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Embracing complexity in 
development cooperation	

The impossible love story between 
Development Planners and 
Scientific Brokers in three episodes	

First episode 
Says the development planner:	

Ñ Let’s stick to the plan	
Ñ Which, where complexity ?	
Ñ Complexity leads to chaos	
Ñ Complexity is a free cart for 
sloppy planning and 
irresponsibility towards 
concrete results	
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Today’s development cooperation …	
Ñ Management by gut feeling and personal 

believes	
Ñ Management by procedures	
Ñ Management by fads, buzzwords and jargon: 

(the latest in my mailbox are ‘systems’ and ‘resilience’)	

Ñ …budget support, MDG / SDG, management 
for results, RBF, private sector support, 
decentralization, participation, “no business 
as usual”,  “white paper approach”…	

… might take complexity not all 
that serious…	

Second episode:  
	Complexity is real	

Everybody is confronted with 
complexity	

Ó Multi-stakeholder interactions	
Ó Multidimensional problems	
Ó Unpredictability: what can go 

wrong, will go wrong… (what cannot 
go wrong as well…)	
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Complexity is real, we have to 
live with it	

Though it might be a 
difficult partner	

Ñ Complex system =  a whole of parts and 
their inter-relations	

Ñ Systems behave ‘conservatively’: they fall 
back into their natural equilibrium 
“Resilience”	

Ñ Intervening in complex situations is 
characterized by unpredictable effects	

Ñ Decisions in complexity are often counter-
intuitive	

Complex systems : good to 
know your partner	
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Good intentions are not enough	

Complexity should not frighten, 
but:	

Ñ Not taking up complexity either leads 
to irrelevance and non sustainability, 
or to big mistakes	

Ñ Dealing be#er with complexity is 
feasible – tools exist	

Ñ Expertise can reduce uncertainty	
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Third episode: How to deal with 
this new partner?  
Working in and with complexity	

Management in uncertainty: 	
Ñ  Locally-led decisions - Trial and 

error – Learning	
Ñ  Flexibility and creativity	
Ñ  Analytical reflection and 

synthesis : the more scientific 
approach	

A more scientific approach ?	

Ñ  Get your definitions right!	
Ñ  Analyse and model your 

system	
Ñ  Development, development 

cooperation, set-up of 
interventions	
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Development is a cyclic 
societal learning process	

Normative	and	
Regulating	Role	

of	the	
Government

Testing	National	
Policy	at	the	

operational	level

Feedback	through	
administration,	

political	parties,	civil	
society,		democratic	

elections,	etc

Rules	and	regulations	
for	government	
services,	laws,	etc

Capacity	to	absorb	
criticism	and	go	into	a	

dialogue	with	
stakeholders

Capacity	to	formulate	
policies,	rules	and	

norms

Capacity	to	understand	
and	interprete	policies	
and	to	put	them	in	

practice

Capacity	to	translate	
local	experience	and	

opinion	in	a	
constructive	criticism

Development = Endogenous process, 
applicable to any country	

Ministry
formulating
policies and
standards

Peripheral
services / local
stakeholders

applying national
policies

Country-owned
development process

Endogenous
Policy dialogue

"capitalisation"
process

"trickle-down"
process

Trickle down and 
capitalisation are 
not spontaneous or 
automatic 
processes. 

Budget and effort 
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Development cooperation = 
Inevitably working in a 
complex reality	

Ñ Development cooperation = accompanying 
development processes of supported 
countries / institutions	

Ñ Development cooperation = facilitating 
change in very complex systems	

Ñ Development cooperation is applied social 
science	

Policy-making	
authorities	negotiating	

development	aid

Enabling,	stimulating	relation

Donor	Community	in	
partnership	with	policy-

making	authorities

Various	(sector)	
stakeholders

Endogenous	
policy	dialogue	in	

society
Supported	by	
development	

agencies	through	
their	interventions

Exogenous	
Partnership	
Dialogue

-	Technical	dialogue
-	Policy	dialogue
-	Political	dialogue

Development coop. = stimulating the 
existing endogenous process	

Core process of 
development and 

development coop.	
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Pilot	projects
Action-Research	and	
Reflective	Action

Sector	and	sub-sector	
performance

Sector	and	sub-sector	
performance	at	a	‘new	

quality	level’

Financing	the	«	existing	»
Budget	support
Basket	funds

‘Old	style	projects’

Development	of	new	tools,	
approaches,	norms
Innovation	initiatives

System-wide	Rolling-
Out	Piloting	Results
Sector	Innovation	

System’s	quality	
jump

Mainly national 
responsibility to sustain 
the system	
Budget(-ary) support	

Shared responsibility	
through development 
projects / programs	

Sustainable development = lifting up 
systems from 1 status to another	

Moving towards an effective 
programme approach ?	

Ñ  In complexity science, development sectors 
are (simply) sub-systems of society: 
elements in interaction constituting a 
complex emerging whole.	

Ñ  They are not problems, not activities, not 
areas of intervention and not fields of 
interest of a donor, to name a few 
‘alternatives’…	16	
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Moving towards an effective 
programme approach ?	

	
Development projects are interventions that 

accompany national development processes in a 
number of broad problem areas or sector 
strategies with the general objective to 

strengthen the sector (= the (sub-)system).	
	

	
17	

Moving towards an effective 
programme approach ?	

Development Programmes comprise several 
interventions (projects – (sector) budget support – 
pooled funds – basket funds – scholarships) that : 	
	

Ñ constitute a  coherent whole, 	

Ñ with explicit synergies and 	

Ñ one common objective to reinforce a (sub-)sector 	
18	
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Programme Aid Strategy with 
Sector-wide Impact Objectives	

Ø Policy dialogue based on 
field experience with the 
local partner in the 
driving seat 

Ø Critically Aligned 
rather than « pilot » 

Project 
implementation 

Local system 
functions 

better 

System’s research / 
Action Research 

Capacity development 

‘Lessons learned’ from 
local experiences 

Increase local 
expertise and 

capacity 
Give ‘voice’ 

‘Emancipation’ 
of the 

operational level 

Impact on 
national policy 

Country-wide 
impact  

“Service delivery” 

Programme Aid Strategy with 
Sector-wide Impact Objectives	

The Honest Broker 
of Policy Alternative:	
	
•  Scientific	
•  Alternatives	
•  Relativity	
•  Multiple points of 

view	
•  Complexity	
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Example Title	
21	

Changing systems as life-long 
partners	

Embrace complexity and beauty will emerge. We do 
not know which beauty though… 	

(… but the rigidly planned-for one is very 
unlikely….)	

And they lived 
happily ever after…	


