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Thinking in shared 
transformative 

missions? Beyond 
projects?

Just 
Transitions?

Transformation 
partnerships - but 

how?

VUCA 
problems

ComplexAbility

Partnerships on eye level?

Limits of 
planAbility

Democratic and geopolitical crises

Context and Working Question:

Which management paradigms, 
structures, processes and methods allow 
us to effectively and efficiently increase 

our transformative impact in very 
complex contexts?

Integrated 
solutions?
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Classical' development cooperation projects assume that impacts are 
plannable to a major extent.



These projects are designed for issues where there is a broad consensus on 
what the problems are - and experience is available on how to find a suitable 
path to the goal.
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Core problem GoalDevelopment intervention

Monitoring + Evaluation

Rather medium-term 
adaptation to context

Knowledge from experience

Best / good practices
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Powerful lobby group raises 
opposition to activities in 
Component 1

Natural disaster in intervention area 
Delays start of component 2

Expected interaction 
does not occur - but new 
ones are added

Partner staff 
shortage

Elections. Partner ministry 
resets political priorities

In the implementation of projects - especially if they have ambitious goals -
we often experience that the effects do not occur as planned. 
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In these cases we adjust the planning - if necessary, again and again.

Partner staff 
shortage

Powerful lobby group raises 
opposition to activities in 
Component 1

Natural disaster in intervention area
delays start of component 2

Expected interaction 
does not occur - but new 
ones are added

Component 1 
possibly not 
implementable

Comp. 2: Move activities to 
other province

Reschedule activities

=> Budget 2022!?

Suspend CIM 
recruitment

Change 
offer?

Change 
offer

What is 
Plan B?

EU: Kofi proposal 
=> ask BMZ!!!

=> Budget!?

=> Budget!?
Use opportunity and energy

Elections. Partner Ministry 
resets political priorities

Support by 1-2 coll. from 
component 2

Seize opportunity for 
involvement private sector? 
(was not in the offer)

Recommendation to BMZ: readjust with partners in government consultations.
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But what about questions where there is no 
consensus about the way to the goal (means) –

... maybe not even consensus about  
what the core problem actually is 

and what exactly the goal (ends) should be? 
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Example: Mobility transformation in Germany
(Simple one-sided description)
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Greenhouse gas 
emissions from 

transport stagnate at 
high level 

level

Sustainable 
mobility

Goal

Problem
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Lengthy planning 
processes

Long-term energy 
transition project

Example: Mobility transformation in Germany (appreciating complexity)
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Greenhouse gas 
emissions from 

transport stagnate at 
high level 

level

Spatial and 
settlement structures 

shaped by 
automobility 

Increasingly long 
distances between 

home and workplace

pending 
structural 

reform of the 
railroad

Rising rents and real 
estate prices

Lack of a 
comprehensive, demand-

oriented public 
transport services

Political-
economic 

incentives for car 
use

"mobility-
intensive 
lifestyles."

Growing freight 
traffic 

(> 70% per 
truck)

increasing air 
traffic

Electromobility 
Requires expansion 

of the charging 
infrastructure

Rising 
registration

numbers of private 
cars

Societal demand for 
individual mobility is 

shaped by car + airplane

The problem is complex.

It is inextricably linked to other 
problems, which are complex in 
themselves.

What all these problems have in 
common is that they are 
associated with diverse and 
distinct interests and values, 
some of which are in conflict with 
each other.
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Example: Mobility 
transformation in Germany
(appreciating complexity)
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Sustainable 
mobility

... for 
all!

Long-distance 
travel must not 
be a privilege 
for the rich!

... in 
town 
and 

country

15	million	
electric	cars	
by	2030!

Moving away 
from the 

private car

Ban domestic 
flights!

Cities for people, 
not for cars!

Mobility is 
freedom!

Commuting 
must remain 
affordable!

Keeping the German aviation 
industry competitive

Cost truth in 
transport - an 

end to the 
hidden 

promotion of 
the car!

The German 
automotive industry 
must remain strong!

Due to the wickedness of the 
problem, the objectives are 
also diverse. 

They are partly in conflict with 
each other. 

The different objectives are 
being vigorously championed 
by various interest groups. 

Rail and 
public 

transport as 
central means 

of transport
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In such a context, our paradigm of planning impacts finally reaches its limits.
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Development policy
interventions that may
help achieve emerging

goals
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The goals and visions of the future evolve over time and debates. 
Openness is necessary on all sides.

From TINA ... ... to TAPAS!

There Are 
Plenty of 

AlternativeS

There Is No
Alternative
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https://www.springlane.de/magazin/rezeptideen/tapas-platte/https://küchen-wiki.de/Rezepte/weissbrot/
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For transformations, suitable paths to the goals are not fixed from the 
outset. They have to be found in the course of the transformation.

Image source: Branched river course | Bieler Tagblatt

https://www.bielertagblatt.ch/mein-beitrag/fotowettbewerb/verzweigter-flusslauf
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Interim Conclusion: 
For more obvious 

or complicated problems, we can be effective with our
standard service and planning approach.

Outlook: 
How can we succeed in the future to work on 

complex transformation
problems efficiently and effectively?



Disciplinary base complexity theory: different types of questions 
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Unknown
Unknowns

Known
Unknowns

Unknowable
Unknowns Known

Knowns

Complex
question:

Learn

Complicated
question:

Plan

Clear
question:

Know

Chaotic
question:

React

Source: About - Cynefin Framework - The Cynefin Co

Societal transformation is to a 
large extent very complex.
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Ideas for working on transformative / complex issues:
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We need continuous distinction mechanisms and culture:

Is it a clear or complicated problem?
Project planning and implementation according to the 

common model: impact promises against the background 
of empirical knowledge and best or good practices

Or are we dealing with a complex problem - such as 
supporting the mobility, energy or agricultural transformation 
in country x?
new form of cooperation (see following slides)

Identify the nature of the problem
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The ‚learning leadership triangle‘

Partnership with shared responsibility for 
transformation goal X
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Local partners
(political, civil, private)

Commissioning 
parties

Implementing 
organizations

Co-creation
&

Learning

Exploring, 
visioning

Developing ideas, 
experimenting, 
testing

Observe, 
React

- Instead of working towards a 
project proposal (knowledge to 
action), building a partnership
(action to knowledge).

- Different roles, shared 
responsibility

- Joint exploration (compare 
project mission) already 
understood as 
implementation

- Shared transformation vision
emerges
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Partnership, goal
and process promise
instead of funding and 

impact promise

High ambitions, small steps 
The partnership is being defined

- Vision, ambition and partnership can 
develop

- Important steps are defined together and 
progress is documented

- Significantly reduced investment and 
accountability risk with small iterative 
steps

- No Regret, opportunity- and transaction 
costs reduced > Cost effectiveness

- Rapid entry (or exit, if ‘energy’ does not 
suffice)
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Growing ambitions, growing funds
Joint transformation funds

- In addition to smaller start-up 
funding, including structural 
funding if necessary, a joint 
transparent & flexible funding 
mechanism is established, 
provided ambition is confirmed by 
all sides.

- Joint effort and investment 
strengthens trust and local 
ownership

- Fund used to seize opportunities, 
respond quickly to needs

- Relevant use of funds (and thus 
accountability) strengthened.
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Task teams for action fields
Work flexibly on common tasks

- Coordinated action fields in the 
transformation field emerge e.g. for 
surveys, studies, dialogue 
processes, communication 
campaigns, legal framework, 
economic incentives, etc.

- Respective task teams used 
flexibly, self-organized and 
moderated with clear rules when 
involvement of leadership triangle

- Projects can emerge from task 
teams when, a threshold of 
plannability is reachedLicensed with CC BY
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Democratic Participation 2.0
Expanded network

- Expanded network of 
stakeholders develops between 
society, science, business and 
politics

- Formats, such as future 
councils, townhall workshops, 
citizens’ decisions, surveys are 
used

- It helps to define and co-create 
concrete lines of action

- It valorizes different 
perspectives and creates 
broader acceptance

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Landsgemeinde_Glarus,_2009.jpg
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Learning and transformative capacities
From action to learning to competence

Regularly recorded success criteria (relative progress):
- Learning progress (1st to 3rd order)
- Perceptions of legitimacy, relevance and credibility, 

ownership...
- Progress with transformative visions and ‘tipping potential’
- Jointly defined absolute quantitative and qualitative indicators 

for progress of transformation as such (e.g. type and share of 
renewables)

- …and its influence at highest goal level (ends like SDGs, social 
and environmental wellbeing, common good…)

Goals remain focused, indicators adjust. 
Rapid learning loops > increasing transformational capacity > 
exponential impacts over time (compare diffusion of 
(transformative) innovation curve).

See also NDC Cluster (2020): Knowledge management - from bottleneck to success factor: Concepts & practical guidance for co-learning systems in international development 
cooperation and Pablo Yangas/DIE (2021): What have we learned about learning? Unpacking the relationship between knowledge and organizational change in development agencies
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The approach at a glance:
Projects so far 
(for all types of questions)

Proposal: 
Working in the complex transformation context

Form - Project with detailed pre-planned activities 
and budget (impact promise)

- Leadership triangle: partnership with shared responsibility 
for transformation goal X in country Y (partnership-, goal-
and process promises).

Preparation - Clear separation of programming, 
preparation phase and implementation 

- Long time until implementation
- Partners consulted a few times during 

preparation

- Implementation starts early, 
- explore and learn together
- associated with continuous exchange between 

commissioning parties, partners and implementation 
agencies

Funding - Total volume per project determined at the 
beginning, distribution planned in detail

- Modular allocation of funds in tranches, based on short-
term needs (e.g. fund model with action lines)

Control/ 
Management

- Fixed personnel
- Requirement for AV: reconcile scheduled 

implementation with requirements of complex 
reality

- major changes as an exception

- Joint governance structure of the partnership: 
commissioning parties, partners and implementation 
agencies

- Better assessment of the need for action, faster response 
(adaptive management)

- Work in action fields, holocratic, flexible personnel
Documentation, 
communication

- Annual progress reports
- fixed cycles of communication between client 

and partner

- Continuous documentation during exchange
- Accountability reporting on demand
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We are sure this 
can fly.


