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Abstract. Governments are confronted with all kinds of changes in their digital
environment, such as pandemics, fake news, and security breaches. These changes
come with many uncertainties and are hard to predict, whereas decisions need to
bemade quickly to avoid a negative impact. Adaptive governance embraces uncer-
tainty and complexity by enabling continuous learning, involving a wide range of
diverse actors, and being able to react within a short time frame. Adaptive gover-
nance can be viewed as a governance philosophy based on a range of instruments
to create adaptability. The conflicting values of stability and adaptability can be
balanced in different ways by governments. The variety in the environment and the
variety of instrument to adapt to the environment needs to be in concert. Adaptive
governance instruments can be combined to increase their effectiveness and to
create a resilient society. Further research in governance instruments, their usage,
and their effectiveness is needed.

Keywords: Adaptive governance · Adaptability · Agility · Information society ·
Cybersecurity · Law of requisite variety

1 The Need for Adaptive Governance

Governments are struggling to respond effectively to events that are hard to control. For
example, the pandemic has had a large impact on our society and has resulted in the need
to adapt continuously. The pandemic has shown various ways of responding to the crises
by adopting all kinds of technology [1]. Another need to adapt comes from fake news.
Policymakers are taking action to protect their citizens and institutional system from
online misinformation [2]. Also, innovating and dealing with new technology develop-
ments like artificial intelligence (AI) and Internet of Things (IoT) results in the need to
adapt by governments [3]. Governance is necessary to respond to these developments
and the making of the necessary decisions. Yet the government is not always equipped
to deal with this. Traditional governance is based on rules and regulation, a well-defined
hierarchy of control, specialization and impersonality, clear accountability and authority,
which is developed to ensure predictability, efficiency and stability [4]. This results in
a discrepancy between the environment and the organization of the government. Regu-
lations and policies for dealing with these challenges do not yet exist, and strict control
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is often not possible in these kinds of situations, whereas there is an urgent need for
governments to adapt to the changing circumstances. To deal with with these kinds of
uncertainties has resulted in the concept of ‘adaptive governance’.

Adaptive governance refers to the ability of government to deal with complex soci-
etal issues having high levels of uncertainties and in which stakeholders having different
and diverse interests are involved [5]. Uncertainty, complexity andmany divergent stake-
holders are the starting points for adaptive governance. Adaptive governance attempts
to address uncertainty in a wicked situation through continuous learning, involvement
of multiple actors in decision-making processes and self-organisation of the governance
system [6]. Adaptive governance originates from dealing with natural disasters, extreme
weather events, economic crises, and so on [7, 8] and has been introduced in digital
government and information society by Janssen and Van der Voort [4]. This has been
followed by other scholars [7, 8] using sometimes different names like agile governance,
although they refer to different concepts. Whereas agility originates from software engi-
neering and relates mainly to the speed of sensing and response within given structures,
adaptivity is founded in evolution theory based on the core elements fitting and learning.
Evolution implies system-level changes throughout government [6].

In this contribution, the concept of adaptive governance is investigated frommultiple
views. Adaptive governance can be viewed as a philosophical approach, but also from an
instrumental perspective. Adaptive governance requires that predictability and stability
on the one side, and adaptability and flexibility on the other hand, can be achieved.
For this they need to be balancd. We argue that these can be combined by utilizing a
combination of instruments. For this, we investigate Asby’s law of requisite variety to
investigate te diversity of instruments needed to deal with the various uncertainties in
the environment.

2 Is Adaptive Governance an Oxymoron?

‘Adaptive’ and ‘governance’ might look contracting at first glance. Governance is about
control, authorities and accountabilities,whereas adaptability is about informality, chaos,
and change. From this perspective, these words can be viewed as an oxymoron. An
oxymoron is a figure of speech in which apparently contradictory terms appear in
conjunction.

The governance model of public administrations is often based on the ideas of Max
Weber model of bureaucracy. Whereas traditional governance refers to aspects like con-
trol, monitoring, stability, accountability and institutional arrangements, this is not per
se the way governance needs to be arranged. For example, in a complex adaptive sys-
tem (CAS) independent entities can be guided by simple rules [9] which is based on a
complete different type of governance. These simple rules can enable entities to form
a cohesive and dynamic whole like a flock of birds. Furthermore also, in network gov-
ernance strict control is not possible as there are various autonomous organizations
involved. Network governance relies on a governance model based on bilateral commu-
nication and agreements instead of on formal hierarchies. Although adaptive conveys
the idea of decentral, informality, simplicity, experimentation and might almost look
like an anarchy, governance is possible, but it is arranged differently. Similar to network
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governance and the governance of CAS being different from Weber’s model of gover-
nance, also adaptive governance is different from this model. Adaptive and governance
are not contradictory and they can even strengthen each other. Adaptive governance is
a governments’ capacity to deal with change while protecting society from instability
[4]. Adaptive governance can enhance traditional governance by providing a range of
additional governance instruments.

3 Combining Values

In the previous section we argued that adaptive governance is not an oxymoron. This
raises the question of how adaptive values on one side and stability on the other can be
combined. Adaptive governance should enhance the capacity of an organization to deal
with and adapt to changes while protecting the same organization from becoming unsta-
ble [4]. Adaptability might become chaos, whereas stability might result in bureaucracy
and red tape. Both extremes are not desirable. As such, adaptability and stability are both
needed at different times but need to be balanced, as shown in the figure below (Fig. 1).

Stability

Adaptive

Fig. 1. Balancing and shifting between adaptability and stability

Essential for adaptive governance is the ability to balance the stability and adaptabil-
ity values. Stability and adaptation alternate, and both are needed. This can be accom-
plished in various ways. For example, one strategy could be to change some part of the
system, whereas to let some parts of the complete system to remain stable. This can be
followed by changing other parts. Another approach is to adapt the whole system and to
move to a new stable situation. Such a radical approach might be riskier in comparison
to an incremental approach. Furthermore, changes can be incremental by bottom-up
implementation via continuous improvement-oriented activities or by achieving radical
organizational change by completely rethinking and adapting a new vision. In summary,
different strategies can be employed to balance adaptability and stability in a way that
they can be achieved simultaneously. For the governance, this implies that we do not
have to get rid of the stable governance structures but that adaptive governance can
enhance and enrich the range of governance instruments that can be used.
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4 Creating Adaptive Governance

Ashby’s law of Requisite Variety states 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 [10]. Ashby’s law should
not be viewed as a kind of universal law but rather as an organizational principle. The
interpretation of Ashby’s law suggests that if governments want to deal with the uncer-
tainties coming from the environments, then the governments need to have a repertoire
of responses. Hence, the government systems should be able to handle the variability of
its environment. In contrast, traditionally the strategy was to reduce the variability by
standardizing responses [11]. For example, by creating standards form for applying for a
permit or to standardize complain procedures. Such an strategy is feasible for situations
within the own jurdisdiction, as the environment has to deal with the government by
complying with regulations and policies. However, the type of uncertaincies mentioned
at the start of this paper cannot be standardised as they are out of the control range.
Variety reduction strategies are not feasible and other strategies need to be employed.
Janssen and Van der Voort [4] provide a range of strategies. Below we summarize the
main characteristics of these strategies.

• Empowering and decentralized decision-making and efforts. This ensures that deci-
sions can be made quickly and close to where the uncertainties occur. Teams can
quickly react to changes by adapting their priorities and capacity.

• Combine bottom-up and top-down approaches. Hierarchy can become a rigid
command-and-control structure and can block innovation. Top-down approaches need
to be enriched by bottom-up approaches.

• Detect early-warning signals. Signals of uncertainties and need for changes need to
be heard at the early stages. Mechanisms and incentives for providing early-warning
signals can enhance the adaptive power of governments.

• Wider participation. A variety of stakeholders are involved and by representing their
voices, their ideas and thoughts can be heard. This can result in better interventions
and also to the acceptance of these interventions.

• Focus on governance processes. Focus on procedures and governance processes
instead of on rules and regulations. Ensure procedurally orientation instead of
technically rational orientation to deal with more variety.

• Enhance local knowledge by supplementing them with scientific inquiry. Involve a
diversity of researchers to gain and accumulate the knowledge needed.

• Diversity of skills, expertise and knowledge. People should be trained with new types
of knowledge. Education and trainingwill enhance the adaptive capacity. Furthermore,
their ability to learn should be enhanced to seek for newways of working and solutions
to deal with the uncertainties.

• Experimentation. The measures and their consequences are often not known. There-
fore learning by doing and experimenting in practice within a restricted environment
can provide insight into what works and what does not work. Dealing with uncertainty
by continuous adjustment.
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In Asby’s law the variety of the government must be at least as great as the variety
of environment [11]. As the variety of the environment is unpredictable, this is hard to
meet this requirement, nor is it necessary. Governance instruments and uncertainties do
not have to be symmetric. Most important is to have a sufficient variety of adaptive gov-
ernance instruments to deal with the variety of uncertainties. Furthermore, instruments
can be combined, and it is likely that only a combination of instruments can be effective.

5 Conclusions

Although governance might be associated with hierarchy and control, a broader and
richer view should be taken to associate governance also with adaptability. Adaptive
governance is not an oxymoron and should be treated as something that is desirable at
the same time. Adaptive governance accepts uncertainty by being prepared for change
and surprise. An essential requirement for adaptive governance is the need to balance
stability and adaptability. They can exist at the same time, or they can alternate. More
research in strategies for combining stability and adaptability is needed.

Adaptive governance requires the embracing of a diversity of governance instru-
ments. There should be a sufficient variety of governance instruments to deal with the
variety of uncertainties. The variety of instruments and the environment can be asymmet-
ric, as governance instruments are likely being able to deal with a range of uncertainties.
Furthermore, instruments can be combined, and it is likely that only a combination of
governance instruments will be effective.
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