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Editorial

Stop the waves or learn to surf? - Adopting a complexity

perspective as a nurse educator

Martin Salzmann-Erikson

University of Gévle, Faculty of Health and Occupational Studies, Department of Caring Science, Givle, Sweden

I am fascinated by how the world is constantly projecting it-
self, emerging, through change. The world spontaneously sur-
prises us with the most unexpected phenomena and forces
us to adapt. Unexpected events are not restricted to the large
scale; we also see them in everyday life. All these unexpected
outcomes are caused by sensitive dependence on initial condi-
tions. The British philosopher, Henri Bergson, description of
the world, as flowing, appeals to me: “It means that movement,
change, becoming, is everything that there is. There is nothing else;
everything is movement, is change” (Carr, 1911, pp. 28-29).

Seeing the world in terms of complexity as a nurse
educator
Things around us can be extremely complicated. For example,
we often refer to “rocket science” as an “extreme” case of some-
thing that is complicated. However, with enough facts about a
space rocket, the rocket can be built, repaired, disassembled,
and reassembled in a logical manner - because it is based on a
linear construction: the parts exist in a cause-effect relation-
ship. In opposition to complicated systems, there are complex
ones: humans and relationships, which are non-linear process-
es. These are non-linear because it is not possible to go back to
a previous state. We cannot unsay things or undo them.
Complex systems are open and living, meaning that they
are constantly affected by their surroundings. In complex sys-
tems, such as a university, there are many smaller systems
(sub-systems), for example, departments, boards, teaching
staff, and work groups. When I, as a nurse teacher, meet with
students in a seminar, we form a smaller system; but at the
same time, we are also part of a larger system. In one respect, a
specific group of students in a particular seminar are exclusive
but also enclosed within the larger systems, because there are
rules and a framework that guide the activity. In a seminar,
there are learning objectives, a schedule, literature, and a grad-
ing system. However, these are not static, because they exist in
relation to a larger context. In this respect, ontology forces me
to continuously think about pedagogical issues, because the
world is so complex — at different times, at different levels and
in different contexts. In accordance with complexity thinking,

I hold that concepts are always contextualized and always exist
in relation to something [else]. What appeals to me about com-
plexity thinking is the assumption that the world is too multi-
faceted to be explained only using the causality of positivism
and the linear principles of reductionism; the pedagogical or
didactical concepts cannot be avoided. Looking through this
lens, knowledge and learning are not binary. While complexity
science in nursing programs has been, at least, mentioned (Ols-
son et al., 2020), how complexity science may support nurse
educators is even less studied. Learning takes place through a
process, and the individual acquires new information in rela-
tion to something. This leads us into the next section, which
concerns the importance of complexity and adaptive systems
in nurse education.

Co-evolving with students as complex adaptive systems
Complexity science is based on the view that systems in-
herently strive toward non-static states — systems wobble,
change, and evolve. In contrast to pure systemic thinking,
the complexity perspective draws attention to the processes
in a system that drive the system toward a non-equilibrium
relationship (Stoehrel, 2010; Walby, 2007). Because systems
always exist in relation to both smaller and larger systems,
systems are affected by these other systems’ (unpredictable)
inputs. I am a system. The individual student is a system. The
seminar is a system. All these systems have the potential to
affect each other by adding information. So what are the impli-
cations of these ideas for nurse educators? As teachers, we see
that, while advancing through the nursing program, students
adapt to the academic culture — sometimes we use a fancy term
and say that they are undergoing a socialization process. Hence,
through my complexity lens, I can see that nursing students —
are evolving systems.

A seminar group is a concrete example of a system that
we can easily comprehend and refer to. In one seminar, stu-
dents are instructed to learn about people’s lived experience of
mental illness through collecting data from blogs — and then
present these insights in a seminar (Salzmann-Erikson et al.,
2017). Due to the students’ presentations of their inquiries
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and discussions, the lever of uncertainty is high, taking unex-
pected turns that cannot be fully predicted. In this sense, [ use
the strengths of complexity in the learning process, encour-
aging fluctuations, unpredicted events, and forcing the sys-
tem into non-equilibrium. This contributes to the emergence
of processes — contradictions, doubts, or ‘aha’ experiences —
which creates new processes among the students and in me. In
the seminar group, which is seen as a system, we develop our
understanding (of living with a specific diagnosis), change our
perspectives, evolve, and co-evolve (Ramalingam et al., 2008).
Change is vital in processes, because the twists and turns it
causes contribute to the growth and development of a system.
However, changes do not necessarily entail an improvement in
conditions (Manson, 2001). Similarly, shuffling a well-mixed
deck of cards once again does not improve or worsen the con-
ditions for the player; it only changes them. But in my role
as a teacher, unlike the card deck analogy, looking through a
complexity lens creates opportunities for me to influence stu-
dents in a direction that enables a deeper understanding of the
subject. When we add change into systems, they are no longer
merely complex systems, but complex adaptive systems (Rama-
lingam et al., 2008). In complex adaptive systems, human rela-
tionships are always interrelated with their surroundings, and
therefore also prone not only to adapting, but also to evolving
and co-evolving.

Because the conditions of human relationships can nev-
er be controlled, a nurse educator must be able to see what
“comes out”, the emergence. The process of emergence is not
random, but rather a manifestation of patterns of non-linear
relationships and processes. With the complexity thinking in
me, I am motivated to keep an open mind when I encounter
students, because I never know where it will lead - everything,
especially life, flows, sways and vibrates!

Lastly, the position as a nurse educator may be perceived
as meaningful, repetitive, stressful, or challenging. I have ex-

perienced all of these feelings in different phases of my career.
However, articulating my ontological stance has allowed me
to evolve. In publishing my views, I hope that this article may
serve as useful input for other nurse educators, and encourage
them to reflect on their worldview, setting their minds in mo-
tion. In accordance with the worldview of complexity, which
states that reality is flowing, I would like to close the article
with a saying, alluded to in the title: “You can’t stop the waves,
but you can learn to surf.”
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