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Third workshop on defining a multi-dimensional approach to fragility 
for the OECD States of Fragility Report 2016 

Washington, DC, 23 November 2015 

OUTCOME SUMMARY 

The last of three expert consultation workshops on defining a new multi-dimensional approach to 

fragility for the OECD States of Fragility 2016 report took place on 23 November in Washington, 

DC. 32 participants from bilateral and multilateral development institutions, academia, think tanks 

and civil society gathered at the Inter-American Development Bank, which was hosting the event.  

The aim of the workshop was to discuss the findings of the two preceding workshops in Berlin and 

Abidjan regarding the expectations towards and characteristics of an OECD model. Furthermore, it 

served to examining specific fragility models that could constitute a way forward for the OECD’s 

approach. Three models were analysed in detail during the workshop: the World Bank’s emerging 

risk-centred framework, an approach inspired by the OECD’s Better Life Index, and one model 

based on the OECD’s definition of fragility and results of the previous workshops.  

The findings of all three workshops will feed into a working paper, which will form the basis of 

the OECD’s States of Fragility Report 2016. 

The workshop was divided into three sessions. The first session focused on the expectations 

towards, and characteristics of, a multidimensional fragility model for the OECD. Participants 

found that OECD thinking on fragility had progressed significantly. There was consensus that:  

1. An OECD fragility model needs to fulfil two distinct purposes:  

a. advocacy and monitoring; and 

b. providing entry points for programming.  

Distinct approaches may be needed to fulfil these two purposes.  

2. Fragility is a vague concept and inherently difficult to capture. Any fragility model will be 

imperfect. However, such models  have proven valuable as a dashboard level analysis to 

focus attention on countries most in need of assistance.  

3. While the term ‘fragile states’ should no longer be used, the term ‘fragility’ should not be 

discarded, but perhaps complemented with the notion of ‘risk’.   

4. Attention should be paid to the link between analysis and action. The report should point 

to entry points for programming and needs to be accompanied by complementary 

qualitative analysis.  

5. We should refrain from establishing a single “fragile states list”. While being a powerful 

tool for advocacy purposes with its dichotomist classification of fragile vs. non-fragile 

countries, it is not helpful for dialogue. Instead, a way should be found to measure 

performance and rank countries that reflects the relative degrees of fragility.  

6. People differed in their views on whether the model should be predictive or descriptive, 

and whether it should focus on drivers or outcomes of fragility, but agreed that the notion 

of risk should be part of the concept, which perhaps solves this dichotomy. 

7. There may not be a trade-off between empirical evidence and political consensus. The 

model could be rooted in both political consensus and drawing on indicators derived from 

empirical evidence.  

8. A way should be found to engage countries beyond the OECD community, i.e. MICS, in 

discussions on fragility, for example by focusing on the economic and social costs of 

fragility.  
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9. A fragility concept needs to look beyond conflict and violence. While violence is an 

important aspect of fragility, the two concepts should not be conflated.  

10. A fragility concept should capture societal dynamics beyond what is captured through 

state-society relationships. 

During the second session, three fragility models and their components were presented (for an 

overview of the models, see Annex 1). General observations included:  

1. A dialogue between different fragility models is useful; the OECD should therefore 

strive to develop its own model.  

2. Sub-national aspects of fragility are only reflected to a certain extent in the Wellbeing 

Model. For the other concepts these aspects would need to be covered in separate, more in-

depth, mostly qualitative analyses.  

3. The models don’t pay sufficient attention to the (in)equity of institutions.  

4. Horizontal inequalities are not automatically drivers of fragility but can turn into 

grievances under certain circumstances, which should be reflected by a fragility model.   

5. A model should be sufficiently broad in order to incorporate successive research findings.  

The third session focused on refining the fragility concepts (for a detailed description of the 

group work, see Annex 2). The following observations were made:  

1. The World Bank’s risk-centred approach is conceptually most advanced because 

a. it is multi-dimensional and dynamic;   

b. the focus on proactive risk management is valuable for development actors as it 

informs their response options and addresses an important area that has been 

neglected so far; and  

c. the ‘risk’ terminology resonates well with other communities (humanitarian, 

diplomatic, MICS).   

2. The approach inspired by the OECD definition of fragility is more advanced than last 

year’s model but requires further thinking. Participants stressed that 

a. the approach is most powerful as a descriptive model of fragility; 

b. the dimensions should be revisited:  

i. the resilience dimension (‘mitigation of external shocks’) should be defined 

differently; 

ii. violence should be framed as a cross-cutting issue, and as a driver and 

outcome of fragility;  

iii. while the consideration of societal factors is an asset, the model should also 

consider informal institutions; and 

iv. the 4 dimensions are insufficiently distinguished and could be reduced to 2.  

c. there is consensus to continue using the Venn Diagram, perhaps by displaying 

two diagrams concentrating on state capacity and state-society relations, 

respectively.  

3. The Well Being-based framework was seen as being of little added value because 

a. it was seen as too similar to the HDI, too development-oriented, not sufficiently 

tested in, and adapted to, fragile contexts;  

b. it was seen as built on a Western-centric and individualistic perspective. 

Participants found this unhelpful, as group dynamics are often central to fragility; 

c. it poses high demands on data that are unrealistic for this exercise.  

d. However, participants agreed that perceptions of fragility and sustainability were 

an important “plus” of this model and should be introduced in other concepts as 

well.  
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ANNEX 1: FRAGILITY MODELS 

(1) World Bank concept 
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(2) Concept inspired by OECD definition 
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(3) Well Being-based concept 
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ANNEX 2: GROUP WORK 

Group 1: Well Being-based concept 
 

 Strengths Weaknesses 

General Positive framing of fragility Lacks institutional/structural aspects 

Focus on individual, subjective experience of 

fragility 

Similar to HDI  added value? 

Disaggregated data Difficult to measure; extensive data 

collection needed 

Captures pockets of fragility Too narrow 

Could potentially capture trauma Validity? 

 Descriptive, limited predictive power 

 Well-being & risk are complex concepts; 

combining them may make the model 

overly complex  

Needs of OECD A model should serve the needs of people, 

though – demand instead of supply-driven! 

Does not serve the needs of OECD 

member countries 

Should be a tool to generate knowledge  

Actionability Linked to SDGs, therefore likely to enjoy 

political support 

Operationable? (data demands) 

 

Adapting the model to fragile contexts 

Aspect of Well Being Adaptation to fragile contexts 

Work-Life Balance 

 

Lack of work/jobs  Jobs & Earnings 

Refugees? 

Dignity/justice of earnings 

Working/labour conditions 

Savings 

Safety nets/relational pillars 

Health 

 

Infant mortality 

Life expectancy 

Access to services 

Education & skills 

 

Education & conflict 

Early childhood 

Social connections Trust 

Civic engagement & 

governance 

Heterogeneous vs. homogenous society 

Equal access to services 

Knowledge & capability to engage 

Environment Access to resources 

Climate change 

 Culture (context-specific) 

 Gender (women empowerment linked to fragility) 

 Advocacy & empowerment capability 

Individual perception of fragility vs. factors destabilising society 

 

Group 2: Concept inspired by the OECD definition of fragility 
 2 dimensions instead of 4:  

o mitigating external shocks – fundamental part of the provision of basic services  

o Poorly managed intra-societal relations: part of mutually constructive state-society relations. 

Cohesion between groups in society depends on productive and functional relation with the state 

o most important dimensions of fragility could be streamlined into these 2 dimensions 

 not just provision of basic governance functions but societies capacity to absorb these services & public 

goods – state-society dynamic in the first column as well 

 Violence as cross-cutting issue 

 Resilience dimension should be defined differently 
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 Venn Diagram: five-dimensional VD has a lot of appeal. Constructive way to present information about how 

states vary in their performance about dimensions of fragility 

 Helpful: 2 VDs corresponding to the 2 columns (provision of governance services and capacity of societies to 

absorb them / state-society relations)  

 Challenge of presenting different levels of inputs, processes and outputs in VD (violence both an outcome 

and a driver of fragility) – maybe requires different diagrams side by side  

Group 3: Concept inspired by the OECD definition of fragility 
 Descriptive power  

 Positive/neutral statements or describing negative drivers of fragility? Problems or (half-way) solutions  

more helpful to describe problems 

 Issue of violence not visible enough. Not just an outcome but can become a driver of fragility in its own right 

 Economic dimension: how to factor in inclusive growth?  

 Added value of state-society and intra-societal dimension? Can they be brought back together, creating space 

for other dimensions? 

 Mitigating external shocks? Both about shocks and stresses. Bringing out regional, international drivers that 

bring about fragility.  

Group 4: World Bank model 
 Risk management framework not particular to understanding fragility 

 Light population of in-between factors needed (risk management, external/internal environment)  

o State-society relations, intra-societal relations should be included – however, may make model too 

complex, thereby reducing utility 

 Who would be managing risk? World Bank, national governments… 

o Bring in state-society relations there?  

 Actionability 

o Outcomes are negative  

o Model is prescriptive 

 How to build in sub-national components? 
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ANNEX 3:  LIST OF PARTICIPANTS 

Name Institution 

Nathalie Tatiana Alvarado IDB 

David Backer CIDCM, University of Maryland 

Mauricio Bastien IDB 

Alexa Courtney United States Institute of Peace 

Mauricio García IDB 

Mark Gersovitz Johns Hopkins (Baltimore) 

Corinne Graff National Security Council, The White House 

Rasmus Heltberg World Bank 

Joseph Hewitt USAID 

Laura Jaitman IDB 

Seth  Kaplan Johns Hopkins University, SAIS, Washington, DC 

Norma Kriger Federal Research Division,  Johns Hopkins in 2014 

Marcus Lenzen DfID 

Rachel Locke USAID 

Alexandre Marc World  Bank 

Lina Marmolejo IDB 

Erin McCandless Civil Society Platform on Peacebuilding and 

Statebuilding 

Gary Milante SIPRI (Washington DC/Stockholm) 

Pavel Munguia IDB 

Norma Peña IDB 

Benjamin Petrini SOAS 

Nadia Piffaretti World Bank 

Arnaldo Posadas IDB 

Carlos Santiso IDB 

Khadija Shaikh World Bank 

Carina Solmirano IDB 

Radhika  Srinivasan World Bank 

Jean Eric Theinhardt IDB 

Rodolpho Valente Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 

OECD:   

Jolanda Profos Peace and Conflict Adviser, CFR, OECD/DCD 

Jana Hofmann Trainee; CFR, OECD/DCD 

 


