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Distinguishing simple, complicated, 
complex and chaotic

Facilitator: Rita Muckenhirn
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Planning organizational and social development

How	we	plan	our	projects

How	we	implement	our	projects

How we plan...

How we implement...
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Known - Simple 
•	 Cause-and-effect 

relationships are repeatable, 
perceivable, and predictable

•	 Best practices and standard 
operating procedures are 
possible

•	 Process re-engineering

•	 Sense-making and action: 

Sense  Categorize  Respond

Knowable - Complicated
•	 Cause and effect are 

separated over time and 
space

•	 Things are not yet known but 
knowable

•	 Good, effective practices be 
identified

•	 Systems analysis and thinking
•	 Scenario planning
•	 Sense-making and action:

Sense  Analyze  Respond

Unknowable in advance - 
Complex
•	 Cause and effect are only 

coherent in retrospect and do 
not repeat

•	 Patterns are unpredictable in 
advance

•	 Complex adaptive systems
•	 Practice is emergent and 

contingent
•	 Perspective filters 
•	 Sense-making and action
Probe  Sense  Respond

Unknowable ever - Chaos 

•	 No cause-and-effect 
relationships are perceivable 
due to rapidly changing 
and highly unstable systems 
dynamics

•	 Action is required
•	 Stability is the focus of 

interventions
•	 Crisis management
•	 Sense-making and action:

Act  Sense  Respond
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Apply this framework to your partners

Which of the elements, specific aspects of these 
elements and/or situations of their context we have 
been discussing are rather...? 

•	simple 

•	complicated

•	complex 

•	chaotic 

•	

What does this mean for organizational 
development processes?
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