Karlstad Group meeting:  Professor Peter Allen with Mark McKergow
24 June 2008, Cranfield University, Buckinghamshire, England

Peter Allen is Professor of Evolutionary Complex Systems (see biog below) and heads up the Complex Systems Management Centre at Cranfield University (http://www.som.cranfield.ac.uk/som/research/centres/csrc/).  Cranfield has a reputation for engineering and technology, and their management school is very highly regarded internationally.  I was introduced to Peter by complexity philosopher Paul Cilliers following out meeting in May.  

Peter’s has worked around the areas of complexity and management since the 1970s.  He, like me, comes from a physics background.  His work focuses on constructing models of (for example) supply chains as a vehicle for assessing the impact of various possible changes.  He is, however, well aware of the limits of models and sees them as a way to get into conversations with managers and help them sort out their thoughts and knowledge of their businesses and processes.  As he said, “If they can fill my forms in [to provide the data for the model] then they’ve already done the thinking.” 
His original work focused on ‘what could invade a system’ as a way of exploring robustness.  Now he is (in the last few months) reassessing the role of modelling as compared to the use of heuristics, and seeing that the latter (which he and I would see as more connected to SF) as perhaps a relevant route.  He has been seeking the ‘so-what’ of complexity for a long time (he says this has not yet been answered after 30 years), and seems to be coming to the conclusion that taking what we would call an SF route might be one of them.  (He might also have sounded a little disappointed that it was such a modest conclusion…)  
He very quickly saw how the context-dependent knowledge gained from an SF process was akin to the knowledge from action research – very specific, knowledge with a definite setting – was different from the Knowledge sought by scientists which was generally applicable.  We discussed how this made publication in scientific journal awkward.  
Peter observed that he saw SF, based on my description, as the opposite of sense-making (Karl Weick).  This was a very interesting observation.  Weick (I understand) would say that we have to make sense of something to move forwards.  An SF process looks for evidence of moving forwards and then uses that to make sense to carry on.  He thought that an article contrasting these two positions would be interesting.  

I asked about ways to get ideas to the rest of the complexity world.  He mentioned the Complexity Society (www.complexity-society.com) as a smallish group but a relevant one, and the journal E:CO (Emergence: Complexity and Organisations, emergence.org) of which he is one of the editors.  He said that was not the most prestigious journal, but would welcome a well-argued paper.  He also suggested the journal Organization Studies (http://oss.sagepub.com/, editor in chief Hari Tsoukas) as a place where complex issues were debated by academics, a more prestigious place to publish.  

He offered to send me some of his own papers, and I expressed a willingness to get involved in dialogues and events in the complexity world as they come up.   I intend to explore the complexity society as a next step, as well as read his papers and see what there is there to respond to.  
Mark McKergow
June 2008 
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Peter Allen BSc PhD

Professor Allen is Head of the Complex Systems Research Centre which is involved in a wide range of research projects including working with: an ESRC funded joint project with Sheffield University "Modelling the Evolution of the Aerospace Supply chain"; European Union Sixth Framework project "Quasiopportunistic supercomputing for complex systems in Grid environments" (QosCosGRID) (http://www.qoscodgrid.eu/), concerning the development of evolutionary supply networks; OMEGA, a multi-university consortium carrying out research concerning Aviation and Environment.  The project is looking at different scenarios of the European Carbon Trading scheme and the impacts that this may have on innovation in the aviation sector.  Professor Allen is Editor in Chief of the Journal: Emergence: Complexity and Organization.   He has a PhD in Theoretical Physics, was a Royal Society European Research Fellow 1969 - 71 and a Senior Research Fellow at the Universite Libre de Bruxelles from 1972 - 1987, where he worked with Nobel Prizewinner, Ilya Prigogine. Since 1987 he has run two Research Centres at Cranfield University. For almost 30 years Professor Allen has been working on the mathematical modelling of change and innovation in social, economic, financial and ecological systems, and the development of integrated systems models linking the physical, ecological and socio-economic aspects of complex systems as a basis for improved decision support systems. A range of dynamic integrated models has been developed in such diverse domains as industrial networks, supply chains, river catchments, urban and regional development, fisheries and also economic and financial markets. Professor Allen has written and edited several books and published well over 200 articles in a range of fields including ecology, social science, urban and regional science, economics, systems theory, and physics. He has been a consultant to the Canadian Fishing Industry, Elf Aquitaine, BT, GlaxoSmithKline, DERA, DSTL, the United Nations University, and the European Commission. 
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