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Engaging decision makers and stakeholders: from complexity theory to concrete action 
Joshua Fisher, PhD  

The Advanced Consortium on Cooperation, Conflict, and Complexity 
The Earth Institute, Columbia University; jf2788@columbia.edu 

 
Abstract 
Many of the contemporary social-ecological problems we confront are characterized by a high degree of complexity, 
both in terms of their drivers and parameters, as well as in the predictable and emergent effects that a given course of 
action will have on the overall system.  This creates a paradox for decision makers attempting to productively manage 
resource and sustainability conflicts. They must respond to complex drivers of conflict, while at the same time 
implementing actions that ripple through the system in both predictable and unpredictable ways. Thus any management 
decision will feed back into conflict dynamics.  The question then becomes how to minimize such emergent effects, and 
enact management strategies that will shift the system away from intractable conflict toward more productive forms of 
needs and interest management around the problem in question.  A recent initiative employed conflict mapping from a 
coupled human-natural systems perspective to design conflict-sensitive forest management plans in the Peruvian 
Amazon. Four lessons on mapping applications were learned in this effort. 

Overview of the problem area 
Contemporary problems of ‘sustainability’ in social-ecological systems (Walker, Holling, 

Carpenter, & Kinzig, 2004) are characterized by social dynamism, ecological and environmental 
complexity, scientific uncertainty, and complicated legal and procedural frameworks for decision-
making (Copple, 2011).  Complexity in these cases often results in conflicts between interested 
stakeholders, of which decision makers are one category. When such conflicts do arise, decision makers 
are required to enact strategies to manage the competing interests, needs, goals and values of interested 
stakeholders.  More often than not urgent action is required, leaving decision makers scant time to fully 
explore the complexity of the conflict in its entirety.  The problem is all the more difficult when 
considering that the set of management decisions is finite, bounded by legal, jurisdictional, institutional 
and resource (time, capital, etc.) constraints (Christie, 2008).  How then can we enable decision makers 
in the contemporary social-ecological problems to embrace the complexity of the system, understand the 
range of probable impacts resulting from management decisions, and implement concrete action to 
move conflicts away from intractability and toward productive change? 

These questions are particularly pressing in the Peruvian Amazon. The forests in that region 
hold the earth’s largest concentration of biodiversity and provide essential ecosystem services on global, 
regional, and local scales (Constanza, et al., 1997). These forests likewise hold important reserves of oil, 
natural gas, precious metals, and tropical hardwoods that are important for economic development and 
production on the same range of scales. Thus there are needs simultaneously to conserve these forests 
and to exploit the valuable resources they contain. This dilemma creates virulent, intractable and often 
violent conflict between forest managers, indigenous groups, formal extractive industry, regional and 
local government, and artisanal or illegal resource extractors (Balint, Stewart, Desai, & Walters, 2011).  

Model implementation 
A team from Columbia University’s Earth Institute was invited by the managers of the Los 

Amigos Conservation Concession in Peru to assist in uncovering the drivers of conflict in this social-
ecological system, and then design management strategies to maximize environmental gains while 
minimizing the negative social costs/impacts of conservation management. The team employed the 
Conflict-Sensitive Conservation (CSC) methodology (Hammill, Crawford, Craig, Malpas, & Matthew, 
2009) to analyze actors in the system and drivers of violent and non-violent conflict. This methodology 
combines a suite of mapping tools to parse system dynamics in order to: 1) identify stakeholders at 
various scales; 2) describe the interconnections between them; 3) illuminate the drivers of conflict in the 
system; and 4) define each groups’ needs, interests, positions, and power to affect the system. 
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Importantly, the methodology enables decision makers to identify relationships between and among 
stakeholders.  

In applying the methodology, the team noted that its explicit focus on stakeholders, their 
motivation and their ability to effect the system resulted in the mapping exercises defaulting to 
identifying conflict drivers in linear terms of cause, effect and influence, and thus omitting many of they 
dynamic system parameters that affect current conditions. Importantly, many biophysical drivers were 
omitted from initial mapping exercises such as human health marginalization due to organic mercury 
transport through watersheds, forest regeneration rates, and species extirpation. 

Innovations  
In response, the team conducted a training with resource managers on conflict dynamics in 

forest management and biodiversity conservation initiatives. The training consisted of a theoretical 
section where conservation conflicts were discussed in terms of complex and dynamical systems, as 
well as a practical section wherein the mapping tools from the CSC methodology were applied to three 
practical conflicts in the region.  In addition to the CSC mapping tools, the team designed a geospatial 
mapping exercise to illustrate the topology of the social-ecological system including stakeholder 
locations, resource locations, conflict regions, regions of cooperation, and zones of influence for 
biological, physical, and social attractors. 

Once the training and mapping exercises were completed, the team designed a social diagnostic 
survey that resource managers administered in each stakeholder community near the Los Amigos 
Conservation Concession. Just as processed satellite imagery must be ground-truthed to validate the 
resulting classification, the initial CSC mapping was ground-truthed in the communities surrounding the 
forest concession to validate the resource managers’ map and refine the data contained in it.  The team 
then collated that data and synthesized a new conflict map of the social-ecological system. Resource 
managers then used the map and associated data to restructure the concession management plan with 
concrete management actions aimed explicitly at mitigating conflict drivers and reducing the social 
costs of conservation strategies.  

Lessons learned 
This initiative produced several important lessons on employing complex systems thinking in 

practical conflict decision-making. First, the complex systems paradigm is uniquely suited to local scale 
natural resource and sustainability conflicts, as this paradigm closely resembles coupled human-natural 
systems theories that inform many contemporary conservation and resource management practices. 
Resource managers are trained to consider biological and biophysical interconnectivity from a systems 
perspective. Thus a DST framework bridges the gap between complex biophysical systems and social-
ecological systems. Second, faced with legal, institutional, economic, and time constraints, decision 
makers require tools to translate the complexity of the system into actionable management strategies. 
Specifically, they require tools to identify points of entry for management action to affect system 
dynamics. Mapping the topology of the social ecological system appears to serve this role.  Third, the 
problem definitions of each stakeholder form pieces of the larger system. Thus a comprehensive and 
ground-truthed system map is required to minimize the negative emergent effects of management 
strategies.  Fourth, borrowing a metaphor from quantum mechanics, stakeholders exist concurrently in 
multiple states, being simultaneously a resource manager, an indigenous person with deep cultural 
relationships to the biological and social components of the system, an illegal miner, and a forest 
steward. However, the act of observation (conflict mapping) artificially forces them to assume a single 
state. Innovation is needed in both mapping and management to account for these multiple states and 
thereby maintain the actual complexity of actors in the system. 



Part IV:  Meta-Process Issues  
Issue 1: Engaging decision makers and stakeholders: from complexity theory to concrete action/Fisher 

Dynamical	  Systems	  Innovation	  Lab,	  July	  8-‐12,	  2013	  

4	  

Bibliography 

Balint,	  P.	  J.,	  Stewart,	  R.	  E.,	  Desai,	  A.,	  &	  Walters,	  L.	  C.	  (2011).	  Wicked	  Environmental	  Problems.	  
Washington	  DC:	  Island	  Press.	  

Christie,	  E.	  (2008).	  Finding	  solutions	  for	  environmental	  conflicts:	  power	  and	  negotiation.	  .	  
Cheltenham	  UK:	  Edward	  Elger.	  

Constanza,	  R.,	  d'Arge,	  R.,	  de	  Groot,	  R.,	  Farber,	  S.,	  Grasso,	  M.,	  Hannon,	  B.,	  et	  al.	  (1997).	  The	  value	  of	  
the	  world's	  ecosystem	  services	  and	  natural	  capital.	  Nature	  ,	  387,	  253-‐260.	  

Copple,	  R.	  F.	  (2011).	  A	  stepped	  approach	  to	  successful	  NRD	  alternative	  dispute	  resolution.	  Natural	  
Resources	  and	  Environment	  ,	  26	  (2),	  11-‐14.	  

Hammill,	  A.,	  Crawford,	  A.,	  Craig,	  R.,	  Malpas,	  R.,	  &	  Matthew,	  R.	  (2009).	  Conflict-‐sensitive	  conservation	  
practitioners'	  manual.	  Winnipeg,	  Canada:	  International	  Institute	  for	  Sustainable	  
Development.	  

Walker,	  B.,	  Holling,	  C.,	  Carpenter,	  S.	  R.,	  &	  Kinzig,	  A.	  (2004).	  Resilience,	  Adaptability	  and	  
Transformability	  in	  Social-‐ecological	  Systems.	  Ecology	  and	  Society	  ,	  9	  (2),	  5-‐13.	  



Part IV:  Meta-Process Issues  
Issue 2: Adaptive Conflict Learning Accelerator/Burgess and Burgess 
 

Dynamical	  Systems	  Innovation	  Lab,	  July	  8-‐12,	  2013	  

5	  

Adaptive Conflict Learning Accelerator 
By 

Guy Burgess and Heidi Burgess 
Conflict Information Consortium, University of Colorado, (303) 492-1635, burgess@colorado.edu 

Copyright © 2013 by Guy Burgess and Heidi Burgess, Conflict Information Consortium, University of Colorado 
Do not distribute beyond the DST Innovation Lab Conference without permission. 

We apologize for the length of this concept paper.  We recognize that the time that participants have available to look at this 
paper before the conference is limited.  We, therefore, tried to format this so that you can get a solid overview of our 
approach by quickly skimming the document.  This format also provides easy access to more in-depth information on those 
topics that you find worth exploring.  In addition to the discussion of the Learning Accelerator, the paper also provides 
some initial thoughts on several other DST Innovation Lab agenda topics: Translation and Dissemination; Teaching 
Venues: MOOCs; and Translating DST for Funders. We look forward to an opportunity to explore these topics in the 
context of the work that other conference participants are doing. 
 
Background 

Over the last 20 years, our primary professional focus has been on the systematic cataloging of 
strategies for dealing with the destructive dynamics that make so many conflicts intractable.  In the 
course of this work, we have become increasingly convinced that society's persistent inability to deal 
with these conflicts represents as great a threat to human welfare as climate change, infectious disease, 
or any of society's other big problems.  This has forced us to think long and hard about what it will 
really take to limit destructive–and all too often, violent–conflict, while still encouraging constructive 
confrontations that challenge unwise and inequitable policies.  Again and again, we have come to the 
same conclusion, we have to find a way to deal with the enormous scale and complexity of these 
conflicts.  

Complex Adaptive Systems 

Of the many different ways of thinking about complexity, the one that has most guided our work 
revolves around the distinction between "complicated" and "complex" adaptive systems.  Put another 
way, we have been trying to implement approaches to the problem that are based on complex, organic, 
ecosystem-based metaphors; rather than simpler, merely 
complicated approaches built around mechanical metaphors.  As 
we see it, the key feature of a complex adaptive-systems based 
approach is its recognition of the general absence of central 
control points associated with complicated systems-based 
approaches.  In other words, we are not focusing on finding 
points where the actions of a few individuals or organizations 
could produce a predictable cascade of events that will transform 
the system in desired ways.  We tend to think that few, if any, 
such points actually exist.  
The course of the conflict is determined by the cumulative 
decisions of countless individuals operating in myriad conflict roles, all responding (as best they can) to 
the circumstances in which they find themselves. This means that the key to transforming the big 
conflicts is to transform the way in which very large numbers of people think about conflict. By 
contrast, our complex adaptive systems approach envisions a conflict system characterized by very 
large numbers of independent actors.  In large-scale conflicts, the course of the conflict is determined 
by the cumulative decisions of countless individuals operating in myriad conflict roles, all responding 
(as best they can) to the circumstances in which they find themselves. This means that the only way to 
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successfully transform such conflicts is to transform the way in which very large numbers of people 
think about and behave in conflict situations. This requires programs capable of improving the skill 
levels of people in the full range of conflict-related roles (including adversaries and intermediaries, as 
well as professionals and everyday citizens exercising their civic responsibilities). In other words, our 
image of a complexity-oriented approach to conflict requires what we call "massively parallel 
peacebuilding", in which very large numbers of individuals in diverse conflict roles learn how to apply 
an ever more sophisticated understanding of conflict dynamics to their work.  

Complexity-Oriented Conflict Learning Programs 
 

All of this suggests that complexity-oriented peacebuilding is, at its core, an education, learning, and 
information dissemination problem focused on showing very large numbers of people how a more 
sophisticated understanding of conflict dynamics can help them protect and, where possible, advance 
their interests.  
To do this, we need a series of "learning curve accelerators," 
each tailored to the needs of particular communities as defined 
by their social and cultural orientation, overall environment, 
role within society, and immediate conflict situation.  These 
accelerators need to be able to provide each of these 
communities with helpful and reliable information, presented 
in ways which are consistent with individual and community 
learning styles and from sources that are regarded as 
trustworthy by members of that community.  It is also critical 
that the information be immediately and affordably available during those brief "learning windows" 
when people are actively looking for (and willing to consider) possible improvements in the way in 
which they deal with conflict.  These systems also have to cover alternative ways of dealing with a very 
large number of conflict problems and the differing ways in which those problems present themselves 
to people in different roles (including adversaries, intermediaries, and observers).   
In complex adaptive systems, when individuals conclude that "business-as-usual" practices are getting 
them into trouble, they start looking for ways to adapt their behavior and increase their prospects for 
success.  "Adaptive learning accelerators" are designed to facilitate this process.The mathematics of all 
of this seems to imply an impossibly diverse audience that requires an impossibly large number of 
different learning materials.   Before the Internet and, now, the smart phone revolution, construction of 
such a system would have been absolutely impossible.  While it is still challenging, it is now thoroughly 
realistic. 

The Beyond Intractability Project 

It is the desire to actually create such a learning accelerator that has motivated our efforts at the 
University of Colorado Conflict Information Consortium to build an ever more sophisticated series of 
Internet-based, conflict information systems.  While the current version of the Beyond Intractability 
Project (www.beyondintractability.org) embodies many of the desired elements, we recognize that we 
are a long, long way from producing the kind of system that is really needed.  We are now in the 
process of recruiting partners and seeking funding for a next- generation effort that will hopefully do a 
much better job of synthesizing the work of the many individuals and organizations seeking to advance 
the frontier of the field. 

In complex adaptive systems, when 
individuals conclude that "business-as-
usual" practices are getting them into 
trouble, they start looking for ways to 

adapt their behavior and increase their 
prospects for success.  "Adaptive learning 

accelerators" are designed to facilitate 
this process. 



Part IV:  Meta-Process Issues  
Issue 2: Adaptive Conflict Learning Accelerator/Burgess and Burgess 
 

Dynamical	  Systems	  Innovation	  Lab,	  July	  8-‐12,	  2013	  

7	  

Building the Learning Accelerator 

The big change that is making building the learning accelerator possible is the global transition to a 
Web-based information system, which is rapidly making all types of information available pretty much 
anytime and anywhere.  Available information (with new information being added on a daily basis) 
includes the insights of the countless communities that have been, with great dedication and creativity, 
struggling to find more constructive ways of dealing with the intractable conflicts that are tearing apart 
so many lives.  
The ongoing shift to a global, Web-based information system means that conflict knowledge is now 
available anytime and anywhere.  The challenge is to filter out the destructive-conflict-as-usual 
information and overcome the information overload that makes finding truly helpful information so 
difficult.The design of the learning accelerator is based on the realization that an enormous amount of 
progress has been (and is being) made on the various 
aspects of the conflict problem. Unfortunately, much of this 
work has proceeded in relatively isolated communities of 
practice (sometimes called "silos"). While there has been 
some level of integration at the level of the field's leaders, 
this almost always fails to permeate widely in the 
consciousness of the vast majority of conflict actors. As a 
result, people tend not to see how the many ideas can fit 
together in a mutually reinforcing way. This, in turn, 
underlies the cynical belief that destructive, intractable 
conflict is an unavoidable fact of life. Our goal is to build a 
system that makes the availability of a comprehensive set of more constructive alternatives more widely 
apparent, thereby reducing the number of instances in which people pursue destructive conflict-as-usual 
practices in the belief that there are no viable alternatives. 

Problems to Be Overcome 
The easy availability of so much high-quality, conflict-related information on the Web does not, 
however, mean that the critically-needed learning accelerator currently exists.  While there are a 
number of large and very useful conflict information systems currently available, they have yet to 
achieve the kind of prominence in society's conflict thinking that is required to change the way conflict 
is undertaken. 
Among the problems that need to be addressed are the following:  

• Constructive / Destructive Information Filter -- The ratio of destructive, conflict-as-usual 
information to constructive information about more promising alternatives is horribly lopsided 
in the wrong direction.  For every page of good ideas, there are many thousands of pages that 
provide information that reinforces past destructive practices.  Better filters are needed to make 
truly helpful information more accessible. 

• Poor Presentation -- Many of the really useful ideas available on the web are presented in 
difficult-to-understand and often jargon-rich ways that most conflict actors find hard to 
understand.  This information needs to be presented in clearer and more attractive ways. 

• Trustworthiness Assessment -- Effective mechanisms are needed to help the public reliably 
assess the trustworthiness of particular pieces of information and separate out good-sounding 
but unworkable ideas. 
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• Information Overload -- With hundreds and sometimes thousands of webpages available on any 
given topic, effective information overload control mechanisms are needed to guide users to 
truly useful information.  

• Public Awareness -- Obviously, learning accelerators will only be able to improve conflict 
behavior if they are widely used.  This will require effective publicity and truly engaging 
content. 

Learning Accelerator Development: Next Steps 
As we see it, there is a relatively straightforward series of steps that could be taken to address the above 
problems and convert the emerging Internet into the kind of learning accelerator that is so desperately 
needed.  Doing so would, of course, not be cheap or easy.  It would require a broadly-based effort 
involving people who approach conflict problems from a  full range of perspectives.  Still, compared to 
the scope of the problem and, more importantly, the cost of failing to address the problem, this would 
be really, really cheap.   
Implementing these steps would require a large-scale–and, we think, quite informal–collaboration 
between the following groups of people: 

• Individuals and organizations pioneering complexity-oriented ways of thinking about conflict, 
• Producers of conflict-related knowledge base systems and libraries, 
• Evaluation and conflict research programs, 
• Conflict practitioners in advocacy and intermediary roles, 
• Educators and trainers, 
• Web and social media designers, 
• The philanthropic and entrepreneurial funding communities, and 
• Individuals and communities involved in conflict (and looking for more constructive 

approaches). 

As we see it, the next step in the development of these learning accelerator systems involves further 
development of a variety of project components (most of which are now available in some form as part 
of the Beyond Intractability project).  In pursuing this work, we are actively seeking a variety of 
alliances and affiliations with organizations doing related work.  We would certainly welcome the 
opportunity to develop further partnerships with DST Innovation Lab participants. 

The next steps include developing: 

• Overall Frameworks that offer users a strategy for thinking about complex conflict problems in 
ways that enable them to understand the big picture and identify specialized areas where they 
are most likely to be able to make a difference.  (We expect that this would include frameworks 
being developed by DST Innovation Lab participants.) 

• Metasearch Engines and Knowledge Base Systems that would provide integrated access to the 
field's many knowledge base and library systems and create a more powerful, specialized search 
engine that would filter out destructive conflict-as-usual information and feature information 
that offers–from a full range of perspectives–information about more constructive alternatives as 
well as the advantages and disadvantages of each alternative.  This would provide the raw 
information to be used in developing learning units for the accelerator. 

• An Improved Topic-Oriented Browsing Structure that would provide "virtual bookshelves" that 
users could browse.  This would be especially helpful for those who are unfamiliar with the 
richness of the field's insights and who tend to believe that there are no alternatives to 
destructive conflict as usual practices.   
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• Diagnostic Questionnaire systems that emulate interviews with skilled conflict professionals 
and, through a series of questions, guide users to information that they are most likely to find 
useful. 

• Online Education and Training courses, mini-courses, and lessons using the latest online 
teaching techniques (e.g. MOOCs) to convey the field's complex ideas in ways that serve as the 
cornerstone of the learning accelerator.  In addition to providing materials that support 
conventional face-to-face teaching, online teaching technologies provide an opportunity to 
massively lower the cost and increase the availability of learning opportunities. 

• A Collaborative Learning Community that encourages and provides mechanisms through which 
those working to advance the field (including many system users) can become active 
contributors to the system and the field's overall knowledge base. 

• A Web Design Team to figure out how to make the above capabilities available in the most 
compelling and easy-to-use format possible, and 

• A Publicity and Networking Campaign to make people aware of the system's existence. 

One last key of the accelerator is that it needs to be structured in a way that retains and gives credit to 
the individual contributors to the system.  The accelerator needs to be seen as a way for everyone 
working in the field to increase the effectiveness of their work.  

Learning Accelerator Substantive Topics 

In terms of content, the goal of the learning accelerator project is to promote public understanding and 
awareness of peace and conflict issues in several broad areas: 

• Understanding the Stakes -- The public is aware of, and deeply frustrated by, society's inability 
to deal with a broad range of issues (which, of course, vary according to one's political 
perspective).  Still, there is much less appreciation of the major role that destructive conflict 
dynamics play in making these problems so insoluble.  Thus, an important first step toward 
promoting more constructive approaches to conflict is to include, in the accelerator, information 
that helps people understand why it is so important that we address the problem of intractable 
conflict. 
 

• Dealing with Complexity -- The second big goal of the learning accelerator is to help people 
think sensibly about conflict problems: understand why simplistic approaches tend to fail, and 
why strategies that take into account the complexity of the situation are more likely to succeed. 
This requires translating sophisticated, complexity-related concepts into simple, workable 
principles that most conflict actors can understand and use. 
 

• Big-Picture Conflict Mapping -- Once individuals and organizations decide they want to make a 
contribution to improving the way in which society deals with conflict, the next step is to show 
them how to map conflict in ways that give them an accurate sense of what needs to be done and 
where someone with their interests, skills, and background could make the largest contribution.  
  
This involves teaching people how to identify the underlying conflicts that are playing out in the 
context of a particular situation; the dispute episodes associated with each of these conflicts; the 
contending parties; their interests, powers, and actions; intermediaries of  various types; and 
destructive conflict dynamics – escalation, polarization, cultural misunderstandings, analysis 
paralysis, etc.  
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• Specialized Knowledge and Learning -- While most public discourse about conflict is at the 
above, big-picture level, it is at the specialized level of individual action that most of the 
progress towards more constructive conflict would be made.  Thus the last, largest, and most 
essential component of the learning accelerator is its ability to provide anytime / anywhere 
access to specialized information on how people in specific roles can deal with specific conflict 
problems.  It is in these sections that most of the vast accumulated knowledge of the peace and 
conflict fields is found.   

This part of the learning accelerator is also organized differently.  While the preceding sections 
contain information with which everyone should be familiar, it is impossible for everyone to be 
familiar with all of the specialized conflict information.  People simply have to specialize and 
take responsibility for doing their best in a particular area, and leave it to others to take 
responsibility for other aspects of the problem.  
This specialized knowledge is focused around the actions that individual and organizational 
actors could take to limit conflict problems and promote more constructive alternatives.  
Associated with each action are a range of practical concepts needed to understand what might 
be done and why, along with a series of practical skills.  Obviously, the list of specialized topics 
is very long (Beyond Intractability currently provides information on over 1000 topics).  For this 
overview concept paper, we have included a simple listing of the major categories of specialized 
knowledge, along with a few examples of actions that might be undertaken in each category. 

o Communication / Promoting Mutual Understanding -- rumor control, dialogue, active 
listening, countering propaganda, facilitation, cross-cultural communication, ground 
rules, 

o Limiting / Reversing Escalation-related Processes -- confidence-building measures, 
cooling-off periods, face saving, trust building, anger management, 

o Limiting Violence -- buffer zones, arms-control agreements, early-warning mechanisms, 
arms embargoes, protective accompaniment, peacemaking, peacekeeping, safe havens, 

o Protecting Human Rights -- war crimes tribunals, sanctions, witness programs, 
o Empowerment -- nonviolent direct action, social movements, coalition building, 
o Relationship Healing and Building -- apology and forgiveness, humanization programs, 

trauma healing, conflict transformation, amnesty, bridge builders, restorative justice, 
tolerance, 

o Meeting Human Needs -- problem-solving workshops, envisioning, development 
strategies, refugee and IDP assistance, 

o Negotiation -- reframing, facilitation, mediation, negotiation, consensus building, 
ripeness promoting strategies, integrative bargaining, action forcing mechanisms, 

o Fact-finding -- joint fact-finding, truth commissions, neutral experts, 
o Democratic Governance -- power-sharing arrangements, democratization, election 

monitoring, civil society capacity building, and multi-track diplomacy. 

These are just broad conflict actions.  There are lots of other specialized ideas that need to be included 
in the learning accelerator.  

Funding 
We think that our ability to raise the funds needed to take complexity theory "out of the lab" and "into 
the mainstream" is ultimately dependent upon our ability to explain to people in a wide range of 
everyday conflict roles how of these ideas can reduce their exposure to destructive conflict-as-usual 
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problems.  The philanthropic research and development support needed to get to this point is obviously 
critical and I think should be forthcoming as long as the practical payoff is clear. 
The long-term viability of this effort, however, depends on eventually offering practical services that 
society views as sufficiently valuable to pay for.  The ideas presented above offer one strategy for doing 
this.  Other possibilities include a wide range of education and training programs designed to teach 
complexity-based, practical skills.  There is also a need for consultants and service providers who can 
actually help clients apply these ideas to real-world problems.  We look forward to an opportunity to 
discuss these and other possibilities this summer.  

The Bottom Line 
Since we assume that the course of complex, large-scale, intractable conflict is determined by the 
cumulative decisions of a multitude of independent actors in a very wide range of social roles, then the 
key to reducing the destructiveness associated with intractable conflict is to help these actors 
understand why it is in their enlightened self-interest to approach conflict in wiser and more equitable 
ways.  Given that these actors are likely to have very limited background in conflict-related fields, and 
very little time to learn new approaches, we have to find a way to make good conflict information 
available, during the brief opportunities for conflict learning that exist.  This information must be 
succinct, clear, and compelling, from trusted sources that explain how users can better adapt themselves 
to difficult conflict situations.  Some variation on the adaptive learning accelerator model described 
above is the best idea that we found for doing this.   
	  


