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How to Collaborate to Transform Complex Social Systems 
 
processes, and orientations Social systems—organisations, communities, cities, 
nations—are becoming increasingly complex, in three ways.  
 
First, they are becoming increasingly complex dynamically, which means that 
cause and effect are becoming increasingly interdependent and separated in 
time and space. Transformation of such systems cannot be achieved piecemeal, 
but rather must be approached systemically.  
 
Second, they are becoming increasingly complex generatively, which means 
that their futures are becoming increasingly unfamiliar and unpredictable. 
Transformation of such systems cannot be achieved by employing established 
best practices, but rather must be developed through experimental learning-
by-trying.  
 
And third, they are becoming increasingly complex socially, which means that 
more diverse actors with more diverse perspectives and interests are becoming 
more vocal. Transformation of such systems cannot be imposed by authorities, 
but rather must be achieved with the direct participation of the actors 
themselves. 
 
The transformation of social systems therefore increasingly requires structures, 
that are systemic, experimental, and participative. But for most of us, this kind 
of collaboration across organisations, sectors, and factions is extremely 
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challenging. It requires us to venture into unfamiliar and unpredictable terrain, 
beyond our zones of comfort and control, and to work in teams including not 
only friends and colleagues but also strangers and opponents.  
 
What does it take to be effective in collaborating to transform complex social 
systems? 
  


