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A New World of Complexity for Governments 
In the 21st century we find ourselves in a world where our everyday lives are becoming 

increasingly complex and uncertain. This has been driven by the social, geopolitical, economic, 
technological and environmental transformations that have been unfolding for the past decades. 

 Governments are dealing with challenges that are now organized in, and mediated through, 
more complex adaptive systems, exhibiting an increasing pace of change.



Citizens’ Expectations on 
Governments are Changing 
The way people live, work, and interact socially are 
changing, and this has been heightened since the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

As such, what citizens expect and want from government is 
changing. Citizens are seeking public services that are of 
higher quality, can be accessed 24/7 and that are more 
reflective of their personal preferences.   

Concurrently, citizens are also looking to be more 
meaningfully engaged in policymaking, and decisions 
around shaping their lives and society.



Changing Geopolitical Landscape is 
Shifting Power Dynamics 

The geopolitical landscape has been shifting for many 
decades now and continues to create a new reality that 

goes beyond the institutions created in the post-war era. 

Power is not just shifting on the global or national level; it is 
also becoming distributed out through information 

technology which is now in the hands of billions of people.  

This is reinforced through social networking platforms, 
which have provided the tools for creating horizontal, many-

to-many, interactive communication networks, boosting 
enormously the possibilities for self-organised political 

processes.



Globalisation has changed the way 
we transact 
Over the past decade many of our social and economic 
processes have gone from national to a vast global network 
of production. 

Transactions are transcending individual jurisdiction and the 
capacity for more people to control such transactions are 
creating new challenges.  

While economics and technology have gone global, the 
politics identity and representation have in many cases 
remain stubbornly local, creating a complex world of 
contradictions.



The Information Revolution Has Started 
Today, the world is in a transitory state moving beyond the 

industrial revolution towards the information revolution, a world 
where the proliferation of available information is changing the 

way governments, businesses and actors interact. 

The information revolution is making it easier for actors to share 
knowledge and diffuse information, leading to significant global 

economic, social, and cultural impacts. 

As a result, world politics is no longer the sole province of 
governments. Individuals and private organizations – including 

WikiLeaks, multinational corporations, NGOs, terrorists, or 
spontaneous social movements – have been empowered to play a 

direct role, which creates several implications for governing.



The Environmental Crisis Continues to 
have Pervasive Effects 
Climate change poses an existential threat for humanity and has 
become the defining issue of our time. It is exemplary of 
complexity, as climate change adaptation requires systemic 
changes across multiple dimensions.  

It is causing widespread impacts across several systems, including 
placing new demands on infrastructure and designs of cities, 
limitations and constraints on businesses, pressure on the energy 
supply and demand system, natural disasters and poor living 
conditions for citizens. 

Despite the efforts thrown at climate change, many governments 
are struggling to make progress in mitigating the negative effects 
of the crisis.  Climate change is a truly complex issue - a wicked 
problem and requires collective efforts across sectors and borders.



The Challenges of Complexity 
This rise of complexity and the increasing pace of systems 

changing presents intractable challenges for existing 
governance mechanisms and public sector institutions.  

Traditional government structures and approaches to 
policymaking are ill-equipped to address complex situations. 
This is leading to poorly formed solutions, ad-hoc rather than 

systemic changes, and decision-paralysis.  

The incapacity of existing public sector institutions to adapt, 
innovate and make the needed transformation in response to 
the rise of the complex networks that now shape our world is 

hindering governments from better addressing complexity and 
the challenges it presents.



Governing and Policymaking is 
Disconnected from the Lives of People 
There is a growing disconnect between policymaking and the 
realities and lives of people, exacerbated with the changes that have 
resulted since key disruptions of technology, pandemics, and 
geopolitical situations. 

As such crises continue, economic risk and inequality grow, citizens 
rightly perceive that governments are not being responsive to their 
issues or considering their needs and contexts. 

Despite the changing desires of citizens regarding public services 
and being engaged in the design of policies, governments have 
failed to fundamentally shift their practices, thus reinforcing the 
disconnect.



There is a Growing Lack of Trust and 
Loss of legitimacy in Government 

When governments fail to meet citizen expectations or gain better 
outcomes from ingrained issues, trust is undermined and eroded, 

and the legitimacy of government and democracy is being 
challenged.  

Citizens are not effectively being included meaningfully in the 
policymaking process, or that their input is not being considered 

in decision-making. Governments are losing legitimacy around 
their ability to address global challenges, such as climate change.   

Governments need to address this; trust and legitimacy are 
paramount if governments want to tackle the major challenges of 

today and tomorrow, including the economic and health crises, 
climate change and inequalities.



Public sectors are Experiencing Operational 
Dysfunctionality and Fragmentation 
With the rising complexity described above, governments are facing 
significant pressure to work in new ways, deliver better solutions and 
engage more responsibly with citizens and stakeholders.  Yet, without 
systemic transformation, governments are experiencing operational 
dysfunctionality and fragmentation. 

Current ad hoc planning practices and silos, coupled with pressures for 
faster delivery, is reinforcing and worsening institutional fragmentation 
across functional ministries, and varying levels of government. 

Positive examples of new ways of working and innovating are usually 
done against the flow of the system, making it more difficult and more 
inefficient.



Transformational 
Changes 

Something different from incremental improvements 
within the existing paradigm is needed, a more 

transformative kind of change that addresses the 
underlying systemic nature of the change that needs 
to come about. Here we outline four key structural 

changes we believe need to take place in the 
underlying paradigm and ways of organising in the 

public sector.



We need to move from governance 
designed for a disconnected world 
towards governance designed to an 
interconnected world 
 
How might we transition from forms of public institution governance 
around boundaries and silos to ones that are designed to harness 
connectivity? 

How might we adopt new forms of governance that allows us to 
leverage the information revolution, and connect across sectors and 
borders effectively?



We need to move from a traditional 
approach of policy making towards an 

approach that enables co-creation 
required to address complex issues 

How might we create public institutions that enable citizens and 
stakeholders to co-create responses and act collectively to 

challenges that they are a part of? 

How might we utilise more contemporary forms of public 
policymaking and problem solving that is fit for complexity, 

nonlinearity, and uncertainty?



We need to move from linear 
planning towards creating space for 
iterative and adaptive learning 

How might we recognise the need to learn and iterate, and 
build adaptive capacity into the core of our public 
organisation's decision making and operations? 

How might we utilise new forms of monitoring, evaluation, 
and learning with others to allow us to iterate more 
meaningfully when dealing with complex systems?



We need to move from fragmented and 
dysfunctional operations towards more 
cohesive, and efficient ways of working 

How might we transform organisational systems and accountability 
structures to be better equipped to innovate, and utilise 

contemporary forms of governance? 

How might we shift the paradigm of creating more departments, 
taskforces or groups to having more fluid, networked and cohesive 

forms of ecosystems that enables more cohesive and effective 
operations?



Futuring 
We believe the future of governing will be vastly 

different; it will be a principles-based flexible platform 
that enables a trusted ecosystem of multiple actors to 

collaborate, learn, act collectively and co-create 
public value.  It will leverage more fluid and 

networked forms of governing coupled with more 
contemporary approaches to policymaking that 

empowers people to think differently, innovate and 
pursue opportunities for shaping a better society.



It will empower people to connect and 
work together through self-organisation 
 
The future of governing will see public organisations enabling 
collaboration that connects across divides and integrates the 
contributions, data, and decisions of the many in real time. 

It will maintain cohesive visions and coherence across 
international, national, and local strategies, while engaging 
meaningfully with stakeholders and citizens to participate in 
policymaking and public service design to shape their contexts.   

It could leverage a platform approach; one that supports the 
interaction or exchange between two or more other parties. This 
can be used to flip the hierarchy upside down as the platform is 
designed to support the members instead of the closed form of 
organisation that sits above the members organising them. 



It will emphasise government as a steward 
and co-creator of healthy systems 

The future of governing will also move away from the idea that 
governments need to design, deliver, and implement products and 

services to citizens towards a paradigm where governments see 
themselves a co-creator, and custodian for stewarding healthy 

systems.  

The role of government will thus be more of a steward, helping to 
creating ecosystems of actors to work together on making positive 

shifts to complex systems. 

Governments will provide a sense of purpose towards the collective 
interest aligned with the overall values of the system while ensuring 

actors in the system can play their best part in shaping society. 



It will emphasise innovation, systems-
approaches, learning and 
experimentation 
 
The future of governing will create public sector systems that are 
conducive to innovating and working with complexity, leveraging 
more systemic, iterative and inclusive policymaking and problem 
solving. 

Governments will take a portfolio approach to addressing complex 
challenges, allowing them to experiment with multiple ideas and 
pursue those that can positively come to fruition. 

Governments will embrace learning collectively with others, 
allowing them to work iteratively using feedback loops and 
adapting to the constantly changing environment, while 
maintaining a focus on overall system health



It will allow public institutions structures to 
be flexible, adaptive and antifragile 

The future of governing will mean that public institutions and their 
structures, organisational processes and practices will be flexible, 

adaptive and antifragile.   

It will allow governments to draw on different techniques and 
governing mechanisms when they need to, depending on the 

challenge, context, or work to be done.  

There will be less dysfunctionality and inefficiencies because public 
sector systems will be able to easily adapt to new contexts and using 

new mechanisms. Governments will also be more antifragile, adapting 
proactively to disruptions rather than breaking



Summary 
Peter Drucker summed up the dilemma we find ourselves in as societies today when he 
said “the greatest danger in times of turbulence is not the turbulence. It is to act with 
yesterday's logic.” Finding ways to adapt to these changes effectively will not happen 

through simply increasing the clock cycle of existing processes but in fact will require us 
to rethink the logic, the paradigm, models and processes themselves. 

  
As we have outlined here, we belief the core of the dilemma is that of a set of linear 

industrial age institutions that are miss matched for the complexity of the environment we 
now find ourselves having to operate in - bridging a “complexity gap”. We believe 

bridging this complexity gap through introducing systems approaches to governance is 
the challenge now with us if we are to create the kinds of public institutions the world 

needs to navigate and thrive in the 21st century. 
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