
Project complexity questionnaire 

1. Thinking about your project where would you place it on the following scale1 (please 

circle appropriate number): 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

 

  

 
1 Adapted from Patton, 2010 Developmental Evaluation: Applying complexity concepts to 

enhance innovation and use. Guilford Press, New York. 

Simple – 1-3 

High agreement 

about the 

problem and 

what to do; High 

certainty that the 

right action will 

produce the 

desired results; 

clear, direct, 

linear, 

predictable, and 

controllable 

cause-and-effect 

pattern. What 

needs to be done 

is known. 

Complex 7-9 

High uncertainty 

about how to 

produce desired 

results and great 

disagreement 

among diverse 

stakeholders about 

the nature of the 

problem and what, 

if anything, to do. 

Results highly 

dependent on 

initial conditions; 

nonlinear 

interactions within 

a dynamic system. 

No right answers; 

key variables and 

their interactions 

unknown in 

advance. Each 

situation is unique. 

 

Complicated 4-6 

Some differences 

of opinion about 

the problem and 

what to do. 

Expertise needed. 

The necessity of 

coordinating many 

areas of technical 

expertise and 

many actors 

introduces 

uncertainty about 

attaining desired 

outcomes. More 

than one effective 

way possible. 

Cause-and-effect 

linkages are 

context-

contingent: 

discoverable with 

careful analysis, 

but neither 

obvious nor 

certain. 

Contingencies 

discernable 

(known 

unknowns). 

Chaotic 10-12 

High conflict 

among 

stakeholders; 

extreme 

uncertainty about 

what to do. 

Turbulence and 

volatility make 

pattern detection 

unreliable and 

undecipherable. 

Dynamic 

interactions hard 

to follow, not 

even sure what to 

pay attention to. 

Unreliable 

information. What 

to focus on is 

unknown and a 

matter of great 

debate. Tense, 

stressful decision 

environment 



 

2. Thinking about your project where would you place it on the following scale2 (please 

circle appropriate number): 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

 

3. Thinking about your project where would you place it on the following scale (please 

circle appropriate number): 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

 

4. Thinking about your project where would you place it on the following scale (please 

circle appropriate number): 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

This three item measure of complexity was developed for the Primary Innovation MBIE 

project (https://www.beyondresults.co.nz/primary-innovation/) and is described in Small et 

al. (In review). A. Co-innovation and Integration and Implementation Sciences: Measuring 

their research impact - an examination of five New Zealand primary sector case studies. 

Submitted to Wageningen Journal of Life Sciences 

 
2 Inspired by Arkesteijn, M., van Mierlo, B., Leeuwis, C. (2015). The need for reflexive evaluation 
approaches in development cooperation, Evaluation, vol. 21(1) 99-115. 

Very low degree of 

scientific uncertainty 

Moderate degree of scientific 

uncertainty 

High degree of scientific 

uncertainty – Many 

unknowns 

Very high degree of 

stakeholder agreement 

on problems, solutions, 

goals and values 

Very low degree of 

stakeholder agreement 

on problems, solutions, 

goals and values 

Moderate degree of stakeholder 

agreement on problems, 

solutions, goals and values  

Very low degree of 

system stability (i.e., 

system destabilised 

and easy to influence 

and create lasting 

change) 

Very high degree of 

system stability, 

perhaps including 

technological, financial, 

social or cultural lock-in  

Moderate degree of system 

stability (i.e., requires some effort 

to implement change and stabilise 

change)  

https://www.beyondresults.co.nz/primary-innovation/

