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Opening argument

• Although the complexity sciences have done much to advance the social sciences, over the 
last decade the field has run into some hard situations – thirteen to be exact. 

• Some are self-imposed, others come from how 21st century science is conducted. 

• Examples include 

• ignoring the wider social sciences

• privileging computational modelling over qualitative research
• being tone-deaf about the real world. 

• These situations presently prevent the study of social complexity from becoming the 
disruptive, transdisciplinary field it originally sought to be in the 1990s when the 
complexity turn in the social sciences took place. 



Opening argument

• Fortunately, a small but growing global network of scholars are charting new 
territory. 

• They are part of a fresh turn in complexity, the social science turn, which fosters a 
transdisciplinary, social complexity imagination that, in one way or another, 
addresses the field’s thirteen situations to create new areas of disruptive and highly 
innovative social inquiry. 

• The Atlas of social complexity charts this new territory, seeking to map its present 
future. 

• Organised around SIX THEMES, the Atlas functions as a tour guide, surveying over 
thirty leading-edge research areas (some still under construction) that readers can 
variously combine and develop. 



Opening argument

• The Atlas is a practical guide for those seeking new ideas and new avenues of study 
to pursue, all in the hope of fostering the transdisciplinary social complexity 
imagination needed to address some of the biggest global challenges we, as a 
world community, presently face. 

• The purpose of this interactive Workshop is to introduce the Atlas to foster a 
discussion on the future of the field and for participants to explore what a future 
map might look like for their work.



Overview

• Setting the context 

• A bit of history
• Social complexity imagination

• The social science turn

• Mapping current terrain

• Thirteen challenges facing the study of social complexity

• Charting new territory

• The Atlas of social complexity charts this new territory, 
seeking to map its present future. 

• Organised around six major themes:
• Setting the context

• Cognition, emotion and consciousness

• Dynamics of human psychology

• Living in social systems
• Advancing a new methods agenda

• The unfinished space



What is the 
study of 
complexity in 
health and 
social science?

• The study of social complexity concerns the 
application of theories, concepts and methods 
of complexity sciences to social inquiry.

• Its purpose is to be a disruptive field of study.

• The study of social complexity is not the strict 
domain of any one discipline, including instead 
scholars from across the academy as well as 
from those places where these ideas are 
applied in practice, including public health and 
health and social services. 



Theme 1: Setting out the challenge.

• The study of social complexity is faced with thirteen significant challenges. 

• Unless these situations are addressed, we fear the study of social complexity will struggle to advance or 
even fall by the wayside, or (worse) being uncritically co-opted and devolve into little more than 
conventional science. 

• Part of reconciling these situations is knowing one’s history. 

• There are plenty of popular books on what has been done in the complexity sciences. 

• The history we outline is more Foucauldian: it is a history of the present to help us establish the ‘you are 
here’ place on the map. 



A bit of history





The social complexity imagination

• BACK TO THE FUTURE

• In the spirit of C. Wright Mills, the best way for the study of social complexity to overcome its current 
limitations and to become truly transdisciplinary is to reembrace a social complexity imagination. 
• Imagination 1: Moving beyond the traps

• Imagination 2. Observing the larger universe

• Imagination 3. Accepting complexity psychologically

• Imagination 4. Adopting  a critical complexity 

• This time, however, the inspiration comes from a different direction: it comes from a direct engagement 
with the social sciences, practice, policy and the arts, in particular those areas that don’t associate 
themselves with the complexity sciences. 

• This is part of what we call the social science turn in complexity.



The thirteen challenges



Situation Characteristics

1. No philosophy of complexity Few attempts to define an epistemology and ontology for social complexity

2. A failure to engage the wider social sciences Assumption that the social sciences can be ignored because the complexity sciences
would offer superior insights

3. Reinventing the wheel Reinventing existing insights from the social sciences that are then presented as new
insights

4. Old words, new words Rebranding existing insights using terms from the complexity sciences

5. Obscurantism and mystification Scientific overreach and complicated jargon combine to suggest that life’s biggest
questions are uncovered

6. The need for multilevel thinking and modelling Despite the transdisciplinary approach of social complexity, almost all research
focuses on a single level of analysis.

7. Technique in the absence of theory Focus on computational methods and big data pushes social theory out of sight

8. Learning tools vs. predictive machines The ability to learn from simulations is replaced by a desire to predict and control
social complexity

9. Minor role of qualitative research Dominance of quantitative research and quantification of data established a blind
spot for qualitative data and methods

10. Methodological closing of social scientific mind Shying away from advances in computational methods sees many social scientists
becoming illiterate with such methods

11. The dire sound of technicalities Going into a spiral of ever-smaller technical refinement while losing the bigger
picture out of sight.

12. Being tone-deaf about the real world Advanced analyses are coupled to crude recommendations that fail to appreciate the
complexity in the target domain

13. Practice does not make perfect Pragmatic and rushed adoption of the complexity sciences by practitioners
constitutes verbal detritus



Charting new territory



• Traveling with the Atlas does not require a linear front-
to-back reading. 

• Nor do we suggest reading only to one’s topic. 
• We encourage the reader (and today, participants) to 

wander around and to foster a transdisciplinary 
curiosity. 

• We designed the Atlas to be modular, each chapter 
representing an avenue of research in social 
complexity. 

• As guides, our goal is to entice readers to read broadly, 
and to consider these various areas of study and to go 
so far as to reorganise them into various combinations 
to explore as yet unknown or unrealised programmes.

• It is all up to your social complexity imagination! 



• We also encourage readers, both theoretically and 
methodologically, to do something other than what 
they always already do, to learn and use the tools of 
social complexity in new and different ways. 

• Indeed, we even go so far as to encourage a ‘team 
reading’ of the Atlas, with the multiple and diverse 
members of a group (be it an institute, centre, 
community organisation, governmental branch, or 
business) creating different and unique systems map 
into the issue that their network is advancing or 
addressing.

• Still, an Atlas without some roadmaps or signposts is a 
bit useless. 

• We organised the Atlas into six major themes: 



Theme 2 through 5

• For Themes 2 through 5, we travel along traditionally unfamiliar but increasingly 
more defined routes. 

• Theme 2: (Cognition, emotion and consciousness) resolutely grounds the study 
of social complexity in the body, ecology and our material world. 

• Theme 3 (Dynamics of human psychology) makes certain that any social 
complexity going forward involves the advance of a complex psychology. 



Theme 2 through 5

• Theme 4 (Living in social systems) requires that a critical configurational social complexity 
be embraced and that the study of social complexity consider such wide-ranging issues as 
inequality, relations of power, the machine-body linkage, socio-technical systems, 
governance and evaluation. 

• Theme 5 (Charting a new methods territory) addresses the issue of methodology.
• There are an almost limitless number of books and articles on the methods of 

computational modelling. There are a lot less on its linkages to ontology, 
epistemology, and modelling complex causality. 

• We stake out our position, strongly arguing for the approach we see as the most 
promising, which involves some combination of complex realism, configurational 
methods, case-based modelling, and an interdisciplinary toolbox of methodological 
techniques that emphasises the importance of qualitative inquiry. 



Theme 6

• Theme 6 (The unfinished space) intentionally ends in an undefined space.

• We leave the last word to the N=38 colleagues we interviewed for the Atlas.

• They had important things to say, not the least of which is that they mostly do not seek
themselves as complexity scholars. Instead, they see themselves as explorers,
restlessly and intuitively on the go as they seek out new intellectual territories.

• At the same time, they ensure that what they leave behind is more porous and open
to the ideas they seek to bring back on their return.

• Some are entirely uninterested in returning at all, sending instead letters and gifts back
to others, hoping to entice them to join them on the new journey.









THEME 5: CHARTING A NEW METHODS TERRITORY

• Where is the qualitative in complexity?

• Embracing complex realism

• The importance of mixed-methods

• Case-based complexity

• Cases, clusters and trajectories



Experiments in permeability: calcite and blood cells (no. 3). Microscopic photography by Esmee Geerken, 2022

The Unfinished Space



The unfinished space

• The art of incompleteness
• Unease and comfort

• A thousand plateaus

• Permeability and Pores
• The terrain not yet grasped

• Organizing emergence 
• Becoming transdisciplinary
• Becoming educated


