To overcome complexity…simplify!
In these times of rapidly changing demographics, shifting values, growing political uncertainty and exponential technological advancement, what can organisations do to make sense of growing complexity?
According to Kerr (2014, p. 2), “To be successful in this extremely complex and unstable business environment, executive leaders must do all that they can to simplify.”  However, in their attempts to simplify the complexity of the external environment, organisations are prone to introducing internal complicatedness within their systems and processes (Backx, et al., 2017), making organisations themselves unintentionally complex (e Cunha & Rego, 2010).  Ashkenas (2007, p. 102), noted that large organizations are by their very nature complex and this ‘‘complexity is the cumulative by-product of organizational changes, big and small, that over the years weave complications (often invisibly) into the way work is done’’. It is this type of unintended complexity that creates inefficiencies and apathy within organisations (e Cunha & Rego, 2010). To tackle these issues, organisations must take steps toward simplicity without introducing complicatedness (Backx, et al., 2017; Bersin, 2017; Kerr, 2014; e Cunha & Rego, 2010).  Complicatedness hinders agility (Backx, et al., 2017) therefore, “If you want to be fast and agile, keep things simple” (Highsmith, 2009, p. 72). 
Management guru and analyst Josh Bersin (2017) has recently described ‘simplification’ as the next big thing in HR and leadership.   
The characteristics commonly thought to foster simplicity in a complex environment are:
· Leadership behaviours – Away from command and control towards sensemaking, learning and improvisation (Ashkenas, 2007; Backx, et al., 2017; Chakhoyan, 2017; McDaniel, 2007; Uhl-Bien, et al., 2007).
· Structure – Delayered, a network structure which breaks down silos and facilitates collaboration and innovation (Ashkenas, 2007; Backx, et al., 2017; Highsmith, 2009; Jacobson, 2014; Peters & Waterman, 1982; e Cunha & Rego, 2010).
· Processes and systems - A simple set of organisation-wide processes and employees empowered to use their judgement (Ashkenas, 2007; Backx, et al., 2017; Bekker, 2018; e Cunha & Rego, 2010).
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Performance is driven by behaviour, including the behaviour of leaders. How they lead, whom they promote, what measures they value, how key decisions are made and how they communicate, are just some of the things that determine a leader’s impact on their operating environment (Backx, et al., 2017). Therefore, if leaders are committed to reducing complexity, they must identify how their own patterns of behaviour foster complicatedness and make a personal commitment to simplification (Ashkenas, 2007). Effective leadership in a complex adaptive system makes sensemaking, learning and improvisation central to managerial tasks rather than command, control and planning (McDaniel, 2007; Uhl-Bien, et al., 2007). 
If organisations want to simplify in the face of complexity then leaders must learn to deal with ambiguity and tolerate conditions of uncertainty (Jacobson, 2014). This is where sensemaking comes in. According to Weick (1995, p. 57), “Sensemaking is a diagnostic process directed at constructing plausible interpretations of ambiguous cues that are sufficient to sustain action.” 
Leaders must behave in a way that is consistent with the nature of complex adaptive systems, rather than adopt the command and control behaviours that assume organisations are predictable and machine-like (McDaniel, 2007). It is these behaviours, which will in turn influence the organisational environment, including the structures, processes and systems in place (Backx, et al., 2017).
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The overabundance of structure in many organisations gives people an excuse not to think, their contributions are devalued and they lose any sense of accountability and responsibility for results (Ashkenas, 2007; Backx, et al., 2017). To simplify Ashkenas (2007, p105) recommends:
•	Reduce levels and layers
•	Increase spans of control
•	Consolidate similar functions
To achieve the above, companies such as Google and Netflix adopt network structures that are capable of flexing to challenges that must be met at the time (Jacobson, 2014). A network structure is characterised by open communication (both internal and external), fewer tiers, a wider span of control, and a bottom-up flow of decision-making and ideas (Farnham, 2015). The key resource in a network organisation is knowledge (Kew & Stredwick, 2015); temporary constellations or ‘swarms’ of people come together with the requisite knowledge to solve problems (Griffiths & Inman, 2016). Because of this, it is thought to be more flexible and agile than other structures, with improved collaboration and performance (Brash, et al., 2008). According to Child (2015, p. 309), the role of leadership within this type of network structure includes:
•	Boundary spanners between levels and units.
•	Initiators of networks.
•	Co-ordinators and synthesisers of information flow.
•	Conveyors of the vision downwards and advocates of decentralised initiatives upwards.
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In attempting to reduce uncertainty amid complexity, organisations tend to react by introducing new processes and systems (Backx, et al., 2017).   However, when you simplify process by taking out detail you force people to think for themselves and interact (Highsmith, 2009).  This is a facet of ‘swarm intelligence’, which assumes the right set of simple rules applied within a group of highly interactive individuals generates innovation and creativity (e Cunha & Rego, 2010; Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2011). According to Highsmith (2009) when intelligent people ‘swarm’ around a problem, they do not need a detailed set of principles describing everything. Instead, what is required to foster agility is a minimum set of “rules that have been shown to work well together” (Highsmith, 2009, p. 74). 
Where documentation of policy and process are necessary they should be simple and organisation-wide (Ashkenas, 2007) and employees should be empowered to use their judgment rather than comply with an endless number of rules (Backx, et al., 2017). For example, the expense policy at Netflix reads, Act in Netflix’s best interests (Markovitz, 2015).  Such things as detailed job descriptions become obsolete and high levels of formalisation lose their importance, replaced by involvement-oriented mission statements, and a new, adaptive style of leadership (e Cunha & Rego, 2010).
In summary, overcoming complexity through simplification can only work when the leadership of the organisation is committed to simplifying structure, processes and systems.  Senior executive support is vital, they must role model the leadership behaviours required to adapt to complexity, fostering sensemaking, learning and improvisation as a means to simplify rather than the traditional command and control approach (McDaniel, 2007). A more networked structure, which encourages collaboration and emphasises the distributedness of swarm intelligence, along with the reduction of formalised processes is needed (e Cunha & Rego, 2010).
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