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The session in three lines

• The world is complex
• Assuming it works like a machine causes problems, not least for
research
• What techniques can we use given the world is systemic, emergent
and contingent – including action research, narrative methods

In this session we will explore the meaning of these points!
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Which pictures are most congruent with the way the world
functions?
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Which pictures are most congruent with the way we manage
programmes and organisations?
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Which pictures are most congruent with the way we undertake
research?
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What we are considering here are worldviews.
What is a worldview?
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What is a worldview?

A worldview is the fundamental cognitive orientation of an individual or society
encompassing natural philosophy;
Our fundamental existential and normative postulates;
A set of beliefs and assumptions through which we interpret the world
around us and new experiences.
These beliefs and assumptions derive from our culture, family, and experience.
They shape the decisions we take, our values and beliefs
and the way we interpret what happens.
This leads to stability of constructed reality and management of uncertainty
Shifting worldviews can lead to anxiety and (temporary) loss of meaning
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What we are considering here are worldviews.
What is a worldview?

Why do worldviews matter?
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Organisational methods and implicit worldviews

• Think of some traditional methods used to manage organisations,
schools, economies, the world-----• What worldview is implied by these methods?
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Mainstream organisational assumptions – a mechanical world
view
Mainstream organisational methods (eg
planning, organisation change, allocation of
funds, performance management,
‘evaluation’, market research) are predicated
on the following assumptions:

that seeking to standardise and globalise leads to efficiency,
fairness and the best results
that maintaining diversity and uniqueness and ‘local variation’
is at best unimportant and at worst dangerous as it impinges on
standards
the future is predictable and follows from the past
people behave rationally and like parts of a machine
measurement leads to control and clarifies what to do next
projects, functions, groups can largely be treated independently of each
other (and indeed this is the best option) and can be made to follow a controllable process

January 14 2009
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Traditional professional methods implicitly assume the
world works like a machine:
Predictable
Linear
Objective
Measurable
Reducible to clear, cause-and-effect chains
These methods are regarded as scientific and professional

BUT our experience suggests that the world is more organic:
Emergent
Interconnected
Changing
Contexted
Should we be trying to ride the wave
or run the machine?
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Why do we think things should be
predictable/rational/controllable/separable
ie why do we adopt a machine worldview?

January 14 2009
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Newton
Mechanical science paints a picture of a
rational, predictable, unchanging universe
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How and why did Newton’s physics become the
worldview?

Voltaire and the French Enlightenment
(Elements of the philosophy of Newton
1736)

All the effects
of nature are only the mathematical consequences
Of a small number of immutable laws
Laplace

What is rational is actual
And what is actual is rational
Hegel

‘it has been the rationalist, plausible
, and apparently logical argument of the French tradition,
with its flattering
assumptions abut the unlimited powers
of human reason, which has progressively gained influence’
Hayek, 1958
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Our machine view comes from physical science
but…..
what is science?
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Aspects of science

Overarching theory
about the nature of the universe

Scientific method

Context

How to theorise
How to test theories
How to collect data
How to develop theories from data

What constitutes legitimate data/
focus of interest?

Purpose
Values
Meaning
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Aspects of traditional science

Overarching theory
about the nature of the universe
Fixed universal mathematical laws – a machine
Objective, ‘real’

Scientific method
How to theorise??
How to test theories deduction
How to collect data -experiment
How to develop theories from data induction

Deduction

theory

theory

inference

pattern

test

10 May 2012

data

Induction

Context
What constitutes legitimate data –real, objective things
What constitutes focus of interest –
causes-and-effects, prediction

Purpose
Values
Meaning
Knowledge
Progress?
Utility?
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Does traditional science applicable to the social world?
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Traditional science applied to social and natural
systems?

Traditional physics
Rules, measurements, outcomes, causes, efficiency

The social world
Diversity, emotion, intention, reflexivity, inter-penetration,
imagination, belief, dreams, context, redundancy, planning,
relationships, history, purpose, archetypes, culture, custom and practice
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Functionalism
Begin with a theoretical framework
Define questions within this framework
Convert into hypotheses
Design a study to test these hypotheses

What does this leave out or constrain?
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The natural and human world (in particular)
Can we be ‘scientific’
about the social world, if every situation
is unique, if the future cannot be knowable?

Rigour around qualitative
subjective information

Maybe values and integrity and intention matter more than evidence and goals and outcomes
Flyvberg – competence in human learning
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Is there another sort of science?
Traditional professional methods implicitly assume the
world works like a machine:
Predictable
Linear
Objective
Measurable
Reducible to clear, cause-and-effect chains
These methods are regarded as scientific and professional

BUT our experience suggests that the world is more organic:
Emergent
Interconnected
Changing
Contexted
Should we be trying to ride the wave
or run the machine?
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Complexity theory

The science of open systems

What causes the wave to be the shape it is?
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Complexity theory

The science of open systems

Weather
Terrain
Journey to the beach
Conditions on beach
Chance
All working together

What causes the wave to be the shape it is?
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Complexity theory

The science of open systems

Weather
Terrain
Journey to the beach
Conditions on beach
Chance
All working together

History
Context
Local conditions
Chance
All working together

What causes the wave to be the shape it is?
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The nub of complexity theory

Patterns
(institutions, culture, routines,
laws, political norms, supplydemand curves)

Disturbance to patterns
(events, chance, deliberate action,
variations, shocks, shifting
alliances)

The pathdependent
future
Systemic;
Emergent;
Non-linear;
Contingent on
local and
historical details
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What complexity science infers

•

Systemic/relational/collective nature of
‘things’

•

Particularity; each situation is different

•

The future is unknoweable in principle, but
not random

•

The future is co-created and is pathdependent

•

Times which are relatively predictable and
times of ‘tipping’

•

The importance of diversity for resilience
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Pre-modern worldviews
Upon those that step into the same rivers different and different waters flow…They
scatter and …gather…come together…and flow away…approach and depart
Heraclitus
These rivers flow….they arise from the sea and flow into the sea….these rivers, while
they are in the sea, do not know ‘I am this river’ or ‘I am that river’.
Chandogya Upanishads
Emptiness
‘there is no self-defining discrete reality to cause or effect. Forms or feelings are devoid
of inherent existence; it is only on the basis of aggregation of subtle elements that forms
exist; form can only be understood in relational terms to their constitutive elements.’.
Dalai Lama explaining Milarepa Buddhist text, April 2008
Dao de Jing
Within the rhythms of life, the swinging gateway opens and novelty
emerges spontaneously to revitalise the world
…..whatever is most enduring is ultimately overtaken
in the ceaseless transformation of things
Nature which governs the whole, will soon change all things that you see,
and out of their substance will make other things, and again other things
from the substance of them, in order that the world be ever new. Marcus Aurelius

Dao de Jing
‘Experience is processual and
thus always provisional….the
fluid character of experience
precludes the possibility of
either initial beginning or
final closure by providing it
with an ongoing space for
self-renewal’

Integrity is this sense of becoming whole in one’s relations with other things is a co-creative
process in which one shapes and is shaped by one’s environing circumstances…
Ames and Hall – commentary on Dao de Jing
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So if the world is complex
what does this mean for research methodologies?
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So if the world is complex
what does this mean for research methodologies?
We need to find ways to deal with:
Emergence
Multiple causes
Time delays
Particularity
Multiple hypotheses
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Reality
Whose? Retrospective coherence

Issues of power

Pragmatic, experiential approaches
Action research; grounded theory
Narrative, learning histories
Fore-sighting

Loss of information

Complexity
Taking note of variation and path dependency
Interest in regime shifts, tipping points, dynamic and unknowable futures
Functional methods
Assumes the world is fixed and can be reduced into separate issues,
is measurable and cause-and-effect relationships can be identified

10 May 2012
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Researching systemic emergent phenomena
The story of the jugs
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How do we find out about the world of our experience?

Starting with theories, worldviews, hypotheses limits to what we pay
attention and how we give meaning to experience?

How do we trick ourselves to get outside the reasoning mind, outside our conventional
and often unconscious attitudes and approaches?

Bent Flyvbjerg
Making Social Science Matter

10 May 2012
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How do we find out about the world through our experience?
(Phenomenalism) Ways of knowing – extending our epistemologies
Goethe
Sensation coupled with intuition
Grasping nature’s organic archetypal forms..
(Tarnas 1991:378)

Buddhism
Subjective empiricism
Mindfulness

Various traditions
Through the body
Art

Narrative
(Darwin, Marion Milner)

Journalling

And then critical subjectivity
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Page 34

The role of action research…

• A worldview
– systemic, emergent, evolutionary, post-modern

‘the emergent worldview has been
described as systemic, holistic,
relational, feminine, experiential,
but its defining characteristic is that it is
participatory’. (Reason and Bradbury)

• A value system
– participation, equality, issues of power and
representation, social justice, sustainability

• A statement of pragmatism, of beliefs
– there is no such thing as objective research; the
researcher always affects the process
– research is wasteful, even pointless if it does not
Action research is a way to
lead to action
– action itself gives further information and is part of investigate complex, emergent
the research
phenomenon in a direct way –
– ‘the answer’ is within the system
and in a way that pays attention
– Every action is an inquiry
to issues of power and purpose
and values
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What is action research?

• An approach to practice
–
–
–
–
–
–

first, second, third person action research
emphasis on micro-practice, reflection
inner and outer arcs of attention
how may we inquire in the midst of real-time actions in our daily lives?
cooperative inquiry
narrative
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Research practices
Four territories of experience
Framing – declaring or amending a possible shared sense of vision/intent
Advocating – setting a goal, recommending a strategy, defining, commenting
Illustrating – story based on observed performance
Inquiring – inviting comment, contribution, asking genuinely open questions

Four ways of knowing
Experiential – direct encounter, tuning in, empathetic resonance
Presentational – aesthetic representation – art
Propositional – concepts, theories
Practical – knowing through action

(Compare with Kolb’s learning cycle)
Concrete experience
Reflective observation
Abstract conceptualisation
Active experimentation
10 May 2012
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The world is complex: implications for programme design – working
with different scales and contingent historical development

History
-at different scales

macro

meso

micro

Current patterns at different scales
PESTE analysis
And local rich narratives

Scanning
– at different scales
Foresighting
‘Walking about’
Reflecting
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Engaging in a complex context
When designing engagement
Think systemically not thematically
Consider different scales
Take a historical perspective
Judge the stability of the context
View things from the perspective of the ground
Build on what works
Expect and allow local diversity
Expect things to change over time

When engaging
Multiple hypotheses
Weave intentions
Some local autonomy within intentions and principles
Participation and shared learning
wide stakeholder group
‘Journal’ qualitative change
Regular review and reflection and dynamic response
Work integratively over many levels and issues
Look for signs of impending change at different scales
Set up programme as systemic, dynamic, responsive, learning
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Capturing impact in a complex context
Issues affecting impact
•Time delay
•Change is cumulative
•Changing context
•Attribution: many causes working synergistically – from local to wider context
•Unintended consequences (including unexpected successes)
•Need for multiple hypotheses
•Impact at different levels: individual, community, programme design, organisation, policy

The pathdependent
future
Systemic;
Emergent;
Non-linear;
Contingent on
local and
historical details
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The need for qualitative methods with rigour

Rigour in qualitative methods
Collect narrative fragments (journal what strikes you/interviews/comments)
Identify emergent themes (through collective discussion)
Critical subjectivity
Create hypotheses and test (quantitatively as well as qualitatively)
Case studies – good and bad
Following stories of people, situations chosen at random at the beginning
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Conclusion
Complexity science reminds us that
the world is:
Dynamic
Emergent
Systemic
Contingent on local and historical detail

To act professionally in such a
complex world requires methods that
reflect this complexity.
To act as if the world is measurable,
predictable and stable when it is not
does not make it so…
And the use of such methods can create
unintended consequences which themselves
can work against success.
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