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1. This document 

This document, aptly named the SEG primer, introduces the conceptual foundations 

underpinning the OECD Strategic Education Governance project (SEG). The complexity 

lens guides all SEG work to help countries making reform happen and improving 

governance processes in the complex reality of today’s education systems.  

The SEG project’s rationale, approaches and work strands, as well as the detailed 

Organisational Framework, are described in detail in the SEG project plan (OECD, 2019[1]). 

The project plan’s most recent version is available on the project website1. 

2. What do we know about complex systems?  

In complexity theory, a system is a collection of individual actors who organise themselves 

and relate to each other. There are many different relationships, as these form in response 

to positive or negative feedback, and also randomly. How an actor interacts with others 

influences its behaviour more often than its individual desires or expectations. This means 

complex systems do not develop in a linear way; the outcomes resulting from multiple 

interactions vary across the system, are sometimes unpredictable and, to a certain extent, 

volatile.  

Here we see that “complex” is not synonymous with “complicated” (Glouberman and 

Zimmerman, 2002[2]). Complex problems are like raising a child – each child is unique, so 

applying the same parental strategy to different children may produce very different results! 

It follows that in complex problems, while expertise is important, applying formulas may 

not always work or may not work at all. This is in contrast to solving a complicated 

problem. For instance, in rocket science, although immensely complicated, once a rocket 

has been built, it is reasonable to expect to do this again applying the same formula and 

expertise. 

3. What are the lessons from complexity theory for education governance? 

Complexity theory offers many lessons for governance (Snyder, 2013[3]). Pertaining to 

change theory in particular, one of the most important insights is that to overcome inertia 

and change the status quo in a complex system requires sufficient momentum across the 

multiple components (Mason, 2016[4]). To succeed, policy and reform require simultaneous 

and sustained interventions at as many parts of the system as possible. In systems with 

multiple poles, this requires a sense of shared responsibility and joint action to move 

towards the stated objectives for the system overall. Effective governance emphasises 

collaborative dynamics rather than hierarchical relationships between different parts of the 

system. It builds on strategic thinking, collaboration and trust – in contrast to centralised 

decision-making, supervision and control, which have been traditional forms of governance 

in many systems (Osborne, 2006[5]).  

Second, governance needs flexibility and adaptive capacity. On the one hand, addressing 

complex issues implies being able to respond to varying local conditions and needs. On the 

other, it requires being aware of and prepared for potentially diverging and even unexpected 

                                                      
1 http://www.oecd.org/education/ceri/strategic-education-governance.htm  

http://www.oecd.org/education/ceri/strategic-education-governance.htm
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effects of policy interventions. A crucial condition for flexibility and adaptability is 

feedback - information from a variety of sources, reflecting a rich array of perspectives, 

and delivered regularly and quickly, tailor-made to the needs of users. 

4. What are the practical implications for governing education? 

Education systems are complex. While some OECD countries have a long tradition of 

decentralised responsibilities in their education systems, others have decentralised control 

over the last few decades trying to respond more directly to citizens’ needs. This means 

that policy making takes place at different levels of the system. At the same time, parents 

and other stakeholders are more involved in decision-making. This is facilitated by access 

to education performance data, which is now widely gathered and made available to a broad 

range of actors.  

This complexity poses challenges for education governance. Central education authorities 

remain responsible for ensuring high-quality and equitable education. However, 

relationships between stakeholders and decision-makers are dynamic and open to 

negotiation. Effective governance means juggling this dynamism and complexity at the 

same time as steering a clear course towards established goals (Burns, Köster and Fuster, 

2016[6]; Burns and Köster, 2016[7]). 

The presence of multiple actors in decision making turns policy issues into ‘wicked 

problems’ (Klijn and Koppenjan, 2014[8]). Multiple actors, such as policymakers, parents, 

and teachers have varying perspectives on the system’s problems and how to solve these. 

Interpretations of reality differ, and so do expectations and preferred solutions. Even when 

information is widely gathered, this is subject to diverse interpretations, which leads to 

distinct and sometimes conflicting bodies of knowledge and policy agendas.  

Education governance has been pictured as a matter of so much reform, so little change 

(Payne, 2008[9]). Looking at it through a complexity lens might be a key step in changing 

such a view. More effective policy making and implementation embraces complexity, by 

seeking to: 

Align roles and balance tensions. Forming a long-term shared vision supports the 

development of a whole-of-system perspective able to align the system’s elements, 

overcome power games, and address short-term urgencies while keeping on track towards 

long-term aims. It is also necessary to foster cooperation among stakeholders and work 

towards aligning policies, roles and responsibilities to improve efficiency and reduce 

potential overlaps. 

Be flexible and adaptive to cope with specific contexts and unexpected events. Actors 

in the education system may react differently to a single phenomenon depending on their 

circumstances and views. Unpredictability means that the exact effects of an intervention 

cannot be known. The use of experimental approaches in policy making can help to 

discover and test changes in the education system in a controlled, ethical, efficient and 

transparent way (Blanchenay and Burns, 2016[10]; Burns and Blanchenay, 2016[11]). 

Identify and address individual, organisational and systemic capacity gaps. This is a 

key to effective policy and reform. In this sense, just as important as knowing where to go 

is knowing how to get there (Fullan, 2010[12]).  

Underline the important role of knowledge and the governance of knowledge. A 

continuous flow of information combining descriptive data, research results and 
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professional knowledge is necessary to inform all actors about developments (to be able to 

respond), activities (to be able to align) and results (to be able to learn and improve).  

5. The SEG Organisational Framework 

The OECD Strategic Education Governance (SEG) project uses an organisational 

framework (Figure 1) to promote the identified elements that support strategic governance 

of education. It is organised in six overlapping domains containing different key areas and 

incorporates a range of considerations: empirical findings in previous work on education 

governance, country priorities in traditional areas of education governance, as well as 

recent research and new empirical evidence of effective governance processes emerging 

from the SEG work. The framework brings together the analytical lens of the complexity 

paradigm – systems are interconnected, exhibiting properties that cannot be anticipated 

from its constituent parts – with practical considerations to maximise the ability to guide 

improvement efforts. It is meant to stimulate reflection and guide strategic decisions of 

practitioners and policy makers when facing the intricacies of what complexity entails for 

education policy and reform.  

The Framework is being progressively refined based on ongoing SEG work. Its most recent 

version is described in detail in the project plan, available on the SEG website2. 

Figure 1. SEG Organisational Framework 

 

Source: adapted from OECD (2019[1]), Strategic Education Governance - Project Plan and Organisational 

Framework, http://www.oecd.org/education/ceri/SEG-Project-Plan-org-framework.pdf. 

                                                      
2 http://www.oecd.org/education/ceri/strategic-education-governance.htm  

Strategic thinking 

• Crafting, sharing and consolidating a system 
vision 

• Adapting to changing contexts and new 
knowledge 

• Balancing short-term and long- term 
priorities 

Accountability 

• Enabling local discretion while limiting 
fragmentation 

• Promoting a culture of learning and 
improvement 

Capacity 

• Ensuring capacity for policy-making and 
implementation 

• Stimulating horizontal capacity building 

Stakeholder involvement 

• Integrating stakeholder knowledge  
and perspectives 

• Fostering support, shared  responsibility, 
ownership and trust  

Whole-of-system perspective 

• Overcoming system inertia 
• Developing synergies within the system 

and moderating tensions 

Knowledge governance 

• Promoting production of adequate evidence 
• Mobilising produced evidence for convenient 

use  
• Stimulating a culture of evidence-use 
• Nurturing evidence-related capabilities 

http://www.oecd.org/education/ceri/SEG-Project-Plan-org-framework.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/education/ceri/strategic-education-governance.htm
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