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GST 52 – Configurational Relationships 
 
Formal Description 
A configurational relationship describes how entities are arranged, associated or positioned relative 
to one another in without necessarily implying causal interaction. Such relationships define the 
configuration of a collection or assembly by specifying patterns of location, orientation, sequence, 
membership or other forms of association. Configurational relationships describe the organisation of 
entities in space, time or logical structure, but they do not, in themselves, indicate the transfer of 
matter, energy or information. 
 
 
Plain English Explanation 
Many relationships simply describe how entities are arranged. A cup may stand on a table, books 
may be arranged on a shelf, houses may be located along a street, and stars may form recognisable 
constellations. These relationships tell us how things are positioned or associated, but they do not 
necessarily tell us that one entity is influencing another. 
General Systems Theory refers to these as configurational relationships because they describe the 
configuration of a collection of entities. They answer questions such as Where?, Next to what?, Inside 
what?, Part of what? or In what order? 
Configurational relationships are extremely important because they allow us to describe and 
recognise patterns. We identify letters by the arrangement of their component lines, recognise faces 
by the arrangement of their features, and understand maps by the arrangement of roads, rivers and 
towns. In each case, it is the configuration that carries the information. 
Although configurational relationships describe organisation, they should not automatically be 
interpreted as causal. Two parked cars standing side by side are related by their positions, but neither 
necessarily affects the other. Similarly, the countries shown on a map are related geographically, but 
the map itself does not explain how they interact politically or economically. 
Configurational relationships therefore provide one way of describing reality. In the next module we 
shall consider causal relationships, which describe how one entity influences another through the 
transfer of matter, energy or information. 
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Examples 
The seating plan in a theatre describes where each seat is located relative to the others. It provides 
useful information about the arrangement of the seats, but it does not describe any interactions 
between the people who occupy them. 
Similarly, the arrangement of furniture within a room forms a configuration. Two chairs may stand 
opposite one another, but their positions alone do not imply that anyone is sitting in them or 
communicating between them. 
 
 
Provenance and Links 
The study of configurational relationships has its roots in geometry, topology, cartography and spatial 
analysis, all of which investigate the arrangement of entities rather than their causal interactions. 
Gestalt psychology demonstrated that humans naturally recognise patterns and wholes through 
configuration, while graph theory and network theory provide formal methods for representing 
connections and arrangements. Within General Systems Theory, configurational relationships 
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provide the basis for understanding configuration, structure and many forms of representation before 
causal interactions are considered. 
 
 
Practical Exercise 
Choose a familiar location, such as your kitchen, office, classroom or garden. 
Draw a simple sketch showing the positions of at least ten entities. Describe five configurational 
relationships shown in your sketch, such as next to, inside, between, above or behind. 
Finally, explain why these relationships describe the arrangement of the entities without necessarily 
explaining how they influence one another. 
 

 


