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Abstract: The premise of this paper is that an adequate understanding of the impact
the pandemic had upon society presupposes an adequate theory of society. This must
include a theory of the various systems and organisations that compose society and
that were impacted by the pandemic and are shaping its aftermath. This paper
adopts and adapts Luhmann’s autopoietic systems theory to provide a ‘frame’ for
understanding key societal reactions to the Covid-19 pandemic and the subsequent
pathways opening up, especially for organisations. In Part 1 we introduce core
elements of Luhmann’s systems theory. In Part 2 we illustrate how the Pandemic
crisis has accelerated a transformation in the way organisations couple with other
social systems. Two aspects of this change have significant implications for how time
is managed and understood. First, as formal contracts give way to partnerships
(promises of later promises) ever greater emphasis is placed on a ‘future future’.
Second, this constitutes a shift towards ‘potentialising organisations’ characterised
by what we call ‘operational coupling’ as distinct from ‘structural coupling’.
We conclude by suggesting that potentiality-seeking organisations introduce a
new paradox. They pursue opportunities stemming from learning to ‘expect the
unexpected’, while still calling on function systems to stabilize expectations.
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A woman interviewed on the BBC news in spring 2021 said: ‘I can’t wait for the new
future to start’. During the COVID-19 pandemic this figure of speech became quite
familiar, but it is a revealing expression. The future that she had expected has passed
and become old. It has become a past future. Since a new future had yet to start, she
awaited her future future. We are presented with three different futures: a past
future, a present future and a future future. This complexifying of temporality is not
unique to the personal dimension, but applies to groups, organisations, nations and,
arguably, global ‘society’ more generally. It is implied whenever people wonder what
a ‘new normal’ might look like when it arrives, or whether it will arrive at all. Did the
pandemic permanently unsettle the present?

To grasp what follows in the wake of a pandemic requires good specialist
understanding of things like virology and medicine, including how they are
experienced psychologically. But because these specialisms are part of society, it is
necessary also to understand something of the nature of the globalising society that
was affected by, and in turn affected, the pandemic. This must include a theory of the
various organisations that compose society, were impacted by the pandemic, and
shaped its aftermath. This paper adopts and adapts Luhmann’s autopoietic systems
theory of society. It deploys his vocabulary (of ‘structure’, ‘semantics’, etc.) to provide
a ‘frame’ for understanding some key societal reactions to the COVID-19/SARS-CoV-2
pandemic and the subsequent pathways opening up for organisations.

Time is central to this theorisation. For Luhmann (1998, 66) changes in the
structural organisation of society involve changes in the semantics of temporality.
The very self-definition of ‘modern’ society has temporal meaning. The contested
term ‘modernity’ communicates the temporality of transition from a ‘past future’ to a
‘future future’. Like a bet, modern society describes itself in the projections of its own
future. Modernity constitutes a break with societal self-definition via continuity
with the past: no longer the caste society of tradition and not yet the future ideal of
its self-projection. This break encourages an ‘open’ orientation to the future in
the semantics of ‘modernity’. That the future depends upon decisions made in the
present becomes a premise. From this premise, the future is experienced as the risk
of deciding: it hangs on decisions made and not made. This relationship to the risky
future can vary. ‘High-modern’ society was confident in the rationality of scientific,
technological, legal, educational and bureaucratic planning: it projected the success
of its bets. The self-definitions of ‘post-modern’ society fragmented and confidence
in actualising the future collapsed: ‘ contingency’ became a defining attribute and the
certainty of uncertainty an organising principle of society.
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For Luhmann a structural issue underlay the semantics of both modern and
postmodern societal self-definitions. As modern ‘functional differentiation’ took over
from ‘hierarchical differentiation’, so societal self-organisation unfolded by means of
differentiated ‘function systems’. If the society that was ‘struck’ by pandemic was an
autopoietic arrangement of function systems held together by forms of structural
coupling then this must be core to any understanding of the consequences of the
COVID-19 pandemic. This paper focuses on the effects that the COVID-19 pandemic had
on a particular type of social sub-system: organisations. In Part 1 we introduce the core
elements of Luhmann’s systems theory. In Part 2 we illustrate how the pandemic crisis
has accelerated a transformation in the way organisations couple with other social
systems. The argument is illustrated using several examples, most from Italy. This
transformation has significant implications for how time is managed and understood.
As formal contracts give way to partnerships (promises of later promises), ever greater
emphasis is placed on a ‘future future’. This constitutes a shift towards ‘potentialising
organisations’ characterised by what we call ‘operational coupling’ as distinct from
‘structural coupling’. Potentialising organisations introduce a new paradox. They
pursue opportunities stemming from learning to ‘expect the unexpected’, while still
calling on function systems to stabilise expectations.

1 Part 1. Overview of Luhmann’s Systems Theory

1.1 The Communicative Operation is the Basic Element of Social
Systems

Luhmann (1989) applied biological notions of autopoiesis to social systems, viewing
them as ‘event complexes’. The ‘atomic’ units of social systems are communicative
operations, each communication being a synthesis of utterance, information and
understanding unfolding between interlocutors (Brown and Paul 2009). These are
given form and structure by ordering processes which unfold as a system relates to
other systems in its environment (Cooren and Seidl 2020). Science, for example, is a
societal sub-system. Hence the science of virology is a self-reproducing communi-
cation system existing empirically as part of society. But the viruses studied by
virology are also systems. The operations in both system types are equally event
complexes, but viral systems differ from social systems in that their operations are
chemical. During the pandemic, virology communicated about the SARS-CoV-2 virus
as a structured system of chemical operations which impacts the operations of living
cells it converts into ‘virus factories’. Medicine communicated how the resulting
disease (COVID-19) impacts health.
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General systems theory holds that operations are constitutive of all systems. The
operations of different system types, however, differ and are formed within different
media, each forming an environment for the others (Kieser et al. 2015). Crudely, the
energetic operations studied by physicists differ from chemical operations and from
the organic operations of biology, the experiential operations assumed by psychol-
ogists, and the communications constitutive of social systems (Stenner 2004; 2017).
Communicative operations cannot connect directly with the bio-chemistry of brains
and viruses in their environment. They can form an extensive social system only by
‘connecting’ with other communicative operations. A virus or a disease becomes a
social fact (a self-constituted element of a social system) only when social systems
reach the point of communicating about them, or when the entities communicated
about cross a threshold of sayability and thinkability as social objects (with a
scientific name like ‘SARS-CoV-2’, for example). How a virus becomes a social
fact depends upon the communicative structure of society. In a functionally
differentiated society it may be observed several different ways (medically, le-
gally, educationally, economically, artistically, etc.).

1.2 Communication is Structured by Expectations

An expectation is a proposition about the future that envisions a specific future into
which it projects a course (Stenner 2004). Serviceable expectations thus deploy ‘time’
to reduce the complexity that a social system must deal with. Stabilising expectations
is the basic problem of any social system, but expectations can also be too stable.
Expectations facilitate connectivity amongst communications by lending structure to
the complex of communicative events. System formation occurs by means of the
stabilisation of expectations which allow the system a degree of invariance in
the face of a changing environment. System formation thus happens at the abstract
level of expectations and not at the concrete level of actions. The same action can be
taken up very differently by, say, law, medicine, art or education. These functional
sub-systems form around different expectations, and once established, each can
connect to the action within a different semantic horizon of expectation.

1.3 The Structure and Semantics of Modern Society Result from
a Transition from Hierarchical to Functional Differentiation

It is on this expectation-theoretical basis of ‘complexity reduction’ that Luhmann is
able to account for the emergence of structural differences within and across human
societies, and also various and changing forms of semantics. Structurally, the society
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of feudal Europe was hierarchically differentiated, whilst semantically, this order
was understood in terms of a theologically ordained ordering into different types of
people (Verschraegen 2002). ‘Modern society’, by contrast, did not differentiate itself
into types of people but into a number of distinct ‘function systems’ (functional
differentiation). Each function — economy, politics law, medicine, science, education,
etc. — deploys distinctive expectations to address a vital problem involving uncer-
tainty absorption (absorbing uncertainties associated with exchanges, rule, conflicts,
illness, ignorance, etc.). The distinctive expectations of each different function
system are supported by its unique generalised media for facilitating and motivating
communication (money, power, juridical authority, treatment, research reputation
etc.). In each concrete communicative operation this media is formed according to
codes (‘payment/non-payment’, ‘governing/governed’, ‘legal/illegal’, ‘healthy/sick’,
‘truth/error’, etc.: Borch 2011; Moeller 2011) as shown in Figure 1. Using its own
specialised medium and code, each function system can thus operate with a highly
limited set of expectations, law promising more justice, science more truth, economy
more wealth, medicine more health, etc. (Teubner 2021). In modern society each
function system individuates as a autopoietic system capable of re-creating itself
over time out of its own elements. Once established, this process is ‘auto-catalytic’
and self-accelerating because each function system is driven toward higher internal
complexities through an inner differentiation that is made possible by its functional
independence from other systems. The result is a functionally differentiated society
consisting of numerous interdependent, but mutually closed streams of
communications.

The cost of this specialisation into different parallel streams of communication is
that function systems rush into the future like so many blinkered race-horses, each
assuming the existence of the others, yet blind regarding values beyond their own code.

Govern/ Information/ Educated/ Healthy/
governed ~ Pay/not pay not information non educated not healthy  Love/not loved  Risk/danger
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Figure 1: Seven sub-systems each with its distinctive code and medium.
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The COVID-19 pandemic affected all, but was something quite different for each
function system. To simplify: For the political system, observing and communicating
within the media of power, the pandemic was observed as a threat to political order
to be addressed through political decisions (e.g. to lockdown or not?); For the health
system the virus was a cause of illness demanding new treatments and threatening to
push hospital capacities to their limits; For the economic system the virus posed
challenges when commercial activity was threatened (as restaurants, bars, hotels,
etc. closed and workers stayed at home), but also new economic possibilities opened
up (like producing and selling masks and hand sanitisers, investing in vaccines, etc.).
Each function system thus constructed its own version of the pandemic ‘whole’, but
there was no whole of these many ‘wholes’. Nevertheless, function systems were
observing each others’ observations in relation to the pandemic and attributing risks
and dangers (Luhmann 1988; 1993). For example, challenges to the health system
provoked a prioritising of capacities, such as putting the care of some patients before
others with a higher risk of death (triage), but should the political system accept these
decisions (Baraldi, Corsi, and Esposito 2021, 200-203).

1.4 Structural Coupling

The functional independence (‘operative closure’) of function systems from each
other and from their material substratum is paradoxical (Knudsen 2007). First, the
independence of any function system depends upon that of each other function
system (Seidl and Mormann 2014). Second, the more society is differentiated into
operatively closed function systems, the more interdependencies must arise in the
form of ‘structural couplings’. Under normal conditions these interdependencies can
largely be taken for granted, but during the crisis of the pandemic they became
highly visible. This was symbolised when governments were summoned to press
conferences about the pandemic, lined up with the prime minister in the middle and
the various ministers for health, education, economics and research on each side,
each with an official behind them to represent the perspectives of the different
function systems.

Despite the non-trivial quantity of chaotic complexity proper to functional
differentiation, each system somehow manages through time to build up expecta-
tions (and expectations of expectations) through which it learns to deal with this
complexity without fully grasping it. This ‘evolution’ includes building up thousands
of structural couplings between different systems which create mutually expected
ways of reacting to events in other systems.

The concept of ‘structural coupling’ was originally developed by Maturana to
describe interdependencies between autopoietic organic systems. Maturana states
that different organic systems are structurally coupled when “changes of state of one
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system become perturbations for the other, and vice versa, in a manner that
establishes an interlocked, mutually selecting, mutually triggering domain of state
trajectories” (Maturana 1978, 34). Luhmann adapted this concept so that he could
apply it to social systems. Structural couplings are forms facilitating simultaneously
connected operations in different systems. In the absence of direct connections
(given operative closure), they serve a binding function by enabling a system to
become ‘irritated’ by operations in another (Luhmann 1992, 1,433).! Teubner at-
tempts to develop the concept further and suggests that we distinguish between
‘productive misreading’ and ‘linkage institutions” When a system observes
communication in another system and misinterprets it according to its own codes,
using this misinterpretation to create new communication, we can refer to this as
‘productive misreading.” While productive misreading indicates more random and
tangential couplings between different systems, linkage institutions shape structural
couplings by increasing their duration, quality, and intensity (Teubner 2013, 347-57).
Over time, structural couplings incorporate redundancy and routines (Andersen
2009, 146). Examples of structural coupling are contracts, partnerships, and
organisation systems.

Contracts allow couplings primarily between law and economy. A contract can
‘couple’ law and economy because it is a recognised element in both systems, but
constructed differently in each. To law the contract is a promise; to economy,
an exchange. These two constructions are internally linked because each system
observes the other’s constructions as meaningful irritations. The legal system
observes the economic construction of contracts as a legal/illegal exchange of
promises, and likewise the economic system observes the transaction costs of bind-
ing promises. There are no overlaps, but a structure of mutual irritation (Andersen
2008; Teubner 2000, 95).

Partnerships are a special kind of ‘second order’ contract: promises of later
promises. This makes the form of structural coupling that they afford much more
plastic than classical contract since it encourages a constant scanning of ongoing
communication for possible productive couplings (Andersen 2008).

Organisation systems can affect structural couplings by communicating about
their decisions using the different codes of different relevant function systems. They
can switch codes on a given decision case, for example oscillating between legal,
economic and health codes relevant to it. All this, of course, depends on how the
organisation has organised itself (Andersen and Pors 2021; Apelt et al. 2017, 12-13;
Luhmann 2013; Stichweh 2015, 29).

In a world of multiple, unpredictable and uncontrollable streams of communi-
cation, an otherwise ‘blinkered’ social system can ‘structurally couple’ by using

1 For further discussion see Andersen (2008, 25-27) and Harste (2013)
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contracts, partnerships and organisations to operate as if its situation were
predictable. Without ‘direct’ operational communication, and without ever grap-
pling with the full complexity, each system thus builds up a world view based on
routinised ways of making productive misreadings of what is going on in the other
systems.

1.5 Organisation Systems as Illustrative of Structural Coupling

Luhmann suggests distinguishing between organisation systems and societal
function systems (Luhmann 2013, 141-54). Medicine as a function system is global but
itis formed into local organisations like universities and hospitals. A function system
like medicine, economy or education is closed at the ‘object dimension’ (they
communicate only about medicine, economy or education) but open at the ‘social
dimension’ (anybody with access to the relevant medium can participate). An
organisation like a school or a political party, by contrast, is closed at the social
dimension (only members can participate), but open on the object dimension
(it can communicate about a mixture of functions). Organisations communicate via
decisions and about decisions (Grothe-Hammer 2022). Their ‘object openness’ allows
them to take many different perspectives in their decision-making (Knudsen 2007).

These perspectives are produced and made available by the functions systems.
A given organisation thus might serve to ‘structurally couple’ several function
systems by making use of their media for its own formation (Cooren and Seidl 2020).
A hospital might have medical treatment as its main goal (i.e. its coupling to the
health function system), but internally the hospital is differentiated so that one
sub-organisation deals with nursing the patients (thus forming the medium of care),
while another sub-organisation takes care of budget and accounting (thus forming
the economic system’s medium of money). Different functions are thus internally
dealt with through internalisation of self-organisation (Cooren and Seidl 2020; Seidl
and Becker 2006). Besio and Meyer (2015) have made a similar observation about
schools as organisations. For the most part the school’s decisions form the medium of
the educational system as ‘teaching’, but a school might also handle multiple logics
through internal organisational differentiation, e.g. administrative work and service
management.

Breaking goals into sub-goals thus differentiates organisations internally,
enabling them to form several media without constant clashes between them. In this
way, organisations are structurally coupled to function systems by their internal
selections of the particular kind of media produced and made available by the
function systems (Luhmann, Baecker, and Barrett 2018). The figure below illustrates
how organisations internally couple themselves to function systems operating
through decisions that form media.
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1.6 The Relevance of Rupture

We noted above that under normal conditions the available structural couplings
suffice and the interdependencies between systems can largely be taken for granted.
But this is not always the case, and an abrupt change (a jolt’) either to the system or to
its environment can cause expectations to de-stabilise and fail, sometimes causing
boundaries to blur and the systems’ very form to be transformed (Stenner 2022). Of
course in circles of future-oriented risk analysis, pandemics have long figured
amongst the repertoires of ‘unexpected’ disasters that society must nevertheless
learn to expect (Luhmann 1998). But expecting catastrophe and encountering it are
not the same thing. This raises the question as to whether the catastrophe of the
pandemic might also have occasioned novel forms of societal stability, or — more
likely — have accelerated and amplified forms that had already been gestated.

What we claim is that structural couplings are mutating in form, becoming less
routine-hased and permanent, and more flexible and contingent (Andersen and Pors
2021). We will refer to this variation in coupling forms as ‘operational coupling,’ and
‘potentialising’ emphasizing that it becomes a mechanism for loosening existing
couplings to explore the potential and productivity of alternative couplings. By call-
ing it ‘operational,” we mean that the coupling is not predetermined and self-evident.
However, it is not random either. Here we build upon Luhmann’s occasional use of
the phrase ‘operational coupling’ to indicate couplings that are more temporary than
structural because they can involve merely ‘single instances’ of coupling (see Grothe-
Hammer 2022, 98). In our use of the phrase, organisations working with ‘operational
couplings’ continuously scan for new opportunities while keeping existing options
open. The ‘structure’ in operational couplings thus takes the form of looseness
(Andersen 2020; H. Knudsen 2021; Staheli 2018). We argue that these operational
couplings may create a type of meta-stability in the interdependencies between
systems during periods of high risk and turbulence, where the unexpected is to be
anticipated.

2 Part 2. The Rise of the Potentiality-Seeking
Organisation

The remainder of this paper argues that the pandemic crisis led to a rapid dissem-
ination of a novel principle for balancing stability and instability by giving meaning
to societal events and states (Figure 2). We will provide examples suggesting a growth
of the potentiality-seeking organisation (see Figure 3) (Andersen 2020; N. A Andersen
and Pors 2021; 2016; Tuunainen, Kantasalmi, and Laari-Salmela 2024; Stahl 2024).
Potentiality-seeking basically resides in partnerships within networks replacing
contracts, and therefore organisations becoming less formal and more inclined to
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Figure 2: Schematic diagram of organisations making decisions and coupling themselves to the
medium offered by a function system.

experiment with emergent opportunities. Potentiality-seeking organisations are not
new (Mumford’s 2010 ‘Technics and civilization’, Deleuze’s 1992 ‘Societies of Control’
and Beck’s 1992 ‘Risk society’ are all relevant to their genealogy), but throughout the
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Figure 3: The potentiality-seeking organisation ‘expects the unexpected’ by maintaining mutable ties
with multiple social systems.
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pandemic they took on different shapes as organisations communicated mutable ties
to function systems to which they were already linked, or new interactions with
different function systems formerly untargeted. In both situations, the capability, not
just to expect a given future, but to expect the unexpected (i.e. a non-given ‘future
future’), is embodied in sub-goals and sub-organising. This way of organising, while
by no means new, is increasingly viewed as the only possibility in an unpredictable
world with undetermined interdependencies. It is a way of finding stability under a
new premise of constant instability and change, but it gives rise to paradoxes of
potentiality.

We therefore argue that the pandemic may have hastened a widespread
transformation toward a new state of functional differentiation in which all
expectations to expectation are at stake in all operations (see also Sera, Doubravsky,
and Schuller 2024, who observed something similar in restaurants during the
pandemic). During the pandemic, all function systems faced the need to rapidly
reorientate themselves to the possibility of an abruptly changed environment.
Complexity and uncertainty grew as new dependencies between function systems
became visible and could not be relied upon. Existing structural couplings were
suddenly observed as structures which got in the way of newly necessary selections,
and novel ‘answers’ to this problem began emerging, as will be illustrated below.

The potentialising organisation should here be seen as trying to ‘buy time’ in
order to bind together operations in several function systems. Luhman distinguished
between degrees of connective openness:

We experience our future as a generalised horizon of surplus possibilities that has to be reduced
as we approach them. We can think of degrees of openness and call futurisation increasing and
defutururisation decreasing the openness of a present future. Defuturisation may lead to the
limiting condition where the present future merges with the future presents and only one
future is possible (Luhmann 1976, 141).

Organisational market prediction is an example of defuturisation: making one future
and bringing it into the present as a decision premise. Strategy making on the other
hand is an example of futurisation: leaving room for present contingency by making
the future a horizon of challenges and options among which the organisation must
choose. Futurisation is necessary when a secured future is riskier than an open
unsecured future. The potentialising organisation takes futurisation to a new level:
futurising the future by searching for new potentials allowing new and more
updated structural couplings. This provides a way of dealing with growing unpre-
dictable complexity by keeping a door open for the unknown future. An organisation
must select among alternatives: the potentialising organisation selects to increase its
possibilities.
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3 Illustrative Examples

Below we provide a number of illustrative examples drawn from our experiences
throughout the pandemic and organised into four categories. We make no claim
to comprehensiveness. Each organisation and institution dealt with the ‘arrival’
of COVID-19 in its own unique way conditioned by its own distinctive history.
Uniqueness notwithstanding, each illustration shows a different aspect of how
organisations responded to the pandemic by de-valuing their prior expectations and
by innovating novel and more flexible forms. Of the later we focus on the emergence
of a) flexible networks, b) partnerships and c) modes of ‘operational’ coupling
capable of expecting the unexpected and potentialising a future future.

3.1 Operational Coupling via the Formation of Emergency
Advisory Networks

We have noted that the virus impacts social systems directly only when it is
translated into the distinctive medium of society, i.e. communication, and we
observed the organisation of communication into function systems. The new
coronavirus was not just interpreted as a problem for the single human being,
but for society.

But how was this problem observed and communicated? To address this
problem specialised networks were formed. In the UK, a network body called
SAGE - Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies, which was set up to deal with
previous emergencies dating from the 2009 flu pandemic - was rapidly
re-established at the Coronavirus outbreak, chaired by the Chief Scientific Advisor.
Before that, in Italy, when expectations of the virus arrival grew stronger, a
Technical-Scientific Committee (TSC) was established. This was composed initially of
20 members, ranging from lead physicians to a State Police representative, a Defence
Ministry inspector, and a World Health Organisation representative. Comparable
to SAGE, the TSC assisted the Government and Prime Minister in defining rules
and recommendations for citizens’ daily behaviours, as well as for firms and public
and sports organisations.

TSC and SAGE can be seen as variants of emergent and emergency-oriented way
of organising which take the flexible form of a ‘network’. TSC, for example, was
composed of representatives from the most proximally relevant function systems
with the expertise to advise the government on emergency decisions, including
decisions about the communication of those decisions via mass and social media.
This can be viewed as a way of overcoming the problem of the operative closure of
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function systems and the inadequacy (during pandemic conditions) of the existing
structural coupling to allow ‘communications’ between them. Governments, while
familiar with influencing other function systems and organisations ‘politically’
(i.e. self-referentially), were not used to making and communicating more radical
decisions like those quickly being observed to be required. This emergent network
can be viewed as supplying new necessary forms of ‘operational coupling’ given the
rupture to taken-for-granted structural coupling. Through the government and
mass media, the TSC ‘emitted’ new decisions and norms designed to re-pattern the
social body self-transformed by the encounter with the threats posed by the virus.
Originating from TSC’s communications, governmental communications acted as
powerful ‘irritations’ serving to modulate other social systems: organisations
coupled to health, economic, education and sports systems had to rapidly revise their
programs. Schools and universities had to suspend their face-to-face activities to
switch to distance learning; sports practice and tournaments of any kind were
suspended; hospitals had to separate areas dedicated to COVID-19 patients from
areas for regular patients; travel could happen only under severe constraints, while
courts could run only urgent trials, putting off any ordinary lawsuits.

Where the corporative networks from the 1960s and 1970s primarily worked
to mediate interest, the new epidemic networks were more about operational
couplings of functional perspectives. Members of the network were invited on the
basis of expertise with particular codes and media of communication, not for in-
terest representation. The networks worked in a mode where they produced
many events wherein the different sub-systems could observe each other’s mutual
observations. In the network the health system could observe how it and its epidemic
initiatives were observed by other systems. In this way the health system gained an
insight into it’s own operations. And the same goes for the other systems.

By doing so, intense mutual observation is potentialised. The networks do not
necessarily make collective decisions, but they allow a new perspectivist kind of
insight allowing themselves to oscillate between different functional perspectives to
which the problems emerge in different gestalts to the observer. This proved crucial
during the pandemic crisis.

3.2 Operational Coupling and the Formation of Partnerships:
the War Analogy and the Actual Involvement of the Military
as a ‘partner’

In spite of operational coupling sparking irritations and even conflicts among social
systems, it brought to the fore the relevance of networking practices to handle the



14 —— N.A Andersen et al. DE GRUYTER

disruption. The new advisory ‘networks’ noted above are analogous to the estab-
lishment of war cabinets, but the Italian scenario also illustrated how the Italian
Army, summoned by the Government, quickly acquired actual importance during
the crisis, by setting up partnerships with various other social systems. From the
perspective we are developing, the Army is a ‘potentialising’ resource particularly
well-suited to unpredictable situations because it can be placed at the disposal of
the government and because its personnel are trained to deal with volatile
circumstances of emergency. This makes it suitable for arrangements of temporary
and flexible ‘partnerships’ with other functions which are not fixed in ‘contract’.
Emergent ‘connection possibilities’ can be scanned for and resourcefully acted upon
in a way that prior structural couplings would interfere with.

During the pandemic, the government-army was a partnership precisely in the
sense that they promised to promise something sometime later. Instead of being a
contract with fixed obligation between bestiller and supplier, it was a dynamic open
agreement promising each other to develop the collaboration around the shared aim
to deal with the pandemic in the best possible way.

Over time the partnership produced more specific agreements. For example, the
Italian Army units provided medical assistance to the population in unparalleled
ways, ranging from the implementation of camp hospitals to the assignment of
medical staff to hospitals and of technical personnel to manufacturers of medical
devices, as detailed below (Camera dei 2020). The Italian Army also established and
ran mobile drive-through testing and vaccination hubs (Ludovico 2021). Later, in
March 2021, the Prime Minister Mario Draghi appointed a General, Francesco Paolo
Figliuolo, to replace the former manager Domenico Arcuri as special commissioner
to handle the pandemic and boost the vaccination campaign.

The military’s involvement was not qua military, but as potentialising partner
capable of initiating new operations for which the newly old operations were no
longer suitable (e.g. the new scale of health demands described above could be
classed as equivalent to a warfare ‘state of emergency’). In this dynamic partnership
different media and codes were brought in as different perspectives for observing
the challenges and searching for functionally equivalent answers. This includes the
semantic of war that was observed as medium of engagement. For example at the
coronavirus outhreak, the first Italian Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte who had to
face the emergency personally invited some firms, such as SIARE, the only Italian
producer of ventilators, to increase their production by employing military
personnel sent by a unit of the Army named Agenzia Industrie Difesa (Defense
Industry Agency; Forbes Italia 2020). SIARE had to train the personnel borrowed
from the Army to make sophisticated products in dedicated spaces, assigning
resources to the necessary ‘knowledge transfer’. Partnerships with the Army
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encouraged war-centred discourse. SIARE CEO Gianluca Preziosa underlined on the
website and in various media channels the war-like operations that the company and
its military partner faced at coronavirus time:

Now we are all equal, warriors like them [Army members], fighting against the virus. [...] We
are producers of the weapons that doctors need in order to challenge coronavirus. Should the
virus spread not decrease, our mission as well as theirs would become impossible. (Bettazzi
2020, our translation)

When the collaboration successfully ended two months short of the due date, with
the target of 2,000 ventilators achieved in advance, the SIARE CEO praised the
teamwork resorting to concepts such as victory and history: ‘We are a great team,
called to perform a titanic effort. We won and are proud to have made history’
(Savoia 2020, our translation). SIARE proved capable of setting up new partnerships
with a variety of organisations beyond the Army. The need to expand production of
ventilators led SIARE to seek out firms that could share components and started swift
cooperation with two other firms (Carli 2020). SIARE worked in fact also with Ferrari
and Fiat Chrysler as suppliers of components for its ventilators, leveraging the more
extended reach of their globalised supply chains at a moment of scarcity. In addition,
the traditional ventilator design was revised to support the breathing of two pa-
tients instead of one. Thanks to a long-running research collaboration with the
anaesthesia unit of the local university hospital and with a supplier of medical
devices (Intersurgical), the modified machine was made available in a few weeks.
These partnerships were not only making new collaborations between different
organisation possible. They were potentialising the single organisation’s structural
coupling to function systems including creating new links to science (SIARE
Engineering International Group 2020; Magna 2020).

3.3 The Semantic of Partnership Citizenship and Changes in
Organisational Self-Description and Leadership Fictions

The SIARE example also illustrates a second semantic development: the amplification
of an organisational self-description as a ‘partnership citizen’. This semantic is
characterised by a collaborative sense of communitas and commitment to common
purpose which is suited to the flexible partnerships of potentialising organisations.
For example, early in lockdown the head of the Italian Civil Protection prompted
firms, especially in the fashion industry, to switch their production to goods of public
usefulness like face masks, hospital gowns, and latex gloves.

With new self-descriptions in organisations as partner-citizens-in-communities,
the ‘semantic fiction’ of the manager also changed. ‘Semantic fiction’ is not a moral
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judgement, but recognition of the improbability of actually tracing organisational
decisions to a manager, given that decisions are recursive communicative operations
irreconcilable to individual choices (Luhmann 2006). Attributing decisions to a
manager is thus more of a functional device (or ‘trick’) than an empirical claim since
itrequires reproduction of the fiction of the manager as decision maker representing
the organisational whole, including the purpose of the organisation. Therefore, as the
self-description of the organisation morphs into that of a partnership citizen, the
manager must acquire suitable qualities. The manager in an organisation observing
itself as a partnership citizen needs to be observed as one that is seeking responsibility
in the broader community. Enacting the operational fiction of a manager accountable
for decisions of a community, the Head of the Emilia-Romagna (an Italian region)
section of the Industrial Association observed on behalf of fellow entrepreneurs: ‘An
extremely tough period, it is time for responsibility’ (Catapano 2020, our translation).
The same section’s newsletter read:

In this difficult phase we must all be one as we share the same situation. [...] We need
cohesiveness, a sense of responsibility, and coordination by all institutions, firms and unions.
We have a common objective which is of the utmost importance: overcome the health crisis as
soon as possible and give impetus to economic growth. (2020, our translation).

The fashion designer Giorgio Armani echoed this line of reasoning (boosted by a
quasi-salvational communitas) in an open letter about the fashion industry to
Women’s Wear Daily magazine:

This crisis is also an opportunity to restore value to authenticity [...] The moment we are going
through is turbulent, but it also offers us the unique chance to fix what is wrong, to regain a
more human dimension. It is nice to see that in this sense we are all united. [...] we have to be
united and operate in unison: this is perhaps the most important lesson we can learn from this
crisis. (Zargani 2020)

Gucci, Prada, H&M, LVMH, Lamborghini are just few examples of organisations
worldwide that decided to embrace dramatically different sub-goals and
sub-organising during the coronavirus crisis by reconverting some of their plants
and resources to the production of face masks, gowns, melt blown fabric, medical
visors, or sanitisers. Bulgari, controlled by LVMH, launched the production of hand
sanitiser in a plant in Lodi previously dedicated to perfume production (Coke 2020).
The rhetoric of Bulgari’s CEO, Jean-Christophe Babin, in recounting the decision,
resonates with the need for social engagement rather than with embeddedness in
previous decisions (Spranklen 2020):

Our people are just so proud to be part of the help. From the product sourcing and the trials to
understanding the new production process, it was a very quick and smooth process because
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everyone agreed it was a mission that we couldn’t fail [...] It has given us pride and sense of
purpose, which is really, really important. Bulgari is part of the war.

Similarly, an Italian small manufacturer of suitcases, Roncato, stopped the produc-
tion of luggage to switch to the making of around 4,000 masks daily to be partially
given for free to the local citizenship and partially sold in the market. The video from
CEO Alessandra Roncato kept repeating: ‘It is a new world that we could not have
imagined before’, one that requires ‘expecting the unexpected’ (Nasso and dir 2020a,
our translation).

This situation contrasts with the classic formal organisation which could limit
the responsibility of the organisation with reference to a formal goal. Managers
could have said: ‘this is not our responsibility’. When becoming a partnership citizen,
the responsibilities attributable to the single organisation become in principle
unlimited. It is no longer given where the organisational responsibility begins and
ends. To be attributed this kind of responsibility, managers must be seen both as
authorities in their organisations, and as authentic managers who have a kind of
‘hyper-sense’ of responsibility.

3.4 The Paradox of Uncertainty Seeking/Uncertainty Avoiding

In the illustrations above, organisations communicate decisions about embracing
new, unforeseen possibilities. At the same time, though, they blur their decisions.
What does the emergent notion of ‘operating in unison’ mean to Giorgio Armani in
the fashion industry? How is it going to affect his firm’s operations in future fashion
collections?

The Bulgari CEO talked about the opportunity to continue producing hand
sanitiser even after the crisis ends: sanitiser could replace conditioner in hotel sets
with the idea that guests might take it with them to make their trips safer (Nasso and
dir 2020a). Traveling safely undergirded also Roncato communication about the
future possibility of complementing suitcases with coordinated accessories like
masks, gloves, and visors. Roncato’s CEO underlined how they were exploring the
possibility of marketing comprehensive product lines using anti-virus materials
(Nasso and dir 2020b). Even in this case, decisions are voiced as possibilities wavering
at some time in the future that, faced with indeterminateness, is a future future, thus
requiring some toleration of ambiguity.

In contrast, firms in the automotive industry like Lamborghini and Ferrari,
which engaged in collaboration with producers of medical devices during the first
COVID-19 wave, openly declared that they would go back to their regular activities as
soon as possible (Aucock 2020; Falcone 2020), in a deliberate attempt to take distance
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from the uncertainty experienced during the pandemic and restore some reliable
expectations. Lamborghini invited its clients to take (and share) a picture of their
cars in the garage during lockdowns. This initiative was designed to reinforce the
message that the company ‘is on pause, it has not stopped’ (Lamborghini 2020). Some
uncertainty about decisions to be taken in the future future was thus cultivated
through communications emphasizing the link not only to a limited number of
exceptionally wealthy people, but also to the wider collective and their needs.

Organisations also articulated their concerns about the direction to be taken by
governments in their future policies addressing healthcare, economics, and educa-
tion. In particular, organisations that bridged different function systems, such as
companies starting the production of IPDs, urged political and healthcare systems’
representatives to identify procedures to get products quickly certified at a national
and international level (Cursano and Ovidi 2020). Similarly, schools and universities
catering to online teaching, often quite successfully, prompted a lively debate on the
media and exerted influence on the government and scientists to find solutions to go
back, at least partially, to face-to-face teaching and perform research in labs that
might complement innovative ways of doing research from a distance (e.g. Fortier
2020). In this case, too, some support and endorsement, i.e. to recreate a set of
expectations about emergent sub-goals and sub-organising, was pursued in a world
of still fluctuating interdependencies among function systems that could grant scarce
support and endorsement.

4 Conclusions

Assuming that the societal impact of the pandemic can be adequately addressed only
on the basis of an adequate theory of society (Grothe-Hammer 2022), we have
endeavoured to show some of the ways in which Luhmann’s systems theory
can illuminate how certain organisations responded to the pandemic crisis. Much
relevant research lacks a sufficiently broad macroscope theory of how society is
structured and organised and as a result takes off from the micro level of interaction
or even individual psychology (see Dege and Strasser 2021). Arguably, accounts of
sensemaking in crisis situation tend also to be limited to the level of interactional
enactment following the seminal work of Weick (1988). According to Grothe-Hammer
(2022, 99), this is because an adequate macro-sociological account demands
challenging levels of abstraction that can lead even sociologists (such as Friedland
et al. 2014) to philosophise rather than observe empirically. Analysing the reactions
of organisations to pandemic disruption using Luhmann’s theory has enabled us to
identify three interconnected features of the trajectory towards the ‘potentiality-
seeking organisation’.
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First, instead of dealing with interdependencies by means of structural
coupling, organisations developed innovative forms of operational coupling which
‘potentialise’ by constantly scanning for new coupling opportunities, while keeping
existing options open. Operational coupling, as we have conceived it (for an alter-
native see Grothe-Hammer 2022) is a way of handling this emergence into visibility of
new relationships between different function systems. It was a way of coping with
the fact that, in a short amount of time, the complexity of a functionally differentiated
society became newly present and available to all. Integral to this development was
the emergence of networks (like SAGE and TSC) and partnerships (as when the Army
suddenly became a relevant partner to medical institutions). These developments
also drove organisations to a preference for flexible partnerships rather than formal
contractual agreements.

Second, through this shift, temporal horizons are split up in a new way. The
‘modern’ orientation to the future was an effort to ‘presentify’ the future by treating
it as a decision premise for present planning. This is giving way to concern for a
‘future future’ which is increasingly split from a present present in which all is
emergent and ideally unbound by either past or future. Organisations come to
celebrate an expanded present where everything is emergent. Many of the examples
above demonstrated this radical openesss toward a future future that allows one to
grasp the possibility in the moment. Here the future functions differently in planning
and strategising because it no longer ‘presentifies’ to bind the organisation to what is
expected. Neither does it function as a limited horizon of specific possibilities. The
potentialising organisation today is worried about the future observed as coloured
by past and present. For operational coupling present operational time is needed.
To make available as much present as possible, the future is deferred and pushed
into the future future. Futurerisation of the future is a method to open up the
horizon, seeing the horizon beyond the horizon by working against any binding of
the present, allowing for a naked present present to emerge from a past.

Third, organisational decision making starts to desire uncertainty and to
seek ways of promoting it (rather than seeking to avoid it as a primary source of
instability), while at the same time pushing for some stabilisation by function
systems, thus giving rise to a paradox of continuity/change. Decisions are the
organisation’s problem as much as they are the basis for its functioning, which
is a core paradox in organisations that turn out to be, in the end, ‘paradoxical,
contradictory, and [to] contain elements of arbitrariness’ (Knudsen 2007, 111). In
other words, “the very same strategies, by means of which paradox and contingency
are handled and uncertainty absorbed, simultaneously co-produce even more
contingency and uncertainty — a situation which the organisation can only respond
to with more decisions” (Knudsen 2007, 111). In the global experience with COVID-19,
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although changing interdependencies among function systems imbued organisa-
tions with potentiality enacted through sub-goals and sub-organising, further
evidence collected as the pandemic unfolded speaks to this growing paradox.
Morphing interdependencies among function systems have offered organisations
new possibilities for the present present. Regardless of whether they have decided
to pursue them (as Gucci and Roncato did) or to drop them (as with Ferrari
and Lamborghini), potentiality has been tested and stored as decision premise. As
organisations try to learn how to actualise ‘expectations of the unexpected’ for the
future future, however, they push to rebuild their own structure of expectations
through a stabilisation of societal differentiation and therefore a system
re-formation. Notably, our analysis sheds light on the influence that partnership
citizenship exerts on decision responsibility: when organisations rely on partner-
ships more than on contractual agreements, the locus of decisions becomes blurred,
and managers are held accountable for communications about decisions beyond
traditional organisational boundaries.

When structural coupling turns into operational coupling, potentiality is
generated, experimented with, withdrawn from, and likely returned to, in
the changing interplay among social systems that the pandemic has disclosed.
Eventually, in the wake of a major shock, the three elements that we have detected
(structural coupling becomes operational coupling, temporal horizons are split up
in a new way, decisions begin to desire and elude uncertainty) appear to be
intertwined: a new state of functional differentiation can spark emergent decision
premises rooted in uncertainty in the present present that aim to stabilise functional
differentiation and structure of expectations for the future future. While in the
present present uncertainty may in fact be enticing, it becomes frightening for the
future future. This intriguing paradox of potentiality, which organisations cannot
avoid and are called upon to manage, surfaces from the analysis of the ‘jolt’ to society,
that was occasioned by the pandemic, through the lens of systems theory.
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