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How Might a Complexity Lens be Like, and How Might We Use It? 
 

By calling it a complexity lens, Jan Vasbinder picked an apt name to call the tool 
with which we may use to understand complex systems. In this three-part talk, I will 
explain why I feel the choice of name was appropriate. 
 

In the first part of my talk, I will explain how an optical lens acts on the light rays and 
present the information they contain in a form that is convenient for its user. 
Basically, an optical lens is a device for separating light rays from different sources 
(or different parts of a source), and at the same time group light rays from the same 
source (or same part of a source) to form an image. However, we are mostly 
incapable of comprehending new information (the image formed), unless it is 
expressed in terms of knowledge we already understand. I will explain this concept 
of a knowledge template, before going to describe two useful knowledge templates 
for understanding complex systems. The first such template is that of chemical 
reactions, where reactants come together to form intermediates before giving the 
products.  
 

The second such template is that of brain dynamics, where neurons fire in groups 
to trigger other groups of neurons in turn. I will explain why these templates are 
suitable for complex systems, and use examples from my own work to show how 
these templates allow policy makers and industry leaders to gain insights that tools 
not inspired by complexity theory will never give. 
 

Finally, I will discuss the challenges complex data poses, and how the complexity 
lens can be designed to overcome these challenges. In particular, because the 
complexity lens is effectively data mining algorithms combined with data 



visualization strategies, the tasks of resolving and aggregating data can be done 
separately. I will then explain the regime shift template for understanding 
sociopolitical mood swings, and describe how this template has actually guided the 
design of a complexity lens that could detect a regime shift that was aborted by the 
2011 Singapore General Election. 


