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What is adaptive management?

Adaptive management involves testing, monitoring, getting feedback and –
crucially - making adaptations/course corrections if necessary

An adaptive programme learns, has opportunities to use that learning and 
actually adjusts (Bond)



“Whatever the quality of
information, no assumption can

be made that the increased
availability of good information
and analysis will in itself result
in better informed decisions.”

ACAPS - TUFTS, 2013



ODI 2019 – Towards evidence informed adaptive management



ODI 2019 – Towards evidence informed adaptive management

❑ Evidence is central to effective and rigorous adaptive management.
However, despite this central importance, exactly how evidence has been
used to inform decisions for adapting development and humanitarian
programmes in the past remains unobservable to many.

❑ There is a need to strengthen and document evidence-informed adaptive
management.

❑ Those seeking to use evidence for adaptive management will need to
manage trade-offs between ensuring a rigorous, documented (and
auditable) trail of evidence-informed actions, being pragmatic about the
time and resources allocated to documentation and recognising that it may
be necessary to proceed without rigorous evidence when it is unavailable.



ODI 2019 – 4 steps for evidence informed adaptive management



USAID: 3 components of an enabling environment



Characteristics of adaptive management

1. Accept and treat the problems as “complex” in nature
2. Focus on “course-correction” of activities within the lifetime of the program as well as from one

program to the next
3. A strong emphasis on rapid learning and feedback to inform changes
4. Flexibility in implementation to enable the above (including within budgets and results frameworks)
5. Responsibility for decision-making is delegated to staff as close to implementation of work as

possible, recognising that those close to the intervention (both affected populations and frontline
staff) are thought to have the best knowledge of circumstances

6. The focus should be on problems that are identified and agreed at local level – context specific
7. A politically-smart or power-sensitive approach is taken: this recognises that problems look different

depending on whose perspective they are viewed from, allows space to explore the politics
underpinning a problem and emerging contextual opportunities for action

8. Accountability focuses on progress towards agreed high level results and on learning, rather than on
pre-defined implementation plans and milestones (asking “did we do the right thing?” rather than
“did we do what we said we would do?”)



What does adaptive management mean to ReDSS in practice?  

❑ Seeking and nurturing staff with competencies in reflection, learning,
curiosity and open communications

❑ Ensuring that finance, planning and performance management systems
enable and do not unduly hinder changes in interventions and budgets
based on learning

❑ Promoting ongoing, open communications with members and partners to
build trust and mutual understanding, as this can enhance speed of
decision-making around proposed changes in interventions

❑ Enabling greater decision-making by staff closer to programme
implementation

❑ Focusing more on past evidence of learning and adaptation
❑ Adequately funding reflection and learning over time and retain the

knowledge



ReDSS learning principles 

Ensure our work is generated and grounded in a collaborative and collective 
process involving all relevant members and external actors

Collaborative

Embed adaptive working approaches where durable solutions strategies and 
activities are designed assuming change is inevitable

Adaptive

Promote the use of continuous learning and adaptation in improving programmes
processes and decision making – repeated cycles of reflection and action

Iterative

Enable a context-specific and problem-oriented approach to strategies and 
activities for improved programming and policies for durable solutions

Locally-led



ReDSS examples of adaptive management

Research, analysis & 
Knowledge Management

Consultative workshops 
with national authorities and 
partners at field level to 
develop joint 
recommendations

Learning events on studies: 
convening authorities and 
practitioners to adapt 
programming based on 
findings & recommendations

Documenting progress of 
application of core 
programing principles

Programme Support & 
Capacity Development

Real time learning: 3 
thematic areas identified to 
monitor and document: DAC 
engagement, government 
engagement, area-based 
approach

Adjusting of programe
Results Matrix Framework

Political economy analyses 
shared in DS TWG and PSC 
meetings

Policy Dialogue

Joint planning with 
authorities: to better 
understand their priorities

Use of evidence generated 
to inform policy dialogue

Technical support to key 
donors in developing and 
adapting their solutions 
strategies

Internal & External 
Coordination

Peer learning: convening 
various DS consortia for 
periodic reflections and 
learning

Focus on field level DS 
consortia TWG thematic 
discussions


