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An array of complexity-based tools and tech-
niques are available today, but how does the prac-
titioner select a particular approach to respond to 
a particular need?  We present a simple taxonomy 
to describe the landscape of complexity-derived 
methods for human systems dynamics.  Practi-
tioners can use the landscape to understand the 
diversity of tools and techniques, to foster respect 
for approaches different from ones’ own, to build 

select specific techniques to apply in specific 
situations.
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Phenomena category 1:  Surface structures.  In 
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Phenomena category 2:  Evident deep structures. 
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Tools for understanding and Intervention

Phenomena Practice Weak metaphors Strong metaphors Mathematics
Surface structures

Example

Act in response to the 
surface structures of hu-
man systems dynamics.

15% Solution

Describe patterns 
that emerge in human 
systems with metaphors 
drawn from complexity 
sciences.

Intervene using tools 
derived from complexity 

structures of human 
systems.

Coupling

Represent complex 
relationships among 
variables of the surface 
dynamics of complex 
human systems.

Balanced Scorecard

Evident deep 
structures

Example

Act in response to the 
deep structures of hu-
man systems dynamics 
that are evident when I 
know where and how to 
look.

Describe subtle struc-
tures that shape human 
system dynamics using 
complexity metaphors.

Attractors

-
nizing process in human 
systems by shifting the 
nonlinear dynamics that 
are visible.

Future Search

Represent the more sub-
tle nonlinear dynamics 
of human systems using 
tools of mathematics.

Network Analysis

Subtle deep structures

Example

Act in response to struc-
tures that are so deep 
within the nonlinear dy-
namics that I am unaware 
of what the patterns are.

Intuition

Support a system as it 
describes for itself the 
nonlinear dynamics that 
drive its tensions, pro-
ductivity, and history.

Open Space Technology

Represent the system 
dynamics so that the 
subtle deep patterns are 
visible and accessible to 

Computer Simulation 
Models

Use mathematical tools 
to discover subtle struc-
tures in complex human 
systems.

Nonlinear Time Series 
Modeling

Table 1 Human systems dynamics:  The practice landscape
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Tools category 1:  Practice.

-

-

Tools category 2:  Descriptive metaphors.  Com-

, attractors, fractals, edge of chaos - they 

-

Tools category 3:  Dynamic metaphors.

Tools category 4:  Mathematics.

-

Applications in practice

-

-

-

-

Coupling
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strange attractor

-

-

subtle 
deep structures

-

-

-

-

-
tunities of the situation and the moment.

When one is faced with the multitude of com-

that might meet the immediate need.

-
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Challenges to the neatness of the 
landscape

I -

-

Can subtle deep structures and evident deep structures 
be objectively distinguished?

-

Is the distinction between dynamic and descriptive 
metaphors a helpful one?

-

-

-

Are the number of categories for either the phenomena 

-

include:
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