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Could complexity theory help the regeneration world see the wood from the trees?

Consultant Siän Peake-Jones investigates
How do you make your way through life? Do you plan a course of action, measure your performance. Evaluate, redraft your strategy for next time or are you more like a good paddler on the rapids, who gets on with it, making minor adjustments when instinct tells you.
This analogy can be applied to our work with communities and local economies. Do we go with the flow, making instinctive adjustments to our approach or are we sometimes guilty of over planning or battling against the current?

A lot of us working in regeneration and with communities have been working hard and with the best intentions for years. I can’t be the only one who steps back and wonders why there is still so much to do, why the issues we are tackling still persist. Are we trying to paddle upstream?

The issues we are dealing with are generally extremely complex, such as worklessness, social exclusion and sustainability. It is often difficult to properly define the problem and develop a solution. These are many different influences, which vary in different places and with different communities. This complexity, which is often seen as the major barrier to solving issues, could actually provide us with a huge leap forward in our understanding of how to tackle these issues.
There is a respected body of thought, which has been developing solidly over the last couple of decades, which evolved from work in the physical and biological sciences into how complex systems work. This thinking, now being applied to human systems and to organisations, is gradually being incorporated into mainstream policy making. Governments and organisations across the world are starting to think about what it means to them. Many large companies are already using this paradigm to adjust the way that they do business and to tackle complex issues such as reputation management and sustainability. Complexity thinking offers an explanation for why many of our current approaches don’t work and gives insight into the best way to tackle complex issues.
I recently heard the following story. A group of business people were sent to an infant’s school and told that they would be in charge of playtime. They spent some time prior to the session organising different activities, time slots and allocated responsibilities for each of their team. When they came to deliver the session it was chaos, children were excitedly dashing everywhere and they struggled to keep control. They were then invited to observe how the teachers organised playtime. The teachers let the children get on with it and there was a wide variety of spontaneous play. The teachers kept a careful lookout and nipped any destructive behaviour in the bud. It wasn’t anarchic, there were some simple rules, not written down, but known to everyone. This is a living example of how people self organise. We do this in all situations. This is an example of how it is possible to run with the complexity of the situation without needing to control or plan it.
In organisations, we self organise within the culture of the organisation. It has been noticed that even when an office has changed and all the staff have been replaced, the culture of an organisation can still remain intact. In communities, we self organise with the culture of the community. Understanding this, and the way in which this phenomenon works, is an important step to addressing the associated complex issues.
One significant manifestation of an inappropriate response to complex issues is the billions of pounds being spent on our public services being soaked up by bureaucratic control structures. Meanwhile, there is significant evidence that it is still difficult to draw down sufficient resources to do what needs doing on the ground. Quite often structures have become so cumbersome that new structures to link them have been developed such as local strategic partnerships, regional government, cross-departmental groups (NRU, SEU). It is not that these should exist rather that we should avoid getting locked into the old patterns of working and merely keep adding on new tiers to the structure. We should move towards becoming less reliant on structures, particularly those established to exert control and more focussed on creating the conditions that enable people to act.
An understanding of complexity tells us that it is not strategy and structures that are important to tackling complex issues but people and relationships. It is through creating the right conditions for self-organisation, that associated creativity and innovation can flourish.
It is this creativity and the ability to look at what is happening that enables us to catch the fastest water, to be effective and to have fun while we are doing it. At the same time we need to be able to break out of the fast water into the eddies in order to rest and reassess. In dealing with complex situations, effectiveness relies on both ebb and flow.

