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Complexity of 
the underlying 

problem

Simple Cause and effect can be easily identified and the solution can involve a single action

Complicated Causes can be identified and the solution can involve rules and processes

Complex Some causes can be identified, others are hidden, and some may be consequences of other causes, 
and the solution is multifaceted and may need to be adjusted as it is implemented

‘Complexity cubed’ (or 
wicked)*
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2.2 Example of a transition in how a societal challenge is seen

Unsustainable fishing practices provide an interesting example of how the way we look at a societal challenge can change over time. Once 
seen as a complicated, domestic sectoral problem, unsustainable fishing practices are increasingly understood as part of a more complex 
or ‘complexity cubed’ problem, and as both a domestic cross-sectoral and global (or at least regional) coordination problem.(3)

Level Domains where challenges need to be understood Management 
framework

Single-species 
fisheries 

management
                 

Fishery
management

plan

Ecosystem 
approach to single-

species fisheries 
management

Fishery
management

plan

Ecosystem-based 
broad fisheries 
management

 
Fisheries

management
plan

Ecosystem-based 
whole-ocean 
management

Regional
ocean
plans

Aquaculture          Conservation         Development          Ecotourism               Energy

  Fisheries                  Marine               Oil and gas            Sanctuaries               Other

Climate                 Ecology                  Habitat

Single species

Single species

Climate                  Ecology                  Habitat

Multi-species
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2.3 Ways of addressing challenges

Societal challenges can be addressed in many ways. Here we describe three ways, some 
of which can be combined. For example, a team of research and innovation professionals 
may partner with community leaders to co-design a single intervention to address a societal 
challenge. Alternatively, a group of researchers may use a combination of data analytics, cost-
effectiveness analysis and modeling to identify what combination of evidence-based interventions 
will have the greatest impacts in jurisdictions with a given profile, as was done with Disease 
Control Priorities 3, a periodic review to address the burden of disease in low-resource settings.(4)
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2.4 Examples of approaches to prioritizing challenges to address

Many approaches can be used to prioritize societal challenges. They can vary by the breadth of challenges and the time frame they 
address, and by the degree to which they can inform priority setting. Priority setting may be for evidence-related global public goods (which 
we return to in chapter 6) or for the strategies used by evidence intermediaries (which we return to in chapter 5 and again in chapter 6). 
Below we outline five of the general approaches that can be used to prioritize action on societal challenges. The first considers all possible 
sectors and the remaining four are drawn from the health sector. For each example, we suggest some of the pros and cons of the approach. 
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2.5 Global-commission reports by challenge type

Global-commission reports provide an interesting window into how challenges are viewed by the ‘eminent persons’ who often fill the ranks 
of commissioners. Our analysis of the 70 commission reports published since January 2016 found that: 

• most commission reports (46) address both domestic and global levels
• only three sectors have been the focus of more than seven commission reports, namely health, public safety and justice, and food safety 

and security, with 22, 17 and 12 reports, respectively
• only four Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) have been the focus of more than six commission reports, Good health and well-being 

(SDG 3), Peace, justice and strong institutions (SDG 16), Zero hunger (SDG 2), and Decent work and economic growth (SDG 8) with 25, 
16, 10 and seven reports, respectively

• nearly half of the commission reports (33) labeled the problem they were addressing as complex and none used the labels simple, 
complicated or wicked

• the most common reasons used to justify calling a challenge a problem worth paying attention to were values (59) and comparisons to 
the past (52)

• most challenges were framed positively as goals or targets (39) rather than negatively as problems (31)
• most commission reports (43) propose a package (or bundle) of interventions, albeit not with the rigour of a report like Disease Control 

Priorities 3, but don’t speak to how the interventions were developed or how they should be managed over time.
Note that a commission report can address more than one sector and SDG so the numbers do not always add up to the total number of 
reports we analyzed.
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2.6 References

“

As a cabinet member and a key player in my country’s macroeconomic team, I and my team bear the huge responsibility of offering the 
best recommendations for effective development plans and policy designs aimed at solving societal challenges. This makes the office 
I lead one of the key users of evidence, both to provide a foundation on which plans and policies are based, as well as for alternative 
policy recommendations. 

My participation in the Evidence Commission, as well as my engagement over the last three years at the apex of policymaking where 
we strive to make policies in a complex environment, have given me an ideal opportunity to re-emphasize the need for synthesizing the 
many forms of evidence pertinent to the issue at hand. 

To support the use of evidence in policymaking and monitor our impacts, my team has been developing a new monitoring and evaluation 
metrics to better track progress in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. Furthermore, we have been working with stakeholders 
to develop a national multidimensional poverty index (MPI) to complement existing measures of poverty. While global MPIs can set the 
stage for global comparisons, national MPIs can provide the sensitivity to local contexts that we need. 

Thus, I strongly support the insights provided in chapter 3 about decisions and decision-makers, particularly those provided in section 
3.3 about the demand for evidence among government policymakers and the context for their use of evidence. I also wholeheartedly 
support the insights provided about the evidence-support system in section 6.2, where the need for basing it on local (national or 
sub-national) contexts has been emphasized. The insights about the need for global public goods and equitably distributed capacities in 
section 6.1 are also important, given the lack of global equity in this regard. This report will be instrumental in guiding us in the best 
ways for using evidence to properly understand and effectively solve societal challenges. 

Government policymaker, Fitsum Assefa Adela
Committed policymaker striving to bring a whole-of-government perspective to cabinet-level 
planning and development
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