theory was primarily developed on the basis 
of studies of privately owned business organisations. The purpose of the 
paper is to emphasise the importance of the contribution of structural 
contingency theory to the public sector and the defence system, and to 
indicate to managers the situations in which they may find inspiration in 
this theory for certain organisational solutions. In researching the con-
tributions of structural contingency theory, the methods primarily used 
were literature analysis, compilation, abstraction, description, classifi-
cation and comparison. The environment, technology, strategy and size 
of an organisation have been identified as the most frequently studied 
contingency factors. The possibilities for applying this theory in the pub-
lic sector, and in the defence system as its specific part, are indicated 
after considering the differences between private- and public-sector or-
ganisations and defining the basic characteristics of organisations in the 
public sector. In doing so, the specific features of the defence system 
were also taken into account, particularly its orientation towards tech-
nical efficiency, its financing, which depends exclusively on the highest 
bodies of state authority, and the level of authoritarianism, which is the 
highest in the defence system within the entire public sector.
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Introduction

Regardless of whether they are profit-oriented or not, whether they are private-
ly, jointly or publicly owned, whether they have several employees or several 

thousand, and whether their activities cover a limited geographical area or the entire 
world, all organisations operate within a specific environment. The environment af-
fects organisational performance, imposes numerous uncertainties and constraints 
on organisations, and requires adaptation for the sake of survival. It is precisely the 
relationship established between an organisation and its environment that represents 
the focus of modern organisational theories (Hatch, 1997: 63).

The subject of this paper is a synthesis of the contributions made by the classics of 
structural contingency theory, with the aim of outlining possible directions for the appli-
cation of its basic postulates in the organisation of the public sector and the defence 
system. In this regard, efficiency and equity are taken as the guiding ideas of pub-
lic-sector organisation, and consequently of the defence system as one of its parts, 
while the improvement of welfare, allocation and redistribution, as well as the defence 
of general social values, are regarded as desirable objectives (Kandil, 2020; Abelson, 
2012; Gomez-Barroso, 2022: 66–98). On the one hand, the diversity of teachings and 
views on organisation among the classics of structural contingency theory, as well 
as the large number of authors who advocate this theory, always leave room for new 
attempts at synthesis, classification and comparison. On the other hand, bearing in 
mind that this theory was developed primarily on the basis of the study of privately 
owned business organisations, examining possible directions for its application in the 
public sector and the defence system, given their specific characteristics, represents a 
challenge for researchers. Accordingly, the main objective of this paper should primar-
ily be understood as an effort to contribute to the above-mentioned considerations. 
The specific objectives of the paper are directed towards the description, review and 
synthesis of the individual contributions of the classics of structural contingency the-
ory; the identification, classification and comparison of the contingency factors con-
sidered by these authors; and the identification of the possible effects of the selected 
contingencies on the public sector and the defence system.

The purpose of the paper is to emphasise the importance of the contribution of 
structural contingency theory to the public sector and the defence system, and to 
indicate to managers the situations in which they may find inspiration in this theory for 
certain organisational solutions.

Literature Review
Throughout their history, organisational theory and the sociology of organisation 

have come a long way from universalism to contingency. Formal organisational struc-
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ture, the technically rational direction of organisational processes aimed at achieving 
the highest possible level of efficiency, and strict control over employees and the 
operations carried out within an organisation constituted the standpoint of classical 
organisational theory and the sociology of organisation (Farazmand, 2002: 24). Or-
ganisational structure was viewed in isolation from society as a whole, from other 
organisations and from environmental influences. In this sense, the focus was either 
on prescription, as in Weber’s ideal-typical model of bureaucracy (Weber, 1976, I: 
170–178, II: 58–95), or on identifying, as in the case of Taylor’s concept, universal and 
best possible ways of organising (Taylor, 1967).

The development of systems theory in the natural sciences, as well as the increas-
ing complexity of organisations themselves and the changing social circumstances 
in which they perform their activities, undermined confidence in the conceptions of 
the classics of organisational theory and the sociology of organisation. From the mid-
dle of the previous century onwards, organisations began to be viewed as systems 
consisting of various subsystems that depend on one another and between which 
different interrelations exist. Of crucial importance for such an understanding of organ-
isations was the publication of Kenneth Boulding’s article “General Systems Theory: 
The Skeleton of Science” (McAuley et al., 2007: 69–70). Since then, organisations 
have been treated as social systems that receive influences from their environment, 
process them internally and transform them into feedback effects on the environment.

In an attempt to overcome the limitations of a rigid systemic understanding of or-
ganisation, Daniel Katz and Robert Kahn proposed a model of organisation based on 
the principle of an open system, which rests on the concept of feedback (Katz & Kahn, 
2011: 479). Organisations structured according to the open-system concept are there-
fore understood as entities composed of a series of interdependent, yet at the same 
time specialised, subsystems that are capable of exchanging information both with 
one another and with their environment. In its understanding of organisation, struc-
tural contingency theory relies on the concept of the open system, particularly on the 
understanding of the importance of external factors for every organisation. However, 
it also seeks to go a step further by directing attention to the relationship between the 
organisation and its environment. It rests on the premise that organisational structure, 
as well as the organisation as a whole, depends on contingencies, that is, uncertainty 
variables, which every organisation faces (Miles, 2012: 313).

Gareth Morgan compares organisations understood on the basis of structural con-
tingency theory to organisms. As the basic ideas of this theory, he states that, since 
organisations are open systems that need to be carefully managed in order to satisfy 
and balance internal needs and adapt to circumstances in the environment, there is 
no single best way of organising. Rather, the appropriate way depends on the activi-
ties performed by the organisation, its internal contingencies, its external contingen-
cies, that is, the environment in which it is located, since all organisations are parts of 
a broader social system. Accordingly, different types of organisations are appropriate 
for different types of environments and social systems (Morgan, 2006: 42).

This theory emphasises the need for flexibility within an organisation and seeks to 
explain how differences in contextual and organisational dimensions are connected, 
that is, how one factor or group of factors depends on another. It may also be under-
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stood as a type of if–then matrix (Mullins, 2005: 634–635). It is precisely this matrix 
that underlies its key concept — the concept of fit. Thus, an effective organisation is 
considered to be one whose characteristics, that is, internal contingencies, are bet-
ter aligned with external contingencies in a given situation and a given environment 
(Miles, 2012: 313–314). According to some authors, it is precisely the concept of fit 
that represents the essential step made by structural contingency theory in relation 
to systems theory. Therefore, it may also be treated as a further development of that 
theory. However, they also state that structural contingency theory represents a com-
promise between a rigidly systemic approach to organisation and a purely situational 
approach (Kreitner, 2009: 48). In addition, alongside internal contingencies, this the-
ory also takes into account external contingencies arising from the environment and, 
for that purpose, uses numerous techniques of multivariate analysis to determine the 
relationships between different contingencies (Kreitner, 2009: 48–49).

Research Methodology
In examining the contributions of structural contingency theory, the methods pri-

marily used were literature analysis, compilation, abstraction, description, classifica-
tion and comparison. These methods were selected as the most appropriate, given 
the theoretical character of this paper, its subject, objectives and purpose, as well as 
the fact that the research involved summarising the results of the scholarly work of the 
classics of this theory.

In selecting the material to be subjected to the above-mentioned methods, an 
effort was made to obtain electronic copies of the original works of the representa-
tives of this theory, as well as high-quality articles published in relevant international 
journals dealing with the analysis of the pioneering works of the representatives of 
structural contingency theory. Since Paul Lawrence and Jay Lorsch, Joan Woodward, 
Tom Burns and George Stalker, Alfred Chandler and Derek Pugh are among the most 
important representatives of structural contingency theory, this paper analyses their 
most significant works.

After the necessary data had been collected, described and summarised in such 
a way as to extract the most important information from them, classification and com-
parison were carried out according to:

1.	 the most important contingency factors;
2.	 the relationship between the most important contingency factor and organisa-

tional variables.
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Research Results
The application of the above methodology made it possible to obtain information 

on the key contributions of structural contingency theory, after which these contribu-
tions were compared by means of the comparative method.

Paul Lawrence and Jay Lorsch, professors of organisational behaviour at Har-
vard Business School, argue that the purpose of organising lies in the human need 
to respond as effectively as possible to the challenges posed by the environment 
(Pugh & Hickson, 2007: 69). In their view, organisations should be regarded as open 
systems composed of a number of dependent parts, among which different degrees 
of mutual integration and differentiation exist (Hassard, 1993: 43). In this regard, in-
tegration is understood as “the process of achieving unity of effort among the various 
organisational subsystems in the accomplishment of the organisation’s task”, while 
differentiation refers to “the state of segmentation of the organisational system into 
subsystems, each of which tends to develop particular functions in relation to the re-
quirements imposed upon it by a given environment” (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967: 3–4). 
Organisations operating in different environments develop different characteristics of 
their internal units in order to respond successfully to environmental challenges. The 
greater the internal differences, the greater the need for coordination among these 
units; at the same time, larger systems also encounter more demands for differentia-
tion and integration (Hassard, 1993: 44). Organisations that succeed in aligning their 
characteristics with the environment will be more successful, that is, more efficient 
(Achcaoucaou et al., 2009; Hassard, 1993: 44).

The most important works of Joan Woodward, professor of industrial sociology 
at Imperial College of Science and Technology in London, examine the relationships 
between technology, organisational structure and organisational performance (Bria & 
Phillips, 2013). According to Woodward, organisational structures and practices can 
be properly understood only if one knows what organisations actually do and how 
they do it, and this is best reflected by technology within the organisation (Phillips et 
al., 2010: 6). By using technology as an independent variable, Woodward points out 
that different levels of technology correspond to different forms of organisation (Jaffe, 
2001: 186). One of Woodward’s most important contributions is her emphasis on the 
need for managers to constantly consider how to structure an organisation depending 
on the given circumstances in which technology is constantly changing, as well as her 
insistence that, in order to be efficient, an organisation must change in line with the 
changes brought about by technological development (Bria & Phillips, 2013).

Tom Burns, professor of sociology at the University of Edinburgh, in cooperation 
with psychologist George Stalker, places particular emphasis, in the relationship be-
tween organisation and environment, on the analysis of the impact of technological 
innovations. In their view, the beginning of wisdom in every organisation should be an 
awareness that there is no optimal way of management (Burns & Stalker, 2009: 108). 
Therefore, depending on the environment in which they operate, organisations should 
be structured either as mechanistic or as organic structures. Thus, under stable en-
vironmental conditions, it is more appropriate to structure an organisation mechanis-
tically, whereas under changing and unstable environmental conditions, an organi-
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sation with an organic structure is more suitable (Burns & Stalker, 2009: 104–105). 
These two types of structure should not be understood as polarised, but rather as two 
ends of the same continuum, between which transitional stages exist and where the 
most appropriate structure, depending on the circumstances, represents a degree of 
variation between mechanistic and organic structure (Mullins, 2005: 642). The basic 
message of Burns and Stalker was that there is no dilemma in choosing between a 
mechanistic or an organic organisational structure in the effort to achieve organisa-
tional success, since both types are rational forms of organisation, and each finds its 
rationality in relation to the characteristics of the environment in which the organisa-
tion is situated (Burns & Stalker, 2009: 103).

Alfred Chandler, professor of business history at Harvard University, developed 
his theory by studying the rise of four large companies in American industry in the 
period from 1850 to 1920 — E. I. du Pont, Standard Oil, General Motors and Sears, 
Roebuck (Pugh & Hickson, 2007: 36). He concluded that their business strategies, 
which emerged under the influence of demand generated by the appearance of the 
mass market and technological changes, enabled the integration of mass produc-
tion and mass distribution and substantially determined their organisational structure 
(Pugh & Hickson, 2007: 36). Chandler treats strategy as an independent variable and 
organisational structure as a dependent variable, while changes in both strategy and 
structure are decisively influenced by the business environment, market conditions 
and technological development. In his view, the development of large-scale American 
industry followed a long path from organisations that began operations by creating 
only a single product or producing within only one industry, to giants with highly com-
plex organisational structures that expanded their operations into several branches of 
industry, several countries and a very wide range of products. These changes were 
accompanied by changes in organisational structure, so that managerial structure 
and the coordination performed by managers assumed the role in the economy that 
had once belonged to Adam Smith’s “invisible hand” (McCraw, 1987; Pugh & Hickson, 
2007: 39).

Derek Pugh, professor of international management, made his contribution through 
joint work with several colleagues within the Industrial Administration Research Unit at 
Aston University in Birmingham; consequently, their work is often categorised as the 
contribution of the Aston Group. By combining knowledge from sociology, economics 
and psychology, this group of researchers highlights several basic factors on which 
their understanding of organisation rests. According to them, the basic contingencies 
arising from the organisational context are size, ownership, location and technology, 
and these predetermine organisational design (McAuley et al., 2007: 91). The mem-
bers of the Aston Group examine formal organisational structures in terms of the spe-
cialisation of functions and roles, the standardisation of procedures, the formalisation 
of documentation, the centralisation of management, and the configuration of structur-
al roles. They conclude that the level of structuring of the activities of an organisation’s 
personnel and the degree to which authority is concentrated at the top of the organisa-
tional structure are of essential importance for the analysis of any organisation (Pugh 
& Hickson, 2007: 13–14). Among the numerous contingency factors examined, the 
greatest importance is attached to organisational size (McAuley et al., 2007: 91). It is 
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also emphasised that, in the study of organisations, attention must be focused not on 
the human dimension within the organisation, since it is transient, but rather on the 
institutional dimension (Pugh & Hickson, 2007: 13).

All the studies conducted by these authors were empirical in character, and prima-
ry data were collected using both quantitative and qualitative methodologies, while the 
research subjects were mainly industrial organisations.

Having previously described the works of the classics of structural contingency 
theory, this part of the paper focuses on the essential data from their studies, as well 
as on the identification, classification and comparison of the contingency factors they 
consider. As shown in Table 1, both the presence of individual contingency factors 
and the influence attributed to them differ across the examined works of the pioneers 
of this theory.

Тable 1 Contigency Factors in the Research of the Pioneers of Structural 
Contigency Theory

Authors
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Lawrence and Lorsch + - - - - Environment
Woodward + + + - - Technology
Burns and Stalker + + - - - Environment
Chandler + + + - + Strategy
Pugh + + + + + Size

Source: Authors, based on literature used.

The environment, technology, strategy and organisational size are the most fre-
quently studied contingency factors. In this regard, the environment is treated as the 
decisive factor in two cases: in the works of Lawrence and Lorsch, and in the works of 
Burns and Stalker. In Woodward’s works, technology is considered the decisive factor. 
Strategy and size are identified as decisive contingency factors in one case each — 
in Chandler’s work and in the research of Pugh and the Aston Group, respectively. 
However, the above should be viewed in light of the observation that, in Chandler’s 
case, the source of strategy should also be sought in the environment, since strategy 
is conditioned by the demand created by the emergence of the mass market and by 
technological changes that enabled mass production and distribution.

The relationships established in the works of the classics of structural contingency 
theory between the most significant contingency factors and individual organisational 
variables are also of particular interest. An overview of these relationships is present-
ed in Table 2.
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Тable 2 Relationship Between the Most Significant Contigency Factors and Selected 
Organisational Variables

Authors Most Significant Contigency 
Factor Organisational Variables

Lawrence and 
Lorsch

environment
(uncertainties in the 
environment)

differentiation and integration

Woodward technology
(pricess complexity) horisontal and vertical organisation

Burns and 
Stalker

environment
(stability and instability) mechanical and organic structure

Chandler
strategy 
(changes in the environment, 
demand, technology)

centralised functional structure and 
decentralised multidivisional structure

Pugh size

specialisation of functions and roles, 
standardisation of procedures, formalisation 
of documentation, centralisation of authority, 
configuration of structural roles

According to Lawrence and Lorsch, the environment influences differentiation and 
integration, while according to Burns and Stalker, it affects the creation of mechanistic 
and organic structures. In Chandler’s view, changes in the environment, demand and 
technology lead to the transformation of centralised structures into decentralised mul-
tidivisional structures. According to Woodward, technology influences the horizontal 
or vertical arrangement of an organisation. Size, as the main contingency factor ac-
cording to Pugh and the Aston Group, affects the specialisation of functions and roles, 
the standardisation of procedures, the formalisation of documentation, the centralisa-
tion of management and the configuration of structural roles within an organisation.

Discussion
The basic premise of structural contingency theory is that organisations are social 

constructs exposed to influences both from within and from their environment. These 
influences must be taken into account when determining organisational structure, de-
fining tasks, the hierarchy of authority, decision-making processes, coordination and 
control systems, as well as prototypes of desirable organisational behaviour (Archiba-
ld, 2007). However, since the public sector was not the primary subject of study in the 
works of the classics of this theory, the question of the possibility of applying it to the 
public sector and to the defence system as its specific part is rightly raised.

An answer to this question should be provided only after considering the differ-
ences between private- and public-sector organisations and defining the basic char-
acteristics of organisations in the public sector. Some authors argue that there are 
essential differences between organisations in the private and public sectors, relating 
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to the fact that the goal of establishing public organisations should be the realisation 
of the public interest, the consideration of social values and norms, a greater em-
phasis on impartiality and equal treatment, accountability to society as a whole, and 
the absence of direct competitors (Christensen & Lægreid, 2018: 1088–1089). The 
common characteristics of all public organisations are that they are governed through 
written regulations, that they represent formal and multifunctional entities that need to 
balance a range of different interests in a satisfactory manner, that they are created 
in order to address social needs, that they may have specific tasks in entirely different 
spheres of society, that they have relatively stable patterns of behaviour, resources 
and rewards associated with their activities, and that they are capable of correcting or 
counteracting problems created by the environment or problems that the environment 
is unable to resolve (Christensen et al., 2020: 7–9).

Furthermore, the management of public organisations is more complex than that 
of private organisations, and the results of their activities are inherently political and 
affect society as a whole. On the one hand, the structural complexity of these or-
ganisations may create problems for their efficiency. Such efficiency will depend on 
the organisational capabilities of employees; however, unlike organisations in the pri-
vate sector, an important factor affecting their performance will also be the holders 
of political power (Rainey, 1993; Andrews, 2010). On the other hand, the concept of 
sound leadership in public organisations is based on the integration of all available 
management instruments and cultural elements, which should enable cooperation 
and establish a sense of community among employees. This must be permeated with 
mythological content that symbolises unity and belonging, directs individual efforts 
towards a common goal, and communicates basic social values (Christensen et al., 
2020). In addition, unlike private-sector organisations, public-sector organisations are 
also associated with the idea of equity (Atkinson, 2012). This is achieved, among oth-
er things, through the defence of social values (Gomez-Barroso, 2022: 66–98).

The above-mentioned characteristics can be recognised in the defence system, 
particularly in the armed forces as its core component. The primary task of the mili-
tary and the defence system as a whole is to ensure a desirable peace, which may 
be regarded as the highest value, since it is a prerequisite for stability, predictability 
and relative control over the future (Stanar, 2021). Although this is a relatively closed 
environment with a specific organisational culture, the employment of military units 
is a direct consequence of political decisions. The circumstances in which units are 
employed, particularly when combat operations are involved, require a high level of 
cohesion based on sound internal relations, but also on the cultivation of tradition and 
the adoption and nurturing of values that will ensure cohesion even in the most de-
manding situations, which entail existential threats to members of the military. 

Bearing in mind the above, it may be considered that organisations in the public 
sector must also adapt their strategies to the environment, as indicated by the pio-
neers of structural contingency theory. This environment is society itself, which creat-
ed the given public-sector organisations for its own needs. The environment affects 
the ability of organisations to unite all their forces in order to accomplish organisational 
tasks, as well as the development of organisational functions in accordance with en-
vironmental requirements. Processes of change and adaptation of public organisa-
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tions to the environment are possible and desirable; however, they are not simple and 
involve far more difficulties than the same processes in private organisations, since 
institutional factors, expressed through political authority, culture, rules and norms, 
limit, complicate and slow down decision-making processes in public-sector organi-
sations (Christensen et al., 2020: 10). One of the specific features of the military as 
part of the defence system is that it employs personnel with specific qualifications, 
which are largely acquired precisely within the defence system and whose acquisition 
requires both time and resources. This gives rise to problems of adequate personnel 
replacement in cases of high fluctuation. A desirable characteristic of the defence sys-
tem is the ability to anticipate or identify in a timely manner changes in society as its 
environment, so that it can adapt to them within an acceptable period of time, before 
maladjustment causes problems in the functioning of the organisation.

On the continuum between mechanistic and organic structure, public-sector or-
ganisations will occupy different positions depending on the activities they perform, 
and some of them will be more or less centralised or decentralised. In this regard, the 
size of the organisation and its position within the centre–periphery dichotomy of the 
sector are decisive for the specialisation of functions and roles, the standardisation 
of procedures, the formalisation of documentation, the centralisation of management 
and the configuration of structural roles within the organisation (Andrews et al., 2016; 
Fiirst & Beuren, 2021; McGrandle, 2017). In this sense, organisational structure, pro-
cedures, documentation and the configuration of roles at the tactical level must be 
such as to ensure the efficiency of the unit, while taking into account its specific char-
acteristics and its position within the defence system.

Finally, since technology is reflected in different levels of technological complex-
ity that exist within an organisation, public-sector organisations may have vertical or 
horizontal arrangements with different formal or informal influences (Larsen, 2015; 
Hasche et al., 2021; Zenger et al., 2000). With regard to the defence system, it may be 
said that its organisational structure at the lowest tactical level is necessarily organic, 
all the more so because existential threat, as a “risk of the profession”, is associated 
with the lower level of the system. A transition to a mechanistic type of organisational 
structure and solidarity would probably quickly reveal weaknesses in demanding situ-
ations. At higher administrative levels, the structure is mechanistic in nature. However, 
what is desirable is a sensitivity among managers consisting in the ability to adapt 
the organisational structure to the possibility of shifting from mechanistic to organic 
solidarity in situations that require it, such as the need for closer cooperation among 
different sectors in specific situations that demand a rapid joint response, accompa-
nied by mutual understanding of the differences between positions. This implies that 
managerial personnel must be capable of recognising the specific characteristics of 
particular situations and the need for an adequate response.

In the context of structural contingency theory, the environment of the defence 
system is not represented by competing armed forces in the immediate and wider 
surroundings, but by the society which the defence system serves and of which it is 
a part. The basic characteristics of this environment are complexity, dynamism and 
uncertainty (Hicks, 2008). Achieving fit with such an environment is of vital importance 
for the defence system. At the same time, such an environment does not allow for the 
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application of universalist maxims from classical organisational theory and the sociol-
ogy of organisation, which prescribe that there is only one correct way of organising, 
that is, of managing and leading.

When it comes to organisational units within the defence system, on the basis of 
the postulates of structural contingency theory, they must primarily be aligned with 
the specificity of technologies, that is, with the core activities of each of them (Soeters 
& van Fenema, 2010; Dyson, 2019). In doing so, one should also bear in mind the 
specific features of the defence system relating to its orientation towards technical 
efficiency, the fact that its financing depends exclusively on the highest bodies of state 
authority, and the fact that the level of authoritarianism in the defence system is the 
highest in the public sector (Parsons, 1956).

In terms of technology as a factor in structural contingency theory, that is, in terms 
of the tasks they perform, organisational units of the defence system range from ad-
ministrative bodies, which do not possess combat equipment but whose duties require 
theoretical and administrative knowledge from a wide variety of educational profiles, 
to tactical-level units equipped with the most advanced technology, in which employ-
ees, in addition to previously acquired knowledge in the field of technical sciences, 
must master knowledge and skills related to the use of equipment. The organisational 
structure, formal and informal communication, and relations that develop within such 
heterogeneous entities cannot be identical. The highest levels in the organisational 
structure of the defence system must have sensitivity to differences arising from the 
technological factor, particularly while taking into account the specific characteristics 
of positions in certain branches of the military, such as, for example, branches within 
the air force, especially those concerning personnel education and training and the 
problem of personnel replaceability. On the other hand, there must be a developed 
awareness of the need to employ high-quality personnel from the most diverse educa-
tional profiles in the social sciences and humanities within the system’s administrative 
bodies, who will be capable of responding adequately to problems related to human 
resources, given changes in the environment and changes in the physiognomy of 
armed conflicts (Milutinović, 2024).

The maladjustment of the defence system, as a specific part of the public sector, 
to the social environment, and particularly of the military as its most sensitive part, 
especially if such maladjustment is long-lasting, may have serious consequences for 
personnel manning, since it depends on the way in which those segments of society 
that constitute the target group of the defence system perceive the system and the 
possibilities of improving their own socioeconomic status through belonging to it (Au-
thor 1 & Author 2, 2025). Interest in working in the defence system, and above all in 
the military, must be viewed in light of the theory of the American sociologist Charles 
Moskos, who establishes the institutional–occupational dichotomy with regard to mo-
tivation for professional military service. Within the institutional, one might say tradi-
tional, approach, the focus is on duty and on viewing the military as a special social 
institution characterised by strong loyalty to the organisation, high internal solidarity 
and self-sacrifice for the common good. The motivational factors are a sense of pur-
pose in the national context and the military as a life calling. Within the occupational 
orientation, which emerges with the evolution of the military studied by Moskos, the 
focus is on the individual career, market-based compensation for work and the view 



VOJNO DELO, 2/2026

II/166

of the military profession as one of the occupations available on the labour market. 
This orientation is characterised by an emphasis on income and other non-financial 
forms of compensation. Motivation is personal advancement in both career and mar-
ket terms (Moskos, 2010, 2015).

The presence of the occupational orientation, that is, the understanding of the mil-
itary profession as merely one of the opportunities for securing socioeconomic status 
in society, must necessarily be taken into account when considering the problem of 
personnel fluctuation if its negative consequences are to be avoided, all the more so 
because there is a tendency for this orientation to become dominant. In this regard, or-
ganisational size, which in the case of the defence system essentially depends on sta-
ble manning, is, as the classics of structural contingency theory also state, decisive for 
the specialisation of functions, the standardisation of procedures, the formalisation of 
documentation, the centralisation of management and the configuration of structural 
roles within the organisation (Andrews et al., 2016; Fiirst & Beuren, 2021; McGrandle, 
2017). If a possible decline in numbers is involved, this will require new adaptations, 
without which the defence system may face new and greater challenges.

It is indisputable that the public sector, and thus the defence system as its specific 
part, must adapt to the environment. Lack of knowledge about what the environment 
is, failure to recognise the environment, failure to acknowledge its importance, lack of 
knowledge that may contribute to recognising changes in the environment, insistence 
on specific features that tends to isolate the military organisation from the environment, 
and unwillingness to change in accordance with the changes identified in the environ-
ment will inevitably result in negative consequences. The other side of the same prob-
lem is the real possibility of developing awareness among actors from the environment, 
both political and non-political, as well as among the public as a whole, that the defence 
system is maladjusted to society as its environment or that it is unwilling to adapt.

Bearing in mind the above, it may be emphasised that the purpose of applying the 
basic postulates of structural contingency theory in public-sector organisations and 
the defence system relates to their harmonisation with the society of which they are 
a part, the establishment of fit between their organisational structures and organisa-
tional purposes and strategies, and the alignment of decision-making processes with 
the nature of the problem being decided upon. Accordingly, an organic approach to 
decision-making should be used in unstable conditions characterised by high levels 
of uncertainty, whereas a mechanistic approach should be used in routine and sta-
ble conditions. Structural contingency theory is particularly important for managers 
because it focuses on the essential aspects of the existence of every organisation, 
namely change and efficiency (Archibald, 2007: 936–937). At the same time, organi-
sational efficiency itself is measured by an organisation’s ability to align itself with the 
changes that shape internal and external contingencies (Donaldson, 2001: 1–2).

Contemporary societies require efficient public-sector organisations, and only 
those public organisations that are “up to date”, dynamic, substantially connected and 
relevant to society are considered efficient. Their policies and programmes are con-
nected with important challenges and objectives pursued by individuals, the commu-
nities they enter into, and society as a whole; in this way, such organisations also help 
society to progress (Berman and Hijal-Moghrabi, 2023: 1–2). Accordingly, the basic 
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task of managers in public organisations should be to contribute to the improvement 
and progress of society. When it comes to the defence system, ensuring its organisa-
tional efficiency is more complex than in other public-sector organisations, because 
it goes beyond an administrative, economic or social function and concerns the pro-
tection of national sovereignty and national security, the continuous maintenance of 
a high level of strategic readiness, and institutional legitimacy (Soares et al., 2022).

Conclusion
The subject of this paper was a synthesis of the contributions made by the clas-

sics of structural contingency theory, with the aim of outlining possible directions for 
the application of its basic postulates in the public sector and in the defence system 
as its specific part. By identifying the environment, strategy, technology and size as 
the basic contingencies that influence organisational structure, the paper considered 
the validity of structuring organisations in the public sector and the defence system in 
accordance with these factors. This consideration also included an examination of the 
specific characteristics of the defence system as part of the public sector.

There are two basic implications of this paper for managers in the defence system. 
First, the basic rule followed by the classics of this theory is that there is no single 
correct and universal way of organising, that every situation must be analysed sep-
arately, and that solutions and decisions can be made only after such analysis has 
been carried out, since there are neither simple organisations nor simple problems 
and situations with which organisations are faced. Second, the focus of the pioneers 
of structural contingency theory is on the external and internal contingencies that an 
organisation may encounter; therefore, only the fit of organisational design with con-
tingency factors can offer a positive outcome.

Like any individual study, this research should also be viewed in light of its limita-
tions. First, the research included only representatives of this theory who dealt with 
empirical studies at the time of its emergence; therefore, more recent developments 
of this theory were not examined. The second limitation was access to only a limited 
number of original studies, which is why some of the presented data were taken from 
indirect sources, a circumstance that may always lead to inauthentic interpretations. 
In order to overcome this limitation, the authors of this paper sought to compare sever-
al sources so as to arrive at the most authentic data. Despite the stated limitations, the 
authors believe that they have made a valuable attempt to reconsider and synthesise 
one of the most empirically fruitful organisational theories and to outline directions for 
its application in the public sector and in the defence system as its specific part.
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S u m m a r y

Structural contingency theory emerged in the 1960s as an effort to advance 
systems theory and the model of organisation based on the principles of an 

open system and feedback. It rests on the premise that an organisation depends on 
contingencies, that is, uncertainty variables arising from the environment, which every 
organisation faces. For organisations understood according to the model of structur-
al contingency theory, the metaphor of an organism is used; they must be carefully 
managed in order to satisfy and balance internal needs and adapt to circumstances 
in the environment, that is, in society. Therefore, there is no single best way of or-
ganising; rather, it depends on the activities performed by the organisation and the 
environment in which it operates. The concept of fit is the basic concept of structural 
contingency theory, and efficient organisations are therefore considered to be those 
whose characteristics are better aligned with contingencies in a given situation than 
those of other organisations whose characteristics are less aligned or misaligned with 
the contingencies of that situation.

This paper attempts to synthesise the contributions of the classics of structur-
al contingency theory in order to outline directions for its possible application in the 
public sector and the defence system. The diversity of teachings and views on or-
ganisation, as well as the large number of its representatives, provide a basis for the 
justification of new syntheses, while a particular challenge for researchers is to exam-
ine possible directions for its application in the public sector and the defence system, 
given their specific characteristics and the fact that structural contingency theory was 
developed primarily on the basis of studies of privately owned business organisations. 
In researching the contributions of structural contingency theory, the methods of lit-
erature analysis, compilation, abstraction, description, classification and comparison 
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were used. Attention was focused on the contributions of the classics of this theory, 
namely Paul Lawrence and Jay Lorsch, Joan Woodward, Tom Burns and George 
Stalker, Alfred Chandler and Derek Pugh, as well as the members of the Aston Group.

The environment, technology, strategy and organisational size were identifi ed as 
the most signifi cant contingency factors mentioned in their works. These factors were 
related to several organisational variables, ranging from forms of organisational ad-
aptation to the environment to the infl uence of organisational size on organisational 
structure. Since the public sector and the defence system were not the primary subject 
of study in the works of the classics of this theory, the possibility of applying its basic 
postulates was considered after fi rst highlighting the diff erences between private- and 
public-sector organisations and defi ning the basic characteristics of organisations in 
the public sector. The main conclusions of the paper are that the strategies and struc-
tures of organisations in the public sector, as well as those of the defence system, 
must be adapted to the environment. This environment aff ects the ability to accom-
plish organisational tasks, as well as the development of organisational functions. 
However, processes of change and adaptation to the environment are more complex 
than in the private sector because of the infl uence of institutional factors, above all 
political authority, culture and specifi c rules and norms, which limit, complicate and 
slow down decision-making processes.

In the defence sector, as a specifi c part of the public sector, it is society that re-
quires the achievement of fi t, and it must be borne in mind that there is no monolithic 
way of organising, managing or leading. When organisational units within the defence 
system are concerned, on the basis of the postulates of structural contingency theory, 
they must primarily be aligned with the specifi city of technologies, that is, with the 
core activities of each of them. In doing so, one should also bear in mind the specifi c 
features of the defence system relating to its orientation towards technical effi  ciency, 
the fact that its fi nancing depends exclusively on the highest bodies of state authority, 
and the fact that the level of authoritarianism in the defence system is the highest in 
the public sector. The maladjustment of the defence system to the environment, es-
pecially if long-lasting, may have serious consequences for personnel manning, since 
it depends on the way in which those segments of society that constitute the target 
group of the defence system perceive the system and the possibilities of improving 
their own socioeconomic position through belonging to it.
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defence system
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