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What are systems? What is complexity? 

System  
 interacting or interdependent 

components  
 forming an integrated whole 

Complex adaptive systems  
 heterogeneous components  
 highly interconnected and interdependent  
 adapt to their environment 

What are systems? 



Characteristics of Complex Systems 
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Characteristics of Complex Systems 

 non-linearity 
 emergence 
 embedded in history 

(co-evolution) 
 inherently hard to 

predict 

emerging 
whole 

interacting individuals 

Adapted from: WEF 2013 



Complexity: a topic of growing interest 
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Why complexity and systems? 
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Why complexity and systems? 
Andrews et al: Building physical stuff is 
easy, producing improved services much 
more difficult 

Axelrod and Cohen: Uncertainty about 
the consequences of our actions 

Jones: Traditional approaches can have 
serious side effects 
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• Discussions in the SEEP Market Facilitation 
Initiative (MaFI) since 2010 

• Funding from USAID/fhi360 in 2012 

• Organized different events 
 Mircrolinks Speakers Corner and Webinar 

 Opening plenary SEEP Annual Conference 2012 

• Three podcasts 

• Synthesis Paper 

The Systemic M&E Initiative 



Practitioner’s issues 
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1. Excessive focus on our direct effects on the 
poor  

2. Excessive focus on extraction of 
information for accountability to the donors  

3. Sustainability understood as longevity of 
our legacy  

Practitioner’s issues 
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1. Indirectness of impact 

2. Depth of impact 

3. Network-driven change  

4. Unpredictability 

5. Sensitivity to external signals 

6. Information deficit 

7. Sustainability as adaptability 

 

The Systemic M&E Principles 



Indirectness of impact // depth of impact // network driven change // sustainability as adaptability 
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Indirectness of impact 
• systemic change is driven and sustained 

by the stakeholders 
• change through collaboration 

Depth of impact 
• market systems are built up by various 

structural levels 
• the deeper the impact, the more long-

term effects 

Network driven change 
• networks as drivers of change 
• networks itself are part of the structure 

of the system 

Sustainability as adaptability 
• focus on capacity to adapt to changes in 

the markets 
• build strong networks that can work 

together to adapt to change S
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Unpredictability // information deficit // sensitivity to external signals 
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Unpredictability 
• new approaches need to be built on the 

principles of variation, experimentation 
and adaptation 

• short feedback loops and quick 
adaptation in projects  

Sensitivity to external signals 
• we change the system from the moment 

we even make explicit our intention to 
intervene in it  

• introduction of new incentive structures 

Information deficit 
• we will never have enough information 

to understand the whole complexity 
• even stakeholders in the system do not 

know the whole system 
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Possible ways forward 
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 We need a change in paradigm 

from an emphasis on predictability and 
control 
to bottom-up, decentralized and adaptive 
solutions 

 The biggest obstacles are political, not 
technical 

 Next steps: collect case studies to 
document practical applications of the 
principles 

 

Possible ways forward 



Thank you very much! 
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 Resources: 

http://seepnetwork.org/ 
http://seepnetwork.org/systemicme 
http://seepnetwork.org/marketfacil 
 
http://systemic-insight.com/ 

 

Thank you very much! 
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