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Good Practice in Action Seminar 4 – Summary of Workshop
29 May 2009
Introduction

At this event Jim Olsen from the Ministry of Defence presented his thinking and experience on Complex adaptive systems, modelling complex relationships.  Then seminar participants engaged in a simulation called Last One Standing.  This simulation modelled complex adaptive systems using pairs of negotiations and created lots of discussion and amusement.
After the simulation small groups discussed their observation and lessons from their own actions and experiences in the simulation. Then they considered the implications of these lessons for social policy and delivery.  The notes from these discussions are below.
Observations and Lessons from the Simulation

· Hard to see the pattern when you’re actually in the system (illustrated quite tangibly in the exercise).

· Hard to know what information needs to be collected.
· Randomness is a convenient rationale.

· The intervention can distort the system itself.

· Confirmation bias – thinking that you’re on track and as a result not being able to consider other options.

· If I just have one more try, I’ll get it!

· If we were working as a group rather than as individuals, may have been able to work it out.

· Expect the unexpected – take nothing for granted.

· Systems always have the ‘human element’ and time constraints or boundaries.

· Tunnel vision or inward looking rather than looking from the environment as a point of reference.  Can’t see the pattern when immersed in it.

· Cannot predict the outcome so there is no point in making a change.  Guess work is a feature of our thinking.
· What info should be monitored? What’s noise?

· Negotiation – go with what we have/know.

· Looking for pattern within – need to be outside it.
Implications for Social Policy Intervention
· Need to trial before implementing.

· Often a foregone conclusion that something will be BAU, while it is described as a “pilot” – but without time, resources for evaluation, refinement, etc.
· How do you translate small, iterative projects into bigger budget funded activity (often smaller pilots not welcomed by government).

· Complexity of community sector.

· Information and ideas having to be simplified so that it can be “digested” by Ministers, etc.

· Use set language – needing to know what perspective to use so that message is understood/”sellable”.

· Often different government agencies are working with different perspectives/approaches/sets of outcomes.  Example given: CYF moving into MSD, integrated contract approach.

· Jokes in policy papers – maintaining sense of humour.

· Any new intervention needs to pilot to see whether it is workable.

· Intervention itself can affect the outcome.

· Continuously evaluate systems.

· Static versus organic – need to think dynamically.
· Need to adjust to changing situations and to new information.
· Continuously check/test assumptions.

· Consult with key stakeholders.

· Trust the system more – we don’t understand it completely.  “Rest in imperfect information”, let the outcome play out.

· Groups determine outcomes – look for patterns beyond the ‘client group’ or understand the complex systems they are part of.

Trish Hall, Director, Thought Partners
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