Ashby’s Law of Requisite Variety

W. Ross Ashby was a British cybernetician working in the 1950s . Ashby came up with the concept of variety as a measurement of the number of possible states of a system. His "Law" of Requisite Variety stated that for a system to be stable, the number of states that its control mechanism is capable of attaining (its variety) must be greater than or equal to the number of states in the system being controlled. Ashby’s Law was framed in the context self-regulating biological systems, but it was rapidly seen as having a relevance for other kinds of systems. The British cybernetician Stafford Beer went on to use it as the basis for his concept of a viable system in organisational design. In everyday terms Ashby’s Law has come to be understood as a simple proposition: if a system is to be able to deal successfully with the diversity of challenges that its environment produces, then it needs to have a range of responses which is (at least) as nuanced as the problems thrown up by that environment. Therefore, a viable system is one that can handle the variability of its environment, or as Ashby put it, only variety can absorb variety. 

The pace of change faced by organisations today is orders of magnitude more complex than it was forty years ago and in Ashby’s terms, variety has increased in proportion to complexity. Given that variety reduction seems unfeasible in this new situation, the implication is that many of our organisations and social systems—ones that that evolved to cope with much lower levels of variety—are no longer viable. How can organisations then deal with this complexity? Unlike in a complicated context, no right answer can be ferreted out in complex situations, this is the realm of unknown, unknowns. Where there is volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity outcomes cannot be foreseen and the past cannot predict the future. Rather than rely on experts, organisations will be best served in bringing together multidisciplinary, diverse teams with the requisite variety of experiences to innovate new solutions to problems.  In support of this, research has shown diversity improves creativity and innovation within work teams. Solutions to complex problems and game changing innovation so often come from making links between what might at first appear to be completely unconnected concepts.  The microwave oven, for example, was invented when Percy Spencer a radar technician, found his chocolate bar melted when in close proximity to one of his radar machines.
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