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Figure 16 – Landscape of Change for the Refugee-camp Context.

Changing the Nature of Top-down InfluencesB.	 . Top-down, UN 
resolutions may be able to change local politics and help set more 
favourable conditions for change by providing and sustaining an 
aid programme. However, there may be a tension with the local 
government’s view of how to provide regional security where the 
degree of fear or distrust of the local government may be decisive. 
The UN may authorise aid workers to do things that the government 
won’t permit, leading to contradictory tensions within Zone (d). 
There are behaviours that the aid agencies might be able to encourage  
e.g. by offering support to those who volunteer to return to their 
villages. In terms of adding or removing components or changing their 
properties agencies can, over time, augment/substitute for their own 
hard-pressed staff by training-up suitably competent refugees.
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Changes Through Self-organisation/Self-regulation.C.	  Here, 
cultural, ethnic, tribal and religious influences will be very important 
modifiers of behaviour. Aid agencies need to work with and within local 
sensitivities and identify key nodes – the well-connected influential 
people who can help shift opinions and set an example. Of course these 
are not just the people with the obvious labels of leader. Someone 
who is respected and revered can have disproportionate and decisive 
influence (say in the way that Mahatma Ghandi of India did) and can 
‘flip’ community behaviour. The aim here is to foster an atmosphere of 
trust and tolerance that will increase the likelihood that communities 
can begin to improve their own conditions. In transition terms there 
is a threshold here where change can only occur when the underlying 
conditions for doing achieve a favourable critical mass, a tipping point. 
The Landscape can help practitioners identify and track the indicators 
of those underlying factors – though it is the people themselves who 
will make the transition; it cannot be done for them nor can the time of 
its occurrence be predicted.

Changing the Nature of Bottom-up Influences.D.	  An obvious reality 
here is that people, because of their circumstances, may not be able to 
help themselves much at first when they arrive at the camp. In Landscape 
of Change terms their Zone (a), space of possible and performable 
actions, will be minimal. The agencies are obviously compensating 
for this by providing food and shelter. However, the more people can 
take responsibility/acquire the capabilities/change local conditions 
and, in time, feed themselves, the easier will be the transition back 
to ordinary life and dependency on aid agencies will be reduced. In 
addition, through education and through mutual support, previously 
disenfranchised people may begin to make their voices heard. Overall 
then, where in earlier times actions weren’t available they may now not 
only be a possibility for individuals but also, with the help of the UN’s 
top-down influences for example, achievable.

By Doing NothingE.	 . In this aid agency example, the ‘do-nothing’  
option may be adopted by warlords or political figures who will bide 
their time till the UN and the aid agencies have gone and then carry on 
as before. Worse still are those who promise to help and then just quietly, 
through inaction, let the opportunities pass. As a result, practitioners 
may need to use assertive cunning. 
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May we suggest, as an exercise, that readers plot and annotate the various Zones 
on a blank version73 of Figure 16 and experiment with some of the degrees of 
freedom and potential interactions to expose alternative spaces of possibilities 
for each of the actors associated with this context.

Working with Multiple Viewpoints. In situations like the refugee camp, 
which are typical of practice, the notions of ‘understanding the problem first’, 
‘implementing the plan’, ‘defining end-states’ and so on, which are normally 
associated with projects and management, are largely meaningless. Obviously, 
behind-the-scenes and back at headquarters in a comfy office somewhere, careful 
planning and logistics are underway – but these activities support practice, they 
are not practice itself and this can create tensions between those in the field and 
those in the office. Why is this? Well, because the planners and practitioners 
have very different viewpoints and experiences of practice in the context. The 
planners, usually for accountability purposes, demand data from the practitioners 
that they simply cannot supply as it is just not observable or collectable. For 
example the planners may, understandably, want to ask: ‘How many doses of 
milk-feed Type ZZ1 were stolen? Who took them and where are they now?’ or 
‘What are your forecasts for antibiotic usage next month?’ or even ‘Why has the 
uptake of high-energy biscuits from Country-X suddenly dropped off, what do 
you think are the causes? What are your proposals for turning the situation round 
as Country-X is offended?’ Clearly, those in the field and those in the office have 
different ideas about ‘causality,’ about the nature of dynamic phenomena in the 
context, and how they manifest themselves and the degree to which they can 
be understood and influenced in reality. Practitioners are greatly helped if their 
office colleagues appreciate the touch points between the real-world context and 
their administrative accountability context. We suggest that developing multiple 
versions of Landscapes of Change separately, and then comparing them together, 
will help expose these differences and promote complementary, but not unified, 
understanding. So, as practitioners and planners use the Landscape, Trade-off 
Space and do Symptom Sorting collaboratively for the real-world context and as 
change is considered, they will, in effect, be describing alternative journeys that 
they can take ‘together’. These routes/threads will develop over time – which is 
no problem as our Approach can perform the integrative functions necessary to 
enable complexity to be put to work. For example, at any point one might divert 
off to consider trade-offs or to spend time studying the context more closely, to 
understand new aspects of its features and dynamics, and then come back to 
practice – and when and whether you do that... depends.

73	 Blank PDF versions of the Landscape of Change, Trade-off Space and Symptom Sorting 
diagrams are available on the Triarchy Press website at:  
www.triarchypress.com/ComplexityDemystified/diagrams 
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Drivers – Reasoning and Reflecting about Practice – 
Trade-off Space 
In this section you might want to re-examine some of the drivers of change 
in your context or, having gained an appreciation of the context, you wish to 
consider some of the trade-offs you may need to make. Fundamentally, what 
drives the dynamics of practice are mismatches, tensions, potential contributions, 
discomforts and ‘deltas’ – i.e. differences, gaps, opportunities and gradients of one 
sort or another. Given what has been learned from complexity science, it would 
make no sense in the Guide to enumerate these and to try to link each driver 
to ‘appropriate action’ in a predetermined cause-and-effect way. However, it is 
possible to pick out some of these drivers and tensions and identify the sorts of 
dynamic changes that they generate (that would be modifiers of context) so that 
they can be ‘traded-off’ one against another in order to compare their influences. 
So, how would this be done as part of reflecting on practice? We offer a simple 
tool that can be used to plot some of the modifiers and tensions – the Trade-off 
Space diagram74 is shown in Figure 17. This is a tool for thought that is designed 
to help the reasoning necessary to surface issues and enable reflection about 
some of the consequences for practice. The outputs from the Trade-off Space are 
candidate ‘change issues’ which, in terms of our Approach, correspond to the 
ways of influencing the context shown on the top-right axis of the Landscape 
of Change.

74	 Please note that this is not a so-called Ishikawa ‘fish-bone’ diagram (which is based on too 
simplistic a model of cause and effect and on unrealistic assumptions about ‘knowns’ for it 
to be reliable in practice in complex contexts).
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Figure 17 – Tensions and Modifiers of a Context Shown on the  
‘Trade-off Space’ Diagram.75

Using the Trade-off Space. Depending on the change issue selected, the diagram 
would be populated with tensions and modifiers (which we list and discuss 
below). It is unlikely that one would try to plot all the tensions in a context on 
a single diagram – one would select, using judgement, those which are relevant 
to the change issue and must include the givens and realities. The Figure shows 
a generic example. At the top the change issue under consideration has been 
stated – in this case that the ‘community in question becomes less reliant on aid 
agencies’. So the diagram represents understanding about the trade-offs which 
might have to be made/to be taken between the tensions and/or modifier factors 
in this context. Factors nearer the top are considered to be more important, those 
further down, less so. Arrows going to the left indicate things that may inhibit/
impede the change and those to the right indicate factors that may enable/
promote change. The longer the arrow the more significant the estimated/judged 
potential effect. Arrows are grouped around related/interdependent factors. 

75	  A copy of Figure 17 is available on p258 to cut out and use while reading the Guide.
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Balancing factors are shown by opposite arrows. Where it is possible to identify 
key actors or other ‘agents’ associated with unblocking or facilitating something 
then arrows are annotated accordingly (e.g. in the Figure the activities of ‘Faction 
X’ are undermining trust, so 'Faction X' might be a key player and agencies ‘Q’ 
and ‘N’ are those who might need to adjust their strategies). To populate the 
diagram, either individually, or in groups, people might propose change issues 
and ‘compete’76 them, identify candidate modifiers and tensions and add them 
to Trade-off Space diagrams. It is important that these factors are not just what 
is known and familiar – possibilities (however unlikely) should be considered 
and imaginative insight encouraged. Trading-off is probably best done as open 
discourse, as most of the value of this activity is in the dialogue that takes place 
and the narratives that develop – the diagram is merely a shared artefact from 
those discussions. The idea is to identify the relationships and interdependencies 
between different combinations of these tensions and modifiers to explore the 
space-of-possibilities around the change issue. The aim is not to ‘solve’ the 
change issue or to build a plan or develop the ‘steps leading up to the end-state’, 
but to appreciate the different ways in which practice might flow around and 
through the change issue. A very important insight for practitioners is that the 
transition from now to some desired future cannot be a single step – the journey 
may have what seem to be setbacks at the time – but these often set the enabling  
conditions77 for later success. Again, this trading-off is more than just cause-
and-effect ‘what-if-ing’ – it is about getting a feel for the ways that the dynamic 
changes may influence each other – directly, indirectly and in the other ways 
we will discuss in Chapter 7. The types of tensions and modifiers include the 
following special cases (the list is not exhaustive): 

Blockers/FundamentalsA.	 . These include factors which could hold up 
everything else if not removed (such as the ‘State holds on to power’ 
in the Figure) or those fundamentals on which opportunities seem to 
depend. It is especially important to consider who or what is in the best 
position to change these should that be necessary. 

Contradictions/ParalysersB.	 . Of course, there are some tensions and 
mismatches that just seem downright contradictory e.g. ‘You can’t 
have endless growth and a sustainable future – can you?’ That seems a 

76	 ‘Competing’ change issues sounds competitive and confrontational but, depending on the 
community involved, it may be the best way of surfacing and challenging some of the 
hidden assumptions and ingrained thinking to develop a really practical sense of contextual 
complexity from a diverse set of experiences.

77	 At the time, it may not even be apparent that what happened was an enabler and so it is 
unwise to close down or exclude activities which, in the current frame of reference, seem to 
‘make no sense’. They probably will with hindsight! 
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contradiction but do these two have to be in opposition and mutually 
exclusive? What does ‘growth’ mean in the planetary ecosystem sense? 
There has been ‘endless growth’ of biomass on Earth for some 3 billion 
years. And then there are ‘paralysers’, tensions which are apparently 
locked in some mutually self-defeating way that holds up everything 
else, such as, in the example, the way that people feeling powerless 
undermines the formation of self-help groups.

‘Gate-keepers’ / Enablers / Energisers / Intermediates. C.	
Gate-keepers are mediating tensions in a position to free-up some 
dynamic indirectly. Examples include: a person who acts as an 
intermediary, or a set of negotiations that, as long as they continue, 
provide the goodwill for other activities. In terms of the enablers (setting 
the conditions for change which may occur some time in the future), 
energisers and the intermediate influences, these may be very non-
linear and disproportionate – something that seems very insignificant 
at the time may have global impact later.78 For example, in the way that 
education, especially of women, has brought about social change. 

Unknowns / Unknowables D.	 / Hypotheticals. Practitioners should 
think about factors which, if they did exist or could happen, might 
totally change practice – and what sorts of indicators of their 
presence could be expected to be detected. For example, considering 
the ‘vulnerabilities’ inherent in the purpose or intent that has been 
formulated may lead to identification of ‘countermeasures’ that people 
might employ to undermine desired change. In the Figure, both the 
state and the factions in the civil war may wish to frustrate the efforts of 
the aid agencies. Positioning such things on the Trade-off Space at least 
puts down a marker that these items should not be discarded.

There is plenty of scope for extending the Trade-off Space diagram as seems fit. 
Regions (shapes) could be placed to show where there is, for example, a shortfall 
in capability or to group items that involve mostly top-down, self-* or bottom-
up influences, or to indicate particular types of communities-of-practice and so 
on as shown. Colours can be used to emphasise other dimensions of influence 
that are considered significant – it is all up to the people concerned and what 
makes sense to them. A standardised scheme could be counter-productive as it 
may end up limiting the meaning that can be represented on the diagram. The 
Trade-off Space could certainly be used and adapted as a shared artefact where 

78	 An everyday example is when people say ‘We’ve looked at the statistics and have filtered 
out the things that don’t happen very often and the marginal opinions’ – the, unwise, 
assumption being that obvious things are the most significant indicators of change – which 
of course they often are not.
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groups have differing perceptions about the issues. There may be multiple Trade-
off Spaces being used at once (to represent the viewpoints of different actors for 
example) and they can be printed on transparent material, overlain one on top 
of another and compared visually if necessary. They may be iteratively revisited 
as change occurs, they may become a significant shared artefact or just an idea 
in someone’s head. As change issues are suggested/dealt with the looping may 
take the practitioner onto the Landscape of Change for implementation or back 
to Symptom Sorting if further information is needed – it all depends.

Modifiers of and Tensions/Opportunities in Contexts. We now present some 
of the modifiers and tensions that we consider to be significant to practitioners, 
along with a description and an indication of what their potential influences might 
be as part of putting complexity to work in practice. We have arranged them in 
an approximate order with items concerning individuals first, then those relating 
to communities and then on to tensions and modifiers of context:

EmotionA.	 , Passion, Arousal, Anger, Empathy and Apathy. Human 
emotions are significant drivers and modifiers of change and are 
certainly far too transient to be factored into practice individually. 
However, en masse, it is surprisingly easy to estimate what people 
are likely to do – though not what the outcomes might be. The use of 
emotion to generate ‘creative tension’ from the bottom-up and a drive 
for change in practice is a good thing – but may need the presence of a 
facilitator. Practitioners who are culturally-aware will recognise triggers 
for emotion and the scope for faux pas in negotiations if inter-personal 
signs and signals are misinterpreted. In these situations the role of a 
‘local expert’ can make all the difference to appreciating the real issues 
in a context as a route to achieving self-sustaining change.

Expertise, Repertoires, CapabilitiesB.	  and Complexity-Worthiness. 
Clearly, mismatches in complexity-worthiness capabilities are a driver 
of tensions and opportunities. Expertise cannot be ‘handed out’; it is 
something that people generate for themselves bottom-up – though 
enabling conditions can be provided. Actors with a limited or inflexible 
‘repertoire’ of behaviours, once identified, can be accommodated, 
educated or bypassed. Practitioners need to be able to assess complexity-
worthiness in a way that enables them to see when a mismatch, or lack 
of it, is holding up or deflecting change. If this lack is in their tasking 
agencies or donors then this may be tricky to deal with unless the 
consequences to the project and to real-world change can be clearly 
demonstrated.
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People’s Will – Intents, Motivations, Fears, Hopes and Needs.C.	  These 
tensions, which also include levels of trust, have a negative impact if 
motivation clashes, or will and motivation of actors and/or institutions 
in the context are an undermining influence in the context or even 
stifling the dynamic. Consequently, such states of mind need to be noted, 
motivations and concerns understood, which often requires, yet again, 
good facilitation skills and/or local expertise to obtain insights. Change 
may be seen by some people as being competitive, creating anxiety. The 
context presents opportunities and potential benefits for some and, for 
others, ‘disadvantages’ (or perceived disadvantages) – in terms of land, 
wealth, access to services, rights, cultural goods etc. Practitioners have 
to take account of this potential divergence within and among (groups 
of) people holding an interest. These features are deeply held internally 
and expressed individually, socially and ‘politically’ through personal 
choices, allegiances (unity or fickleness) and so on.

People’s Personal Qualities of Experience, Worldliness and Maturity. D.	
People’s experiences and maturity are important resources that can 
be drawn upon by others or contributed through collaboration. They 
affect the formation of opinions and shape the way people relate to the 
world, to groups they belong to etc. based on how they interpret events, 
relationships, news, political moves and other influences. In practice, 
there may be large differences between the levels of experience, 
worldliness and maturity of groups and entities in a context. Because 
these qualities can’t usually be changed quickly e.g. education may be 
required or social conditions changed, this means that practitioners 
need to be open, patient and have the willingness, space and ability 
to foster teaching, learning, personal development, and to help build 
(community) capacity.

Money, Wealth, Possessions and Access to Resources (inc. E.	
Land) and Status. This modifier creates strong dynamics that drive 
change. Manipulating the asymmetries in real or perceived amounts of 
possessions is, and always has been, fertile ground in human endeavours. 
Practitioners often have to deal with the consequences of differences 
in (physical) ownership. These may manifest themselves in conflicts, 
for example when (non) possession threatens livelihood, when stifling 
and limiting dependencies or seemingly insurmountable (and illegal) 
power ‘structures’ have been created through wealth and possession of 
a few individuals or of a strata in society. Or it may simply be about 
finding equitable ways to use money that is available. This may require 



Chapter 6: Using The Approach in Practice 

151

compromise in negotiations, where ethics allows, and being pragmatic 
about tolerating some inequalities even though idealism would be 
preferred in getting ‘fair shares for all’ regardless.

Viability and Vitality of Livelihood – Self-Worth and a Sense of F.	
Purpose. This modifier is a major one in many contexts. Viability and 
vitality of livelihood is not something you can give people per se, it is 
a feeling that emerges bottom-up from having opportunities and the 
possibility and ability to be able to realise them. Internal tensions can 
arise where someone aspires to ‘better’ themselves but is blocked in 
some way and feels upset about it – or external tensions come about 
where someone is seen to have an ‘unfair’ advantage, which might in 
reality only be there for the short term. Interventions that appear to 
affect only some livelihoods, or some more than others, are sure to 
trigger a strong response, not necessarily of competition, but also in 
terms of self-initiative, positive motivation and energy. The inequality 
of and variability in access to creating viability of livelihood is present 
in any practitioner’s context. Practitioners can have a role in exposing 
opportunities with the actors, and of acknowledging and facilitating 
agility and capacity creation, even in institutions, as a route to change.

Types of Viewpoints and Perceptions Held.G.	  In real-world, multi-
stakeholder situations the context is shaped, often unexpectedly, by 
the multitude of viewpoints and perceptions held, and by the extent to 
which they may or may not be significant in relation to particular types 
of change. Practically, viewpoints need to be elicited, considered and 
compared, often in a variety of ways, using different techniques that 
practitioners  judge to be appropriate. Many views are unspoken yet 
they affect private and public motivations and intentions in a way that 
sets agendas in a context. Perspectives are facets of contexts, such as 
economic, social etc.

Degree of Understanding and Appreciation of ContextH.	 . Flowing 
from the variations in people’s viewpoints, perceptions, experiences 
and worldliness are the differences in experienced complexity  
i.e. the degree to which people appreciate the realities of the contextual 
complexity. These tensions can be a source of dispute that can be 
inhibiting, but they can also provide alternative insights that explain 
the context in a way that wouldn’t have been possible or wouldn’t have 
occurred otherwise. Some may be able to sense a change that others 
cannot; some may consider it tractable and others be defeated by it. 
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The degree of understanding can be manipulated by providing or 
withholding information, through people agreeing to collaborate more 
openly or by individuals being prepared to reveal previously hidden 
insights, that did not seem to matter before, for the benefit of the 
group.

Consent, Involvement, Detachment, Indifference and Contentment. I.	
These tensions and modifiers of context are positive if they are supportive 
of change, if there is enthusiasm and people get engaged because they 
can see the benefit for themselves, or when new ideas can be realised. 
Bottom-up enthusiasm can then be turned to advantage in a way that 
becomes infectious and self-generating, by supporting relationships 
and influences that seem to be ‘going the right way’. Enthusiasm can 
lead to self-organisation as a driver of change, if appropriate wiggle-
room is enabled by practitioners or the people themselves. 

Quite often, when contentment is prevailing, little can be achieved, people 
cannot be mobilised, and the situation is static. As participation of the 
ones who will bring about change is indispensable, practitioners cannot 
take for granted that all those involved in a context will agree equally. 
Tensions arise from the degree to which people ‘buy-in’ to an idea or on 
how confident or vulnerable they feel in declaring their support. There 
is a kind of flocking behaviour here – if people see others withdrawing, 
they too may decide to detach. Strong incentives/peer pressure that 
reinforce people’s inclinations may tip the balance. Practitioners may 
need to set the conditions for engagement by fostering or even providing 
an appropriately nurturing atmosphere for bringing people together 
and making them think it is their change. Changing involvement means 
being realistic about the kind of negative or supportive influences of 
all types going on behind the scenes, which may not be able to be fully 
appreciated or influenced directly.

Culture and Cultural Tendencies, Beliefs and Attitudes. J.	 Contexts 
can be influenced by a vast range of, often subtle, cultural and belief 
issues and their manifestations, such as religious holidays and 
traditions, eating habits etc. Culture and belief will also influence 
human behaviour and attitudes through taboos, superstition, and social 
control. Practitioners might find that these factors play a dominating 
role in their context – especially when novelty and opportunity arise in a 
form of change that would question, ignore or inhibit the predominant 
beliefs (whether actually or by implication).
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Relationships, Interdependencies and Connectedness.K.	  The types 
of relationships and interdependencies that modify interactions, and 
hence dynamic phenomena in the context form a pattern. These ‘degrees 
of connectedness’ are: independent, interdependent, co- dependent 
and assimilated. Groupings with different qualities of (internal) 
connectedness work in dissimilar ways and they may find cross-group 
working hard and that tensions arise as each group has ‘incompatible’ 
degrees of freedom. These differences are reflected in the variety of ways 
that collaboration can be organised: separate, in federations, shared or 
‘unified’. The degrees of connectedness can be directly and indirectly 
modified by changing rules, incentives and amounts of initiative, and 
so on.

(Openness To) Collaborate, Share and Interoperate. L.	 When there 
are differences between how open people are, this can undermine 
confidence and trust and slow down collaboration and progress generally. 
Differences in the willingness to ‘interoperate’ can be misinterpreted 
– for example, if people hold back because of a lack of ability rather 
than caution or protectionism. Effective collaboration is emergent 
but can be influenced by leaders setting good examples, by bringing 
people together through effective procedures/training being in place to 
make it easier, and through a strong, reinforcing sense of reward/group 
achievement. Also, practitioners can bridge across diverse groups as a 
way of achieving a degree of interoperability.

Presence or Otherwise of LeadersM.	 , Heroes, ‘Icons’, Gurus and 
Villains. Practitioners recognise that such individuals or, in some 
cases, fashions, are important drivers of a context. Understanding their 
impact and mental and political power in the informal sphere, and the 
corresponding motivations of ‘followers’ is essential in any context. 
These are not constituted in rational’, graspable structures – instead, 
intuition and common sense are required to make sense of them and 
their influence and significance in the context. These kinds of leaders can 
act as proxies, through a social contract, for those who lack individual 
power in their own right. Practitioners will have to engage with them as 
drivers of change even though their, mostly transient, manifestations of 
referent power, whilst influential, are hard to alter in conventional ways 
because it mostly exist in people’s minds.

Societal Norms, Morals, EthicsN.	 , Values and ‘Democracy’. These 
are modifiers of the self-organising, self-adjusting and ‘self-healing’ 
phenomena of societies that emerge from the continual interactions 
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between people, their context, the various societal groupings previously 
referred to and the coercive and/or regulatory structures that are in place. 
When these norms persist over time they can become institutionalised 
in various ways, sometimes being enforced even when they are out of 
date or irrelevant in a manner that can be very constraining. However, 
if they evolve too quickly, then society may become too permissive 
(‘anything goes’) or, in a positive sense, very agile and adaptive to 
changing opportunities/imperatives. In most contexts practitioners 
can take these modifiers as givens about which little can be done in 
short timescales – unless it is a part of some transition that generates 
wiggle-room.

Types of Symptoms, Indications, Indicators, Measurements O.	
and Goals. Symptoms give strong indications of what is going on in 
a context and are expressed in diverse ways – such as, ‘a dilapidated, 
degraded environment’ or ‘a buzz among-the-people’ or ‘last month’s 
trading statistics’. They cover a wide mix of qualitative observations 
and impressions that practitioners will come across. Because of the 
nature of practice the indicators are usually not quantitative and not 
expressed in terms of goals or end-states. For example, risk assessments 
take the probability and frequency of occurrence of an event, the degree 
of impact and cost of mitigation and multiply them to produce a risk 
factor; practitioners might take the possibility of a change and consider 
its potential in terms of the extent and nature its influence and its 
feasibility in practice as a measure of opportunity. This means that 
practitioners need to identify those features or phenomena in a context 
that could be used as appropriate indicators of instances of change in 
the context – note that these are, once again, often detected or observed 
through third parties who are better placed and/or connected to sense 
the necessary phenomena.

Significance, Meaning, Interpretation (Evidence, Outcomes) and P.	
‘Truth’. This leads on to a related modifier concerning the meaning or 
significance that is attached to features and phenomena in a context. To 
use a geographical analogy: on a map, whose legend is used to interpret 
the symbols on the map? In supermarket-chain types of situations 
these kinds of things can be mandated. In practice, items that might be 
significant to a government, such as administrative boundaries, might 
not even be recognised by local people as being relevant to their lives. 
Also, evidence which is acceptable to the community may not be seen as 
valid by the state – and vice versa – and notions of the nature of ‘truth’ 
can differ greatly depending on degrees of trust. Hence, to align, but 
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not necessarily standardise, the meaning and interpretation applied 
top-down with that understood bottom-up may require practitioners 
to be involved in a collaborative activity to explore cross-over items of 
significance to all concerned.

Structures, Collaboration PatternsQ.	 , Organisational Forms and 
Federations. In each context, a variety of organisational structures 
and forms of social organisation and informal collaboration are 
present. Contexts can be characterised by the presence or absence of 
these different forms and the resulting classes of interaction and the 
degree of ‘interoperability’ that emerges, which can itself become a 
driver of change. Practitioners, therefore, will not only need to be 
able to recognise the structural forms adopted by the entities they are 
dealing with. Also, they have to be able to understand the consequences 
in terms of the types of collaborative discourse that the entities are 
likely to use and relationships they may build as a result, as described 
by Etienne Wenger in his book Communities of Practice. Practitioners 
should be able to judge which types of organisational forms are needed 
in particular circumstances and set them up and evaluate their utility, 
directly or indirectly.

Natures of Social, Institutional, Religious or Cultural Groupings/R.	
Communities-of-interest (CoIs). These forms manifest themselves in 
practitioners’ contexts as different types of groupings and their potential 
interdependencies are an important feature. Groupings follow their own 
interests and societal engagement in professional or voluntary ways 
and, to a greater or lesser extent, have certain reputations, associated 
structures and statutes. Individual groups each have their own type of 
impact on context, such as the degree of disagreement or collaboration 
between two or more of them or the nature of their dislike of other 
groups. Set types of ‘communities-of-practice’ always co-evolve in 
any society (and in some form in most ecosystems) with identifiable 
characteristics (discussed further below). In all circumstances, what is 
relevant to practitioners is the way in which one can engage with such 
groups as partners and identify the role they might play as modifiers of 
change in practice.

Types of Power-structures and How Power is Exerted/Manipulated. S.	
Types of power and the structures they generate can have a strong 
impact on a context and also establish the criteria affecting which 
options are possible. These structures can be engaged and worked 
with, but sometimes one has to work around them. Power-structures 



Chapter 6: Using The Approach in Practice 

156

are present at all levels, but often do not reveal themselves in a tractable 
manner.  For example, having positional power doesn't necessarily mean 
you have influence. As a given, power dynamics can inhibit change, but 
can also be a vehicle for ‘empowerment’ when constraints are released. 
Practitioners will always be part of the power tensions and trade-offs 
that can be used to modify organisational and social structures.

Ways-of-Working.T.	  Ways-of-working are about more than just 
differences in administrative procedures. Overall, some people may 
work in flexible ways whereas others need to get approval for everything 
they do. The variations in ways-of-working emerge from intersections 
between power, organisational forms, permissions and obligations, 
moods and habits and even cultural and religious sensitivities and other 
degrees of freedom. For practitioners this means being prepared to 
adapt to, and employ, very different ways-of-working – even in different 
parts of the same context.

Compliance, Justice, Punishment, Legal Codes and Political Order.  U.	
One cannot legislate top-down for everything that happens (and there 
will always be novelty), and regional, social and cultural differences will 
create tensions that prevent compliance being identical everywhere. 
Also, what would be seen as a serious punishment in one situation 
may be laughed at in another (They exclude you from the tribe? So 
what, we don’t have tribes!). It requires good understanding of the 
justice system and legal codes applicable in a context, as these shape 
peoples’ expectations, desires, their wiggle-room, and status, capacity 
and capability for engagement. Many practitioners are already aware of 
the possibilities and constraints that the intersections and differences 
between regulatory approaches offer in their option space – such as 
moving people or tasks to where regimes are more appropriate or, as 
already discussed, changing the ‘shape’ of the codes. Options include 
altering the regulations, working with the dynamics they create or, from 
the bottom, working round them.

Scale, Scope and Boundaries (Open, Closed, Hidden)V.	 . In any real-
world context there are many levels  of existence (from the sub-bacterial 
to supra-cultural phenomena and everything in-between), so there will 
be many different actors and entities working at different scales and 
within different scopes at different levels. The scale issue is relevant to 
practitioners who, with change propagating through levels, might need 
to consider a broader set of actors, and who or what in the context is 
best placed to bring about change that is effective at multiple levels. 
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This can cause tensions, potential misunderstandings and even total 
disconnects, but also enriching insights and influences. In practice 
mandating a unified view concerning levels and boundaries negates 
the benefits of diversity. Where common ground is needed, it will have 
to be discovered and described appropriately – and adapted over time 
through learning.

Time-Horizon, Tempo, Timeliness, Rates of Change. W.	 We can 
consider time as a modifier of context and a source of tension in four 
ways: how it is absolutely, how it is in relative terms, how rate of change 
is perceived and in terms of time-horizons for issues of interest. For 
practitioners, time as an absolute is an environmental given, but it is  
one that will be relative to the viewpoint of the multitude of (key) actors, 
each working with different time-horizons in their viewpoint of the 
context. In terms of how rate of change is perceived then, for example, 
small, quick-witted creatures will notice events that larger ones won’t 
register – in practice we could liken this to comparing an individual’s 
perception of events on the ground with those of an institution. The 
timescale for both making sense of significant events and/or engaging 
with them appropriately – relative to the challenge – is a significant 
driver. Note: too short doesn’t necessarily mean you only have seconds 
– it may mean that you can’t intervene or influence ‘in time’ to have 
any effect within the dynamics of the current circumstances. In terms 
of a time-horizon therefore, practitioners may be required to work to 
a project life cycle containing milestone deadlines, when in reality the 
dynamics and rate of change cannot be fixed by arbitrary dates that 
might put practitioners out of touch with the ‘long-wave’ cycles of a 
real-world context.

Accuracy, Precision, Certainty and Predictability.X.	  In practice, 
mismatches in meaning and usage of precision, accuracy and certainty 
can create tensions in expectation, accountability and measurement 
of outcomes. For example, one may be very precise about something 
inaccurate such as 'we are 23.965 miles from home' when in fact it is 
nearly 26 miles away. Practitioners need to be prepared for this, in 
cross-cultural situations where the formal language of commerce, say, 
is at odds with colloquial usage or the received wisdom of the streets, 
but where information communicated in ‘imprecise’ terms can be 
crucial for a context. Practitioners also need to apply judgement when 
the dynamics in a context seem, to stakeholders, to be predictable and 
describable with a certain precision as a basis for working, which in 
reality, and for practitioners, is not applicable.



Chapter 6: Using The Approach in Practice 

158

Context – Appreciating and Reflecting about Realities 
– Symptom Sorting
This section is for practitioners who need to develop or update their appreciation 
of a situation by reflecting on realities. This Symptom Sorting, as part of our 
Approach, picks out the features79 of contexts and the related issues that shape 
their characteristics, regardless of their origin or type. Given the nature of the 
endeavours with which practitioners are involved, however, the examples below 
are mostly framed in terms related to people’s lives and to practice.

So, how does one go about doing Symptom Sorting? Well, it just so happens that 
the way that practitioners' issues were grouped, at the end of Chapter 2, relates 
strongly to the way that complexity science explains how complex phenomena 
emerge. Symptom Sorting investigates the cross-over between the two and so the 
matrix in Figure 18 can be used to represent what is known and might be found out 
about a context. On reflection, the utility of this cross-over isn’t surprising at all. 
Complexity science has indicated that these phenomena arise in an environment 
where entities, especially purposeful ones, interact. In a similar way, practice is 
about influencing the phenomena that are apparent in a real-world (complex) 
context and practitioners are concerned largely with relationships and with 
social, purposeful behaviour among people (entities). This means that mapping 
one against the other captures a rich description/appreciation of contexts. Of 
course Symptom Sorting can’t just be a snapshot in time – there has to be iterative 
revisiting and review as circumstances change and novelties arise.

In this section we will first look at the Symptom Sorting matrix and how to 
populate it. We'll explain how to capture and represent the main characteristics 
of contexts: the types of communities-of-practice that may be present and then 
the perspectives that would have to be considered.

79	 We’re using the term ‘feature’ in the same way as described in Chapter 3, to mean objects, 
emergent phenomena or persistent patterns which are tangible to an actor in a context.
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Figure 18 – Symptom Sorting – Capturing Context and Appreciating the 
Differences80.

80	 A copy of Figure 18 is available on p259 to cut out and use while reading the Guide.
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So what is the idea behind the Symptom Sorting matrix? Along the top of the 
Figure, from left to right, are the complexity science axioms that we first heard 
about in Chapter 1, from the components through to the phenomena that emerge 
in a complex environment. At the right-hand side are the real world issues, the 
aspects of practice, as the practitioners see them, extending from the enabling 
capabilities at the bottom to the dynamics of practice occurring in a setting at 
the top. In each of the squares is a statement of what the cross-over signifies to 
practice in terms of the characteristics of the context. For example, judgements 
concerning the nature of the ongoing background dynamics are placed at the 
cross-over between Environment and the Dynamics of Practice. Regarding the 
Elements of our Approach, on Figure 18 we have indicated where, roughly, the 
various Elements81 introduced in Chapter 4 are on the grid of the matrix. For 
example, Contextual Complexity (CC) clearly sits between the Environment/
Setting cross-over (because the CC Element examines the givens and realities) 
and Experienced Complexity between the Practice and Reflecting and so on. 

The Symptom Sorting matrix does not always have to be fully and methodically 
completed if this is not required – once a baseline has been captured it is more 
beneficial to either learn-by-doing in practice or to spend time with the Trade-
off Space developing a feeling for the dynamics. The matrix can be revisited and 
updated along the way. Note that the cells are definitely not intended to ‘partition’ 
the context in a reductionist way – that would be a mistake – so it is entirely 
appropriate to overlay shapes and regions that make sense to the users as they 
see fit. In addition, it may make sense to populate two or more versions of the 
matrix from different perspectives (e.g. economic, political etc.) and compare 
them as circumstances change as a way of exposing unspoken assumptions and 
overlooked opportunities.

How to do Symptom Sorting – Populating the Matrix. We’ll now go through 
the cells in the order that they appear from right to left and starting in the upper 
row to indicate the characteristics that each captures, but please don’t take it that 
this implies some kind of preferred order in the way that the Approach is used. 

Nature of the Setting.A.	  The setting is the particular circumstances 
in which practitioners may find themselves working. It includes the 
environment, its dynamics, the entities in it and their purposefulness 
and intent. Of course the environment is a shared space for working 
and living (for all types of entities and creatures) and provides, sustains 
or inhibits different conditions affecting the use of resources. The state 

81	 Key to names of Elements: EC Experienced Complexity; CC Contextual Complexity; PI 
Purpose and Intent; SP Strategies and Possibilities; OG Option Generation; IS Influencing 
and Shaping. NC stands for Natural Complexity.
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of the environment and competition for use of resources generates 
tensions that affect practice. The environment cannot be thought of 
as a single feature – the variety of level, scale, use, detail and the time-
horizon of many of its processes can be influential in different ways 
even in the same setting. Let’s examine these issues:

Nature of Natural Complexity in the Context1.	 . A particular mix 
of natural and/or social features in a context may pose specific 
challenges and/or offer opportunities. Hence, these features, their 
occurrence and composition, should be captured – such as types of 
settlement or the political situation. An example of something that 
would matter to practice is the ‘Zero-Sum Game’ factors – finding 
out which types of critical resources are significant in this context. 
The Contextual Complexity Element would be used to expose 
these issues and the relevant factors that might be modifiers of the 
context or be the basis of tensions. 

Ways in which Context2.	  Changes Dynamically. When 
practitioners asked us, ‘How does change happen, where is the 
theory of change?’ they were in one breath apparently wanting 
to understand all the laws of nature – life, the universe and 
everything – whilst also asking, ‘Why is this change occurring?’ 
These are actually two different questions. The first has been 
dealt with in Chapter 3 in the discussions on givens and realities 
– natural complexity is as it is. The second question, ‘There is a 
specific change happening – why is it occurring (as this matters 
to me)?’, is a practitioner-centric one. The answer will be different 
from one practitioner to another. That is why it is important here 
to characterise the types of dynamic change faced, including those 
depending on the context, those which extend into and through 
cyberspace, and the degree to which these dynamics depend 
on/affect givens in the setting. The Contextual Complexity and 
Experienced Complexity Elements are designed to capture these 
factors. It is because ‘effect’ isn’t localised in time and space that, 
in the Approach, we emphasise the importance of iteration over 
timescales that may extend way beyond those of an initiating 
project to pick up long-wave dynamics.

Ways in which Purpose is Set and Intent is Shaped by Context3.	 . 
It is difficult, without the sort of robust evidence that Symptom 
Sorting generates, to challenge the mindset of someone who 
doesn’t understand realities such as: change doesn’t happen in 
isolation, or there are co-evolutionary aspects, or the ‘boundaries’ 
of a project do not delineate the limits of effects. The insights 
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gathered in this cell express the implications of the realities of the 
setting in a way that supports the formulation and adjustment 
of purpose and intent. We accommodate this in the Framework 
by ensuring that, in the Purpose and Intent Element and in the 
Reflecting on Realities loop, the unavoidable issues, even if they 
seem to be hindering certain endeavours, are explicitly identified, 
acknowledged and factored into the ongoing work in the 
community-of-practice.

Components4.	  in the Environment – Creatures, Objects, Agents. 
One of the things that practitioners can do little about is the 
actual people, communities and institutions they find themselves 
(working) with in a setting. Who these are will present either a 
significant opportunity or constraint depending on what they are 
like. In practitioners’ terms, as well as objects such as buildings, 
creatures in the world and digital agents on the Internet for 
example, people, institutions, etc. are also ‘components’ and 
it may be necessary to affect their properties, and those of the 
‘human ecologies’ to which they belong, through education, 
empowerment, funding, coercion and so on, to achieve the 
changes required. This cell of the matrix is where practitioners 
gain an appreciation of which entities are involved in the setting, 
which ones have to be involved in the context and which ones 
could be left out without consequence, and to what degree the 
practitioner’s involvement has, of itself, shifted the dynamic. 
Whilst such things cannot be predicted with certainty, they 
definitely need to be considered – and this is part of the task of the 
Purpose and Intent and Contextual Complexity Elements. 

Issues Related to the Dynamics of PracticeB.	 . The ‘cells’ of the 
matrix in Figure 18 are not neatly and discretely bounded units with 
no connection to each other. They are more like overlapping regions, 
and this is very apparent in this next row. Here, we are concerned with 
the space of practice and of experiences of bringing about change –  
i.e. capturing those insights gained by being ‘on the water’ before we 
return to the beach and contemplate ways to improve our surfing. This is 
why on the matrix the Experienced Complexity Element is in more than 
one place – to pick up on experiences of practice and of the realities. All 
the cells in this whole row are about characterising different aspects of 
one and the same thing – what practice is like in this context:

Natural, Ongoing Background Dynamics1.	  – Givens. It might seem 
from Chapter 3 that there is little that can be done about the 
dynamics of natural complexity in an environment, but of course 
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this is not true. Humanity has the ability to reshape landscape 
and change ecologies fundamentally – for example, and all too 
often, through wholesale ‘commercial development’ of farmland 
or by vast new building programmes for residential housing, such 
as those going on in China, that disturb the natural dynamics. 
In this cell practitioners need to characterise ongoing change, 
possibly using a version of the routine, predictable, challenging, 
crisis ‘symptoms’ introduced in Chapter 5. Noting these things 
is part of the role of the Contextual Complexity and Experienced 
Complexity Elements.

Practice given the Changing Realities – Patterns2.	 . We could 
write a whole book about this one cell as it encompasses so much: 
about the types of complex patterns, how to recognise them, about 
their transience or otherwise, etc. and how they affect us all and 
we all affect them. Set types of communities-of-practice always 
co-evolve in any society (and in some form in most ecosystems) 
with identifiable characteristics (discussed further below). In 
all circumstances, what is relevant to practitioners is the way in 
which one can engage with such groups as partners and identify 
the role they might play as modifiers of change in practice. Again, 
the trick here is not to get caught by the idea that you have first 
to identify and represent (say on a network or system dynamics 
diagram) the specific82 patterns of interactions that are active in 
your context. This is not recommended, both because you won’t 
manage it with any degree of certainty or reliability anyway, and 
also because you will expend a great deal of nugatory effort trying 
to do it. Instead, either through learning-by-doing or from shared 
experience, one has to identify the kinds of general dynamic 
patterns that occur in the context. As this cell is the ‘gateway to 
practice’, its outputs inform the Influence and Shaping Element 
as the basis for understanding how to work with the dynamics to 
change outcomes (using the Trade-off Space and/or Landscape of 
Change).

Practice as Changed by Purpose and Intent3.	 . Some of the 
potentially complementary and contradictory factors in a context, 
in real-time, are driven by the actions of everyone involved in a 
situation. In other words, in this cell practitioners need to identify 
how the dynamics might change based on how people might 
adjust their intentions. However, for the deliberative aspects of 

82	 Imagine if our surfer tried to do this before surfing by, for example, trying to map the 
hydrodynamics of a particular wave. However, understanding wave phenomena in general is 
very useful as it could form the basis for strategy.
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purpose and intent the tensions between Experienced Complexity, 
Purpose and Intent, Options Generation and Influencing and 
Shaping Elements have to be considered. Concerning cyberspace, 
let us not forget that the software agents and devices (such as those 
in so-called ‘ambient intelligence’ buildings) have a degree of 
intent, too, which may, increasingly, be a factor that practitioners 
have to consider – obviously in some contexts more than in 
others. As an example, it is well-documented that the so-called 
‘Black Monday Crash’ of the Stock Market in 1987 was caused by 
the ‘program trader’ computers (software agents that perform 
rapid stock executions based on external inputs) entering a self-
reinforcing downward spiral. Human traders saw the apparent fall 
in the Market, and their perceptions led to panic selling – actions 
which appeared to ‘validate’ the computers’ deductions, and which 
then triggered another round of selling.

Role of Components4.	  in Generating Dynamic Phenomena. 
Structures, communities-of-interest, collaboration patterns, 
organisational forms, and federations can also be considered 
to be ‘components’. The aspects of the components that affect 
dynamic change, even when the entities involved are not human, 
need to be captured as part of the Purpose and Intent Element. 
For practitioners, the key point here is being open to the range of 
things that might be significant ‘game changers’ in their area of 
concern. For example, a swarm of locusts can generate a political 
and economic impact far outside the area in which they have 
devastated crops – though obviously they didn’t ‘intend’ to do 
it, their need to eat created these wider impacts. Something as 
simple as varying the diversity of the components involved in a 
task changes team dynamics – add computers and people stare at 
the screens rather than at each other (the computers are a kind of 
primitive, and possibly inhibiting, team player)! Insights from this 
cell inform the Option Generation Element as do any complexity-
worthiness factors noted concerning the components.

Issues Related to Reflecting and Deciding. C.	 As we mentioned in 
Chapter 2, across the various domains in which practitioners work 
they had similar kinds of experiences of complexity and of trying to ‘do 
things differently’, and so they raised many common issues. This was 
true even when practitioners worked in completely separate situations 
on different types of tasks. Inevitably though, for some, certain issues 
were high on the agenda that in other domains were not there at all. 
The reasons for this are apparent when we look at this next row where, 
though the ways in which the reflecting is done are similar, the context 
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is the major driver of what matters and what does not. It is for this 
reason that, as far as possible, in this row, as far as possible, practitioners 
should examine how reflecting should be done and what to tease out in 
this context in order to find, for example, potential change issues for 
the Trade-off Space or patterns or dynamics to add to the Landscape of 
Change:

Reflecting on Givens and Acknowledging (Past) Realities1.	 . 
Here practitioners have to take a deep breath, note the realities 
and givens and face up to the consequences of these – and this, 
of course, includes being open to the unexpected opportunities 
that might reveal themselves. In the Framework, the way that 
practitioners would do this would be to use the Contextual 
Complexity Element to expose the realities and then, by 
comparing them with their experienced complexity, practitioners 
have the basis for considering the consequences in terms of the 
feasibility of what can be done (Strategies and Possibilities) in 
the context and take this into the Trade-off Space. Other givens 
in the environment might include regulations, laws and policies, 
issues of environmental awareness, political situations and morals, 
cultural and ethical issues. This ‘environment’, as it is now, owes its 
current form to things that have happened in the past. Therefore, 
reflecting needs to consider more than just the ‘now’. As a result, 
people may find that when they look into the past there was 
an opportunity that was missed or, on a positive note, that past 
events have laid the groundwork for possibilities that they can take 
advantage of in the future.

Reflecting on Possibilities Given the Realities of Change 2.	
(Now). The type of insights from this cell tend to concern the 
more proactive/immediate/reactive issues, driven by dynamic 
change, where people are adjusting what they are doing as a 
result of what is happening right now. This  can be done as part of 
practice itself – supported by what goes on in the Influencing and 
Shaping and Experienced Complexity Elements. It is in this space 
that issues of power come into play strongly and where finding 
uncontested spaces can provide a way of making a breakthrough. 
In this cell practitioners should look for the types of transitions 
discussed in Chapter 5, whether triggered deliberately as part 
of enactment or learning, or arising unexpectedly as a result 
of changes over different scales, levels or time-horizons. These 
changes and transitions may be undetectable (directly) by humans 
but might be evidenced by surges of precursor activity, possibly in 
cyberspace. 
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Reflecting on Intents, Drives, Values – Perspectives and 3.	
Viewpoints (Futures). This cell is at the heart of practitioners’ 
concerns about what to do differently when, given the changing 
realities that are detected, considerations about purpose and 
intent may need to be re-formulated. Some of the drivers that 
result in things altering purpose and intent come from answering 
questions such as: Which cultures are present and active in the 
context and what are the ‘norms’ to take note of, what is “the 
other” to me, how well do people understand each other, do they 
have enough common ground? Also, people may ask: What is 
implicit in my intent, in the way others are viewed, and when 
considering what part ‘they’ may have in what is to be achieved? 
How are people working together, in what sort of structures, 
federations or alliances, and what challenges and opportunities 
does that present? As our partner Merfyn Lloyd says, ‘It’s mostly 
common sense to work this out – but whose common sense?’ 
So the reflection in this cell is informed in a number of ways 
including looking at the potential differences between the Option 
Generation Element and complexity-worthiness balanced with the 
successes or otherwise of actual practice.

Reflecting on what Entities do and could do, Behaviours, 4.	
Relationships and Interactions (Preparing Options). Under 
this heading practitioners need to consider the types of people 
recruited for different types of situations, how they should be 
trained, whether they needed different kinds of skills and how 
this might affect what could or couldn’t be done. They should 
also think about whether access to different types of tools and 
facilities could affect options for practice. Practitioners should use 
common sense to consider the effects of changing the properties 
of components such as people’s sense of initiative. As an example, 
initiative will be suppressed where there is an ‘ethos’ of blame 
and punishment and the consequences of that, in changing how 
people interact, is that they will become cautious and seek to work 
only within the rules. The Option Generation Element provides a 
way of identifying some of the tensions between intent, possibility, 
capability (complexity-worthiness) and practice and, in doing so, 
supports the use of the Trade-off Space.

Issues Related to Available Capabilities/Complexity-WorthinessD.	 . 
This row is where practitioners assess which capabilities are available in 
the context that may affect the complexity-worthiness of actors/entities 
and how differences in levels or degrees of complexity-worthiness may 
create tensions and opportunities for practice. This is partly about 
employing the assessment criteria we discussed in Chapter 5 but is also 
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about capturing any factors that may change the conditions needed to 
be complexity-worthy (such as the constraints that we have discussed – 
that may deny an entity the use of capabilities which would otherwise 
be available). Therefore, in this row, practitioners should identify 
complexity-worthiness factors for use in the Trade-off Space or patterns 
or dynamics that depend on it that may modify the dynamics in the 
Landscape of Change:

Symptom Sorting – Representing Communities-of-Practice in the Context. 
We have heard in this chapter about many of the features and tensions of a 
context – some occur at the environmental level, some are between individuals, 
others between groupings, and many are just variations in the overall nature 
of the dynamics of a context across all of these aspects. There is a larger-scale 
pattern to the way these features and tensions manifest themselves because of 
the way human beings ‘just are’. In this section of the chapter we examine how 
these patterns – that one might call the ‘social dynamics of practice’ – can be 
put to work. But are these groupings distinct and separate, or interdependent in 
some way? What are their characteristics, and do they form a pattern? Indeed, 
they do form a pattern and we use the term communities-of-practice for these 
clusters of human activity. The intersections between these characteristics, which 
would be plotted on the Symptom Sorting matrix as regions/shapes, determine 
how the identity of specific clusters are defined through:

their dynamics and ‘purpose’ – which can be expressed as lifecycles ••
which include how: 

they form (why and where do they come about and for what •	
purpose) and how they sustain themselves (the nature of internal 
and external linkages and interdependencies); 

their cohesion•	  and persistence is sustained (what keeps them 
together, what kinds of shared values etc. drive the dynamics) and 
which interdependencies they have with other communities-of-
practice and the patterns of connectedness between them;

they transition (change structures, scale•	  up and down) and under 
which kinds of circumstances particular instances of clusters may 
dissolve.

their behaviours••  arising from their organisational/structural forms – 
practitioners would plot out the characteristics of real-world instances 
of clusters and how they function in practice such as:
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the types of power that drive them and how it is used; •	

the nature of and degrees of coupling•	 /clamping between their 
components and the resulting extent of wiggle-room, degrees of 
freedom and innate resistance/openness to change (leading to 
phenomena such as flexibility, robustness, agility etc.);

their control mechanisms – how accountability•	 , authority, 
archiving, repudiation, security (where boundaries are set and 
which transgressions occur) and risk are handled. 

These clusters are not distinct and independent and people do not ‘join’ one 
cluster to the exclusion of the others – there is a rich interplay of forms driving 
society. We heard a little about these forms in Chapter 3 where Thompson (2008) 
identified four general classes of what he called ‘solidarities’ in human society 
based on their organisational characteristics, their relationship with each other 
and with the environment. Depending on what people are doing at any one time, 
they are aligned with or give allegiance to, concurrently, one or more of them. 

In practice, the four solidarities alone are not enough to ‘explain’ or express the 
rich variety of specific behaviours seen in and between communities-of-practice. 
For example, as a private individual someone may be a father, whilst at the same 
time being a public employee, a community leader and part of a religious group. 
Also, the clusters are mutually co-dependent and co-evolve in various ways: the 
‘silent majority’, generally, look to the public institutions to make and enforce 
laws that ‘keep them safe’; commerce needs the silent majority (and others) to 
be their consumers; criminals need people to prey on and so on. As an example, 
in their book Freakonomics, Steven D. Levitt and Stephen J. Dubner point out 
that the organisational detail, incentive structures and economic distribution of 
wages within drug dealing matches that of many burger companies. Despite the 
fact that these two examples of different communities-of-practice are organised 
in very similar ways, other than at a theoretical level, one would not say they were 
equivalent in terms of their respective impacts on society at large. Recognising 
and dealing with these types of inter-dependent factors is the bread-and-butter 
for practitioners that this Guide supports. 
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Figure 19 – A Range of Communities-of-Practice.

The Communities-of-Practice.  Let’s look, in clockwise order, at the 
communities-of-practice in Figure 19 in more detail to identify how their features, 
modifiers, mismatches, tensions and interdependencies may help practitioners 
to put complexity to work in reality. We’ll pick out a few of the practical 
characteristics of each community, beyond their organisational forms, below:

Intellectuals.A.	  This cluster of clusters includes academics, artists 
and those outside the mainstream of society in the sense that they 
wish to maintain an independence of viewpoint. Their power largely 
comes from their expertise and they are organised bottom-up and 
often informally in open, fluid and lightly connected ways. Though the 
academics depend on institutions like universities to provide them with 
the infrastructure and administrative support they need, they would 
claim the right to academic freedom of expression and dissent from 
anyone and everyone if they see fit. People we might call ‘hermits’ can 
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be found in this cluster – free-thinking ‘gurus’ detached from society, 
yet often highly influential – and as thought leaders they can really set 
the agenda in a context.

Belief-System Centric.B.	  This cluster has distinct ideas about the notion 
of ‘truth’ – though arising from very different sources from those of the 
Intellectuals, for example. The religious sub-clusters get their identity 
from their adherence to a faith system which expects people to become 
members and is tightly coupled to truths and doctrines/dogmas, some 
of which are very ancient. Membership can impose strict obligations, 
such as submitting to a system of laws whose observance is a necessary 
part of the faith – where the ultimate source of power is unassailable 
and unreachable (directly) by any believer – or any practitioner! In this 
respect these groups can be a microcosm of all the clusters shown in 
the Figure in a fractal sort of way – they too have their own institutions, 
charities and centres of learning and so forth. The multiplicity of 
influences of all types and the vast range of inter-ethnic and inter-faith 
tensions and opportunities usually provide a rich backdrop to practice 
that should not be underestimated, even after years of study.

Silent MajorityC.	 . That’s the public manifestation of all of us – the source 
of people-power and of the public opinion so feared by politicians and 
of the fads and fashions that is the concern of commerce. This cluster 
is so open and free it can become anything it likes and can indirectly 
exert a lot of power. If, en masse, it is influenced by single events, 
peer pressure and the actions of (sometimes previously insignificant) 
individuals this can be a catalyst of sudden and disorientating change 
(think of the worldwide reaction to assassination of the US President 
John F Kennedy in 1963 in Dallas, Texas). The Silent Majority can 
have a slightly fatalistic attitude to any turn of events – in the modern 
idiom they would say ‘Whatever’ and carry on with their lives. Every 
community-of-practice depends on the Silent Majority and they, in 
turn, on the other communities.

‘D.	 Multi-cultural’ (Ethnic, Social/family-centric, Tribes/Clans). 
These clusters get their proud identity from an inward-looking attention 
to, usually, family-based allegiances many of which go back tens of 
generations, but also from traditions and common roots. In this way 
the group provides a mutual support structure for its members which 
is self-sustaining – all for one and one for all – the focus is on survival 
by reinforcing ‘cultural operating codes’ such as patronage, honour 
etc. The size of such groups tends to be limited by the span of control 
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of family influence. Important types of sub-cluster co-exist here, for 
example gender-based/cross-family groupings. Of course, when a social 
group such as a tribe or clan develops territorial and linguistic features 
it would have an ethnic identity. When a group grows large enough 
and takes on formal institutions then it would be called a nation. The 
diversity of form and details of rituals in these groups is immense, and 
practitioners usually work with a representative in their dealings with 
them. Ethnic groupings, tribes and clans can be quite self-contained 
and independent of some of the other communities-of-practice and 
can be unwilling to be involved without a clear incentive that makes 
sense on their own terms – as even that supremely confident negotiator 
Gertrude Bell learned in her dealings with the people of Persia and the 
Middle East in the early 1900s (described by Janet Wallach in her book 
Desert Queen). 

Community Groups.E.	  These include charities, voluntary community 
groups, aid agencies and other ‘egalitarians’ whose identities are 
defined by their views about caring, sharing and equality and the 
need to take a nurturing attitude to the environment. Such groups 
form around common interests, shared values and, often unspoken 
but assumed, aligned intent. As such, their memberships can be fluid 
and organisational structures ‘weak’. Power is a mixture of expert and 
referent power with often an uneasy tension between positional power 
and the need, or otherwise, for leaders in such groups. They require 
flexibility and agility in form and function to work effectively among-
the-people to meet their practical aspirations, yet also have to have 
more formal structures as part of accountability.

These internal tensions can be creative, but sometimes result in a group 
being burst apart for a time by the contradictions. Notable examples 
being the reinvention/reforming of some of the Green parties in the last 
thirty years. In many ways, these egalitarian groups are highly dependent 
on the other communities-of-practice – as a source for their members 
(Silent Majority), to implement statutes (Institution), to contribute 
funding and patronage (Commerce/Arts) and even, in some extreme 
cases, protection provided by the Dysfunctional (underworld) elements 
so that the egalitarians can continue to support disadvantaged people 
in that very underworld.

InstitutionsF.	 . These groupings would include governments (nations) 
and government departments of all sorts and institutions with a largely 
‘paternal’/philanthropic role in society (such as many of the bodies 
which accredit, monitor and regulate professional life). The common 
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view here is that humanity needs the firm, authoritative influence 
of long-lived institutions with a proud history for there to be order, 
accountability, control on excess and good governance of society – that 
without their control ‘there would be chaos’. The cohesiveness of these 
institutions often depends upon shared history and is reinforced by 
rules, detailed processes, rituals and the so-called ‘old-boy network – 
it’s not what you know it’s who you know’ way-of-working. This tight 
internal connectedness and monumental strength means that they are 
long-lived and hard to change – there is an inbuilt inertia, a kind of 
immune system that filters and spits out novelty as if it never existed. 
As a result, institutions can be very ponderous and inflexible, and 
therefore find it hard to adjust or adapt their capabilities of ways-of-
working. Because they are lightly connected to the outside world they 
find it difficult to engage with and/or influence the realities of the wider 
environment or of the other communities-of-practice. This is largely 
the reason why their dominant mode is to use top-down power and 
reward and punishment to bring about control and forced change on 
their terms.

Practitioners should accept these realities as givens in their dealings 
with institutions and, where possible, work with them rather than attack 
head-on – unless they can acquire equivalent power or find a decisive 
asymmetry in tension or opportunity (e.g. become appointed to the 
governing body).

CommerceG.	 . This commercial cluster of clusters seeks advantage in 
a free-market atmosphere of unfettered competition with minimal 
accountability and maximum exploitation of resources. The view here 
is that commerce is the ‘engine of society’, providing opportunity, 
prosperity and the space for people to fulfil their potential. People are 
seen as rational and it is assumed that they will not do anything which 
is not in their best interests. Given the financial crises of the World 
in 2009 onwards, many of the basic assumptions about how finance, 
the markets and commerce function in relation to the wider society 
are under close and critical scrutiny. Power in these clusters is also 
usually positional and exerted top-down in an hierarchical structure 
– but managers are really enablers; they can’t, in practice, mandate 
everything. As has been pointed out, commerce is fundamentally 
interdependent and reliant on the other communities-of-practice – for 
its workers and consumers, for government support when things go 
wrong (and the provision of national and international infrastructure 
when it’s going right) and on the institutions that regulate its activities. 
It is true that commerce often supplies the means to enable community 
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organisations and aid agencies to do their work, so practitioners must 
be competent in understanding the realities of economic life. Forming 
mutually beneficial win-win relationships where all involved can claim 
benefit and gain on their own terms is no mean task, but one that we all, 
as practitioners, should strive for.

Dysfunctional Individuals/GroupsH.	 . These communities-of-practice 
could be labelled ‘The Underworld’, the underbelly of society where 
dysfunctional83 variants of all the clusters previously discussed exist. 
For example, contrast commerce with organised crime or compare the 
organisation and motivations of tribes/clans with that of the Mafia. To 
what extent the good side of society needs the Underworld to co-exist 
for good to prevail is open to debate. Maybe some things can only occur 
if they go via the Underworld because there is no openly accepted route 
‘legally’. However, what practitioners do need to do is acknowledge the 
influence of and dynamic between so-called good and bad in practice. 
Really, it’s a continuum between all of the clusters – as we all know – 
and so the dysfunctional side has to be, by definition, part of practice 
whether people like it or not.

Symptom Sorting – Capturing Perspectives. We have used the terms 
‘perspective’ and 'viewpoint’ extensively throughout the Guide and now wish to 
show the differences between them and the importance of examining context 
from various perspectives. Just to clarify the differences: viewpoints relate to the 
Experienced Complexity of individuals and/or entities of any type – ‘How does 
the context seem to me/us from our viewpoint?’ Perspectives are the various ways 
of looking at complex realities that would be needed as part of developing and 
sustaining an appreciation of Contextual Complexity. Perspectives have different 
types of degrees of freedom and so iterating through the relevant ones whilst 
Symptom Sorting improves the coverage of the context and the expression of 
factors. When put together with the communities-of-practice, when Symptom 
Sorting and when using the Trade-off Space, the synthesis across perspectives 
and viewpoints enables practitioners, individuals and entities to really work with 
the possibilities of a context over time. Some of the relevant types84 of perspective 
include:

83	 Actually, dysfunctional is a poor description. Most of the Underworld operates in a very 
ordered and calculating way – it would be a significant mistake to assume that everything 
that happens there is because of people who are ‘crazies’.

84	 There are of course many versions of this list that could be generated – and of course they 
overlap.
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Welfare, Medical.A.	  Including hospital services, disease prevention and 
control, care-giving, epidemiology, mental health programmes.

Scientific, Industrial, Technological (inc. cyber, infrastructureB.	 , 
mining, transport etc.). Covering all technical and technological 
activities whether for profit or not.

Economic, Commercial, Financial.C.	  Includes financial models, 
stock markets, property, commodities, business activities, private and 
corporate investments, banking.

Political, Legislative (policyD.	 , legal, regulatory). All forms of ‘codified’ 
control, whether national/governmental or as part of professional 
institutions or other bodies.

Military, Security, Police, Emergency, Insurance.E.	  Covers regulation 
enforcement and control and ‘contingency’ activities to mitigate against 
the uncontrollable.

Environmental, Ecological, Agricultural.F.	  Very broad category  
based on concerns arising from sustaining the viability of the 
environment, the land, the seas and atmosphere.

Cultural, Artistic, Expression, Recreation (inc. sport, hobbies)G.	 .  
All forms of human entertainment, expression and ‘self-improvement’.

Social, Family, Moral and Ethical.H.	  Based on family and society, this 
perspective covers what is ‘right and proper’ for the ongoing cohesion 
of people’s domestic lives.

As an example of how the use of these perspectives might add to practice, consider 
the prevalence of human trafficking and prostitution in Europe. Let us imagine 
the work of an NGO supporting vulnerable women, based at the border between 
three countries. One country has legalised prostitution and the women work 
openly in suitable facilities. In the second country, it is illegal, and the women 
are criminalised and are the assets of organised crime and the drugs trade. The 
third country is unofficially tolerant but, as a token of disapproval, has ‘named 
and shamed’ some of the men who ‘kerb (curb)-crawl’ after the women. How 
could comparing perspectives and viewpoints contribute to the work of the NGO? 
Well, let’s take the commercial perspective – in the first country the women have 
chosen to do this work in a business-like way which adds to their independence, 
in the second they are little more than slave workers and in the third there will 
be a mix of circumstances. From the legal perspective, there are three different 
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legislative frameworks which, taken together, are ‘contradictory’. In terms of the 
welfare/medical issues – in the first country the NGO provides advice, in the 
second refuge and in the third its activities may not be welcome (in that it brings 
unwelcome attention to such sensitive issues). Importantly, there are cross-border 
opportunities to be exploited – lessons from one country can be helpful in another; 
criminal activity, which is no respecter of borders, can be identified in ways that 
might otherwise go unobserved and so on. In short, the wider perspective exposes 
more degrees of freedom and a bigger space-of-possibilities for the NGO than it 
would otherwise obtain from a single-issue focus.

In the next chapter we’ll illustrate the ways in which the Approach might be used 
in action and indicate the specific value added to practice through examining a 
number of case studies. 
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Chapter 7: Case Studies 

‘Results are obtained by exploiting opportunities, not by solving 
problems.’

Peter Drucker (1909-2005)

Case Studies – Background and Overview
In this chapter we’ll look at some case studies, provided by practitioners, that 
give  examples of putting complexity to work in different ways and that examine 
the contributions that complexity-aware approaches did make – or could have 
made – to practice.

We have, as far as possible in this Guide, tried to develop a sense of discourse 
with you, the Reader, and we intend that this chapter will provide a more tangible 
basis for this virtual discussion.

We have selected case studies that cover different types of human endeavour 
in some of the communities-of-practice, previously discussed, with which 
practitioners are involved (shown in Figure 20). Our aim is to use the Approach 
to show what could, should, or might be done differently. 

Please accept that we are not itemising a set method in this chapter but are, 
instead, describing some of the different types of journey that might be made 
when using the Approach in practice.
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Figure 20 – Communities-of-Practice and Case Studies.

A short summary of each of the case studies is provided below (they are in the 
order shown on the Figure starting top-left):

Fuel protests in the UK in 2000.A.	  In 2000 there were protests over 
the rising price of fuel for vehicles. The most vocal protesters were the 
lorry (truck) drivers who blockaded city centres and oil depots, and 
caused traffic jams on motorways by driving very slowly. Fears of fuel 
shortage led to panic buying and petrol (gas) stations soon ran dry. 
The Government faced the prospect of losing control of the situation 
but the fuel protesters had no leadership and did not belong to an 
established group of any sort and the Government, initially, could not 
find a way of engaging with them or of exerting influence. As this case 
study reveals, the Government realised that their only option was to 
trigger a change such that the protesters transformed themselves into a 
cohesive group that could then be engaged with and made ineffective. 
The case study will examine how this change was brought about and 
will use the Approach to look at other options that were available to 
both ‘sides’ of this dispute. 
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Upgrading Slum Housing.B.	  The case study deals with a slum upgrading 
programme in Cameroon implemented by the Dutch NGO Intervolve. 
Their experience is that in such projects there can be a strong mismatch 
between expectations and values among the beneficiaries, those 
who have the political commitment to such programmes and the 
supporting financial institutions. The case study examines the issues 
involved in upgrading a slum neighbourhood in Cameroon, the various 
asymmetries, their consequences and how change is being brought 
about in such circumstances.

SC.	 ocial Housing in Ludlow, UK. This case study is about shaping 
public opinion concerning the provision of ‘social housing’ in small 
towns on the border between England and Wales in the UK. In late 
2001, communities were considering how their local plans needed to be 
changed to accommodate new planning guidance. This activity involved 
individuals and a number of organisations and institutions who were 
each asked to submit their views. These views then had to be collated 
and, to some extent resolved, before submission to higher authorities. 
One of the organisations was the Civic Society, a voluntary, non-elected 
local decision-making body with over 500 members, whose focus was 
on the conservation of the historic fabric of the town and its sustainable 
future. This group became extremely divided and strongly polarised on 
the issue of the provision of social housing. The case study examines 
the use of a complexity-inspired approach, which enabled useful trends 
and indicators to become apparent. It was evident from feedback at 
the time that much more could have been done if a better and more 
developed approach had been available. We examine the potential 
contribution our Approach could have made.

Journalism in LebanonD.	 . Robert Holloway, the Director of the Agence 
France-Presse (AFP) Foundation was asked by the UNDP to run a 
course on peace journalism in Lebanon. Robert says: ‘It is an extremely 
complicated society with 17 officially recognised religious communities. 
The political structure, the State itself, is extremely weak. [ … ] The civil 
war resumed at a much lower level of intensity about three years ago. 
Society now is [ …] precariously calm. The UN asked us to go in and do 
a ‘peace journalism’ training course. AFP said they’d do it but not under 
that title, which it was thought would be misunderstood. Instead it was 
called “Objectivity in covering conflict”. We got together 24 journalists, 
ten from the Television Sector, ten from the written press and four from 
the radio. We had three trainers, all Arabic speaking. And that’s how we 
did it.’ This case study examines how group solidarity developed under 
such challenging circumstances.
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Deep Water HorizonE.	  – Crisis/Transition. This case study into the 
Deep Water Horizon (DWH) oil rig disaster in the Gulf of Mexico 
explores sudden transitions of the type described in Chapter 5. This 
is about, literally, change ‘under fire’, and examines how the situation 
required people forced by the circumstances to flip from one type 
of complexity-worthiness to another – we analyse the issues (based 
on the official National Commission’s report into the disaster) and 
recommendations. 

Lost Town, UK Development AgencyF.	 . The Lost Town is one of four 
winning projects in the Landmark East Competition, initiated and 
run by the East of England Development Agency (EEDA) in 2004. A 
feasibility study was undertaken, at Dunwich, for a highly innovative 
and creative sculpture of a church located at its original site in the sea 
off the East Coast. The idea for the Lost Town project came originally 
from the loss of Dunwich old town to coastal erosion. Owing to local 
opposition in Dunwich, an alternative site, at Walton-on-the-Naze was 
considered. A second feasibility study there secured strong support. 
EEDA funding was provided for the initial feasibility studies but the 
team was unsuccessful in obtaining funding from other sources to 
continue the project, and so Lost Town remains an, as yet, unfulfilled 
dream. The case study examines the range of aspects that were covered 
in the feasibility study and makes suggestions as to why the Project, 
other than because of the funding issue, has stalled – and what could 
occur to revitalise it.

The case studies will now be examined in detail. For each one we will set the scene 
– describing the context and showing the nature of the journey and its effects on 
those involved. We will then use the Approach to examine the dynamics, patterns 
and features of the context and, using techniques from Chapter 6 as appropriate, 
to identify what we think are the key aspects of practice in the case. Next, we will 
explain what actually happened and what the consequences were. Lastly we will 
see what deductions can be made and lessons drawn for practice – and comment 
on contributions that our Approach could have made.
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Fuel protests in the UK in 2000
In 2000 there were protests in the UK over the rising price of fuel for vehicles. The 
most vocal protesters were the lorry (truck) drivers who blockaded city centres, oil 
depots and caused traffic jams on motorways by driving very slowly. Fuel shortages 
led to panic buying, which had a knock-on effect for the UK Government who had, 
as part of cost-saving measures, abolished many of its own fuel storage facilities. 
This meant that emergency personnel, and some government workers, were also 
required to get their fuel from commercial petrol stations. As the supplies ran out 
the Government faced the prospect of losing control of the situation (when, for 
example, police cars ran out of petrol). The fuel protesters were individuals with 
a common interest to see tax on fuel reduced – they had no formal leadership 
and did not belong to an established group of any sort and this made it difficult 
for the Government to find a way of engaging with them or of exerting influence. 
An appeal on television to stop the protests by the then Prime Minister Tony 
Blair received a derisive response from the general public who were, generally, 
behind the protest for their own reasons. Mr Blair ordered the formation of a 
task force of oil executives and police officers to work out how to deal with future 
demonstrations. Home Secretary Jack Straw, who headed the group at that time, 
admitted that the government had not been fully prepared for the events. ‘We were 
not caught on the hop about the concerns – it is certainly the case, however, that 
the scale and escalation of the protest was something which was unexpected', he 
said. 85 But one truck driver, encouraged by the widespread public support of this 
protest, promised more chaos if fuel prices did not fall. ‘We could have brought 
this country down – we’ve got them on the rack, let’s keep them on the rack.’ he 
told colleagues. Given this setting, let us have a look, as dispassionate observers, 
at what could be done in practice in such a volatile and fast-changing situation. 
We’ll be comparing the Government’s use of the Approach with that of the 
protesters – in other words looking at two different ways in which the Approach 
might have been used and what the advantages might have been.

PatternsA.	 , Features and Characteristics of this Context. What were 
the characteristics of this real-world situation and how did they change 
as the protests got underway? The dominant feature is the protests 
themselves: they came about spontaneously in many places at once with 
little apparent evidence of overt coordination and their intensity grew 
quickly from being token protests to ‘swarms’ that brought the UK to a 
halt. For the Government, success would be achieving a rapid transition 
back to ‘normality’ – but could they work out what the appropriate 
requisite variety would need to be – in other words could they work out 
the contextual complexity and would they have the necessary means 

85	 See the BBC’s website On this Day http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/
september/15/newsid_2518000/2518707.stm
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available to them to trigger the changes required? For the protesters, 
which included the people (i.e. the Silent Majority), success would be 
a fall in fuel taxes – their short-term achievements were evident, but 
how was longer-term purposefulness and intent to be sustained; indeed 
was it necessary? Transition and changes in structure then are the key 
characteristics in this context – transitions that had changed everyday 
behaviour into a different form, from benign, dispersed activity to 
challenging, purposeful ad hoc structures that, locally and nationally, 
overwhelmed Government capabilities. So, the case study focuses on 
timely transition and structural engagement and we’ll look at which 
aspects of practice were key to how things turned out in the end – who 
brought about the changes that ended the protests and how it was 
achieved? Which routes for influence in the Landscape of Change were 
relevant? What happened afterwards is another story. Let’s Reflect on 
the Realities as independent observers:

There are some important givens in the contextual 1.	
complexity that set the conditions for what happened.  
One feature is the nature of oil itself – it is a liquid fuel that has 
to be transported by lorry from an oil refinery to stations where 
people can collect it (if the protests had been about gas the 
outcomes would have been different as it is not so easy to blockade 
a gas pipeline which is underground and which comes right to 
people’s front doors). Other givens, such as the notions of money, 
capitalism, commerce and trade; the decline of the railways 
(increasing reliance on lorries for transport); and the demand for 
oil as an expression of personal freedoms, whilst relevant, we will 
put to one side for now.

What about the actors and groupings – i.e. components, their 2.	
properties, interactions, and the structures that arise?  
Three types of ‘component’ and their experienced complexity 
are relevant in this context. The protesters had a certain 
demographic -  yet the motivations, temperaments and 
personalities of key individuals were not apparent at first. The 
elements of UK society (and media) that became involved were 
from all types of social mixes and factions, and there were no 
obvious overlaps, relationships and exclusions – even to the 
people themselves. In a way, the ‘simplicity’ of the uniformity 
of all those involved in the protest made swarming in this way 
easy – underlying differences that might have been divisive were 
not manifested at the start of the protests. The usual leadership 
elements in society, whether formally appointed, informal 
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representatives or ‘troublemakers’ were not yet active. Despite the 
dispersed and diverse nature of the protests, the people involved 
found a sense of unity that was self-reinforcing – through their 
experienced complexity they had become a purposeful, self-
organised entity of sorts and people sensed it and liked it.

Concerning intent and purposefulness3.	 . For the protesters 
their intent was simple – cheaper fuel – and their sense of purpose 
and their apparent success were being reflected/fed back to them 
through the media who were in a way, giving the swarm (The Fuel 
Protesters) an identity that ‘it’ didn’t know it had and that didn’t, 
other than in a virtual way, actually exist. For the Government 
and its institutions of law and order, the intent was equally 
clear – a return to the status quo. But, there were of course sub-
agendas. It has been reported that oil suppliers wanted VAT to be 
reduced (and by siding with the Government they thought they 
could achieve this). In other words, though apparently a unified, 
single entity on the surface, historically, the Government and 
its departments and supporters have always been in an uneasy 
federation underneath. 

What we can conclude is that there was clearly a profound structural 
mismatch on many levels here. The protesters were an undefined swarm 
of millions of people acting in unison and generating transient, yet 
nationally significant, effects by drawing on the innate ‘simple’ ability 
of large groups of people to coordinate their activities on a single issue 
across space, and then transition in a short time. The Government is 
a federation of institutions with identities, structures and capabilities 
formed over many centuries. This enables it to provide certainty 
and assurance over time as it has developed the internal procedures 
necessary to deal with a diverse range of issues. However, its stability 
denies agility. As we heard from Eileen Conn in Chapter 2, there is a 
mismatch between the Government’s formal ‘teeth’ structures and the 
informal dynamics of community activity. In short, the protests and 
protesters existed almost exclusively in the community-of-practice 
dynamic – they were, to use our previous analogy, always surfing on 
the sea. The Government spent most of its time inland reflecting on 
its experienced complexity and sent the police to, certainly at the 
beginning, shout at the protesters (surfers) from the beach. 
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Dynamics and Tensions of Practice in this ContextB.	  – Insights 
from the Approach. Let us now Reflect on Practice and consider 
some of the possibilities and options for the protesters and for the UK 
Government: 

For the Government a lot is at stake here – they must bring about 1.	
change before the country runs out of fuel, at which point both 
protests and public disorder will get worse, and they will have lost 
the ability to intervene (there will be no petrol for the police, etc.). 
Time is of the essence. What are some of the possibilities they 
would compare following Symptom Sorting? As part of Option 
Generation they could consider the environmental drivers: for 
example, long-term more oil reserves could be located which 
would bring the price down, but this is out of scope given the 
urgency of the situation. What about top-down intervention? Fuel 
tax policy could be changed as the protesters request and then 
raised again later. In economic terms fuel incentives and subsidies 
could be manipulated to benefit the lorry drivers so that they stop 
their protest and hope that the general public lose interest as a 
result. What about trying to influence the way people are self-
organising? Through social pressure, preferably with a celebrity 
figure, try to demonise the protesters as a threat to security; or 
engage with protesters as ‘partners’ so that people defer to the 
Government. What about affecting the way the protests arise 
from the bottom up? Maybe appeal directly to people’s sense 
of responsibility? In any case the Government would need to 
compete candidate options and interventions against each other in 
the Trade-off Space and consider issues such as: timeliness, ease, 
risk, cost (money, losing face, etc.), and review the practicality 
of candidate interventions – even develop potential ‘influence 
networks’ – though, as we have heard, this can take time and 
resources for potentially little gain.

For the protesters2.	  things are easier in a way. They don’t have 
any formal structures to sustain, their intent and purpose are 
straightforward and there is, on the surface anyway, a common 
understanding of what should be done – protest! They are 
not really considering other possibilities and their options are 
concerned with variety in the form of their protests rather than 
dreaming up other forms of action. Anyway, the variations arise in 
an ad hoc, self-* manner determined by the circumstances in each 
case – this is also how their influencing and shaping is done. There 
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is a nucleus of lorry drivers acting as a catalyst but the way that the 
protests self-organise is informal and opportunistic – nothing is 
planned.

What, as detached observers, can we conclude from this in the light of 
what we have said about putting complexity to work in the first Part 
of the Guide? Well, one technique is to run the Approach twice, once 
for the Government and once for the Protesters, and by comparing the 
asymmetries that are revealed we can get usable insights. It is obvious 
that the protesters are vulnerable over time to a loss of interest and 
cohesion of their supporters – they have little or no permanence in 
anything they do, which is both an advantage and a vulnerability. For 
the Government, their challenge comes in two forms: either how to 
engage with the protesters on their own terms by directly intervening 
in the protests; or how to change the conditions of practice such that 
protesters are forced, or coerced, into engaging with the Government 
on its terms. How might it achieve this? As Figure 21 shows this might 
be easier than at first thought.
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Figure 21 – Features and Dynamics of a Range of Organisational 
Structures.
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The Figure illustrates a continuum of organisational forms, their 
origins and their dynamics with ‘caricature’ labels for the different 
forms, similar to those discussed in Chapter 6. To the right are where 
the protesters started out – as individual activists – to the left are 
institutional groupings. The Government obviously wants to avoid the 
‘Danger’ regions when they are Influencing and Shaping and does this 
by triggering the fuel protesters to organise formally into some sort of 
recognised grouping with which it can engage. The Figure summarises 
the way that the change can be brought about. The upper part of the 
Figure shows a continuum of structural forms. The Government is 
an institutional grouping that cannot easily become ‘unstructured’. 
Whereas, the fuel protesters are a type of unstructured swarm, and the 
properties of such swarms are, as we heard in Chapter 3, understood by 
complexity science. The tensions in the Trade-off Space at the bottom 
of the Figure indicate that, given the timescales and risks, the degrees of 
freedom that are available here are in the fluid nature of the protestors 
structure. We would recommend that the Government introduce a 
trigger that will cause the swarm to loose its dynamic, to ‘crystallise 
out’. In other words, get the surfers onto the beach and so busy running 
their organisations that they have no time to surf (protest).

What Actually Happened.C.	  The initial catalysts for the fuel protests 
came from the French, traditionally more militant than the British, and 
their example became a behavioural template for protest in the UK, 
which quickly caught on. As this case study reveals, the Government 
realised that their ‘only’ option was to trigger a change such that the 
protesters transformed into a cohesive group. Such a group could then 
be engaged with and made ineffective through the usual methods of 
government control. After the failed televised celebrity appeal to the 
people by Tony Blair and with Britain at a standstill, as Paul Marston 
and George Jones describe it in their article from 14 September 2000 in 
The Telegraph, the Government agreed to negotiate with the protesters 
if they ‘elected a representative’. The People’s Fuel Lobby was formed 
and David Handley elected spokesman. However, other groups also 
became involved because of their interest in fuel issues. Tom Houghton 
was elected spokesman for Farmers for Action, and representatives 
from the Road Haulage Association (RHA) started to hold talks with the 
ministers. Barry Clement reports in The Independent on 22 September 
2000 in his article 'Fuel lobby turns fire on Safeway for 5p petrol rise' 
that: ‘Representatives from the Road Haulage Association (RHA), who 
have been in talks with the ministers all this week, yesterday held ‘a 
meeting in Peterborough with 160 protesters. Eight farmers and hauliers 
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were elected to join John Bridge, National Chairman of the RHA, and 
Roger King, its Chief Executive, in London for another meeting with 
ministers [today]’. The Government’s strategy was working – formal 
structures were appearing and now divide-and-rule tactics could be 
employed. The general public lost interest at this point, fuel flows 
were restored and the issue faded from the headlines. The Guardian 
newspaper’s Seumas Milne reported in the 26 of October 2000 edition 
in 'Demo leaders divided over tactics to force tax cuts' that: ‘Leaders 
of the fuel tax protests have split into warring camps, accusing each 
other of hijacking the movement, while promoting rival direct action 
plans – including blockading supermarket food distribution centres – if 
Gordon Brown fails to meet their demands next month. At the centre 
of the in-fighting are two of the most prominent leaders of last month’s 
fuel blockades, Brynle Williams, the 51-year-old Welsh smallholder, 
who kicked off the protests at Stanlow Refinery in Cheshire, and 
David Handley, Chairman of the People’s Fuel Lobby, who has made 
the running since the blockades were called off. Mr Williams yesterday 
accused Mr Handley of ‘running round the country setting up splinter 
groups.’. By November the Government had ‘won’.

Deductions and Lessons for Practice.D.	  Could this happen again in 
the same way? Probably not. As we have indicated, sudden dynamic 
behaviour cannot arise out of thin air; there need to be certain underlying 
conditions, precursors and enablers in place first. In 2000, people were 
in the mood for protest, there was dissatisfaction and a certain militancy 
in the air ready to ‘catch the wave’. Now, in 2011, people are all familiar 
with social networking and routinely set up flashmobs gatherings 
coordinated on-the-fly using their mobile phones – the threshold is 
lower and the following surge consequently smaller. Governments and 
individuals are all more familiar with people-power and its strengths 
and limitations and so when Reflecting on Realities they would consider 
different factors based on previous experience. Thanks to the Internet, 
the ability to organise planet-wide is now routine – cyberspace is now 
absolutely part of practice and of everyone’s contextual complexity.86  As 
of spring 2011 we have seen régime changes in Tunisia and Egypt fostered 
by this shared awareness. Wikileaks has blurred further the domains of 
public, private and secret – and all in just ten years. If the fuel protests 
were to happen again and the protesters used the Approach presented 
in this Guide, it would certainly help them be more savvy about how 

86	 Whereas, the surge in mobile phone SMS/text activity that preceded the petrol shortages in 
the UK in 2000 was a ‘new and unexpected’ phenomenon as people told each other which 
stations still had petrol.
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to maximise the advantages of their structural and organisational 
asymmetry with respect to the lumbering institutions of Government. 
Specifically, it would have indicated the vulnerabilities of the protesters 
to just the kind of ‘interference’ that happened and the importance 
of maintaining the aim. Indeed, they could have ‘brought down the 
country’ and maybe, in the end, the prospect of more permanent 
damage to Britain is what led to loss of public support. And Government 
itself, when Reflecting on Practice, what could it do differently now that 
the realities have changed (options that were not available actions in 
2000)? The Approach would indicate how to engage more effectively 
in the space-of-possibilities, which we discussed in Chapter 2, between 
community and institutions by forming partnerships with those who 
can exert the kind of influence that it cannot. Also, it does not have 
Internet-age complexity-worthiness – yet. However, politicians used 
social media to good effect in both the election of President Obama 
in the USA in 2009 and in the formation of the UK Coalition in 2010. 
The Framework certainly could be used by the Government to identify 
what needs to change in its structures and procedures to make the 
transformation to enable greater agility in practice. 

This case study has examined a success in putting complexity to work. It was 
achieved when the UK Government employed a simple tactic to change ad hoc 
protests such that they became so burdened with the processes of collaborating 
in a structured way that the emergent dynamic collapsed. As we pointed out 
in Chapter 3, once this dynamic has dispersed and the energy has ‘collapsed’ 
to a lower-level state it takes special circumstances to restore it. Those special 
circumstances were beyond the requisite variety and complexity-worthiness of the 
‘Fuel Protest Lobby’ – they had become, as people say ‘history’. The capabilities 
they used, the general public, were no longer accessible to them and they had no 
power with which to coerce the public to change their minds and start protesting 
again. Despite subsequent attempts, the conditions were never appropriate in 
the same way.
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Upgrading Slum Housing in Cameroon
In Cameroon, the NGO Intervolve, based in The Netherlands, together 
with a local organisation supports the redevelopment of the existing slum 
neighbourhood called Sopom on the banks of the river Mboppi in Douala as 
part of the Douala Neighbourhood Redevelopment Programme (DNRP). Slum 
upgrading programmes, in general, aim to improve the lives of the poorest urban 
dwellers, and hence to influence their daily activities and lives. Intervolve, for 
this programme, drew on experiences gained in another similar programme in 
Ethiopia where the aim had been in situ upgrading of dilapidated inner city 
housing areas with the intensive participation of the residents. Unfortunately, in 
that case, the national government regulations on housing and slum upgrading 
requested the construction of multi-storey condominium blocks that did not 
meet the economic (too expensive), social (not allowing traditional economic 
activities) and cultural (no space for group meetings) possibilities and demands 
of the residents. Under these circumstances, the slum upgrading programme 
did not come to pass in terms of actual housing improvement, but did come to 
pass in terms of economic and social strengthening – even though the residents 
are still living in the old slum housing. For the programme in Douala, these 
experiences were taken on board and contributed to both the formulation of 
components in the programme and the phases of implementation. The overall 
aims of the programme, which started in 2008 and is ongoing at the time of 
writing, are described on Intervolve’s DNRP fact sheet as ‘To improve living 
conditions in Sopom area through accessibility to credit, capacity building of 
the communities, improvement of housing conditions and access to basic social 
services’. Activities in which the NGO is involved in Sopom include the upgrading 
of the neighbourhood by offering the residents support in acquiring title deeds, 
as well as micro credits to improve their existing houses step-by-step and through 
shaping access to basic social services. In this case study, which was provided to 
us by Intervolve’s project manager, Peter Gijs van Enk, we will look at the features 
of the specific context in Douala, the options that were identified for dealing with 
the tensions and engaging with the dynamics in the context, and finally, what 
the Approach could have contributed in this particular case. 

PatternsA.	 , Features and Characteristics of this Context. The context 
in this case study is largely determined by the nature and state of the 
physical environment, the slum itself, in which certain dynamics 
and phenomena arise. The kind of changes that are possible in such 
an environment and the actual wiggle-room for carrying out a slum 
redevelopment programme, given the interests, intents and capabilities 
of the NGO, the residents of the slum and the authorities, will be 
synthesised after describing the realities in the context:
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One of the main characteristics in the contextual complexity1.	  
of the slum development case is the physical environment itself: 
unhealthy, cramped, living conditions, an unsafe environment, 
a lack of infrastructure, lack of access to basic services, lack of 
education facilities and of income generation possibilities. The 
limited infrastructure is vulnerable to seasonal weather impacts, 
such as heavy rainfall in the rainy season.

The components, their properties and the interactions2.	  in 
the context are multiple. First, there are the residents in the 
slums themselves, all affected by the poor conditions of their 
living environment to a greater or lesser extent. Apart from this 
unifying factor, the slum residents are a heterogeneous group, 
regarding issues such as: their status and responsibility within the 
community; the status of women; the participation of residents in 
income generation activities and the availability of means; their 
education, literacy and capabilities; their ethnic/tribal affiliations; 
the size of their family living with them; the ownership status 
of the land their dwelling is located on; the physical state of the 
dwelling itself; their health, and their interests, fears, expectations 
and motivations in changing the living conditions – to name some 
of them. A few of these can be appreciated easily, others are issues 
of experienced complexity, which need to be surfaced. Some of the 
inhabitants of the slum are organised in social or other interest 
groups, pursuing certain activities and interests within the slum 
area, others are not. The organised groups can be of a similar 
nature and can be rivals or in collaboration with others. 

Secondly, there is Intervolve itself, an NGO which works from its 
Headquarters in The Netherlands and also has permanent staff on 
the ground. The NGO has experience and draws on lessons learned 
from similar programmes in other African countries, which add to 
the exploration of the contextual complexity. It provides money 
for components of the slum upgrading programme and the 
facilitation capacity between slum residents, others involved, such 
as instructors, and the local authorities. Thirdly, there are the local 
authorities themselves, who have their say in the land titling issues 
and infrastructural aspects of slum redevelopment. Lastly, there 
is the Government who has made preparations to issue a social 
housing policy under which slum redevelopment falls.

The intent and purposefulness3.	  of the beneficiaries of the 
programme, the slum residents, are straightforward: a significantly 
better house with a plot of land, preferably at no or limited costs, 
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in the same location, where they feel at home, and the overall 
improvement of living conditions in the slum. In contrast, the 
Government expects a cost-effective and sustainable solution 
which is realised within the shortest possible time span and 
preferably at zero or limited costs – and this without providing 
clear guidance in their policy on housing or slum redevelopment. 
Intervolve’s intent has been shaped and influenced by its previous 
experiences in the field in other countries. They want to support 
and implement a sustainable slum upgrading programme that 
brings about change by addressing the tensions that are a given for 
slum residents themselves and the possibilities arising from them. 

Dynamics and Tensions of Practice in this Context – Insights from B.	
the Approach. Reflecting on Practice, some tensions became evident 
in the context and these influence the preparing for doing: 

The value of safe and healthy living conditions1.	  for people in 
functioning communities is not promoted by a committed 
Government through a dedicated housing and slum 
redevelopment policy or funding. First, this raises the question 
of the size of wiggle-room that Intervolve has in working in a 
context where not having to conform to a policy creates more 
degrees of freedom on the one hand, but the potential for conflict 
on the other? Secondly, there is no/very limited funding support 
available on the part of the government, which might or might 
not be a factor in bringing about self-sustaining change. However, 
there has to be engagement with local authorities regarding the 
improvement of infrastructure in the slum and for the application 
and awarding of land titles for slum properties. 

The residents of the slum area do not have a representation with 2.	
a formal structure with whom they could engage in such issues 
with local authorities. No self-organisation to address the issues as 
a community or a representation thereof, with a sense of identity, 
seems to have taken place either. The driving factor for the do-
nothing option for the people are financial issues – they do not 
see themselves capable of generating income for improving their 
living conditions, but expect support for free and without having 
to move from their current home, even though that might be 
necessary in the course of overall improvement of infrastructure 
and housing conditions.

Intervolve3.	  is faced with the constraints of taking ownership of 
and responsibility for the upgrading of houses by the residents 
themselves in the community, in order to bring about sustainable 
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change to a healthy and safe living environment with better quality 
housing in the slum. Such constraints are shaped by people’s 
expectations towards slum upgrading, and their perception as a 
recipient rather than as somebody who can contribute actively to 
the improvement of conditions for their own good. 

What Actually Happened. C.	 Learning from the experiences in Ethiopia 
described earlier, where residents’ expectations on house construction 
were high from the start but, in the end, could not be met due to 
political, financial and cultural reasons, the slum upgrading programme 
in Cameroon was set up in a different way. In absence of a clearly 
defined housing and slum upgrading policy at the government level, 
the programme has been working with the following components:

Securing full community participation1.	 , formation of 
representative councils, technical capacity building and 
developing plans together with the community. This has been 
realised through involving the slum residents in exchanging ideas 
about housing improvements, educational activities and economic 
development on the one hand, and forming local, representative 
committees on the other. 

Economic strengthening of the community and income-2.	
generation activities so that members of the community are 
enabled to contribute financially to upgrading their houses. This 
economic strengthening included income-generating activities 
such as skill development (in textile-dyeing or fish-drying) and 
training programmes on how to start small businesses, and in 
providing access to micro credits for entrepreneurs. 

Community ownership of houses as this is now supported by 3.	
robust land titles and incomes increased, the actual physical 
improvement of housing and the access to basic social services is 
addressed. 

The implementation of these components was achieved by the residents 
of the slums themselves, and was done phase-wise, step by step, each 
within a reasonable time span and with achievable and affordable 
goals, but logically following each other. Implementation started with 
a phase in which a residents’ committee was established, and micro 
credits were awarded to small entrepreneurs living in the slum. The 
phase also included negotiation by the NGO with governmental, local 
authorities and other partners on essential support that these could 
offer to the actual physical improvement of the living conditions in the 
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neighbourhood. The second phase entailed the preparation of a local 
development plan through a participative approach and the training 
for building and infrastructure upgrading (individually and in small 
groups) and in the rights and obligations of land titles. The third phase 
will see the actual physical redevelopment on a larger scale.

Figure 22 – Synthesis of Influencing Change in the Slum Upgrading in the 
Douala Neighbourhood Redevelopment Programme.

Deductions and Lessons for Practice.D.	  In this particular case, 
Intervolve carried out the Reflection on Realities including previous 
experiences and lessons learned in similar programmes for establishing 
the contextual context and the formulation of programme intent. 
The mismatch that emerged from these reflections, and which was 
crucial for the sustainability of the slum redevelopment, was in the 
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perception and understanding of what makes people take ownership 
of and responsibility for their houses and what the reasoning by the 
residents meant for the success or failure of the programme. The 
Reflecting on Practice led to the formulation of a programme approach 
that embraced this issue. Its components envisaged that to bring about 
change, the slum residents would need to share responsibility in the 
financing of the projects; hence income-generating activities focused 
on the residents’ capabilities in the local environment were initiated 
as a supportive measure. To enable residents to issue their wishes and 
expectations and to accept to what degree these could be included, and 
to be fully aware of their responsibilities, residents participated in the 
planning, decision-making and implementation of the programme 
from the beginning onwards. 

The options that shape the ‘doing’ are synthesised in Figure 22. 
Implementing the components in phases, where one phase shapes the 
enabling conditions for the next phase, creates highly dynamic situations. 
For example, the participation of the residents or the negotiation with 
other stakeholders and authorities provides for ongoing changes in the 
context. Intervolve, in their programme planning, had allocated to each 
phase time-based boundaries whereas, in reality, the notion of start and 
end of phases respectively were often not as clear cut given the ongoing 
dynamics of engagement with the Community-of-Practice. The time-
wise delineation of phases would also suggest that suitable indicators 
would be available to describe the success of each phase in these terms, 
which might not be possible if real-world changes invalidate initial 
assumptions. 

In summary, such a complex interplay of ongoing and evolving tensions could 
not be dealt with by writing a fully-defined plan at that the start – adjustment 
and adaptation would always be inevitable along the way. The approach adopted 
by Intervolve, based on the lessons learned from the previous programme in 
Ethiopia, is a success story in the making. Our recommendation would be that 
the phase changes are not time-dependent but based on judging whether the 
appropriate conditions have been met, though this makes it harder to determine 
when the programme will become self-sustaining and hence when the NGO 
can complete its work. What can be concluded is that slum upgrading processes 
should be defined by local circumstances and movements, but that in reality the 
international donor is, in most cases, the organisation defining, through contract 
conditions and funding windows, how successful these type of processes can be. 
Unfortunately, very few donors are willing to support the integrated processes 
that Intervolve were trying to implement. The use of the Approach can address 
tensions such as these, between donor and implementor, through surfacing issues 
of joint interest in a defendable manner.
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Social Housing in Ludlow, UK
This case study is about public opinion concerning the provision of social housing 
in small towns on the border between England and Wales in the UK as presented 
in our paper ‘Complex Multi-modal Multi-level Influence Networks – Affordable 
Housing Case Study’. In late 2001, communities were considering how their local 
plans needed to be changed to accommodate new planning guidance issued by the 
Department for Communities and Local Governments’ Planning Policy Guidance 
(PPG) and Planning Policy Statements (PPS). This activity involved individuals 
and a number of organisations and institutions who were each asked to submit 
their views. These views then had to be collated and, to some extent resolved, 
before submission to higher authorities. This case study focuses on one of the 
market towns in the area of the Welsh Borders, Ludlow, which has a population 
of around 11,000 people:

PatternsA.	 , Features and Characteristics of this Context. Ludlow 
has very diverse businesses ranging from traditional agriculture, light 
engineering and construction work through to so-called ‘creative 
clusters’ of artists, designers and cyber-technology startups (see the 
website Facing the Challenges of the Creative Economy by the Creative 
Clusters network for more information). Each of these have, for their 
viability, very different requirements in terms of infrastructure and 
facilities. Within the community, four main perspectives were considered 
to be important: geographical (i.e. agricultural factors), economic (i.e. 
low wages common), policy and government (i.e. the planning laws), 
and social and cultural (i.e. tourist and lifestyle). The local plans had to 
balance the following needs and factors: provision of social housing and 
town centre and retail developments; ensuring sustainable development 
in rural areas; carrying out transport planning; and conserving the 
historic environment. One of the organisations submitting their views 
on the plans in Ludlow was the local Civic Society, a voluntary, non-
elected local decision-making body with over 500 members, whose 
focus was on the conservation of the historic fabric of their town and its 
sustainable future. This group became extremely divided and strongly 
polarised on the issue of the provision of social housing. Through 
community participation activities initiated by one of the authors, the 
then Chairman of the Civic Society, the group initially tried to identify 
a set of features and factors which were considered to be relevant. 
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Key aspects of Practice – Dynamics and TensionsB.	  – Insights from 
the Approach. An early version of a complexity-inspired approach 
using an ‘influence diagram’ was applied – see Figure 23. The diagrams 
produced enabled people to plot out the actors as ‘nodes’ and to 
indicate, by drawing lines between them, where they thought the 
influences were and to annotate their type (e.g. informal, contractual, 
friendships and so on). Though this analysis seemed helpful at first, 
it became apparent that it did not assist the Society in understanding 
how change in one factor affected another – indeed, everything seemed 
to effect everything else in a manner that led to impasse. This led to 
the insight that a number of complementary, yet distinct, perspectives 
had been mixed up together in the influence diagram and so the nodes 
were annotated accordingly to show to which of the perspectives were 
mostly relevant. 

Next, the links/influences were examined from several representative 
viewpoints (such as single parent, pensioner, local policymakers, etc.) 
and were annotated with their significance as seen from each of these 
viewpoints. Even though these viewpoints were generalisations, useful 
trends and indicators became apparent. This technique, which is now part 
of our Approach, was partly adapted from Peter Bennett, Jim Bryant and 
Nigel Howard’s paper ‘Drama Theory and Confrontation Analysis’ and led 
to the Society working in new ways with individuals and organisations 
concerned to identify the blockers and enablers of change in relation 
to the needs for social housing. This activity included analysis and 
comparison of viewpoints in terms of ‘what do I think’ and ‘what do I 
think they think’ within and across perspectives to expose contradictions, 
alternatives, ‘invisibles’ etc. 

The added value that the complexity-inspired approach provided 
was that, by examining a rich variety of levels and modalities, novel 
influences, effects and linkages were identified which would otherwise 
have gone unnoticed. Even in a basic form, this analysis proved to be a 
powerful technique for triggering insight, debate and action leading to 
successful outcomes.
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Figure 23 – Civic Society – Initial Influence Network Highlighting the 
Economic Perspective.

What Actually Happened.C.	  While the analysis of perspectives 
and engagement with other stakeholders was going on, a number 
of diagrams were produced for each of the four main perspectives 
considered important: geographical, economic, policy and government 
and social and cultural. Different modes of influence were highlighted 
both within each perspective and cross-perspectives on a selective  
basis. This clarification enabled different factors to be better understood 
in terms of the nature of their ‘connectedness’ and of the effects they 
generated. The result of this analysis was that the Society was able to 
develop a rich and defendable set of principles which they employed in 
their submission – a small selection of which follows:
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accept that this housing will be small, low cost and may be less •	
profitable and that this may require pressure to encourage ‘social 
responsibility’ from developers, banks etc. and understand that 
housing associations often can’t buy land as it is too expensive;

understand the social mix that such housing will generate and •	
encourage the design of affordable housing which is pleasing and 
not uniform;

ensure that such housing is ‘dotted about’ and not in a ‘ghetto’, as •	
social pressure from within ‘ghettos’ will increase social cost;

try to provide housing where people work, to counteract •	
environmental impacts and, in relation to policy, they noted that:

there are problems with the formula used for calculating •	
district council funding;

local plans are often out of date – leading to ill-informed •	
decisions;

they should lobby for the Government to encourage the •	
use of the existing housing stock – reversing the migration 
away from/collapsing prices in certain areas;

the council tax banding/housing stock evaluation is very •	
out of date and so they would challenge the figures about 
the demand for housing;

they should have a developed view on longer-term and •	
wider implications – even if this means supporting 
apparent inconsistencies in short-term decisions, such as: 
restrictions on incomers, letting villages die.
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Figure 24 – Social Housing Factors by Perspectives – High-level  
Influence Network

The final high-level influence network diagram is shown in Figure 24 – 
note that, for clarity, the arrows are not annotated with their significance 
in terms of the nature, scale and timeline of influence. Also note that 
suggestions to turn the diagram into a system dynamic were actively 
rejected on the basis that the necessary social data could not be collected 
in a form that could reliably be represented in any model.

Deductions and Lessons for Practice. D.	 The Civic Society found that 
the use of techniques such as the influence network diagram had been 
very valuable in many ways – including helping to build bridges between 
parts of the community which had previously been in opposition. 
However, had the Landscape of Practice been employed in the Ludlow 
case, the options for influence potentially available could have been 
assessed – along with the degree to which they might have been able to 
be exploited in practice. To illustrate this, Figure 25 has been populated 
from the deductions below:
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Components1.	  and Properties. Firstly, if the bottom-up 
components of the community are considered – e.g. the people 
– this involves looking at demographics, skill sets and even the 
temperaments and personalities of some of the key individuals. 
Potentially a very sensitive area, the Society dealt with it in an open 
manner by approaching some of the people concerned to seek 
their engagement. This in itself had a beneficial effect in fostering 
trust and openness (though this obviously may not work in all 
cases). 

Next the ‘Configuration of the Community’ was considered, its 
social mix, factions, groupings and institutions. This analysis 
mapped out the various groupings and their overlaps and 
exclusions and tried to see if there were any social groups who 
were being overlooked or which were having undue influence. 
Lastly, leadership roles within the community were examined to 
try and identify issues such as: nodes who were influential but who 
did not hold formal positions in the community or others who 
held positions but who did not really represent anyone. It turned 
out that some roles overlapped in the same person (e.g. the Mayor 
was very influential among those applying for social housing 
because she came from humble origins), and that some roles were 
quite isolated. This led alternative ways that the community could 
be linked up to enable new, beneficial, interactions.

Interactions, Purpose and Intent2.	 . Considering these issues 
enabled the Society to consider its own intent and that of all the 
other actors involved. As richer sets of viewpoints (related to 
these various actors) became apparent, there was a risk of the 
insights becoming unmanageable. This risk was mitigated by 
maintaining a clear focus on one viewpoint at a time. Mapping 
between viewpoints occurred subsequently – with viewpoints only 
being re-examined when it became apparent that key influences 
had been overlooked. This was one of the most useful activities 
and enabled the Society to identify their relationship to others in 
the community, such as: those with whom they could collaborate, 
those with whom they might form allegiances, those who seemed 
to be in opposition (but who should be approached). It also 
enabled the Society to consider issues such as relative degrees of 
power and influence and to identify vulnerable groups who would 
need support. Subsequently, it turned out that some of their 
earlier perceptions were wrong and this led them to make changes 
to the way they engaged, which allowed for more constructive 
progress than had been expected.
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Figure 25 – Proposed Interventions for Ludlow Plotted on the Landscape 
of Practice.

Dynamic Change.3.	  The Society approached dynamic change 
by trying to identify the triggers of change and time-critical 
issues rather than trying to chase down every consequence (an 
impossible task in any case). They first looked at situations 
where influence could be applied from the top-down and then 
considered their position in relation to a number of options and 
identified which ones they would support/oppose. Next they 
considered influence through self-regulation and looked at the 
balancing, creative and negative mechanisms at work in the town 
and decided how they wished to engage with them and to what 
effect. Influence from the bottom-up was considered both in 
terms of what members could do individually and through social 
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networks in the community (which included through public 
opinion, i.e. influence those in the town who appeared to be just 
onlookers). 

Next they considered the environment and discovered that 
a landowner near the town was considering building many 
inappropriate houses. The potential physical impact of this change 
was used to influence opinion. Lastly, the Society discussed their 
options in terms of how they might collaborate, compete, coerce 
or disrupt and used this to work out which indicators of change 
would be significant to them and how they could monitor the 
indicators over what, for some issues, could be many years.

It became evident that the social housing requirements were features which 
arose from the agricultural nature of employment in the area and the low wages 
associated with this work. In other words, some social housing was required 
because people were disadvantaged and some was required simply because of 
the economy of the area – things which could possibly be changed. This led the 
Society to develop the set of principles listed above on which they based their 
recommendations. As a side effect of the discussions, Ludlow became one of 
the first English towns to become a Slow Town and a thriving local Slow Food87 
group was established. In effect, what Ludlow had begun to do was to identify 
opportunities and possibilities afforded by the local circumstances, now a key 
component of the so-called Transition Model for Transition Towns. As a matter of 
fact, Rob Hopkins (founder of the Transition Network) in his book The Transition 
Handbook: From oil dependency to local resilience, picks up on many aspects 
similar to our Approach in the context of the sort of sustainable living in towns 
and cities that Ludlow is trying to achieve. 

87	 For more information on the Slow Food movement in the UK see:  
http://www.slowfood.org.uk/Cms/Page/home
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Journalism in Lebanon
The next case study is based on material provided to us by Robert Holloway, the 
Director of the Agence France-Presse (AFP) Foundation, who spoke at our ECCS 
Workshop in 2009. Robert is a journalist with international standing who has 
reported from crisis situations all over the world. He spent five years in Lebanon 
and Egypt as correspondent for The Times and the Irish Times before joining the 
global news agency AFP in 1988. He has served as their chief correspondent in 
the South Pacific, as foreign editor, head of English language operations, United 
Nations correspondent in New York, and as AFP’s editor in chief. Robert was 
asked by the UNDP to run a course on peace journalism in Lebanon and this 
case study examines how group solidarity was developed and effective progress 
achieved under such challenging circumstances. 

Characteristics of the ContextA.	 : Patterns, Features and Tensions. 
The best way to set the scene and the characteristics of the context is 
to let Robert tell the story in his own words. He clearly articulates the 
patterns, features and tensions of practice that he faced: 

‘I would like to recount to you the project that I am most proud of, 
which I think illustrates the theme of this [ECCS] workshop. We 
[AFP] were asked by the UNDP to run a course on peace journalism 
in Lebanon […] It is an extremely complicated society. There are 
17 officially recognised religious communities in Lebanon. The 
political structure, the State itself, is extremely weak. There are half 
a dozen families each of which is more powerful than the State. The 
only state institution which survived the Civil War [in the Lebanon] 
was the Central Bank – which says a great deal about Lebanese 
society. The way the state is structured is very, very complex indeed, 
with these different communities represented at different levels. 
The Civil War lasted for about ten years from the mid 70s to the mid 
80s. There was then a reversion to a kind of stable society. The Civil 
War resumed at a much lower level of intensity about three years 
ago. Society now is […] precariously calm.

The UN asked us to go in and do a peace journalism training course. 
I said I’d do it but not under that title, which I thought would 
be misunderstood. I said I would call it “Objectivity in covering 
conflict”. We got together 24 journalists, ten from the television 
sector, ten from the written press and four from the radio. We had 
three trainers, all Arabic speaking. I went along as a facilitator/
coordinator. […]
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The UN said to me “You design the program, but what we want on 
the first day is – this being the UN – a high level, prominent speaker. 
At the closing ceremony we want a panel of big media owners in 
Lebanon and an international star journalist, that you will find, who 
will speak to the final session”. And that’s how we did it.

At the start of the course I made an introductory speech to these 24 
journalists who were sitting on the table and they were [in the way 
they were sitting in the room] divided pretty much as the country 
is divided. The Shia Muslims sat here, the Sunni Muslims sat there 
and the Christians over there. After my introductory speech we then 
had a plenary session and we talked about objectivity. There was a 
lot of finger-pointing “We don’t need to talk about objectivity, we 
know what it is, we’re objective – he is not objective”, and “We know 
what we are doing – its those people over there…”, and the debate 
became extremely tense. At some point one of the UN people said 
to me “We’ve got to stop it”. So I intervened and said “I expected a 
good interchange of views. This is quite passionate. This is good. 
Let’s go and have lunch.”.

We then did a couple of days of practical work. On the third day, 
we divided them into groups and took them out to do fieldwork in 
Beirut and its suburbs. I took a group of four people, three women 
and a man. One of the women was a television reporter for the 
Hezbollah Television. […] The second was a Maronite Christian 
who worked for Lebanese Broadcasting Corporation. The third 
worked for a communist radio station. The man worked for one of 
Lebanon’s most prominent mainstream newspapers, An-Nahar.

We went to two districts of Beirut. First of all we went to a district 
which was run by the Hezbollah, who were extremely uncooperative 
and told us “We weren’t expecting you, we were expecting 
engineers. No, you can’t film!” But we managed to get away from 
them and we went to a different part of that neighbourhood and 
we did film and we interviewed people on the street. And while we 
were doing that the woman from the Hezbollah Television said to 
me “I’m really very nervous about going to this other district”, which 
was just literally across the boulevard, “because the people there are 
extremely aggressive and unpleasant”. This district was run by the 
supporters of the assassinated Prime Minister Hariri. I said “We are 
all together, we’re part of a team, we are protected by the UN, this 
is the whole point, that we do this together, so you’re coming”. We 
crossed the boulevard, she then did the interviews with people on 
the street and indeed, they were aggressive to her and said “What 
are you doing here” and so on. [When they were] asked “What do 
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you think about the elections, would you be prepared to go across ... 
across the road over there?” [the people said things such as] “No, no 
– they eat babies over there, I am not crossing that road”. This was 
the kind of talk we got. 

But in the end, she [the woman from Hezbollah Television] and 
the Christian woman agreed to do a joint broadcast. They scripted 
it together, they edited it together and they then gave it to their 
television stations, which both broadcasted the same report. 

I got a letter from the UN congratulating [us]. I really felt ten feet 
tall. [i.e. very good!] 

On the last day – by this time a sense of solidarity had begun to 
develop amongst these journalists who on the first day had been… 
[extremely tense with each other]. On the last day we had the 
closing conference with the ‘big bosses’. Only three of them deigned 
to turn up and turned a panel discussions into set speechmaking. 
The international star journalist whom I found from France and 
who came just sat there and said “Me, Me, Me”. […]

The unintended consequence of this was that it created a 
tremendous sense of group solidarity [among the course members]. 
There was a real fight between the journalists and the bosses. It 
turned into a slanging match “Why aren’t we paid enough? Why 
aren’t we given enough press freedom? Why are our editors always 
on our backs?” 

And I recommended to the UN – if we ever do this again, we 
dispense with bigwigs. We just have a group like this and we work 
together. And we forget about the bosses. The UN were delighted. 
They asked me to come back in July this year [2009] and I did – and 
we did the same thing. 

In the meantime, this group of journalists met five times. They went 
on picnics, they ran their own workshops. One of them was very 
severely beaten up by a bunch of Syrian Fascists […] and they all 
went to see him in hospital.

We went back in July and we held the workshop again, but this 
time really focusing on the issue of what we call cross-community 
reporting, where you get people from different communities, 
sometimes hostile communities [ … ] you get them to work together 
on the issues which reveal the things they have in common rather 
than the things that divide them.’
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Deductions and Lessons for Practice – Insights from the Approach. B.	
This context was entirely in the space of doing, of practice. Preparing 
office-based plans, schedules or work-packages would have been 
inappropriate. What was evident, and what the Approach reinforces, 
is that this context was about bringing together a number of dynamic 
flows and then working with the resulting turbulence/opportunities 
as they became apparent. In this, the complexity-worthiness of all 
concerned, their ability to build trust, adapt, self-organise and go with 
the changing realities and givens, was to be crucial. Robert’s role was 
partly to help facilitate that cohesion and partly to reflect back to the 
group of journalists their identity and achievements. In that sense he 
worked with the tensions and mismatches as they came along, turning 
them to advantage using his authority (respect from the group i.e. 
referent power) and experience (expert power). 

An insight from the Approach is that a key intangible here was trust-
building – which, once established, led to the group self-organising and 
gaining a strong identity. The role of the institutional bosses and ‘bigwigs’ 
is interesting. At one level they were easy to deal with – their behaviours 
were predictable and well understood. Yet, at the closing session when 
they tried to exert their positional power, they (unintentionally) triggered 
a transition in the journalists who became a strong entity of their 
own. They were then able to completely overwhelm the ‘bosses’ with 
their confidence, passion and determination. Whether the journalists 
appreciated it or not they drew their power from their solidarity, expertise, 
sense of ‘rightness’ and their connection with the flow of implicit support 
they received from the people on the streets – which they could tap into in 
a way that the ‘bosses’ could not. It is an interesting exercise to populate 
and compare a number of versions of the ‘Landscape of Change’ from the 
points of view of the various different actors to see what other options 
might have been available or outcomes arisen.
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Deep Water Horizon (DWH) Oil Rig – Crisis 
Transition
This case study examines an example of the sorts of transition that were described 
in Chapter 5. It concerns the case of the Deep Water Horizon oil rig that exploded 
in the Gulf of Mexico in 2010 while it was drilling the Macondo well. According 
to the Final Report by the National Commission on the BP Deepwater Horizon 
Oil Spill and Offshore Drilling:

‘Macondo was not the first well to earn that nickname [“the well 
from hell”]; like many deepwater wells, it had proved complicated 
and challenging. As they drilled, the engineers had to modify plans 
in response to their increasing knowledge of the precise features of 
the geologic formations thousands of feet below. Deepwater drilling 
is an unavoidably tough, demanding job, requiring tremendous 
engineering expertise.’ (p2). 

We understand, first-hand, from oil industry experts who work on rigs that each 
12-hour shift period, therefore, starts with a review of proposed activities (with the 
tasks ahead for a work team and a ‘tool-box talk’). This includes a consideration of 
potential challenges and an examination of contingency measures that would be 
applied, depending on outcomes. These reviews draw on the high-levels of (hard-
won) expertise of the oil workers who are used to dealing with difficult conditions, 
breakdowns and high-risk decisions ‘routinely’ day-to-day. The stakes are high: 
rigs can cost a million dollars a day to hire, time is always a pressure, conditions 
are challenging and the consequences of failure potentially catastrophic. Given 
this background one would think that the oil industry has contingency plans in 
place for everything that could possibly happen – if so, what were the particular 
features of the DWH incident that led to it getting out of control? In this case study 
our specific interest is the nature of the transition that occurred and to point out 
some of the kinds of insights that can be revealed by using our Approach – such 
as the types of tensions and mismatches that the oil-well blow-out triggered. 
We base our analysis of the context principally on the Commission’s Report and 
related material. Let’s start by looking at practice in this context:

PatternsA.	 , Features and Characteristics of this Context. The oil 
industry is used to dynamic transitions, they occur every day – such 
as down-hole tool failures and surface equipment down-time (cables 
break, pipes burst, machinery goes wrong, power fails) – these things 
‘just happen’. As they are inevitable, and in a way are expected, their 
effects can, largely, be mitigated. These events may be sudden but it is 
still possible to make sense of them and act accordingly – in the sense 
that the workers are not at a loss as to what to do because the changes 
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are mostly the kind of smooth transitions discussed in Chapter 5.  
Equipment failures may seem extreme to, say, an office administrator 
visiting the rig, but they are commonplace to the oil workers. The 
workers are backed up with manuals and guides covering the operation 
of the rig, polices and rules concerning safety and environmental 
protection, and there are instructions that document best practice in 
check-lists provided by the companies involved.

Normally then, relationships between workers and systems were 
defined by these procedures and structures through an established 
chain-of-command. As a result, many of the interactions between 
people were, as the transcripts below will show, shaped by the terms 
used that related to the processes to be carried out. These formalised 
and structured operator-driven ways-of-working, imposed largely top-
down through the operations management Zone (d) shown on Figure 
26, were essential for the reliable, safe and repeatable control of the 
rig actions shown at Zone (a). These were, through training, matched 
by the team competencies of the workers shown at Zone (b). Other 
behaviours, at Zones (c) and (e) were minimised as they were not 
appropriate to normal operation.

So what happened on DWH such that these contingencies proved to be 
inadequate? It is obvious that, rather than the smooth transitions they 
were used to, the blow-out triggered a whole series of shock transitions 
where previously-held assumptions became ‘invalid’ in the face of the 
ever-new, dynamically-changing contexts. Let’s look at some extracts88 
from the transcripts of the ‘accident’ to try to appreciate something 
more about the nature of the events that took place:

‘As the Board that investigated the loss of the Columbia space shuttle••  
noted, “complex systems almost always fail in complex ways”. Though 
it is tempting to single out one crucial misstep or point the finger at 
one bad actor as the cause of the Deepwater Horizon explosion, any 
such explanation provides a dangerously incomplete picture of what 
happened—encouraging the very kind of complacency that led to the 
accident in the first place. Consistent with the President’s [Obama] 
request, this [the DWH] report takes an expansive view.’ (pviii)

88	 We have made great efforts to select and use items from the [US] National Commission’s 
Final Report in a balanced way to avoid, unintentionally, distorting the facts. We have also 
drawn material from the National Commission’s Chief Counsel’s Report.
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Figure 26 – DWH – Extent of Control and degrees of freedom –  
Normal Operations.

‘The rest of the day [of the accident] would be devoted to a series of ••
further tests on the well—positive and negative-pressure tests—in 
preparation for [the planned] “temporary abandonment.” [of the 
well while others were drilled] During the positive-pressure test, the 
drill crew would increase the pressure inside the steel casing and seal 
assembly to be sure they were intact. The negative-pressure test, by 
contrast, would reduce the pressure inside the well in order to simulate 
its state after the Deepwater Horizon had packed up and moved off 
location. If pressure increased inside the well during the negative-
pressure test, or if fluids flowed up from the well, that would indicate 
a well-integrity problem—a leak of fluids into the well. Such a leak 
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would be a worrisome sign that somewhere the casing and cement plugs 
had been breached—in which case remedial work would be needed to 
re-establish the well’s integrity.’ (p4)

‘Don Vidrine, the company man coming on the evening shift, eventually ••
said that another negative test had to be done [because the results 
from the previous one were ambiguous]. This time the crew members 
were able to get the pressure down to zero on a different pipe, the [so-
called] “kill line”, but still not for the drill pipe, which continued to 
show elevated pressure. According to BP witnesses, Anderson [a ‘tool 
pusher’] said he had seen this before and explained away the anomalous 
[pressure] reading as the “bladder effect”. Whether for this reason or 
another, the men in the [drillers’ control] shack determined that no 
flow from the open kill line equaled a successful negative-pressure 
test. It was time to get on with the rest of the temporary abandonment 
process. Kaluza [BP’s day-shift company man], his shift over, headed 
off duty.’ (p6)

[at the same time] ‘Inside the bridge, Captain Kuchta [who had served ••
on the Deepwater Horizon since June 2008, was in command when 
the vessel (rig) was “unlatched” and thus once again a maritime vessel] 
welcomed visitors Sims, O’Bryan, Trahan, and Winslow [executive vice-
president VIPs, two each from BP and Transocean respectively]. The 
two dynamic-positioning officers, Yancy Keplinger and Andrea Fleytas, 
were also on the bridge. Keplinger was giving the visitors a tour of the 
bridge while Fleytas was at the desk station. The officers explained 
how the rig’s thrusters kept the Deepwater Horizon in place above the 
well, showed off the radars and current meters, and offered to let the 
visiting BP men try their hands at the rig’s dynamic-positioning video 
simulator.’ [the presence of the VIPs was not part of the rig’s normal 
routine]. (p7)

‘Down in the engine control room, Chief Mechanic Douglas Brown, an ••
Army veteran employed by Transocean [owners of DWH], was filling 
out the nightly log and equipment hours. He had spent the day fixing 
a saltwater pipe in one of the pontoons. First, he noticed an “extremely 
loud air leak sound”. Then a gas alarm sounded, followed by more and 
more alarms wailing. In the midst of that noise, Brown noticed someone 
over the radio. “I heard the captain or chief mate, I’m not sure who, 
make an announcement to the standby boat, the Bankston, saying we 
were in a well-control situation.” The vessel was ordered to back off to 
500 meters. Now Brown could hear the rig’s engines revving. “I heard 
them revving up higher and higher and higher. Next I was expecting 
the engine trips to take over. That did not happen. After that the power 
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went out.” Seconds later, an explosion ripped through the pitch-black 
control room, hurtling him against the control panel, blasting away 
the floor. Brown fell through into a subfloor full of cable trays and 
wires. A second huge explosion roared through, collapsing the ceiling 
on him. All around in the dark he could hear people screaming and 
crying for help.’ (p9)

‘He [Steve Bertone, the rig’s chief engineer] went to the portside back ••
computer, the dynamic positioning system responsible for maintaining 
the rig’s position. “I observed that we had no engines, no thrusters, no 
power whatsoever. I picked up the phone which was right there and I 
tried calling extension 2268, which is the engine control room. There 
was no dial tone whatsoever.” It was then that Bertone looked out to 
the bridge’s starboard window. “I was fully expecting to see steel and 
pipe and everything on the rig floor.” “When I looked out the window, 
I saw fire from derrick leg to derrick leg and as high as I could see. At 
that point, I realized that we had just had a blowout”. ’ (p10)

‘Inside the standby generator room, Bertone flipped the switch from ••
automatic to manual, hitting the reset and the start button. “There was 
absolutely no turning over of the engine. I tried it again, the reset button 
and the start. Again, nothing happened.” He reset other functions, and 
turned the switch for the automatic sync on the standby generator to 
manual. “I ran back to the panel and again, tried the reset and the start. 
There was no turning over of the engine whatsoever.” '(p15)

‘By now, Winslow [a one-time assistant driller who had worked his ••
way up to operations manager.] began to wonder why the derrick was 
still roaring with flames. Hadn’t the blowout preventer been activated, 
sealing off the well and thus cutting off fuel for the conflagration? He 
headed to the bridge. [Captain] Kuchta said, “We’ve got no power, 
we’ve got no water, no emergency generator.” Steve Bertone was still at 
his station on the bridge and he noticed Christopher Pleasant, one of 
the subsea engineers, standing next to the panel with the emergency 
disconnect switch (EDS) to the blowout preventer. Bertone hollered to 
Pleasant: “Have you EDSed?” Pleasant replied he needed permission. 
Bertone asked Winslow was it okay and Winslow said yes. Somebody 
on the bridge yelled, “He cannot EDS without the OIM’s [offshore 
installation manager’s] approval.” Harrell [the top Transocean man on 
the rig when—as now—the well was latched up], still dazed, somewhat 
blinded and deafened, had also made it to the bridge, as had BP’s 
Vidrine. With the rig still “latched” to the Macondo well, Harrell was 
in charge. Bertone yelled, “Can we EDS?” and Harrell yelled back, “Yes, 
EDS, EDS.”. (p13)
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‘Chief Mate David Young and Bertone “hooked the life raft up and ••
proceeded to crank it up out of its lift, rotated [it] around to the side 
of the rig and then drop[ped] it—drop[ped] it out so that you could 
inflate the raft and you could be clear of the rig.” A rope attached to 
a balky shackling device refused to give. Bertone yelled for a knife to 
cut the rope. Nobody had one. No pocket knives were allowed on the 
rig. Williams found a gigantic nail-clipper-like device and used it to 
unscrew the stuck shackle, freeing the rope. The life raft moved out over 
the side of the rig. Young got in. Behind them, explosions punctuated 
the heat, noise, and dark. Thick, acrid smoke was rolling over the deck.’  
(p16) [The rig finally sunk 18 hours later].

These extracts from the Report and the transcripts they contain paint 
a picture89 of the kind of pattern breaking that was happening which 
usually, though not inevitably, leads to collapse. 

Key aspects of Practice – Dynamics and TensionsB.	  – Insights from 
the Approach. As well as the horror of the events, one gets a sense of 
fewer and fewer options being available to the workers, along with a 
degradation of influence – from being able to manoeuvre and control 
the whole rig as a unit reduced to just parts of it, then to only single 
machines and finally to where the lack of a single knife was a life-
threatening issue. This reduction in this envelope of influence is one 
of the things that fundamentally changed people’s degrees of freedom. 
What were the other factors? Here, based on the ways of influencing 
change, is a selection:

Changes in the Setting1.	 . One of the most obvious environmental 
changes in the context was the escape of high-pressure flammable 
gas from the well when the negative pressure test failed. This 
changed the setting from an operator-driven one in which 
the workers on the rig were in control, to one where the real-
world imperatives were ‘calling the shots’ – the workers were 
now context-driven. Normal ways-of-working were no longer 
appropriate – the actions demanded by the context were mostly 
not achievable (shown by the extended Zone (a) on the Landscape 
of Change at Figure 27) and people and procedures needed to 
make the transition quickly to meet these new demands. Yet the 
new purpose and intent required (to align with the demands) were 
neither fully appreciated nor shared widely – leading to surprise 
and confusion. This meant that timescales for actions were 

89	 For an overall summary see also the New York Times article of the 25th December 2010 
'Deepwater Horizon’s Final Hours' by David Barstow, David Rohde and Stephanie Saul. 



Chapter 7: Case Studies 

214

severely reduced and time-horizons had to be judged in seconds 
or minutes. People now experienced unfamiliar phenomena and 
novel dynamics. Post the blow-out transition, the context now 
changed again because of the explosions. Automatic systems were 
destroyed (or lacked power) and so could no longer assist people’s 
capabilities – the rig was no longer functioning as a ‘human-
machine team’. The workers were now called upon to operate the 
rig systems in manual mode.

Figure 27 – DWH – Degrees of Freedom and Wiggle-room – Afterwards.

Changes in Top-down Influences.2.	  With hindsight, it may 
be that, actually, the procedural entanglement that had been 
created to regulate normal working was a contributory factor in 
the disaster getting out of hand. When the environment started 
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imposing damage, in a way ‘top-down’, these procedures were no 
longer ‘available actions’ for the control-room staff as the position 
of the number (1) in Figure 27 shows – so people needed to be 
allowed to improvise as the context required.

Changes in Self-organisation etc. 3.	 In normal, everyday working 
there was little need for the workers to self-organise, see Zone 
(e) – their routine was very much set by schedules, shifts and 
strong organisational patterns. They knew where they would be 
working, whom they would be working with and, largely, what 
they would be doing. Most self-regulation happened automatically 
as the systems of the rig monitored and adjusted parameters semi-
autonomously. They were prepared for certain types of challenging 
transitions that they would be dealt with through good training 
and sound ‘standard90 operational procedures’ (SoPs). But, the 
fire on DWH was too serious – even without the explosion the 
operation room would still have had no option but to relinquish 
control because it could no longer communicate with the parts 
of the rig concerned or appreciate what was going on. Indeed, if 
they tried to intervene the mismatch between their experienced 
complexity in the control room and the reality could lead to them 
taking inappropriate actions, as shown by the number (2) in the 
Figure.

As the day-to-day cohesive coupling between the parts of the rig 
was lost, recovery relied on the actions of distributed fire units 
who apply ‘behavioural templates’ (fire drills) to regain enough 
local predictability to then enable global interventions to be re-
exercised by the operations managers. The complexity-worthiness 
of the fire teams depends very much on the quality and realism91 
of this training, the authority and autonomy delegated to them 
and their personal qualities (initiative, courage etc.) and common 
sense. After the accident, everything changed – the rig became 
a totally different machine. Now it was essential that people 
self-organised to try and recover control. Yet, because of the 
damage, the workers could not even come together as previously 

90	 The use of the word ‘standard’, rather than ‘standardised’ is very deliberate. Enabling 
(interoperability) standards allow for wiggle-room as opposed to homogenous 
standardisation that is clamping and constraining.

91	 If this training always stops short of dealing with realistic events then that’s ‘negative 
training’ which holds people back. An example of this tension occurred on an airline flight 
across the Atlantic Ocean. The pilot and co-pilot were practicing ‘loss of oxygen’ drills. The 
drill is usually stopped at the point where a button is pressed to release oxygen masks in the 
passenger cabin. By ‘mistake’, the co-pilot did press the button and the masks dropped down 
– to the alarm of the passengers. Did the co-pilot do the ‘right’ thing (by completing the drill 
realistically) or was that ‘wrong’?
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exercised to form the usual fire and rescue teams – they had to 
work with whomever and whatever they could find, and develop 
what seemed to be the best purpose/intent at that time. And, 
with the autonomous systems disabled or malfunctioning, much 
of the functionality that they had previously taken for granted 
(concerning the stability of the rig) was no longer happening – see 
example number (3) on Figure 27, which indicates that the Zone 
(a) actions required to deal with the blow-out cannot be met by 
the Zone (b) collective competencies. As a result, because of the 
explosion and the almost complete dislocation it caused, they did 
not get the chance to save themselves and the rig.

Changes in Bottom-up Influences.4.	  People were, therefore, 
having to, literally, transition ‘under fire’ and were forced by the 
circumstances of the situation to flip from one type of complexity-
worthiness to another as required. It seems from the Report that 
some people had neither thought about this, nor had they been 
trained for it (they also may not have had, or been recruited 
to have, the innate abilities of resourcefulness, flexibility etc.). 
Clearly, from the transcripts, recovering the DWH from its initial 
blow-out relied heavily on the personal qualities of the people – 
and this need was always a known factor that seems to have been 
discounted in the procedures and the training. As Fred Bartlit, 
Chief Counsel for the Commission said, Transocean’s handbook 
was ‘a safety expert’s dream’ and yet after reading it cover to 
cover he struggled to answer a basic question: ‘How do you know 
[when] it’s bad enough to act fast?’. It was never a handbook 
that was going to save the DWH, it was the people – working by 
influencing events bottom-up – trouble-shooting, number (4), and 
by improvising (the intersection of Zones (b), (c), (e) on Figure 
27). The self-organising that had to occur relied on people having 
appropriate qualities.

So, what was the interplay between all the factors discussed above? When 
one looks at these two versions of the Landscape of Change showing 
the situation before (Figure 26) and after (Figure 27) the blow-out, what 
stands out very clearly is how fundamentally the usual ‘control regime’ 
had been disempowered and, very graphically, how key managers were 
now trapped into a position of paralysis as a result. But what did the 
Commission conclude about the way the change of context and setting 
had undermined normal practice and what did they recommend 
concerning contingencies for this type of accident in future?
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What Happened Afterwards– Inquiry and National CommissionC.	 . 
‘Nearly 400 feet long, the Horizon had formidable and redundant 
defences against even the worst blowout. It was equipped to divert 
surging oil and gas safely away from the rig. It had devices to quickly 
seal off a well blowout or to break free from it. It had systems to prevent 
gas from exploding and sophisticated alarms that would quickly warn 
the crew at the slightest trace of gas. The crew itself routinely practiced 
responding to alarms, fires and blowouts, and it was blessed with 
experienced leaders who clearly cared about safety. On paper, experts 
and investigators agree, the Deepwater Horizon should have weathered 
this blowout.’ reported the New York Times on 25th December 2010 in 
the article previously mentioned. It goes on to say: ‘What emerges 
is a stark and singular fact: crew members died and suffered terrible 
injuries because every one of the Horizon’s defenses failed on April 20. 
Some were deployed but did not work. Some were activated too late, 
after they had almost certainly been damaged by fire or explosions. 
Some were never deployed at all’. Concerning these defences the news 
item states that ‘Ms. Fleytas said it never occurred to her to use the 
emergency shutdown system. In any event, she explained, she had not 
been taught how to use it. “I don’t know of any procedures,” she said. 
[One emergency system alone was controlled by 30 buttons]. At critical 
moments that night, members of the crew hesitated and did not take 
the decisive steps needed. Communications fell apart, warning signs 
were missed and crew members in critical areas failed to coordinate a 
response.'

The result, as the interviews and records show, was paralysis. For nine 
long minutes, as the drilling crew battled the blowout and gas alarms 
eventually sounded on the bridge, no warning was given to the rest of 
the crew. For many, the first hint of crisis came in the form of a 'blast 
wave’. We have already mentioned that the paralysis which occurred was 
partly caused by not having trained for the possibility of a worst-case 
context, and partly caused by the policies, rules, SoPs and regulations the 
workers had to follow - and the resulting intersection and contradictions 
are illustrated in Figure 27. Given this analysis it is interesting to review 
the Commission’s recommendations listed below. They are grouped in 
seven distinct areas: 

Improving the Safety of Offshore Operations•	

Safeguarding the Environment•	

Strengthening Oil Spill Response, Planning, and Capacity•	
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Advancing Well-Containment Capabilities•	

Overcoming the Impacts of the Deepwater Horizon Spill and •	
Restoring the Gulf

Ensuring Financial Responsibility•	

Promoting Congressional Engagement to Ensure Responsible •	
Offshore Drilling

Almost without exception, the recommendations concern top-down 
policy and regulative frameworks – of which there already seem to be 
too many. Even the Safety section on page 231 of the Report focuses 
on safety procedures during normal operations rather than worst case 
transition events.

Deductions and Lessons for Practice.D.	  In its day-to-day operation 
the behaviour of the DWH rig was largely predictable and ‘relaxed’ – it 
seems at first sight that the companies involved felt that, by writing 
instructions to cover every contingency, they had the realities mastered. 
Yet, in an accident of this magnitude, because they are not written to 
cover the impossible, instructions are not what is required – instead, 
it is the human qualities of resourcefulness and, along with it, the 
degrees of freedom to act without unnecessary constraints in the way 
that the context determines. This kind of transition requires those with 
procedural ‘positional power’ to defer to those with expert power. It is 
interesting to speculate to what degree the presence of the four vice-
presidents, on the DWH at this critical time, helped or hindered this 
transfer to context-driven ways-of-working. For practice, a key lesson is 
that contexts can switch and, along with that switch, bring fundamental 
changes in all the features, tensions, modifiers and options for influence 
that are currently active. This requires ‘positive training’, which demands 
that people make decisions involving judgement about realistic trade-
offs where there is no ‘right answer’. Our recommendation from the 
Approach would be that the implications of ‘context switching’ and 
the types of transitions they generate should be reflected in policies, 
regulations and procedures produced following the DWH disaster. If 
only the top-down aspects of influence are included then some great 
opportunities to enrich the space of available actions needed to mitigate 
another disaster will be missed. The value of self-* and bottom-up 
influence needs to be better appreciated.
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Lost Town, East of England Development Agency
The East of England Development Agency (EEDA) is one of – at the time of 
writing – nine Regional Development Agencies in England. These agencies are 
funded through a single budget, to which various UK Government departments 
contribute. The aim of the agencies is the promotion of economic prosperity 
throughout England. In October 2003, EEDA launched an international ideas 
competition called Landmark East, for the creation of one or more major 
landmarks in order to ‘put the East of England on the map – both nationally and 
internationally’ as it states on EEDA’s Landmark East website.

In 2004, four winning entries received funding to carry out a feasibility study for 
their proposal, secure finance for realising the project and for the eventual delivery 
of the proposed landmark. EEDA took on the role of facilitator, supporting the 
execution of the feasibility studies through assisting in engagement with (local) 
stakeholders and promoting the projects. One of the winning entries, the Lost 
Town Project, is the subject of this case study. The events in the various phases 
of the Project have been captured by Jörg Adolph in his documentary film Lost 
Town. The Project picks up on the natural dynamics of the East of England 
coastline, which over centuries has been severely affected through progressive 
coastal erosion. The proposed Lost Town Landmark by the German architects 
Johannes Ingrisch and Anne Niemann reflected the problem of the loss of land and 
livelihood as a result of the retreating coastline; they suggested a steel sculpture 
in form of a church, representing the lost churches of Dunwich at the site of the 
original location of the old town. The old town, and with it its churches, have 
vanished into the sea due to coastal erosion over hundreds of years, and the 
proposed sculpture would be placed in the sea off the Dunwich coast.

The Project was presented to the local residents in a meeting organised and 
facilitated by EEDA. The feasibility study carried out with the prize money 
concluded that the sculpture was technically viable, whereas costs were still an 
issue to be addressed. The more important reason for not pursuing activities in 
Dunwich was the complete resistance of the local population to the Project – no 
change was desired to the quietness of the town. However, encouraged by the 
supporting comments for their concept that were received, the architect team 
looked at alternative sites for their Project along the East of England coast and 
selected Walton-on-the-Naze on the Naze headland in Essex as a potential 
new site for the sculpture. The medieval town of Walton, once far inland, had 
disappeared into the sea by the 19th Century as a consequence of coastal erosion, 
and with it its All Saints Church. Under the Government’s scheme of ‘managed 
retreat’, the Naze coastline today is decreasing by one to two metres a year. This 
case study, presented with kind approval by the architects Anne Niemann, 
Johannes Ingrisch and of Rachel Bosworth from EEDA, looks at the context and 
dynamics of the feasibility review for Walton-on-the-Naze, which was carried out 
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between October 2006 and February 2007, the possibilities arising for realising 
the multi-million Pound Sterling Project in the town, and the tensions which 
came to the surface. 

PatternsA.	 , Features and Characteristics of this Context. Reflecting 
on the Realities of this context provides a rich expression of the issues 
shown in Figure 28 and discussed below, in which the differences 
between the experienced complexity of the various ‘actors’ plays a 
significant role.

The physical environment1.	 . Walton is a place in which coastal 
erosion is a daily topic of discussion. Walton lies on a very distinct 
headland, the Naze, which is a significant landmark along the 
Essex coast. Walton-on-the-Naze used to be a popular seaside 
resort, and has a long pier and a marina, but has lost its attraction 
to tourists and is struggling with its economic viability. Walton-
on-the-Naze is also different from Dunwich in regard to the 
economic situation of its residents who are not as well-off as those 
in Dunwich.

The components of the context, the actors and their properties.2.	  
EEDA promote economic development in the region through 
various activities and funding. Locally elected officials (Town 
Mayor, Councillors) are faced with multiple expectations and 
objectives for the town: the economic development, the issue 
of coastal erosion management, planning considerations, the 
satisfaction of local residents with their politics, and so on. 
The Walton Forum has been established – with representation 
from local business, services and community groups with the 
aim of steering the regeneration of Walton. The Forum set 
up a Community Project office which serves as an advice and 
information centre for the town, among others funded by EEDA 
initiatives (see the Walton-on-the-Naze Contact us webpage for 
more information).

The architects, who in their design have picked up on the coastal 
erosion theme, lack experience of this sort of consultation and 
have little local knowledge of what drives and motivates the 
local people and what they fear and hope for. There are the local 
residents who may or may not approve of the Project idea, who can 
see various consequences of such a project, but need to be taken 
on board for the idea to come to pass. An issue here is a previous 
‘art project’, an upturned bus, which was much reviled and has 
made Walton people wary of such schemes.
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Figure 28 – Features of the Lost Town Project’s Context.
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Also, there are the tourists who come to Walton-on-the-Naze 
for seaside holidays expecting attractions and facilities for their 
visit. Major players in the context are potential funders for the 
Project execution, who could be national or international, local 
entities, institutions and individuals interested in art, in the 
topic of erosion management, conservation, history, or regional 
development. Thus, these potential funders might sponsor Lost 
Town for a variety of motivations. 

In terms of Purpose and Intent:3.	  For Walton officials and 
representatives, the landmark sculpture is to become a tourist 
attraction, to draw people specifically to Walton. They hope to 
create economic activity, improve the reputation of and revitalize 
the town. The architects have to provide a feasibility study for their 
Project, which they want to see realised. In order to do so, they 
have to make the local residents feel that the sculpture is 'their 
Project', and they have to find funding for the implementation of 
their proposal if the feasibility study provides the endorsement 
to go ahead. Residents want their town to be a safe and living 
environment which provides good amenities, and where coastal 
erosion does not encroach on their properties. EEDA, as the 
initiator of the Landmark East Competition, maintains its interest 
in promoting economic development in the region, which the 
innovative idea of the Landmark East competition was to address, 
and – without any further financial engagement – wishes to 
continue to promote the Project under the, for the region, unifying 
theme ‘management of coastal erosion’.

Dynamics and Tensions of Practice in this Context – Insights B.	
from the Approach. The Approach provides a lot of insights through 
the Reflecting on Doing and by considering the Conditions for Doing 
in Practice. Given the contextual complexity from the Reflecting on 
Realities, what are the options for engagement with the community-
of-practice for a positive outcome of the feasibility study and the 
eventual implementation of Lost Town? A key insight that arises from 
the Approach is that the success of Lost Town depends most of all on 
gaining and maintaining a momentum of support for the Project to be 
realised, and therefore for money to be committed – the architectural 
and engineering issues are less important. The ongoing dynamics are 
influenced by the town’s striving for economic recovery. This is a strong 
factor in the minds of the town’s officials, but is it also in the mind of 
the residents? What are their interests, expectations and concerns, and 
how does the Project tap into that? An understanding of these concerns 
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and expectations is required to reach consent in favour of the Project 
among the people.

Further iteration in the Reflecting on Practice loop brings up the 
question of who or what can drive the idea in the Town. The position 
of the various representative groups and institutions, their possibilities 
and their interests and motivations generate tensions but also can offer 
opportunities for bringing the desired change as shown in the Trade-
off Space in Figure 29. What is their degree of collaboration, and how 
can the architects engage with these entities for collaboration? Does 
the Project clash with any other use of the environment? What are the 
consequences of putting up the sculptures, geographically and in the 
minds of people locally and in the region? Finally, there is the funding 
aspect of the Project, because no sponsorship is secured, but it will have 
to be found, the question is how?

Figure 29 – Tensions and Modifiers of the Key Aspect of Lost Town Project 
– Maintaining Momentum.
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What Actually Happened. C.	 After the alternative site of Walton-on-
the-Naze had been proposed as the new location for the landmark, 
EEDA agreed to continue to fund the initial feasibility work. Any costs 
incurred by the feasibility study for Walton would have to be drawn 
from the money that was left over from the original prize money. 
Support was sought from a councillor of Walton, who described how 
people in the town felt about the issue of the Lost Town Project as ‘... on 
the one hand there was no money from the Government to protect the 
coastline from the progressing coastal erosion, but there seemed to be 
money for an arts project’. Also, a previous art project (the upside-down 
bus) proposed in Walton had been rejected and not been built because 
it was perceived as ‘laughable’, whereas the Lost Town sculpture seemed 
to be a landmark of significance equal to the Angel of the North, near 
Gateshead, UK (see the Gateshead Council website The Angel of the 
North for more information). Some locals and the town officials of the 
town did consider Lost Town as a fantastic opportunity for an art project 
that would bring visitors to Walton, once a popular seaside resort but 
now in need of new ideas for economic development.

To get the local people on board for the idea, a meeting with the town 
residents was organised, backed and chaired by the Mayor of Walton. 
For this meeting both the Walton Forum and the architects made their 
preparations based on local experiences in Walton and on experiences 
in Dunwich respectively. The architects held a feedback session with 
peers in Munich to improve on their presentation of the Project. They 
were given advice that they should address people’s ‘What is in it for 
us?’ concerns so that the people of Walton could take ‘ownership’ of 
the Project. The architects also needed to explain why Walton had been 
selected – that it was not just a second choice because Dunwich rejected 
the Project. The Walton Forum prepared to address concerns that had 
been raised, such as those by yachtsmen about shipping issues, by local 
people about parking and infrastructure issues (due to the extra influx 
of visitors) and so on. Overall, the meeting in Walton was a success for 
the Project. There were some contrary opinions – such as that the Naze 
Tower already provided a landmark in the town and that money should 
rather be spent on the current church, which was in need of renovation, 
but these were outweighed by those who had understood that the money 
raised for the Lost Town Project would not be available for anything else, 
that Walton was in need of something ‘new’, and that the town required 
such a project for its viability. After gaining the support of the town, EEDA 
signalled that they would be prepared to manage the Project after the 
architects had found people and donors to invest funds and time into 
the Project.
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While the Walton Forum was seeking advice from local Members of 
Parliament about getting in touch with potential funders, the architects 
approached private companies for sponsorship. All these attempts were 
not fruitful and eventually the architects ran out of the time they could 
invest in the Project, and out of prize money to spend on project-related 
activities and trying to attract funds.

In November 2007, though, the Walton Forum got sight of an initiative 
by the UK Department for Culture, Media and Sport, which intended 
to make a 45-million Pound Sterling investment to generate art projects 
and develop rundown seaside towns. It would be a three-year programme 
delivered through the Commission for Architecture and the Built 
Environment (CABE). As this seemed a perfect opportunity to obtain 
substantial funding, Walton put a bid together. The bid turned out to 
be unsuccessful: whereas in the decision-making on funding, CABE and 
the Arts Council were keen on providing funding for the Project, EEDA 
argued that, due to budget cuts by the Government, they were unable 
to fund any project that had not already been agreed on – Lost Town in 
that climate could not be a priority for EEDA.  This was the ‘nail in the 
coffin’ for the Project and, sadly, the construction of the church sculpture 
off the coast of Walton is still waiting to be realised.

Deductions and Lessons for Practice. D.	 After the Dunwich experience, 
there was the ‘do-nothing’ option for the architects; EEDA itself provided 
the suggestion that there could be a ‘virtual’ version of the Project on the 
Internet. However, a key driver for the architects to continue to pursue 
implementation of the real sculpture was their personal motivation 
– backed up by the encouragement they had received from others. 
The initiative was now, with consent from EEDA, with the architects 
who potentially had to engage in collaboration with new partners at 
a local level and find champions. In setting out on finding alternative 
sites for the landmark,  Reflection on Realities of the context in the 
Approach would have helped the architects  to identify the space-of-
possibilities – especially in the light of experiences gained with the first 
feasibility study. From the architects’ point of view, the lesson learned 
from the events in Dunwich was to understand how the perceptions 
and engagement of various interested parties may or may not influence 
decision-making and option-generation.

People in Dunwich held very strong viewpoints and attitudes. The 
introduction of the topic ‘Lost Town’ was considered difficult by EEDA 
and local officials right from the start. The context in Walton was – 
apart from the coastal erosion – seen as a very different one, where 
other conditions of the environment shaped the possibilities. Here, ‘by 
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chance’ for the architects, the town welcomed the idea of the Project as 
a possibility for change given the economic situation. The dynamics of 
the feasibility study for Lost Town in the case of Walton-on-the-Naze 
were shaped by individual people and various groups in the town who, 
by collaborating, were the drivers of the dynamics. In their ongoing 
search for initiatives that would help the economic development of the 
town, the Lost Town Project was a welcome new opportunity. These local 
groups, and their representatives, facilitated the engagement with the 
local residents and considered and actively pursued the options for the 
funding of the Project. The majority of the population of the town took 
ownership of the idea as ‘their’ project. Hence, a lot of the changes in 
the context came about through the self-organisation triggered by the 
opportunity. The presentation of the Project to the public in Walton 
engaged with the ongoing dynamics. It became a sounding-board for 
the people’s concerns – a realisation of what moved people – and this 
connected with what the Project could help them achieve in their 
endeavours for revitalising the town.

The issues surrounding the funding of the Project was one of the major 
modifiers of the context. The CABE opportunity came unexpectedly 
and changed the dynamic of the Project. Once again, it was the people 
in Walton who took the initiative for writing the bid. The dynamic was 
stopped when EEDA was unable to commit to any further funding – if 
more attention had been given to gaining and sustaining a popular 
momentum for change, then this single setback might not have been 
so decisive.

Comments on the Utility of the Approach 
These case studies have provided coverage of a number of different contexts 
where the challenges and opportunities of practice manifested themselves in 
different ways:

In The Fuel CrisisA.	  example the main challenge was how to deal with 
a structural mismatch in which one party, the Government, had little 
or no wiggle-room and where the other, the protesters, were, at first 
untouchable. The Approach illustrated this and also showed how this 
change issue led, though the Trade-off Space, to appropriate influences 
being identified and then exerted.
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In the slum housing situation the key issue was exposing and expressing B.	
the diversity of perspectives and viewpoints so that their tensions and 
contradictions could be reasoned about. When, through the use of 
the Landscape of Change, timelines were considered it then became 
apparent that phasing should be determined by triggers which set the 
conditions for change – not by absolute time but by change criteria.

The Ludlow social housingC.	  case study had a different dynamic in that all 
concerned were equally empowered in practice, yet they had a very poor 
understanding of their context and so were in no position to reason 
about it. A version of Symptom Sorting was used to enable options to be 
identified, reflected upon and expressed in defendable ways.

The next case study looked at journalism in LebanonD.	  and illustrated 
the immediacy of the context and that the principles covered in this 
Guide can be employed effectively, without necessarily generating any 
‘formal’ artefacts, if the people concerned have appropriate complexity-
worthiness. As an aside, plotting out the power issues between the large 
number of actors and entities in this context using the Trade-off Space 
is an interesting exercise.

In the Deep Water HorizonE.	  oil rig disaster case study we have examined 
the kinds of paralysis that can be created in a sudden transition when 
the network of constraints in the context can’t adapt to the sudden 
changes that occurred. The use of the Landscape of Change, overlaid 
with the degrees of freedom, has provided a graphic illustration of how, 
in a way, what happened was, sadly, almost inevitable.

In the last case study, an art/architectural project called Lost Town, F.	
whilst initially successful had, over time, not been able to become a 
reality. The case study used Symptom Sorting and the Trade-off Space 
to home in on the key issue that had been missed – which was that 
everything depended upon gaining and maintaining the sort of positive 
momentum that had led to success in other projects (such as with the 
realisation of the Angel of the North statue in the UK).

We recognise that the Approach and the Framework we have described in this 
Guide are not a complete ‘cure-all’. What we have provided is a sound, integrative 
Approach that addresses the needs of people working in complex contexts. It 
also responds to their requests for something tangible and pragmatic to help 
them do things differently and more effectively in practice as we have shown in 
the case studies.
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So, how could our Approach be improved? As always, there is scope for better 
understanding of, matching with, and extension of existing techniques and ways-
of-working. What we have provided is an Approach suitable for many domains 
of endeavour with their various natural complexities. We feel we have covered a 
lot of ground, bringing in our own experience as practitioners, drawing from our 
engagement with other practitioners and with the complexity science community. 
We know that more techniques and examples could have been included but felt 
that writing such a reference book was a separate task. Obviously, this book still 
needs to pass the test of practitioners ‘in the field’ and we welcome feedback and 
comment that we can incorporate, hopefully, in new editions of the Approach.

The ‘whole-system’ dynamics that the Approach puts to work can now be seen 
to be the direct concern of practitioners and not, as some might previously 
have considered, out of scope. As a logical extension of this Approach and of 
putting complexity to work in general, and as we’ll show in Chapter 8, these 
‘dynamic energies’ actually can be of use to practitioners and communities in 
a surprisingly practical way.
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Chapter 8: Summary and Comment

Reflecting on Complexity Demystified and Put to Work
So the book is complete – but what have we actually written about? We started 
by saying that, in a way, people seem to have unlearned how the world works, 
how to engage with it and how to engage with others. Managers, in formulating 
plans, seem to have forgotten that they are part of the dynamics that are active in 
the world. Why else would they often describe the world as a place of static, non-
connected objects? Why else would complexity be squeezed out – inappropriately 
as we have seen – into reductionist models? Why, rather than engaging with 
these dynamics through complexity-aware approaches to bring about change, 
do people ‘prefer’ fixed step-wise processes? We maintain that this happens, 
largely, because people are not aware that alternatives exist and are not confident 
in their use. And how does one explain that so much of it is about how to use 
common sense?

The Putting Complexity to Work alternative that we offer is all about being 
able to engage with the world as it is, and as it functions, and how to influence 
its interactions and its dynamics as one finds them. The Approach presented 
in this book supports re-learning and appreciating the natural patterns in the 
real-world, re-evaluating what our role in the world is, and considering how we 
can thus influence change – for immediate practical and mutual benefit. As the 
authors, we can say that it is not easy to provide a systematic approach that lives 
up to these challenges and to the opportunities of real-world complexity that are 
available across so many domains of working, as everything is dependent upon 
its context …

The main theme of this Approach is, then, to work with the ever-present dynamics 
of change – there is no standstill in natural complexity – the dynamics are just 
‘there’, they go on all the time and we are part of them … Why don’t we work with 
them more?

C: So, in scientific terms, dynamics are generated as a result of exchanges 
of energy. That would mean that the sort of dynamics and phenomena 
we are talking about could be described as energy feedback, oscillation 
and so on … whereas with the ‘dance’ (that we have characterised as the 
iterative movement of practitioners through loops), would that then be 
equivalent to a kind of trajectory – of flows of energy?
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P: Interesting idea. Well, yes, thinking about it, we talk about potential 
energy in the book, for example, where people are ready to collaborate 
and only need some sort of catalyst to get the flow started.

C: Oh yes. That is easy to see in many situations we describe, like in the 
Lebanon case study. There was a lot of energy and passion there and when 
the journalists met in the workshop – it was like sparking a flame. 

P: And the stimulation and amplification of energy is noticeable, well, 
in any collaboration activity that puts complexity to work. When people 
are motivated they bring energy into the context, when they interact it 
can be amplified – even changed into different forms ….

C: Such as through the TV programme that the two journalists produced, 
which stimulated other people’s interest …

P: Yes, exactly. And when people leave a stimulating meeting, they act 
like capacitors, storing the ideas and energy until later when in their 
enthusiasm they emit it in conversations and so on. 

C: That’s exciting! So putting complexity to work is about energy buzzing 
around – finding it, sustaining it, sharing it, working with it. But what 
if the energy flow is being slowed, inhibited or even stopped, say when 
there is no willingness for collaboration – or when it is not considered 
necessary? 

P: I suppose physics would call that resistance, if people were deliberately 
trying to reduce the energy – or they might try and clamp it, by imposing 
rules or constraints, or damp it by disapproving of ‘exuberance’. Such 
people are similar to being an ‘earthing rod’ that grounds the energy so 
it decays away…

C: So, imagine you were energy and … well, hang on! Somehow practice 
is all about working with energy, with the dynamics it enables, with the 
interactions that mediate transfers of energy and with the phenomena 
that arise depending on the nature of the energy flows … What would that 
mean to a manager, or a politician, or an economist? It would certainly 
be different from the kind of measures and metrics they use now …

P: HELP!

C: Where was the energy in the Lost Town case study? All over the place in 
penny packets I suppose. What the Project needed to do was to provide a 
context which brought the energy together, generating positive feedback 
which generated more energy. A manager would need to identify where 
those packets (physicists might say ‘quanta’) of energy were and think 
about bringing them together in different ways.
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P: Yes quite. Exactly as happened in the Lebanon case study. The 
journalists generated a ‘shared energy’ that no one person ‘owned’ and yet 
in which all had a hand in creating and sustaining. Eventually, it was so 
tangible that they were able to use it to get their way with their bosses.

C: Indeed. But, when putting complexity to work, is energy always 
transient, intangible – something that ‘reductionist’ people can ignore? 
That wouldn’t help practitioners.

P: Let me think . . . In the Lost Town money was a key source of the 
energy, of enabling the space-of-possibilities to exist. So, in principle, 
‘energy’ can have a tangible form – especially if it can act as a token that 
exerts influence. In practice, and in human terms, these forms of ‘energy’ 
are interchangeable, though the ‘conversion factor’ would depend on 
the context.

C: In Lost Town, in the end, the money that wasn’t available didn’t just 
stop the energy flow, everyone could have carried on collaborating as they 
had been. Instead, its absence acted as a massive damper, the dynamic 
slowed and the energy drained away into the ground – the Project became 
unviable, no longer part of people’s ‘achievable actions’.

P: You could think of it as ‘excitation levels’ I suppose. If you can get 
the energy up to a certain level it is self-sustaining through feedback. 
If the level drops then what was previously possible is now damped/
blocked, the wiggle-room has gone along with some or all of the degrees 
of freedom.

C: That’s intriguing! What about the other case studies – I’m not sure 
where the energy flows were in the Fuel Crisis, that seemed to be all 
about tensions, where the energy cancelled out. For a time there was 
a paralysis, a stasis, the dynamic was there but the flow wasn’t. Is that 
what the Government realised? You worked on that one. What do you 
think?

P: There was a lot going on there at different levels. Once the lorry drivers 
started their action it induced disproportional activity among people 
elsewhere, which was self-organised. The Government found itself 
‘entrained’, as it’s called: they were drawn into rhythms, patterns and 
oscillations of behaviours against their will. Yet there was a lag (hysteresis) 
between what the protesters were doing and what the Government could 
do – and an inertia, the institutions took time to act. I suppose, thinking 
back, it was about slowing the momentum of the protestors to an energy 
level that the Government could cope with.
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C: And of course, at first, they didn’t have a handle on the necessary 
levers of power/energy.

P: True, and they were worried about reactance: that the dissonance 
between general public and Government would get worse if the politicians 
injected energy in a way that just excited the protests.

C: So what we are saying here is that thinking about putting complexity 
to work in energy terms really works. It’s something that anyone could 
do using their common sense.

P: Yes, well, they’d need to understand something about the kind of 
complex dynamics we have already talked about but, other than that, it 
makes a lot of sense. But what about a crisis – that is surely very different 
in energy terms?

C: I don’t think so. It’s just about quantity and time isn’t it? In other words, 
transitions and transformations of energy that are faster/bigger than 
complexity-worthiness can cope with? And than were ‘expected’ …

P: There are other features and phenomena too. What’s the threshold 
for detecting the change? The shape and nature of the change in energy 
– you know, smooth, turbulent etc. Ideally you’d want to reflect the 
energy back somehow so it has no effect, or refract it – in the sense of 
absorbing some of it but being able to emit it off in a different direction 
… or damp it down …

C: And in practical terms that means what exactly?

P: Erm. Well, on the DWH, pushing it back down the well wasn’t viable, 
but the heat from the f lames was deflected away from vulnerable 
equipment and the energy in the flow of mud from the well was diverted 
through a ‘degasser’ which also damped down some of the effect. But the 
experts were overwhelmed.

C: I wonder what a safety manual for oil-rig operation would look like 
written in the sort of energy terms we are using? It would certainly be 
very different from the one we have seen.

P: What about all the other ‘energy qualities’ we’ve not talked about?

C: I’d like to spend more time understanding their implications in 
practical terms – this idea that practitioners could ‘work’ in energy terms 
seems very promising.

P: True. And I wonder what a Masters in Business Administration 
(complexity-worthiness) would look like? Based on what we have been 
talking about, it would be interesting to think about what would need 
to be in such a course ...
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C: So maybe an idea would be to organise another workshop, like the 
ECCS one ... er, how about ‘Energy in Practice – Putting Complexity to 
Work’? Maybe some of our readers would like to take part?

This is a Guide for practitioners on putting complexity to work. It started by 
talking about ways-of-working, complexity science and the challenges of working 
in open and adaptive ways that are appropriately and dynamically matched to 
changing contexts. It has finished with the simple realisation that if you stop 
the energy flows involved in the changes you are seeking, which are part of the 
natural dynamics of the real-world, they may die away. Then you are blocked – 
and that’s the end of trying to put complexity to work in that context. Whereas, 
if you appreciate how to engage with, foster and nurture the available energy 
then, in practice, you can really be surfing the opportunities!
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