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Aims and Shape of the Workshop

• Aims:

– Develop understanding and collaboration

– How to harness the insights coming out of complexity 
science more effectively? 

– How to put them to work in support of practitioners? 

• Practitioners are:

– "People who have to engage with the complex realities of 
day-to-day life in their work".

• Shape of the day:

– Discover the issues and challenges through sharing 
experiences

– Explore approaches to address the challenges through 
creative collaboration
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Outline Programme - Morning

0900: Introduction, administration, aims.

0920: Scene Setter "Practical Complexity - Do we know what we need 
to do?" - Robert Holloway, Director, AFP Foundation, France.

1000: Coffee

1030: "Community engagement - a social eco-system dance" - Eileen 
Conn - Living Systems, UK.

1110: "Putting Complexity to Work in Community Projects" - Anna 
Plodowski - Peckham Power Project, UK.

1150: Group Work - Session 1 - "Challenges and Advice to Complexity 
Science from the Practitioners".

1245: Lunch

file:///D:/Document/abaci/_shared/abaci_conferences/ECCS_Warwick_Sep2009/ECCS_Speakers_Presentations/ECCS03_Eileen-Conn.ppt
file:///D:/Document/abaci/_shared/abaci_conferences/ECCS_Warwick_Sep2009/ECCS_Speakers_Presentations/ECCS04_Anna-Plodowski.ppt
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Outline Programme - Afternoon

1400: Findings from Group Work Session 1.

1420: "
Embracing Complexity and Innovation to Deliver Business Growth
" - Dave Palmer, Phrazzle Associates / Institute of Directors, 
UK.

1500: "
Trans-disciplinary working - Bridging the Gap between Practitioners and Complexity Scientists
" - Dr W H Erik de Man, The Netherlands.

1540: Introduction to Group Work Session 2 - "
Addressing the Challenges - putting Complexity to Work" - 
Lucian Hudson, Collaborative Strategies Network, UK.

1600: Tea and Posters

1630: Group Work - Session 2 - "Addressing the Challenges".

1730: Findings from Group Work Session 2. Summary. Decide Follow-on 
collaboration / White Paper. Close Workshop (1800).

file:///D:/Document/abaci/_shared/abaci_conferences/ECCS_Warwick_Sep2009/ECCS_Speakers_Presentations/ECCS06_Dave-Palmer.ppt
file:///D:/Document/abaci/_shared/abaci_conferences/ECCS_Warwick_Sep2009/ECCS_Speakers_Presentations/ECCS07_Erik-de-Man.ppt
file:///D:/Document/abaci/_shared/abaci_conferences/ECCS_Warwick_Sep2009/ECCS_Speakers_Presentations/ECCS08a_Lucian-Hudson.ppt
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Why do Complex Realities come about?
What causes 'complexity'?

• The main factors which drive complexity are:

– an environment in which the phenomena occur

– the existence of purposefulness and intent which changes 
outcomes away from being 'chance' events

– interacting components with properties which enable them 
to 'sense', 'communicate' and affect each other

• Complex Realities come about because of the dynamic, 
emergent phenomena which arise from these interactions: 

– 'stable' patterns appear which are persistent enough over 
time to generate evolving networks of influence

• And then . . .
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ROUTINE
Mechanical, Simple.          

(How to paddle) 
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Complicated,  but deducible. 
(How to do 'Eskimo roll')
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changing - but with persistent, 
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Increasingly non-linear and dynamic

A Landscape of Realities
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Realities of Complex Situations

• The World has always been complex - issues today:

– There are lots of mechanistic and reductionist approaches 
in use - increasingly, they fail to address the issues and are 
struggling with change

– There are many new factors to consider:

– connectedness and globalisation, especially via the Internet, 
leads to novel scale, reach and effect of interactions

– rebalancing of community, state, commerce, academia

– need to act together: HIV, climate change, credit crunch etc

– Demand for new approaches / necessity for transformation: 

– You can't make iPods and have Facebook social networking 
using the technology that made steam engines.
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Complexity Science has 'told' us things -
but what do Practitioners want?

• There have been 'complexity' seminars and workshops with 
'tips and tricks' (be open / agile etc) - but what do they 
mean in practice? Practitioners ask: 

– what do I have to do (differently) to take advantage of the 
opportunities presented by complex environments?

– what ('complexity-worthy') capabilities, structures and 
systems do I need to have and what competencies should 
people have to use them effectively?

– how do I go about using these to achieve self-sustaining 
change in these complex situations (especially when others 
are also active, engaged and influencing)?

– are there, at best, any appropriate methods and tools?

• Addressing these questions is the focus for this Workshop.
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Complex
Realities

Practice in the context of the Workshop
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Change over Time
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01 Aim for Group Work - Session 1: 
Identifying the Challenges

• This activity is about discovery . . .

• Objectives:

– share your own experience as a Practitioner (or as a private 
individual) of dealing with complex realities

– gain better understanding of each other

– build a shared appreciation of the challenges

– identify common themes and key issues

– capture the challenges on "The Wall"

• "What are the challenges you have faced and insights you 
have gained from dealing with complex realities in your 
day-to-day work?"

– Note: we will address challenges this afternoon
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01 Method for Group Work - Session 1:

Welcome to the 
'World Café'
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01 Method for Group Work - Session 1:

• Groups of 4 people have three, 20-minute conversations:

– Chat 1:  share and collect your experiences, then

 nominate a host to remain while the rest form new groups

– Chat 2: host explains (but does not have to speak for the 
previous group) what has been talked about. More insights 
from individual experiences are collected - the principle is 
'cross-pollination' and connection of diverse perspectives.

 return to your original group

– Chat 3: Listen together for pattern and deeper questions - 
capture the collective insights as 'Challenge Topics' on a 
'Sticky Note' and put it on The Wall (please group topics if 
you wish).

• Lastly, we will all review The Wall

• Note: Please write on the table cloths!
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01 Method for Group Work - Session 1:

"What are the challenges you 
have faced and insights you 

have gained from dealing with 
complex realities in your day-

to-day work?"
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01 Method for Group Work - Session 1:

• Groups of 4 people have three, 20-minute conversations:

– Chat 1:  share and collect your experiences, then

 nominate a host to remain while the rest form new groups

– Chat 2: host explains (but does not have to speak for the 
previous group) what has been talked about. More insights 
from individual experiences are collected - the principle is 
'cross-pollination' and connection of diverse perspectives.

 return to your original group

– Chat 3: Listen together for pattern and deeper questions - 
capture the collective insights as 'Challenge Topics' on a 
'Sticky Note' and put it on The Wall (please group topics if 
you wish).

• Lastly, we will all review The Wall
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01 Findings from Group Work - Session 1:
Comments on 'Challenge Topics' . . .

• Interesting and relevant - too many generalities?

– addressing them requires influences over many scales

• Social / people issues dominate:

– challenge for complexity scientists - that solutions not 
necessarily in the technocratic domain

• Themes are evident - to be explored this afternoon:

– achieving 'actionable' understanding

– influencing and engaging - options / techniques?

– dealing with viewpoints and perspectives
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02 Aim for Group Work - Session 2: 
Addressing the Challenges

• This activity is about developing and exploring options . . .

• Objectives:

– collaboratively - address each of the challenges on The Wall

– indentify approaches, changes and transformation issues:

– things which are common, crucial, controversial

– bottle-necks (inhibitors) and opportunities (enablers)

– capture and add potential approaches to The Wall

– begin to build teams who might take things further

• "What are your suggestions for addressing the Challenge 
Topics on The Wall?"

– Note: we will have some time to critique suggestions later - 
so things can be 'quick and dirty' for now
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Complex
Realities

02 Address issues - wherever they take 
you . . .

Research
(Independent)

Commerce
(Private)

Wider 
Environment

Individuals

Institutions
(Public) Community

(Social)

Iteration over Time
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02 Method for Group Work - Session 2:

• Welcome to the 'Think Tank' . . .

• Form groups of three people for 15 minutes:

– select a 'Challenge Topic' - take its card from The Wall and 
make suggestions about approaches to deal with the issues

– capture your suggestions on a large 'Sticky' (in narrative 
form or as a 'Fish Bone' diagram)

– place the Topic and your suggestions back on The Wall.
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Things that may Inhibit our ability
to address the Challenge Topic

Things that may Enable us
to address the Challenge Topic

INHIBITORS ENABLERS

02 Example 'Fish Bone' diagram

Description of the Challenge Topic to 
be addressed, eg: "Community interventions to be less top-down" 

Length of arrow 
indicates estimated 
degree of influence

Opposite arrows 
indicate 'balancing' 

tensionsRelated issues 
grouped together

People feel powerless

Community voice is discounted Communities increasingly taking the initiative

More self-help groups

State centralisation

State holds on to power

State politics
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02 Method for Group Work - Session 2:

• Welcome to the 'Think Tank' . . .

• Form groups of three people for 15 minutes:

– select a 'Challenge Topic' - take its card from The Wall and 
make suggestions about approaches to deal with the issues

– capture your suggestions on a large 'Sticky' (in narrative 
form or as a 'Fish Bone' diagram)

– place the Topic and your suggestions back on The Wall.
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02 Method for Group Work - Session 2:

• Welcome to the 'Think Tank' . . .

• Form groups of three people for 15 minutes:

– select a 'Challenge Topic' - take its card from The Wall and 
make suggestions about approaches to deal with the issues

– capture your suggestions on a large 'Sticky' (in narrative 
form or as a 'Fish Bone' diagram)

– place the Topic and your suggestions back on The Wall.

• Form another group of three for 15 minutes:

– take another Topic and repeat the activity.

• Open session to review progress

• Final activity: go to the Topic that interests you most:

– form a team to start to work on more detailed 'solutions'.
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Summary of Workshop

• Improved understanding of:

– Practitioners view of complex realities

– Challenges facing Practitioners and their needs

– Relevant ways of addressing the needs

– 'Bottlenecks' between Practitioners and Complexity Scientists

• Opportunities to develop:

– Approaches / methods to address Practitioners' needs

– Follow-on collaboration

– Novel avenues of research which acknowledge, head-on, the 
complex realities of engaging with everyday life.

• Output: a 'White Paper' - please indicate your interest in 
contributing by email: research@abacipartners.co.uk 

mailto:research@abacipartners.co.uk
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Fundamental 
Theory

'Engineering'Source 
disciplines
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computing
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Applications

    ???
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Management 
Principles for 
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Guidelines, 
Tools and 

Techniques

Complex 
Systems 
Engineering

Federated
Integration

Complex 
Systems 
Autonomics

Complex 
Operations

Human
IntegrationComplex Systems Science

1. 
Understand 

Fundamental 
Patterns of 
Complex 
Systems

2. 
Causality and 

Influenceability 
in Complex 

Systems

Adapted from Grisogono - DSTO 2007
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An academic view of Complexity

Practitio
ners don't need to learn this . .

 . but . .
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What should we 'go do'?

• Engaging with the practicalities of Complex Realities 
requires:

– the unavoidable realities to be embraced (along with the 
opportunities and constraints that follow)

– a mindset change (people must be open to the possibility of 
change, with open eyes, open minds and an understanding 
of how to obtain and employ 'complexity-worthy' capability)

– competence in a range of strategies and techniques 
appropriate to the Complex Realities being faced:

– not only the ability to deploy capabilities, but the confidence 
and competence to employ them effectively

– the will and moral qualities required to engage purposefully - 
the courage and personal flexibility to 'shape the future', 
'engage the now' - the humility to subordinate to community.
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Complex Realities to embrace

• So, real-world complex situations cause the emergence of complex 
phenomena (which arise from many cross-linked interactions at 
different scales and times). These phenomena:

– are irreversible (if the clock could be turned back to the 'starting point', 
the same things would not repeat - different things would happen)

– generate endless novelty (making prediction impossible) in which there is 
co-evolution (any intervention we make affects us too)

– contain networks of causal and influence relationships which can close into 
feedback loops (thus amplifying or suppressing certain outcomes)

– have multiple interacting pathways between events or phenomena at one 
time, and items of interest at some later time (every interaction has 
consequences, many undetectable. 'Us' and 'them' are inter-twingled)

– are the norm in the world, not the exception (complexity enables the 
world to function - eradicating complexity causes organisations to fail)

• We have to adopt appropriate approaches otherwise the challenges that 
arise are intractable . . .
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• demanding order

• insisting on objective, proven and 
normative analyses

• seeking single 'rational' viewpoint

• controlling - fixing purpose / 
ordering / demanding

• fixing 'frames' / boundaries

• expecting probability

• predicting trends from the known

• specifying / proscribing

• wanting advocacy / authority

• being practice / process-followers

• blaming for being right or wrong

• accepting emergence

• trusting 'subjective' appreciations / 
insights

• adopting contradictory viewpoints

• commanding - supporting initiative / 
negotiation / facilitation 

• adapting to open 'framing'

• being open to possibility

• imagining novel hypotheses

• being versatile / novel

• promoting inquiry and freedom

• using principles / exploring

• learning from testing

Engaging with Complex Realities requires a mindset change
away from . . .                               towards . . . 
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