COMPLEXITY IN THE 21ST CENTURY
The 21st century is throwing us many complex challenges – both
entrenched problems and exciting opportunities
But, it’s not easy to achieve outcomes in a world where things are
interconnected in messy, dynamic and often counter-intuitive ways,
where ideas are contested and the future is uncertain.
Without effective ways of grappling with complex challenges, we end
up with wasted time and money as we figure out what to do,
unintended consequences, and perhaps worst of all, little or no
progress towards alleviating entrenched problems, and, missing the
exciting opportunities.
That’s why organisations such as the World Economic Forum and the
OECD cite complex problem-solving as the most important skill we
need this century*.
But what are complex problem-solving skills? Often we hear of the
need for longer-term thinking, strategic and creative approaches,
learning and adaptability, innovation and resilience, taking an interdisciplinary and collaborative approach. And we agree. But there is
not much practical guidance on how, exactly, we should do these
things. What does it actually mean to think strategically? What do
we need to actually do to think creatively and more deeply? To be
agile and resilient? To do ‘learning and adaptive’ design?
At Ponder we believe there is a huge opportunity to make more
progress with the challenges of the 21st Century by making complex
problem-solving skills more accessible, tangible and practical.
It's the gap our 20 Questions aims to fill. There is a pattern to the
questions we should ask ourselves when problem-solving is complex
and difficult to navigate. We've captured that pattern into
20 Questions for complex problem solving and strategy development
(and practical techniques to help answer them).
The 20 Questions don’t give you the answers or do the thinking for
you, but they remind you of what you need to think about. They
prompt your thinking, and, the practical techniques we share, help
you to do that thinking and answer each question.
The techniques draw on a range of proven and trusted disciplines
such as engineering design principles and logical reasoning, as well as
emerging and influential disciplines such as behavioural insights,
complexity science, systems thinking and design thinking.
They also embed a range of higher-level thinking skills, so that if you
are asking (and answering) the 20 Questions, then you are thinking
strategically, critically, analytically, creatively and in systems and
design terms.
The 20 Questions bring structure to a messy issue, and help you to
generate insights, to assess ideas, to provide guidance, direction and
feedback to others and above all, help navigate the complexity of
contemporary challenges.
We think they are essential, life-long skills for pretty much everyone,
from students and the most junior analysts, to the most senior decisionmakers.

Ponder.

For more information on the seminars and workshops we run on the 20
Questions and the techniques to help answer them, or, for help on
applying them to the challenge you are working on at the moment,
call us, or visit our website.

Contemporary thinking for
complex challenges

Complex challenges require contemporary thinking.

www.ponder.online
jane@ponder.online
0402 018 495

WEF: https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/03/21st-century-skills-future-jobs-students/
OECD: http://www.oecd.org/edu/the-nature-of-problem-solving-9789264273955-en.htm
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NAVIGATE COMPLEXITY
20 Questions for complex problem solving and
strategy development
(and practical techniques to help answer them)
Two-day workshop
DAY 1

DAY 2

INTRODUCTION: Complexity in the 21st Century

PART 3: Taking an evidence-based approach

This workshop starts by acknowledging that we are
increasingly describing our world, and the challenges
we are facing, as ‘complex’. We explore what this
term actually means, drawing on insights from the
emerging field of complexity science. Participants will
learn about ‘dynamic complexity’ and how to
recognise its characteristics in the challenges they are
grappling with.

‘Evidence-based strategy’ (or policy) is a much-used
term and there is a good reason why. Evidencebased decision making is important to give you a
strong case for and confidence that your ideas will
work. Here we are going to give it real meaning and
practical techniques to do it well. We will focus on
the idea and technique of policy/strategy logic as an
immensely valuable strategy design, communication,
diagnosis and evaluation tool. We will also talk about
a simple model for logical reasoning that helps us to
build strong arguments for our own ideas and to
evaluate the ideas of others. And, we’ll examine
what constitutes ‘good data’ and information. Part 3
explores Questions 14-16 (overleaf) and techniques
to help answer them.

PROBLEM SOLVING: Traditional vs complex problem
solving
Both the OECD and the World Economic Forum
released reports in 2017 that put Complex Problem
Solving at the top of their lists of the skills we need most
in the 21st Century. This part of the workshop explains
why our traditional, ‘linear’ form of problem solving is
not effective for complex challenges and introduces
a five-part model for complex problem solving which
the remainder of the workshop will explore.
PART 1: Build a deeper understanding of the
challenge
The importance of understanding and framing the
problem (or opportunity), and the desired outcome
well, before jumping to thinking about solutions is very
important. Systems Thinking (and systems mapping)
will be introduced here as a way of piecing together
the various interdisciplinary parts of complex issues,
and their interdependencies. Part 1 explores
Questions 1-5 (overleaf) and techniques to help
answer them.
PART 2: Re-design the system to give the outcomes
you want
This part of the workshop continues with Systems
Thinking concepts, among others, to demonstrate the
importance of designing the system to bring about a
particular outcome. This part of the workshop helps
people to understand that there are choices to be
made when designing systems, and different choices
will result in different outcomes. We will also talk about
some other very important aspects to designing
systems – goal design (incentives), necessary
conditions, evaluation, integration, behavioural
insights, creative thinking, and design thinking among
them. Part 2 explores Questions 6-13 (overleaf) and
techniques to help answer them.
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PART 4: Learn and adapt to work with uncertainty
This part of the seminar is incredibly important. The
concept of learning, adapting and iterative design is
at the heart of good design in every sector and
discipline, and is one of the fundamental ideas
behind ‘Design Thinking’. Here we talk about the two
ways we need to deal with uncertainty – learning
and adaptive design, and, futures thinking (horizon
scanning, foresight and scenario planning). We look
at real-world design challenges that have dealt with
uncertainty well. Part 4 explores Questions 17-18
(overleaf) and techniques to help answer them.
PART 5: Engaging Others
The importance of engaging others in just about
every aspect of complex problem solving and
strategy development, cannot be overstated. This
part of the seminar demonstrates the three important
reasons for engaging others (to inform, test and build
support for your ideas), and provides practical
techniques to do the three aspects of engaging
others effectively: listening (and empathy),
communicating compellingly, and having purposeful
conversations. We will look at ten general tips for
communicating well and specific techniques for
writing well and preparing effective presentations.
Part 5 explores Questions 19-20 (overleaf) and
techniques to help answer them.

The workshop is designed to be engaging and thought-provoking. It includes
interactive and practical activities as well as many stories, examples and quiz
questions (with prizes) to illustrate the concepts we talk about. Participants will
see how the ideas and techniques are applied to two case studies that
4
continue over the course of the two days. They will also have time to apply the
ideas and thinking
tools to
case study
that iswww.ponder.online
relevant to their own work.
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so we can be informed
about what to do, rather
than guess
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CONTEXT, CONSTRAINTS AND REQUIREMENTS
What are the political & policy context and what constraints and
requirements does the strategy and solution need to satisfy?
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KNOWNS, UNKNOWNS AND A PLANNED APPROACH
What do you know & what do you need to find out?
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UNDERSTANDING THE PROBLEM
What is the scale & nature of the problem? How has it been
changing? Why is the problem occurring?
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NEVER MISS AN OPPORTUNITY TO LEARN AND GAIN
INSIGHT
Really?, Why?, What’s the ‘so what’?

QUESTIONS FOR
COMPLEX
PROBLEM
SOLVING &
STRATEGY
DESIGN

AND PRACTICAL
TECHNIQUES TO
HELP ANSWER THEM

Re-design the
system & rigorously
think ideas through
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to achieve the outcomes
we want effectively and
efficiently, and to
anticipate
the unintended
consequences

7
8
9
10
11

THINK CREATIVELY
If you think about the problem and solution from different angles,
what new and useful insights emerge?
GOAL DESIGN
Have the goals, targets, KPIs and incentive structures been
designed so they are aligned with, rather than distorting the
system?
ASSUMPTIONS AND NECESSARY CONDITIONS
What conditions need to be in place for the strategy to work? What
assumptions have been made and are they being tested along the
way?
PEOPLE AND BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS
What factors influence what people think and do in this context?
What unconscious biases might be influencing yourselves and
others?
CONSEQUENCES & TRADE-OFFS
How could this idea play out? What are the costs, benefits and
potential unintended consequences? What are the trade-offs?
INTEGRATION & IMPLEMENTATION
How will this work in practice? What needs to be done to put it
into practice?
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EVALUATION, EXPERIMENTATION & KNOWLEDGE-SHARING
What works and what doesn’t?

Take an evidencebased approach
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STRATEGY LOGIC
How will the things you plan to do lead to the changes you want?

to build a strong case
for, and confidence that
your ideas will work
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POLICY RATIONALE
What are the reasons for thinking the idea will work? What are
the counter-arguments? Are the arguments sound?
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DATA & INFORMATION
What information supports (and contests) the reasons for
thinking your ideas will work? Is it sound?
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LEARNING & ADAPTIVE DESIGN
What’s the best idea you currently have? How will it adapt to things
that change & to what you learn along the way?

18

AGILITY, RESILIENCE & INNOVATION
What might happen in the future that could impact this work? How
will your ideas be resilient to threats and ready for opportunities?

so your strategy
maintains its relevance in
a dynamic and uncertain
world
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THINK ANALYTICALLY
What structural changes to the system design could change its
outcomes? What levers and courses of action could bring about
the outcome(s) you want?
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Learn & adapt

The 20 Questions are intended to be
asked and answered iteratively and
often concurrently. The same 20
Questions should be asked at all
stages of problem-solving or strategy
development, because what changes
over time is the emphasis given to
each question, and the answers, as
you learn things and refine them.

CLARITY ON THE PROBLEM & DESIRED OUTCOMES
What is the issue? Why is it an issue? What is the outcome you
want? What question are you answering? Why are you doing
this?

Build a deeper
understanding of
the situation

Engage others
not because we’re told
we should, but because
it’s critical for success –
to inform, test and build
support for your ideas
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INTER-DISCIPLINARY PERSPECTIVES
What are the inter-disciplinary views and why do people have
those views? How can we have purposeful conversations in
collaborative and contested contexts?
COMPELLING COMMUNICATION
Are we explaining our ideas so they are understood by, and
resonate with others?

