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 For much of the 20th and early 21st centuries the focus of public policy has 
been on creating more ‘order’ in society and public policy. From this 
perspective, with the radical growth in computing power, communication 
technologies, and ‘big data’, a fully rational and accountable public policy 
should be increasingly within reach. The growth of New Public Management, 
the audit and targeting cultures in public policy and ‘evidence based’ 
strategies are the more recent manifestations of this trend. However, as most 
policy actors recognise, society and policy refuse to be orderly and simple.  
 
A different way of looking at and responding to both can be found through the 
lens of a ‘complexity’ perspective. Complexity emerged out of the natural 
sciences (with roots in mathematics, physics and biology) in the 1970s and 
1980s and began spilling over into the social sciences in the 1990s. Major 
works on complexity and public policy began to emerge in the 2000s. In his 
talk, Professor Geyer will briefly outline the influence of the orderly public 
policy perspective (focusing on the UK where he has been working for the 
past 18 years) and then introduce some of the main aspects of complexity 
and how they relate to public policy. Applying these insights to a range of UK 
and European social and health policies, he will argue that adopting a 
complexity perspective does not guarantee perfect public policy, but enables 
us to better understand its uncertain and emergent behaviour and encourage 
policies that promote open societal growth and development rather than fixed 
end states and rigid plans. An open discussion will follow, applying these 
perspectives and examples to the Californian public policy context. 
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