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Abstract: Adopting a Strategic Sustainable Development (SSD) approach to official bilateral 
development assistance could result in more effective development planning that yields lasting 
results in developing countries. A Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development Assistance 
(FSSDA) based on SSD and customised to the needs of a development agency offers guidance in 
planning for development towards sustainability. This it does by directing donor and recipient 
planners in generating holistic perspectives, setting the goal of development as an attractive and 
sustainable society, and providing a flexible decision-making framework to guide strategic planning. 
Development assistance donor agencies face several difficulties in ensuring aid effectiveness. The 
FSSDA offers support in addressing these challenges by: positioning the creation of sustainable 
societies as the fundamental goal of development; allowing progress against imminent 
sustainability threats while minimizing the risk of unforeseen negative impacts; balancing 
economic, environmental and social considerations; and providing a fairer basis for aid 
conditionality. 
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Dangerous social and political fuses have been lit. Facing 
crisis on many fronts, the world is coming to grasp the need 
for a transition -- to sustainable development, to new levels 
of cooperation. (Ban Ki-moon 2009) 
 

 
Global Sustainability Challenge and Development Assistance 
 
Development assistance traditionally aimed at accelerating economic growth and eradicating 
poverty has coincided with, and often contributed to rapid diminishing of natural resources and 
significant alterations to the chemical composition of Earth's biospheric systems. These 
consequences as well as others following from the blind pursuit of growth paradoxically undermine 
possibilities of continued future development (Robèrt and others 1997). Worry grows that as billions 
in Africa, Asia and South America strive to reach the living standards enjoyed by North Americans 
and Europeans, they will not only duplicate their triumphs, but also their failures (Strange and 
Bayley 2008, 23). The international community is becoming increasingly attuned to the potential 
danger posed by rapid industrial and economic development of recipients in an ever more 
interconnected and interdependent world.  
 
A global sustainability challenge, most conspicuous as the alarmingly rapid escalation of the climate 
crisis is now widely recognized by commentators, experts, intelligence organizations and 
governments as the greatest threat to security in most, if not all industrialized countries around the 
world. For several nations the immediate internal ecological threats may be secondary to those 
represented by foreseeable geopolitical, social and economic consequential effects such as the mass 
refugee migrations, resource-driven conflict (most obviously water), rapidly increasing commodity 
prices, the erosion of agricultural resources in several major food-producing countries, rising costs 
of responding to natural disasters, and projected health crises. 
 
Though the weakening of the biosphere may be fairly viewed as largely the result of 
industrialization and consumption in wealthy countries, it is the poorest populations in some of the 
poorest countries who will likely be the first and most acutely affected as the climate, water and 
food (sustainability) crises manifest.(reference) At the same time it has become increasingly clear 
that nations today are interdependent and connected in such complex ways that it is impossible for 
any country to safeguard its interests in isolation.(reference) It is in the interest of all nations to 
support each other in developing to the point where  populations can be supported in a sustainable 
way. Development assistance should no longer be portrayed as charity, but rather as a mechanism 
of increasing the resilience of human society against the most serious threats facing global stability.  
 
A commitment to increasing the efficacy of aid necessitates a more fundamental change in 
approach than that which resulted in the Paris Declaration, and a more ambitious, though ultimately 
more pragmatic aim than those expressed in the Millennium Development Goals. What is needed is 
a shift from the ideal of 'poverty reduction' to the aim of developing resilient and sustainable 
societies. Poverty reduction should be understood as an outcome of the pursuit of socio-ecological 
sustainability, and not the other way around. A functioning economy and well-fed populace does not 
equal a sustainable society, but a sustainable society by definition must have some form of 
functioning economy and a populace whose needs are largely met. 
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Strategic Sustainable Development 
 
Built around a clear, concrete, and scientific definition of environmental sustainability, and a flexible 
requirement for social sustainability which taken together comprise a super-ordinate goal that can 
be used to orient development strategy. Strategic Sustainable Development (SSD) may provide a 
useful template for understanding how an approach to development aimed at creating sustainable 
societies could be implemented and what benefits it might afford.  
 
‘Sustainable Development’ as popularized by the Brundtland Commission is development that 
“meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their needs” (Brundtland 1987). This definition has been widely adopted by several development 
assistance donors and agencies. The OECD's Sustainable Development; Linking economy, society, 
environment puts it another way, saying that “resources, whether economic, environmental or 
social, should be utilized and distributed fairly across generations” (Strange and Bayley 2008, 26). 
SSD enriches such understandings of sustainable development with a comprehensive and 
scientifically based set of constraints defining socio-ecological sustainability for a society.  
 
SSD introduces a comprehensive, and scientifically based definition of socio-ecological sustainability 
definition of sustainability comprised of four principles: three ecological and one social. The three 
ecological principles concretely and objectively define the minimum conditions necessary for 
environmental sustainability while the social principle describes the minimum necessary requirement 
for social sustainability. Together, these principles comprise a holistic view of sustainability that 
offers the ability to spot in advance what might otherwise become unforeseen consequences of 
well-intentioned actions (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). The sustainability principles were developed 
as the product of consensus involving principally scientists but also hundreds of individuals across 
all sectors including business, governments, non-profits and the general public (Holmberg and 
others 1996). The principles, formulated negatively, describe the natural operational boundaries of a 
sustainable society. 
 
In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing... 

I. Concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust (e.g. oil, gas, various 
metals...etc.); 

II. Concentrations of substances produced by society (e.g. chemicals that do not break 
down quickly...etc.); 

III. Degradation of physical means (e.g. deforestation, loss of wetlands, damage from 
mining...etc.);  
And in the society... 

IV. People are not subject to conditions that systematically undermine their capacity to 
meet their needs. 
(Robèrt and others 1997; Ny and others 2006). 

 
A Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development Assistance 
 
The following outlines a Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development Assistance (FSSDA) built 
around the foundation provided by the Sustainability Principles and customized to meet the 
planning needs of a bilateral donor agency. Organized according to a five level framework for 
strategic planning1, the guidelines describe how a development assistance agency would employ 
key components of the SSD approach in cooperation with recipients and in order to guide 

                                                 
1 See thesis Introduction, page 15-16, for description of Five Level Framework for strategic planning 
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development steadily towards sustainability. 
 
Level 1: SYSTEM 
 
Describes society within the biosphere, including the ecological and social laws/rules/norms, 
governing this system as well as the relationships between ecological and social systems, and the 
conditions specific to the various contexts in which development will take place.  
 
Thorough understanding at the systems level informs strategic planning with a holistic perspective 
and should be shared by all stakeholders on both the donor and recipient sides. The information 
here allows for diagnosis of upstream environmental and social causes of poverty as well as 
helping agencies to better understand what sorts of strategic guidelines and actions tend to work 
well in contexts. 
 
Comprehensive systems level understanding involves: 
 
Ecological Principles: 

• Conservation laws; Laws of thermodynamics; 
• Principles of biogeochemical cycles; 
• Self-organization; Diversity; Interdependence; 
• Dynamic equilibrium; Forcing; Feedback loops; Carrying capacity; etc. 

 
Social Principles: 

• Basic human needs2; 
• Self-organisation; Diversity; Interdependence. 
• Other system aspects relevant to the development assistance context: 
• The key structures, institutions and relationships relevant to the ODA System including the 

budgets, politics, strategies, procedures, resources and motivations of donors and aid 
channels (such as OECD, DAC, UN agencies, etc.). 

• The activities and aims of other aid donors that may be operating in the recipient country 
and the history of aid use in that country 

• An understanding of relevant tools that will be used:  ODA related agreements (Paris 
Declaration, Accra Agenda for Action, MDGs, Agenda 21, Monterrey Consensus, etc). 

• The key structures, institutions, and capacity of the governance system in recipient 
country as well as the needs, beliefs and attitudes of the people within that country. 

• Comprehension of the cultural historical, political, economic, institutional and physical 
context in which development work will take place. 

• Perceived root causes of the poverty at the individual, societal, international and global 
levels. 

 

                                                 
2 Many models of basic human needs exist. Most donor agencies already possess a working definition of human needs. 

There is no conclusive definition of basic human needs, but the model of basic human needs conceived by Manfred Max-
Neef is well-developed and has informed a basic understanding of human needs (subsistence, affection, participation, 
identity, freedom, creativity, idleness, protection, and understanding) in other practical and theoretical applications of 
the FSSD (Max-Neef 1986). 
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Level 2: SUCCESS 
 
Identifies the ultimate goal of development as a society within the biosphere, attractive to its 
people, and existing in compliance with the conditions for socio-ecological sustainability. 
 
Vision (An attractive and sustainable society) = Sustainability Principles + Principles for an 
Attractive Society. 
 
The Sustainability Principles. In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically 
increasing… 

I. Concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust; 
II. Concentrations of substances produced by society; 

III. Degradation by physical means;  
and in that society... 

IV. People are not subject to conditions that systematically undermine their capacity to 
meet their needs (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; Ny et al. 2006). 

 
Positive Principles for an Attractive Society. The definition of principles affirmatively defining an 
attractive future society should be a product of dialogue between donors and recipients (involving 
all possible stakeholders). These might include the values (political, religious, cultural) of the 
society, non-negotiable values of the donor country (the rights of women, homosexual rights, 
children rights, etc.), or rights that citizens of the country should reasonably be able to expect. 
International agreements such as the following might also serve a basis for dialogue around 
principles for an attractive society: Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Convention Against 
Torture, or Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
 
It is important to note that: 

• The vision: society existing within the sustainability constraints represents a target to work 
towards which will serve to orient development (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). 

• By illuminating its constraints, the sustainability principles define what is not a sustainable 
society rather than what it is (Robèrt and others 1997). Any society that falls within the 
constraints can be defined as sustainable, but from the current perspective it is impossible 
to know exactly what form such a society will take. 

• A principle-based definition of sustainability as the overarching goal of development can be 
a neutral basis for a shared mental model relevant to all sides. This should provide a 
foundation for mutual planning and harmonization between donors and recipients as well 
as coordination between donors. 

• Scenarios may complement a principle-based definition but cannot replace it in terms of its 
ability to provide flexibility throughout the creative process while maintaining a coherent 
direction (Ny and others 2006, 63). 
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Level 3: STRATEGIC GUIDELINES 
 
Outline guidance for the process of moving strategically towards the vision of success (level 2) in 
the system (level 1). The strategic plan itself is created by prioritizing the actions (level 4) 
according to the strategic guidelines (level 3) and creating a step-by-step plan with a realistic 
timeline (Holmberg 1998, 39). 
 
Guidelines for Strategic Planning. Having outlined a principle-based definition of success, the ODA 
agency and country can plan strategically and prioritize actions to begin moving in the direction of 
success. The backcasting3 methodology is used to envision a desirable future where the principles 
for success have been met, evaluate the current situation in relation to success and from there 
generate a strategic plan describing what can be done now to begin moving in the right direction.  
 
Throughout the process of backcasting to create a strategic plan it is important to: 

• Maintain a systems perspective (see level 1) in order to avoid unforeseen consequences. 
• Involve political consensus: e.g. relevant international agreements, and legislation, such as 

the Millennium Development Goals, Agenda 21, Paris Declaration, Accra Agenda for Action, 
Monterrey Consensus, Doha Declaration on Financing for Development, etc. 

• As much as possible ensure inclusion and cooperation of all parties and stakeholders, 
including; recipient government, business leaders, other aid organizations, NGOs, 
representatives of civil society, religious leaders, etc. 

• Exercise precaution in the face of uncertainties. 
• Maintain a progressive and practical approach to science and innovation. 

 
Guidelines for Backcasting from Principles. Backcasting from a co-created vision of success based 
on sustainability principles involves four general steps which in the interest of alignment should be 
accomplished in full co-operation with recipient country: 
 

A) A shared mental model of Success is defined as the ODA recipient within the biosphere, 
existing in compliance with the conditions for socio-ecological sustainability (i.e. the Four 
System Conditions or Sustainability Principles) and upholding principles for an attractive 
society. 

B) Current environmental, economic, and social situation is analysed in relation to the 
conditions for socio-ecological sustainability and to an attractive society. 

C) Informed by the conditions for sustainability (4 SPs), possibilities for future development 
initiatives/projects/programs as solutions to the problems highlighted in 'B' are generated. 

D) Appropriate strategies are identified to best move towards the envisioned desirable future 
by from and then prioritizing the solutions generated in 'C'. 

 
Prioritization Considerations. Well defined prioritization considerations provide support for 
managing economic, social, and ecological strategic trade-offs towards success (Holmberg and 
Robèrt 2000). Since prioritization considerations should for the most part be the product of 
donor/recipient consensus, it is impossible to formulate an exhaustive and general list. The 
following are some of the most basic prioritization considerations that tend to recur in most 
planning initiatives employing the FSSD model (Robèrt and others 1997; Holmberg and Robèrt 
2000; Robèrt 2000; Robèrt and others 2002; Ny and others 2006) and are equally applicable 
(although not necessary exhaustive) in the context of strategizing for the effective use of 
development assistance funding: 

• Measures should bring recipient country closer to success. 

                                                 
3 Backcasting: see thesis page 14 for explanation. 
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• Measures should serve as flexible platforms for further advancing development to reach 
success. 

• Measures should bring capital (financial, social and political) to the recipient country to 
ensure the continuation of benefits from development intervention during and after 
assistance has been completed so that progress does not halt due to lack of resources. 
This ensures that development assistance is always used in a way that aims to reduce the 
need for development assistance. 

• Measures should take into account the urgency of the specific needs of the recipient 
country/community.  

• Experience, lessons learned, and best practices should support prioritization. 
 

Guidelines for Behavior. Donor agencies usually already possess behavioral guidelines for working 
with recipients and it is not suggested that they be replaced, but research has suggested that 
certain process guideline are more effective for engendering positive and effective decision-
making. Examples of behavioral guidelines may be: 

• Ensuring participation; 
• Maintaining transparency and honesty; 
• Guaranteeing responsibility and accountability; 
• Communicating effectively through dialoguing; 
• Building capacity and developing leadership: strengthening the social fabric. 

 
Level 4: ACTION 
 
Actions include but are not limited to development initiatives, projects, and programs. They are 
oriented by the strategic guidelines (level 3) towards success (level 2). 
 
Agencies already possess a great deal of operational capacity and competence. The FSSDA 
provides context, direction and prioritization support for these competencies as well as possible 
direction for developing new initiatives. Such a pragmatic approach to development initiatives 
highlights the inadequacy of a priori or universally applied actions. 
 
The following examples are gathered from selected agencies as a representative but not 
exhaustive cross-section of the action sectors pursued by donors. 
 
General Mechanisms of Execution: budget support, NGO cooperation, developing and deploying 
science and research for development, civil society cooperation, implementation, grants, technical 
assistance, inter-agency cooperation, etc. 
 
Sectors of Implementation: 

• Programmes and projects related to socio-economic development: such as rural 
development, support for economic and institutional reforms, etc. 

• Societal capacity building and social fabric strength actions: including civil society, rule of 
law and human rights, health, education, social services, etc. 

• Environmental capacity building actions: for instance climate change adaptation, 
sustainable use of natural resources, water, sanitation, etc. 

• Security: including conflict prevention, conflict management and human security, social 
security; etc. 
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Level 5: TOOLS 
 
Tools support the actions (level 4) and strategy (level 3) to achieve success (level 2) in the system 
(level 1).  
 
Included are tools for monitoring, measuring, assessing, analyzing, building capacity, etc. 
 
Agencies already possess a myriad of various tools. The FSSDA provides context and orientation 
for the use of these tools, and support for these competencies as well as possible direction for 
developing new initiatives.  
 
Examples from various tools and practices for assessing monitoring and evaluating the work, 
already used by the ODA agencies and could be used within the FSSDA: 

• International agreements (e.g. the Millennium Development Goals, Agenda 21, Paris 
Declaration, Monterrey Consensus, etc.). 

• Country strategy papers (NSDS – National Sustainable Development Strategies), 
agreements with concrete goals and time-tables; 

• Environmental and social impact assessments; Species counts, Total material flow, Toxicity 
level measurements; 

• Reporting and monitoring mechanisms (e.g. Performance Report Activity Planning), Human 
Development Index, Statistics; etc. 

 
 
Benefits of the FSSDA 
 
The FSSDA is a strategic tool intended to be employed by ODA agencies, in full co-operation with 
recipients. Based on our study sufficient evidence exists to support the claim that strategic 
sustainable development can strengthen agency efforts to foster sustainable development in 
recipient countries by: 

• Pursuing socio-environmental sustainability as solid base from which to build lasting and 
sustainable economies and societies. 

• Allowing for a great deal of flexibility and creativity in recipient-led development tailored to 
the needs and wishes of recipients themselves. 

• Approaching environmental unsustainability and barriers to people being able to meet their 
needs as root causes of poverty. 

• Providing decision-making support in pursuing poverty reduction from a holistic systems 
level perspective. 

• Providing an integrated approach to tackling global sustainability threats such as climate 
change while minimizing other unforeseen negative sustainability impacts. 

• Balancing economic and social considerations while maintaining progress towards a 
sustainable society. 

• Providing a fairer basis for aid conditionality grounded in four sustainability principles. 
• Placing sustainability as the fundamental goal of development provides context for various 

proximate development goals (such as the Millennium Development Goals) and the FSSD's 
decision-making support allows them to be aligned with each other towards success. 
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