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We tend to address today’s complex 
issues as they are complicated 
problems…

What kind of problems are we dealing with?

John Holmberg



Complicated

Complex

• Top-down
• Certain
• Hierarchies
• Structures give relations

• Bottom-up
• Uncertain
• From below
• Relations give structures

Wicked

(Based on Andersson et al 2014) John Holmberg



What if…

 …our organizations are not capable to deal with the 
complexities we are now meeting?

…organizations don't act like machines, but more like 
living communities?

…change is less about reorganizing, restructuring and 
reengineering and more about reconceiving?

From Göran Carstedt John Holmberg



What we getWhat we doWhy we do 
what we do

How do we 
evaluate 
success?

LI: Doing things better

LII: Doing better things

LIII: Seeing the world in new ways

Based on Bateson, 1972

We need to create space for learning the new,
it is not enough to continiusly improve the old!

John Holmberg
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• Measure and follow-up results
• Goal, steering, control

• Experiment, reflect, learn
• Guiding principles, trust and creating space for 

change

• Optimise existing systems (efficiency)
• Structures, routines, budget frames support

• Creating desired futures
• Question in the center, invite relevant actors to 

co-create. Facilitation

Ongoing activity
(Cruise, Learning 1)

Addressing complex challenges into an uncertain future
(Expedition, Learning 2-3)

• Solving problems and implementing solutions
• Organisation in center, decision-making

• Thinking beyond existing systems
• Structures, routines, budget frames hinder

Mutu
al 

lea
rn

ing

Holmberg 2019



Cruise

Transf.
cruise

Cruise

Expedition

Launching

Cruise

Docking

Cruise

John Holmberg



Managers are not interested in the system

The are only interested in their part of the system

Why docking fail:

John Holmberg



Space

Process Leadership and facilitation

Complex
challenge, 
question or 

issue of
concern

What kind of governing model support 
transformation?

The expedition tria
ngle

John Holmberg



Formulate guiding principles for 
a sustainable future
What is important/should be?

1
Desired future

Identify leverage point interventions with
transformative potential
What could be different, where?

3
Transformative potential

Analyse the present situation on a basis of 
the principles: gaps, challenges, tensions
What is and is not, why?

2
Current reality

Experiment strategically with leverage
point interventions4
Practical action

What can be, how?

Backcasting from principles

John Holmberg
(based on Holmberg 1998)



Martin Luther King said

“I have a dream” 

not

“I have a nightmare!”

John Holmberg



Social Economic

Ecological

Human needs

How can we live together? How can capital be managed for the future?

How can society’s activities fit within nature’s carrying capacity?

The Sustainability lighthouseTM

What characterizes a good life?

Holmberg & Larsson 2018
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Horizon

Every step

John Holmberg



Horisont

Varje steg

John Holmberg
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Formulate guiding principles for 
a sustainable future
What is important/should be?

1
Desired future

Identify leverage point interventions with
transformative potential
What could be different, where?

3
Transformative potential

Analyse the present situation on a basis of 
the principles: gaps, challenges, tensions
What is and is not, why?

2
Current reality

Experiment strategically with leverage
point interventions4
Practical action

What can be, how?

Backcasting from principles

John Holmberg
(based on Holmberg 1998)



How to solve a big problem?

Make it BIGGER! 

Problem

How can we solve it? Split into parts

Why do we have the problem? What does the bigger picture look like? Do we solve the right problem? 

John Holmberg



The scarcest resource is not oil, 
metals, clean air, capital, labour or 
technology. It is our willingness to 
listen to each other and learn from 
each other and to seek the truth 
rather than to seek to be right

- Donella Meadows

John Holmberg



Events

Patterns/trends

Underlying structures

Mental models/Intentions

routines

Learning levelSystems level

Doing things better

Doing better things

See the world 
anew

Type of interaction

Fix symptoms

Adopt or optimize

Change structures

Reformulate 
intentions

(Partly based on Meadows 97 and Bateson 72)

Rea
ct

Anti
cip

ate

Des
ign

Transform

John Holmberg
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Sustain and improve what 
exists

Explore and create

Learn
ing

Professions close to the patient

Biomedical diagnosis, 
find cause and cure

See the patient as a human 
being in a context

Management 
from the top

View
 of the patient

TRANSFORM

MAINTAINCONTROL

AUTONOMY

REDUCTION

INTEGRATION

Optimised resource distribution Attend to local needsResource allocation
SERVE EVERYONE MEETING THE INDIVIDUAL

Reflection, inclusion, and dialogue
LISTEN AND ANCHOR

Quick decisions, acceleration, and 
momentum
SPEED

Pace of change

View of the organisation

The organism 
as a machine
MECHANISTIC

The organisation as a 
living organism
BIOLOGY

Governance logic

Bornemark, Holmberg, 
Holmén, Saglietti 2026 John Holmberg



Space

Process Leadership and facilitation

Complex
challenge, 
question or 

issue of
concern

Expedition triangle
- Expeditions have their own logic

John Holmberg
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Real change starts with the insight that we are part of the systems we seek to change
-Peter Senge

Questions to ask oneself:

- Are your basic values clear for you?

- Are you willing to challenge your assumptions??

- Are you prepared to really try to understand others?

- Are you ready to let go of pre-set goals and plans to 
see what is really possible and needed?

- from Scharmer (2009)

We do not describe the world we see,
We see the world we describe

 - David Bohm

All is pattern, all life, but we can’t always 
see the pattern when we’re part of it 

- Belva Plain

John Holmberg



Think big, start small, act now
 and learn fast!

Challenge Lab

John Holmberg
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