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Abstract 

Purpose 

This article presents a cognitive framework to study dynamic/adaptive aspects of a collection 

of popular fit measures used in organisation research, in an attempt to highlight what there is 

to be gained. 

Design/methodology/approach 

This paper uses a distributed e-cognition (DEC) framework to examine the current 

organisational literature of fit measures.  

Findings 

This paper highlights that most measures have a rather narrow focus and do not address 

dynamic/adaptive aspects in complex social systems (e.g., organisations). To both provide a 

way to integrate fit measures and to cover the cognition gap in this literature, this article 

highlights the need for a more sophisticated measure. 

Originality 

This paper provides a novel approach to examining organizational fit literature through a 

distributed (e)-cognitive framework.  

 

 

Keywords: Complexity, Organisational change, Distributed cognition, Person–environment 

fit, Adaption, Organisational cognition, Organizational theory, Organizations, Management 

 



1.1. Introduction  

Scholars have worked with cognition in numerous ways, for example by integrating it with — 

or, sometimes, by simply juxtaposing it to — more longstanding traditional concepts in 

organisational behavior (e.g., Hodgkinson and Healey, 2008; Schneckenberg et al., 2019). This 

has been the case with the work on, for example, teams (e.g., Healey et al., 2015; Aggarwal, 

and Woolley, 2019), and organisational decision making e.g., (White et al., 2015). As recently 

discussed in a critical literature review (Secchi and Adamsen, 2017), the number of papers 

published on organisational cognition has increased overall since 1980, witnessing a growing 

interest in the topic among management scholars. This, however, has not been matched by a 

deeper and more varied use of cognition, especially as far as theoretical developments are 

concerned (Secchi and Adamsen, 2017). While cognitive science has moved to include views 

that are heterodox to the classic computational and interpretive approaches (see, Lant and 

Shapira, 2000), the organisational literature has not reflected these updates — with limited but 

noticeable exceptions (e.g., Michel, 2007; Heavey and Simsek, 2017; Secchi and Cowley, 

2020). 

 Yet, there seems to be a general belief that organised work (and organisations, more 

broadly) affect the way people think and/or rationalise quite substantially (Gavetti et al., 2012; 

March 1994). This notion further compounds the predicament that organisational change 

greatly affects the improvisation of employees at work (Suddaby, and Foster, 2017). As a 

result, in recent times employers have shifted their focus, from the need to fit specific units 

between an individual and an environment, to the need to fit (find) employees that are less 

vulnerable and more adaptive to such unsettling environments (Doeze Jager-van Vliet 2019; 

Deloitte 2018). This shift in focus has created a gap in literature, thus undermining the utility 

of current organisational ‘fit’ measures, due to their focus on the relationship between static 

dimensions (units) that are inadequate to tackle the dynamic nature of unsettling change (Boon 



and Biron, 2016). 

 In essence, change in an organisational context exemplifies moving from one situation 

to another (Vogel et al., 2020), hence each situation may yield a different set of situational 

characteristics (Perry et al., 2003). Thus, it is evident that this transversal movement across 

situations divide through spatial resources (i.e. social entities like people and even physical 

instruments) and varying time scales (Hollan et al., 2000; Cowley and Vallée-Tourangeau, 

2013; Perry et al., 2003). Therefore, to transcend the conventional dimensions of organisational 

‘fit’ measures, the focus on adaption requires a more nuanced understanding on temporality 

and spatial positioning. Accordingly, it is not too far-fetched to assume that it may be crucial 

to ask the question on whether there is an overall ‘fit’ between the organisation and its 

members’ distributed cognitive processes (i.e. in relation to time and space). The idea is that 

organisational situations are scattered-across time and space, and in the process, they enable 

and/or disable specific cognitive processes — when one executes a task, alone or in groups, for 

example. For this reason, on the one hand there may be much to gain from a better 

understanding of (a) which conditions categorise as enabling or disabling, (b) whether there is 

dynamic adaptation, and most importantly (c) explore which perspective could contribute to 

the understanding of (a) and (b). On the other hand, the literature on organisational ‘fit’ quite 

substantially seem to overlook the need for dimensions that can facilitate adaption through fluid 

integration of cognition that is distributed through space and time (distributed cognition). 

 The organisational ‘fit’ literature deals with measures that utilize value congruence 

between a prospective applicant and a specific environment such as for example organisations 

or teams (Edwards, 2008; Jansen and Kristof-Brown, 2006; Vogel and Feldman, 2009). 

However, the currently existing ‘fit’ measures seem to (a) be insufficient when used as 

explanatory variables of organisational performance (Edwards, 2008, 1991) and (b) as 

mentioned before, they render inadequate to tackle the unsettling change in organisations 



(Boon and Biron, 2016). Therefore, it is argued that studies on organisational ‘fit’ require a 

fairly dynamic approach due to the need to inquire on the mutual interconnectivity of two or 

more units that cut-across space and time. Hence, this paper addresses that there is a need to 

both explore what alternative approaches may bring to the fore for organisational ‘fit’ research 

and to understand where they could be employed more satisfactorily. In doing so, it is argued 

in this paper that an alternative approach should reflect the distributed nature of organisational 

work by encompassing space (i.e. external social/non-social resources) and temporality. This 

notion contends that such an inclusion would allow to find a candidate that is more adaptable 

to an unsettling environment, hence would integrate relatively easily and plausibly lead to 

better performance and employee-turnover. Thus, this paper is intended to perhaps provide 

answers to the above-mentioned drawbacks associated with organisational fit measures and 

possibly provide a catalyst for future research to build upon. 

 Given the complex and adaptive nature of what is required from an alternative approach, 

this paper considers the distributed (e-)cognition (DEC) perspective to be highly suitable for 

its inquiry. The DEC perspective has been most effective when applied to complex dynamic 

situations where adaptation to the environment, other people, and tools is key (complex-

dynamic and adaptive-systems). This includes, for example, navigating a ship into a port 

(Hutchins, 1995), team problem solving (Bardone and Secchi, 2017), and employing artificial 

arms (Clark, 2003). Hence, due to its ability to study the interactions between humans and their 

surrounding environment in relation to spatial positioning and temporality, DEC is particularly 

suited to study organisations which are inherently complex-dynamic and adaptive-systems. 

Thus, this paper uses an advanced version of distributed (e-) cognition (DEC) to frame research 

in a specific area of management and organisations. 

 Accordingly, DEC started with the work of Varela et al. (1991), Hutchins (1995) and 

Clark and Chalmers (1998), in which they pointed, respectively, at the embodied, ecological 



and at the extended characteristics of cognition. In short, Hutchins refers to the systemic (better: 

ecological) effects that the environment has on cognitive processes while Clark and Chalmers 

highlight the tightly coupled ties that are formed between internal (the brain) and external 

(especially artefacts) cognitive resources such that they extend cognition. Varela et al. (1991) 

instead point at the obvious connection that any cognitive process has with the “hardware” and 

explore the means through which it happens. This is, in other words, the physiological elements 

of the human body that affect, shape and is affected by — it is embodied in — the cognitive 

process. These initial three aspects were further developed by the same authors and by a 

plethora of others, who also added more to the first three ‘e’ (see, for example, Cowley and 

Vallée-Tourangeau, 2017). Following this perspective, some claim that the situational elements 

(the here-and-now) of any cognitive process also shall be factored in, and refer to them as 

embeddedness (Wheeler, 2005). Others have indicated that some cognition appears in the 

“doings”, hence interpreting behaviour as a key feature of these processes. In some shape or 

form, this has been reflected in the work on sensemaking (Weick, 1993), and it has been 

labelled “through doing” or enaction (Magnani, 2007; Secchi and Bardone, 2009: Secchi and 

Cowley, 2020). Accordingly, the DEC perspective has delivered significant advancements in 

our understanding of cognition in relation to space and time (Cowley and Vallée-Tourangeau, 

2017; Herath, 2019; Secchi and Cowley, 2020).  

 In light of this, in the following pages, the paper defines a DEC-framework and explains 

how it was adapted to the study of fit mechanisms. Then an overview of the literature is 

presented to understand what is there to be taken from a more DEC-oriented understanding of 

the processes in place and finally two future research streams are outlined with the hope of 

moving research forward in this area. 

 



1.2. A framework for the study of organisational fit mechanisms 

The literature surrounding fit in organisations involves a great number of variants (Jansen and 

Kristof-Brown, 2006; Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). In this regard, Person-environment (P-E) fit 

is considered to be the congruence between an individual and his/her work-environment 

(Edwards, 2008; Jansen and Kristof-Brown, 2006; Vogel and Feldman, 2009). Moreover, some 

consider P-E fit to be a combination of Person-Vocation (P-V) fit, Person-Job (P-J) fit, Person-

Organisaton (P-O) fit, Person-Group (P-G) fit and Person-Person (P-P) fit (Jansen and Kristof-

Brown, 2006). Interestingly, Drazin and Van de Ven (1985) state that three conceptual 

approaches to fit emerged in the development of contingency theory with respect to 

organisational performance and defined them as: (1) selection where fit is the “assumed 

premise underlaying a congruence between context and structure”; (2) interaction, where “fit 

is the interaction of pairs of organizational context- structure factors”; and (3) systems, where 

“fit is the internal consistency of multiple contingencies and multiple structural characteristics” 

(Drazin and Van de Ven, 1985, p.515). In relation to this classification, empirical research 

(Edwards, 2008, 1991) has shown that these approaches fail when used as explanatory variables 

of organisational performance so that, authors conclude, a “more sophisticated approach” that 

is different to currently employed dimensions of fit is needed (Drazin and Van de Ven, 1985, 

p. 535). This asserts a ‘more sophisticated approach’ should not consider fit to simply be the 

congruence between specific dimensions of units, processes, and structures (Drazin and Van 

de Ven, 1985), but rather go beyond such dimensions. Accordingly, fit measures are 

particularly operationalised as static measures, where it is assumed that at a given point in time 

certain units (e.g., goals, values, personality-traits, expectations, requirements) can be matched 

to fit an individual into an environment. However, this disregards the constant change in 

organisations and its individuals (Suddaby, and Foster, 2017), hence such measures are not 

designed to accommodate the dynamic elements that are typical of a social set of relations 



(Boon and Biron, 2016). In other words, such measures operationalise on the congruence of 

units that do not withstand through time and space; therefore, they seem to lack dimensions of 

temporality and spatial positioning. These issues have remained in the interest of scholars and 

have been shown in classifications even more than twenty years later (Edwards, 2008; Boon 

and Biron, 2016).  

 This article starts from this need for a ‘more sophisticated’ framework which can be 

thought of as an attempt to more effectively tackle with each variant of fit by also considering 

the constant changes in organizations. And the article claims that a DEC approach would go in 

that direction thus enabling future research to consider other dimensions that could perhaps go 

beyond specific static dimensions of units, processes, and structures. In this regard, the current 

literature focuses more on the entities that are being ‘fit’ rather than on the underlying processes 

which take place when individuals interact with and/or integrate into an environment (Cools et 

al., 2009; Kirton and McCarthy, 1988). And this is where a ‘cognitive ecology’ (Hutchins, 

2014), under the frame of DEC (Secchi and Cowley, 2018; Secchi and Cowley, 2020) could 

support the quest for a ‘more sophisticated’ perspective. 

 

1.3. Building a framework through the elements of distributed e-cognition 

As conveyed by Secchi and Cowley (2018), DEC asserts that cognitive activities materialize 

when “linking bodies, central nervous systems and experience as people engage with social, 

linguistic and material phenomena” (par. 2.5). In other words, DEC exemplifies the interactions 

that emerge in accordance with the surrounding social, technological, and organisational 

entities. Thus, cognitive activities are considered to be built on how people learn to leverage 

alliances and resultant interactions, to find socioculturally suitable ways of behaving (Secchi 

and Cowley, 2018). In line with this, each one of the elements of the DEC was taken and a 

framework that can be applied to the literature on ‘fit’ was outlined. 



 First, one could consider the role of artefacts (Clark and Chalmers, 1998; Rogers and 

Ellis, 1994; Aoki, 2020). As Magnani explains, artefacts can be seen and understood as 

cognitive mediators (Magnani, 2001, 2007; Magnani, 2018). This emphasises that people 

create external artefacts (e.g. physical/non-physical) with specific positions and duties that 

have a strong effect on their life in different ways, which ultimately affect their ability to 

understand the world or more simply put ‘to know’ their surroundings (Magnani, 2007). 

Interestingly, with respect to cognition in the workplace, Rogers and Ellis (1994) also accord 

with this notion as they considered cognition to encompass the relationships which constitutes 

an assortment of people and artefacts. As a result, fitting in an environment shall consider the 

role that the various artefacts may bring in the process. Hence, the inclusion of artefacts (see 

Figure 1) is a first step in attempting to classify the literature on fit. 

 Another stream of DEC research considers interactions with other individuals key to the 

study of emergent cognitive processes (Hollan et al., 2000; Secchi, 2011; Herath, 2019; Secchi 

and Cowley 2020). In line with this, Hollan et al. (2000) highlights that research from various 

fields all take a stance to consider the cognitive elements/properties of sociocultural 

individuals. He contends that, since the knowledge-flow within a community is primarily 

defined by the social organisation in combination with the structures of action, social 

organisation itself can be considered a type of cognitive architecture.  Likewise, Secchi (2011) 

argues the “social” plays a vital part in cognition since our rationality benefits from the 

interconnected relationship between decision-making and social networks. As a result, the 

interactions with other individuals (i.e. the social channels; see also Simon, 1993) are seen as 

a crucial part of fitting in an environment. Back to the classification, the inclusion of the social 

element (Figure 1) allows to offer a more complete perspective (Hollan et al., 2000; Secchi, 

2011).  

 The fit literature involves interactions between individuals and various social 



environments (Jansen and Kristof-Brown, 2006; Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). It also includes 

interactions between an individual and abstract and/or artificial elements such as jobs, roles, 

cultures, organisations, careers, vocations or even technologies (DeRue and Morgeson, 2007; 

Jansen and Kristof-Brown, 2006). From this angle, it seems that the DEC distinction between 

social resources and artefacts can be used to map this literature. This would allow to more 

effectively differentiate the ‘fit’ literature to identify areas in which cognition can be found. 

Some of the artefacts have a clear social nature (e.g., roles, cultures), but the idea of the 

framework is to make a distinction between human interactions on the one side, and 

material/immaterial resources on the other. From this perspective, the word “social” is here 

used strictu sensu as it only refers to a relation between two or more human beings. So, for 

instance, when the focus is on a human-to-human interaction (e.g., in a work-group, with a 

supervisor), it is classified as a social form of fit (upper part of the crossing between 

‘individual’ and ‘social’ in Figure 1). Whereas, for instance, when the focus is on a human-to-

material/immaterial interaction (e.g., job, role, culture or with a technology), then it is an 

artifactual form of fit (lower part of overlap between ‘individual’ and ‘artefacts’ in Figure 1). 

 To provide with an example, briefly reflect on how ‘fit’ works through the framework 

when considering an individual and specific technology (e.g., a software application or a 

specific device; Lee et al., 2007; Tate et al., 2015). Technology is a tangible and material 

artefact that is qualitatively different from the abstract types of artefacts mentioned above. For 

this reason, and with the purpose of limiting confusion, the proposed framework differentiates 

between intangible/immaterial and tangible/material artefacts (the split in ‘artefacts’ in Figure 

1). In other words, the latter types of artefacts are considered differently than for example a job 

or a role.  

 



1.4. Two essential additions: time and space 

Still drawing on DEC, Figure 1 also shows that there are two other variables that may have an 

influence on fit. The first is time. It is apparent that products from previous events could alter 

the essence of subsequent events (Hollan et al., 2000; Vogel et al., 2020) and, as a result, 

Cowley and Vallée-Tourangeau (2013) claim that such cognitive processes tend to be 

distributed-across time. In relation to this some argue that on the one hand in certain contexts 

the recurrence of certain activities is irregular due to the continuously evolving nature of the 

problem space (Perry, 2013). One the other hand based on the availability of knowledge, 

intellectual and physical resources; identical activities may take place over drastically different 

time scales (Perry, 2013). Hence, situation awareness can be a vital part when adapting into an 

environment. In this respect, research has shown that organisations achieve different fit through 

time due to the dynamic nature of organisational requirements and milestones (Hinings and 

Greenwood, 1988; Miller, 1992). For instance, sometimes organisations prefer to maintain fit 

internally, and other times they seek external fit (Miller, 1992). Therefore, researchers now 

assert that studying a single dimension of fit without taking into account time and context is no 

longer sufficient to effectively understand fit (Jansen and Kristof-Brown, 2006).  

 The second variable appearing in Figure 1 is spatial positioning (space). The DEC 

perspective considers the environment in which people interact as a cognitive space which 

extends the internal cognition (mind/brain) to its surrounding external environment (Cowley 

and Vallée-Tourangeau, 2013; Perry et al., 2003; Newcombe, 2018). It asserts that humans 

logically process information by leveraging external-resources found in an environment. These 

external-resources are also seen as a shared medium in which other people in the same 

environment could leverage, thus enabling co-ordination and collaboration. As a result, Perry 

et al. (2003) argue that coordination does not just exist socially, but it is extended to-and-within 

“real” spaces which carry their own meaning and, in turn, provide constrains that enable the 



interpretation of certain forms of use. Therefore, in cognitive science, space is considered as a 

support to the cognitive functions that are used to formalise a sense of community with regards 

to social organising (Perry et al., 2003). From this angle, the notion of space can easily be 

understood as influencing fit. In fact, Kirton and McCarthy (1988) state that organizations may 

push people to work in a certain way irrespective to their preference. In other circumstances, 

the dynamic of space may also be applied when organisations have to adapt according to their 

external environments (Miller, 1992). 

 Accordingly, in line with the outlined framework, each element of DEC was summarized 

into a visual diagram of the above explained components, as shown in Figure 1— where fit is 

identified by overlap between the (a) individual and the social, and (b) individual and the 

tangible and intangible artefactual. Meanwhile space cuts-across the fit area to represent the 

cognitive space, which embraces the internal and the surrounding external environment. While 

time circles around these components to signify the dynamic nature of fit.  

 

1.5. Applying the DEC-framework to the study of ‘fit’ 

This section will be broken in to two subsections. Firstly, literature with regards to work-

Figure 3: A DEC framework to classify the literature. 



environment related fit measures will be categorised according to the proposed DEC-

framework (In Table I). Then the variables of time and space will be factored in (In Table II). 

 

1.6.Categorisation of fit measures 

The aim of this subsection is to identify how each fit measure can be categorised according to 

the rationalities of the DEC-framework. In a nutshell, the proposed DEC-framework makes a 

distinction between human interactions (social) and the material/immaterial resources 

(artifactual). As to make the classification clearer, the artifactual category is further 

differentiated into (a) Intangible artifactual (intangible/immaterial resources) and (b) Tangible 

artifactual (tangible/material resources). Table I, is an attempt in this direction. It presents all 

the fit mechanisms as they are classified across the three (i.e. social, intangible artefactual and 

tangible artefactual) categories, through the aid of the DEC-framework as discussed before. 

 The first column to the left of Table I, reports the different variants of fit measures 

analysed through the DEC-Framework. There are 10 different measures highlighted in this 

analysis. Out of the 10 measures highlighted, the first 8 of them are mainstream person 

environment fit (P-E fit) measures. The remaining two measures are not traditionally found in 

P-E fit literature, but are fit measures that are related to, and, associated with work-

environments. The second column provides a definition for each of the fit variants, to provide 

the reader with a basic understanding of what the measures entail. The third column on Table 

I, highlights the reasoning behind the classification of each fit measure. The final classification 

is then reported in the fourth column. Finally, the fifth column presents the references related 

to each of the respective fit measures.   

 

 



Table I: A descriptive illustration of how each fit measure is categorised. 

Note: Person-Vocation (P-V) fit, Person-Job (P-J) fit, Person-Organisation (P-O) fit, Person-Group (P-G) fit, Person-Person (P-P) fit, Person-Career (P-

Ca) fit, Person-Culture (P-Cu) fit, Person-Role (P-R) fit, Person-Technology (P-Tech) fit, Cognitive fit  (Cog). 

Fit 

type 

Definition  Entities of Congruence  Category References 

  

P-G 

P-G fit focuses on the skills 

between both parties and the 

interpersonal compatibility that 

exists between the individual and 

their immediate work group. 

Individual →  Single member or whole group 

Here the comparison is between two or more human 

entities. Therefore, it is a human interaction, which is 

evidently social.  

Social Kristof-Brown et al., 2005; 

Vogel and Feldman, 2009 

P-S 

 

P-S fit is essentially a “dyadic 

relationships between individuals 

and others in their work 

environments” (Kristof-Brown et 

al., 2005, p. 287).  

Individual →  Specific person 

Similar to P-G fit, the entities that interact here are social 

in the sense that they are human entities. 

 

Social Jansen and Kristof-Brown, 

2006; Ostroff and Zhan, 2012 

P-O P-O fit is the “compatibility 

between people and organizations 

that occurs when: (a) at least one 

entity provides what the other 

needs, or (b) they share similar 

fundamental characteristics, or (c) 

both” (Kristof, 1996 p.4-5).  

Individual →  Organisational values 

Deals with values which are abstract and are a construction 

of human interaction that is structured through time. This 

highlights their intangible nature and the impossibility to 

locate them on a single individual in the organization. 

Intangible 

Artefacts 

Westerman and Cyr, 2004; 

O’Reilly et al., 1991; Kristof, 

1996 

P-J Vogel and Feldman (2009) claim 

that P-J fit is the “individuals’ 

congruence with the requirements 

of their job and the inducements 

provided to perform it” (p. 69). 

Individual →  Requirements of a job 

Social elements inherent to a job are extremely apparent, 

but the stress has been traditionally on the idealised aspects 

that allow to identify a job, rather than a definition of social 

skills and interactions that are necessary to perform this 

job. 

Intangible 

Artefacts 

Kristof-Brown et al., 2005; 

Lauver and Kristof, 2001 

P-V An individual’s abilities and 

interests matched with the 

requirements and the 

characteristics of their aspirations 

is the domain of P-V fit. 

Individual →  Vocational aspirations 

This depicts the vocation as either the characteristics 

needed to define an occupation or to vocation as 

aspirations towards it, hence intangible.  

Intangible 

Artefacts 

Holland, 1985; Reeve and 

Heggestad, 2004; Vogel and 

Feldman, 2009 

P-Ca This particular type of fit occurs 

when the work-environment of an 

individual can develop his/her 

career through various 

opportunities that satisfy their 

need for optimal career success. 

Individual →  Career orientation 

Some refer to such needs as ‘career orientations’, which 

are defined as “a type of work-related values reflected in 

individual preferences regarding various job types” 

(Gerpott, Domsch, and Keller, 1988, p. 441). Hence, 

intangible. 

Intangible 

Artefacts 

Cha, Kim, and Kim, 2009; 

Parasuraman, Greenhaus, and 

Linnehan, 2000 

P-Cu P-Cu fit is the congruence between 

an individual and the culture of the 

organisation and/or the group they 

work in. 

Individual →  Constructed culture 

Even though, culture is inherently socially construed, here, 

only the “construction” part of the above is highlighted and 

that resonates with the nature of an artefact.  

Intangible 

Artefacts 

Elfenbein and O'Reilly, 2007; 

Hua and Liu, 2017; Zhu, Liu, 

and Fink, 2016 

P-R This type of fit is measured by the 

similarity between an individual’s 

personal characteristics and the 

characteristics and associated 

features of the capacity in which 

he/she is hired for.  

Individual →  What a Role entails 

Perhaps, given the nature of what a role entails (e.g., 

manual labour), one may see P-R fit as dealing more with 

tangible artefacts. However, it is intended as compatibility 

with the perception of what a ‘role’ entails. 

Intangible 

Artefacts 

DeRue and Morgeson, 2007 

P-

Tech 

P-Tech fit, is when the capabilities 

and expertise/practice with the 

type of technology available to 

fulfil the task at hand, are matched 

with the individual. 

Individual →  Specific technology 

By classifying P-Tech fit as tangible artefactual, it is 

intended to focus on the “doings”, i.e. on its applied nature.

  

Tangible 

Artefacts 

Suryani and Sumiyana, 2014; 

Caldwell and O’Reilly, 1990 



Cog Cog fit is observed when the 

mental representation of a problem 

solver matches the problem-

solving element (e.g. table or 

graph) 

Individual →  Cognitive representation 

Cognitive fit within its literature, is always considered as a 

visual representation (e.g., graphs and tables found in word 

processing), hence tangible in nature. 

Tangible 

Artefacts 

Umanath and Vessey, 1994; 

Vessey, 1991; Vessey and 

Galletta, 1991. 

 

When looking at Table I, one could see that there are two variants that operate under the social 

category: (a) person-group and (b) person-supervisor fit. One may argue that, since the inner 

qualities or characteristics (goals, values and personal interests) are being measured between 

both parties, person-group and person-supervisor fit may not be rightly considered a ‘social’ 

form of fit. However, it is considered ‘social’ in the narrow sense mentioned before, 

specifically because it focuses on the way an individual is compatible with a single person or 

with a group. In other words, the study of a social relation is the key here.  

 The following six measures operationalise on the premise of comparing elements that are 

both abstract perceived constructs and, as such, related to and/or a product of a working 

environment. Person-organization fit, and person-culture fit both share in one way or another, 

a construction of human interaction that is structured through time. The attention here is placed 

on the “construction”, thus highlighting the intangible nature of these measures. Instead, 

Person-job and person-role measures are intangible in the sense that, they are what allows to 

identify what a perceived role or idealized job entails. In essence, such ideals and perceptions 

are traditionally considered intangible. Whereas, person-vocation fit and person-career fit both 

represent the characteristics necessary to define what they are and more importantly it signifies 

the aspirational value one associates with certain jobs/occupations. In other words, these 

characteristics and aspirational values both focus on defining or comprehending the essence of 

a certain job or an occupation, which is evidently intangible in nature.  

Interestingly, when looking at the body of work-environment related literature 

surrounding the comparison and matching of material artefacts, two types of fit measures 

emerge: Task-Technology fit, and Person-Task fit. The first is “the usability degree of the 

information technology that helps individuals to accomplish their tasks” (Suryani and 



Sumiyana, 2014, p. 102. The second type, Person-Task fit, is the congruence between 

requirements of a task and the capabilities of an individual (Caldwell and O’Reilly, 1990). As 

elaborated, it is evident that both types share the entity ‘task’. While Task-Technology fit does 

not involve any individual since it studies the compatibility between the description of a task 

and the characteristics of a technology, Person-Task fit is back to a more traditional type of fit. 

It is fair to assume that most tasks require the use of technology to be performed, hence this 

paper claims that Person-Task fit should include (more or less explicitly) aspects of Task-

Technology fit. This is why the two can be broadly categorized, namely P-Tech fit, where 

capabilities and expertise/practice with the type of technology available in order to fulfil the 

task at hand are matched with the individual. The combination of the two types of fit is even 

more apparent when one considers “computer-aided working environments” (Hua and Liu, 

2017, p. 426). Thus, P-Tech fit is classified as tangible artefactual due to its applied nature. 

  Fit mechanisms involving technology and its related tasks are somewhat overlooked by 

the fit literature in management and organisational research. It is within a more technical 

literature (e.g., information systems, human-computer interaction) that a fit measure referred 

to as ‘cognitive-fit’ appears (Vessey, 1991, 2015). This type of fit is strictly used in studies on 

information processing with the intentions of obtaining better processing performance. Due to 

the association with ‘task’ it can be argued that P-Tech fit may somewhat be related to this 

interpretation of ‘cognitive-fit’. However, it is apparent that the latter has a stronger attention 

to cognition as information processing whereas P-Tech emphasises task performance through 

the use of technology. One could be factored as a component of the other, but not vice-versa 

(at least, according to the literature). Cognitive-fit involves a problem representation, and this 

is, within the domain of cognitive-fit literature, always considered as a visual representation 

(e.g., graphs, figures, charts, and tables found in word processing) and hence tangible in nature 

(Vessey, 1991). Therefore, it is fair that this variant of fit is considered a direct comparison 



between an individual and a tangible artefact.  

 

1.7.Factoring in time and space 

The DEC-framework presented earlier includes the two categories of space and time. These 

two are entering transversally into the domains of fit, such that it is difficult to determine when 

time and space affect the various measures classified in the previous section. Table II, is an 

attempt in this direction. In so doing, it takes an analytical approach to DEC as a classification 

tool for fit measures. The aim of Table II, — and, as already stated in the introduction, of the 

paper overall — is that of indicating the ways in which cognition could be used to explain fit 

dynamics in organisations. 

 Table II, takes the five principal components of DEC (i.e. embedded, enacted, 

embodied, ecological, and extended) and organises them according to time and space. While 

most of these cognition-related components would be susceptible to both (Cowley and Vallée-

Tourangeau, 2013; Perry et al., 2003; Vogel et al., 2020), the one dimension that seems 

prominent within that component was chosen. In some respects, this approach follows a similar 

underlying notion to Vogel et al. (2020) where it embraces that the focus should be on the 

dynamic continuous aspects of moving from one situation to another. However, at the same 

time it takes a different approach to Vogel et al. (2020), by identifying the more prominent 

dimension (i.e. time or space) per each DEC component. The intention here is to provide a 

framework which can be used to isolate and capture the DEC components per dimension that 

are more prominently covered by each fit measure, thus providing the grounds to more 

effectively map what each measure is missing or is in lack of.  Considering this new 

categorization, it would be worth mentioning the five components of DEC. The first 

two, embedded and enacted cognition, refer respectively to the centrality of the situational 

context in which cognition happens and to the behaviour that is usually associated with the 



process (Secchi and Cowley, 2018). These two are usually connected to dynamic aspects. 

Think, for example, of an employee performing a task. The surroundings usually represent a 

nested set of values, norms, and routines that are part of the team or of the organisation. The 

action of performing the task is never instantaneous, but requires time and, by definition, this 

time depends on the type of task (Cowley and Vallée-Tourangeau, 2013; Hollan et al., 2000; 

Vogel et al., 2020). For these reasons, embedded and enacted cognition are simplified and 

defined more time-bound. 

 The three remaining components of DEC — embodied, ecological, and extended —are 

connected to the space dimension. Embodied cognition highlights the importance of the self, 

mostly related to bodily perceptions (Varela et al., 1991; Secchi and Cowley, 2018). As such, 

it is fairly obvious that the locus in which cognition happens is identified with the body and it 

is crucial to its understanding. The systemic or ecological component needs a spatial dimension 

to be understood (Hutchins, 1995; 2014; Secchi and Cowley, 2018), since the interacting parts 

of the cognitive system do not exist in a vacuum. Finally, extending cognition to the various 

resources located outside of the human brain, immediately points at a place in space (Secchi 

and Cowley, 2018; Perry et al., 2003). The physical act of an employee performing a task 

requires an understanding of the coordination between one’s behaviour and, for example, the 

technology with which one interacts. Where the task is performed matters in terms of the use 

of physical and mental abilities, and the various internal-external interactions. 

 The first column on the left of Table II, reports the three categories used to classify the 

fit literature: (a) social, (b) intangible artefacts, (c) tangible artefacts. Using an approach similar 

to the one used above in regard to space and time, Table II, is populated with fit measures. By 

looking at the literature, aspects of fit measures that would approximate one or more 

components of DEC was then isolated. Moreover, one or more words were written to remind 

the reason why that fit measure stands where it does. In performing this classification exercise, 



a reconfiguration of the literature is provided, by giving raise to ways of looking differently 

into existing approaches of fit. 

 

Table II: An illustration of how each fit measure could be seen through DEC 

 
Time Space 

 
Embedded Enacted Embodied Ecological Extended 

Social 

P-G goals, values, 

personality 
P-G behaviour  - P-G social-environment - 

P-S situation-

bound 
P-S behaviour, 

work-ethic 
- - - 

Intangible Artfacts 

P-O situation - - P-O work-environment,  

organizational characteristics 
- 

P-J situation P-J work-ethic - - - 

- - P-V interests P-V work-environment,  

opportunities 
- 

- - P-Ca abilities,  

competencies 
P-Ca work-environment,  

opportunities 
- 

- P-Cu behaviour, 

routines 
P-Cu shared values, 

interests 
P-Cu context, awareness  - 

P-R situation P-R behaviour, 

work-ethic 
- - - 

Tangible 

Artefacts 

- 
P-Tech skills in 

action 

- - P-Tech tools, 

technology 

- Cog expertise, 

experience 
- - Cog tools, 

problem-  

representation 

Note: Person-Vocation (P-V) fit, Person-Job (P-J) fit, Person-Organisation (P-O) fit, Person-Group (P-G) fit, Person-

Person (P-P) fit, Person-Career (P-Ca) fit, Person-Culture (P-Cu) fit, Person-Role (P-R) fit, Person-Technology (P-Tech) 

fit, Cognitive fit  (Cog). 

 

 

 

When inspected through space and time, Person-Group and Person-Supervisor fit can be 

considered together. They are both related to time through the embedded and enacted 



components, while Person-Group fit also connects to the ecological. They are enacted in the 

sense that the behaviour between supervisor/group members and another individual may be 

considered through compatibility of behaviour (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005) that specify 

cognitive processes (Secchi, 2011). They are also embedded because the comparison of 

individual characteristics between parties (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005) defines situational 

conditions that enable compatibility (Cowley, 2015). Person-Group fit is also seen as 

ecological due to its sensitivity to its local social-environment (i.e. the group) that works as a 

synergy allowing people to have a shared interpretation of working relationships (Hutchins, 

1995). 

 When looking at P-O fit, it can be seen that it can be made to relate to the embedded 

and ecological components. Due to its focus on, mostly, values (Vogel & Feldman, 2009; 

Kristof, 1996), it depends on both situational conditions that allow these values to take a form 

and apply and to a broader ecological/systemic (or macro) setting from where organisational 

values come from (Hutchins, 2014).  

 Person-Job and Person-Role fit can be considered together (Edwards, 1991) because 

they both deal with practical issues at work (i.e. jobs and roles), and with the conditions through 

which these can be interpreted. The first aspect implies that cognising about a role or a job 

requires putting them into practice (enacted cognition), that is behaving in that job or role 

(Vogel & Feldman, 2009; DeRue and Morgeson, 2007). The other aspect implies the common 

understanding — usually set in a wider context — of what a job or a role entails and that is 

embedded in a given situation, defined through the relationships of a working environment 

(Vogel & Feldman, 2009; DeRue & Morgeson, 2007). 

 According to the literature vocation and career are two concepts that are hard to 

distinguish (Cullen, 2011). It should not come at a surprise when they appear to be analysed 

through the same components, namely embodied and ecological cognition. The latter 



classification is perhaps easier to grasp, because both vocations and roles are designed to fit 

into the larger scheme of an organisation (DeRue & Morgeson, 2007; Holland, 1985). In other 

words, they are bound by opportunities and reach that are possible within the structure of a 

given organisation. The former points at the perception element of a career or a vocation 

(Cullen, 2011; Parasuraman et al., 2000; Holland, 1985), to highlight that ecological/systemic 

constraints are filtered personally, and made to work through one’s personal attitudes, feelings, 

rationalisations, and preferences. This brings the self back at the centre stage (Secchi & 

Cowley, 2018). 

 When considering culture (Person-Culture fit) it can be reasoned in a way similar to 

what was already mentioned above for the ecological and the embodied components. On the 

one hand, organisational culture is defined at a broader level, with the stratified contribution of 

the many participants of the life of an organisation (O’Reilly and Chatman, 1996; Schein, 

1985). On the other hand, how this broad view is understood and perceived by individual 

members of the community is also crucial. There is an additional point here, that is essential to 

any living culture: enaction. No possible interpretation and understanding of a culture is 

possible if one does not act on it and contributes to its daily dynamics, eventually altering it 

(Hutchins, 2014). 

 The only two measures that map on the extended component are those related to the 

performance of a task, i.e. P-Tech and Cognitive fit. The reason is obvious, since both 

technology and any task need external-resources to be performed and, without these external-

tools, there is no reasoning about the task (Clark, 2003). Also, and very clearly through the 

literature on these type of fit (Suryani & Sumiyana, 2014; Caldwell & O’Reilly, 1990; Vessey, 

1991), the emphasis is on performing a task, hence on cognising “through doing” (enacted 

component; Magnani, 2007). 

 



1.8. Discussion: The need for a more-sophisticated fit mechanism 

In spite of the many attempts, on several occasions and over the years scholars have shown that 

P-E fit measures hardly capture the complex dynamic nature of organisational life (Edwards, 

2008; Drazin and Van de Ven, 1985). In this regard, Boon and Biron (2016 pp. 2178-2179) 

claim that researchers argue “measuring fit at one particular moment provides an inaccurate 

understanding of how individuals and environments mesh in the long run” and that “PE fit 

should be viewed as a process”. Given that DEC is an approach to cognition that is particularly 

suited to study complex-dynamic and adaptive processes. The rather ambitious goal of this 

paper has been that of using a cognitive lens to classify the fit literature in an attempt to 

understand how a DEC perspective could contribute.  

 In introducing a DEC perspective, its main components were highlighted— i.e. the ‘e’ 

elements — and indicated that they make particular attention to the space and time dimensions 

(Cowley and Vallée-Tourangeau, 2013; Perry et al., 2003; Vogel et al., 2020). In other words, 

DEC was presented and used as a tool to define complex-dynamic and adaptive elements. 

Figure 1 and Table II are two different ways to represent these aspects. Figure 1 is a graphical 

representation of three categories — individual, social, and artefactual — that identify fit by 

overlap. Concurrently, in an attempt to represent an indispensable element, space cuts-across 

these fit areas and time circles around them. Table II presents a more articulated view on the 

same topic. And it is this last one that provides the most useful information. In fact, from its 

reading, it is immediately apparent that none of the measures covers all the areas. Some cut-

across time and space-related components, but none have a comprehensive take. To achieve a 

more comprehensive outlook on fit between a person and one or more aspects of organisational 

life, two potential streams for research are proposed based on the DEC-framework.  

 



1.9.Research-stream 1: A combinatorial approach 

One research-stream would be that of combining existing measures of fit to cover most (if not 

all) of the components in the DEC-framework. This would mean that, for example, a manager 

interested in exploring whether a new member of the team has an acceptable fit, would be 

looking at combining several measures. The manager may start with an attempt to understand 

how much convergence the new team member has with software, or technology in general, that 

are used in the team, hence covering the extended cognitive part with P-Tech. At the same time, 

such measure of fit would also cover some aspects related to the skills necessary to use that 

technology, hence covering parts of what is labelled enacted cognition. She/he could then 

assess Person-Career fit (or Person-Vocation fit), allowing the evaluation to extend itself to 

aspiration levels to explore possible conflicts with the position offered and overlaps with 

aspirations of other team members. This takes care of the embodied, due to the feelings usually 

associated with aspired states, and of the ecological, because it requires coordination with a 

wider understanding of the team dynamics. A third measure could be Person-Group fit, adding 

other aspects of the already covered enacted cognition, by enquiring about the compatibility 

between the newcomer and the other members of the team. The manager would still miss the 

embedded component, and that could be added by more situation-oriented measures, such as 

Person-Job/Person-Role fit or Person-Supervisor fit.  

 These ones above are not the only combinations available to one who is considering fit 

measures together. Also, the advantage of the ones selected above is that it also covers — quite 

transversally — all three categories, i.e. the social and the two artefactual. Thus, the following 

research questions may provide future research the means to inquire on research stream 1 — 

(a) what is the impact of covering all three categories, on organizational outcomes? (b) does 

such a DEC driven combinatorial approach deliver the desired affect when integrating an 

individual into an environment? and (c) what are the most effective strategies to deploy 



research- stream 1.   

 In regard to the research questions above, researchers attempting to study research-

stream 1 should contemplate the following overarching hurdles. (1) Firstly, combinations are 

limited such that some constructs may be used more while others may be almost completely 

neglected.  This is a problem that has surfaced the literature before, in that some have signalled 

that there is overlap among some of these constructs (e.g., Edwards and Billsberry, 2010; 

Edwards, 2008). Hence, the approach above may lead to redundant measurements. (2) Another, 

perhaps more serious, problem is that this approach — i.e. combining fit measures together 

(Jansen and Kristof-Brown, 2006) — has been attempted before, and it has not performed well 

(Edwards and Billsberry, 2010). Yet in comparison to prior combinatorial approaches (Jansen 

and Kristof-Brown, 2006), research-stream 1 provides a platform to combine measures in a 

less redundant manner while covering all aspects of the DEC-framework. (3) Finally, a fatal 

problem is that none of these measures — with the limited exception of cognition-fit (Vessey, 

1991, 2015) — have been designed to cover DEC-oriented cognitive aspects. In fact, most of 

the cognitive references are indirect, at best (Pierro et al., 2015; Cools et al., 2009). And yet, 

most of the relationships that these measures aim at capturing have a very strong cognitive 

backing. Whether it is the perception of a relation (social resources), evaluation of skills 

(actions and doings), use of technology (expertise, learning), or assessment of values, beliefs, 

and career aspirations (second order thinking), the cognitive element seems rather obvious 

(Secchi and Cowley, 2018). 

 

1.10. Research-stream 2: Developing a new measure  

A way to overcome the limitations of research-stream 1 would be that of creating a new 

measure based on DEC such that it would focus more prominently on the dynamic space-and-

time bound social aspects without neglecting the artefactual ones. By tackling with all the DEC-



components, this new measure would especially focus on the traversing situational-interactions 

between the artefactual and the social. Hence attempting to solve the aforementioned gap in 

literature by addressing (a) the temporal and situational issues of current measures raised by 

Boon and Biron (2016). And (b) perhaps head in the direction towards resolving the issues of 

inadequacy with current measures i.e., regarding organisational and employee performance 

(Edwards, 2008, 1991). To emphasise these aspects, this measure may be called Organisation-

Cognition (O-C) fit and both integrate existing fit measures and provide new insights on 

overlooked aspects by building on the components of the proposed framework (Table II).  

In designing this measure based on the more socially oriented DEC literature (Secchi, 

2011; Secchi & Adamsen, 2017), researchers attempting research-stream 2 would need to 

incorporate three core features. (a) Focus on adaptation. As shown above, cognition is an 

adaptive process in which loosely or tightly coupled units interact (Clark, 2003; Clark and 

Chalmers, 1998). Any attempt to study cognition in organisations should tackle with dynamic 

adaptation of units (e.g., teams, individuals, departments) that work together towards one or 

more goals. Another feature would be captured by (b) understanding that cognition is a study 

of interactivity (Cowley and Vallée-Tourangeau, 2017), hence it requires that O-C fit has a 

very fluid way of defining it, depending on the situation to which it is applied. In other words, 

this means that there is no O-C fit if nodes of a network are considered individually and 

irrespective of the surrounding environment and the presence of a temporal dimension. Finally, 

in order to fully define a measure of complex dynamic adaptive units, (c) one shall lean on 

tools to study these types of systems. One such tools is a combination of either 

qualitative/quantitative studies with advanced computational simulation, for example, agent-

based modelling (Edmonds and Meyers, 2017). Some have already started to show how DEC 

combines with such an advanced technique (e.g., Secchi and Cowley, 2018; Secchi and Cowley 

2020; Herath and Secchi, 2021), although applications using empirical data are somehow 



lacking. O-C fit may bridge this gap. 

Thus, future research exploring research-stream 2 should investigate and question if 

capturing the cognitive-oriented dynamic aspects, provide practitioners a more reliable 

measure to effectively find an individual that is less vulnerable and more adaptable to the 

dynamic nature of organisations. It is argued here that due to this approach’s focus on 

individuals with dynamic adaptability, this in principle should allow individuals to integrate 

into an environment relatively easily (Doeze Jager-van Vliet 2019; Deloitte 2018). In return 

this may foster employees that are more productive and perpetually satisfied (i.e. adjust and 

remain engaged/fulfilled) at work, thus plausibly leading to better performance at work and 

ultimately lower employee-turnover. This implies that a misfit in O-C fit may result in 

employees that are easily affected and more vulnerable to changes, thus potentially resulting 

in the inverse outcomes. It is these questions that researchers should seek to explore, thus as 

mentioned above research endeavors combining qualitative/quantitative methods with 

advanced computational-simulation may seem fruitful. 

 Finally, given the above, it is argued here that future research on O-C fit and fit more 

generally should consider studying the adaptive-interactions between cognitive mechanisms, 

processes, and logics of two organisational entities (e.g., individual and team) that are 

dynamically coupled through working relationships which are scattered-across space-and-time. 

Thus, exceeding the classical micro (physiological) and macro (structural-organisational 

aspects) perspective of organisations, by putting emphasis on the adaptive-interactions of 

socially organizing (cognising) at work (Secchi and Cowley 2020; Herath and Secchi, 2021). 

 

1.11. Concluding remarks 

The paper has introduced a distributed e-cognition approach using the five components of the 

DEC and detailed how more specific aspects of cognition (i.e. temporality, spatial-positioning 



and social/non-social external-resources) could be factored in the various fit measures. In so 

doing, it has highlighted that these current mechanisms (taken singularly or in combination) do 

not satisfy the need for cognition. Thus, the paper suggests that there are two possible research 

streams for future research and conclude that perhaps a new measure of organisation-cognition 

fit that matches each of the DEC components and designed to integrate existing measures, may 

provide a more sophisticated view of fit. 
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