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Robert E. Horn is an American political scientist who taught at Harvard, Columbia, 

and Sheffield (U.K.) universities, and has been a visiting scholar at Stanford University's 

Center for the Study of Language and Information. He is known for the development 

of information mapping.He also developed a way to help with social “mess”, which he calls 

it “Mess mapping”. Horn thinks highly of Peace innovation lab’s work, and he is one of the 

earliest participators and consulters of the lab. In this interviews, Horn explains what is 

“mess” and how to do “mess mapping”, and how it relates to peace. Peace, as a complex 

social phoneme, could also be viewed as a “mess”, is there a way to do “Mess mapping” on 

peace?  

 

Here is Robert E. Horn: 

 

How to work on a “mess”  

 

  When it comes to the definition of “mess”, I use the work that was done by Russell Akoff, 

(https://thesystemsthinker.com/a-lifetime-of-systems-thinking/ ) who’s a management 

and organizational development professor at the University of Pennsylvania. He basically 

said, most of the institutions that we have in most countries deal with an integrated set of 

problems, a systemic integrated set of problems. They are all interconnected and 

they are frustrating, and stuck in some sort of way, like climate change, education, 

healthcare etc. We don’t have an English word for that. I will adopt the technical term 

“mess”. 

 

When I am consulted to help with a mess, I first get people involved together. They 

usually have a completely different view of the problem. My assumption is, if you don’t 

have a map of the problem territory, you are not making progress. You can make 

progress on little aspects of it and then it will go away. The first challenge is to get all the 

different people involved in solving the problem on the same page as to what the nature of 

the problem is. I call it “mess-mapping”.   

 

I create a template first, people get involved in the mess have to fill it in. Then we 

tighten it up. After a week, we got a table-sized picture with maybe 75 chunks of 

information in different formats I developed. And then they are in a position to be able to 

think about what we are going to do about it. Because of the group process, they had to 

listen to each other, they have already gone a long way. What they found usually was: “you 

are causing my problems and I am causing your problems”. They are actually 

diagramming it. It makes the group more unified. They will realize that they don’t have 

problems, they have a mess.  
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   Then they meet every three weeks or so. We create the next improved version of the 

mess-map, and we put it out for each other. They can take these latest versions back to 

their offices and involved their staff. I’ve been told that it prepares them for whatever the 

next action is. Also in defining the problem and understanding it. This way they are 

preparing the ground for organizational change as I would call it. 

 

   There have been a number of messes, which people just didn’t understand, or 

they couldn’t get their minds around – I created these visual mess maps. By the way, I also 

think that there is such a thing as Global Megamesses,    

(https://josecarlosmc.wordpress.com/2013/03/13/solving-the-megamesses-of-our-planet/ ) 

Among them are climate change, sustainability, nuclear waste disposal (a million year 

problem) ,nuclear weapons, deterrence theory. There are a whole bunch of different 

messes. I am trying to help with those messes. I don’t solve them. I help people think their 

way through as far they can. 

 

   The method I use in mess mapping was documented in a book I wrote last year, “A Little 

Book About Social Mess” that hasn’t been published, it provides a very detailed description 

of what I do in mess mapping. It’s a completely visual book, simple and easy to read. And 

also I have a chapter or two of how we get inside these kinds of messes, what are the kinds 

of behaviors that lead us to produce the mess. I call these social messes, to indicate that 

these are the things that human make, nature doesn’t have any messes.  

 

   Others are working in this area as well. For example, Steven 

Dow(http://spdow.ucsd.edu/), from UC San Diego, who was working on social messes, 

from the standpoint of crowd sourcing on the Internet. It’s very impressive, more 

experimental approach to it, he was assigning his students to do different kinds of messes, 

or perhaps simulated messes that they created. Also, there was a young instructor from 

Stanford named Derek Ouyang, who studied urban systems architecture. He has been 

using mess mapping in his class, which is working on the urban problems of San Jose.  

 

Success stories of mess mapping 

 

  The mess mapping project I worked on in the Alameda county, on care for the elderly 

and the disabled was a mess. Dozens of agencies. A disabled person didn’t know where to 

go, what to do, the funds were coming from different directions, and nobody understood 

the process. Another consultant and I got together and went through a mess-mapping 

process. 

 

   Basically, the people who were trying to help the disabled, identified about 60 different 

problems, from different points of view, with different institutions in the community. One of 

the things Akoff had suggested is: “If you just tried to change one problem, the system 

readjusts and has not really changed at all. So, if you want a major social change, you 

need to change a whole bunch of things at once”. So we said, ok, let us try to do that. We 

listed all the 60 problems that people had been working on. The people who are  directors 



or deputy directors of institutions, hospitals and social service agencies, are usually the 

people in the task force. We got them all together, and we listened to the 60 problems. We 

spent a minute or two minutes on each problem, and you give us the best solution there is. 

60 problems done in 20 minutes. They did that. 

 

  We took their solutions to the county commissioners, the elected officials of the county, 

and presented it to them and said: “ We recommend that you do all these at once”. So, they 

went ahead. Now it’s a success. Since human beings are always making social messes, it 

doesn’t mean that anything always goes away in that area. You don’t quite get rid of all the 

elements of the mess, you make it quite a bit better and that’s what constitutes a success. 

 

   Another project I worked on was with The World Business Council for Sustainable 

Development. It was an 18-months project, worked with 29 of the senior strategists of 

some of the companies. The World Business Council for Sustainable Development is 

an organization with 200 members, and the members are companies, CEOs actually. 

They are big companies, like Toyota, Volkswagen, etc. The problem was to understand 

what a sustainable world in 2050.  

 

    We came up with 60 or 70 measurable outcomes. ¾ of them were measurable. And 

then we worked back in a process called “back casting”, along 10 different dimensions: 

agriculture, manufacturing, economy, energy, etc. For each of these we worked backwards 

what has to be in place in 2040 to achieve sustainable by 2050. Ditto for 2030 to achieve 

the goal for 2040. I think that was a successful project because I made a huge mural of that, 

with some 4-500 elements to it. It was very compact, but it was actually a gigantic check list 

of what needed to be done, what are the requirements for each decade, to be on track. I 

wrote a report with 2 of the CEOs of these companies as a guideline for upper levels of 

different companies. This was a kind of coordination check-list which is a good model for 

similar projects.  

 

 

 “Phase transitions” in Peace 

 

    Now let’s talk about peace. if we will not have a sustainable world in 2050, the world is 

not going to be very peaceful. We must start enabling groups to think large enough 

thoughts.  

 

During the Cold War I studied how we think of nuclear deterrence. How strategists 

and militaries in these countries think about nuclear deterrence. And it’s filled with 

paradoxes. I’ve been working on that for 30 years, because there are more countries with 

nuclear weapons. It was easier when there were just two major countries that had huge 

amounts of nuclear weapons. My contribution is to translate lots of reports and reams of 

books, public statements into a diagrammatic or visual form. Whether that will help or not, 

I think it’s worth trying. 

 



    About the approach of the Peace Innovation Lab(PIL) at Stanford, (measuring peace 

and then trying to improve it) I think it’s a worthy endeavor, and it’s one of the hardest kinds 

of problems that we have. To what degree do we have peace? To what degree is 

it heading into more peace or less peace? Or is it stuck? What are the factors 

that are involved? Those things are some of the most difficult problems in social 

science.  

 

     The PIL’s visionary is BJ Fogg, What BJ picked up on was a Marshall McLuhan 

message which was basically that the medium is the message. The persuasive technology 

in part is the message. The question is: what happens when you apply persuasive 

technology to a mess? Because we usually apply it to very simple problems. We have to 

be careful: the problems are so complicated there is a risk of throwing some persuasive 

technology at them that could make things worse. And, because the technology has this 

ability to very quickly disseminate information, if it is wrongly implemented it could make 

the problems so much more messy. 

 

As I said, a mess is not a problem: it is a set of problems. You can not just solve one 

problem, you have to sort out all of the mess. Which is obviously impossible, but 

what is possible is that you keep adjusting the system so that you have a phase 

transition, which hopefully will improved the system. A phase transition is a point 

where you reach a sustainable state for a while. You have to change lots of things to get up 

to the phase transitions. And somebody will have to keep it there.  

   

I am interested in phase transitions in countries, in regions, in societies. For example, 

There are parts of societies that have grievances. They get together and talk about it and 

sometimes this results in protests or revolutions. There are different phase transitions in 

this process. How do you define peace in these phase change situations? What kind 

of indicators can PIL use to identifies phase transition to peace? How do you tell 

when something is going to change? Can you identify those indicators in the big 

data?  It’s an extremely important question.  

 


