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This paper employs complexity theory and the 
principle of emergence as a construct to explain 
some forms of change observed during the analy-
sis of research concerning change in Australian 
sport organizations. Although a consortium of 
well-established theories proved advantageous in 
revealing the nature of change attempts within a 
sample of eight case organizations, some changes 
remained inexplicable. Upon further investiga-
tion, these changes were observed to have proper-
ties associated with emergence. Several examples 
are presented to explicate the emergent behavior. 
This paper presents evidence to suggest that 
complexity theory has utility as an alternative 
perspective explaining certain types of organi-
zational change. 

Introduction

Perhaps the most revealing measure of the useful-
ness of a theory is its ability to resolve paradox. 
Molinsky (1999) suggested that there are several 

paradoxical impediments to change including the no-
tion that change depends upon management, but that 
management action can sometimes make change less 
likely to occur. This paper is concerned with the resolu-
tion of a converse paradox; that management inaction 
can make change more likely to occur, a possibility 
elucidated through complexity thinking.

 The data discussed in this paper were collected 
in a previous study that sought to explore the nature 
of change in a sample of Australian sport organiza-
tions. This study noted that a range of conventional 
theoretical explanations could be deployed to describe 
the change that occurred. These included variations of 
institutional theory, strategic choice theory, population 
ecology, systems models and punctuated equilibrium 
theory. That these change theories are useful descrip-
tors is not in doubt. However, the study failed to ac-
count for change that occurred spontaneously, unpre-
dictably and without the intentional guidance of senior 
management. This in itself was not cause for concern, 
as no data set can explain everything, and many of the 
above theoretical perspectives do not preclude this 
form of change. However, they do not adequately ex-
plain it either. This paper has been prompted by a leak 
in the application of well-established change theory, 
and seeks to consider the veracity of complexity theory 
for plugging this leak.
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 The key issue in question is the nature of 
unintentional change recorded during a previous 
change study. This form of change displays proper-
ties characteristic of emergence. First, change was 
noted that ostensibly came from nowhere. Secondly, 
the presence of change appeared irrespective of the 
composition of staff, giving the impression that it was 
not linked to any covert activity. Finally, the changes 
observed were innovative responses to challenging 
organizational circumstances, suggesting that some, 
albeit mysterious, form of organization was behind 
their conception. The purpose of this paper can be 

Some sophisticated change and innovation occurs at 
the planned instigation of senior management, but 
not all that occurs. The intention is to consider this 
conundrum in light of complexity theory. If complex-
ity theory and the principle of emergence are useful 
constructs for explaining certain murky but advanta-
geous changes, the possibility for such change to be 
deliberately harnessed and incorporated into strategic 
efforts may be improved. As Letiche (2000) contends, 
it is methodologically and theoretically consistent for 
complexity studies to report ethnographies of emer-
gent action.

 Dent (1999) provides a suitable platform for 

approach to research, study, and perspective that 
makes the philosophical assumptions of the emerging 
worldview” (Dent, 1999: 5). This worldview stands in 
contrast to the classical view, or what Dent calls the 
traditional world view, which is founded on the causal, 
reductionist interpretations of the world provided by 
Newtonian physics. Thus, complexity theory em-
phasizes acausal, holistic interpretations. According 

robust, involving multiple, often redundant chains of 
interaction and causation…” (p. 72). They identify three 
characteristics of complexity theory. First, complexly 
structured, nonadditive behavior emerges out of in-
teractive networks; the whole is more than the sum of 
its parts. Secondly, complex systems exhibit nonlinear 
behavior that is unpredictably related to input. Thirdly, 
complex behavior is somewhere between predictability 
and non-predictability, a position sometimes described 
as the ‘edge of chaos’ (Peters, 1992). This is the point 
where there is enough chaos or unpredictability to 
ensure that regularity and predictability is lost, but 
also enough order or predictability for consistency and 
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patterns to endure.  The problem is that at this ‘edge of 
chaos’ undetectable variations in initial conditions (the 

altitudes) can lead to the development of behavior or 
the development of conditions that may be totally dis-
similar.  It is herein that new and unimagined proper-
ties can emerge. For example, Tom Peters (1987, 1992) 
argues that managers need to move people from com-
placency toward the edge of chaos. The problem with 
this, of course, is that organizations move in and out of 
the edge of chaos all the time.  Trying to keep workers 
in it can lead to nervous breakdowns and totally un-
predictable results which can include the breakdown of 
an organization. Finally, complex systems are robust, 
so such breakdowns should be extreme and unusual. 

For the purposes of this paper, complexity 
theory may be seen as a perspective for interpreting 
the behavior of fundamental, interacting units with 
the awareness that the collective activity of the units 
is not fully explained by their sum, and that they may 
produce emergent properties. These properties fea-
ture spontaneous, unpredictable and self-organized 
patterns and behaviors. Complexity theory offers the 

generate simple outcomes while looking at the holistic 
system and not just the component parts.  For example, 
a city is a complex organism made up of millions of 
simple human beings. Or, a body is a complex organ-
ism made up of millions of simple cells.  When the 
millions of simple entities come together, they interact 
and new levels of operation and organization emerge.  
The type of individuals in the city, or the type of cells 
in the body, create different system reactions and thus 
dissimilar behavior within the complex entity. In the 
context of organizational change, complexity theory 
provides an avenue for explaining change possessing 
emergent properties. As Goldstein (1999) observes, 
emergence functions as a descriptor of the patterns and 
properties that are exhibited at the macro level.

This paper is organized into four sections. 
Following this introduction, a brief review of literature 
is used to place the paper within two bodies of knowl-
edge: change management and complexity theory. 
Research concerning change management in the sport 
industry has been omitted here, as the issue of focus is 
the presence of emergent behavior in an organization, 
rather than its industrial context. Next, the research 
design employed for the study that yielded the data un-
der consideration is summarized. This section focuses 
on the elements that arose from the research which 
could not be adequately explained using conventional 
approaches. These anomalous changes are described 

culminates in a conclusion intended to draw some 
tentative conclusions about the utility of complexity 

theory as an explanatory change management tool.

Literature review

One way of understanding the nuances of dif-
ferent change theories is to consider them 
against two dimensions: mode and level, as 

suggested by Meyer, et al. (1993). ‘Mode’ refers to the 
size and rapidity of the change, while ‘level’ describes 
whether the change is internal to an organization or 
part of a sector-wide reform. Change may therefore be 
large or small and may occur inside an organization or 
within an industrial sector. 

theories (Meyer, et al., 1993). These theories assume 
that organizations adapt to their changing environ-
ments slowly but intentionally. Strategic choice theo-
rists (Child, 1972; Smith & Berg, 1987) exemplify this 
view and argue that organizations have control over 
their destinies. Popular management ‘gurus’ such 
as Kotter (1990), Huber and Glick (1995) and Kanter 
(1989), each with their own method for change, also 
fit here, although they sometimes imply that their 
methods will bring about more rapid change. 

In contrast, researchers such as Pettigrew 
(1985), Laughlin (1991) and Greenwood and Hinings 
(1996), may be considered instigators of ‘metamorpho-
sis’ theories (Meyer, et al., 1993), which suggest that 
organizations tend to be stable until they experience 
radical change, often without warning. The stimuli 
for these changes can come from life cycle change 
(Kimberly & Miles, 1980), or structure, strategy or 
technology change (Laughlin, 1991; Miller & Friesen, 
1984; Miles & Snow, 1984; Tushman & Romanelli, 
1985).

A third category of theory assumes incremen-
tal change within industries rather than individual 

(Meyer, et al., 1993).  Population ecologists (McKelvey & 
Aldrich, 1983), for example, take a biological, Darwin-
ian view of industrial behavior, where industries evolve 

emphasizes pressure toward homogeneity within an 
industrial sector, but unlike population ecology does 
not view competition for resources as the preeminent 
issue. Choice is not free; it is constricted within insti-
tutional boundaries. 

Revolutionary change theories (Meyer, et al.,
1993) emphasize radical change within industries. The 
most prominent example is the punctuated-equilib-
rium model (Anderson & Tushman, 1990; Kimberley 
& Miles, 1980), borrowed from the biological natural 
selection concept (Gould, 1980), which indicates that 
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industries are substantially changed in between periods 
of relative inertia.

The majority of change management literature 
examines the differences intended by management 

-
librium and stability. However, this approach does not 
work as well in turbulent environments. Complexity 
theory in contrast views change as the norm, not the 
exception (Salem, 2002). It can almost be seen as a re-
verse of the punctuated equilibrium; disequilibrium is 
normal or should be normal, punctuated by odd peri-
ods of relative stability. The catch is, since complexity 
theory implies that instability should be normal, ho-
meostasis can be viewed as a bad sign. Complex adap-
tive systems can evolve to a point between chaos and 
stability, where emergence is present. Equilibrium is 
the precursor of organizational death (Pascale, 1999). 

Redfern and Christian (2003) acknowledged 
that planned change can be distinguished from 
emergent change, the former involving deliberate 
conscious reasoning and rational planning, whereas 
the latter is spontaneous and uncontrolled. They re-
ported that change management in their industry of 
study - health - is much more likely to be dynamic, 
disorderly and uncertain, than rational or linear, as a 
result of the uncontrollable nature of the environment 
and the complexities of organizational life. Yet, they 
also conceded that each of the nine change programs 
they investigated has approached change in a planned, 
episodic way. This is symptomatic of the dominant 
perception of organizational success, the benchmark 
for which has traditionally focused upon systems and 
rules, all tightly controlling the activities of employees 
(Dolan, et al., 2003). This standpoint is slowly ceding 
ground to perspectives of management that accept the 
presence of complexity within organizations as natural. 
For example, Brown and Eisenhardt (1997) employed 
an inductive method to examine how organizations 
engage in continuous change. They revealed that suc-

a range of low-cost experimental initiatives as forays 
into the future. This complexity-consistent thinking 
was more effective than planning for, or reacting to, 
unforeseen changes.

The distinctions highlighted by well-estab-
lished change theories helps to frame the nature of 
change attempts and their success. However, complex-
ity theory offers a new perspective on change manage-
ment because it discourages managers from making 
predictions about the future, instead encouraging them 
to allow innovation to emerge from the bottom up. As 
a result, complexity theory does not specify a mode 
of change; it is not necessarily incremental or radical, 
but it is spontaneous. Neither does it make assump-

tions about the level or impetus for change. Whether 
a stimulus is internal or external does not matter. The 
point instead is that where there is complexity in a 
system like an organization, there is also the possibility 
of unexpected, emergent change. Complexity theory 
treats organizations as living systems coevolving with 
their environments that cannot be reduced to their 

evolved form of complexity…” (Tasaka, 1999: 122). 

From a change management perspective, 
emergent change is typically inadequately analyzed 
(Lissack, 1999), its causes remaining nebulous and 
its outcomes attributed to macro phenomena. This 
is partly because science has traditionally perceived 
change as the transition from one equilibrium state to 
another, but this sort of understanding does not capture 
the messiness of the actual change (Pascale, 1999).  

This paper arises from the inadequacy of 
conventional change management theories to explain 
incidents of unintentional change observed in a sample 
of Australian sport organizations. While it is not within 
the scope of this paper to provide a comprehensive 
review of the research data, it is relevant to explain 
the design of the research from which the examples 
considered in this paper have been drawn. 

Research design

The population for the study included National 
Sport Organizations (NSOs), State Sport 
Organizations (SSOs) and clubs participating 

in national league competitions. Australian sport is 
characterized by a tiered system built from a club 
foundation. Club representatives form SSOs, which 
manage state development and infrastructure. In turn, 
representatives from each state form NSOs, which 
subsequently manage the sport from a national per-
spective. National league competitions are variously 
formed, some under the control of the respective NSO, 
and others as independent, professional club-based 
entities. Clubs competing in these competitions are 
largely membership based, but some are privately 
owned (Westerbeek, et al., 1995). 

Theoretical sampling was used to select the 
cases in a method consistent with that proposed by 
Strauss and Corbin (1990). Sampling categories were 
established which divided the population on the basis 
of potential differences in change approach, as estab-
lished by previous literature. First, sport organizations 
may possess differences as a result of their fundamen-
tal activities (Smith & Stewart, 1995; Thibault, et al.,
1990). National Sport Organizations and State Sporting 
Organizations are characterized by their concentration 
on sport governance, development and policy formu-
lation, while clubs are principally focused on deliver-
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ing a range of services and winning their respective 

population into NSO/SSOs and clubs participating in 
national league competitions. Secondly, it is well estab-
lished that the size (number of employees) and quantity 

affect its change practices, policies and activities (Amis 
& Slack, 1996; Kikulis, et al., 1995a, 1995b; Mills, 1994).  
In particular, the size of a sport organization has previ-
ously been associated with organizational identity, in-
ertia and institutionalization (Cousens, 1997; Hinings 
& Greenwood, 1988; Thibault, et al., 1990). A proxy 

organizations with gross revenue less than AUS$1.5 
million and sport organizations with gross revenue 

to ensure that ‘professional’ sport organizations with 
full-time personnel were distinguished from smaller, 
resource-limited organizations. This demarcation has 
also been employed by the State government agencies 
where the organizations are located as a reference point 
for funding allocations.

Three organizational members were in-
terviewed for each of the eight cases created by the 
combinations of theoretical categories, including the 
senior operational managers, a junior paid employee or 
volunteer and a member of the board of management. 
The purpose of this selection was to create diversity 
in seniority across the organizational sample and to 
establish a consensus or ‘triangulated’ view of change 
practices. As a result, 24 interviews of approximately 
one hour in duration were conducted. Interviews were 
transcribed word for word prior to coding. Coding 
was undertaken in three stages, open, axial and selec-
tive, which are sequential and interrelated (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1994). Two researchers were involved in coding 
data. ‘Check-coding’, a technique where the research-
ers separately code the same data and subsequently 
come together to compare codes, was employed to 
enhance reliability (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

Results and discussion

Results from the exploratory study explained in 
the previous section yielded voluminous data 
about change in the sample organizations, and 

following inductive analysis, illustrated the interpre-
tive usefulness of several long-standing change theo-
ries. For example, most change theories have emerged 
from evolutionary metaphors and tend to describe 
change in biological terms, emphasizing organiza-
tional life cycles. Some theories, such as institutional 
models, even go so far as to argue that changes toward 
conformity are part of the key to success. However, 
these theories are limited in their capacity to explain 
evolutionary developments away from the norms 
that produce new competitive advantages. Strategic 

choice theories prove useful here because they specify 
that it is the process of selecting strategies within the 
boundaries of the environment that determine an 
organization’s fate.

As observed in several of the cases studied, 
while biological metaphors and strategic choice theo-
ries are useful in explaining success, they do not as 
easily explain failure, particularly when it is due to 
unforeseen circumstances. In the sample, more sport 
organizations have failed than succeeded. Some have 
experienced unprecedented success, endured complete 
inactivity and faced a seemingly imminent death all 
within the past few years. An historical reading of sport 
organizations in the sample would feature punctuated 
equilibriums including successes, environmental in-
terventions and uneventful periods. Some might even 
argue that organizational development approaches help 
explain some changes as it views change as a result of 
decision making by individual actors within the sys-
tem, and their responses to imposed change (Beeson & 
Davis, 2000). While a broad, inductive interpretation 
of results reinforces the relevance of well-established 
theories, they remind us that a supple application of 
multiple theoretical perspectives is required.

Change is pervasive in organizational life, but 
the mechanisms that govern its arrival are ambiguous 
and sometimes contradictory. Sport organizations are 
subject to the strategic whims of their leaders as well as 
the pressures forced upon them by their institutional 
environments. Responses may be either substantial 
or incremental, and may be intentional or unplanned. 
It is this last form of change that is the focus of this 
paper, as some unintended change could not be neatly 
explained through the theories just highlighted. For 
example, respondents considered this form of change 

existing operations, not through design or strategic 
intent, not through evolutionary improvement, not 
even through external pressures, but as a result of a 

Results indicated that new practices and 
processes were periodically introduced in the case 
organizations without the consent or knowledge of 
its managers. While managers attempted to direct 

degree of powerlessness over these apparently random, 
unexplained and often covert events. The implication 
of the term ‘accident’ is that the change in question 
is arbitrary and directionless. But this is not a good 
description of the changes recorded by respondents as 
mere accidents, because the properties of these changes 
suggest a kind of progressive directionality associated 
with organization. 
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As highlighted earlier, some common change 
theories can be invoked in explaining the changes 
experienced by the case organizations discussed here. 
However, this paper is not concerned with what the 
conventional theories explain. Instead it is interested 
in the troublesome aspects of change in these organi-
zations, which are not readily explained by strategic 
choices, punctuated equilibriums, institutional pres-
sures, biological survival metaphors and others. The 
changes of interest are characterized by properties 
associated with emergence. Obscuring the analysis of 
these apparently self-organized changes was the pres-
ence of management driven change initiatives. Thus, 
emergent change manifested despite the presence of 
deliberate change interventions. It is useful to map 
other properties of change that were revealed in the 
original study in order to place the ‘anomalous’ changes 
in perspective. 

Properties of change 

Organizational governance was viewed as the 
most important area for structural change. 
While vigorous political combat ensures 

periodic changeover for most boards of management, 
even those respondents serving on boards argued that 
board structures are typically unwieldy.  They cited 

changing board politics. Nearly all respondents claimed 
that slow decision-making in particularly large boards 
of management can decrease organizational respon-
siveness, and thus, change management frequently 
revolves around variations to the structure of these 
boards. This rigidity in board maneuverability tends 
to constrict organizations in their change activities, in 
particular making them reactive to circumstance. The 
assumption that strict policies of governance lead to 

-
cause as Begun (1994) has cautioned, the assumption 
of linear causality from policy can result in the opposite 
effect being manifested. Many of the case organizations 
were victims of this causal mentality, their regimented 
structures of governance rendering them unresponsive 
to the vagaries of environmental change. 

It has been remarked that organizational 
innovation occurs in the delicate balance between 
rigid structure and unbounded chaos (Pascale, 1990).  
Governance systems in the case organizations tended 

-
mentation of policy is discharged by professional man-
agers. Of course, changes to structure pivots upon the 
actions that a board may initiate. Sometimes, however, 
instead of attempting to rationalize, restructure or 
challenge the board’s authority, organizations mobilize 
additional, often temporary members to board service. 
In other words, change management means establish-

ing subcommittees, action groups and project teams. 
These ‘action’ groups set about reviewing the systems 
governing product quality or service delivery, and work 
in collaboration with management.  

Some organizations attempt to gain com-
petitive advantages by modifying the relationships 
and hierarchal reporting mechanisms between their 
employees. Structural change may be seen primarily in 
the form of the redistribution of personnel with the aim 

the most prevalent methods this group highlighted to 
improve employee productivity, involved decreasing 
total staff numbers, a process described in management 
circles as downsizing. Rationalizing staff and using the 
remaining personnel to cover the subsequent gaps, was 
considered an effective cost-cutting strategy.

In theoretical terms, strategy means an exami-
nation of organizational objectives and the degree to 
which the current range of services (and products in 
the case of some sport organizations which rely heav-
ily on merchandise and equipment sales) help achieve 
these targets.  For example, one respondent explained 
how their organization may decide that meeting their 
membership goals may be easier if they introduce new 
services that may appeal to a group amongst the com-
munity who are under-represented in membership.  It 
is at this stage where management begins to encounter 
resistance.

Obstacles to change were apparent in the form 
of both staff and member/fan reluctance to endorse 
changes from conventional operations. According to 
some respondents, these obstacles were particularly 
intimidating when the conceived changes involved a 
major shift in ideology or positioning. For example, 
a proposal to change a sport organization’s winter 
competition from outdoors to indoors, may be met 
with moderate opposition, while a club suggestion to 
merge with another club was viewed by constituents 
as unthinkable. While self-organizing behavior may be 
a natural phenomenon, it is worth remembering that 
barriers to its emergence can be found in bureaucratic 
structures (Coleman, 1999).

what may also be referred to as organizational culture. 
This is because they recognized that underpinning 
every strategic effort, service delivery mechanism and 
structural design is a strong set of collective beliefs and 
expectations, which bind an organization to its history 
and traditional operational practices. Without chang-
ing the values that fasten an organization to these old 
behaviors, no amount of other changes will endure. 
This perspective is consistent with the conventional or-
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ganizational theory wisdom (Slack, 1997). However, it 
does not explain some changes recorded in our data. 

Emergent change 

So, on the one hand there is structural rigidity 
including a propensity toward downsizing and 
little proactive strategic effort, both of which 

are mired in cultural values that reinforce inertia; 
when change is introduced it comes about in a strict, 
narrow and highly structured form. But, on the other 
hand, there are still examples of emergent change that 

question concerns how these examples of emergent 
activity have slipped through the controlled processes 
and structures gate-keeping change. 

When the results of the study reported in this 

some changes that occurred in the case organizations 
without causal explanation. For example, all other 
changes could be traced to their logical antecedents, 
typically claimed under the responsibility of one of the 
organization’s management staff or board of manage-
ment. Most of the unexplained changes could not be 
traced to the cause, but several that were, provide pro-
saic and suggestive examples of how complexity theory 
may be helpful in understanding these organizational 
changes. Three examples are considered here. 

an organization’s sport merchandise was distributed.  
Although the ‘standard’ policy was to sell merchandise 

-
cidental’ change where a mail order was accepted and 
discharged promptly by an unknowing work placement 
student, and a volunteer delegated the responsibility 
of managing the ‘store’, sales of merchandise have 
since almost doubled as additional mail orders have ar-
rived and been transacted. By the time the responsible 
manager was made aware of the situation it was too 

needed revenue.  In this instance, the combination of a 
volunteer and a student worker made a simple decision 

recorded and no managers were informed. This was 
a change that emerged from the ‘bottom-up’, and if 
revenue is an appropriate measure, it was successful.

This example has some overtones of what 
Stacey (1996) referred to as the difference between 
ordinary and extraordinary management.  At the ordi-
nary level, managers make day to day decisions based 
on the common culture of the organization - the shared 
belief, if you will, of where and how the company 
should operate and progress. At the extraordinary level, 
managers recognize that it is the interaction of varying 
groups, ad-hoc meetings, task teams and other infor-

mal mechanisms that encourage unpredictability.

Such emergent changes are characterized by 

They can also be easily concealed by an organization’s 
institutionalized practices, particularly when no one 
can explain why a certain procedure is employed, or 

to overzealous volunteers, although the very nature of 
volunteering suggests a potential complexity explana-
tion.

Every sport organization in the sample, and in 
general within the Australian sport industry, could not 
function without the commitment of volunteers. Hun-
dreds of volunteers are therefore essential contributors 
to the successful delivery of sport competitions and 
other sport-related services. But these volunteers do 

structures of Australian sport organizations. For 

of accountability and reporting. As in the previous 
mail-order merchandising example, volunteers have 
disparate views on what is worth reporting and what 
is not. Furthermore, managers do not necessarily deal 
with the same volunteers on a regular basis. They come 
and go; some are formidably committed while others 

given by managers or other paid employees, some fol-

they think is best. As a consequence, the collective 

The combination of the changing composition 
of volunteer groups, their desire to make a contribution, 
little if any training, and vague instructions, all encour-
age volunteers to make minor, seemingly inconsequen-
tial changes to operational activities. Their choices 
act a little like mutations in a kind of neo-Darwinian 
process of selection. Many changes are made, most 
come to nothing in either a positive or a negative way, 
and some stimulate a cascade of further more conse-
quential changes because they have matched a niche of 
importance. Unlike Darwinian selection, however, the 
interactions of complexity have intervened to produce 
order (Kauffman, 1994). In other words, order is not an 
accident. 

Thus, the changes to the invoicing forms, the 
minor changes of pricing and the reorganization of the 
merchandise stockroom were all inconsequential, but 
sending a single package of merchandise through the 
mail in response to a request that should have been 
rejected, ended up stimulating a chain of events that 
resulted in a doubling of merchandise revenue. 
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There are several links to complexity theory 
that are useful in explaining this form of change. First, 
volunteer activity that stimulates organizational change 
demonstrates emergent properties. These ‘bottom-up’ 
changes belie prediction and occur despite regular 
shifts in the composition of the volunteer workforce. 
Secondly, following on from the unpredictability of 
emergent change, it is also impossible to predict which 
ostensibly trivial changes will cascade into substantial 
effects. Finally, the study of individual volunteers (al-
though not the purview of this paper) may not yield 

and unpredictability, suggesting that the macro activity 
is not reducible to its micro units. 

A second example highlights emergent proper-
ties in the process of innovation and program develop-
ment coming about from the spontaneous creation of 
informal project teams, which pursued a range of proj-
ects that would not necessarily have been immediately 
sanctioned by the respective boards of management 
without further investigation. However, the members 
of the informal project teams, all of whom were paid, 
professional staff, chose to remain tight-lipped about 
their activities until the outcomes were known. While 
many of the new initiatives were not successful and 
faded away, a number were successful, and an even 
smaller number were wildly successful. Based on the 
number of new initiatives introduced, and their success 
rates, it is unlikely that the project teams were able to 
predict what would work and what would fail. In the 
end, however, policymakers at the board of manage-
ment level could only point to successful initiatives, but 
were unable to explain how they came about or, beyond 
the most simplistic links, explain their relationship to 
the organization’s strategic documents. 

A third example illustrates aspects of self-or-
ganization amongst the fans and members of a number 
of the sport teams in national league competitions 
studied here. Although no facilitation was provided by 
the organizations in question, scores of fans had found 

groups. These ad-hoc, informal groups subsequently 
purchased special merchandise, tickets and team 
memorabilia that now contribute healthy sums to the 
organizations’ revenues. Of course, self-organization 
amongst sport fans is hardly a revelation, particularly 
given the communications medium provided by the 
Internet, but the changes that these supporter groups 
encouraged have rarely been considered as a conse-
quence of an emergent phenomenon. The case organi-
zations had long abandoned notions of managing all of 
their disparate fan groups or of predicting their whims. 
Managers from these organizations had, through ex-
perience, come to recognize that some of the stronger 
fan groups could exert surprising amounts of political 

power on the board of management for change, often 
of (or on) the team’s coach. In fact, some fan groups had 
developed their own fashion apparel, some had culti-
vated alliances with government to facilitate the team’s 
promotion, and others contained loyal members who 

-
porations. Furthermore, some forthright groups had 
organized, determined their needs and informed the 
team of their requirements. In this sense, as Coleman 
(1999) has commented, the increased interconnect-
edness and self-organization of agents (in this case fans) 
has enabled their collective ideas to be communicated 
and converted into new products and services that the 
organization would not have invented independently. 
From the chaos of fandom to the passion for the team, 
emergent, self-organized behavior is fundamental to 
the success of many sport organizations.

In each of the three examples, emergent 
behavior has been observed without any deliberate 
facilitation. The changes themselves had been largely 
rationalized away by respondents as ‘accidents’ or ar-

cause of every change. However, therein lays one the 
advantages of employing a complexity theory interpre-
tation of unintentional stimuli for change. While some 
change clearly comes about through institutionalized 
pressure, environmental change and even out of sur-
vival necessity, these stimuli are external to organiza-
tions. Complexity theory, particularly through the 
concept of emergence, can reveal circumstances where 
stimuli for change is internal and unintentional, a com-
bination that has received little exposure in application 
to change management in sport organizations. 

Identifying the relationships between emer-
gent behavior, intentional change interventions and 
existing organizational structures, systems, strategies 

-

in three major constituents of sport organizations: 

emergent behavior was found amongst volunteers and 

the organization and its particular structural proper-
ties, there are some parts that appear more encourag-
ing. For example, volunteers typically work in ‘loose’ 
structures with little guidance or supervision. Sport 
fans operate in an environment with only self-imposed 
structural boundaries. Both of these groups exhibited 
the most emergent activity, and of these, sport fans 
demonstrated the greatest. The, at times, chaotic tur-
bulence of sport fan activity also seems to give rise to 
patterns of self-organization. Marion and Bacon (2000) 
argued that loosely coupled structures - ones where 
components of the organizational structure affect one 
another weakly - allow organizations time to adjust 
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to environmental shocks. Similarly, Coleman (1999) 

that do not inhibit evolutionary change and that accept 
discontinuous change in the environment as entrepre-
neurial opportunity” (p. 38). In other words, change is 
encouraged when organizational design is there only to 
gently direct informal behavior toward goals. Pepper 
(2002) has counseled that leaders and managers cannot 
hope to exercise control over organizations that com-
prise independent minded professionals. This leads to 
too much change which can be disruptive and totally 
negative.

Emergence was not observed amongst the 
tightly constrained volunteers of boards of manage-
ment. This reinforces the possibility that emergence 
is not intrinsic to certain kinds of workers, in this case 
volunteers. Respondents believed that experimenta-
tion in this group was uncommon, and as such may ex-
plain less emergent behavior from management. Some 
changes were seen to occur spontaneously as errors 
and some managers ignore some of the constraints of 
their positions some of the time. Perhaps there is a need 
for a level of critical complexity that is not met by the 
interaction of some groups like boards of management; 

experimentation. For example, complexity theory ex-
plains how energy imported into a system, in this case 
a sport organization, coupled with adaptive tension, 
leads to the creation of emergent behavior (McKelvey, 
1999). Providing adaptive tension is present, McKelvey 
writes, critical complexity is formed, like a critical mass 
in a nuclear reaction. 

It should be noted that other ostensibly unin-
tentional changes were recorded in the case organiza-
tions, but causality was impossible to specify, in part 
because the moment of inception or the triggering 
decision was not discovered. This in itself might be 
suggestive of emergent activity, although its study 
was obfuscated by no shortage of managers willing 
to accept credit for successful changes post hoc that 
occurred within their areas of responsibility. On top 
of this add the further complication that some of the 
spontaneous change occurring from the bottom up 
was unwelcome to managers because they did not 
initiate it or sanction its progress. They do not know 
how to control new forms of activity at the coal face of 

emergent practices. Some emergent practices were 
therefore viewed as subversive.

Conclusion

This paper records an attempt to ascertain the 
explanatory power of complexity theory, and in 
particular emergent behavior, on hitherto unex-

plained and apparently unintentional change occurring 

in a sample of Australian sport organizations. Several 
examples illustrated the presence of emergence, where 
this change could be traced back to a trigger event. Pres-
ent in these changes were several important features: 

isolate and it was impossible to predict which would 

study of individual organizational members, irrespec-
tive of their position, was inadequate to explain why 
the emergent change occurred. For example, individual 
sport fans who were quietly spoken could become 
raging lunatics when placed in certain circumstances. 
Thirdly, while there is an element of randomness in the 
chaos of organizational activity, some change was seen 
to come about that was unmistakably progressive, and 
yet was still essentially unintentional. Finally, some of 
the emergent change was quashed by senior manage-
ment who viewed it as undermining. 

The relationship between intentional change 
efforts and emergent change remains unclear. How-
ever, the evidence implies that looser organizational 
constraints may encourage emergent behavior. This 
may also suggest the utility of techniques such as 
empowerment. It also implies that learning organi-
zations are more complexity aware, as they facilitate 
adaptive developments. Further study into the condi-
tions surrounding unexpected change is needed. This 
study would suggest that accidentally or otherwise, 
organizations that achieve unexpected but successful 
results engage in a number of common activities such 
as accidentally or deliberately working on the edge 
of chaos, working within the informal relationship 
system and accepting the growth of complex systems 
from simple systems. As a consequence it might be 
somewhat dangerous for managers to make decisions 
based upon linear assumptions about where they think 
the organization should head. Stacey (1996) predicted 
that making changes could lead to unplanned conse-
quences.  To that end, perhaps a good change manager 

wants and allows the system to determine how that is 
obtained.  His or her task is to constantly reiterate to all 
sections of the organization what needs to be achieved, 
and to promote the conditions that allow the change to 
take place. In other words, to build vision rather than 
plans.

This paper has identified some emergent 
behavior in sport organizations that was originally 
considered unintentional, and therefore random 
change. The examples provided here illustrate a level 
of self-organization that undermines explanations of 
random change. However, it is worth acknowledg-
ing Cohen’s (1999) caution, that sometimes complex 

it has employed complexity theory as a device to 
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not diminish the importance of other theoretical per-
spectives for explaining change. Indeed a consortium 
of conventional theories goes a long way toward illu-
minating both intentional change and change arising 
from unintentional and unforeseen stimuli. However, 
complexity theory has added an additional dimension 
to our range of analytical options where some forms of 
change were initially inexplicable.
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