
The Emery-Trist Levels of Organizational Environments 

In 1965, Frederick Emery and Eric Trist developed four models of 
organizational environments. The Emery-Trist levels of organizational 
environments include four main organizational types: The placid, 
randomized environment; the placid, clustered environment; the 
disturbed, reactive environment; and the turbulent field environment. 

• The placid, randomized environment refers to the most simple form of 
organizational environment in which resources, goals, and values are 
distributed randomly and remain unchanging. Inputs, such as resources, 
goals, and values, are distributed at a constant pace or frequency. The 
organizational environment survives without much knowledge or 
direction on the part of its members. Adaptability and copability are low 
in the placid, randomized environment. 

• The placid, clustered environment refers to the semi-complex form of 
organizational environment in which resources, goals, and values are 
unchanging and located in clusters. Examples of clusters include 
segmented markets, vendors, and products. In a placid, clustered 
environment, the organization's survival is linked to its ability to connect 
the right specialized knowledge, processes, and technologies with their 
corresponding cluster. Placid, clustered environments need to develop 
multiple specialized competencies for each cluster. 

• The disturbed, reactive environment refers to scenarios in which 
multiple social systems dominate the same environments. In disturbed, 
reactive environments, the social systems are dependent on one 
another. The survival of systems in disturbed, reactive environments 
depends on the system's knowledge of other system's reactive behavior 
as well as their resources, values, and goals. 

• The turbulent field environment refers to chaotic scenarios in which 
there are no clear cause and effect relationships between the 
organizational system and its environment. There are constant external 
fluctuations and uncertainties. An organization's survival in a turbulent 
field environment is dependent upon the organization's knowledge of the 
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changing environment and its ability to endure sustained emotional 
stress. Surviving turbulent field environments requires high amounts of 
adaptability and copability. 

The Emery-Trist levels of organizational environments, described 
above, have different levels of adaptability and copability. Organizational 
environments vary in their decision-making, information processing, 
tolerance for frustration, competence, and needs. Ultimately, 
organizational managers and leaders need to have extensive 
knowledge of the internal characteristics of the system and the external 
environment (Motamedi, 1977). 

http://www.enotes.com/research-starters/organizational-environment 
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But there are also unfavorable trends arising from the maladaptive defenses. These are producing 
conditions to which no adaptation is possible at all. They denote a fifth environment with characteristics of 
a vortex, signs of which already exist in certain parts of complex societies (emery & Trist, 1973, p. xiv). 
For our purposes , we found it necessary to distinguish only four levels of organization of environments. 
Any attempt to conceptualize a higher order of environmental complexity would probably involve us in 
notions similar to vortical processes. We have not pursued this because we cannot conceive of adaptation 
occurring in such fields. Edgar Allen Poe did go into this problem in his short story “Descent into the 
Maelstrom”. He intuited that there was a survival tactic if drawn into a whirlpool - namely to emulate an 
inanimate object. To strive in one’s own way was to perish. Folklore and natural history are full of similar 
lessons about “playing possum”, [and] “playing dead”. For our purposes we are inclined to regard these 
as survival tactics rather than adaptive behavior. In case there may be something to the hunch that a type V 
environment has the dynamics of a vortex it is worthwhile noting that vortices develop at system 
boundaries when one is moving or evolving very fast relative to the other - like a Watts County L.A. - and 
between the developed and underdeveloped countries (Emery & Trist, 1973, p. 41).  
 
Although not central to our discussion, the above quotations from Emery and Trist postulate a fifth level of 
environment. In their subsequent writings, they did not go beyond these statements, possibly because actual 
or emerging vortical environments were not numerous enough to warrant directing their interest away from 
the overwhelming salience of the turbulent environment of the 1960’s and the 1970’s in the world. Crombie 
(1972) had also commented briefly on the vortical environment, suggesting that the environment takes on 
some of the properties of a vortex or a whirlpool so that it may have the capacity to swallow up or engulf 
anything that approaches it. 
 
http://moderntimesworkplace.com/archives/ericsess/sessvol3/BABUR06p203.pdf 
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following pages from Participative Design for Participative Democracy, edited by 
Merrelyn Emery, summary table and images from the book. 
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