
 
  

Law of Requisite Hierarchy 

Idea In Short

Match governance to complexity instead of assuming more central control always creates
more order. The law of requisite hierarchy matters because complex systems require
coordination, escalation paths and rule structures that can handle variety. But they also
require enough local discretion to respond to conditions the center cannot see in real time.
The immediate leadership decision is to design hierarchy that is sufficient for integration
without becoming excessive for adaptation. Executives often swing between two errors.
One is under-governance, where complexity outruns coordination. The other is over-
centralization, where the system becomes slow, brittle and detached from frontline
information.

The law of requisite hierarchy is a governance principle for complex systems. It suggests
that organizations need enough hierarchy to coordinate interdependence, manage shared
risk and maintain coherence, but not so much hierarchy that local judgment, speed and
adaptation are crushed. The challenge is not whether hierarchy should exist. The challenge
is how much and what kind. 1 

Why complexity creates a governance problem

As systems become more complex, local units become more interdependent. More
coordination is needed to keep standards aligned, risks controlled and resources allocated
coherently. Without enough structure, complexity outruns the organization's ability to
integrate itself. Decisions collide, information fragments and accountability blurs.

But the opposite error is just as dangerous. If all important decisions are pulled upward, the
center becomes overloaded and the frontline becomes passive. The organization slows
down, exceptions pile up and local knowledge arrives too late or too filtered to matter.
Governance intended to create order ends up creating brittleness.

That is why complexity demands not maximum hierarchy, but requisite hierarchy.
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What good hierarchy actually does

Effective hierarchy creates a useful architecture of decision rights. It clarifies which issues
require common standards, which can be handled locally and how escalation should work
when conditions exceed local authority. It does not centralize everything. It centralizes what
must be integrated and decentralizes what depends on local information.

This matters because information is unevenly distributed in real organizations. The center
often sees systemic patterns better than local teams. Local teams often see context,
urgency and exception patterns better than the center. Good governance recognizes both
realities instead of pretending one level can know everything.

The structure should therefore mirror the problem landscape, not managerial preference
alone.

How over-control and under-control show up

Under-governance appears as duplication, inconsistency, unmanaged risk and strategic
drift. Teams make fast decisions, but those decisions may conflict or scale badly. Over-
governance appears as approval bottlenecks, decision latency, defensive compliance and
loss of initiative. Teams wait instead of solving and senior layers become choke points.

Leaders should treat these as design failures, not merely cultural ones. If every issue is
escalating, local rights may be too weak. If critical interdependencies keep breaking, central
standards may be too weak. The pattern of friction tells leaders whether the hierarchy is too
thin or too thick.

That diagnosis is more useful than ideological arguments about flatness versus control.

What leaders should remember

Leaders should ask whether the current governance system has the right capacity for the
variety it must manage. What truly requires central integration. What should remain local.
Where are approvals slowing adaptation without reducing meaningful risk. Where is
autonomy creating costly inconsistency. These questions define the quality of the hierarchy.
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The enduring lesson of the law of requisite hierarchy is simple. Complex systems need
governance appropriate to their variety, but excessive central control can be as damaging
as too little coordination. 2, 3 

1Law of requisite variety
2Cybernetics and organizational control
3Organization design and decision rights

Summary

The law of requisite hierarchy remains useful because modern organizations rarely succeed
through pure autonomy or pure command. They need a governance architecture with
enough capability to manage interdependence, risk and shared standards, yet enough
permeability to allow judgment where local knowledge is richest. This is not just an org-
chart issue. It affects decision latency, resilience, accountability, innovation and strategic
coherence. The enduring lesson is that hierarchy should be judged by how well it matches
system variety. Too little governance produces drift. Too much produces paralysis. Good
leadership builds the level of hierarchy the complexity requires and no more than that.
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