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CONTINGENCY MODEL

CONTINGENCY MODEL

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Organizational Behavior, Management Theory, Social Psychology
Proponents: Fred Fiedler, Joan Woodward, Paul Lawrence and Jay Lorsch, Robert House

1. Core Principles

The Contingency Model, often referred to broadly as Contingency Theory or the Situational
Approach, represents a pivotal shift in organizational and management theory, moving away from
the preceding universalist principles of Classical Management and Human Relations approaches.
Its fundamental axiom is that there is no single, universally effective or "one best way" to design
organizations, structure tasks, or lead individuals. Instead, the optimal course of action, whether
related to organizational structure, leadership style, or decision-making processes, is
fundamentally contingent upon a specific set of internal and external factors characterizing the
situation at hand. This perspective mandates that managers must analyze the unique
environmental context--including factors related to the job, the workforce, and the external
environment--before determining the most appropriate management strategy. Effectiveness,
therefore, is achieved through congruence, or the optimal "fit," between the organizational
structure, the management practice implemented, and the specific situational variables
encountered.

This approach requires a dynamic and highly diagnostic managerial skill set. Rather than applying
standardized rules, the contingency framework compels leaders to become expert diagnosticians,
assessing key variables such as the degree of task structure, the level of environmental
uncertainty, the technology utilized, and the psychological traits of the subordinates involved. A
centralized, bureaucratic structure, for example, might be highly effective in a stable, predictable
manufacturing environment with routine tasks, but would prove disastrously slow and ineffective in
a rapidly changing, innovation-driven industry characterized by high uncertainty. The model thus
champions adaptability and proportionality, arguing that success stems from tailoring the
organizational response to the contextual demands. The recognition of this complexity means that
the same leader or organizational form that succeeds brilliantly in one setting may fail completely in
another, underscoring the relativistic nature of organizational effectiveness proposed by the
contingency framework.

A key implication of the Contingency Model is the rejection of prescriptive models that claim
universal validity. Where classical theories focused on identifying timeless principles (e.g., span of
control, chain of command), the contingency perspective introduces complexity by treating these
principles as variables that must be adjusted. The theoretical elegance lies in its ability to reconcile
conflicting advice offered by earlier management schools. For instance, efficiency (the goal of the
classical school) might be prioritized in highly stable environments, while flexibility and humanistic
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considerations (the focus of the human relations school) become paramount in volatile, complex
environments where creativity is essential. The model establishes a systemic interdependence
where organizational outcomes are viewed not as the result of isolated managerial actions, but as
the intricate interaction between management choices and the situational constraints they operate
within.

2. Historical Development and Evolution

The roots of the Contingency Model emerged primarily in the 1960s, acting as a scholarly critique
of the monolithic, universalist assumptions that had dominated organizational theory since the era
of Frederick Winslow Taylor and Henri Fayol. Early management theory, spanning from Scientific
Management through the bureaucratic model proposed by Max Weber, largely assumed that
applying consistent, standardized rules would yield optimal efficiency, regardless of the industry or
geographical location. The rise of sophisticated empirical research in the mid-20th century began
to challenge this uniformity. Initial studies focused heavily on the impact of technology on structure.
Seminal work by researcher Joan Woodward, who studied British manufacturing firms in the late

1950s, demonstrated that successful organizational structures varied systematically based on the
complexity of the technology used (unit production, mass production, or process production). This
empirical finding was one of the first major cracks in the universalist armor, suggesting that
technology was a key contingency variable dictating successful design.

Following Woodward's foundational research, the concept was further developed through
sociological and environmental studies. The work of Paul Lawrence and Jay Lorsch, published in

their 1967 book, "Organization and Environment," was critical in expanding the contingency
framework beyond internal variables like technology and structure to include the external
environment. They found that organizations operating in diverse, uncertain environments (e.g.,
plastics) needed high levels of internal differentiation (specialized departments) and sophisticated
integration mechanisms to coordinate their activities, while firms in stable environments (e.g.,
container glass) performed better with less differentiation. Their findings cemented the idea that
environmental uncertainty is a primary driver of required organizational complexity, thereby
solidifying the environmental dimension of contingency theory.

Concurrently, the application of contingency principles to the domain of leadership provided
arguably the most recognized examples of the model. Fred Fiedler's Contingency Model, first

published in 1964, was revolutionary because it argued explicitly that leadership effectiveness was
not solely dependent on the leader's innate style, but on the interaction between the leader's style
and the degree of control and influence the leader had over the situation. This integration of the
leader's personality traits with specific situational components provided a powerful, measurable
framework for predicting performance, moving the field of organizational psychology into a new era
defined by situational specificity rather than generalized leadership excellence. These various
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strands of research--technology, environment, and leadership--collectively established the
Contingency Model as the dominant paradigm in organizational theory by the 1970s.

3. Fiedler's Contingency Theory of Leadership

The most famous and rigorously tested application of the broader Contingency Model is Fred
Fiedler's application to leadership effectiveness. Fiedler's theory posits that the performance of a
group is contingent upon the interaction of two factors: the leadership style and the degree to
which the situation gives the leader control. He classified leadership styles using the Least
Preferred Co-worker (LPC) scale. Leaders who score high on the LPC scale are deemed
relationship-oriented, deriving satisfaction from strong interpersonal connections, while low-LPC
leaders are task-oriented, focusing primarily on efficient task completion and achievement. Fiedler
argued that these leadership styles are relatively fixed and difficult to change, meaning that
effectiveness must be achieved by matching the leader to the appropriate situation or modifying
the situation to fit the leader.

Fiedler defined situational favorableness--the degree of control the leader has--by three composite
variables, ranked in order of importance. First is Leader-Member Relations, which measures the
degree of trust, confidence, and respect subordinates have for their leader (good relations provide
more control). Second is Task Structure, which refers to the extent to which job assignments are
proceduralized and clearly defined (high structure provides more control). Third is Position Power,
which measures the influence a leader has over subordinates regarding hiring, firing, discipline,
promotions, and salary increases (high power provides more control). The combination of these
three variables results in eight possible categories of situational favorableness, ranging from highly
favorable (good relations, high structure, strong power) to highly unfavorable (poor relations, low
structure, weak power).

The critical finding of Fiedler's model is its prescription for matching style to context. Task-oriented
(low-LPC) leaders are predicted to perform most effectively in situations that are either highly
favorable (where the leader has excellent control and clear tasks) or highly unfavorable (where
control is poor and the situation is chaotic, requiring decisive, task-focused direction). Conversely,
relationship-oriented (high-LPC) leaders are most effective in situations of intermediate
favorableness, where some guidance is needed but relational skills are required to foster
cooperation and motivation in ambiguous settings. This nuanced predictive power, demonstrating
that the same leadership style performs differently depending on the context, is the definitive
triumph of the Contingency Model over earlier universal theories that simply advocated for one
"best" style of leadership.

4. Key Variables and Environmental Factors
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Beyond leadership, the Contingency Model identifies several critical variables that determine
organizational effectiveness, requiring careful assessment by managers. One primary variable is
Organizational Size. Research suggests that as organizations grow larger, they require increased
formalization, standardization, and specialization to maintain coordination, often leading to a more
mechanistic or bureaucratic structure. Conversely, smaller organizations can often operate
successfully with informal communication and organic structures. The contingency principle here is
that structure must be proportional to size and complexity to avoid bureaucratic inertia in small
firms or chaos in large ones.

Another paramount factor is the External Environment, encompassing the competitive landscape,
regulatory requirements, technological pace, and market volatility. Environments can be
categorized along a spectrum of stability and complexity. Stable environments allow for long-term
planning, formalized rules, and centralized decision-making. Highly dynamic or turbulent
environments, however, necessitate organizational structures that are adaptive, decentralized, and
capable of rapid learning and innovation. This requires what contingency theorists term an
"organic" structure, characterized by low formalization, cross-functional teams, and decentralized
authority. Failure to match the organizational structure to the environmental rate of change leads
directly to performance deficiencies.

Furthermore, the characteristics of the Workforce and Tasks themselves serve as crucial
contingency factors. Routine, repetitive tasks that require little discretion are often best managed
through standardized procedures and close supervision. However, tasks requiring high creativity,
problem-solving, or professional expertise demand structures that grant autonomy, such as matrix
or project-based organizations, and leadership styles that are participative and supportive. The
level of required interdependence among different units also affects structure; high
interdependence requires sophisticated, formalized integration mechanisms to ensure cooperation,
whereas low interdependence allows for simpler departmental separation. Successful contingency
management demands continuous calibration of internal structures and processes against these
ever-changing internal and external demands.

5. Applications in Organizational Design

The practical application of the Contingency Model fundamentally shifts the task of organizational
design from finding an ideal structure to finding an appropriate structure. Instead of adhering to
rigid blueprints, designers utilize diagnostic tools to assess the critical contingency variables--
environment, technology, size, and strategy--and then configure the organization accordingly. This
often results in hybrid designs, where different subunits within the same organization adopt
structures appropriate to their specific internal task and external environment. For instance, the
R&D department of a large company, facing high uncertainty and demanding innovation, will likely
operate as a highly organic unit, while the accounting and legal departments, dealing with stable,
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formalized tasks, will maintain mechanistic structures.

In the realm of strategic management, the Contingency Model dictates that organizational strategy
must be aligned with both the environment and the internal capacity. A strategy of rapid
diversification into new markets (high risk, high uncertainty) is only feasible if the organization
adopts an organic structure capable of flexibility and rapid decision-making. Conversely, a strategy
of cost leadership in a mature industry thrives within a lean, mechanistic structure designed for
efficiency and strict cost control. The contingency approach provides the theoretical underpinning
for strategic alignment, viewing strategy, structure, and environment as a cohesive, interacting
system.

The principles of the model are also displayed almost daily in the management of human
resources, often referred to as the situational approach. Effective performance management,
training, and motivation are contingent upon the maturity level and needs of the employee. For
example, a new employee performing a complex task requires high levels of structure, supervision,
and instruction. An experienced, highly competent employee performing the same task requires
minimal supervision and high autonomy. Effective management requires situational sensitivity,
adjusting communication frequency, delegation level, and motivational techniques based on the
subordinate's competence and commitment level. This flexibility ensures that managerial efforts
are not wasted on providing structure where it is resented, nor withholding guidance where it is
desperately needed.

6. Related Situational Approaches

Situational Leadership Theory (Hersey and Blanchard): This model is a direct offshoot and
simplification of the contingency approach, specifically focused on managerial application. It
argues that effective leaders must adjust their style (combining task behavior and relationship
behavior) based on the "readiness" or "maturity” level of the follower, defined by their ability and
willingness to perform a task. Styles range from "Telling" (high task, low relationship) for immature
followers to "Delegating" (low task, low relationship) for highly mature followers.

Path-Goal Theory of Leadership (Robert House): Derived partly from Expectancy Theory, this
contingency model suggests that the leader's main role is to clear the path for subordinates to
achieve their goals. Effective leadership style is contingent upon subordinate characteristics (e.g.,
ability, locus of control) and environmental factors (e.g., task structure). Styles include supportive,
directive, participative, and achievement-oriented leadership, each effective under different
situational demands.

Strategic Contingencies Theory (Hickson, Hinings, Lee, Schneck, & Pennings): This
organizational theory focuses on how power is distributed within an organization. It posits that
power accrues to those subunits that are best able to cope with the organization's most critical
external uncertainties or strategic contingencies. Subunits gain power by possessing expertise that
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is non-substitutable, central to the workflow, and necessary to reduce the organization's
dependence on uncertain external variables.

7. Criticisms and Limitations

While the Contingency Model provides a robust and realistic framework for organizational analysis,
it faces significant academic and practical criticisms, primarily related to its complexity and
difficulties in operationalization. A major critique is that the model can become overly complex and
unwieldy due to the sheer number of variables involved. True contingency requires analyzing the
interaction effects between multiple environmental factors, technological requirements,
organizational size, leader traits, and employee characteristics. Practically, managers often
struggle to systematically assess and weigh all these variables simultaneously, potentially leading
to analysis paralysis or selective application of the theory.

Furthermore, specific models, such as Fiedler's, have faced methodological criticisms concerning
the measurement instruments employed. The Least Preferred Co-worker (LPC) scale, for
instance, has been criticized for its lack of clarity regarding exactly what it measures--is it truly a
fixed psychological trait, or is it merely an indicator of motivational priorities? The reliability and
validity of the LPC score have been ongoing points of debate, complicating the empirical testing of
Fiedler's specific prescriptive recommendations. Additionally, the prescriptive nature of Fiedler's
model--suggesting that a leader must be matched to the situation--is difficult to implement in real-
world organizations where leadership roles are not easily swapped, often requiring instead costly
and complex situational engineering.

Finally, critics argue that while the Contingency Model excels at explaining organizational variation,
it is less effective at predicting organizational performance over time, especially in highly volatile,
hyper-competitive environments. The model assumes a degree of stability in the contingency
variables long enough for the organization to achieve the optimal "fit." However, in modern global
markets characterized by rapid technological disruption and unpredictable events, the situation
itself is constantly changing. This continuous flux means that the "optimal fit" may be fleeting,
requiring organizations to adopt capabilities not just for adapting, but for proactively reshaping their
environment or maintaining permanent organizational flexibility--a capability that pushes the
boundaries of traditional contingency thinking toward more dynamic capabilities approaches.

Further Reading

Contingency theory (Organizational) - Wikipedia

Fiedler Contingency Model - Wikipedia

Situational Leadership Theory - Wikipedia
Path-Goal Theory - Wikipedia
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