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THREE STATEMENTS

Organisations are 
Viable systems

Manage complexity, 
or get overwhelmed.

Different thinking is 
applied to 
investigate 

different systems



THINKING

The way one sees the world is
a result of ones perception

Ones perception determines
how one thinks

There are many ways
of thinking
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Some problems require 
thinking 

SYSTEMICALLY

Many problems
can be solved by thinking

SCIENTIFICALLY

THERE IS A BIG 
DIFFERENCE



Inference by:
Experimentation and deduction

Objects under scrutiny:
Physical Systems

Methodologies:
Six Sigma, PDCA

Laws applied: 
Thermodynamics, 
Newtonian physics

SCIENTIFIC 
THINKING

SYSTEMIC 
THINKING

Inference by:
Observation and abduction

Objects of interest:
Social systems / companies / 
societies

Methodology:
Systems inquiry

Laws applied:
The law of requisite variety

ORGANIZATIONAL 
EXCELLENCE



WHAT IS A SYSTEM?

A system is a whole that CANNOT be separated 
into independent parts.

When a system is disassembled,
it loses its identity.

When one improves a part of a system, the whole 
does not necessarily improve

It’s the way the parts fit together determine the 
traits of a system

A system is 
anything that 
takes its integrity 
and form from 
the ongoing 
interaction of its 
parts



Clockwork Termostat

Social Systems

SYSTEMS 
CAN BE 

DIFFERENT

Living Systems



WE CAN VIEW
A COMPANY AS

DIFFERENT SYSTEMS
Organisational chart is a typical 
representation of static 
interdependencies. It is often used as a 
company’s model.

Viewing the company as a cloclworks
implies that it is deterministic and can 
change only if someone changes it. 

To be effective it must be controllable by 
its operators – i.e. managers.

We can see it as thermostat, when we 
set KPI and try to diminish the difference 
between observed and desired state.

STRUCTURE IS NOT 
ORGANISATION



WE CAN SEE 
A COMPANY AS

A LIVING SYSTEM

Seeing a company as a living being 
means that it evolves of its own accord. 

It has its own identity, purpose of 
existence and its own capacity for 
autonomy

It produces itself as an entity. 

It can learn as an entity just as sports 
teams can learn and produce emergent 
behaviour

ORGANISATION IS 
AN ORGANISM



THE DEVELOPMENT PATH OF

MANAGERIAL CYBERNETICS

Homeostasis. Circular Causality
The Macy conferences on Cybernetics
“The science of communication and control in the animal and 
the machine…”

Autopoiesis

Ashby’s Law of Requisite Variety 

Biology of living. Maturana & Varela 

Viable System Model. Stafford Beer

“Living is able to maintain a separate existence…”

Managerial Cybernetics—the science of effective organisation. 

Variety as a measure of complexity1950

1956
—
1946

1969

1985
—
1973

Only variety can absorb variety



CAN WE MEASURE A SYSTEM?

Systems are comparable
by their complexity.

Variety is a measure
of complexity.

Variety is  a number of 
possible states
of a system.



EXAMPLE 2

Case description: 
No regulation on road. High 
complexity situation, often 
leads to traffic jam. 
Blocked traffic reduces the 
complexity of the situation and 
system regulates itself.

Inference:
A system will tend to preserve 
balance i.e. there are always 
balancing forces.

EXAMPLE 1

Case description: Traffic light 
has a variety of 4. It regulates 
the traffic. In most cases it 
manages the situation. 
Ashby’s Law of Requisite 
Variety:  

Only variety can 
absorb variety.

Inference:
“Every Regulator has a 
model of what it regulates”.

“The variety of a regulator 
must be at least as large as 
the variety of the system it 
regulates”.

Conant-Ashby theorem
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A COMPANY IS
A SYSTEM WHICH 

MANAGES ITS COMPLEXITY
Company has management which 
controls operations in order to match 
market needs.

To manage operations means to control 
variety. Viable system strives to preserve 
homeostatic balance.

To respond to market needs means to 
match the variety of environment and 
operations. 

The 1st Principle of 
Organisation

Managerial, operational and 
environmental varieties diffusing 
through an institutional system 

TEND TO EQUATE



IF A COMPANY
IS A VIABLE SYSTEM —

IT POSSES THE FOLLOWING 
TRAITS:

• Viable System always has purpose of its 
existence

• Self-aware and preserves its identity
• A system is what it DOES
• It is self referential, i.e. its logic closes-

in on itself
• It is recursive: contains and is 

contained in a system of higher order
• Autonomous or capable of separate 

existence in a favourable environment

A Viable System is
Autonomous and 

Recursive

Cell Cell Cell

Value Stream

Company

Cell Cell Cell

Value Stream



The 1st Axiom of Management

The sum of horizontal variety 
disposed by all the operational 
elements.

Equals 

The sum of vertical variety disposed 
on the vertical channels of corporate 
cohesion.

VIABLE SYSTEMS
RESIDING AT DIFFERENT
LEVELS OF RECURSIVE 

STRUCTURE ARE INTEGRATED 
DUE TO ACCOUNTABILITY AND 

GOAL ALIGNMENT.



WE ARE VERY INTERESTED TO SEE
HOW THE VIABLE SYSTEM METHODOLOGY EXPLAINS 

THE MBU DEPLOYMENT PROCESS



VSM EXPLANATIONSTEP 1: SYSTEMS COHESION

True North — common purpose.

Goal Alignment - Purposeful behaviour

Accountability Process –
communications between different levels 
of organisation

Transformation starts from setting 
communications between different  
levels of recursion. 

This allows to equate variety disposed 
by all the operational elements 
to variety disposed on the vertical 
channels of corporate cohesion.



STEP 2: INCREASED AUTONOMY

The decision maker may lack requisite 
variety. Managerial routines support 
Cells, amplifying their capability to 
manage complexity

Engaging Leadership. Strives to install 
autonomous existence of a Cell 

Leadership Routines. Supports the 
autonomy at the level of Production Cells.

Team Performance Coaching
Develops the Cells autonomy. 

VSM EXPLANATION

MBU process installs additional level of 
recursion, by setting production Cells 
as autonomous entities. It helps to 
manage proliferation of  variety on 
operational axis.



STEP 3: DECREASED ENTROPY 
OF THE SYSTEM

Standardisation attenuates the 
variety disposed on operational axis. Problem Solving

Reduction of complexity.

Intelligent Workspace
Reduction of complexity.

Standard Work
Reduction of complexity.

VSM EXPLANATION

These management tools attack the 
complexity of the object, we need to 
control. 


