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Overall Summary  

 

The World Vision Complex Adaptive Systems (CAS) conference took place from August 31-Sept 3, 2010 

and included 50 participants from 11 different countries including South Africa, Canada, UK, Senegal, 

Niger, Mali, Sierra Leone, Mauritania, Rwanda, DRC , Tanzania and Kenya. Participants were mostly from 

World Vision but also included community members, local government representatives, international 

organizations (ILRI, and the Friedkin Conservation fund), an academic from the University of Dar es 

Salaam, the private sector (Ivory Consult), and a government parastatal organization (Tanzanian 

Commission for Science and Technology: COSTECH). The conference was conducted by World Vision 

Canada, through the GEL program, funded by CIDA and the Manitoba Council of International  

Cooperation (MCIC). 

The key note speakers included Dr. David Waltner-

Toews from the University of Guelph in Canada, 

Dr. Chris Burman from the University of Limpopo 

in South Africa, and Harry Jones from the 

Overseas Development Institute in the UK. Harun 

Makandi from COSTECH and Dr. Rose Mwaipopo 

from the University of Dar es Salaam also made 

presentations on how CAS relates to their 

contexts. Ben Ramalingam from ALNAP, UK and 

Conny Lenneberg from World Vision Australia 

were advisors and contributors to the conference 

even though they were unable to attend in 

person. 

The objectives of Day 1 were to introduce the 

theory of CAS and discuss its potential 

implications in development and research. Day 2 

focused on the theory of adaptive management 

and the role of ‘knowledge’ in tackling complex problems. It also aimed to link theory with practice in 

reflecting on the application of CAS in the GEL program. Day 3 featured a world café session where 

participants reflected on ‘ways forward’ for applying CAS in development and research. The  final day 

was internal to World Vision in looking at how CAS might be integrated with World Vision’s new 

Integrated Programming model (IPM).  

The wealth of experience and knowledge amongst the participants enabled some dynamic group 

discussions. The following report focuses on the specific outcomes of these group discussions and also 

provides some brief thoughts on the GEL project ‘lessons learned’ that will continue to be documented 

and dispersed in the next couple of months. Speakers’ presentations have been sent out and are 

available on request.  
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Preliminary Thoughts on GEL ‘Lessons Learned’ 
 

The GEL (Governance, Ecosystems, Livelihoods) program was an attempt to integrate the CAS approach 

into a 3 year development program conducted from September 2007-October 2010. Funded by CIDA 

and MCIC through World Vision Canada, the program was carried out in Mauritania, Tanzania, DRC, 

Rwanda and Kenya. GEL tried to break outside of 

traditional linear models where project assessments 

culminate in a sector based logframe that then must 

be implemented exactly as originally prescribed at the 

community level. Instead, GEL set out to achieve 

broad goals and allowed community groups to define 

and design their own outputs and activities after 

conducting local systems analyses. The project also 

set out to foster adaptive management at the 

community level by encouraging community groups 

to regularly engage in an adaptive cycle of reflection, 

design/planning experimental implementation, 

adapting and then reflecting again.  

 

#1 - What ‘value added’/difference has the Complex Adaptive Systems Approach (CASA) brought to 

the way World Vision does programming? 

 In the GEL program CASA has enabled a more participatory, in-depth analysis process 

that resulted in a greater incorporation of indigenous knowledge and promoted micro-

level innovation.  For example Kaju group in Rwanda decided to prioritize the building of 

a water storage facility rather than an office building after conducting a systems 

analysis, realizing the challenge of seasonal water shortages and the links between 

water storage, food security and health. 

 The emphasis on CASA in the GEL program has in some instances prompted behavioral 

change. For example groups like Contingoza in Rwanda beginning to make links between 

environmental health, their livelihoods and the well being of women and children and 

practically putting this into practice through starting to use fuel efficient stoves.  

 CASA has helped to identify challenges at different scales including both at the micro 

and macro levels. For example Juhudi agricultural group in Tanzania identified 

challenges they faced with their market systems, where they were unable to make a 

profit on selling excess crops because of fixed prices from buyers.  

 

The GEL project took knowledge generation 

and sharing seriously by employing interns and 

staff in each project area to work with 

community groups over a one year period.  

They assisted groups to develop adaptive 

management techniques and they documented 

their learnings and observations during this 

process.  Their method of co-learning and co-

generation of knowledge followed a 

participatory action research approach (PAR).  

These PAR sessions produced the observations  

found below. The full report will be completed 

by the end of November. 
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#2 - How do you frame CASA? How do you introduce this theory at the community level? 

 The framing of complexity through the Governance, Ecosystems and Livelihoods lenses 

resonated strongly with communities as it vocalized their existing realities. 

 It is important to focus on training staff members in this approach as well as 

communities. CASA is not just a set of tools, but an approach and a ‘mindset’ for how to 

engage in development. 

#3 - How do you encourage reflection and adaptation at the community level? How do you get beyond 

classic M&E processes of measuring change and facilitate the community to reflect on their own goals, 

overcome their own challenges and change/adapt in their own ways? 

 GEL experimented with a form of participatory learning through interns who met 

regularly with certain groups with the goal of facilitating adaptive management 

processes. This regular practice of intentional ‘reflection’ helped to promote adaptation, 

goal setting, and action. In some cases groups saw such value in this process that they 

are continuing to meet for the purpose of reflection and planning.  

Adaptive Management Discussion 

 

The plenary group discussion on Wednesday 

afternoon focused on adaptive management. 

Group responses are directly transcribed below. 

Question: How do we promote adaptive 

management within risk averse communities and 

rigid organizational structures? 

Group 1 

Risk Aversion: Diversifying activities, insurance, 

develop some coping mechanisms, security funds, 

food security, savings and credits, micro-credit 

For rigid organizational structures one needs to 

identify where the rigidity is and change people by 

internal organizational analysis. 

Group 2 

Adaptive management in risk averse communities: 

1. Start with the group of positive deviance as the agent of change 
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2. Identify some of them who are already doing adaptive management i.e. agriculture/business 

3. To know the reason of why are they doing such activities and promote good myths and leave the bad 

ones 

Rigid organizational structure: 

1. Involve the structure in the decision making from the beginning 

2. Come up with flexible environment so as to adapt the system 

3. Promote staff capacity building and failure is part of learning 

4. Reinforce community training 

5. Celebrating the success of the project  

7. Is the organizational structure rigid because of corruption/global governance 

Group  3 

1. Need to use demonstrations 

2. Provide necessary tools 

3. Exchange visits 

4. The best approach is to start small 

5. Organizations can do comparative studies 

6. Organizations need flat structures 

7. Organizations need to have a good documentation of decisions made-effective knowledge 

management 

8. Work with communities over time and allow time to adopt adaptive management 

Group 4 

At analysis stage: 

1. Carry out detailed risk analysis 

2. Anticipate risks 

3. Identify alternative approaches to addressing shocks that may result from obvious/anticipated risks  

4. Networking among CBO/WV entities 

5. Understand group dynamics leadership decision making etc 

6. Capacity building (financing, leadership and governance etc) worth in WV & among CBOs 

7. Address organizational rigidity 

Group 5 

1. By building capacity of local communities after understanding why we want to promote Adaptive 

management 

2. Improve ability to negotiate one to one engagement and bringing stakeholders into the discussion 

table so as to move the process forward 

3. Encourage community learning to enable smooth progress in adaptation 

4. To use practical learning approach for example ‘on farm experimentation’ 

5. Taking pro-active measures and encourage adaptation processes 

6.  By using existing community strategies for example local revolving fund schemes 
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World Café session 

 

The workshop participants set the agenda for this session by each person generating a question or 

unresolved issue on the topic of CASA that were then categorized by theme into 5 working groups (see 

Appendix 1 for the categories of questions asked).  Participants were then able to choose which group 

they wanted to focus on, and move between groups as much as they wanted. The following are the 

outcomes / recommendations from each group discussion:  

Group 1: What is Complex Adaptive Systems and how do we apply it? 

1. Compile a toolkit of CAS Resources/best practices for each stage of the approach 

2. Projects to be designed to have an exploratory phase to allow for community understanding of its 

own systems and inform possible interventions (for phase two funding). Possibly the second phase 

would be completely community led and funded.  

3. Development of a mechanism to allow the community to reassess its systems independent of outside 

agencies. 

Group 2: How do we link different partners together in knowledge sharing on issues such as CAS? 

(Unfortunately these outcomes were listed on a computer and not on paper, please send these to 

Miriam if you know what they are). 

Group 3: How do you apply CAS in your 

work with communities?  

1. Information sharing and sensitization on 

CASA: success, lessons, what has worked, 

challenges; translation packaging and 

documentation of application of CASA 

2.Appreciate diversity and different 

knowledge systems: tradition/indigenous 

knowledge, technocrats-research etc, multi-

perspectives 

3. Advocate for integration of CASA within 

partnership and develop networking forum 

and feedback mechanism: demands 

negotiation  

 

Group 4: How does CAS fit into World Vision 

and WV’s new Integrated Programming model? 

 1. Systems analysis is a journey for community self-discovery 

2. GEL team must produce a report for WVI use 

3. WV needs to investigate flexible ways of using the logframe 
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Group 5: How does CAS relate to Monitoring and Evaluation? 

1. Are our field staff capacitated and incentivized to facilitate adaptive processes? (And do we have the 

right staff) 

2. We recommend adopting M&E processes that strikes a balance between progress towards goals and 

iterative adaptation of strategies and processes 

3. Indicator and baselines: Program goal, project goal, outcomes (relatively consistent), outputs and 

activities (adaptively managed) 

4. We recommend increased flexibility in logframe and budget planning and reporting (output/activity) 

to accommodate an iterative adaptation process 

5. Community-based monitoring? Important to resolve: for whom? Owned by? Tools? Our role? For 

what purpose? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 ‘Way Forward’ Discussion 

 

Following a presentation by Leah Kaugura on IPM as World Vision’s new programming model, 

participants divided into three groups to discuss the three themes that had emerged from Thursday and 

how they might relate to IPM. Recommendations and Specific Action points emerging from each group 

were as follows: 

1. Creating Community Space and Capacity 
Recommendations: 

a. IPM creates organizational space for CASA and AM within communities  

b. There is a need for community tools to facilitate CASA and AM 

Specific action points: 

- GEL to produce tools and methods for integrating CASA and AM into the IPM process 

From these 5 group discussions 3 main themes emerged: 

 

1. Creating community space and capacity  

2. Build staff capacity to facilitate adaptive processes 

3. Flexibility in log-frame and organizational systems 
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2. Build Staff Capacity to Facilitate Adaptive Processes 

Recommendations: 

a. Selection process. Select staff with the right attitudes and aptitudes 

b. Capacity building: provide regular training, coaching, mentoring, study/exchange visits 

and monitoring to staff to develop facilitation and adaptation skills/abilities 

c. Staff retention. Ensure staff retention through: succession plan, motivation, incentives 

and a conducive working environment 

Specific action points:  

- Connect GEL staff capacity to CHILD. 

- Explore “options” for retaining staff capacity/time on CASA and AM in GEL countries  

3. Flexibility in Logframe and Organizational Systems 

Recommendations:  

a. Utilization of adaptive management principles: trust in the field manager, knowledge 

management, allowing PM to make key decisions 

b. Use of systems mapping and PAR within IPM-requires integration within GIP manual 

c. Logframes to support adaptive management should: have the flexibility to change at 

activity/output level, indicators that support decision making, assumptions base on 

complex analysis. 

d. Send an e-flash on the levels of flexibility on the logframes to all staff in the partnership 

Specific Action points: 

- Dissemination of GEL findings to WVI-WVC-CIDA etc 

- Connect child to an ongoing knowledge management process in WVI. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In response to these recommendations World Vision Canada will be working on several key 

initiatives including: 

1. Preparing a document on GEL’s experience of integrating CAS theory into a development 

program by the end of November. We will aim to present this document at World Vision 

Canada and CIDA in November, and perhaps also at the annual CASID (Canadian 

Association for the Study of International Development) conference in the coming year.   

2. Working with World Vision National Offices to devise ways to retain some of this 

knowledge and process and integrate it into other programs.   This may include staffing 

or ongoing training. 

3. Continuation of the learning and experimentation process in West Africa through the 

CHILD program.  We will also commit to devising a way to incorporate GEL staff into this 

learning and implementation process. 

4. Continuing to network with other organizations and academic institutions to disseminate 

broader learnings and to share our findings.  
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Appendix 1: The Questions we asked 

The questions that formed the basis of the World café discussion on Day 3 were categorized as follows:  

Group 1 Questions: What is CAS and how do we apply it? 

1. How are we going to make follow ups to make sure the CAS is implemented at the level of the 
community? 

2. Any success stories about CASA that could be borrowed into our organizations? 

3. How a social system could adapt in a CAS environment versus the survival and conservative 
instinct? 

4. CASA appears to address issues of livelihood, how does it address issues of governance? As well 
as advocacy? 

5. What is a ‘good’ scale for doing CASA diagram analysis and mapping?  

6. In what contexts is CAS not applicable? (What are the limits of CAS?) 

7. Are there tools available to make the use of knowledge more tangible for CASA? 

8. When will we adopt CAS in the process of development?  

9. On intervening tapeworm infection in Nepal (CASA approach) did David also resort to 
coordinating persons or do hands-on research still?  

10. Does a lack of adaptation risk creating disorganization or promoting conflict at the community 
level? 

Group 2 Questions: How do we link different partners together in knowledge sharing on issues such as 

CAS? 

1. How information needs/data is translated/shared between communities, practitioners, other 
space holders. 

2. How can CASA be used at a multiscale level to influence action/intervention not only by 
individual CBOs but by multiple players in a community including CBOs, local government and 
private sector for real transformational change in communities? 

3. How can WV use more research working with the academia to improve the organizations 
contribution to the well being of children in communities it’s working with?  

4. How can CAS encourage changes at a local government level as well as at the community level ? 

5. How do we link partners with academia/research institute in tackling CAS? 

6. How does academia think the application of CAS in programming? 

7. How can NGO’s such as WV more effectively interact with researchers on an ongoing basis? 
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8. How can we as World Vision access the research information from Costech and send our 
information to Costech for other people to know what we are doing? 

Group 3 Questions:  How do you apply CAS in your work with communities? 

1. Indigenous knowledge plays a major role in adaptive management action. How can we support, 
grow and ensure effective application of existing indigenous knowledge? 

2. What moral authority do NGOs have to instigate adaptive management among communities 
they work with? 

3. Can CASA be effective in communities if we do not know how to humbly walk with, have 
presence in, and build trust with a community ? 

4. What tools do we need to have to create community capacity and space? The issue of 
transparency is important in creating space and capacity. Transparency to be open about what 
do we have and what they have and how we can move together from what we have. Flexibility 
behavior of organizations as a model can help by addressing the problems or needs according to 
social/economic context. Dialogue issue, dialogue with the community about space and 
capacity. 

Group 4 Questions:  How does CAS fit into World Vision and WV’s new Integrated Programming 

Model? 

1. World Vision receives funding from various sources : individual/group donors, CIDA. These are 
interested and influential stakeholders who have (in CIDA’s case) specific demands. How can we 
incorporate these rigid demands into the process without sacrificing the principles of CAS, which 
produces more than anything else intangibles? 

2. Best practices in transferring analysis into project design ? 

3. What needs to change in World Vision’s systems and procedures to allow programs to practice 
CAS? 

4. How is the organization intending to roll out the IPM to the grassroots? Some partners such as 
government have a condition for partnering and it is actually a big problem as they are self 
sufficient oriented. 

5. What if we don’t agree with interventions partners come up with? For example they want to 
build a bunch of buildings. How do we increase community capacity to do a good assessment, 
what is CASA’s role in this? 

6. How do we intend to incorporate and integrate CASA into the WV/IPM framework and to align 
with LEAP? 

7. CASA is a learning process and a mentality that takes time to be internalized and applied. How 
can we change our programming to better foster this learning process among our own staff and 
our partners?  
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8. To ensure that the complexity system is well perceived and applied to particular situations how 
are we going to make it effective carelessly of World Vision policies?  

9. CASA is crucial and needs to be rolled out to all areas World Vision is having a stake especially 
for the staff to understand how it can be done.  

10. How can World Vision (both level) influence decision making on rigid structure?  

11. Initiatives/innovations face challenges for their adoption in big organizations, we should discus 
more about how we will go about CAS/Par in WV.  

12. How do you encourage flexibility with rigid organizational structures and fixed objectives and 
timelines ?  

Group 5 Questions: How does CAS relate to Monitoring and Evaluation?  

1. How could/does the process of adaptive management change our M&E processes?  

2. How do we reconcile the process which stores data/information and the dynamic iterative 
process of CASA and AM? 

3. Adaptive management and reflection. How do you foster a culture of reflection among CBOs?  

Specific Questions on GEL: 

1. From a practical perspective, when/how often do communities re-look at their systems map? 
Has this been done again since the beginning of the GEL projects? 

2. How do we document and disseminate the knowledge learned through the GEL project? 

3. CASA involves complex concepts which are at times difficult for CBOs to grasp. How do we 
convey these concepts in a way which will facilitate learning among them? 

4. Who will evaluate CAS after the completion of GEL work?  

 

 

 

 

 


