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The Rise of Uncertainty & Complexity

• Hyper-connectivity is leading to uncertainty and 

hence the rise of complexity

• Traditional tools struggle with uncertainty and 

complexity.

• Need for more flexible, pluralistic methods that 

can help select right tool for the right task. Figure 1: Monthly Global Economy Policy 

Uncertainty Index (Baker et al., n.d.)
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Limitations of current methodologies

• Complexity is often poorly defined.

• Tools built for specific problem types, often 

unknowingly, and hence may be applied to wrong 

problems

• Competing philosophies and patterns → limiting 

effectiveness.
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Towards a Pluralistic Approach

• As stated by Mike Jackson

• Different system views lead to different solutions

• These solutions are useful for some contexts, BUT 

NOT ALL

• Need to define problematic areas and choose tools 

that solve that problem

• Mike Jackson used Systemic Perspectives (Highly 

recommended insight)



incose.org | 5 

Systems Practice Frameworks

• There are a range of authors who apply the 

following approach to their work including 

Jackson.

1. Understand your problem situation

2. Select practices based on the problem situation

3. Iterate, review if it worked and repeat as req’ed.

Rather than constraining to just selecting 

methodology, SPF’s allows for consideration of all 

practices to create/mix your methods/approaches. 
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Purpose

Purpose of this paper was to compare SPFs to:

• Determine if insights to improve can be shared

• Determine suitability of each

Following SPF’s compared

1. EPIC – Critical Systems Practice- Mike Jackson

2. Navigating Complexity – Project Management Inst (PMI)

3. Systems Thinking Tool Kit, - (GO-Science, StiG), UK.

4. Tools for Complex Projects, Remington & Pollack  

5. The Cynefin Framework- David Snowden
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Evaluation Framework

Objective assessments:

- How many challenge categories?

- How many practices to address challenges?

- How independent advice from author?

- Approach

Subjective

• Breath of challenges considered

• Clarity: communicated complexity clearly

• Usability (easiness to apply)
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EPIC – Critical Systems Practice
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Navigating Complexity
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Systems Thinking Toolkit for SE
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Tools for complex Projects
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The Cynefin Framework
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Results 

• Critical Systems Practice (CSP)  =14

• Navigating Complexity   =10

• Systems Thinking Toolkit  =10

• Tools for Complex Projects  =14

• The Cynefin Framework  =12

• EPIC/ Critical Systems Practice considered most comprehensive
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Discussion

• Critical Systems Practice most useful but 

could be improved if:

• Simplify systemic perspective descriptions

• Include more practices per category

• Could it be possible to strengthen future 
SPFs by broadening advice via community 

input

• It is essential to maintain low cognitive barrier
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Conclusion and next steps

• SPFs vital for tackling modern system 

challenges

• Recommend community-driven development

• Recommend pluralistic approach

• Focus on breadth + usability = adoption

• Input used to inform development of the 

INCOSE Tradecraft Guide product which 

includes Systemic Perspectives & EPIC

 & • A Tradecraft Guide for Systems Engineers

Making the 
Improbable 
Possible 
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