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Normally, people use the word “complex” to describe one of
two situations: (1) ones that involve lots and lots of details – like
planning a conference, or (2) ones where the interrelationships
are many and interwoven – like planning a social policy.
In this article, I would like to continue the discussion about
Theory U which began last month by looking at four distinct
types of complexity, and how Theory U suggests handling them.
Let’s start with the four types:
1. Detail complexity. This is the conference-organizing type of
complexity. Lots and lots of details that require attention.
Many of us have work that involves significant detail
complexity, especially if we are mainly knowledge workers.
This is the realm of checklists and procedures, project
management software, and the delegation of roles and
responsibilities. Innovation is not necessarily required in
situations high in detail complexity, unless it is in finding
tools to manage the complexity more efficiently or more
reliably.
2. Dynamic complexity. Dynamic complexity describes the
kinds of situations that have interrelationships that are hard
to fathom and predict. Specifically, dynamic complexity
describes situations where causes and effects are separated by
time or distance or both. Consider running the water to wash
your hands. If you sense that the water is too cold, you turn
on more hot (or less cold) and then you sense again. You
repeat this process until you’ve reached the desired
temperature. This describes a situation of low dynamic
complexity; the effect (water temperature) is close in time
and space to the cause (adjusting the faucet). Now imagine
that there is a significant and unknown delay between your
adjustment and the resulting change in temperature (like
some showers I’ve known). The job just got more difficult
and more complex (due to distance in time). Now imagine
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TIP Work with detail complexity
as best you can. This is not to be
overlooked because if you fail to
work successfully with details, your
capacity for higher levels of
innovation are compromised. The
articles in this issue and last month,
based on David Allen’s, Getting
Things Done, are all about managing
detail complexity. Not only does
having a good system clear the mind
for the deeper forms of complexity,
but also you will have more
credibility and support to take on
the deeper challenges.

Seventy-seven percent of
CEOs report that their
business is more complex
than three years ago, and
the same percentage feels
that managing complexity is
a high priority, according to
a 2006 Price Waterhouse
Coopers survey.
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that your taps adjust your neighbour’s faucet and vice versa.
This brings even more complexity (distance in space). Many of
the world’s problems are problems precisely because of
dynamic complexity. Unsustainable technologies would come
to an abrupt halt if their residues appeared immediately in
their users’ own backyards.

3. Social complexity. We might figure out the dynamic
complexity of a situation (as we seem to have done, in part, for
the dynamically complex global climate change), but we are
still faced with the social complexity of getting many people to
care and act accordingly. Social complexity is defined as the
differences in interests, cultures, assumptions and history that
stakeholders bring into play. When I’ve worked in the Mideast
(one of the most socially complex places on the planet), I
continually had to revise my understanding of people and
situations. One good thing, paradoxically, is that I don’t speak
either Arabic or Hebrew. This slows the discourse down, and
my frequent requests for clarification only help to
communicate that I am listening intently and in good faith.
4. Emergent (or generative) complexity. This is Scharmer’s
name, which was challenging for me to fathom at first. Some
situations require genuinely new approaches and thinking.
Genuine solutions can’t come from mere variations on what we
already do. For example, process improvements (like more
fuel-efficient cars) will not by themselves address global
climate change. In fact, my understanding is that if all the
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To deal with

Downloading or Reacting

• Manifest
action

• Process and
structure

Type of change

Dynamic
complexity

• Thinking and
assumptions
• Purpose and
commitment

Redesigning
Social
complexity

Reframing

Emergent
complexity Regenerating

known conservation and renewable technologies were put in
place as much as is reasonably possible (i.e. overcoming a lot
of social complexity), we would still be increasing the
concentration of greenhouse gases. A deep and wide-scale
paradigm shift and behaviour change will also be needed.

TIP Working with dynamic
complexity. Some of the ways we
deal with dynamic complexity are
well understood. Debate, for
example, often brings out those
unintended consequences. Another
less understood, but very powerful,
intervention is the learning journey.
Have members of your team go to
unfamiliar places in the system or
affected by the system you are
dealing with. Everyone should go
with open mind and open ears. It
takes some daring, but the results
have always been rewarding in my
experience.

Let’s look again at the U diagram now focusing on these four
types of complexity [for a basic view of the U, refer to last
month’s issue, http://www.robertwziegler.com/CocreationOctober2007.pdf].
When we only shift our manifest action (basically a stimulusresponse situation), we are relying on past habits. This is fine for
coping with detail complexity. As I often tell new students of the
U process – you don’t want your ambulance crew to pause and
consider more innovative ways of stopping your bleeding.
Chances are you’d like them to apply proven technologies as
quickly as possible. Adapting in ways that draw solely from the
past is called downloading or reacting.
As soon as we are working with situations which are
dynamically complex, we need to step back from being reactive.
We need a bigger understanding of the situation and look for
the unintended side effects. To do this well, we need to put
ourselves literally in different places and listen with open
minds. We almost certainly need to be working with others at
this level. And when we see at this level, it becomes natural and
obvious how to redesign processes and structures to better
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TIP Working with social

address the complexity that we have seen.

complexity. Einstein said that it’s
impossible to solve a problem with
the same mindset that created it. My
variation on that idea is: socially
complex challenges cannot be met
with the same kinds of conversation
that created them. Much of my work
involves encouraging clients to meet
and converse in ways that bring
deeper awareness of other people’s
attitudes, culture and history. There
are many ways to do this – check out
the article in this issue on World
Café for starters.

When social complexity is at play (and let’s face it: people are
inherently complex!), new capacities are required of us. While
dynamic complexity required bringing open and inquisitive
minds together to get an accurate picture of the larger system,
social complexity requires us to bring open and inquisitive
hearts. We need to walk a mile in another person’s shoes to really
understand their point of view. The problem-solving mind has
much less dominance in socially complex arenas (has anyone
else noticed that problem solving doesn’t work that well in a
marriage?) In teams in meetings between organizations or
cultures, there are various tools that I use to bring out the social
complexity and to uncover what’s really going on. World Café,
discussed elsewhere in this issue, is one of those. Such processes
invite people to change their thinking and assumptions,
something Scharmer calls reframing.

TIP Working with emergent
complexity. This isn’t as esoteric as
it seems. “Sleep on it” is clearly
advice from someone who noticed
that genuinely fresh ideas often
come soon after waking up. Some
people go for a walk when they feel
stuck. Some meditate. Some write in
a journal. The methodology doesn’t
matter that much, but in order to be
genuinely creative, individuals and
groups have to trust that slowing
down and resting in not-knowing
will often lead to powerful insights
and new direction

When the deepest level of innovation is called for, when
something truly new needs to be born, we need to stop and
access our deepest levels of purpose and commitment. In a busy
culture, where activity is so much more highly valued that
reflecting, one has to employ special strategies to create the time
and space to reflect. The off-site retreat is a potential opportunity, provided the habits of busyness are cleared away. But
given the proper conditions (facilitation structured around the U
process is also good), regeneration is possible and supported.
Send me your stories of complexity, innovation and change –
what parts of this picture do you see in those stories?

Readers write back –
More on Inbox wrestling
Last month, we discussed the Inbox and how poor a place it is to
store things to do. The actual methods for implementing a
squeaky clean task management system depend as much on
your software as your temperament. It is possible to implement
the entire system on paper, and that is a good possibility for
some people. But, for most of us, a lot depends on the software
we use.
Friend and CO-CREATION subscriber Ron Stiskin writes: "I rely on
the Getting Things Done system too. For my email inbox, I use a
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program called MailTags. It's an add-on to Mac OS X Mail, and
there's probably something similar in the Windows world. You
can "tag" any email with a keyword, project, deadline, priority,
and notes. I use it just like a Getting-Things-Done inbox, i.e., I
have action list categories for Tickler (anything with a deadline),
Home, Office, On-Line, etc., as well as project and reference
categories. The neat thing is that there's no need to move the
email into ‘actual’ folders; once you tag them, the program
automatically sorts them into virtual ‘SmartFolders’ you set up
using your own criteria. So every email I get is either acted on,
deleted, or tagged …"
Even though I’m not familiar with all the Mac technology Ron
describes, I do completely understand his passion for making the
technology as smooth and labour-UNintensive as possible.
When Ron says, “The neat thing is that there’s no need to move
the email,” I get it. The fewer clicks-and-drags and the fewer
keystrokes you need to do to put tasks in the right place, the
better.
If you are inspired to streamline your system, there are some
resources you should know about. On www.davidco.com there
are a lot of free and low-cost articles, including ones on
implementing his system in Outlook, Gmail, on a Palm, and
others. But changing task management systems can be a leap,
and if you need a helping hand with that, give me a call.
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Tools for change –
The World Café
Recently, two clients approached me with the following
challenges:


“We want to support sustainable housing in our region, but
there is not much of a track record in getting developers,
builders, architects, municipal planners, and government to
collaborate on this. We’d like to help move this forward.”



“Our association’s executive has been working over the past
few years to ‘get our house in order,’ developing policies and
procedures, hiring an executive director, defining job
descriptions, revamping the website and so on. About six
months ago, though, we hit a ‘wall’ – what should we do
next? We need to start a strategic-planning process over the
coming year, and to that end we’ve surveyed our members.
The survey shows a conflicted membership, and it’s also
clear that many members are unaware of what we, the
Executive, have accomplished.”

In both cases, the client had scheduled, within the context of an
annual gathering, something called a World Café for
approximately two hours of the total time. As it turned out,
those were good choices! I was able to work with both clients
and their constituents to co-create results that far exceeded
everyone’s expectations.
But before telling more of those two stories, let me explain what
a World Café is.
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It is sometimes useful to ask
yourself, “what
conversation, if held, would
make the biggest difference
in our organization?”

The World Café was developed by Juanita Brown and David
Isaacs in the mid-1990’s as a methodology that supports strategic
conversations in large groups. Normally, without a technique
like World Café, the quality of the conversation declines as the
number of participants increases. When there are more people in
a meeting, each person is able to contribute only a small fraction
of what they could, and would like to. There is increasing
competition to capture the floor, and an increasing tendency to
“speechify”. To participate effectively in such meetings, one
must master, as Margaret Wheatley once put it, “the fine art of
slicing the last syllable off the previous speaker’s words.”
Yuck. People are tacitly discouraged from asking questions and
from exploring subtleties. Genuine listening takes a beating.
Some have observed that such meetings perform at a collective
IQ well below that of any of its participants.
However there are several good reasons to have lots of people
participate in a strategic conversation. Diversity is a big one –
diversity of cultures, communities, and thinking styles. Another
reason to have lots of people participate is elicit widespread
support for the resulting decisions. Most of us tend to support
actions we had a hand in designing.
This is the dilemma that the World Café addresses: good to have
many people and yet the quality of the conversation tends to decline with lots of people. How does a World Café address this?

Going Further
Book:
Brown, J., Isaacs, D. et al.
The World Café: Shaping
our futures through
conversations that matter.
Berrett-Koehler, 2006.
Website:
www.theworldcafe.com

In a Café, the first thing you notice is the room setup – no
boardroom tables, no eight-foot round banquet tables, no
audience seating facing a panel of experts. Instead, you’ll see
small tables of four or five people each, an informal décor, with
candles or flowers at each table. All the tables are covered with
flipchart paper, and there are coloured markers are in a cup in
the centre (you’ll be encouraged to doodle and draw as you
converse with your table mates.)
You’ll be seated with three or four others and will discuss the
first question (which every other table is also discussing). Then
after a time – maybe thirty minutes – one person at each table
remains, and the rest scatter to three or four other tables. Once
everyone is settled at their new table, the host invites everyone
to share the highlights of their last conversation, and then a new
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question is posed to all the tables.
It’s possible to do any number of such rounds, but generally two
to four is the most workable. A good idea articulated in round
one will be propagated around the room relatively quickly. Ideas
that are less compelling – maybe their time has not yet come, or
the collective will is lacking – tend to be dropped.
In Café, people have plenty of opportunity to listen, reflect and
speak. Think about the quality of conversation around a café
table versus the quality of a conversation around a boardroom
table. In a café, we tend to speak more personally, more from the
heart, and we tend to have more fun. Around a boardroom table,
we become impersonal, abstract and serious. The genius insight
of the World Café is that the informal kinds of conversation yield
better decisions, and those decisions maintain people’s
commitment more effectively in the long run.

“Café conversations are the
most reliable way I have yet
encountered for all of us to
tap into collective creating.”
– Peter M. Senge, author of
The Fifth Discipline, The
Dance of Change, and
Schools that Learn.

There are various ways that Café hosts then elicit the learning,
innovation and commitment that has been brewing at individual
tables. Some use a mural-like mind map
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mind_map). Some call for key
ideas on large post-its, which are then clustered on the spot.
Others record bullet points on a flipchart.
Overall, there are many facets to hosting a good World Café, and
I expect to speak to some of these in coming issues. But for now,
let’s look at the helpful hints that are made to Café participants:


Focus on what matters. Generally, the host of the Café helps
participants achieve this by having powerful questions
which are important to the entire group. And this guideline
also suggests that people get past the niceties quickly.



Contribute your thinking and experience. In other words,
don’t hold back because you think your ideas are strange,
“too obvious,” or out of place. Generally, those are the ideas
that really challenge a conversation to go deeper. Also, make
sure everyone else is contributing their thinking and
experience – everyone is a facilitator.



Listen to understand. As opposed to listening to refute. It’s
helpful, to mentally remind myself to be willing to have my
views changed by what another person is saying. If you find
yourself preparing a response even before the person is
finished speaking, slow down.
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Connect ideas. It is helpful to acknowledge one or more
previous speaker’s ideas in what you say. Partly out of
courtesy, but also it helps others see the continuity of ideas.
Take the view that you are building something together –
because you are.



Listen together for patterns, insights, and deeper questions.
This is a powerful skill worth practicing. It’s the “what’s
really going on here” kind of question or observation.
Sometimes, it takes the form of “Are we operating on suchand-such assumption? Because I wonder if that’s true.” Or
sometimes, “At first, I didn’t see the connection between X
and Y, but it seems that they both …” Or maybe just a
question that seems to be in the air, but no one has said,
“What is the common thread between our various positions
that we could work together on?”



Play, doodle, draw and have fun. The serious reasons for
doodling are (1) it helps communicate your thinking to
others and (2) it engages the more creative, right side of your
brain. The unserious reason is why not?

TIP The World Café guidelines
are helpful to all kinds of
conversation, not just those in a café.
Keep a “crib sheet” handy to see
how you can improve your own – or
someone else’s – contribution to a
conversation.

World Café is one of several methodologies that overcome the
large-group dilemma, but it has been especially useful in
evoking a collective sense of purpose.
Remember the two clients? In Café, the builders, developers,
municipal planners, and architects identified five action areas –
ranging from the particular (research into gray-water reuse) to
the systemic (encouraging municipal regulators to better support
sustainable designs and practices). The association identified
what it does really well and also identified five action areas to
take those capacities further.
Action areas in both meetings had substantial numbers of people
(five to twenty five) saying, “I will contribute time and energy
into making this happen!”
•

Identifying strategic actions that build on existing strengths.

•

Joining with willing compatriots to share the burden of
moving forward.

•

In under two hours.

It doesn’t get any better than that. Next month, we’ll discuss
what’s possible in three hours!
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The Waiting-For List
For most of my life and career, I trusted people to do what they
said they would.

Side Benefit:
Once people know that you are
keeping good track of their
commitments, and that you are
neither a tyrant nor a wimp,
they will make their
commitments more consciously
and less frivolously and will
tend to deliver on time more of
the time.

About CO-CREATION
I hope you enjoyed CO-CREATION; it is
my intention that each issue be a
useful, fun and thought-provoking
resource. As a coach, facilitator and
consultant to individuals and teams,
my guiding principle is that the
creative task be shared and cultivated
in everyone involved. I firmly believe
that the outcomes are better,
particularly in the long run.
Let me know what wisdom you are
finding. Join in the co-creation of
CO-CREATION by sending me your
thoughts, articles, responses, and
we’ll see where it takes us.

And of course that’s incredibly naïve. Often, when a promise
wasn’t materializing, I’d have a sudden thought, “Whatever
happened to ….?” A reminder email, a call, or a walk down the
hall would quickly follow, depending on the circumstances. Other
times – if it’s not a critical issue – both of us might simply forget
the commitment, and it’s arguable that these situations were not
that important. So, the keep-it-in-my-head approach performed
adequately well, it seemed.
Once I started tracking other people’s commitments in a WaitingFor list, I made a striking discovery. The worst part of keeping
other people’s commitments in my head is not dropped balls. No,
the worst part is dedicating part of my brain to the task.
If you keep others’ commitments as part of your task management
system, you free your brain from two tasks: (1) remembering
those commitments, and (2) bringing them to your attention in a
timely way. My brain is probably as good as most people’s at
doing these things which is not, alas, as good as a paper- or
computer-based task-management system.
Generally, I have a much more relaxed mindset when I review my
Waiting For list, and note something undelivered. When I then
speak to, email or visit the person responsible to inquire about the
status of the commitment, my mood is considerably calmer.
Because I haven’t been awoken by my internal alarm, I tend to be
less grouchy or apologetic – and more reasonable. I’m sure this
helps the other person as much as it helps me.
Many people are overwhelmed these days. Encouraging clients to
maintain a Waiting-For list is one way that I can help them to
protect their sanity in the midst of their many demands.

If you are interested in my coaching,
facilitation or consulting services,
here is how to get in touch with me:
bob@robertwziegler.com
902 488 6509
www.robertwziegler.com
Bob
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