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Learning To Live Complexity
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The Problems of Complexity
We've observed two problems commonly faced by
managers of complex systems: unintended conse-
quences and difficulty making sense of a situation.
Unintended consequences. In a complex en-
vironment, even small decisions can have surprising
effects. Researchers have identified three situations
in which this is likely to happen. The first is when
events interact without anyone meaning them to. Nin-
tendo’s Wii provides a recent example. Its innovative
motion-sensing feature was designed tosignificantly
expand the gaming market. To appeal to novice gam-
ers and keep the price down, the company made the
rest of the console relatively simple. It believed that
its core audience would appreciate the new technol-
ogy and forgive the less-sophisticated console. Nin-

tendo succeeded in its immediate goal of pulling in
new customers. But traditional, hard-core gamers
saw the motion-sensing technology as a gimmick
and perceived the system as unserious. Over time,
third-party developers increasingly released titles
for Xbox 360 and PlayStation 3 but not for the Wii—
partly because of the console’s limitations but also
because they, too, had come to view the Wii as a “ca-
sual” gaming machine. This long-term consequence
of the company’s decisions would have been hard
to foresee.
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