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Introduction 

The purpose of this paper on Government Real Estate Theory (GRET) is to update and revise the 
theory’s concepts I discussed in my 2017 book titled The Complete Guide to Government Real 
Estate Leasing, Volume II, with a chapter devoted to the subject titled Chapter 5: Government 
Real Estate Theory. There are three concepts discussed here which were not included in the 2017 
theory, these are 1) complexity is a term to describe GRE as a system or environment that has 
many moving parts, 2) Complex Domains in GRE as one of the domain’s in the Cynefin 
Framework for decision making in complex systems, and 3) skill levels for employees working 
in the government real estate profession need to be revised to address current outcomes in the 
GRE Scoring Model. I like the Cynefin Framework because of its ability to take a deeper look at 
the categorizing framework approach to using domains to understand a system or environment. 
In my studies on this framework, Cynefin regards the problem or domain of the Complex 
Domain environment from the perspective where the data proceeds the framework. For GRET, 
in the Complex Domain, the problems proceed the solutions which is perfect timing for where 
we’re at in today’s global GRE environment.  

 

Government Real Estate Theory (GRET) Elements 

Government Real Estate Theory (GRET) works on the premise that government real estate 
(GRE) is an environment that doesn’t always work optimally and therefore the elements of the 
environment should strive towards more optimal states. The three elements that make up GRE 
are 1) policy, 2) process and 3) practice. These elements are the basic building blocks of GRET. 

Figure 1: GRET Diagram 

 

Further, GRET includes two primary participants in the GRE environment which are 1) the 
government entities that need or provide GRE goods and services and 2) the private sector which 
provides these goods and services to the government entity. The GRE elements and these two 
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participants are then scored in the GRET Scoring Model to see how well they add up to a passing 
grade. My intention in 2016 for the theory and the scoring model was for me to have a simple 
way to measure how well the GRE environment was doing in any given situation. The challenge 
for me in 2016 for the GRET Scoring Model was that I found that that less than half to two-
thirds of the GRE environments I studied did not score well enough to have a passing grade.  

Figure 2: The GRE Professional Spectrum 
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GRE Professional Spectrum 

Professional Levels 

As I’ve moved through my career, I’ve found that government human resources departments like 
to view their employees from a skill level perspective. If you’re a level one government 
employee your job is to learn the basics of the business, the policies for doing the job - which is 
usually written down somewhere and then repetitively stated in training classes over and over 
again. You’re then provided with agency forms and along with some idea of what the work flow 
is, this is the process element of GRE. Finally, you’re tasked with learning the professional side 
of the business, how to deal with your boss and clients which is the practice element of GRE. At 
the other end of this level is the level five GRE employee, the bureaucrat who is either setting 
policy or is part of the executive function that runs the GRE organization.  

In 2016 this is professional level approach for GRET scoring was my starting point for the 
GRET Scoring Model calculations. In order to solve for a passing grade in the GRET Scoring 
Model one must identify what government and producer scores need to be increased and then the 
observer adds a higher-level individual or group to the low scoring GRE element to increase the 
overall GRE score. As a basic entry point into GRET this is a good place as any to start with, but 
I believe today, in 2018 this is no longer a complete way to view the GRE environment. The 
GRE Scoring Model works on the premise that the two GRE participants will be able to do the 
job assigned for them in a manner that equals their ability. This approach is very useful but 
incomplete. What’s missing is the ability to accurately score the GRE environment if one of the 
two GRE participants is unable to live up to their end of their skills and ability. What if one of 
the two is unable to competently work at their specific level? You might ask why does this even 
matter? 

The GRE 
Professional  

 



Government Real Estate Theory: Complexity, not Chaos, is the Baseline Domain using the Cynefin Framework to Observe 
Government Real Estate Environments, Written by Jamie Scruggs, Government Lease Advisors, Inc., November 26, 2018.         
All Rights Reserved.                                                                                                                                                            Page 3 of 6                    

Most of the GRE environments studied today, in 2018, do not have employee skill levels 
required to complete the tasks at the given skill level. Further, the given skill level often does not 
match the current task at hand. Rather, the GRE employee seems to be working through a 
process that is either antiquated or missing entirely. This causes further damage to the GRE 
environment because the GRE producer – often the private sector, is looking to the government 
employee to lead the way. GRET is about optimal GRE environments. It’s time to change the 
attributes of the GRE environment to address suboptimal conditions in the GRE environment. 
Today’s suboptimal conditions I believe are partly caused by the amount and the type of 
complexity in the GRE environment. We should allow the GRE environment more flexibility to 
address the complexity in a more optimal manner. 

 

Figure 3: GRET Coherence Spectrum in the GRE Environment 
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GRET Element Coherence Spectrum 

 

The Complex Domain 

The term complexity in GRET is used to describe the GRE environment as being made up of 
many parts, a structured environment that can be studied. The term Complex Domain is used to 
define GRE as exhibiting specific traits of behavior that indicate GRE is acting in way that isn’t 
completely Chaotic or in Obvious Domain. This use of domains to describe GRE is taken from 
the Cynefin Framework, developed by David J. Snowden, to describe situations or environments 
that can be studied. Cynefin has five decision-making domains. These domains are obvious, 
complicated, complex, chaotic, and disorder. The ability to segment situations or environments 
into domains helps managers to identify how they perceive situations and make sense of their 
own and other people's behavior within the environment. The Cynefin Framework draws on 
research into systems theory, complexity theory, network theory and learning theories.1 

Figure 4 on the next page shows the Cynefin Framework in more detail. One can make 
comparisons to the individual domains to current GRE environments with the United States 
being in the Complex Domain while a country like China could considered to be in the Obvious 
Domain. 

 



Government Real Estate Theory: Complexity, not Chaos, is the Baseline Domain using the Cynefin Framework to Observe 
Government Real Estate Environments, Written by Jamie Scruggs, Government Lease Advisors, Inc., November 26, 2018.         
All Rights Reserved.                                                                                                                                                            Page 4 of 6                    

Figure 4: GRET and the Cynefin Framework Domain 

GRET and the Cynefin Framework Domains2 
 

Arrows point to the direction the Domain should be moving to 
 

 
Unordered Domains 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Preference is to move to the 
ordered Complicated Domain. 
Complicated and Complex 
Domains are similar in many 
ways. If you need to make 
decisions based on incomplete 
data you are likely in a 
Complex Domain situation. 
 

 
Ordered Domains 

Complex Domain 
 
The Domain of Emergence 
 
It might be impossible to 
identify one "correct" solution, 
or spot cause-and-effect 
relationships, in "complex" 
situations. According to 
Snowden and Boone, many 
business situations fall into 
this category.  
 
Complex contexts are often 
unpredictable, and the best 
approach here is to "Probe – 
Sense – Respond." Rather than 
trying to control the situation 
or insisting on a plan of 
action, it's often best to be 
patient, look for patterns, and 
encourage a solution to 
emerge. 

Complicated Domain 
 
The Domain of Experts. 
 
"Complicated" problems 
might have several "correct" 
solutions. Here, there is a clear 
relationship between cause 
and effect, but it may not be 
visible to everyone, because 
the problem is... complicated. 
For example, you might see 
several symptoms of a 
problem but not know how to 
fix it. 
 
The decision-making approach 
here is to "Sense – Analyze – 
Respond." In other words, you 
need to assess the situation, 
analyze what is known (often 
with the help of experts), and 
decide on the best response, 
using good practice. 
 

 
 
 

Disorder Domain 
 
It can be difficult to identify 
when you’re in a “disorder” 
situation. Here’s it isn’t clear 
which of the other four 
domains is dominant. Your 
primary goal in this domain is 
to gather enough information 
so you can then move into a 
known domain and then take 
appropriate action. 
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Chaotic Domain 
 
In "chaotic" situations, no 
relationship between cause 
and effect exists, so your 
primary goal is to establish 
order and stability. Crisis and 
emergency scenarios often fall 
into this domain. 
 
The decision-making approach 
here is to "Act – Sense – 
Respond." You need to act 
decisively to address the most 
pressing issues, sense where 
there is stability and where 
there isn't, and then respond to 
move the situation from chaos 
to complexity. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

It’s very easy to move from 
the Obvious Domain to the 
Chaotic Domain. It’s very 
difficult and expensive to 
move from the Chaotic 
Domain to the Obvious. 

Obvious Domain 
 
The Domain of Best Practice. 
 
Here, there are often explicit 
steps in place that dictate the 
next stage of the process. For 
example, problems 
encountered at help desks or 
call centers are often 
predictable, and there are 
processes in place to handle 
most of them. 
 
Snowden argues that you need 
to "Sense – Categorize – 
Respond" to obvious 
decisions. Put simply, you 
should assess the situation, 
categorize its type, and then 
base your response on best 
practice. There is often one 
established "correct" answer, 
based on an existing process 
or procedure. 
 
 

 

GRET is not limited to using the Cynefin framework for decision making but it’s one way to 
look at the current environment of GRE. Looking at the Complex Domain specifically we find 
that the domain has the following characteristics and approaches which are very similar to the 
characteristics of the GRE environment today. 

Complex Domain Characteristics: There are unknown unknowns — you don’t even know the 
right questions to ask. Even beginning to understand the problem requires experimentation. The 
final solution is only apparent once discovered. In hindsight it seems obvious, but it was not 
apparent at the outset. No matter how much time you spend in analysis, it is not possible to 
identify the risks or accurately predict the solution or effort required to solve the problem. 

Complex Domain Approach: Develop and experiment to gather more knowledge. Execute and 
evaluate. As you gather more knowledge, determine your next steps. Repeat as necessary, with 
the goal of moving your problem into the “Complicated” domain.3 

If the purpose of GRET is to move GRE environments into more optimal states, then the baseline 
for observing the GRE environment should be to move the GRE environment from the Complex 
Domain to the Complicated Domain – the domain of experts. And then, if possible, move the 
domain to a more check box GRE environment which is the Obvious Domain.  
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Concepts and Ideas 

I find it very interesting that the Cynefin domains match up very nicely with GRE environments. 
The different domains tell as story that could be written specifically for GRE. For starters, the 
obvious domain, the domain of best practices is populated by bureaucrats who see failure in the 
observed GRE environment as being a failure in the process. The complicated domain which is 
usually dominated by experts see failure in the observed GRE environment needing more 
analysis before responding. The complex domain, the domain of politicians and battle field 
commanders work through failure by looking for new ways and new approaches to working 
through the problem in front of them. The domain of chaos is the domain of dictators or 
governments who have the flexibility to dictate what the outcomes will be if they don’t like what 
the numbers say. 

For various government agencies looking to understand their GRE environment it may help to 
identify what domain they occupy. Looking across the global GRE landscape we find that most 
GRE environments are not easily catalogued into their correct Cynefin domain. Most research 
points in the other direction even as large GRE environments spend a lot of time and money in 
an effort to correct their GRE environment based on where they believe they’re at only to find 
that the policies in place do not match the contemporary GRE environment in time to make the 
intended impact. Building in additional complexity for the GRE environment to address these 
changes as they happen in contemporary situations will allow the GRE environment to move 
towards a more optimal state. 

 

Endnotes 

                                                           
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cynefin_framework 
2 This matrix relies heavily on the information provided on the Cynefin Framework written by the Mind Tools 
Content Team at https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/cynefin-framework.htm. 
3 http://www.everydaykanban.com/2013/09/29/understanding-the-cynefin-framework/ 
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