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Mesopartner Profile
Mesopartner is a knowledge firm that specialises
in economic development, competitiveness and
innovation. Our strategic intent is to be globally
acknowledged as an innovator in economic
development practice. Combining theory, practice
and reflection, we enable clients to explore
options and support decision-making processes.
We collaborate with strategic partners to create
knowledge on contextually sound economic
development.
We operate as advisers and service providers to
development agencies, ODA (Official Development
Assistance) donors, development banks, NGOs,
cluster networks and others, to decision makers
in the private and public sector and to consultants
and consulting firms. Since 2003, the knowledge
that we have shared and the tools that we have

developed have helped development organisations
and stakeholders in many developing and
transformation countries to conduct territorial
and sectoral development in a more effective and
efficient way.
Mesopartner offers the knowledge that local actors
need to address the challenge of innovation and
change in a systemic and complexity-sensitive way.
We develop innovative tools based on local and
regional economic development, cluster and value
chain promotion, market systems development,
strengthening of local innovation systems and
related topics. We coach and equip development
practitioners to design interventions in socioeconomic systems, and conduct leading-edge
learning events for practitioners. We facilitate
development processes and give policy advice.
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Foreword

We are living in a time of disruptive change. In early
2020 this again became very obvious. Covid-19
caught us by surprise. After we had selected
various topics for the 2020 Annual Reflection
and started writing articles, the pandemic ran
riot over the world. Anticipating the pandemic’s
profound implications for economic and social
development around the globe and its long-term
impact on development work, we had an intensive
discussion whether we should dedicate this year’s
Annual Reflection solely to Covid-19. We decided
on a different approach for two reasons. First, the
preparation of next year’s Annual Reflection 2021
provides us with a much better vantage point from
which to make sense of the global health crisis and
assess its implications. Second, we recognised the
opportunity to weave the account of the Covid-19
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crisis into all (or most) the topics selected for this
year’s publication. The reader will therefore find
a range of exciting topics in this booklet, in most
cases with some reference to the global pandemic.
Four of the ten articles in this publication relate to
the three current research themes of Mesopartner:
Systemic Change, Meso Resilience and Quality
Infrastructure. We start by having another look
at the dynamic yet messy concept of systemic
change. We present different frameworks and
models that can help make sense of this concept
in different situations (see Article 1: Systemic
change: evolving conditions that hold a situation in
place). We then discuss how a resilient meso space
can enable an adaptive systemic competitiveness
landscape. The meso space research theme has
settled around four interconnected thematic

areas. In the first of two related articles, we briefly
describe these four areas and provide a list of
tools and sense-making frameworks for each of
them (see Article 2: Resilient meso space). In a
second article, we elaborate on a case study of
how to apply some of these tools and frameworks
practically in South Africa (see Article 3: Improving
the resolution of the meso layer). This year’s article
on the research theme Quality Infrastructure (QI),
ponders the role of QI to best position economies to
attain the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
QI contributes mainly towards improving three
dimensions addressed by the SDGs (people, planet
and prosperity), which are of particular importance
during a global health crisis as we are experiencing
it this year (see Article 4: Quality Infrastructure
enables the Sustainable Development Goals to be
achieved).
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The following thematic block of articles explores
the Great Sustainability Transformation, which is an
inevitable process for humankind to go through during
the following years and decades. We define what we
understand by this concept and deliberate on the role
that Mesopartner as a small development consultancy
could play (see Article 5: The Great Sustainability
Transformation and Mesopartner´s role). We present
an interview on this topic with Prof. Dr Dirk Messner.
He headed the German Development Institute (DIE)
for 15 years and was a leading member of the
German Advisory Council on Global Change. Since the
beginning of 2020, Dr Messner has been heading the
German Environment Agency. He talked to us as an
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expert on both sustainability transformation and
systemic competitiveness (see Article 6: Territorial
Development and the Great Transformation).
Circularity is a crucial concept and prerequisite for
more sustainable production and consumption.
Therefore in a final article of this thematic block,
we update our understanding of a circular economy
with a particular view on territorial development
(see Article 7: Circular Territorial Development).
Three additional articles focus on innovative tools
and approaches Mesopartner partners have been
experimenting with during the past year:
• Outcome Harvesting is a method that enables
projects to identify, formulate,
verify and make sense of
qualitative outcomes of their
initiatives. Since situations and
information bases for decision
making are continually changing
– even more in times of crisis – it
is impossible to predefine the
results of a change initiative.
Outcome Harvesting is a method
that helps to mine and assess
outcomes, even if they are hard to
detect (Article 8).
• During the last two years,
we were asked by different
development projects in Ukraine
and Peru to explore regional
growth pole (RGP) strategies
and institution-building
processes as practised in East
Germany. Article 9: Inspirational

practices from East German Regional Growth Pole
experiences describes the approach and identifies
essential requirements, learning and inspirational
practices for regions in other countries.
• The final article, Article 10: Presencing in
International Development Cooperation, explains
Theory U, which is a change management method
that enables a social transformation process, a
process that is also called presencing. Jointly
with a colleague from the consultancy Joyn-Coop,
we describe the experience of some of us with
the Presencing method and how to integrate it
in international development work, particularly in
times of high uncertainty and disruptive change.
As always, we hope that our readers will enjoy this
publication and gain insights and practical hints for
their work in international development. In 2021,
we may have a more intense emphasis on the
economic and developmental consequences of the
Covid-19 global health crisis, and until then hope to
be able to understand what scenario has played out
and how it has changed the world in which we live
and work.
Christian Schoen (cs@mesopartner.com)
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Systemic change:
evolving conditions
that hold a situation
in place
The conditions that hold a system in place

Under the Systemic Change1 research theme, we
are researching, developing and applying concepts
that help development practitioners to catalyse and
assess systemic change. In earlier work, we looked
at economic evolution and institutions to rethink
systemic change in economic development from a
once-off change event to a continuous capability
(Cunningham and Jenal, 2016). One of the outputs
of this research is also the gaining of systemic
insight process logic designed for practitioners to
implement processes of continuous exploration and
learning (Jenal and Cunningham, 2013).

Systemic change can be understood as changing
the conditions that are holding a particular situation
Figure 1: The Systems Iceberg

In this article we reflect on three perspectives that
shape our understanding of systemic change. All
three perspectives have their own angle on systemic
change, but none of them on its own is enough to
allow systemic change to be understood. Combined,
they become a powerful tool for systemic change
practitioners to improve their understanding of what
it takes to transform systems.
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Here we are not making a distinction between
systemic change and systems change.

1

Source: Own illustration based on Meadows 1999

in place. These conditions are sometimes called
“structures”, “constraints” and “institutions”, or,
taking all relevant conditions together, they are also
called “the regime”. But essentially this definition
recognises that in stable times there are a number
of factors that shape human behaviour in a system
in a certain way.

the idea. They defined six interdependent conditions
that play significant roles in holding social,
economic or environmental problems in
place (Figure 2).

The systems iceberg, which we introduced in
the 2018 Annual Reflection, is one model that
conceptualises this understanding (left). The
metaphor of an iceberg is used to imply
that only day-to-day events are visible
on the surface, but the conditions that
shape them are hidden below the
surface of the water. In the case
of the iceberg, these conditions
are expressed as patterns,
structures and paradigms.
John Kania, Mark Kramer
and Peter Senge (2018)
have further refined
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They differentiate between three levels. Explicit
structural change contains policies, practices and
resource flows. Then there is a semi-explicit layer
that includes relationships and connections, and
power dynamics. Finally, there is what they call the
layer of transformative change, which contains the
mental models.

Figure 2: Conditions of Systems Change

A dance between structures and flow
Models such as the systems iceberg and the six
conditions imply a clear delineation between the
structural elements as well as a hierarchy among
them – mental models, for example, are more
fundamental to systems change than policies and
practices. The reality is, however, messier than this.
All the elements are interconnected and shape
Source: Kania, Kramer & Senge, 2018

each other. At the same time, they are generally
not as stable as we think they are. During times
of relative stability, the structures and conditions
can feel solid, and their influence can be clearly
described. Yet, if anything, these conditions are
more like sandcastles than structures made
of concrete. Jean Boulton, Peter Allen and Cliff
Bowman in their book Embracing Complexity
(Boulton, Allen and Bowman, 2015) make the point
that these structures are always “wobbling” or
fluctuating because they are made up of individual
and varied actions and behaviours. A shift in the
context can erode them slowly without our noticing,
or destroy them very quickly. Conditions that are
taken for granted over long periods of time, such
as gender roles, can change slowly without our
noticing immediately – or they can change quickly,
as they are catalysed by specific events.
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The temporary nature of many things we took for
granted became very clear during the Covid-19
pandemic. People who were told for years that they
could not work from home because the managers
did not trust them were suddenly able to do just
that and the newly gained autonomy often even
increased their productivity and creativity. Processes
that would normally take months, such as the
approval of certain social safety net payments,
suddenly only took a few days. And the absurdity of
the idea of planning for specific results in complex
and dynamic change initiatives was suddenly
revealed, and constant learning became the only
way to improve. While a sudden change like this can
be scary and lead to temporary chaos, it also makes
space for new and better conditions to emerge.

Frameworks such as the two presented above can still
be helpful tools. But they are more like triggers that
help us to look out for different types of structures and
conditions. However, they do not help us to understand
change. To understand change, we need a dynamic
model.
Systemic change as an evolutionary dynamic
A body of knowledge that provides such a dynamic
model of change is the theory of socio-technical
transitions (Geels and Schot, 2007; Geels, 2002). The
theory describes how shifts from one socio-technical
regime to the next happen by using a multi-level
perspective (Figure 3).

Figure 3: The multi-level perspective described in the socio-technical transition literature

Source: Geels and Schot (2007)
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The three levels are:
•	The niche level, where small networks of actors
come up with and support new ideas on the
basis of what they think people need. This is
where a lot of learning happens, both within
organisations and between organisations, which
eventually turns into innovations that have the
potential to become transformative.
•	The regime level, which is the level of the
predominant way of doing things. It is built
up of a dynamic equilibrium where industry,
policy, technology, culture, society and markets
work together in a more or less seamless way
to produce the things and experiences that
make up the biggest parts of our daily lives. It is
about the things we are used to and the way we
expect people to behave2.
Indeed, the factors industry, policy, technology, culture,
society and markets can be seen as another way of
categorising the conditions that hold a situation in place.

2
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•	The landscape level, which is an exogenous
level that shapes what can happen in a system.
It includes physical features such as the
topographical landscape or the weather and
climate, but also the influence of other, larger
systems and cultures. For example, when the
system we look at is a city, part of the landscape
level would be formed of the country in which the
city is situated as well as the global level.
In this framework, the simplest way to describe
a transformative or systemic change would be
when an innovation from the niche level is mature
enough to enter the regime level at a specific point
in time given the right opportunity. Innovations from
the niche level can either enhance the regime by
becoming part of it or by replacing it. An example
is the automobile, which replaced the horse-drawn
carriage as the normal way of transport.

Conclusion
Systemic change is dynamic and messy. Yet
there are a number of frameworks and models
that can help us make sense of it in different
situations. Static models such as the systems
iceberg or the six conditions for system change
mainly apply in relatively stable situations and
are better at describing the history and the
status quo. To better understand the dynamics
of systemic change, we need to adopt an
evolutionary perspective, as described in the
literature on socio-technical transitions with the
multi-level perspective on how regime shifts
happen.
All of these models can be useful if we
acknowledge their limitations and combine their
insights in appropriate and smart ways.
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A resilient meso
space to enable an
adaptive Systemic
Competitiveness
landscape
Over the past few years, Mesopartner has been working
on different topics in its meso research theme. We have
collaborated closely with our clients, fellow researchers
and policy makers to develop and experiment with different
ideas in an iterative way, constantly switching between
research, application and reflection. The theme has settled
around four thematic areas that build upon each other.
Under each area we have been developing, piloting and
adapting different approaches, frameworks and tools.
Our entry point was an attempt to better understand and
improve the dynamics in the meso space of an economy.
The result, however, goes beyond the meso space, and the
logic, as well as the approaches, frameworks and tools
can be used with other objectives in mind. At the same
time we see the meso space as a systemic entry point to
improve the resilience and competitiveness of an economy.
Even though that is where we start, changes are likely to
be required on other levels as well, reflecting the systemic
nature of the Systemic Competitiveness framework. In
accordance with our Mesopartner approach, we blend
process consulting with sense making and a strong bias
towards a bottom-up perspective.
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In this article we briefly describe the four areas and
give a provisional list of tools and sense-making
frameworks for each of them. Over the next year
we will be documenting the tools, frameworks,
instruments and their application on the Meso
Resilience Research page on www.mesopartner.com.
Strengthening the system awareness and dynamics
In this area, the intention is to improve the
awareness of the actors in the system, the
coordination and collaboration among the system
actors, and the feedback loops in the meso space
that help the actors to evaluate their performance
in a systemic context. This includes organisations
realising that they are part of a system and that
other actors are targeting the same issues. Most
issues addressed by meso organisations are
complex, which means that multiple hypotheses
could explain each of these issues. This therefore
requires people to be more aware of other actors
and their activities, and of the feedback they receive
on the effectiveness of their own activities. At the

same time, the awareness of the dynamic relations
with other connected socio-cultural, political and
entrepreneurial systems must be improved. This is not
a step to get past; it is a continuous process of creating
situational awareness. Whenever organisations start to
work collaboratively with others, there are elements of
collective learning and adjustment.
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We have been piloting and developing
instruments to:
•	Map organisations, programmes, functions
and resources at all levels of Systemic
Competitiveness, but in particular in the meso
sub-system
•	Make the dynamics and shifts in the system
more visible (big data, trend analysis, system
visualisation)
•	Clarify mutual expectations between
organisations and programmes
•	Improve coordination and collaboration to
exploit synergies
•	Foster the development of common knowledge
domains in the network, especially regarding
technological challenges, patterns and shifts in
the system
•	Improve the awareness by meso organisations
of patterns and the link to stakeholder groups at
the micro level
•	Reconceptualise the relationship between the
meso level and stakeholders in other levels in
the Systemic Competitiveness framework.

16

See Article 3: Improving the resolution of the meso
layer for a case study on how this was done in
South Africa.
Deepening of the capabilities in the system to
respond to change
As the stakeholders in the system become more
aware of their role and the roles of others in the
system, persistent patterns of underperformance
and recurring themes in the system usually become
visible. Compared to area one, however, where
the actors come together to develop a shared
understanding of general problems, patterns,
capabilities, resources, mandates and learning in a
given system, this area looks at specific capabilities
that have been identified as underperforming or

missing. For example, there could be a particular
research capability missing in a region, which could
be brought in from outside the area.
In this area, the intention is to find and strengthen
specific capabilities that should exist in the meso
space (in a given local context) to continuously
deliver high-value and effective services and
infrastructure that address market failures, reduce
coordination costs and supply lacking public goods.
The essence of this area is about learning which
capabilities matter and are needed in the system.
We often find that these capabilities and resources
already exist in the system but are not widely
known or leveraged. What is needed then is for key
actors working together or alone to understand
better, and explore or intervene around critical
capabilities.

We have been piloting and developing
instruments to:
•	Build coalitions for change between the public
and the private sector
•	Promote public sector innovation in the
network to catalyse change, modernisation
and investment while also improving value for
money and impact
•	Jointly diagnose patterns, market failures
and the effects of structural failure between
different stakeholders to strengthen a shared
mental map of the system and its patterns
•	Form policy and advocacy networks to improve
policy evaluation and effectiveness
•	Measure what matters so that changes in
the system health and dynamic can be better
understood and interventions can be adjusted if
need be
•	Enable organisational transparency and good
governance
•	Enable inter-organisational knowledge transfer
and learning.
Improving the design of programmes and functions
to enable innovation
Area two above focuses mainly on things that
are well known to be needed in well-functioning
systems. Area three is about enabling actors to
face uncertainties. This requires exploring together,
jointly making sense, and innovating in the face
of change. This is where complex and persistent
patterns of underperformance are tackled that
individual actors are not able to overcome. Actors
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are facing competing hypotheses about what
should be done, which is why exploration and
continuous learning are required.
We have been piloting and developing
instruments to:
•	Improve the search and discovery process to
improve joint sense making and exploration
•	Identify safe-to-fail portfolios to enable
experimentation and learning
•	Improve the culture of innovation, risk taking
and openness
•	Improve the design key functions, programmes
and teams within meso organisations and
programmes to focus on meeting their users’
needs while addressing the market or structural
failures that the meso organisation sets out to
address
•	Promote the improved use of feedback from
users to improve services, coordination and
investment in additional capability.
Catalyse future orientation
In this area the attention shifts from using past
and current data to developing an orientation
towards what is emerging in the future. A common
mistake is to extrapolate past and present data
into the future without considering alternatives
and challenging predominant paradigms. Instead,
meso organisations need to be aware of adjacent
possibilities that are within reach, yet have not
been exploited by the system. These adjacent
possibilities offer potential alternative pathways
to the prevailing paradigms and developmental
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trajectories that may require few resources
to explore. Simultaneously, they must track
technological developments beyond the local
attention span to identify early warning signs of
potential developments that may disrupt the local
system if appropriate investments and decisions
are not made in a timely manner.
Stakeholders have to explore alternative
development paradigms and numerous potential
futures. The various and varying implications of
these alternative paradigms must be considered.
This will allow them to consider which plans may
have to change and which capabilities may be
needed in the near future. At the same time, the
actors must avoid jumping on global trends and
throwing out existing capabilities that might still be
required.

We have been piloting and developing
instruments to:
•	Assist leadership to shift their focus into the
emerging future
•	Build distributed sensing and scanning
capabilities in the network
•	Identify and pay attention to actors who are
already imagining and creating the future
•	Encourage exploration and experimentation
of promising or creating potentially disruptive
technologies
•	Reducing the costs and difficulty of scenario
thinking, technology road mapping and
tracking technological change that may
affect the local context
•	Strengthen the role of think tanks and
research centres that can formulate
alternative paradigms to challenge narrow
thinking.
The key question in all four areas remains how
to decide whom to include in these processes.
Our practical experience is that starting with a
small group of committed stakeholders works
best, as it allows the network to be grown as we
progress. We are also often asked whether these
processes work best when they are initiated
by stakeholders within a context, or whether
an international development organisation
can initiate these processes. We lean towards
working with local decision makers who are
deeply embedded in the social context and

who can adapt measurement systems, resource
allocation and priorities based on an evolving local
context. Whether these decision makers work for an
international aid project or a local NGO or government
programme is less important. Instead, it is their ability
to make locally informed decisions about priorities,
resource allocation and appropriate measurements
that matters the most.
The stakeholders in the system must be able to
prioritise building the resilience and continued
adaptation in their system, and then reconfigure their
areas of influence to contribute to this aim of making
the system healthier, more inclusive, more future
oriented, and more responsive to changing needs.
Another important consideration is to decide with
stakeholders which tools and instruments to use.
While using the generic Systemic Insight process
instrument as a guide to the learning and adaptation
process, we prefer to choose particular instruments
with our clients based on their specific context and
situation.
We will continue to work with a network of
development partners, academics and clients to
develop the conceptual
frameworks, instruments
and specific tools within
these four areas.
Dr Shawn Cunningham
(sc@mesopartner.com)
Marcus Jenal
(mj@mesopartner.com)
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03
This case study is an example of a project under
our Meso Resilience research theme.
When working to improve the performance of any
sector or value chain, we often find a range of meso
organisations or programmes designed to support
upgrading, skills development and better decision
making in small businesses in the targeted sector.
While mapping these organisations is not too
difficult, it is much harder to figure out what each
organisation is doing and offering, or whom they
are targeting with their services. If this is hard for
development practitioners, it must be even harder
for an overstretched entrepreneur with burning
issues to find out where to locate the needed
support.
Mesopartner was commissioned by GIZ’s project
ABS Compliant Bio-trade in Southern Africa
(ABioSA) in collaboration with the UNIDO Global
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Improving the
resolution of
the meso layer:
a case study

Quality and Standards Programme (GQSP-SA) to
find ways to make the meso system more visible,
and to support the improvement of the dynamism
in the meso landscape.
The bio-trade sector had recently undergone
a detailed diagnosis, so data, supporting
organisations and public programmes were known.
Most supporting organisations in the sector were
holding bi-monthly meetings with stakeholders
co-hosted by the GIZ and UNIDO on behalf of their
public sector counterparts.
We realised that it was necessary to make the
mutual expectations of different supporting
organisations more explicit. Besides, this was an
opportunity to clarify each organisation’s resources,
focus areas and priorities. We requested each
organisation or programme in the network to
complete a survey of their programme resources
and expectations towards each other. More than 40
organisations participated in the first survey. The
results were collated and captured in a visual form.

We presented our approach and the results of the survey at
the next stakeholder event. Each organisation had a chance
to respond to the expectations expressed by other sector
organisations. It was evident that most organisations were
missing a specified service offering, its benefits, values
and costs and who they were trying to help. While many
programmes had objectives and indicators for their work
in support of a specific sector, it was hard to find clear
information, contact persons and engagement processes in
marketing or online material.
At the end of the event, the participants asked for our
recommendations on how the dynamics and value
proposition of the meso system could be improved. In short,
our response was:

A team reflects on the expectations expressed in
their organisation

•	Make descriptions of services more explicit. For instance,
clearly describe how each service offering addresses user
needs, what the services cost, and what value they might
create.
•	Make relations between different organisations more
explicit.
•	Clearly state how entrepreneurs could access a service or
advice.
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Participants clarify their organisations’ offering

•	State upfront which resources, capabilities or
minimum requirements a business must have
before asking for support. For instance, these
requirements could be specific certifications,
track records or experience in exporting.
•	Make clear which end markets, processes, plant
species or regions are prioritised in the support
offering.
•	Be clear on the kind of enterprise that cannot be
assisted, e.g. in terms of company size.
•	Describe the geographic programme focus, e.g.
on a national, sub-national or even regional level.

The details of all the offerings are displayed
We realised that some larger support organisations
had to be presented at a different programme or
functional level instead of the higher organisational
level, as various programmes may serve different
markets with unique resources.
In preparation for the second stakeholder event,
we requested all the participating organisations
and programmes to refine their data based on
the recommendations listed above. The survey
population increased at this point as more
programmes were identified or decided to join
the process.

Figure 4: Mapping the meso level support system of the bio-trade sector in South Africa
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We captured the results in an online data
visualisation application called Kumu. This
interactive map clearly showed the concentration,
overlaps and gaps in the support system. Some of
the sector images that were presented:
End market orientation of programme species
The size of the dots shows the prioritisation of plant
Figure 3: Mapping the meso level support system
of the bio-trade sector in South Africa
We presented this map at the second stakeholder
forum. Here we noticed that the terminology
used by the participants had changed. Phrases
like “value offering” and “focus” were used. The
participants reflected that meso programmes
not only had a responsibility towards enterprises
but also had to purposefully work with other
meso programmes to improve synergies, reduce
search and discovery costs and collectively
address the known constraints that may suppress
entrepreneurial activity. The policy makers in the
room welcomed receiving direct feedback from
meso programmes on what they were doing and
who they were trying to assist.
In preparation for the third and final stakeholder
event in our contract, we refined the system map
and the descriptions of all services provided by
the stakeholders. We presented this map to the
stakeholder network, including service offerings
of newly joined meso programmes. Finally, we
moderated a reflection with the participants on
what they had learned from this process.

Here are some of the key insights that the
stakeholders gained:
1.	The bio-trade sector was well researched and
documented. Despite available data and a range
of supporting programmes, many offerings were
generic and written mainly for public sector
funders instead of targeting challenges and
constraints faced by businesses.
2.	Detailed information on diverse programmes
with plenty of resources was not readily
accessible to enterprises and other
organisations. We concluded that the
“resolution” of the meso system was low and
had to become more detailed.
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3.	For the private sector and even some of the
participating meso programmes, the meso
landscape resembles a labyrinth: it is hard to
navigate, and enormous tenacity or resources
are needed to find specific support. The search
and discovery costs are high.
4.	The business membership organisations (BMOs)
that participated stated that support quality
and effectiveness was hard for entrepreneurs
to assess. BMOs are not taken seriously by
the public sector, and are seen as more of a
nuisance than as development partners.
5.	Using visual mapping highlighted the resources
available to the system, how they spread and
with whom to cooperate to avoid unnecessary

duplication. The mapping highlighted the
disproportionate allocation of resources at the
input side of the bio-trade system, with a lower
focus on supporting value addition and export
promotion.
6.	Some organisations find it easy to improve their
effectiveness by refining their offerings and their
positioning in the meso system; others do not.
The obstacles to improving the resolution of
the meso space are not only technical but also
political.
7.	Some organisations need to improve their
marketing and information material if they are
clear about who, what and how to support.
8.	Other organisations may need specific services
to be designed, making resources available
or working closely with other complementary
programmes to improve impact.
9.	Yet other organisations provide services to a more
general target market, offering the opportunity to
look beyond the bio-trade sector.
10.	As a provider of meso functions, the private
sector can also play a developmental role. This
can happen through BMOs or supply chain
development activities, and not only through
corporate social responsibility activities.
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We believe that improving the resilience of the meso
system should be prioritised, even though this is currently
not an explicit objective of any international or domestic
organisations involved in the bio-trade sector. Almost all
existing support is aimed directly at the micro level. The
capability of public programmes to identify and address
market and structural failures is low. Improving the system
resilience requires some leading programmes to work
together to strengthen the collective intelligence about
how the system changes, and which constraints and
patterns of market failures remain persistent. This should
be combined with fostering an awareness of the emerging
trends in the domestic, regional and international bio-trade
market systems. Only then can refinements in the meso
landscape be anticipated and planned timeously.
This case clearly illustrates that international development
projects should not only be measured at their impact on
the micro level where firms create products, enter markets
or provide jobs, But we also have to find ways to measure
the health and resilience of the system supporting these
firms.
The bio-trade Kumu map can be viewed at https://
mesopartner.kumu.io/rsa-bio-sector-meso-supportlandscape-8th-stakeholder-forum.
Dr Shawn Cunningham (sc@mesopartner.com)
Annelien Cunningham (ac@mesopartner.com)
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Quality Infrastructure
enables the Sustainable
Development Goals to
be achieved

In 2015 the United Nations adopted the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development, which
provides a framework for peace and prosperity for
the planet and its people. Seventeen Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) form the core of the
2030 Agenda. The SDGs demand concerted action
in a global partnership to end poverty and other
suffering, improve human health and education,
reduce inequality, foster economic growth, combat
climate change and preserve oceans and forests.
Quality Infrastructure (QI) can best position
economies to attain the SDGs. QI contributes mainly
towards improving three dimensions addressed
by the SDGs: People, Planet and Prosperity – and
an additional two, namely Peace and Partnerships,
must be included as well. These five Ps emphasise
how the SDGs shape an interconnected framework
instead of just being a group of isolated goals.
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We understand Quality Infrastructure to mean the
international system of metrology, standardisation,
accreditation and quality-related services (testing,
calibration, inspection, verification, validation,
training and awareness building) which creates
confidence in international trade and contributes to
the protection of consumers and the environment.
International trade is considered an engine for
prosperity and poverty reduction. QI makes
domestic markets more effective and facilitates
their access to foreign markets. This is achieved
through quality assurance, compliance with
standards and meeting consumer requirements
at home and abroad. QI helps to meet market

requirements and can address social and
environmental aspects while trying to avoid
unnecessary barriers to trade.
Like trade, industrial development contributes to
prosperity. QI supports industrial development and
innovation through standards development that is
in line with SGDs 8 and 9.
Standards can improve the environmental
performance of materials and products, enhance
energy efficiency, advance the development
of sustainable infrastructure and promote
decent work. Additionally, ISO standard 45001,
“Occupational health and safety management
systems”, is designed to help companies and
organisations worldwide to protect the health and
safety of their employees3.

4.0” concept defines new metrology
trends in terms of meeting new production
requirements to enhance efficiency by using
advanced and smart manufacturing and measuring
processes. Here it is essential to apply smart
sensors that monitor production units, optimise
manufacturing processes, shorten production
cycles, reduce other costs and continue to ensure
product quality.

Industry 4.0 is creating new challenges for
measurement, testing and certification. QI
therefore needs to further develop in parallel
with Industry 4.04. In this context, the “Metrology
3
4

https://www.iso.org/sdg/SDG08.html
https://metrology.news/metrology-is-making-industry-4-0-a-reality/
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Concerning the dimension people, QI enables a
variety of SDGs which address food security, good
health and wellbeing (SDG3), gender equality
(SDG5), clean energy (SDG7), clean water and
sanitation (SDG6). QI ensures that food is safe
and fit for consumption, thus supporting people’s
health and wellbeing. QI also supports agricultural
cross-border trade, and plays a crucial role in the
health sector through measurement, testing and
standards. QI makes sure that standards are written
in a gender-sensitive way. Besides enhancing
energy efficiency in two areas, energy consumption
and energy transmission, QI also supports the
transition to clean energy by adapting standards
and technical regulations for renewable energy
solutions in line with good international practices
and upgrading testing, certification and metrology
capacities to ensure high-quality components and
systems. Finally, QI can ensure that water reaches
people and is safe for human consumption. It helps
to control water pollution and efficiency of delivery,
for example through the calibration of water meters
or the international metrics of water scarcity and
stress, and thus leads to optimum water reserves.
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QI helps to conserve and protect the planet.
Measurement and verification of compliance
contribute to sustainable use of marine resources
(life below water/SDG14) and the protection of
ecosystems (Life on land/SDG15). QI provides
accurate information on materials, energy, water
and land used for production and consumption,
which is needed for reducing energy, material
intensity and related emissions and waste, and thus
supports the transition to eco-friendly policies and
behaviour. To this end it enables us to consume and
produce in a more responsible way (SDG12) and
responds to the challenges of a circular economy.

principles for environmental labels and selfdeclarations. These standards also prepare for
third-party certification, and by helping to validate
ecological claims, consumers are encouraged to
make better choices.

Working towards SDG12, the Sustainable
Procurement Standard (ISO 20400) helps
organisations to build the sustainability principle
into their procurement processes. Besides, the
International Standards Organisation (ISO) has
developed standards for environmental labelling
within the ISO 14020 series that provides guiding
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Moreover, work is under way on a new standard for
sustainable development and social responsibility in the
agri-food sector. Sustainability is also highly relevant
when it comes to construction. The ISO 15392 standard
“Sustainability in building construction” identifies
and establishes general principles of sustainability in
buildings and other construction works throughout their
whole life cycle. Also supporting sustainable lifestyle
choices, the ISO 20245 standard “Cross-border trade of
second-hand goods” defines minimum screening criteria
for goods traded between countries, facilitating this
alternative supply chain with the ultimate objective of
reducing waste and curbing environmental impact.”5

With regard to the current global Coronavirus pandemic,
quality and standards can play a vital role in putting
various SDGs back on track and mitigating the adverse
effects of the Covid-19 crisis. This includes SDG3
“Good health and wellbeing”. Here QI ensures that test
results are reliable and that medical equipment is fit
for purpose. Concerning “Decent work and economic
growth” (SDG8), QI enables cross-border trade of
medical products and personal protective equipment
(PPE) through mutual recognition of accredited
quality test results. QI can also ensure the continuity
of trade along global food value chains with respect
to hygiene and food safety standards in production,
thus strengthening SDG2 “Zero Hunger”. With regard
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https://www.iso.org/sdg/SDG12.html.

to “sustainable consumption and production”
(SDG12), QI can ensure the uninterrupted
production and delivery of essential goods through
standards in the fields of business continuity, risk
and emergency management and occupational
safety and health. Other relevant standards ensure
that PPE is produced to a reliable quality standard.
During times of crisis, certain technologies are
used more, and new technologies are introduced.
QI can ensure that these technologies are safe
(Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure/SDG9).
The crisis generates a large amount of additional
medical and hazardous waste. Standards help to
address this problem, while reliable environmental
test results reveal levels of pollution (Life on Land/
SDG 15). Finally, a global partnership is required to
fight the pandemic, which is in line with SDG 17,
“Partnerships for the Goals”.
Mesopartner has been supporting the upgrading
and strengthening of QI in developing and
transforming countries for more than 15 years.
Since 2015, these efforts have been mainly
targeting the achievement of various SDGs.
Several Calidena6 exercises in food value chains
in Asia, Africa and Latin America have enhanced
food security and safety and innovation in the
food industry, and have also facilitated domestic
and international trade of food items and other
products. Matching industry demand for QI
services with the supply of QI institutions has
generated new and better services in different
areas of conformity assessment. Mesopartner
Calidena is a participatory methodology to ensure
quality in value chains developed by the German Metrology
Institute and Mesopartner.
7
https://gqii.org
6

also contributes to solutions for measuring the
availability and sustainability of QI. The Global
Quality Infrastructure Index (GQII)7 developed
by Mesopartner and Analyticar since 2010 is a
database and ranking that allows comparison
of the QI of different countries worldwide. This
analytical work has attracted the attention of the
United Nations, the guardian organisation of the
SDGs. The United Nations Industrial Development
Organization (UNIDO) is currently working on the
development of a Quality Infrastructure Scorecard
for Sustainable Development (QI4SD), which will
make the interconnection between SDGs and
Quality Infrastructure even more transparent and
measurable.
References
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The Great
Sustainability
Transformation and
Mesopartner´s role

The global fossil fuel-based economic
growth and the mass consumption model
has pushed us to the edge of planetary
boundaries. The concept of planetary
boundaries was developed by world-class
scientists and Nobel laureates in 2009
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(Rockström et al., 2009). The concept builds
on the argument that we have reached the
Anthropocene era, which emphasises that
humans are influencing most global cycles and
processes in the biosphere and have become
the dominant species which is determining the

future of the planet. The public debate is often
reduced to the threat of climate change, but we
are facing many other interrelated challenges
such as soil degradation, biodiversity loss or
access to fresh water. Additionally, the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) emphasise the need for
more inclusive development so that no one will be
left behind. The increase of populist movements,
in combination with global migration trends,
disclose the fragility of democratic structures and
show the need for a more inclusive development
paradigm driven by wellbeing. Kate Raworth
combines the planetary boundaries and the SDGs
in her “doughnut economy”, which defines a new
normative compass (Raworth, 2017).
The current Covid-19 pandemic demonstrates that
challenges to resilience require international action.
Globalisation has led to the world becoming a
tightly knit system of travel and trade, allowing new
diseases such as Covid-19 to spread across the
entire planet within months. This also demonstrates

the turmoil of our supply chains and production
processes.
The need for a Great Transformation urges all
of us to rethink our role in and contribution to
a more socially, economically and ecologically
healthy way of life. The German Advisory Council
on Global Change asks for a new global “Social
Contract for Sustainability” (WBGU, 2011). Such a
transformation or transition questions the current
form of economic growth itself and emphasises
the need for better equilibrium between economic
activity and sustainable development.
What is Mesopartner’s viewpoint on the need for a
Great Transformation? What was our understanding
of a transformative model in the past, and how
could it evolve in the future? How do we try to
define our role in advancing the sustainability
transformation? In this article, we reflect on our
past and future orientation in these respects.
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How have we seen transformative development in
the past?
During the last 17 years, Mesopartner has gained
a reputation for a transformative way of promoting
local and regional economic development and
innovation systems. We base our work on a set of
principles that are different from those of many
other consultancies and donor organisations. Our
work focuses on endogenous potentials, which
means the promotion of locally focused (yet
nationally and internationally linked) and locally
owned development strategies and on a more
systemic and complexity-sensitive intervention
approach.
We avoided taking a strongly normative approach
to development and supported our partners in
finding their development direction and dynamics.
In this respect, we believe in the responsibility
and ability of people to define their unique
development path. By helping to strengthen their
knowledge and technological capabilities, we aim
to enhance their capacity to find context-relevant
solutions and continuously adapt to changing
contexts.
We believe that we have contributed to
transformative change in the countries and
locations where we have worked. However, if
we were asked whether our consultancy work
during the past two decades has contributed to
sustainable transformation, our answer would be:
“Possibly not!”
Despite our principles and locally led development
path, we still implicitly followed the dominant
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catch-up development belief system that has
shaped development assistance over the past 60
years. It assumes that developing countries and
weaker regions have to track the development
patterns of industrialised countries.

networks can be supported in a complex
environment may help us to find various entry
points for this work. Many Mesopartner principles
and methodologies could support a more explicitly
transformative development model.

Looking forward, Mesopartner would like to
become a more active promoter and co-creator of
the Great Sustainability Transformation at the local,
regional and global levels. Our experiences of how
business development happens, how innovation
is strengthened and applied and how knowledge

At the same time, we still adhere to our belief
that only self-driven and self-guided development
is genuinely sustainable. We cannot bring in
normatively validated solutions from the outside.
Yet, among local actors, we can convey an
understanding of the planetary boundaries and the
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role that people and organisations have to play to
remain within these boundaries. This would help to
explore locally adapted ways of living and of doing
business within the planetary boundaries. Under
these conditions, it will not be necessary to be too
prescriptive about the use of specific solutions,
such as green energy. Finally, the company as an
organisation and the partners as individuals should
make a stronger effort to live and work in line with
the world we envisage.

Our contributions to sustainable economic
development during the past few years
Although we have not done a formal evaluation of
our contribution to sustainable development during
the past few years, we have worked in different
ways to contribute to it:
•	Green Study Tours in Germany. We organised
several green development study tours
which especially demonstrated the systemic
perspective of the energy revolution in Germany
and gave examples of respective policies,
which supported organisational efforts and
implementation projects at the business level.
•	The Annual Reflection 2014 article on “Green
Economic Development” gives a good overview
of the different projects we were involved
in, such as the promotion of energy-efficient
solutions, promotion of green value chains,
the identification of resilient interventions for
climate change, etc.
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•	Reflection on a more human-centred development
approach. In 2019, in commemoration of the 10th
anniversary of the passing away of our co-founder
and partner Dr Jörg Meyer-Stamer, we organised
a workshop on human-centred development
with academic and work colleagues of Dr MeyerStamer. The reflection centred around the question
of how we can contribute to a more sustainable
and human-centred development path in our work.
•	The start of our “Smartes Land“ reflection (www.
smartes.land). This entails an internal reflection
on how we can link economic with social and
ecological development efforts.
•	Consideration of circular economy aspects.
In our work on local economic development,
quality infrastructure and value chain, we
started integrating considerations on recycling,
reducing and reusing and stronger analysis of
environmental and social aspects.
•	Avoiding domestic flights whenever possible. In
January 2020 we decided to replace domestic
flights with alternative, more climate-friendly
modes of transport, such as taking the train in
countries where this is possible, above all in
Germany.
Future entry points for us in the promotion of
transformative change
In Germany, the term “Zukunftskunst” (translated
into English as “future art“) defines seven transitional
fields that need to be tackled for the Great
Transformation to happen. These are: 1) the wellbeing and consumption transition, 2) the energy
transition, 3) the resource transition, 4) the nutrition

transition, 5) the urban transition, 6) the mobility
transition, and 7) the industrial transition. Each
transition requires new development paths and
initiatives in four different dimensions to become
successful: technological, economic, institutional
and cultural (see Table 1). The table mentions lines
of action where we see our contributions to these
transitions and dimensions.
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Table 1: Required transitions and relevant dimensions for intervention

Well-being and
consumption
transition

Energy
transition

Technological

Economic

Institutional

Cultural

Digitisation as
the engine of an
economy of sharing

Sufficiency as a
business model

Eco routine

New prosperity
understanding

Information and
reflection tools

Living Labs and
transformative
design

Technological
system
transformation

Innovation and
exnovation
processes

Intelligent sector
coupling

Accompanying policy
designs (global,
European, regional,
New market designs local)

Cultural acceptance
Exploiting cultural
dynamics

Culture of waste
prevention

Biological, seasonal
and nutritionhealthy product
innovations, food
sharing, slow food,
local production
and trade cycles of
products

International: a
reconsideration of
the world trade rules,
EU and national
Agricultural and
Environmental Policy, an
increase of consumer
information and product
transparency

Learning about
changing nutritional
styles, health- and
nutrition-oriented
lifestyle

Capacity utilisation
of all vehicles
and transport
opportunities,
innovations for new
mobility solutions

Mobility regulations:
increase of more
sustainable mobility
solutions and
infrastructure (trains,
bikes, e-cars, etc.)

Awareness and
opportunities for more
environmentally friendly
mobility, creation of a
new mobility culture

Product redesign
innovations

Nutrition
transition

Precision farming,
promotion of small
farming structures
and technologies

Mobility
transition

New
environmentally
friendly
technologies, a
combination of
mobility models,
smart mobility grids
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Clearing out,
deceleration, decommercialisation,
unbundling

Resource and circular
economy-oriented
policies

Making use
of digital data
information and
new technologies
for resource
efficiency and
circular resource
use

Resource
transition

Sufficiency policy

New resourceeffective and
circular economyoriented business
models

Circular economy and
resource-sensitive
consumer awareness

Technological

Economic

Institutional

Cultural

Urban
transition

Sustainable smart
city solutions

Application of
product and
process innovations

Economic development
promotion 4.0, creation
of transformation
laboratories in cities

Green City requests, life
quality requests, health
and well-being values

Industrial
transition

Decarbonisation
technologies

Combination of
innovation and
exnovation for the
identification of
new products and
processes

Rethinking industrial
policy and combining
it with climate policy,
energy policy and
research policy

New narratives on how
industrial development
can be approached
differently but also
innovatively

Chemical product
and process design
Use of industrial
synergies
Digitisation

Source: Own design based on Schneidewind (2018) and own additional inputs

•	Technological dimension. The promotion of
knowledge-based research and applied science
solutions; promoting context-specific new
environmentally friendly business models jointly
with knowledge organisations and businesses;
identifying more environmentally friendly
solutions and development initiatives at the
local level and circular economy opportunities in
different sectors and value chains; integrating

waste management and renewable energy
application into our analysis; promoting local and
regional transport system solutions; promotion of
dialogues between green technological experts
and policy and organisational representatives;
considering smart city and decarbonisation
technologies. For Mesopartner, this will require
stronger cooperation with experts in the
respective fields.
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•	Economic dimension. The promotion of local
and regional policies as well as the cooperation
and promotion of support organisations
that are focusing on the combination of
innovative, inclusive and sustainable economic
development efforts; more in-depth analysis
of business opportunities and value chain
opportunities related to circular economy
cycles (including redesign, refuse, reuse, repair,
refurbish, remanufacture, repurpose, recycle
opportunities); identification of environmentally
friendly and healthy product and service
promotion, etc.
•	Institutional dimension. Promotion of
institutional framework conditions that support
the development of more sustainable solutions
and shift the selection pressure in the economy
towards such solutions. This can include the
integration and promotion of organisations
active in transformation promotion; the
development of transformation networks and
labs; support in the promotion of transformation
policies at the local and regional level; the
initiation of dialogue fora and institutional
learning inside the countries and with
colleagues from other countries, e.g. through
study tours of good examples.
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•	Cultural dimension. Promoting green and
more sustainable innovation initiatives that
show potential and mindset shifts; promoting
awareness campaigns; promoting dialogue
between different interest groups and
development of joint future scenario processes;
strengthening stakeholders that are moving
towards green innovations, etc.
The considerations of these different dimensions
are relevant for all the sectors and localities in
which we are working. It also fits well with our
systemic and context-sensitive work perspective.
Our partners at different levels (businesses,
organisations, policy providers) require support to
strengthen these dimensions in their work.
Finding our role to promote the transformation
agenda
Currently we are still in the process of finding our
role in the transformation agenda. To walk this
talk, we will have to adopt a new, more normative
compass that we will have to apply when working
with partners in developing countries. This will
create a dilemma, as it contradicts our belief of
not imposing our ideas rather than supporting
partners to develop their ideas. How to manage

this dilemma will be a continuous challenge and
is still an open question. At the same time, we
realise that the transformation perspective is not
only on the agenda of many developed countries,
but is also deeply rooted in the interest of most
citizens, businesses and supporting organisations
in developing countries. Many are searching for
ways, methodologies and systemic interventions
that will ensure decent prosperity, sustainability
and resilience.
We want to avoid becoming drivers of a normative
agenda, demanding radical changes from our
partners in developing countries. We consider
ourselves process facilitators guiding local
actors through an exploration process and
bringing in different perspectives. Strengthening
the transformation process should become a
discovery process co-created with partners,
support organisations and policy representatives in
developing and industrialised countries.
Strengthening dialogue, sharing of good practices
and widening the scope for development
opportunities will be necessary. Also, we still need
to learn to be able to reconsider our understanding
of innovation, the set-up of our partner structures

and the ways in which we facilitate dialogue
processes, make a diagnosis and help develop
strategies. This will keep us on our toes and force
us to continuously learn and improve.
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Territorial Development and
the Great Transformation:
What to consider when
strengthening cities and
rural areas in the future

Interview with Prof. Dr Dirk Messner,
Head of the German Environment
Agency (20 July 2020).
In this interview we talk to Prof. Dr Dirk Messner
about a question that has been occupying our time
for a while now: in our work, how can we promote
a more sustainable and transformative way of
territorial development?
Frank Waeltring (FW): Dirk, in our own practical
work we started the promotion of a more
sustainable and transformative way of local
development. But we feel the challenge of walking
the talk in that direction, for us as well as for our
partners. While metropolitan areas are often getting
a lot of attention, how important are rural mediumsized cities and smaller towns, and what role do
you think they have to play in the realisation of a
more sustainable future development trajectory?
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Prof. Dr Dirk Messner headed the German
Development Institute (DIE) as one of the leading
think tanks for development policy worldwide for
15 years (2003-2018). He was also a member of
the German Advisory Council on Global Change
for 15 years and co-headed the Council for
six years (2013 to 2019). Since the beginning
of 2020, Dr Messner has been heading the
German Environment Agency, Germany´s main
environmental protection agency, with its 1600
employees, most of whom are scientists. In the
1990s, Dr Messner co-developed the systemic
competitiveness framework with the founder of
Mesopartner, Dr. Jörg Meyer-Stamer.

have highly relevant innovative capacities. Consider
the industrial districts in Italy where both of us have
worked. These districts are located in small-sized
cities that have become very innovative, competitive
and dynamic.

Dirk Messner (DM): Firstly, most people are still
living in small and medium-sized cities. This is not
only true for Germany but also globally. There is a
huge debate on mega cities, but we are neglecting
the fact that in the future most people will still live
in medium- and smaller-sized places.
Secondly, it is true that larger cities drive innovation.
The headquarters of big companies are based
mainly in large cities, and financial capital is
centralised only in large cities.
But what we also see, historically and more
recently, is that medium- and smaller-sized cities

My credo in that respect is that decentralisation
promotes strong smaller and medium-sized cities,
which in turn drives highly relevant innovation and
knowledge processes, also for the transformation.
Thirdly, to overcome centralisation and
fragmentation a polycentric perspective is needed.
This focuses on the development of systems
between the cities, the larger and smaller cities,
and connects the dots and pieces between them.
One example is the mobility systems that connect
larger and smaller cities. From this perspective you
then also invest in cultural, R&D, innovation and
educational development in smaller and mediumsized cities. This is what does not happen in many
countries.
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FW: When you now look from this polycentric
perspective, where do you see the main
requirements and opportunities for sustainable
transformation in these smaller cities, territories
and locations?
DM: Sustainability transformation is of course
about innovation. Innovation is also about
technology. So, technology is one entry point.
But my main point would be that sustainability
transformation needs to move beyond
technological innovations. It ultimately needs to
shift entire societies. We want to build circular
economies. Nowadays in Europe we only recycle
14% of our used resources, but what we would
like to see is a complete circular economy. So
there is still a lot of room for improvement. We
want to decarbonise our economies around 2050
by the latest. This implies halving emissions
decade by decade everywhere, and this is beyond
incremental change. But it requires fundamental
change. For analysing transformation change in

societies I use the actor-oriented institutionalism
which has been developed by the Max Planck
Institute in Cologne8.
It explains well what you have to look for in different
dimensions to understand the shifts in patterns of
entire societies. Four dimensions are mentioned:
The first dimension: Look at actors! From a
decarbonisation perspective, we ask whether
the number of actors such as firms, universities,
etc. with a focus on decarbonisation and climateoriented development are growing. How can we
support the number of these actors?
The second dimension: Develop new cognitive
concepts! To reduce complexity in our societies,
we use cognitive concepts such as heuristics.
Mesopartner has worked for many years with
the concept of Systemic Competitiveness, which
is also a heuristic model. But for a sustainable
future development direction we need new
cognitive reference points that drive our thinking,
investments and consumer decision making.
8
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Change in Advanced Political
Economies. Oxford University
Press,Oxford.

I would like to focus here on only one of these:
decarbonisation. A zero-carbon economy in 2050 is
very different from the old development models we
worked with. It is a new cognitive concept which
has emerged only in the last 15 years. It is a new
cognitive concept, a new heuristic. I see progress
here. If you look at the Coronavirus crisis now, there
are strong linkages between the question of how
we are going to recover our economy and how we
are going to decarbonise it at the same time. This
did not happen ten years ago during the financial
crisis of 2008 and 2009.
The third dimension: Integrative policy regimes!
You have to build new cognitive concepts and new
objectives of development into the policy regimes.
And I see hybrids here. Nowadays we still have
€350 billion in subsidies for burning fossil fuels and
at the same time strong investments and incentives
for renewable energies. It is a hybrid situation. We
are still not there. There is still a lot of work to be
done.
The fourth and last dimension: New normative
perspectives for our societies. This is becoming
highly relevant. In the EU we had the welfare
state. Social justice and reducing inequalities
in our societies was very important during the
past 60 years after the Second World War. From
a sustainability perspective we now need to go

beyond social justice. This requires a set of new
normative aspects. Here I would like to mention
three of the most important ones:
Earth system stability has to be an imperative
for our decision-making processes. No one has
thought about earth system stability during the past
250 000 years. But now we have to.
Then if you think about global decarbonisation, you
realise it is about global justice problems. Who is
going to pay for these transformation processes?
These are linked to cost and benefit sharing.
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And third, we need to understand in our societies
that what we decide during the next two decades
about a more rapid or slower decarbonisation will
have an impact on all generations to come. All three
normative aspects require a new normative horizon.
FW: What is the role of the territory and a bottomup approach in supporting change along these four
dimensions you mentioned?
DM: Of the four dimensions, three of them are
directly highly relevant at local level. It is important
at any level to have actors who are driving in this
direction. And many decisions need to be made in
cities, e.g. when it comes to mobility systems and
buildings. To strengthen the normative dimension,
it is important that this does not become an elite
project at local or national level. Also new cognitive
concepts need to emerge, and to be supported and
strengthened at different states of our societies.
When it comes to policy regimes I still think that
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the systemic competitiveness framework helps.
At the national level we need main incentives,
macro-level incentives and policies which drive
the transformative processes from an educational
perspective, from a technology perspective, from
a “shaping cities” perspective. This must be based
on and anchored strongly in regions and cities with
support policies and supporting organisations.
In the systemic competitiveness framework, the
meso-level perspective with its targeted policies
and its implementation orientation requires strong
context and bottom-up orientation, while the main
macro incentive schemes are relevant to be set at
the national level.
FW: Do you see the different roles in “developing”
countries and “industrialised” countries to be
driving this agenda?
DM: I have observed a shift in perspective in many
developing countries during the last ten years.
Step by step, many of these countries and their
experts and university systems understood that
they were really being threatened by the impact
of climate change. Nowadays India and African
countries have become drivers of change in the
climate negotiations. I observe a strong shift in
perspective here.
When it comes to transformation opportunities
in developing countries, I see opportunities and
challenges. In some countries it is easier to
leap-frog than in OECD countries, which are very
path dependent if you look at renewable energy
systems in rural areas in African countries or the
mobile phone revolution. Several African countries
jumped directly into the new technologies. So

leap-frogging is easier when you are not tied to the
old industrial structure of the past. This can be an
advantage, but there is also a huge challenge for
these countries. Sustainability transformation and
building a sustainable economy is about building
a knowledge-based economy, a technology-based
economy. It requires investment in education and
R&D. As we know, in most developing countries
we find weak systems and weak investments in
this regard. Beyond technology, innovation and
education, it is also about governance. You will not
get a transformation towards sustainability without
effective governance systems.
In the OECD world the major challenge is to move
away from a modern and successful past in terms
of wealth creation. Saying “Good-bye” to a wealth
creation machine is difficult for people who live
in and build these structures. Germany has been
the global master in building the best cars in the
world in the past. But we are not driving the main
transformation processes towards sustainable
mobility. The drivers are located in different parts of
the world, not in Germany.
FW: You know the reality in Germany but also that
outside of Germany. Now you are heading the
German Environment Agency as a driver of this
transformation. In your new post, how important
do you regard support for the sustainable
transformation agenda at the international and
local level as well?
DM: We try to build actor constellations and
dialogue processes and work with actors to trigger
and shape relevant transformation processes. We
do not only do research and publish our papers. We
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do not only talk to decision makers in ministries.
We work with cities and ask them what they could
deliver and what proactive role they could play.
We do the same relevant to business sectors.
For example, we recently brought together all the
different actors from the agricultural industries
sector, in an attempt to build consensus on the
main limitations of the eco-systems and business
models within these ecological guard trains.

This is how we try not only to understand,
develop and publish our solutions, but also to
build communication strategies and to shift
future patterns.
FW: We often say that for sustainable economic
development trajectories we need strong bottomup dynamics, and we need to encourage top-down
support for the territories. Where do you see three
entry points to encourage this interplay in favour
of a sustainable transformative development in the
territories?
DM: We obviously need activities at all levels.
National states are driving climate policies and
negotiations, and this also needs to become
embedded in a global framework. But when it
comes to the implementation of the agreements,
the investment in local and regional development
efforts is key. Climate scientists are demonstrating
that 70% of all our emissions are related directly
to urban areas and cities. If you wish to change
decarbonisation perspectives, you need to mobilise
all cities and regions around urban areas and make
them drivers of change.
The second aspect I would like to emphasise is
a more general but also important one. How can
we motivate citizens at different levels to become
drivers of fundamental change? No one likes
fundamental change; it destroys our routines.
Incremental change is easy, and we know how to
do that. But fundamental change? We are living
in a period in which many people are already
suffering from a change acceleration. Digitalisation,
globalisation, the debate about refugees and
populist trends in the world demonstrate how
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change is accelerating. With the emphasis on
decarbonisation, we are now arguing that we need
even more acceleration, but towards
sustainability. No one likes that either,
because it is an additional challenge. I
think there are four main aspects that we
need to bring together to motivate people
to accept this fundamental change:
First, problem realisation: You need to
convince people, citizens, mayors and
CEOs that there is a real problem. If you
cannot explain that there is a real problem, you
cannot convince anyone to change fundamentally.
Second, realistic strategies: You need to develop
strategies and convince people that your
sustainability and decarbonisation strategies can
really work. If you can convince people that a huge
problem exists but not about your strategies, you
cannot make much progress. Germany is a good
example of bringing renewable energy systems
forward. We are a very bad example of bringing
forward more sustainable and decarbonised
mobility systems. In Germany when I talk about
the needs for and possibilities of mobility
transformation, I provide good examples from
places where it worked very well.
Third, fairness and justice: Even if you can
demonstrate that it can work, people will ask you if the
process of implementation was fair and just. There is
a large group of citizens who already feel that we are
living in societies that are becoming more and more
unjust for many reasons. The impression stays with
them that sustainability is not just. Thus, we have to
be careful not to tackle climate change and destroy

our understanding of welfare and justice concerns. For
me it is therefore highly relevant to talk about a socioecological transformation with fairness at the centre.
Fourth, imagining attractive futures: This aspect is
perhaps the most important. History shows us that
fundamental dynamics of change were always driven
by an idea or by a utopia of how the world might
look. Many people forgot or are no longer capable of
imagining attractive futures. But this is decisive.
FW: Thank you, Dirk, for this rich reflection.
Full interview as video: https://bit.ly/37qRNPV
Frank Waeltring (fw@mesopartner.com)
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Circular Territorial
Development

“Circularity is not a trend; it’s a culture shift”
Ken Webster (2017)
Looking at the inefficient and polluting way
that energy is produced and used worldwide, it
becomes apparent that we are still following the
linear economic development model of “take,
make, use, lose” (Raworth, 2017). In the local
context, the social and environmental impacts of
the linear economic model are particularly evident,
namely the effects of climate change, ecological
degradation and social exclusion.
For many years we have jointly applied methods
with local actors to promote competitiveness for
territorial development worldwide. Today we are
faced with the question as to what extent our
approach is compatible with the idea of the circular
economy, to what extent we have to question old
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paradigms and assumed certainties, and to what
extent we need to unlearn, newly learn, adapt and
adjust our world view in this respect.
A short introduction to the circular economy
paradigm
The term “circular economy” was coined and
promoted by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation
(EMF). Manufactured products are designed to
be reused to their maximum potential before
becoming recycled or dumped in a landfill. The
“Multi-R-Hierarchy” is one of the critical elements
of the approach (see Figure 5) with the emphasis
on patterns of consumption, production and
distribution.

Figure 5: The Multi-R-Hierarchy
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products to retain the resources embedded in a
product as long as possible. The term “waste” is
questioned and is instead seen as a resource to be
reintegrated into the (circular) economy. Accordingly,
the whole economic process should be fuelled by
renewable and reusable energies.
Figure 6 shows the two wings of the circular economy
logic.

Reduce
&
Reuse

Source: ACR+, 2015

Following the logic of a living ecosystem, in which
waste becomes the basis for a new life, products
are reused circularly or are integrated into new
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Figure 6: The butterfly model

Source: Ellen MacArthur Foundation

The left wing visualises the biological cycle where
the biological nutrients of products are regenerated
and captured at each stage of the decomposition.
The right wing represents the technical cycle where
technical nutrients are designed to be repaired,
reused, refurbished and only then recycled. The
final opportunity is still to burn or dump them.
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Taking on a stronger circular economy lens in our
Mesopartner work
Mesopartner often uses terms such as “competitive
advantages”, “systemic competitiveness”, “new
business opportunities”. They also stand for our
efforts to promote local development creatively and
inclusively.

Figure 7: The importance of the territory for circular
economy development

Strengthening circular business opportunities
At the business level, the circular economy lens
would require economic development promoters
and analysts to look into additional aspects of value
chains or local economies:
•	Identifying and analysing the multiple “R”
opportunities within the locations.
•	Promoting circular economy business models
and businesses to make better use of the
existing resources and innovation potentials.
•	Promoting a conceptual rethink and redesign
of products in a way that they are up to 100%
reusable or recyclable.

Source: Schneidewind (2018).

A more systematic application of the principle of
circularity can provide us with new entry points at
the business, consumer and civil society level, and at
the organisational as well as policy and socio-cultural
level. It also opens up a new lens for innovation
processes and sustainable development initiatives
in the field. In the discussion below we will mention
areas in which we see the potential contributions we
can make from our side.

•	Promoting the move towards “zero” waste or
circular models in locations instead of waste
management. The latter traditional focus is
predominantly on managing and recycling
waste instead of identifying income generation
opportunities from traditional waste resources.
Supporting civil society groups and meso
organisations to identify circular economy
opportunities
Most territorial development and local innovation
system promotions still focus on an innovation
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understanding based on linear, non-sustainable
growth models of industrialised countries.
New knowledge is required to deal with the
consequences (Renn, 2020). We see different entry
points to promote the necessary understanding
for discovering more extensive development
opportunities:

regenerative product design and composition,
material flows, dismantlability, repairability,
recyclability, etc.

•	Organisational and service development support
for meso organisations to provide better
services for the efficient use of resources.

•	Bringing together different characters with
specific capabilities: Transformation schools
emphasise the requirements for involving
different characters for driving change. For a
transformation process from a linear to a circular
economy to take place, it requires a combination
of idealists (as the forerunners and visionaries),
institutionalists (as the ones who believe in
rules and regulations) and interventionists (as
the ones who believe in technological solutions)
(Schneidewind, 2018). Change initiatives need to
integrate all three characters.

•	Promotion of dialogue and lateral thinking in
networks with a focus on circular business
development opportunities and paths.

Figure 8: The importance of the territory for circular
economy development

•	Integrating the circular economy perspective
into our methodologies of analysing the local
economies. In general, we take representatives
of meso organisations with us when collecting
insights.

•	Promotion of circular economy relevant to civic
organisations in better organising themselves
and developing a creative voice in promoting
sustainable development.
•	Innovation network promotion between applied
knowledge organisations and businesses on

Idealists

Civil Society
Drivers for
Transformation

Institutionalists

Interventionists

Source: Ellen MacArthur Foundation

Promoting a systemic approach towards a more
circular economic development
For Mesopartner, the different levels of the Systemic
Competitiveness Framework are still useful to
consider when identifying opportunities to support
circular development. New questions emerge and
require answers (see examples in Table 2).

54

Table 2: New questions emerging for the promotion
of a more circular economic development process
Micro
level

What new business innovation and social
innovation opportunities of firms are
available? What are the opportunities
of civil society actors and consumers
to contribute to a more circular
consciousness and demand behaviour?

Meso
level

What meso organisations, or civil society
groups, are there to promote circular
economy initiatives? What is their knowledge,
their interest and their capacity?

Meso/
Macro
policy
level

What are relevant, targeted meso and
generic macro policies at the local
and national level that support circular
economic/business solutions? Where are
valuable policies not in place or policies
hindering the use of circular economic
opportunities?

Meta
level

What are the fundamental values that
drive/shape (or hamper) the interest of
the local society to strengthen the circular
economy, while respecting planetary
boundaries and social justice?

Local promotion activities of circular economic
models would reach their limit if relevant
knowledge were not provided, and circular
products were not valued in the respective society.
Here a broader search process for potential circular
innovation opportunities is required. This process
needs to involve a wider group of societal actors
in the analysis. It requires meso organisations to
be strengthened in order to offer services that
support circular economic innovations. This needs
to be done in a context-specific manner, working
with the individuals and organisations interested in
developing circularity of their local economy.

References
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Outcome Harvesting:
a methodology to
track change that is
hard to measure

Development practitioners are under increasing
pressure to demonstrate that their work is relevant
and that it contributes to sustainably addressing
key challenges. The focus is most often on
reporting achieved results in the form of hard

numbers, for example the number of jobs created
or the number of businesses that show increased
growth, investment and competitiveness. What
gets lost in these numbers is their context – the
nuances of how the changes were achieved,
what challenges the projects faced and how they
managed to overcome them. Without this context, it
is almost impossible to say whether the number is
in itself good or bad.
Understanding this is particularly relevant during
times of fragility and crisis, for example during the
Covid-19 pandemic or when working in fragile and
conflict-affected environments. Since the situation
and also the information base to make decisions are
constantly changing, it is impossible to predefine
the results of a change initiative. Emergency
responses are hardly ever called upon to
achieve a predefined number of people
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to reach or save. The people responsible for the
emergency response do whatever is sensible and
necessary in the context at the time. This may sound
obvious for times of crisis, but it is equally important
for complex change initiatives during times of
relative stability (see Article 1: Systemic change:
evolving conditions that hold a situation in place).
Therefore to complement the numbers and capture
rich and context-specific aspects of change that are
necessary to effectively learn and improve, a variety
of different methods need to be used in addition to
measuring numbers. In 2019, Mesopartner started
applying a method that captures such nuances of
change called Outcome Harvesting9.
Outcome Harvesting is a method that enables
evaluators or projects to identify, formulate, verify
and make sense of qualitative outcomes of their
initiatives. The approach was developed by Ricardo
Wilson-Grau and colleagues and has been used
A description of the method and further resources can
be found here: https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/plan/
approach/outcome_harvesting

9

since the early 2000s to monitor and evaluate
the achievements of hundreds of networks, nongovernmental organisations, research centres,
think tanks and community-based organisations
around the world.
Outcome Harvesting does not measure progress
towards predetermined targets or objectives but
collects evidence of what has been achieved in
reality. It then works backwards to determine
whether and how the project or intervention
contributed to the change. The types of outcomes
and the patterns that are revealed not only provide
evidence that the project under investigation was
effective, but also contribute to important insights
for the project to learn and adapt to looking forward.
Between September 2019 and March 2020
Mesopartner has been involved in designing and
implementing an Outcome Harvesting process
for the Swiss NGO Helvetas in three countries
in the Western Balkans. To design the process,
Mesopartner brought in the Belgian organisation
Voices that Count, which contributed its expertise in
using the method.
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and represented to the government by an
industry body
•	Interest in the sector by the government, specific
agencies and political actors more broadly
•

How the sector is regulated

•

How investment in the ICT sector is promoted

•	How companies attempt to diversify their
markets and services
•	How skills development is delivered through
both formal and non-formal training provided by
both private and public training providers
The objectives of the process were to help the
project teams learn and improve on what they
were doing; to document evidence that showed
that the projects’ interventions had achieved
observable results; and to contribute to learning
in the practice of market systems development
by disseminating the results and experiences of
the study. An additional objective was added later,
namely to test the efficacy of Outcome Harvesting
in complementing the projects’ internal monitoring
and results measurement (MRM) system to capture
rich but hard-to-measure and unanticipated
changes in complex and dynamic contexts. The
study focused on changes in the Information and
Communications Technology (ICT) sector.
The collected outcomes showed that the three
projects made some significant contributions to
the ICT sectors in the respective countries. Types of
changes documented in the assessment included:
•	The way in which companies in the ICT sector
collaborate and how the sector is coordinated
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•	How young people are guided towards a career
in ICT
•

How gender roles are regarded in the sector.

The outcomes and patterns were analysed and
interpreted mostly during a sensemaking workshop
where the three project teams came together for
the first time in this process. The sensemaking
workshop was an important part of the assessment
as was its contribution to the projects’ learning. The
projects used the insights they obtained from the
outcomes and the patterns to think about how to
adapt their strategy and interventions in the near
future. This included adaptations like reinforcing
some current interventions, adding new partners to
scale up some successes, shifting emphases within
certain interventions, supporting the development
of new services, and even thinking about different
ways to deploy project staff to have a greater effect.
One of the limitations of the way we used the
methodology for this assessment is that we
used the project teams themselves as the main

source of outcomes. This inevitably introduces a bias
into the data. While we trust the sincerity and selfcritical attitude of how the project teams assessed
their own effects on the sector, this bias cannot
be fully eliminated. There are, however, ways to
overcome the self-assessment bias, which is why
Outcome Harvesting is used in formal evaluations.
In our case, however, a strong focus was on
enabling the project teams to learn, both from and
about the methodology. Hence we designed the
study as a learning process and not as a process
in which consultants extract insights and give
recommendations at the end. Coming together as a
team and working through the results, making sense
of them and making decisions on how to adapt was
the most important output of the exercise. As external
consultants, we did not draw any final conclusions
on the performance of the projects. Nevertheless, we
provided many insights and different perspectives
and left it to the project teams to make sense of them
and decide how to integrate them into their projects
in the future.

challenge for a traditionally planned project to
reach its objectives. They therefore wanted to
find a methodology that would allow them to
see everything that the project had achieved
beyond what was intended. Because of travel
restrictions due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the
reflection was done entirely online, which was a
further challenge.
We will explore further opportunities to apply
the method again with interested clients
who want to know more about their projects
than just whether they had achieved their
quantitative targets.
Marcus Jenal (mj@mesopartner.com)

This has been a rich experience for both Mesopartner
and Helvetas, and we are looking forward to using
the method again in the future. The projects involved
showed interest in integrating the method into their
monitoring frameworks and on an organisational level
at Helvetas – the methodology is now discussed in
different working groups. After the positive experience
with Helvetas, Mesopartner used the Outcome
Harvesting process for an end-of-project team
reflection in Sudan in May 2020. Compared to the
process in the Balkans, this one was shorter and only
consisted of internal team reflections. The fragility of
Sudan over the past years proved to be a particular
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Inspirational practices
from East German
Regional Growth Pole
experiences

“I had more than ten years of experience with the
same work in West Germany. But I had to learn
again from scratch in Brandenburg.”
(From an interview with a leading employee in the
Brandenburg Ministry of Economics and Energy)
During 2018 and 2019 we were asked by
different regional governance and private sector
development projects in the Ukraine and Peru to
identify key procedures and learning from regional
growth pole (RGP) strategies and institutionbuilding processes in East Germany. The interest
focused primarily on the region of Lusatia and the
Federal State of Brandenburg. The clients wanted
to understand how the East German region had
adapted in a short time from highly centralised
and socialist planning to decentralised, market-
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oriented structures. They were keen on taking away
the learning from this experience for their own
countries. We got the impression that there was still
the notion in other countries that there is something
like “best” or “good” practices in structural change
processes. We emphasised instead that our clients
would learn about “inspirational” practices and less
about “best” practices. Regional and economic
development and structural change processes are
highly context specific and complex, and learnings
from them are highly localised. The learning in
Brandenburg was that only top-down and bottomup efforts do not lead to success. It requires the
right mixture of bottom-up and intelligent topdown procedures. Notwithstanding contextual
differences, this article summarises the learning
and principles identified as relevant for most
localised transformation processes.
Initial learning in East Germany/Brandenburg with a
rather top-down style of management

Structural change and transformation processes
take place in a complex environment where causeand-effect relations can often only be perceived in
hindsight. The two German regions gained some
early learning experience in the first decade (1990
to 2000s) of the structural change process:
•	It was realised that the local context could only
be changed with and not for the local people

and their organisational and network structures.
•	Heavy structural change processes need to
address some fundamental problems, such
as the improvement of generic infrastructure,
the preservation of existing growth poles,
and the promotion of new businesses and
investors. This was, for instance, the situation in
Brandenburg. But this is not enough.
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•	Openness to experimentation is highly relevant.
Only when trying different things will possible
solutions emerge

•	Local development poles with real competitive
advantages and social capital that radiate into
their rural surroundings were identified.

•	Bottom-up does not mean abandoning local
actors to develop their own solutions.

•	Linkages and synergies between urban and rural
development opportunities were strengthened.

•	Supporting newly emerging organisational and
innovation network structures is vital for change.

•	The capabilities of local actors at all levels were
strengthened: new insights were discovered
through space for learning by doing, exchange
with stakeholders from inside and outside the
regions, including the outliers, with different
perspectives, behaviour and knowledge.

•	Strengthening outliers (already existing groups
of actors who behave differently and do things
differently) through financial backing as well
as guiding incentives. The so-called “intelligent
•	Horizontal networking and communication were
top-down support” encourages ideas for
institutionalised between similar cities and
implementation that emerge from a bottom-up
rural spaces and between economic, social and
perspective through communication and creative
environmental support organisations and the
friction between local people and external views,
people.
ideas and experience.
•	Vertical networking was institutionalised
between urban and regional governance
representatives, decision-making structures and
The Federal State of Brandenburg had the advantage
with representatives of the Federal Ministry in
– unlike in many regions in other countries – to
charge of setting up the political and supportive
enter the West German system after reunification in
framework.
1990 where solid structures and financial support
•	Regional transformation was interpreted as
were available. Only in 2005 did the region start
economic, social and environmental processes
a growth pole approach, in which selected cities
that cannot be separated from each other
with economic and meso-organisational support
structures (R&D, NGOs and civil society groups,
•	Overcoming the belief that change is possible
clusters and business networks) received support to
through short-term and predominantly
encourage new development paths.
infrastructure projects (from donors or
governments). Change requires long-term
During the period of implementing the growth pole
orientation and public commitment
approach (2005 to the present), we were able to
discover several inspirational practices and relevant
•	Provision of organisational and management
principles, namely:
support to weak support organisations with a role
Learning in the process of strengthening a bottomup approach
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to play in promoting the transformation process,
such as new emerging start-up associations,
lateral-thinking NGOs or citizen fora.
•	Making use of decentralised funding schemes
to create local learning networks and space for
local experimentation.

•	Assuring economic and social potential versus
spatial planning opportunities, which rarely
reflects the real local opportunities.
•	Flexibility in setting bottom-up strategy priorities
and centralised steering procedures.

Top‐down

Figure 9: Synergies between bottom-up and intelligent top-down processes

Setting of generic criteria for
support (cooperation,
innovation, competitiveness)

Bottom‐up

Assuring independent
and traceable decision
making structures
Experimentation to identify
the emergent opportunities

Support of general
relevant
infrastructure
Selection of spaces based on data
and motivation of stakeholders
Horizontal and vertical
coordination &
communication

Provision of financial
support for
experimentation
Concretization of regional
and city strategies
through mutual learning
& feedback loops

Flexibility to reconsider bottom‐up
project and strategy priorities

Change of mindsets and cooperation
of new partners

Strengthening local business‐
relevant structures

Source: Mesopartner
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The requirement to link bottom-up with intelligent top-down
responsibilities and roles
In the studies we emphasised the importance of initiating
dynamic bottom-up processes together with intelligent topdown ones. Both gain their dynamic through mutual learning
and joint horizontal and vertical feedback loops. In reality,
however, this is not a common practice.
Figure 9 shows how different governance levels create
mutual synergies and change benefits.
•	Top-down funding support for the encouragement of
new experiments with dynamic local actors or networks
provides the chance to understand better what is
possible.
•	Put in place locally required
infrastructure to utilise local economic
and social potentials.
•	The setting of specific quality and
coordination criteria by the Ministry or
funding body that finances projects
and development programmes in the
growth poles (e.g. the evidence that
different players cooperate and create
synergies, the request to design local
strategies that identified space-related
competitive and social advantages, the
need to explain the planned initiative
in its context, etc.).
•	The mutual exchange between
different administrative levels (localregional) creates trust and direct
learning at the ministerial and local
level.
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•	The need to change traditional mindsets and
behaviour patterns for central, regional or local
representatives in government as well as in the
private and civic sector.
Promoting structural change requires people and
organisations to transform their behaviour and their
future orientation. It is a complex and sensitive process
that can be enforced neither from below nor from
above. Incentives need to be offered and trust to be
built through learning by doing, learning by interacting
and mutual feedback loops.
The experience of the regional growth poles in
Brandenburg and the set-up of regional governance
structures demonstrate a fundamentally different reality
from that in Peru or the Ukraine. This experience has
emerged in its unique context with mistakes made and
lessons learned. This case can provide inspirational
practices for regions in other countries, but it is neither
good nor best practice.
Reference
Waeltring, F. (2019). The Regional Growth Poles.
Understanding the instrument, looking behind the
curtain of its success and identifying principles for
transferability to the Ukrainian context. Commissioned
by the U-LEAD with Europe Program. Available at: http://
rdpa.regionet.org.ua/276-the-regional-growth-poles
Frank Waeltring (fw@mesopartner.com)
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10
“We live in a time of disruptive change. How to
activate our capacity to lean into the emerging
future may well be the most crucial leadership
challenge of our time. How do you cultivate
curiosity, compassion and courage in the face of
prejudice, anger and fear?”
Announcement of the u.lab course entitled Leading
from the Emerging Future.
We wrote this article from our home offices
due to the Covid-19 pandemic, which made the
invitation of MIT’s u.lab training course seem all
the more relevant: How can humanity find a way
to a future that cares for everyone on the planet
and the planet itself?
Both authors are part of a group of development
consultants from various parts of the world and
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Presencing in
International
Development
Cooperation

different development consultancies who got
to know each other while participating in the
u.lab online course in 2018. The course, which
is presented annually, is an introduction to
Theory U, a method developed at MIT’s Centre
for Organizational Learning. Theory U is a change
management method and the title of a book by
Otto Scharmer. The name is derived from the
graphic representation of a social transformation
process in the form of the letter U (see figure).
Otto Scharmer calls this process presencing, a
term that he made up to express the combination
of “presence” and “sensing”.
Our group has learnt to appreciate this state of
being present – with hearts, hands and minds –
which will assist us to understand more about
current situations and what the future might hold.

Figure 10: Social transformation process

Source: Creative Commons CC BY-SA 4.0. Available at: https://www.ottoscharmer.com/theoryu,
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In presencing, the participants do not deconstruct
reality analytically and then try to conceive a solution to
a problem directly from the analytical understanding.
They adopt an attitude that activates their intuition and
feelings and which goes beyond analytical thinking.
Our group of practitioners started meeting regularly
during the u.lab training. All our sessions always begin
with a moment of silence. A conscious start makes
a big difference to the working atmosphere of the
group. As they felt the positive effect of such a start,
the members of the group at times also began to use
this ‘quiet entry’ in our consulting work and during
workshops. In the group we also tried out other simple
forms of mindfulness, which are more accessible to
people less involved in mindfulness practice, such as
one-breath meditation or walking meditation.
In the Theory U process, participants consciously
embark on a journey of co-sensing instead of
engaging in an efficient analytical process, starting
at the upper left side of the U. At this point,
participants are invited to let go of their preconceived
explanations of how things work, as well as their
value judgments about what is right. Instead, they are
asked to pay close attention to what they experience
during the process of co-sensing and while listening

to various people in the system they are engaging
with. By letting go of what we think we know, we
create space for something new. After co-sensing,
when the practitioners reach the bottom of the U,
there is a moment of presencing and opening up.
This is the moment when the practitioner is invited
to get the first glimpse of a new, shapeable future. In
the ascending part of the U that follows, this glimpse
of the future is further crystallised. This is followed by
an iterative process of prototyping and concretising
the change.
But how can you let go of your judgements and be
open to new ideas to come, without analytically
deducing them? Theory U provides very concrete
and handy tools. They consist of practices that open
up experiences beyond the conscious mind using
non-verbal communication or embodied practices,
often supported by mutual silence.
One of the non-verbal techniques our group has
often used to explore a ‘stuck’ situation in personal
and organisational life is Social Presencing Theatre
. These body-based practices increase sensitivity to
current experiences – they draw attention to changes
in social or contextual areas and are a method of
sowing seeds for the future.

Connected by video, the group members made the gestures of the SPT exercises in front of the camera and sometimes invited
other colleagues to meetings.
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New ideas also came from 3D sculpting exercises
using stones, sticks and Playmobil to represent our
complex working realities. This helped the group
members to see new connections between the
actors or thoughts about influences from the past.

It allows us to rearrange the actors in ways that
open up opportunities for the future. In the joint
practice, we were able to experience how Theory U
can help to overcome societal or cultural frontiers
which also exist in development cooperation.

When the group does 3D sculpting online, one group member moves the figures for the rest of the group and shows the
arrangement of their joint analysis from all directions through the camera.

Social Presencing Theater (SPT) is an emerging art form that explores the
creative potential of U-Theory and Presencing. The word theatre here means
‘place of performance of significant events or actions’. Developed under
the direction of dancer and choreographer Arawana Hayashi, the method
helps people to understand present reality and to explore emerging future
possibilities. Through this exercise, the participants learn to take care of their
bodies and to improve their awareness of the ‘social body’.
10
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The Joyn-coop office in Munich invited an intern,
Saka Mora, from rural Benin to join the group’s
exercises. With impressive ease he engaged in
the bodywork of the Social Presencing Theatre
and said that the methods were just beautiful. The
group reflected on how they could build bridges

to the knowledge and wisdom of people from oral
cultures – in the past, the group members only
used analytical methods and visualisations based
on writing. The participants started to question
some approaches which they used in the past.

In this workshop with trainer Kate Johnson from the Presencing Institute, Joyn-coop staff discovered new dimensions of SPT
with their then intern Saka Mora.
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The Village works in large spaces and unusual places, such as a roof-top terrace on the thirtieth floor.

Mesopartner used the instrument ‘Village’
in a project planning mission. We invited the
stakeholders to move in a defined space using only
a limited selection of movements. The exercise
tries to answer the question of how the participants
feel and act in the social system. It also asks,
while participating in the Village exercise itself,
how and where attention and action are needed
in order to bring out the potential of the group.
The exercise provided us with insights into the
dynamics of the cooperation system. One insight is
that without specific objectives, some participants
lack orientation; other participants appreciate the
intellectual freedom of non-verbal communication.
Such insights can be used very well in project
management.
After the end of the u.lab online course, our group
of development practitioners continued working
together. The group members valued the virtual
meetings as an opportunity to experiment with new
methods, to give collegial advice and deep sharing
among people they trust. Step by step, group

members have been integrating the philosophy and
instruments of Theory U and social presencing into
their consulting work. The mostly positive reaction
of our customers and participants has motivated us
to continue.
The experience of letting go of cherished beliefs
frees and enables the group members to embrace
new situations openly. We were convinced that
in a time of increasing uncertainties, this way of
approaching complex social systems is pertinent
and particularly suitable for accompanying
development processes in a positive way. Listening
to our bodies brings new intelligence. It is also
enriching to see us as consultants as part of a
larger social body. Change is not the task of a
leader or consultant, but a collective response of a
social system.
Dr Christiane Ströh de Martínez (c.stroeh@joyncoop.com)
Dr Ulrich Harmes-Liedtke (uhl@mesopartner.com)
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Mesopartner’s strategic
clients (2019/2020)

Caribbean Development Bank, CDB, Barbados
CROSQ - CARICOM Regional Organisation for
Standards and Quality, Barbados
Dorf.Land.Zukunft Elte, Germany
Dexis Consulting Group – Monitoring and Evaluation
Support for Collaborative Learning and Adapting
(MESCLA) project, Honduras
EDA Development Agency Banja Luka, Bosnia and
Herzegovina

Ministry of Industry, Commerce & Mipymes (MICM)
of the Dominican Republic, National Council for
Quality (CODOCA)
Oxford Policy Management – DFID Private Sector
Development Decision Support Unit in the
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC)
PTB, Physikalisch-Technische Bundesanstalt,
National Metrology Institute, International Technical
Cooperation, Germany

GIZ Local and Provincial Economic Development
(LPED), Project, Nepal

Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation,
Employment and Income Network, Bern,
Switzerland

GIZ Sector Project Sustainable Economic Policy and
Private Sector Promotion, Bonn

Trade and Industrial Policy Strategies (TIPS), South
Africa

GIZ Vocational Training and Food Security (VTFS)
Project in Eastern Sudan

University of Leipzig, Germany

GIZ Sustainable Economic Development Program
Uzbekistan
HELVETAS Swiss Intercooperation, Switzerland

WEST GmbH-Wirtschaftsförderung Kreis Steinfurt
World Bank Group, Manufacturing, Agribusiness, &
Services (MAS), Washington DC
VDI/VDE Innovation + Technology GmbH as
strategic client

We also provide a range of direct coaching, advisory and facilitation services to companies and other
organizations that are not included in this list.
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Countries in which Mesopartner
is currently active (2019/2020)
Albania
Antigua and Barbuda
Argentina
Bangladesh
Barbados
Bosnia and Herzegovina
Cambodia
Colombia
Democratic Republic of the Congo
Dominican Republic

Germany
Grenada
Honduras
Indonesia
Jamaica
Kenya
Kosovo
Lebanon
Moldova
Myanmar

Nepal
Pakistan
Panama
Rwanda
Serbia
South Africa
Sudan
Suriname
Switzerland
Tanzania

Trinidad and
Tobago
Uganda
Ukraine
United Kingdom
United States of
America
Uruguay
Uzbekistan
Vietnam
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The Partners

Shawn Cunningham
Ulrich Harmes-Liedtke
Marcus Jenal
Christian Schoen
Frank Wältring
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Shawn Cunningham
sc@mesopartner.com
Born 1973. PhD Business Administration, 2009 and
MBA, 2001 from the Potchefstroom Business School,
North-West University, South Africa.
Based in Pretoria, South Africa.
Main fields of expertise:
•	Advisory support to leaders in government,
business and academia to make decisions despite
complexity and uncertainty
•	Meso resilience and how societies form and adapt
meso organisations
•	Enabling search, discovery, experimentation and
innovation process facilitation
•	Technological capability and modernisation through
Science, Technology and Innovation systems
promotion

Institute for Economic Research on Innovation,
Tshwane University of Technology, South Africa
2003 – 2007: Senior expert in the GTZ South
Africa Local Economic Development and
Business Development Services Programme
2001 – 2002: Worked in a South African
development agency National Manufacturing
Advisory Centre Programme
1996 – 2001: Own business in the IT sector

Working experience:
Since 2008: Partner in Mesopartner
2015 - current: Part time Faculty Member (Innovation,
Strategy & Technology Management), Stellenbosch
Business School, Executive Education
2010 – 2018:
Research Associate
(Innovation Systems
& Policy) at the
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Ulrich Harmes-Liedtke
uhl@mesopartner.com
Born 1965. PhD in political science and economics
(Bremen 1999), MA in Economics (Hamburg 1991).
Based in Bad Homburg, Germany.
Main fields of expertise:
• Territorial development, Cluster and value chain
promotion
• Quality infrastructure
• Green and Circular Economy
• Process facilitation and social presencing
Working experience:
Founding partner of Mesopartner (2003)
1997 – 2002: ISA Consult GmbH, Bochum (Germany),
senior consultant
1996 –1997: Foundation CIREM, Barcelona (Spain),
junior consultant
1991 – 1994: University of Bremen, research project on
regional development in Europe, researcher.
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Marcus Jenal
mj@mesopartner.com
Born 1980. Diploma (MSc) in Environmental Sciences
from the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology (ETH) in
Zürich, 2007.
Based in Gateshead, United Kingdom
Main fields of expertise:
•	Adaptive management and decision-making under
conditions of uncertainty
•	Continuous exploration and learning in teams and
organisations
•	Monitoring and evaluation of systemic change
initiatives
• Narrative and participatory sensemaking
• Market Systems Development
•	Knowledge network and community of practice
facilitation

2011-present: Member of the backstopping
team for the employment and income network
of the Swiss Agency for Development and
Cooperation (SDC).
2011-2015: Independent consultant in
market systems development and systemic
approaches
2009-2011: Programme officer at
Intercooperation (now HELVETAS Swiss
Intercooperation), Bangladesh

Working experience:
Since 2015: Partner of Mesopartner
2014-2017: Lead, monitoring, impact evaluation and
evidence, the BEAM Exchange
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Christian Schoen
cs@mesopartner.com
Born 1965. MA in Economics (Bayreuth / Munich, 1991).
Based in Hanoi, Vietnam
Main fields of expertise:
• Territorial economic development
• Value chain and cluster promotion
• Green economic development
• Market Systems Development
• Promoting the demand and supply sides of Quality
Infrastructure services
• Business/investment climate surveys and competitiveness
rankings
• Program and project evaluations
Working experience:
Founding partner of Mesopartner (2003)
2002 – 2003: Freelance consultant
2001 – 2002: Fraunhofer Gesellschaft e.V., Jakarta
(Indonesia), PERISKOP project coordinator and senior
consultant
1999 – 2000: Fraunhofer Management GmbH, Munich
(Germany), senior consultant
1992 – 1999: Dorsch Consult Ingenieurgesellschaft mbH,
Munich (Germany), consultant.
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Frank Wältring
fw@mesopartner.com
Born 1968. MA in social sciences with specialisation in
economics (Duisburg, 1999).
Based in Bremen and Elte, Germany
Main fields of expertise:
•	Promotion of local innovation and network systems in
rural and urban spaces
•	Promotion of smart city and smart rural area concepts
involving digitalisation
•	Learning from and with Germany: Knowledge Transfer
from insights of innovative approaches in the German
eco-system via study tours, visits and research papers
•	Strengthening sustainable Transformation in Private
Sector Development
•	Promotion of innovative support instruments like
innovation hubs, coworking spaces and research labs

2003 – 2018: Consultant on main fields of
expertise in developing countries, EU and
Germany
2001 – 2003: Junior professional in GTZ private
sector development programme in Honduras
1999 – 2001: Researcher in joint INEF/IDS local
cluster and global value chain project, Institute
for Development and Peace, University of
Duisburg.

Working experience:
Since 2004: partner in Mesopartner
2016 to 2018: Lecturer at Jacobs-University Bremen on
Development Economics and Innovation Economics
2007 – present: Lecturer at the SEPT Master
Course from the University of Leipzig in
Leipzig, Hanoi and Ho-Chi-Minh-City on
the topic of Regional
Competitiveness
2003 – 2004: Private
sector development
specialist at GTZ
headquarters, special
focus South-east Europe
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Mesopartner’s
Administration
Annelien Cunningham
ac@mesopartner.com
Born 1974. Master’s degree in Business Administration,
North-West University, South Africa
Based in Pretoria, South Africa
Annelien provides administrative, management and content
support to Mesopartner. Her main tasks involve organising
events such as the Summer Academy in Berlin, maintaining
the website, managing the client database and customer
communication. She manages Mesopartner Africa and
provides project implementation support to several projects.
Her background in business enables her to provide content
and fieldwork-related support to Mesopartner.
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The Mesopartner
Associates in 2020

Zdravko Miovcic
Valérie Hindson
vh@mesopartner.com
Born 1969. Institute of Political
Studies (Sciences Po Aix),
France, 1992.
Based in France.

zm@mesopartner.com
Born 1958. Master’s Degree in Management with
specialisation in solving development problems
(UN University for Peace, ECPD Belgrade, 1991).
Founder and Director of Eda - Enterprise
Development Agency in Banjaluka.
Based in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia.
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Mesopartner
Publications 2019

Cunningham, S. 2019. Is the Fourth Industrial Revolution a Paradigm Shift? Helvetas Mosaic. Scholl,
M. (Ed.). Helvetas. Bern. [Web] https://www.helvetas.org/en/eastern-europe/about-us/follow-us/
helvetas-mosaic/article/Is-the-Fourth-Industrial-Revolution-a-Paradigm-ShiftCunningham, S., Cunningham, A., Fotoyi, A., Sherif, S. and Tsedu, M. 2019a. High-level statistical analysis
of the plumbing and electrical trades. Report 1, Pretoria: Skills Development for a Green Economy (SD4GE)
Programme of the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ).
Cunningham, S., Cunningham, A., Fotoyi, A., Sherif, S. and Tsedu, M. 2019b. Industry analysis of the electrical
contracting industry. Report 3, Pretoria: Skills Development for a Green Economy (SD4GE) Programme of the
Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ).
Cunningham, S., Cunningham, A., Fotoyi, A., Sherif, S. and Tsedu, M. 2019c. Industry analysis of the
plumbing industry. Pretoria: Skills Development for a Green Economy (SD4GE) Programme of the Deutsche
Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ).
Cunningham, S., Schoen, C. and Godden, Z. 2019. Revisiting the Hexagon of LED as a framework to
strengthen LED initiatives. Working Paper. Duisburg and Pretoria: Mesopartner.
Harmes-Liedtke, U. and Soledad Gianetti, M. 2019. The Concept of Co-Creation and Related Methodologies
for Generating Urban Innovations Bibliographic Systematization. Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ).
Harmes-Liedtke, U. and Oteiza Di Mateo, J.J. 2019. Measurement and performance of Quality Infrastructure.
A proposal for a global quality infrastructure., Buenos Aires and Duisburg: Mesopartner and Analyticar.
Jenal, M. 2019. Measuring Systemic Change in Market Systems Development – A Stocktaking. USAID.
Jenal, M. and Cunningham, S. 2019a. Disruptive Technologies for Private Sector Development in the DRC.
Oxford, UK: Oxford Policy Management on behalf of the Decision Support Unit (DSU).
Jenal, M. and Cunningham, S. 2019b. System failure: why a ‘cut and paste’ approach to tech isn’t working.
BEAM Exchange. https://beamexchange.org/community/blogs/2019/7/29/cut-and-paste-approach-techisnt- working/
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Schoen, C. and Wältring, F. 2019. Study on experiences in non-agricultural Value Chain and Sector
Promotion. Eschborn: GIZ Sector Project Sustainable Economic Development. https://mia.giz.de/qlink/
ID=246975000
van der Merwe, S., Biggs, R., Preiser, R., Cunningham, C., Snowden, D.J., O’ Brien, K., Jenal, M., Vosloo,
M., Blignaut, S. and Goh, Z. 2019. Making Sense of Complexity: Using SenseMaker as a Research Tool.
Technical note. Systems, Vol. 72.
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