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Operating in a Complex World - from Retrospective to Prospective 
Coherence  
 
The key role of governments in the 21st Century can best be described as 
guardians of the social ecosphere – a complex national habitat that cannot be 
intentionally designed, but whose wellbeing can be continuously advanced. From 
this perspective, the strategic rationale for government action is to promote, disrupt 
or alter the emergence of various socio-political-economic structures. Towards that 
end, governments need to adopt new tools and methods for analysis, operational 
design, and policy implementation, which not only accept the complex nature of 
their challenges, but actively seek to harness it. 
 
In broad terms, harnessing complexity requires governments to develop new 
schemas for policy making. Firstly, each policy challenge needs to be explored 
holistically. We are used to thinking about debt, unemployment, or sector growth as 
economic challenges. However, in reality they all have political, cultural, and 
organizational dimensions that continuously interact to create, sustain and 
transform them. By coherently exploring such challenges as complex systems, key 
patterns and interrelationships can be identified and exploited through government 
action. Moreover, the government itself must be perceived as an agent within the 
system. To that affect, the operational model developed should not aim to offer an 
objective external representation of reality, but rather provide a representation of 
the challenge from the perspective of the policy making body in charge of strategic 
implementation. Lastly, when it comes to implementation - principles of iteration, 
synchronization, and learning through praxis are key. These also require new ways 
of managing information flows and organized action so as to create modular, inter-
agency, and citizen partnership teams that can come together to develop and carry 
through a specific government strategy. 
 
Overall, complexity theories provide a new approach to governance that is radically 
different from the traditional industrial-like frameworks of the 20th Century. Applied 
Complexity provides an innovative basis for the development of such alternative 
frameworks, potentially enabling a qualitative shift for the manner in which 
governments think, act and draw on the talent and initiative of their own citizens. 


