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Female: Good morning, everyone!  We’re gonna get started shortly, um, so 
grab your coffee, grab a seat, and if you’re online and you haven’t 
introduced yourself, please go ahead, introduce yourself and name 
and organization, and then we can get started.  Welcome for the, 
the seventh MPEP seminar.   

 
Female: Uh, well Tjip has been a, a leader in our agency in terms of, uh, 

this bringing a systems approach to the kind of work we do.  Um, 
and I just wanted to, uh, I wanted to start with talking about what I 
see as some of the challenges, uh, for us in our agency.  Um, I 
think that we – what we have been doing as we’ve had a number of 
presentations in this room – in fact, Eric is here from IFC and he, 
he – the work that Cedars has been doing in the area of health 
systems also very interesting. 

 
We’ve had a number of presentations on market systems and our 
practitioners, um, that impacted associates with, have been 
working in what they feel are mark – are systems for a long time.  
And, um, so I think that a, a key challenge is taking this systems 
theory and making it practical, bringing it down to implementation.  
And I remember when I heard Sarriot’s presentation; I thought that 
is really interesting.  I don’t understand it, but it really did impress 
me.  [laughter] 
 
So how do we, how do we take this very theoretical thinking and 
sometimes, um, it, it seems very, uh, academic – how do we make 
it very practical?  Um, I think that, uh, also asking, you know, 
making sure that systems thinking and systems approaches are not 
a solution looking for a problem, but we really make it clear why, 
why it’s important and how it’s important.  And I would argue, and 
I think probably if you’re here you would argue the same that we 
think that systems thinking can bring a lot to our programming and 
by improving the results that we get from what we do because I 
think most of us feel we’ve been working in systems for forever.  
We live in systems, and that we’ve just sort of ignored the 
complexity of it and the applications of that complexity.   
 
Um, and finally I wanted to say that I think that we, to, to bring it 
down to some practical level, I think we need to think about how 
systems thinking affects the design of activities that we do, how it 
affects how we implement on the ground, and how it affects how 
we monitor and evaluate our results.  So with that, I’d like to turn it 
over to Tjip. 

 
Male: Well, good morning everybody!  Um, both, uh, in here in person, 

and, uh, online.  Uh, it’s really, uh, uh, a pleasure, uh, to be here 
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this, this morning and, uh, talk to you a little bit about, uh, the 
work that we’ve been doing, uh, particularly around, uh, the 
release of, uh, a draft paper, uh, which I hope, uh, you’ve all had a 
chance to, to look at, um, this paper on, on Local Systems, A 
Framework for Supporting Sustained Development.  Um, if you, 
uh, weren’t aware, you can, uh, get a copy of it through a link, uh, 
on the event webpage. 

 
 Um, so, uh, what I want – what I really want to do today is, uh, to 

hear as much from you as you from me, um, I, uh, really do, uh, 
think that we have, uh, an opportunity, uh, here, uh, to really make 
some important progress on embedding, uh, systems thinking in 
the agency, and, I want to – you know, I’ve been working on this 
for quite some time as Jeanne has alluded to, uh, but I really see 
this as a really golden opportunity to make some significant 
progress.  I’m gonna tell you why in a few minutes, um, but I just 
want to get the benefit from all of your experience and expertise 
about how we can make full best, uh, use of this, uh, sort of, uh, 
window of opportunity, um, because these things don’t come along 
all that often. 

 
 So, to – but before we sort of open it up and have a, have a 

conversation about that, I think that I need to do two things for you 
– uh, to sort of help, uh, set the stage.  One of them is that I need to 
flesh out a little bit about the context that we’re working on in this 
– on this topic within the agency, and that includes, uh, what’s in 
this paper, um, and so, you know, what I’m looking for in part is, 
you know, once you understand this is how can we, uh, strengthen 
this, uh, you know, how can we, uh – the comments can also 
include how can we strengthen the paper itself to make sure that 
we have the strongest possible platform, uh, in order to, uh, um, 
um, uh, move this agenda forward? 

 
 All right, and the second thing I’m going to do a little bit is to give 

you at least my own personal perspective, um, on what I think, uh, 
we need to do in terms of how to think about systems given some 
of the contextual issues, um, and to sort of help make it clear about 
what sort of the official line and then what’s my own thinking, uh, 
that you’ll see as we go through the slides a bit of a convention.  If 
the slides have got white backgrounds, that means that this is sort 
of essentially what’s in the paper right now is a sort of more, more 
or less official thinking on it.  If it’s got a gray background, then 
it’s all about – this all my views, okay?   

 
So, um, what I’d like to, to do to start with – oh that’s – get rid of 
that – is to talk a little bit about the origins of this paper because 
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that’s, in fact, uh, an important piece of the context, and, uh, for 
some of you this may be a little bit new.  Others, I think maybe a 
little old hat.  So, essentially the paper grew out of an eff – uh, a 
desire in the agency to explicitly address two issues; one of them is 
the aid effectiveness agenda.  Um, uh, as many of you may know, 
about two years ago, uh, uh, the world gathered in Busan in South 
Korea, uh, to talk about, uh, aid effectiveness.  This was the fourth 
in a long – in a series of conversations about it, uh, most famously 
the, the, uh, one of the early ones in Paris, re – released the Paris, 
uh, The Paris Declaration of Principles around Aid Effectiveness .  

 
 One of those principles was, uh, an explicit agreement on the part 

of both, uh, developing countries and those who are supporting 
them, uh, to promote, uh, uh, the use of country systems.  And 
initially the definition of country systems meant expl – work –I 
mean essentially they were using the syst – the word system as a 
synonym for process.  So, in other words, it was government 
processes primarily pub – public financial management processes.  
So, the idea, the sort of the vision was, uh, donor countries would 
give increasing amounts of funding directly to governments, and 
they would use their own budget, uh, priority setting processes and 
budget execution processes, and internal audit procedures and so 
forth to essentially manage those results, uh, to achieve 
development objectives.   

 
 Um, obviously, one of the underlying rationales for doing this, um, 

was in part because of this commitment to sort of saying the 
countries better understand their own situation better than outsiders 
do, but also that this, you know, essentially using and 
strengthening and using these country systems was essentially a 
necessary step towards the sustainability of these processes.  Now, 
as time has gone on in the, in the eight years since that, uh, Paris 
Declaration was issued, uh, there has been some rethinking about, 
about this.  Um, and most notably at Busan was a very clear sort of 
adjustment in the basic orientation to become more inclusive and 
by inclusive what they meant was that ownership meant more than 
just simply ownership by the government. 

 
 It needed to be, if you will, more of a whole of society ownership.  

Similarly, this issue around systems really needed to be thought of 
as a broader set of, uh, relationships, uh, that exist not only within 
government but between government and other parts of society.  
So that was sort of the, uh, the vision that was sort of put out there, 
uh, in Busan.  Um, I’m happy to say that the US Government both 
USAID and the State Department were very, uh, sort of essential 
parts of pushing this inclusivity emphasis at Busan, um, but part of 
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the challenge is, is that after the document, uh, was produced, it 
sort of has raised questions about sort of saying, okay, how do we 
move that agenda forward and actually, uh, even though its been 
two years very few donors, uh, have actually put out statements 
about how they really are going to embrace that inclusive part of 
the Busan agenda. 

 
 So in some sense, since we had been pushing for this, we felt it 

was really important to take full advantage of this opening and, uh, 
uh, it’s emphasis on inclusivity, and write something that said, 
“This is how USAID understands the Busan agenda, and this is 
how we’re gonna carry it out.”  Again, I, I just want to stress the 
emphasis here on sustainability.  The other piece of it, um, a little 
bit closer to home had to do with USAID forward, which is 
probably most of you know where a set of reforms that, uh, the 
current administrator, Dr. Rajiv Shah, uh, initiated when he, uh, 
assumed, uh, that position, uh, in 2010. 

 
 And, again, part of the emphasis there is about improving 

USAID’s ability to support sustainability and it incl – part of it 
includes improvements in the way that we plan and execute our 
programs, but part of it also is a renewed emphasis on providing 
funds directly to local actors, whether they are local governments 
or local civil society or local private sector, but it is sort of an 
understanding that that particular kind of direct support or what 
we’ve come to call localized aid, uh, is a necessary element in the 
toolbox along with other, uh, things that we have done. 

 
 However, we do really ever come up with a very good sort of well-

grounded argument about why it was important, uh, for us to, uh, 
include more localized aid in this process.  And, so, again, we may 
be a little late in this, but we felt it was important for us to also 
have a statement about how that particular kind of approach felt, 
uh, uh, fit into a larger agenda to support, uh, sustainability, uh, 
and, uh, the Paris – the Busan, uh, agenda.   

 
 However, I mean one of the things as we began to work on this 

you will notice is that the, was the word country and the, and then 
the word “system.”  And, as I said, initially it was not really used 
as, as a – in the real sense of system as a real, sort of, systemic 
kind of a concept.  It was a synonym for processes, but there were 
some of us who thought, well, we have an opening here.  We can 
meet more of this word “system” and really turn it into something 
meaningful and that was really the, uh, other thing.  Oops, excuse 
me. 
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 So, it was a little bit of a stealth effort, um, to include this idea of 
saying we have this word “system”, let’s make the most of it.  The 
other thing is – as you’ll notice is that we’ve also chosen to make a 
shift away from the conv – sort of conventional terminology in this 
arena of country system and focusing on local system.  And part of 
the reason for doing that was because, uh, we – you know, the term 
country system has basically been captured by this idea that this is 
really only about governments, and, uh, we thought that we – 
rather than simply talk – you know, hyphenate it with inclusive 
country systems or some other locution, which wasn’t gonna work 
very well – we thought this word “local systems”, although itself – 
in and of itself has a problems, uh, about what you really mean by 
local in this case, um, we thought was a better term. 

 
 Now, why did we – so what are we hoping that we’re going to get 

out of embracing system in a more systemic way here?  I mean I 
think, um, one of the real things – real arguments is that we really 
believe that it is the system that is really – needs to be the focus of 
our sustainability efforts.  Um, we have had sustainability in 
USAID documents for quite some time.  Now, one of the big 
arguments is what exactly are you trying to sustain?  You know, is 
it the outputs?  No.  Is it the organizations?  No.  So we need 
something to talk about what we are sustaining, and in this case, 
um, we felt that, that foc – shifting the focus to a system, whether 
it’s a market system or a service delivery system, um, that is really 
what it is that we’re trying to sustain.  And I think that that’s a 
helpful con – uh, addition, and, and clarifi – clarifying move.   

 
 The other thing I think that we really wanted to emphasize, and 

this is implicit in this idea of inclusively is the fact that none of 
these things that we care about, whether its improved healthcare, 
improvements in the environment, if its improvements in, um, uh, 
in maternal and child health, uh, none – or agriculture.  None of 
these things happen by the actions of one organization or one, you 
know, government or, alone.  This – these things generally are co-
produced.  They require the actions of lots of different actors 
working, um, uh, sometimes in competition, sometimes 
cooperatively with one another, uh, in order to produce these 
results.   

  
 And so the – how do you capture this idea of co-production?  Well, 

I think this idea of systems is a useful mechanism to really 
emphasize, uh, that that is, in fact, what’s going on, and then the 
last – a – another, I think, important part of this is, is that at least in 
many systems thinking constructs is this idea of dynamism and 
adaptability.  And one of the things I think that we really felt was 
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important, um, was to make sure that we were embracing a concept 
that really embraced adap – adaptation, and, and resilience as a sort 
of a core, as a core element because sustainability doesn’t mean 
building it once and hoping that it persists.  It’s about creating a 
capability that has self-adjusting properties to it so that as the 
environment changes you can, in fact, have changes in the, uh, in 
the system itself.  That’s an essential part for sustainability.   

 
 So in that sense we felt that, that trying to bring in some systems 

thinking into the way that we were talking about this was an 
important – uh, was, was, was going to give us, uh, uh, some 
important leverage over the, over the problem.  So, in that sense, 
what the paper tries to do is to address all of these things.  Um, the 
aid effectiveness agenda, uh, USAID Forward as well as the 
systems thinking.   

 
 So, when we talk a little bit more about systems, and now we – you 

notice it’s gray, um, I think that oftentimes when people come to 
this term of systems thinking, this is what they think of or 
something like it.  In other words, it’s a systems diagram, and one 
of the things I think – we’ve, we’ve tried efforts at USAID.  We 
have tried to introduce ideas of systems diagrams.  We have done 
training around it, and the reaction is usually, hmm, this is cool, 
but when they try to do it, this is is hard, and so they get turned off. 

 
 And frankly, you know, I think I’ve come to the realization is that 

what we’re talking about here is not about a specific tool.  It – 
we’re not trying to say that the way, the way forward is we need to 
turn everybody into a systems mapper.  That’s not what the point 
is, and in this, you know, I – this think – sort of this sort of 
evolution in my own thinking about this, um, I really have to credit 
Bob Williams.  I don’t know how many of you know Bob 
Williams, but, uh, he has been, uh, he comes out of the evaluation 
field.  Uh, he’s based in New Zealand and has written a number of, 
of books on both evaluation and then also on, on systems thinking.   

 
 Um, I have a particular citations to a particularly good book, which 

I will get to in two slides, but, uh, anyway, uh, you know, this is 
sort of the way that, that he also talks about it.  So its really not 
about this issue about a particular specific tool.  Um, what he 
points out, and, I, he, he sort of pointed me in this direction, uh, 
believe it or not, there have been people out there for quite some 
time going out and mapping all of the various sort of antecedents 
to various types of systems thinking.  And you end up with this, 
you know, explosion of lines like this.   
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 All – the point being is that, um, there are lots of different kinds of 
systems thinking.  There are lots of ways at it.  He actually has a 
little circle up in the corner that talks about the kind of approach 
that he has, so the, the point is, is that it, you know, we could spend 
an awful lot of time, time arguing about whether my tool is better 
than your tool, and whether yours is right or wrong, and I just think 
that that’s probably not a very helpful way to, helpful way to go.   

 
 What he suggest and what I sort of have bought into is the idea that 

it’s really about how to start thinking systematically, and to do that 
what he – what he suggests is that this idea of system is – to 
remember that this is really just simply a human construct, an, an 
idea that we impose on the world to help better – make better sense 
of it.  And therefore, um, you know, and so in that sense there 
really isn’t a system that you could – a tangible system that you 
can point to out there.  It’s really an, an idea that we carry around 
in our head and that the value of it is in terms of help – does it help 
us make sense of some very complicated and messy situations.   

 
 And one of the things that he offers is that thinking systemically, 

uh, again, can embrace all sorts of different tools that can help you 
make sense, but that these three ideas that he has here and talking 
about that would be a seminar in itself, boundaries in a relationship 
in perspectives, um, are essentially key elements, and, and he 
makes the argument, and I don’t know whether, you know, I don’t 
know if he’s been able to sort of establish it.  But if you go back to 
that messy picture, uh, that actually one thing that they all do share 
is that one way or the other they are concerned with these three 
topics of – but it’s essentially a way of trying to make sense of 
what is going on out there.  It’s a construct, um, and that it, that it, 
uh, embraces a variety of different tools. 

 
 And then the other thing that he ult – he argues for is beyond 

thinking systemically is about how to be systemic, and he in this 
chapter that I’ve, that I’ve cited here, he comes up with a couple of 
ideas.  One of the things that I took away from it though is that 
there’s a fair amount of overlap between the six, uh, ideas that he 
has here, and the principles that we identify in the paper.  So, in 
that sense, what I would argue is that what the paper is really 
arguing for is less about the choice of one particular tool or 
another.  It’s about how can we better embed both the thinking and 
the being systemic into the corporate culture and operations of 
USAID and through us, through our, excuse me, through our 
various partners. 
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 So, back to the paper.  So, what the paper actually talks about in 
terms of moving forward on this local systems, uh, uh agenda, uh, 
and how – you know, and making – beyond making the connection 
to sustainability sort of looks at these four areas of, uh, attention 
that we need to look at.  And I’ll just go through them.  I’m gonna 
go through them, although I’m gonna spend a bit more time on the 
first one.   

 
 So the first one is essentially this idea of understanding these 

system and, again, this goes in part to assessment.  It goes to this 
question about maybe tools that we would use to try to understand 
what’s going on, although, um, it does indeed talk about mapping, 
but I want to make – be clear that mapping in this, in this way is 
not what we mean by necessarily going out and doing a systems 
diagram.  It means essentially coming up with some sense of who 
are the actors that are involved in it, and what are the critical 
interrelationships that exist between them.   

 
 Now, one of the things that the paper puts forward as a way of 

under – so, first of all, again, that – its just important to reiterate 
that what we’re talking about here is a constellation of actors.  
They may be governments.  They may not be – you know, they 
may be private sector.  They may be civil society.  They may be 
individuals.  They may be advocacy organizations.  There are any 
number of different kinds of actors that may be involved here.  
Now, one of the things that the, that the paper puts forward, albeit 
a rather briefly, is a way of understanding these systems is by 
examining them in terms of these five “R”s, resources, roles, 
relationships, rules, and results.   

 
 Let me talk a little bit more about, about that.  So essentially the 

way in which we came up with this was if you go back to a very 
simple open system diagram, normally it has on – basically, a 
couple of basic parts.  One of them is that this is an open system, 
that if there, there – it’s a, uh, a, a mechanism that translates inputs, 
transforms inputs into outputs.  Now, what we’ve done – and 
there’s a, there’s an interaction however with an o – with an 
environment and a feedback capability, so the purple, uh, is the 
feedback, uh, into the, into the system, engaging with and 
interacting with an environment, and rather, however, rather than 
talk about inputs and outputs, we’ve just tried to change them into 
terms that meant more in our own language. 

 
 So, resources, we – I think is a easier for us to understand what 

we’re talking about in the development context, and we have rather 
than outputs and outcomes those are really sort of the results that 
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we, that we care about.  Another aspect of this has to do with rules, 
and rules, I think, we feel are really very important.  Rules in this 
sense are important for essentially how our resources translated 
into an effect, what goes on in this transformation process and in 
the transformation into results, and then we have a set of, of, of 
actors who are assuming various kinds of roles, and again, uh, 
although there could be a lot more, I’ve got three colors up here to 
represent three different kinds of roles that may be played in a, in a 
system.   

 
 Lastly, we have the relationships that exist between them, and, 

again, uh, there are three different kinds of relationships identified 
here, but by all means, they could be all sorts of different kinds of 
relationships that, that matter.  So, what we’re talking about then is 
essentially, uh, a transformation process that involves roles and 
relationships, um, engagements of various kinds of actors.  Uh, we 
have rules that are important for determining how resources are 
deployed, how roles are defined, how relationships, uh, can – 
what’s allowable and not allowable in terms of relationships, and 
ultimately influencing, uh, results. 

 
 So that’s basically a little bit about what the five “R”s are, um, if, 

you know, I, if you have reactions to whether or not you think this 
is useful, that would also be, also be helpful. 

 
 The last thing that we have said though is that one of the important 

moves that we need to make, and this relates to the fourth point 
here, has to do with how we understand results.  We have tended in 
our agency to focus results on both ones that are relatively short-
term and that are quantified, and one of the – if they’re basically 
the outputs of a process.  And one of the things that we’ve said that 
is really important to do is that we really need to expand our 
definition of what our result is, that we need to be interested in the, 
in the system itself that produces those results and develop ways to 
measure whether or not the system itself is getting stronger, more 
resilient, more durable or not. 

 
 So, its, it is a shift in the way in which we – its not that we want to 

move away from our, our, our, uh, focus on what are we 
accomplishing in terms of outputs and, and outcomes, but ult – but 
rather that we need to expand what we include as a result.   

 
 So, another, another aspect that goes back to the paper itself talks 

about the proc – the process of, of, of projects and project design.  
Um, already, I think we, we’re, we’re sort of pushing beyond 
where the paper is on the basis of some of the comments to suggest 
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that it really isn’t about design as a, as a discrete activity, but rather 
design as a process.  And that inc – that begins even before you put 
pen to paper in terms of how do you begin to engage with that 
system, understand what its’ boundaries are, understand what the 
perceptions are of various actors within it, uh, what their desires 
are, and then tries to encapsulate that in a design, and then extends 
on beyond that in terms of an ongoing engagement with the system 
through monitoring to maintain whether or not the various change, 
the various, uh, engage – the various interventions are actually 
having the desired effects. 

 
 And so there really needs to be this sort of ongoing and fairly 

continuous engagement with the system.  Incidentally, as I 
mentioned, the paper has a series of principles, ten of them.  Uh, 
the first four of them really relate very much to the, to the, uh, 
understanding of the system.  The second six, uh, to the principles, 
uh, the second six principles to this design process.  The third part 
of it, and this may seem a little bit sort of out of, out of kilter, uh, 
with this, but is this question around risk.  And part of the reason 
that this is really important has been because, um, by virtue of our 
new – renewed interest in providing funding directly to local 
organizat – local, local actors, uh, it has sort of raised up this 
question about the reliability of their financial systems and so 
forth, but, so, and, and increase the tension to, to, fin – financial or 
fiduciary risks.   

 
But as we have been doing that, we be – we, we sort of said, 
“Well, you know, really, there are lots of other kinds of risks we 
need to be paying attention to, and if we’re gonna pay, uh, 
additional attention to fiduciary risks, let’s talk about these other 
kinds, and let’s do it in a comprehensive manner so that we’re not 
only concerned about fiduciary risk, but we also understand as we 
think about engagements what does is that likely to do about, say, 
programmatic risk, which is the risk that the intervention is 
actually not going to accomplish what it is we expect it to do. 
 
Um, so we need – so what we’re arguing for is sort of essentially 
two things.  We need to sort of take our various efforts at assessing 
different kinds of risks and bring them together in a kind of a 
comprehensive single examination.  And the second thing that 
we’re doing is that we need to have a bit more of a balanced, uh, 
discussion about what is it – you know, balancing risk and reward.  
So in other words in the private sector, it’s not about minimizing 
all risk.  It’s sort of saying we’re willing to assume some level of 
risk because we anticipated a substantially-improved reward.  Um, 
we’re not talking about turning USAID into venture capitalists, but 
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what we are talking about is sort of having a better understanding 
of what do we expect to be able to accomplish and obviously the 
sustainability of these results is a really important thing to be 
shooting for because, uh, uh, you know, that’s the way in which, 
uh, we actually get the most, uh, sort of greatest effect over the 
longest period of time. 
 
And the last one which I’ve already basically alluded to is this 
question about monitoring and evaluating for sustainability.  So 
part of it is this issue that I raised before about expanding our 
definition of results, and then developing indicators, um, and those 
can be both quantitative or qualitative, about how do we 
understand the system and its health?  You know, how do we – 
how do we measure whether, in fact, we are collectively making 
progress in terms of improving the functioning of a system, and the 
nature of those roles and relationships? 
 
Um, and I think that that’s an important shift.  We have been 
focusing – you know, we’ve done a lot of emphasis on sort of 
assessing individual capacity development.  We’ve talked more 
about organizational capacity, but what we’re really talking about 
here is system capacity.  And then the last part, the last piece of it 
is how do we, you know, this is really sort of measuring whether 
we really are sustaining these results.   
 
And maybe you have got other ways of doing it, but the one we 
came up with was moving more in the direction of ex post 
evaluations.  So that basically means, uh, going back to a project, 
uh, three to five years after it’s conclusion, and seeing what 
happened, seeing whether, in fact, the results that we, you know, 
that we were expecting have persisted over time, but I think one of 
the other things we also expect is that sometimes the greatest 
effects were not necessarily the planned ones, and so there may be 
other kinds of results that may be important to capture about it.  
 
So to understand that process, but also we hope that if we – the, the 
part of the other part of it is sort of the proof of the pudding, that if 
we are able to engage more and more in these sys – in these 
systems over time, we would expect that our proc – our, uh, our 
performance in terms of sustainability would improve over time.  
Now, unfortunately it’s gonna take us quite a while before we start 
seeing the results of that process, but even now I think we are – 
we’ve made a commitment in calendar 14 to start the first round of 
these ex post evaluations and so we will be, uh, at least 
establishing a bit of a baseline, um, as we move forward.   
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So, I’m almost done.  Um, so essentially what I’ve tried to lay out 
is both what’s in the paper, sort of the foundation that we’re 
working for, some of my own orientations, and I just before we 
turn – open it up and sort of say how do we make the most of this?  
I, I wanted to sort of pick up on a point that Jean made at the end, 
which is that as we do this, we, uh, we have to be a little bit aware 
of the challenges that we’re facing with our, our own agency and 
with those that we work with on this topic.  I mean I think that one 
of the things I certainly under – I certainly agree with about, um, 
with, uh, Jean on is the fact that our agency has a relatively low 
tolerance for extraction and is very much practically-oriented. 
 
So, the question then is how do we move in this direction?  Now, 
the way in which this usually manifests itself is somebody comes 
up with an interesting idea and they say, “Where is the template?”  
Well, the fact of the matter is, is that moving in the direction of 
templates it seems to me is antithetical to what it is that we’re 
talking about.  So, the question is how do we make this practical, 
but encourage the kind of thoughtfulness and reflection and 
engagement that essentially is a necessary for, for doing this?  
 
Um, the second part of it is, is that we have a relatively limited 
number of sort of, uh, committed – you know, people who are 
already sort of, um, committed to sort of pushing the systems 
agenda.  Uh, we have a LISTSERV within the agency.  You know, 
we’ve got 10,000 people around the world.  The LISTSERV has 
got 60 names on it.  So it’s not – it’s a start, but, uh, it’s not a huge, 
uh, number to begin with.  Um, another issue is, is that clearly, you 
know, we’re talking about a change management strategy.  I, I 
don’t think anybody would, would disagree that this is going to 
take some time, but unfortunately the nature of the cycles both 
within the – within the bureaucracy that we have, you know, 
changing from administration to administration, uh, changing from 
priority to priority as time goes on means that sometimes our time 
horizons are pretty short. 
 
So how do we try to sustain something like this, uh, over time?  
Another, you know, another, uh, issue that we face right now at the 
moment mentioned USAID Forward.  With USAID Forward has 
come a last of new policies and procedures that are being all 
pushed out to the field and the reaction that we have gotten, um, in 
stereo from the field is enough is enough.  We’re, you know, we’re 
having a hard – you know, we’re exhausted with all of these 
changes.  We’re trying to do the best we can to make, uh, to, to, to 
carry forward on the ones that have come out already, uh, piling 
more on at this point just makes it more and more complicated and 
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we really – you know, what’s our attention span to these new 
things?  Not to mention questions about limited training resources 
and finally a question around incentives.   
 
You know, how do we, um, as we mentioned, we, we, we, we, we 
operate in an environment that privileges results in the short term 
that are – tend to be quantitative.  How do we, uh, if that’s the 
focus of all along the line, how do we begin to shift that to allow, 
a, a, focus more n results that are probably not going to be visible 
for, for quite some time, and may not necessarily be captured in 
quantitative methods?   
 
So at this point I’d just like to, to, to end in my part of it, and then 
open it up, but again what I’m really looking for, um, by all means 
any questions are fair game, but what I’m really most looking for 
is any thoughts you may have about how we can make the most of 
this opportunity, uh, and, uh, because I really do think that this is 
the – I mean not only is this I think the first time that USAID has 
gone on record in terms of making sort of this firm a statement 
about sustainability, but making this clear connection between 
systems and, and sustainability.  And I think that, um, this really is 
a great, great opportunity, and I want to make the most of it.   
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USAID Microlinks: Good morning to those online! 
 
USAID Microlinks: We are getting everything set up now and will be getting started in about 30 minutes! 
 
USAID Microlinks: We are currently testing the microphones...thank you for your patience! 
 
Alanna Salpeter: Hi...I can hear you!  I am just running out though. 
 
USAID Microlinks: Great, thank you Alanna! 
 
USAID Microlinks: Welcome to everyone who just joined us!  Please introduce yourselves  to the others 
online. 
 
Vicki Getz: I can hear you.  I'm Vicki Getz...USAID  
 
Lauren Caskey: Hi, I'm Lauren Caskey, with DAI 
 
Jami Montgomery: i can as well.  Jami Montgomery, USAID 
 
Marcus Jenal: Hi, I can hear you. I'm Marcus Jenal, consultant, UK 
 
USAID Microlinks: Great, thank you!   
 
Alanna Salpeter: Ok...I am back.  Alanna Salpeter from The MasterCard Foundation 
 
USAID Microlinks: Great to see you all online. 
 
USAID Microlinks: If you would like, take the live polls!  We'll get started in about 5 minutes. 
 
Chris Kagy: hear you fine 
 
Buck Bradshaw: I can hear. 
 
Lauren Caskey: I can hear you perfectly 
 
Vicki Getz: Audio is fine 
 
USAID Microlinks: Great, thank you!  And thanks again Lauren and Vicki :) 
 
Ruth Dueck-Mbeba: Audio comes through well 
 
Kristen Hassmiller Lich: I hear well! 
 
USAID Microlinks: Wonderful!  Thank you! 
 
Kristin O'Planick: Can hear just fine. I'm from USAID/Washington 
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USAID Microlinks: Great!  And hello Kristin! 
 
Joe Le Clair: I can hear well too, Joe Le Clair from Tetra Tech (ARD) 
 
USAID Microlinks: Hello Joe! 
 
Ruth Dueck-Mbeba: We cannot hear this person 
 
Marcus Jenal: can hardly hear 
 
Buck Bradshaw: Buck Bradshaw with World Vision 
 
Matthew Kennis: Matthew Kennis with Local First 
 
USAID Microlinks: Thank you for letting us know, Marcus.  One moment. 
 
Mary McVay: Hi. I am Mary McVay, pinciple consultant,Enterprise Development Kiosk 
 
Marcus Jenal: better 
 
Loretta Ishida: Loretta Ishida and Kate Braband with Lutheran World Relief 
 
Ruth Dueck-Mbeba: audio is not great with the panelists 
 
Eden Ahmed Mdluli: Hello All, Eden Ahmed Mdluli (Health Tech Specialist at Africare) 
 
Kristen Hassmiller Lich: I am Kristen Hassmiller Lich, with the Univ of North Carolina 
 
John Canellakis: John Canellakis, Value Chain Group, consultant on strategy and operations 
 
USAID Microlinks: We are adjusting the levels, please let us know if you are able to hear Jeanne Downing 
speaking. 
 
Aaron Littlefield: Aaron Littlefield, World Vision intern 
 
Larissa Gross: Larissa Gross with Engineers Without Borders Canada 
 
Wilm van Bekkum: Hi all wilm from Self Help Africa UK 
 
Kristin O'Planick: Jeanne soundsgood 
 
Ruth Dueck-Mbeba: Good morning, Ruth Dueck-Mbeba of The MasterCard Foundation 
 
Jody Uyanik: Jody Uyanik, working with the Global Partnerships Division. 
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Robin DePietro-Jurand: Robin DePietro-Jurand with EDC 
 
USAID Microlinks: Thank you Kristin! 
 
USAID Microlinks: If you haven't already, please introduce yourself to everyone online. 
 
A. Ryan: Ariane Ryan from MEDA 
 
Chris Kagy: Chris Kagy from Devis 
 
nidal karim: Nidal Karim from CARE 
 
David Hunsicker: David Hunsicker, USAID's Office of Conflict Management and Mitigation 
 
Deborah Martierrez: Deborah Martierrez from the Department of Labor's Bureau of International Labor 
Affairs 
 
USAID Microlinks: Welcome to those who have just joined us!  Tjip Walker is now speaking.  
 
Cybill Sigler: Cybill Sigler, USAID/Malawi 
 
Samantha Novick: Samantha Novick,  USAID Office of Civilian-Military Cooperation 
 
Estera Barbarasa: Estera Barbarasa from RTI International 
 
Elizabeth Dunn: Elizabeth Dunn, Impact LLC (Gainesville FL) 
 
Guy Sharrock: Guy Sharrock, Catholic Relief Services 
 
USAID Microlinks: We have a full room here at QED's offices in DC.  So glad that you were all able to join 
us online! 
 
Rand Robinson: Hello all...i've been a disciple of such work for long time but it's been very to incorporate 
w/in USAID DM&E practices... 
 
Clara Hagens: Clara Hagens, Catholic Relief Services 
 
USAID Microlinks: Tjip Walker is speaking now. Please let us know if you are not able to hear. 
 
Malina Dumas: Malina Dumas, Volunteers for Economic Growth Alliance (VEGA) 
 
USAID Microlinks: Welcome Malina! 
 
USAID Microlinks: The bullets in the arrow are: (1) Sustainability; (2) Co-production, and (3) Adaptation 
 
USAID Microlinks: Dr. Tjip Walker from USAID is now speaking. 
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Grace Kenney: Grace Kenney, ADM Institute for the Prevention of Postharvest Loss, now attending 
 
USAID Microlinks: If you would like to make the slide larger, click on "Full Screen".  Click on "Full Screen" 
again to return to the default view. 
 
Brian Cheung: dear lord that's a gnarly map 
 
Rand Robinson: i have one of those in my loo... 
 
Marcus Jenal: LOL 
 
USAID Microlinks: Apologies for some of the formatting issues in the PowerPoint presentation...sometimes 
during the conversion into the webinar platform, some things move around. 
 
USAID Microlinks: ALL: if you have questions, please type them into the chat box and I will do my best to 
raise them during the Q&A part of the session. 
 
Robin DePietro-Jurand: do we have access to the powerpoint on line? 
 
USAID Microlinks: Please remember to state your name and org when you ask your question. 
 
indra klein: Is it possible to download slides during presentations? 
 
Katherine  Woods: Kate Woods with Chemonics  
 
USAID Microlinks: Robin, the PPT will be available for download.  We'll pull it up during the Q&A. 
 
indra klein: indra klein, development consultant, dc 
 
Rand Robinson: Tjip, a common IR for USAID is "Strengthening Health Systesm"...but Global Health and 
most Mission staff are entirely challenged when asked to define What They Mean by that....comment please? 
 
USAID Microlinks: Rand, what is your organizational affiliation? 
 
Rand Robinson: USAID/Uganda, Program Officer 
 
USAID Microlinks: Thank you! 
 
Joe Le Clair: what are the differences between contexual and programmatic risk? 
 
indra klein: In determining/assessing risks, especially with regard to fiduciary risks, how is USAID and 
potential funders changing the dialogue?  
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Jody Uyanik: Question: How would you connect these notions of Systemic Thinking to cross-cutting 
approaches and the issues related to how USAID is organized (regionally and sectorally) to get work done? 
(Jody Uyanik, Sr. Tech Advisor, USAID/IDEA/GP) 
 
USAID Microlinks: Please remember to state your org affiliation when asking questions. Keep them coming! 
 
Joe Le Clair: Tetra Tech ARD 
 
flacia wanjiru: Hi there a bench mark of the local system to be used in  and expand further what are the 
charactreristics of the system you are addressing 
 
Marcus Jenal: How do you attribute results three to five years later to the particular project? 
 
Marcus Jenal: Marcus Jenal, consultant 
 
flacia wanjiru: Hi is  there a bench mark of the local system to be used in  and expand further what are the 
charactreristics of the system you are addressing 
 
Guy Sharrock: This is very interesting - sort of touches on the content of a couple of chapters in Ben 
Ramalingam's new book, Aid on the Edge of Chaos. I would suggest Tjip takes a look at Rick Davies MandE 
News site - he has some very good resources on network model and analysis at: http://mande.co.uk/special-
issues/network-models/ 
 
USAID Microlinks: Thanks for the questions!  Indra and Flacia, what are your organizational affiliations? 
 
indra klein: indra klein, development consultant,dc: With regard to regulatory compliance (particularly for 
funders and US-based NG/PO's), what conversations are taking place to facilitate both awareness/education 
and compliance? 
 
flacia wanjiru: Consultant and trainer 
 
USAID Microlinks: Thank you! 
 
Vicki Getz: How do we sign up for listserv?? 
 
Mary McVay: Jeanne, do you feel we have a "template" in value chain development? IIF so, perhaps different 
sectors could come up with templates that fit into the overall framework?  
 
USAID Microlinks: Hi Vicki, I'm not entirely sure how to sign up for the listserv Tjip mentioned but I can 
find out later and let you know. 
 
Brian Cheung: Brian Cheung, Engineers Without Borders Canada, Uganda team.  In the draft paper linked 
to this presentation invite (Local Systems: A Framework for Supporting Sustained Development), one of the 
recommendations was making funding available for  post-project  (2-4 yrs after) impact assessment.  Is this 
something that USAID will actively  pursue? 
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USAID Microlinks: Tjip will be taking questions and comments. Please type them here and remember to 
state your name and organization. 
 
Scott LeFevre: don't hear the speaker 
 
Mary McVay: Earlier comment/question on templates was form Mary McVay, Enterprise Development 
Kiosk 
 
Marcus Jenal: don't hear 
 
Jody Uyanik: Can't hear these speakers. 
 
Elizabeth Dunn: can"t hear question 
 
Jami Montgomery: can't hear the questions 
 
indra klein: Cannot hear the female voice -- sounds like she is underwater in a tunnel 
 
Robin DePietro-Jurand: Can't hear 
 
nidal karim: Cannot hear 
 
Chris Kagy: It seems a required change in perspective is that lack of IMMEDIATE results <> lack, of results. 
This is especially relevant in the context of Tjip's remarks about taking a long term view and opening up to 
unanticipated results.  Chris Kagy, Devis 
 
Matthew Kennis: Possible to write question - couldn't hear 
 
Marcus Jenal: coudl you repeat the question 
 
USAID Microlinks: Apologies everyone...microphone went out.  Let me type in the question. 
 
Chris Kagy: Immediate is perhaps better phrased as "short-term", i.e. 1 - 3 years 
 
USAID Microlinks: : With regard to regulatory compliance (particularly for funders and US-based 
NG/PO's), what conversations are taking place to facilitate both awareness/education and compliance? 
 
USAID Microlinks: We are taking a question from the in-room audience now. Please let us know if you are 
not able to hear. 
 
flacia wanjiru: Idependent consultant and trainer 
 
Marcus Jenal: the quality is not great 
 
flacia wanjiru: creative arts and enterprise development 
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nancy hayden: For making the most of the opportunity between sustainability and systems thinking can draw 
on very compelling, solid evidence from business cases that show how imperative it is to consider longer term 
systems cycles as necessary to see interactive effects that drive sustainability.  The definiton of long term varies 
according to the processes involved in the cycles - has US AID tried to anchor expected cycle for results to 
conventional wisdom from business cases?  
 
Chris Kagy: lol - physician, heal thyself 
 
Lauren Caskey: Understanding the local system is key. If I understand correctly, this involes examining 
resources, roles, relationships, results, etc. How do we ensure during this mapping exercise that the voices of 
the most marginalized are heard? Lauren, DAI 
 
indra klein: If leadership changes impact focus/direction of agency projects, how is USAID faciltating its 
grantees ability to build their funding base, esp. for projects with multiple phases? 
 
nidal karim: How do you anticipate a "broadened" definition of results that includes "systems" changes will 
be articulated through M&E guidance from USAID and RFPs and resourcing for said M&E approaches 
within funded projects? Nidal Karim from CARE 
 
Clara Hagens: Could Tjip share some examples of good susintability indicators, qualitative or quantitative? 
How much should the indicators themselves reflect what's identified in the risk assessment? Or are these 
generally unrelated (Clara Hagens, Catholic Relief Services) 
 
USAID Microlinks: Thanks to everyone for your great questions and comments!  If we are not able to get to 
all of them during the seminar today, we will share them with Dr. Walker and he will do his best to respond. 
 
Guy Sharrock: How do we make the most of this opportunity: Could USAID build-in more space for us to 
experiment with network analysis over time so we can explore how networked relationships are impacted by 
project interventions?   
 
nidal karim: we cannot hear the question 
 
indra klein: Cannot hear 
 
Ruth Dueck-Mbeba: cant hear 
 
USAID Microlinks: Are you able to hear now? 
 
Kristin O'Planick: yes 
 
Ruth Dueck-Mbeba: yes 
 
USAID Microlinks: great!   
 
indra klein: yes, thank you 
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Ruth Dueck-Mbeba: can't hear 
 
Ruth Dueck-Mbeba: thank you 
 
Marcus Jenal: loosing her 
 
Vicki Getz: Have people hold the mike closer while speaking?? 
 
Matthew Kennis: On a practical point, if results include not only shorter term development outcomes but 
also systems strengthening, will USAID set aside money within projects/portfolios for this? 
 
indra klein: Does USAID or its grantees survey businesses (particularly established or corps) that have 
relationships with supply chain providers?  If so, how is data being used?  IF not, why not? 
 
Jami Montgomery: cant hear very well again 
 
indra klein: Cannot hear, muffled 
 
Marcus Jenal: bad sound 
 
Marcus Jenal: better 
 
indra klein: what will help things catch on? 
 
Mary McVay: MAry McVay, enterprise development kiosk: We have learned in value chain development that 
engagement on all fronts - from businesses in the market system to policy makers and funders - is that we 
have to have strong short, medium and long-term results.  Without strong short-term, obvious results, the 
approach won't work on the ground or with supporters. So, showing that a systems approach brings stronger 
short-term results is key, and it usually does.  
 
USAID Microlinks: Apologies everyone...we are having some issues with our microphones.   
 
USAID Microlinks: We are working to address the issue asap. 
 
John Canellakis: What practical tools is USAID considering, to implement systems approach thinking at a 
program level, for ex, M&E or other levels?  -John Canellakis, The Value Chain Group. 
 
Scott LeFevre: Would Dr Walker have insights into how this thinking has influenced private sector 
development (products, services, etc.)?  (Scott LeFevre, CRS/Sahel West Africa) 
 
Scott LeFevre: (sorry if this was covered earlier, as I only was able to get into the webinar after 1/2 hr) 
 
Elizabeth Dunn: Elizabeth Dunn, Impact LLC. Mary McVay's comment is important. Something that might 
be helpful for implementers would be early indicators of systemic change. How do we monitor so that we 
know when this early change is emerging? 
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Brian Cheung: fail forward! 
 
USAID Microlinks: Thanks to everyone for your questions and comments! We will try to get to as many as 
possible while also taking questions from the in-person audience. 
 
Chris Kagy: @brian - EXACTLY! 
 
Kristen Hassmiller Lich: Kristen Lich, working with MEASURE evaluation.  How do we join the listserv?  I 
agree with the previous comment that making inroads around specific challenges makes systems thinking 
more actionable.  Can you point us to any exemplars of this being well done on USAID-related challenges?  If 
there aren't examples (YET!), what do you see as the most relevant exemplars in other spheres?  (I have a few 
ideas I'm happy to share.) 
 
scott  yetter: Where does political will and authority fit in to systems thinking and how will USAID play a 
more progressive role in supporting implementing partners working in  contexts where the local sysetms are 
not inclusive but good development requires more inclusive systems? Will this type of thinking propel 
USAID to make a stronger stand for good development? 
 
gary alex: There is a danger of going too far with such systems analysis, as these are almost always complex 
and the operational resources and timeframes for USAID program design is limited. But, it seems to me that 
these should be back on the radar scree for project design in the Institutional Analyses and Social Analyses, 
which have often been standard considerations for project feasibility, planning and sustainability strategies. 
 
flacia wanjiru: I am interested to know if the receipents are willing to change 
 
Mary McVay: Mary McVay:  I can send some examples.  FINTRAC 's work generally is a good example.  
They tend to be very hands on at the early stages in projects, and build systems as they go.  
 
flacia wanjiru: scott my experience is development projects fit into the political and adminstrative systems of a 
nation. This because it is the political and administrative systems of a nation that aprove the development 
projects to be implemented and which  developments organisation will implement. Therefore in my opinion 
an organisation buys into the political good will if they do not want to work in a vacum 
 
indra klein: in fulfilling USAID's mission as well as those of NGO's, how is USAID and its partners better 
promoting themselves (projects and systems frameworks evolution to philanthropy and businesses, especially 
with the use of technology?  (It would seem logical to create an on-line platform that maps ALL programs, 
their progress/setbacks, targets/timelines, to include video of those served.)  
 
USAID Microlinks: Wonderful Mary, please send them on! 
 
USAID Microlinks: ALL, if we are not able to get to your question or share your comment right now, we will 
post them on the event page on Microlinks and will follow up with Tjip for responses. 
 
USAID Microlinks: Thank you for the rich discussion! 
 
flacia wanjiru: thank you 
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nidal karim: Thanks for a great presentation and discussion! 
 
indra klein: Thank you 
 
Brian Cheung: thanks enormously for a great discussion 
 
Mary McVay: Thanks so very much - this is critical work!  (Mary McVay) 
 
Carolyn Ramsdell: Thank you! 
 
Lauren Caskey: thanks very much 
 
Robin DePietro-Jurand: Thank you! 
 
Matthew Kennis: thank you! 
 
John Canellakis: thank you 
 
USAID Microlinks: Thank you for joining us online!  We sincerely appreciate your participation! 
 
USAID Microlinks: We will be sending out an email next week with the recording and other post event 
resources.   
 
USAID Microlinks: Feel free to share any feedback on the "Event Page", located in the "Links" pod. 
 
scott  yetter: thank you. well run! 
 
USAID Microlinks: Thank you Scott!  Nice to see you online. 
 
flacia wanjiru: Good presentation 
 
USAID Microlinks: Thank you Flacia! 
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Origins 

• Sustainability 
• Country Systems 
• but Inclusive 
• Mutual Accountability 

• Sustainability 
• Localized Aid 

• Fiduciary risk 
• Program  Cycle 

Busan 

USAID 
Forward 

• Sustainability 
• Co-production 
• Adaptation 

Systems 
Thinking 



Orientation 

Not about specific tools 



Orientation 

Source:  
“Some Streams of 
Systemic Thought,” 
International Institute 
for General Systems 
Studies 
h/t: Bob Williams 



Orientation 

Is about thinking systemically. . . 



Orientation 

And being systemic. . . 
 

 Be reflective 
 Trust in self-organization 
 Assume evolution 
 Act in a responsible manner 
 Be part of the world 
 Act circular 

 Source: Williams & Hummelbrunner, Systems Concepts 
in Action: A Practitioner’s Toolkit, Stanford U Press, 2009 

 



Areas of Attention 

Four areas that need early attention: 
1. Identifying and assessing local systems 

2. Designing multi-faceted projects that address 
identified weaknesses in those systems 

3. Deepening and consolidating risk 
considerations 

4. Developing monitoring and evaluation tools that 
can accurately chart progress in strengthening 
local systems and the sustainability of their 
results. 



1. Understand Local Systems 

Local Systems: 
 All actors engaged in 

producing a development 
outcome 

 Understood in terms of: 
• Resources 
• Roles 
• Relationships 
• Rules 
• Results 

Principles 
1. Recognize there 

is always a 
system 

2. Engage local 
systems 
everywhere 

3. Tap into local 
knowledge 

4. Map local 
systems 



The 5Rs 

Resources 

Environment 

Relationships Roles Results Rules 

Feedback 



2. Design + 

 Design 
 Match a project design to a 

local system 
 Utilize the full range funding/ 

implementation modes, 
including localized aid 

 But design design . . . 
 As part of an engagement with 

the local system that starts 
before and continues after  

Principles 
5. Design holistically 

6. Engage local 
systems 
continually 

7. Ensure 
accountability 

8. Embrace 
facilitation 

9. Promote flexibility 

10. Capitalize on our 
convening 
authority 



3. Assess risk comprehensively 

 All development activities 
face risks 
 Consider the range of risks 
 Relate risks to rewards 
 Improve our calculation of 

risks/rewards 
 Balance risk mitigation with 

risk 

4 Types of Risk 
 Contextual 
 Programmatic 
 Reputational 
 Fiduciary 



4. Monitor and Evaluate 
for Sustainability 

 Develop indicators 
 Organizational strengthening 
 System strengthening 

 Evaluate lasting effects 
 Ex-post evaluations 



The Challenge 

 
How do we make the most of 

this opportunity? 



Thank you for joining us! 

Microlinks and the MPEP Seminar Series are products of the Feed the Future Knowledge-Driven Agricultural 
Development (KDAD) project, funded by the USAID Bureau for Food Security. 
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