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What we’re seeing right now



So the first thing is to know what you’re dealing with 

Simple
X causes Y

Complicated
X causes Y, but determinable only by expertise

Complex
Only know what X causes, or correlates with, 
after the event – emergent practice. It could 
cause Y, and/or A, B, C, D etc

Chaotic
No cause and effect relationship – act to 
regain control

COMPLEX
ORDERED -

COMPLICATED

CHAOTIC ORDERED –
SIMPLE

Cynefin Framework
Dave Snowden, Cognitive Edge



Look out for these kinds of situations    

Shades of grey

o New situations – no-one knows what to do

o You work with and normalise sub-optimal systems/processes 

o Issues that keep changing shape

o Lots of different people/organisations and different sectors

o Where there’s a political dimension – large and small ‘p’

o No one person is – or can be - in sole charge



And take action; experiment; amplify what works and shut down 
what doesn’t

The Guardian, 31st March Daily Mail, 16th April



Exercise: what’s complex, or simple, or complicated, 
about what you’re facing at the moment? 

• Take a few minutes to respond in the 
Chat Box to any of these questions: 

• What’s complex about what you’re 
working with, or seeing, right now?  

• By extension, what might be simple, or 
complicated?

• What’s resonating with you about this?  

• How does it play out in your own Active 
Partnership, or in your wider system?  



This is difficult stuff.  Expect push-back: Ronald Heifetz: 
“What people resist is not change per se, but loss”

Barry (shortly to be Barry and Larry) Amoeba

• Even if you’re an amoeba, you’re well-adapted to your 
environment

• And you act accordingly, to preserve your identity and what 
works for you

• So if something comes along that upsets that environment, 
by changing it, the natural response is to kill it

• So it’s worth thinking about people may feel they will lose by 
your change or innovation 

• (NB can be loss of culture, stability, friendships, familiarity, 
professional status – doesn’t need to be loss of job) 



Consider the extent of what people have lost



Kinds of resistance: notice these and see them for what they are

o Deflection tactics: defaults, mantras, language

o Doing the wrong thing busily/expertly

o Endless meetings 

o Governance as Domestos

o ‘Turning down the heat’ – denying a problem exists

o Shooting the messenger

o Delegating work to the wrong people – consultants, 

committees, juniors



Common responses in complex situations: 
recognise and avoid these if you can

o Jumping to solutions

o Playing the blame game

o Pretending it’s all a success when it isn’t

o Treating complex things as simple



In a complex situation, your job is to ask questions rather than 
rushing to answers. By extension, it means listening to other people

“I think the most important thing for a leader is 
forcing yourself to take a step back.  Keep the 
bigger picture.  

In the military, and certainly flying fast jets, when 
faced with a serious emergency or difficulty, the 
temptation to start flicking switches to solve the 
problem is huge. 

If you can ‘sit on your hands, and allow yourself 
time to fully assimilate the info available, the 
decision you make and therefore the outcome is 
invariably better.” 

Ben Murphy, ex-RAF Harrier pilot and 
Commander of the Red Arrows, April 2020

“For every complex problem, 
there is a solution that is neat, 
simple and wrong.”

H L Mencken



Try and avoid pointing the finger, however tempting it is
NB Avoiding blame ≠ avoiding accountability or line management (with thanks to Keith Grint) 



Try not to pretend everything is a success: Prozac Leadership 

•Prozac Leadership: David Collinson, 2011

•Unremittingly positive approach

•Encourages leaders to believe their own 
propaganda

•Discourages people for raising problems, 
admitting mistakes, focusing on failure

•The only people who believe the (corporate)  
messages are the (corporate) leaders

• (Corporate) leaders constantly surprised when 
things go wrong given how well everything 
seemed to be going 

“Many will be looking at our 
apparent success”

Boris Johnson, 27th April



Don’t put things in the blue box (when they don’t belong there): in 
other words, don’t try and turn complex issues into simple ones 



What you can do instead
Use adaptive, or systems, leadership approaches     

o Take small steps: you’re looking for progress, not 
change in a single bound

o See change as small-scale, sometimes unglamorous 
or mundane, and cumulative

o You’re not in sole charge (no matter what it says on 
your lanyard or project plan)



The collaborative leadership of a network of people in 
different places and at different levels, creating a common 
purpose and co-operating to make significant change     

o Common purpose

o Asking open questions: what do we want 
life to be like for people in our place? Who 
isn’t in the room?

o Relationships, influence, trust: “Systems 
move at the speed of trust” 

o Partial, clumsy and emergent/evolving 
solutions: allow for dynamic and changing 
situations

Greg Fell, Director of Public Health, 
Sheffield, 26th April 2020



There are practical things you can do that can really help
Practise systems leadership behaviours

“The best people practising systems 
leadership are not described in terms of 
charismatic heroes or divas, but as 
thoughtful, calm personalities who are as 
confident working in the background, 
supporting and enabling others, as they are 
in the limelight, leading from the front’.

From ‘Exceptional Leadership for Exceptional 
Times’, Virtual Staff College, 2013

https://www.leadershipcentre.org.uk/systemsleadership/wp-
content/uploads/2017/01/VSC_Synthesis_exec_complete.pdf

https://www.leadershipcentre.org.uk/systemsleadership/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/VSC_Synthesis_exec_complete.pdf


Key behaviours that lead to change

• Ground things in your values

• Get off the dancefloor and onto the balcony

• Make sense of things for other people

• Enable and support other people – give people 

cover to try out new things 

• Cede leadership 



What this can lead to: different conversations, different players, 
stronger relationships and better outcomes 

Adur and Worthing Local Vision: new ways of 
relating re: mental health/homelessness
Fundamentally changed outcomes based on 
creating new capacity re: MH hospital 
discharge – mobilised frontline staff and 
clinicians to make joint visits which led to 
immediate improvements in discharges.

Calderdale: broad participation in new ways 
of working 
Health & Wellbeing Board/PH worked closely 
with LA, schools and the community: 
programme included training girls in schools 
in research methods so they could find out 
what would help/hinder more participation. 
Aiming to build social movement.  

ForHousing, local GPs and Elemental: 
expanding social prescribing 
Housing Association working with local GPs 
and other services in Ellesmere Port to 
provide wraparound services for tenants and 
others in local community. Aiming to provide 
comprehensive support network. 



Exercise: what are you seeing at the moment? How far are 
people using Systems approaches? 

• Take a few minutes to respond in the 
Chat Box to any of these questions: 

• Where are you seeing systems 
approaches? E.g. common purpose, 
emphasis on relationships, distributed 
leadership, emergent solutions

• How much trust is there, would you say?

• What behaviours are you noticing? 

• What behaviours would you want to 
encourage, or practice more yourself? Or 
dampen down? 



Persevere: There will always be reasonable reasons not to do 
something, or to try something new

o Biggest danger in complex issues? Work Avoidance

o Culture and history are key; geography and politics makes a 
difference

o It takes time and feels messy – and so it can go against 
cultural grain, external initiatives and  financial exigencies –
short term priorities can take precedence over long haul

o Key is to hold fast to common purpose + values to keep 
people for the long haul, and to encourage people to see 
themselves as leading in a system, seeing beyond 
organisational/departmental roles



Make a start: don’t wait for everything to be perfect
You only get change by taking action and giving people agency
Paste Myron Rogers’ Maxims to the wall 

Myron’s Maxims:

o People own what they create

o Real change takes place in real work

o The people that do the work do the change

o Start anywhere but follow it everywhere

o Keep connecting the system to itself

o The process we use to get to the future 
determines the future we get



Key tools in your armoury: Empathy Mapping 

What do they SEE?
What does their environment in their community 
look like? What surrounds them?

What do they HEAR?
How does the environment influence them? Who 
really influences them, and how?

What do they THINK AND FEEL?
What goes on in their minds? What’s really 
important (that they might not say publicly?) 
What moves/matters to them?

What do they actually DO/EXPECT? 
How do they work? What do they say to others? 
What will they do for others? How do they find 
and support each other? 



Key tools in your armoury: Rich Pictures and Actor Mapping
Who’s in your system? Where do they sit? Who are the people you 
most want to influence?



Key tools in your armoury: Public Narrative 

Stories of Self: giving a public account 
of yourself – what called you into 
action, what are the values you hold?

Stories of Us: shared collective 
experiences, showing people how they 
are connected to each other

Stories of Now: motivating people to 
action: the world as it is now and the 
world as it could/should be



The importance of clear narratives and sense-making for other people

“People often (but not always) take on risky 
projects because they are overly optimistic 
about the odds they face….

….it probably contributes to an explanation 
of why people litigate, why they start wars, 
and why they open small businesses.”

Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow, 2012



Key tools in your armoury: Framing and Reframing  

Source: Gary Larson



Frames: culture in shorthand 
‘A set of internalised concepts and values that allow us to 
accord meaning to unfolding events and new information’

• Mental shortcuts to images and associations: often based in 
metaphor: affect the way we think/make assumptions

• Often shielding unspoken emotions/deeply held values: ‘This is 
how we are/do things; this is how they are

• They prime for associations – prisms and prisons

• They will take precedence over facts and rationality 

• And because they’re continuously reinforced and follow familiar 
grooves, they can be hard to shift

• But once a new frame becomes established, and it’s become 
widely accepted, the previously unthinkable becomes ‘common 
sense’. So reframing gives you a way to get your point across in 
ways that get people to change their thinking

“I aligned with Robin Cook in 
opposing the [Iraq] war. Within 12 
months you couldn’t meet a 
member of the public who had 
ever known anybody who was in 
favour of it.”

Ken Clarke, interview in The Times, 
Feb 2017 



Frames matter: a tale of two places
Retaliate first, don’t just negate, and choose your messengers  

Bournemouth Worthing

Homelessness as public nuisance Homelessness as public health



And the time is now: we’ve just had a demonstration of how far 
and how fast people can reframe, and the consequences



Summary: looking out 

o Know what you’re dealing with and what it means 
to work in complexity

o Use systems, or adaptive leadership approaches 

o Start with common purpose, relationships and trust

o Act according: consciously practise Systems 
Leadership behaviours 

o Know that there will always be reasonable reasons 
not to take action or try something new 

o So make a start: start anywhere, follow it 
everywhere: don’t wait for perfection

o Use the tools in your armoury  

o Go for clear narratives and reframing  

o And keep going: it really is possible to see change 
and innovation take hold

Eric Ravilious, Belle Tout Interior, 1938-9



Q&A

Thank you.
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