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Abstract

This essay considers the problem of communicating complex sys-
tems within policy narrative formation processes. The systems of 
systems implicated by the COVID-19 pandemic are highly amena-
ble to complex systems analysis. However, the dynamic response 
of policymakers and interested parties in a crisis situation tends 
toward reductionism in a way that limits the application of com-
plex systems thinking in the policy process. This essay identifies 
questions related to public communication, complexity, and public 
policy as critical to the field of complex systems and public policy, 
and proposes a number of directions for the field of complexity and 
public policy in addressing those practical questions.
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Simplificación de la complejidad en las narrativas de 
políticas de COVID-19: desafíos presentados por los 
procesos de establecimiento de la agenda de políticas 
para la investigación de sistemas adaptativos complejos

Resumen

Este ensayo considera el problema de comunicar sistemas comple-
jos dentro de los procesos de formación de narrativas políticas. Los 
sistemas de sistemas implicados por la pandemia de COVID-19 
son muy susceptibles de análisis de sistemas complejos. Sin em-
bargo, la respuesta dinámica de los formuladores de políticas y las 
partes interesadas en una situación de crisis tiende hacia el reduc-
cionismo de una manera que limita la aplicación del pensamiento 
sistémico complejo en el proceso de políticas. Este ensayo identi-
fica cuestiones relacionadas con la comunicación pública, la com-
plejidad y las políticas públicas como críticas para el campo de los 
sistemas complejos y las políticas públicas, y propone una serie de 
direcciones para el campo de la complejidad y las políticas públicas 
al abordar esas cuestiones prácticas.

Palabras clave: política pública; narrativas de políticas; configura-
ción de la agenda; enmarcado; complejidad; COVID-19

简化新冠肺炎政策叙事中的复杂性：政策议
程设置过程为复杂适应系统研究带来的挑战

摘要

本文研究了政策叙事形成过程中复杂系统传播的问题。新
冠肺炎（COVID-19）大流行造成的体系（systems of sys-
tems）十分适用于复杂系统分析。不过，一场危机中决策者
和利益方的动态响应往往倾向于还原主义，限制复杂系统思
考在政策过程中的应用。本文认为，与公共传播、复杂性和
公共政策相关的问题对复杂系统领域而言至关重要；并为复
杂性和公共政策领域提出一系列应对这些实际问题的方向。
 
关键词：公共政策；政策叙事；议程设置；建构；复杂性；
新冠肺炎（COVID-19）
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Introduction

“Complex causal explanations 
are not very useful in politics ….” 
— Stone (1989, p. 289)

In the first half of 2020, the 
COVID-19 pandemic dramati-
cally changed life across the globe 

as individuals, families, medical and 
public health professionals, businesses, 
schools, and governments scrambled to 
respond. COVID-19 and the response 
thereto implicated an extensive network 
of complex adaptive systems (hereafter 
“CAS”) across a complicated hierarchi-
cal spatiotemporal geography where 
policy actions and inactions shaped 
disease dynamics both inside and out-
side of local systems. In other words, 
COVID-19 response unquestionably 
requires the complexity lens for both 
effective disease mitigation and com-
prehensive analysis. At the same time 
the nature of COVID-19 and the global 
response highlights the essential im-
portance of complexity sciences, it also 
exposes a critical deficit at the nexus of 
policy and complex systems: ineffective 
communication of complexity to policy 
makers and to the general public. 

Policy discourses around CO-
VID-19 quickly devolved into simpli-
fied binary positions such as safe/un-
safe, open/closed, effective/ineffective, 
scientific/unscientific, and controlled/
uncontrolled, which flattened complex 
systems out of the narratives, provid-
ed incomplete or misleading informa-
tion, and resulted in policy agendas 
that either were aiming for practically 

unattainable goals (e.g., control of the 
pandemic) or were dismissed as impos-
sible (e.g., “lockdowns” and universal 
individual-level mitigation). Politicians 
and agency experts across many levels 
of government implored the public to 
“trust the science,” a message that, itself, 
held the false promise of some scientific 
certainty clarifying all of the unknowns 
surrounding COVID-19. These simpli-
fied discourses played no small role in 
channeling policy into responses which 
were muddled, parochial, and ineffec-
tive, and which eroded public trust in 
both the government and in the scien-
tific community.

To address these simplifying ten-
dencies so that complex problems can 
be appropriately addressed by complex-
ity-based solutions, CAS researchers 
must become effective and informed 
participants in the problem definition, 
narrative formation, and agenda setting 
fields of the policy process. Problems 
do not define themselves and prioriti-
zation of action on the policy agenda 
is not objective. Instead, these develop 
out of contested processes where mul-
tiple voices act to shape narratives and 
agendas (Kingdon, 2014; Rochefort & 
Cobb, 1993). CAS research must be one 
of those active and effective voices.

In this essay, we seek to identify 
questions related to public communi-
cation, complexity, and public policy as 
critical to the field of complex systems 
and public policy. We will briefly sketch 
an outline of the literature related to 
policy narratives and then propose an 
agenda to develop more effective com-
munication to policy makers and the 
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general public about policy and com-
plex systems.

Covid-19, Complexity, and 
Public Policy Agendas

The COVID-19 case is illustrative 
of an ongoing challenge to appli-
cations of complexity theory in 

public policy. Specifically, COVID-19 
demonstrates the attraction of policy 
narratives toward simple linear caus-
al models. As illustrated in the classic 
Stacey Diagram (Figure 1), complexity 
in policy making occurs when there is 
either a high degree of political dis-
agreement or a low degree of certainty 
in the steps required to address a par-
ticular policy problem (Stacey, 1993). 
Policy agendas operate along both the 
axis of agreement and the axis of cer-
tainty, within streams of problem defi-
nition, policy formation, and political 
possibility (Kingdon, 2014). The Stac-
ey Diagram illustrates the challenge of 

deploying complex thinking in public 
policy by underscoring a fundamental 
point about political agenda setting: 
possibilities in policy action are inter-
twined with how agendas are set and 
how problems are formulated (Stone, 
1989). The agenda setting literature is 
thick with cautionary admonishments 
that simplicity increases the chances 
of responsive policy action: keep caus-
al chains short, articulate tight link-
ages between actions and effect, and 
clearly specify the problems and the 
fixes (Stone, 1989; Kingdon, 2014). In 
other words, policy prospects are im-
proved when the narrative formation 
and agenda setting can stay closer to 
the “evidence-based policy” quadrant 
of the Stacey Diagram where policy de-
cisions are known, can be categorized, 
and have predictable results. 

Therein lies peril, however, if 
policy problems tend toward this sim-
ple frame and the science oversells the 
certainty of effective evidence-based 

Figure 1: Stacey Diagram
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responses. The failure of the promises 
of simple causation erodes public trust 
and adds further complications to poli-
cy responses. Thus, as with COVID-19, 
policy problems that are complicated, 
complex, or chaotic present significant 
challenges to agenda setting, clear nar-
rative formation, and ultimately an ef-
fective policy response.

This framing and agenda setting 
process is not mere aesthetics: the for-
mulation of the problem definition and 
issue narratives essentially determine 
policy possibilities and, ultimately, pol-
icy action (Stone, 2012; Rochefort & 
Cobb, 1993). Rapidly-evolving narra-
tive formation processes were critical 
to the responses of governments and 
public health agencies in the early days 
of the COVID-19 pandemic (Maor & 
Howlett, 2020). And where complexi-
ty scientists saw iterative and dynamic, 
predictable, but not necessarily know-
able, channels of disease mitigation, 
public faith was repeatedly shaken by 
the lack of certainty and rapidly chang-
ing patterns of guidance and response. 
The early development of COVID-19 
policy narratives has been examined in 
the context of World Health Organiza-
tion communications, in policy sense-
making in Demark, and in the messag-
ing of four U.S. states (Yiu, Yiu, & Li, 
2020; Rubin & de Vries, 2020; Mintrom 
& O’Connor, 2020). In Denmark, the 
public communication of risk assess-
ment was sometimes placed at odds 
with the public health goal of mitigating 
surging COVID-19 cases, highlighting 
differences in sensemaking which led to 
treating a complex problem like a com-
plicated one (Rubin & de Vries, 2020). 

In the case of California, Florida, New 
York, and Texas, the framing contests 
around the COVID-19 were clearly 
locking in narratives around govern-
ment responses. Narratives ranged 
from Governor DeSantis of Florida ac-
tively working to minimize COVID-19 
and encourage skepticism of mitigation 
measures to Governor Newsome of 
California consistently communicating 
both the dynamics and seriousness of 
the pandemic and proactively enacting 
mitigation policy (Mintrom & O’Con-
nor, 2020). This developing literature 
summarizes difficulties in effectively 
communicating uncertainty within a 
complex systems frame and under-
scores the tendency of policy systems to 
drift toward “certain” problem defini-
tions and policy interventions premised 
on simple linear causal relationships. 

Policy Narrative  
and Complexity

There is well-established litera-
ture within agenda setting which 
views the question of agenda 

setting through the complex systems 
lens. The work of Frank Baumgartner 
and his colleagues typifies this kind 
of thinking, where complex causation 
and emergence are used to describe 
policy processes (Baumgartner, et al., 
2011; Baumgartner, et al., 2009). Com-
plexity theory, unsurprisingly, is useful 
in identifying the boundaries of evi-
dence-based policy, and in understand-
ing the limits of simple causation in 
policy action (Cairney & Geyer, 2017; 
Colander & Kupers, 2014). While com-
plexity has been frequently used as an 
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analytical tool, substantially less work 
has been done in the effective dissem-
ination of CAS thinking in narrative 
formation and agenda setting pro-
cesses—even as the consequences of 
over-simplified policy narratives frus-
trate researchers (Ewert, 2019; Leach, 
Scoones, & Stirling, 2009).

The crux of the narrative forma-
tion problem for complexity research-
ers is best stated by Deborah Stone in 
her classic article “Causal Stories and 
the Formation of Policy Agendas,” in 
which she writes,

[c]omplex causal explanations 
are not very useful in politics, 
precisely because they do not 
offer a single locus of control, a 
plausible candidate to take re-
sponsibility for a problem, or a 
point of leverage to fix a prob-
lem. Hence, one of the biggest 
tensions between political sci-
ence and real-world politics. 
The former tends to see complex 
causes of social problems, while 
the latter searches for immediate 
and simple causes. (Stone, 1989, 
p. 289).

The idea of immediate, simple caus-
es with single loci of control or single 
points of leverage cuts directly against 
the essence of complexity research and 
the effective application of CAS anal-
ysis in the policymaking realm. CAS 
repeatedly reminds us that most policy 
problems cannot be reductively simpli-
fied into those single points of control 
or leverage, and that attempts to man-
age policy problems as simple and lin-

ear are often counterproductive (Byrne, 
2005). 

Getting policy makers and the 
general public to respond to poli-
cy problems in all of their richness in 
the processes of narrative formation 
and political agenda setting is, itself, a 
CAS problem (Leach, Scoones, & Stir-
ling, 2009). Where the public and pol-
icy makers may see an ineffective, tri-
al-and-error approach to a problem, 
CAS researchers may understand that 
dynamic, iterative approaches are es-
sential to addressing an emerging poli-
cy problem. CAS identifies multiple lo-
cations of influence and offers solutions 
that are not based on cause-and-effect 
or control but on probabilities and 
shepherding. CAS thinking continually 
pushes against simple linear causal ex-
planations.

An ongoing effort is underway 
to sensitize policy makers to complex-
ity and its ubiquity within the world 
of social policy, and to provide them 
with effective strategies to conceptual-
ize and take action in the face of CAS 
problems (see, e.g., Keating & Katina, 
2019; Kurtz, 2018; Pharis, 2018; Ansell 
& Geyer, 2017; Chaffin, Gosnell, & Co-
sens, 2014; Innes & Booher, 2010; Lag-
omarsino, Nachuk, & Kundra, 2009). 
For example, the Cynefin Framework is 
a heuristic tool used to orient complex-
ity within a frame of policy response 
(Snowden & Boone, 2007). Cynefin 
(Figure 2), developed within the orga-
nizational management literature, is an 
ecological representation of policy do-
mains. Cynefin breaks policy problems 
into the same four categories as the 
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Stacey Diagram: Evidence-based poli-
cy, complicated policy, complex policy, 
and chaotic policy. These categories of-
fer both a diagnosis of the type of policy 
problem and approaches to managing 
that problem. Complex policy prob-
lems are identified as those which are 
knowable but not directly predictable, 
and where responses should include 
an iterative feedback process of prob-
ing, sensing, and responding as a way 
to avoid reductive interventions (Van 
Beurden, et al., 2013). Cynefin and the 
Stacey Diagram provide legible and 
useful heuristics to communicate com-
plexity in policy action, but neither di-
rectly address the broader problem of 
incorporating CAS thinking into poli-
cy narrative development and political 
agenda setting.

The COVID-19 pandemic has 
underscored the urgency of efforts to 
make complexity more legible to policy-
makers and managers, and has identified 
the need to think beyond policy maker 
education and identify ways to effective-

ly communicate complex systems and 
complex causality to the general public. 
This urgency is complicated further in 
emergency situations like COVID-19 as 
people in the general public seek to fill 
information vacuums (Andrade, et al., 
2020). In emergent situations, people 
tend to deal with uncertainty by rely-
ing on their own intuitions synthesized 
though familiar information sources 
(e.g., personal connections, social net-
works, and news sources), making them 
increasingly susceptible to streams of 
misinformation. For the field of CAS in 
public policy to advance, we must di-
rectly confront these complications.

Communicating Complexity 
in Policy: Ways Forward?

There are clear gaps in our knowl-
edge which need to be filled. As 
the empirical foundation of CAS 

research continues to become more rig-
orous and more clearly applicable to 
contemporary policy problems the need 

Figure 2: Cynefin Framework
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to fill these communication-related 
gaps becomes more urgent. We identi-
fy, in particular, the critical importance 
of intentional and effective inclusion of 
complex systems discourse within the 
narrative framing and agenda setting 
processes of public policy development. 
And, conversely, we identify problems 
of narrative framing and agenda setting 
as intrinsically interwoven with high 
quality CAS research as applied to pub-
lic policy. We discuss those two areas of 
emphasis in turn.

Getting policymakers and the public 
to think in systems: Agenda setting 
and narrative in a complex world

In order to effectively respond to dy-
namic policy situations, which impli-
cate complexity, a substantial amount 
of groundwork is required to ready 
CAS concepts for incorporation within 
policy narrative formation and agenda 
setting. This is in appreciation of the 
fact that the time to establish a foothold 
within the policy agenda is not at the 
moment of critical policy need, but that 
the policy agenda is a dynamic process 
where iterative contacts over time will 
establish the salience of CAS thinking 
to policy problems.

Dissemination and education ef-
forts are critical to increase the overall 
literacy in complexity. We should con-
tinue to actively engage in public schol-
arship which identifies complex policy 

1 See the special issue of Complexity Governance & Networks (volume 4, 2018) that is dedicated to the 
special problems of and approaches to teaching complexity in a variety of contexts.

2 We do not wholly endorse the frameworks provided by Ansell & Geyer and Byrne. They are cited 
here as one set of approaches to thinking about practical application of CAS in policy discourses. 
More work should be done to develop alternative frameworks.

problems and discusses how responses 
to complex problems differ from sim-
ple or complicated problems; make ed-
ucation a part of each interaction that 
we have with policy stakeholders;1 and 
advocate for and establish curricula 
which familiarizes students at all lev-
els with concepts related to CAS and 
policy. These efforts can be amplified 
by strengthening networks of policy-
makers, journalists, educators, and key 
members of the general public through 
outreach.

Ansell & Geyer (2007)2 propose 
a number of ‘key premises’ for the ap-
plication of pragmatic complexity to 
policy problems, which identify differ-
ent modes of policy action depending 
on the level of complexity and the cer-
tainty of the knowledge in that domain. 
Those key premises for policy realms of 
higher complexity and lower certainty 
include: (a) Application of iterative and 
adaptive responses; (b) Encouraging the 
inclusion of multiple stakeholders and 
perspectives; (c) Development of ro-
bust information infrastructure. While 
we don’t argue for the universal appli-
cation of pragmatic complexity, we do 
suggest these ‘key premises’ as areas for 
development in CAS research which, in 
some ways, already are strengths of the 
field. How can we effectively commu-
nicate contingency—that complex pol-
icy problems are not one intervention 
and done—and that adaptations across 
multiple iterations of response are nor-
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mal for complex policy problems? How 
do we strengthen the interdisciplin-
ary posture of the field to include the 
perspectives (and the needs) of multi-
ple stakeholders? How do we develop 
information systems which connects 
our knowledge with policymakers and 
translates and disseminates our knowl-
edge to the general public, and which 
allows us to receive actionable feedback 
from those stakeholders (Byrne, 2009)? 
All of these questions will require in-
tentional engagement and adaptive re-
sponses as the field of complexity and 
public policy continues to develop.

Focusing on narrative and agenda 
setting: The role of complex adaptive 
systems research

CAS research will continue to engage 
dynamic policy problems and offer 
perspectives on the management of 
complex policy problems. Research-
ers must continue to develop effective, 
policy-actionable research which clari-
fies the utility of CAS to policymakers 
in analyzing and responding to policy 
problems (Wulczyn, 2020; Wulczyn & 
Halloran, 2017). 

At the same time, we must also 
work to develop evidence directly on 
the question of effective policy expla-
nations from the CAS perspective. It 
is important to consider the ways in 
which we are communicating about 
CAS. Message development, review, 
dissemination, and adaptation should 
be critical components of how we are 
thinking about the interrelationship be-
tween public policy and CAS thinking 
(Vanderford, Nastoff, Telfer, & Bonzo, 

2007). We should adopt a posture where 
we consider feedback loops in policy 
messaging on CAS—reflecting and in-
tentionally adapting our communica-
tions processes—and share knowledge 
about effective and ineffective strate-
gies in communicating with stakehold-
ers. The Journal on Policy and Complex 
Systems is an excellent forum for these 
conversations, and space for ongoing 
reflection about effective public/policy 
communication about CAS should be 
carved out within these pages.

As CAS researchers, we should 
directly incorporate within all of our 
work acknowledgement of the poli-
cy agenda setting process and the un-
derstanding of the necessity for in-
tentional engagement of that process. 
We strongly believe that CAS research 
offers critical insights into important 
policy problems, and we think it is clear 
that effective application of this body 
of knowledge requires our ideas to be 
an integral part of the policy agenda. 
While the work of network building 
and dissemination discussed above is 
one critical component of that, engage-
ment within our research on how to 
advance our work within the broader 
policy agenda is similarly important. 
We suggest that a clear effort be made 
within each research article to clearly 
articulate, in simple terms, the applica-
tion of complexity concepts contained 
within the article. We think of this in-
clusion of a complexity ‘elevator pitch’ 
as an opportunity to cooperatively and 
iteratively hone our skills at communi-
cating complexity to our policy audi-
ence—that is policymakers, the media, 
and the general public.
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Finally, as we have previously 
noted, the fundamental problem com-
plexity, narrative formation, and agen-
da setting is one of CAS. Are there ways 
to push against the tendency of policy 
narratives to drift away from complexi-
ty? There is a considerable opportunity 
to apply the lens of CAS directly to the 
narrative formation and agenda setting 
processes. Focusing some research ef-
forts on the application of complexity 
theory to systems of public communi-
cation, narrative formation, and agen-
da setting will help clarify the ways in 
which CAS thinking and research can 
be applied in those critical areas. We are 
in the midst of a research project where 
we are using a complexity lens to exam-
ine the narrative formation and agenda 
setting process related to the return to 
in-person learning in Chicago Public 
Schools following building closures due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. We hope 
to identify mechanisms in which these 

processes acted to reduce the complex-
ity of the circumstances so that future 
responses to CAS problems can learn 
from and adapt to those tendencies.

Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic and the 
policy response thereto high-
lighted a significant number of 

challenges in the effective response of 
policy systems to emergent and com-
plex problems of public policy. Criti-
cal among those is the identification 
of complex problems and the man-
agement of those problems within the 
frame of complexity. For CAS thinking 
and research to become more effective 
parts of the policymaking process—es-
pecially in emergent and quickly-evolv-
ing policy settings—we must become 
more active and successful at integrat-
ing complexity within narrative forma-
tion and agenda setting processes.
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