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What are the 
characteristics of 
some of the complex 
systems that we 
have to deal with 
today?



Volatile, Uncertain, 
Complex and 
Ambiguous



Characteristics of a VUCA operating environment

Volatility: Events of unexpected occurrence and duration that disrupt systems and norms

Uncertainty: Events with unclear short-term and medium-term consequences

Complexity: Events and issues which features and interrelations are hard to understand

Ambiguity: Events and issues marked by contested, hidden, and inconsistent information





What kind of 
challenges do we face 
in disaster risk 
financing in a VUCA 
world?



Challenges to our 
Decision Making



Thinking fast and slow

● Automatic System (fast)
○ The system of thinking we tend to use in our day-to-day activities, and when we have only a short time in which to 

make decisions
○ Matters that require very fast decisions
○ Controls our intuitive, automatic responses
○ Uncontrolled, effortless, associate, fast, unconscious and based on practiced skills

● Reflective System (slow)
○ The system of thinking that we taught in school, our reasoning and analysis and the rational method are based on this 

system
○ Controlled, effortful, deductive, slow, self-aware and rule-following





Understanding 
Complexity



Characteristics of Complex Systems

1. Complex Systems self-organise and are interdependent. Individuals interpret signals from other 
parts of the system and respond accordingly. While there may be rules, it is not possible to 
predict with 100% certainty how the individuals might respond.

1. Complex Systems evolve. Individuals in the system make choices which collectively can display 
emergent properties.

1. Complex Systems are non-linear. The collective behaviour (or outcome) of the system emerges 
from the non-linear interactions, cause the whole to be greater than the sum of its parts.



From Simple to Complex

SIMPLE
1960s to 1980s

COMPLEX
1990s onwards

● Analyse ● Probe, sense and respond

● Identify the risks and opportunities ● Create environment and experiments for 
innovative patterns to emerge

● Set corporate objectives ● Increase levels of interaction and communication

● Make a plan to achieve the objectives ● Generate ideas, options

● Execute the plan ● Set the right boundaries, barriers and incentives to 
encourage patterns to grow into coherence and 
general acceptance

● Sometimes call in the experts ● Risk management





How do we better 
understand the 
complex context 
in the future?





Futures Cone - What if we were wrong?








