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Abstract: 
Institutional Memory (IM) is often treated in Information Systems as a passive repository of data, routines, or archives. 

This paper argues instead that IM functions as the recursive infrastructure that enables and constrains the very subsystems 

through which organizations achieve viability. We advance the Adaptive Viable System Model (AVSM), an extension of 

Beer’s cybernetic framework, in which IM is theorized not as content within organizational processes but as the connective 

medium through which sensing, control, learning, and adaptation unfold. Two novel subsystems are introduced: System 

D (Disruption Awareness), conceptualized as an epistemic filter that distinguishes routine disturbances from paradigm-

threatening anomalies; and System R (Resilience Memory), defined as a repository of anti-procedural knowledge, 

successful improvisations and deviations that conventional systems are designed to erase. By positioning IM as the active 

architecture of digital governance, the AVSM reveals how memory infrastructures generate both capacities and silences. 

Importantly, the framework integrates the lens of epistemic justice, showing how memory systems can either reproduce 

exclusions or preserve marginalized and vernacular knowledges that are vital under disruption. The paper contributes a 

novel theoretical vocabulary for IS research and outlines a design-oriented agenda for resilient digital governance in 

disruptive environments. 
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1. Introduction 

The concept of institutional memory (IM) has long been foundational in organizational and 

information systems (IS) research, often framed as a neutral repository of historical records, routines, 

and practices (Stein, 1995; Walsh & Ungson, 1991). Early treatments emphasized IM’s role in 

supporting organizational efficiency, knowledge retention, and continuity (Olivera, 2000), aligning 

with a managerial view that emphasizes stability and productivity. However, this perspective proves 

inadequate in disruptive environments marked by policy shocks, resource volatility, strikes, and 

sociopolitical contestation (Avgerou, 2008; Ciborra, 2000). In such environments, the politics of what 

is remembered, and what is forgotten, become central to organizational resilience (Bowker, 2005; 

Fricker, 2007). 

Recent IS scholarship has increasingly recognized memory infrastructures as active mediators of 

organizational sensemaking, coordination, and governance (Cosa, 2025; Jensen et al., 2008). Rather 

than being passive containers of knowledge, IM systems act as recursive media through which 

governance subsystems interact, shaping how organizations interpret signals, allocate resources, and 

adapt under conditions of disruption (Beer, 1979; Tsoukas, 2003). This reconceptualization 

emphasizes IM as both an epistemic and political construct: while it preserves critical organizational 

knowledge, it can also silence indigenous, tacit, or vernacular practices essential for survival in 

contexts of disruption (Madon, 2009; Monteiro & Parmiggiani, 2019). 

This dual capacity of IM links directly to the question of epistemic justice in IS, where the distribution 

of whose knowledge is institutionalized significantly shapes organizational viability (Fricker, 2007). 

Contemporary resilience research in IS highlights precisely these tensions: digital infrastructures 

enable resilience by supporting rapid reconfiguration and knowledge transfer, yet they also risk 

reproducing exclusions through selective codification (Boh et al., 2023; Deepa et al., 2025). Reviews 

of organizational resilience underscore that adaptability rests not only on systems availability but also 
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on inclusive memory practices that recognize diverse epistemic contributions (Barasa, 2020; Lansonia 

& Austin, 2024). 

To theorize this contested role of memory, we extend Beer’s Viable System Model (VSM) (Beer, 

1972; Espejo & Gill, 1997) to propose an Adaptive Viable System Model (AVSM). AVSM introduces 

two novel subsystems. System D (Disruption Awareness), which functions as an epistemic filter, 

distinguishing routine fluctuations from paradigm-threatening anomalies, and System R (Resilience 

Memory), which operates as a repository of anti-procedural knowledge, preserving improvisations, 

workarounds, and situated adaptations that conventional memory systems often erase (Cabantous & 

Gond, 2011). By highlighting these dynamics, AVSM positions IM not as background infrastructure 

or passive data store, but as the core recursive medium of digital governance and organizational 

viability. 

The remainder of this paper develops the argument in three steps. Section 2 reviews the conflicts 

across the literatures on institutional memory, cybernetic governance, and resilience. Section 3 

introduces AVSM, linking IM to epistemic justice concerns across governance subsystems. Section 4 

outlines a research design for empirical validation, while Section 5 reflects on theoretical and practical 

contributions. We conclude by positioning AVSM as both a decolonial intervention in IS research and 

a design theory for robust digital governance. 

2. Theoretical Foundations 

Despite its cross-cutting presence in management, archival, and IS research, institutional memory (IM) 

remains undertheorized. This section examines three persistent tensions that contextualize our 

contribution: (1) IM as a political construct versus a neutral resource, (2) cybernetic stability versus 

disruptive reality, and (3) the epistemology of formal archives versus vernacular knowledge. These 

conflicts illuminate why traditional models of IM fall short in disruptive environments and motivate 

the development of the AVSM. 

2.1 Politics: Managerial and Archival Perspectives on IM 

Early IS and management research conceptualized IM as a neutral repository that organizations could 

use for learning, problem-solving, and decision-making (Olivera, 2000; Stein, 1995; Walsh & Ungson, 

1991). This perspective aligned IM with efficiency and continuity, emphasizing mechanisms for 

encoding, retrieval, and transfer of knowledge. However, critical perspectives challenge this neutrality 

by revealing the political and selective nature of memory infrastructures (Bowker, 2005; Schwartz & 

Cook, 2002; Yeo, 2007). Memory is not simply stored, it is curated, privileging some narratives while 

marginalizing others. From this lens, IM is an architecture of power whose omissions reproduce 

epistemic injustices (Fricker, 2007; Patin et al., 2020). Recent scholarship emphasizes that 

acknowledging epistemic justice in memory infrastructures is essential to democratizing knowledge 

organization (Anderson, 2012; Bolfarini, 2025; Cummings et al., 2025; Hall et al., 2020; 

Knöchelmann, 2021; Popow, 2025; Valkenburg, 2022). 

2.2 Cybernetics: From Stability to Viability Under Disruption 

The cybernetic tradition, particularly Stafford Beer’s Viable System Model (VSM), defines 

organizational viability as the ability to maintain dynamic equilibrium across five interdependent 

subsystems of operations, coordination, control, intelligence, and policy (Beer, 1972, 1979; Espejo & 

Gill, 1997).  
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Figure 1: The Classical Viable System Model (VSM). A representation of Beer's VSM, illustrating 

the five core subsystems and their recursive feedback loops. (Metaphorum, 2024) 

 

While the VSM offers powerful insights into organizational complexity, it assumes that adaptive 

feedback loops can manage disruption. Yet, in disruptive environments, marked by extreme internal 

or external shocks such as abrupt policy reversals, prolonged strikes, or other force majeure incidents, 

disruption undermines organizations’ very interpretive capacities (Ciborra, 2000). In such contexts, 

IM is not merely a stabilizer but also the recursive infrastructure that shapes how organizations 

perceive and frame disruptions. Applications and extensions of the VSM increasingly highlight this 

dynamic, suggesting that resilience depends on reconfiguring memory as an active filter rather than a 

static resource (Barile et al., 2019; Chen, 2023; Espejo & Gill, 1997; Fang et al., 2024; Matei et al., 

2024; Sabogal et al., 2020). 

2.3 Knowledge: The Politics of Preservation 

A third tension concerns what kinds of knowledge IM preserves. Traditional perspectives emphasize 

formalized documentation, codified processes, and official artifacts (Hardt, 2023; Harvey, 2012; 

Navidi et al., 2017; Ravasi et al., 2019; Stein, 1995; Walsh & Ungson, 1991). Yet research on 

improvisation and organizational archives highlights the role of vernacular, tacit, and situated 

practices, often invisible in official accounts, in enabling adaptation during crises (Dionne et al., 2025; 

Glantz & Ramírez, 2018; Hadjimichael, 2019; Ley et al., 2012; Wang & Inaba, 2022). These anti-

procedural knowledges represent improvisations and workarounds that ensure survival when formal 

systems collapse. Ignoring such knowledges not only erodes resilience but perpetuates epistemic 

injustice by silencing marginalized or indigenous practices (Monteiro & Parmiggiani, 2019). 

Contemporary literature on epistemic justice in information systems underscores the risks of 

“epistemicide” when organizational memory fails to recognize these diverse contributions (Patin et 

al., 2020). 

Table 1: Persistent Theoretical Tension in Institutional Memory Research 

 

Tension Conventional Perspective Disruptive Environment Perspective 
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Politics of IM IM is a neutral, managerial 

resource for efficiency and 

knowledge retention. 

IM is a political architecture of power that 

curates memory, privileges certain 

narratives, and can reproduce epistemic 

injustices. 

Cybernetic 

Models 

Systems like the VSM assume 

adaptive feedback loops can 

manage disruption and maintain 

stability. 

In disruptive contexts, the organization's 

interpretive capacity itself is undermined, 

requiring a focus on how disruptions are 

framed and perceived. 

Epistemology 

of IM 

Focuses on formalized 

documentation, codified 

processes, and official artifacts. 

Adaptation relies on vernacular, tacit, and 

anti-procedural knowledge (improvisations, 

workarounds) which are often ignored or 

erased. 

 

2.4 Toward an Adaptive Viable System Model 

Taken together, these tensions highlight why conventional conceptualizations of IM are insufficient 

for theorizing governance in contexts of disruption. A reliance on formal archives obscures 

improvisations, cybernetic stability models underestimate the ubiquity of institutional disruption, and 

neutral views of memory conceal its political dimensions. To address these gaps, we propose the 

Adaptive Viable System Model (AVSM), which introduces two subsystems: System D (Disruption 

Awareness) and System R (Resilience Memory). Together, these reconceptualize IM as the recursive 

connective tissue of governance, integrating epistemic justice with systems thinking to theorize 

resilience in precarious digital governance environments. 

3. Proposed Conceptual Framework: The Adaptive Viable System Model (AVSM) 

The Viable System Model (VSM) has long provided IS scholars with a powerful lens to understand 

organizational viability through recursive arrangements of operations, coordination, control, 

intelligence, and policy (Beer, 1972, 1979; Espejo & Gill, 1997). Yet memory is treated only implicitly 

in the VSM, often assumed as a passive information store rather than theorized as a constitutive 

infrastructure. To address the realities of fragility and disruption, we propose the Adaptive Viable 

System Model (AVSM), which reconceptualizes institutional memory (IM) as the recursive medium 

through which subsystems interact, constrain, and co-evolve. 
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Figure 2: The Adaptive Viable System Model (AVSM) showing Institutional Memory (IM) 

Trajectories 

 

3.1 IM as Recursive Infrastructure 

In the AVSM, IM is not simply a background resource but the connective tissue linking governance 

subsystems. It dictates how signals are prioritized, which knowledges are preserved, and whose voices 

are silenced (Bowker, 2005; Schwartz & Cook, 2002). For example, System 4’s interpretation of 

environmental intelligence is shaped by the adaptive knowledges stored in System R, while System 

D’s disruption awareness depends on the silences generated by System 3. IM thus embeds power 

relations, enabling feedback loops while also limiting interpretive horizons (Fricker, 2007; Monteiro 

& Parmiggiani, 2019). Recent studies emphasize that epistemically inclusive memory infrastructures 

can expand organizational resilience by widening interpretive scope (Jalonen, 2025). 

3.2 System D: Disruption Awareness 

System D addresses disruptions that compromise both operational and interpretive capacities. Unlike 

a general sensor network, it acts as an epistemic filter that determines when ordinary disturbances 

become paradigm-threatening anomalies (Walker & Cooper, 2011). Crucially, its effectiveness 

depends on the inclusivity of IM. If indigenous, tacit, or marginalized knowledges are excluded, 

critical anomalies may remain undetected. Conversely, epistemically just memory infrastructures 

broaden the sensing horizon and improve adaptive viability (Hofbauer et al., 2025). 

3.3 System R: Resilience Memory 

System R complements System D by ensuring that disruptions yield enduring adaptive knowledge. It 

functions as a repository of anti-procedural knowledge, situated practices, improvisations, and 

acceptable deviations that support survival when formal procedures collapse (Cabantous & Gond, 

2011). Traditional organizations often suppress such knowledge for failing to conform to managerial 

orthodoxy. By contrast, System R institutionalizes these improvisations as part of IM, preserving 

marginalized or vernacular voices and directly addressing epistemic injustice (Ilcic et al., 2025; 

Schmitt, 2021). 

3.4 Interactions with Core Subsystems 

Repositioning IM as recursive infrastructure transforms the classical VSM subsystems in the following 

ways: 

 System 1 (Operations): Embeds both routines and improvisations in organizational practice. 
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 System 2 (Coordination): Relies on memory artifacts while reflecting whose knowledge frames 

coordination priorities. 

 System 3 (Control): Produces silences by filtering noise, which in AVSM are theorized as 

epistemic exclusions. 

 System 4 (Intelligence): Incorporates System R to extend interpretive horizons beyond formal 

knowledge. 

 System 5 (Policy): Draws on remembered trajectories but is recalibrated by disruption signals 

from System D. 

Table 2: An Adaptive Reconceptualization of the VSM 

VSM Subsystem Classical Function AVSM Reconceptualization 

System 1 

(Operations) 

Enacts established 

procedures. 

Embeds both formal routines 

and sanctioned improvisations 

drawn from System R. 

System 2 

(Coordination) 

Harmonizes operational 

units based on existing 

protocols. 

Coordination priorities reflect 

whose knowledge is centered in 

memory artifacts. 

System 3 (Control) Monitors performance and 

filters out operational 

noise to maintain stability. 

Produces silences by filtering 

noise, which are theorized as 

potentially harmful epistemic 

exclusions. 

System 4 

(Intelligence) 

Scans the external 

environment for threats 

and opportunities. 

Extends its interpretive 

horizons by incorporating 

vernacular and anti-procedural 

knowledge from System R. 

System 5 (Policy) Sets overall direction and 

identity based on 

intelligence and values. 

Recalibrates strategic direction 

based on paradigm-threatening 

signals from System D. 

 

3.5 Theoretical Implications 

The AVSM contributes in two ways. First, it reframes IM as a dynamic infrastructure of governance, 

rather than a passive background resource. Second, it illustrates how memory infrastructures can either 

foster resilience, by preserving improvisations and broadening interpretive scope, or reproduce 

epistemic injustices by excluding marginalized knowledges. In doing so, the AVSM extends IS theory 

by fusing cybernetic systems thinking with critical perspectives on memory and epistemic justice, 

offering a new vocabulary for theorizing digital governance under disruption (Barile et al., 2019; 

Egidy, 2023). 

4. Research Design for Empirical Validation 

To assess and refine the Adaptive Viable System Model (AVSM), we propose a convergent parallel 

mixed-methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Such designs are well-suited for conceptual 

frameworks that require both theoretical grounding and empirical validation (Venkatesh et al., 2016). 

This approach will allow for comprehensive triangulation and ensure both theoretical and empirical 

robustness. 
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4.1 Qualitative Phase: Grounding the Constructs 

A multiple-case study design (Yin, 2018) will be applied, targeting Nigerian universities purposively 

selected based on digital governance maturity (Palinkas et al., 2015). Data will be collected via 

document analysis (Bowen, 2009) and semi-structured interviews with digital governance 

stakeholders. Cross-case synthesis will reveal patterns and contextual particularities (Baxter & Jack, 

2015). The goal is twofold. First, to examine what is remembered, forgotten, or silenced, by whom, 

and how Institutional Memory (IM) is enacted in practice. Second, to identify empirical manifestations 

of the seven AVSM subsystems, particularly System D (Disruption Awareness) and System R 

(Resilience Memory). Following best practices in interpretive IS research, thematic analysis (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006) will be applied to produce categories that map onto AVSM and uncover locally 

situated practices of improvisation, filtering, and silencing (Mousa et al., 2020; Wickström, 2024). 

4.2 Development of Measurement Instruments 

Insights from the qualitative phase will inform and refine the survey stage. Constructs will be 

operationalized into scales that capture the presence, efficacy, and interconnection of AVSM 

subsystems. For instance, items measuring System D’s filtering ability will draw on qualitative 

accounts of how organizations distinguish routine problems from paradigm-threatening anomalies. 

Similarly, System 3’s silencing function will be operationalized through items probing whether 

normative or hierarchical filters routinely exclude knowledge from decision forums. System R’s role 

will be measured using scales capturing the institutionalization of improvisation and the preservation 

of anti-procedural knowledge (Cabantous & Gond, 2011). This iterative instrument design follows 

recommendations for construct validity in IS research (Jarvis et al., 2003) and recent advances in 

resilience measurement (Mirzaei et al., 2021). 

4.3 Quantitative Phase: Testing the AVSM 

In the quantitative phase, a close-ended structured survey will be administered electronically across 

purposively selected Nigerian universities operating within disruptive environments. Using structural 

equation modeling (SEM), including variance-based approaches such as PLS-SEM, we will test the 

hypothesized relationships among AVSM subsystems, as well as the model’s ability to predict 

organizational resilience (Huong & Dinh, 2025; Prayag & Chowdhury, 2024; Velu et al., 2019). This 

stage will assess the reliability and validity of the newly developed scales while evaluating IM’s role 

as recursive infrastructure. 

4.4 Integration of Phases 

The strength of this design lies in its integration of methods. The qualitative phase ensures contextual 

grounding and construct richness, while the quantitative phase provides robustness and 

generalizability. The triangulation (Fetters et al., 2013) of these phases would enable iterative 

refinement of the AVSM, ensuring that it remains both theoretically rigorous and practically relevant 

for digital governance in disruptive environments (Onyame et al., 2025; Park et al., 2023). 

5. Expected Contributions 

This paper seeks to make three sets of contributions, theoretical, methodological, and practical, that 

reposition Institutional Memory (IM) as the active architecture of digital governance and demonstrate 

the significance of the Adaptive Viable System Model (AVSM) for IS scholarship. 

5.1 Theoretical Contributions 

First, the paper seeks to advance IS theory by redefining IM as a recursive infrastructure that facilitates 

and constrains governance subsystems, rather than as a passive repository of data or routines (Stein, 

1995; Walsh & Ungson, 1991). This reconceptualization would provide a new vocabulary for 
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examining how power dynamics, silences, and knowledge inclusions or exclusions affect 

organizational viability (Chatterjee et al., 2015). 

Second, the study seeks to extend the Viable System Model (VSM) (Beer, 1979; Espejo & Gill, 1997) 

by introducing System D (Disruption Awareness) and System R (Resilience Memory). System D 

functions as an epistemic filter that determines when anomalies qualify as paradigm-threatening 

disruptions, while System R serves as a repository of anti-procedural knowledge, workarounds, 

improvisations, and vernacular practices often erased in formal systems. This distinction between 

resilience under disruption and routine adaptation would significantly enrich cybernetics and digital 

governance theories. 

Third, the paper seeks to contribute to critical IS research by integrating epistemic justice into the 

AVSM. Memory infrastructures are shown to either promote resilience by preserving marginalized 

knowledges or reproduce injustice by silencing them (Anderson, 2012; Fricker, 2007; Monteiro & 

Parmiggiani, 2019). In doing so, the AVSM would operate as both a systems-theoretic innovation and 

a normative intervention in decolonizing IS theory (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2021; Patin et al., 2020). 

5.2 Methodological Contributions 

Methodologically, the paper proposes a convergent parallel mixed-methods design that triangulates 

qualitative inquiry with quantitative modeling. This approach would not only ground AVSM 

subsystems in context-specific practices but also operationalize them into measurable constructs, 

offering a roadmap for empirically validating conceptual models in disruptive environments (Creswell 

& Plano Clark, 2018; Venkatesh et al., 2016). 

5.3 Practical Contributions 

Practically, the AVSM offers a diagnostic and design tool for resilient and adaptive digital governance. 

By prioritizing epistemic inclusivity, preserving improvisations through System R, and enabling 

earlier disruption recognition through System D, institutions, particularly those in disruptive 

environments such as universities, can enhance their resilience and viability (Bohensky & Maru, 2011; 

Comes et al., 2019; Sriskandarajah et al., 2011). 

6. Conclusion 

This paper has argued that Institutional Memory (IM) should be understood not merely as a passive 

repository of records, routines, or documents but as recursive infrastructure through which 

organizational subsystems sense, interpret, and adapt (Espejo & Gill, 1997; Walsh & Ungson, 1991). 

By reframing IM in this way, we position it as the active connective medium of governance, crucial 

to resilience in disruptive environments. 

To extend Stafford Beer’s Viable System Model (VSM), we have proposed the Adaptive Viable 

System Model (AVSM), which introduces System D (Disruption Awareness) and System R 

(Resilience Memory). System D functions as an epistemic filter that differentiates paradigm-

threatening anomalies from routine variations (Walker & Cooper, 2011), while System R preserves 

situated practices, improvisations, and other forms of anti-procedural knowledge that traditional 

systems often erase. Together, these subsystems elevate IM from background support to the core 

architecture of viability. 

Critically, the AVSM highlights the political and ethical dimensions of organizational memory. IM 

infrastructures determine whose knowledge is preserved, whose voices are legitimized, and whose 

perspectives are silenced. By embedding epistemic justice into cybernetic governance, AVSM 
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demonstrates that resilience is not only a technical or managerial problem but also a normative one 

(Comes et al., 2019; Fricker, 2007). 

The implications are twofold. Theoretically, the AVSM enriches IS scholarship with a new vocabulary 

that combines systems thinking and critical perspectives on memory, power, and epistemic justice 

(Chatterjee et al., 2015; Vert et al., 2021). Practically, it offers design principles for creating inclusive 

and disruption-aware digital governance infrastructures, particularly in disruptive environments such 

as universities navigating policy shocks, strikes, and resource volatility common in the Global South 

(Barile et al., 2019; Ge, 2025). 

Future work should empirically validate the AVSM through the convergent parallel mixed-methods 

design outlined in this paper, operationalizing its subsystems and assessing their impact on resilience. 

In doing so, IS scholars and practitioners alike will be better positioned to reorient digital governance 

away from paradigms of control and stability toward those of viability, inclusivity, and adaptive 

learning under disruption. Ultimately, leaders of organizations in disruptive environments must ask 

not only what their information systems remember but also who they empower to forget. 
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