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Saving and improving lives in the world’s toughest places. 

MERCY CORPS 

» 45 countries 

» Complex contexts

» A catalyst for change 

Working in partnership, 
we bring 
big ideas and bold action 
together 
with local insights, 
building stability 
and strength from within 

‘‘ ‘‘ 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Mercy Corps works on all kinds of sectors and topics, in a wide array of contexts
Adaptive management resonates across these
And, irrespective of the sector or stage (emergency or development) adaptive management is a useful concept, particularly in complex contexts

This presentation will pull out a couple of examples (from market systems development and emergencies) but the applicability is not restricted to these situations



The world is changing… 
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The world is changing at an unprecedented pace and scale. 
The ‘new normal’ of a vulnerable, unpredictable, interconnected world, more prone to shocks and stresses highlights the increasingly complex, fluid and uncertain nature of our work.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
To be effective in complex  environments  we need to better understand the dynamics of a given situation, anticipate how these might evolve, and be sufficiently agile to adapt to changes in context and need.

If we think we know what we’re looking at, we may only see this….



Presenter
Presentation Notes
May not understand the full picture, what is affecting it and what may change as a result

In reality, there are a multiplicity of intertwined variables that affect contexts and programs. This means that similar interventions in different contexts, and at different times, will have different effects. And that small, strategic changes to design or implementation can have disproportionate effects.  In short, understanding and responding to context matters.
�



Flexibility constrained 
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Presentation Notes
However, our industry’s current structures, incentives and approaches all play important roles in constraining the flexibility of our programs. Despite high levels of fluidity and uncertainty in complex environments, we often design and manage programs based on well laid plans.

Adaptive management is a response to this.



Darwin Gantt Darwin Gantt

What is adaptive management? 
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In complex environments, there is not a clear ‘evolution’ of systems.
And in these environments, we have found ‘Big up front planning model’ to be inappropriate. 

Instead, we are recognising that we cannot know everything about a context at the start of a programming. Experimentation is a must, and strategies must evolve over time, in response to the local environment. 

We’re pulling here from concepts that have been used in business for a while:
Lean start up 
Human Centered Design 
Agile product development 
Problem Driven Iterative Adaptation 

The features these share have been used (adapted) for adapative management
acknowledges uncertainty and unpredictability 
emphasizes experimentation and rapid feedback loops 
Success hinges upon learning and facilitate adaptation to changing circumstances and new information.  

What is AM? 
An approach to management that involves continuously changing strategies, plans, and activities rapidly in response to new information and conditions.

Sounds pretty obvious. But AM is a major departure from traditional project management approaches, used in the aid sector and elsewhere for years. 
The fact that many of these ideas come from the private sector is telling. Aid agencies are just beginning to adapt…
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Poll: so, what is adaptive management? 
WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING PHRASES BEST DESCRIBE ADAPTIVE 
MANAGEMENT? 

A. Taking ‘small bets’ that allow us to build on success and 
learn from failures 
 

B. Using excellent monitoring processes as feedback loops for 
program decisions 
 

C. Changing strategies, plans, and activities to meet an overall 
goal, in response to new information 
 

D. All of the above 
 



A structured, iterative 
process of robust 
decision making in the 
face of uncertainty, with 
an aim to reducing 
uncertainty over time via 
system monitoring. 

‘‘ ‘‘ 
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Presentation Notes
Holling, C. S. (1978). Adaptive Environmental Assessment and Management
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Poll: Are you managing adaptively? 
ARE YOU CURRENTLY USING ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT? 

A. Yes 
 

B. No 
 

C. Don’t know 
 



Adaptive management at Mercy Corps 

Culture 

People & Skills 

Tools & Systems 

Enabling environment 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Mercy Corps have identified four key, mutually reinforcing elements we need to work on to improve our ability to manage adaptively. 
We’ll go through some of the main points on these, then illustrate with some examples.




Culture 
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Organizational culture provides the cues, expectations and incentives to prioritize learning and adaptation – at the program, country, regional and organizational level. 
Culture has a reciprocal relationship with the other elements. It is both a foundation for, and a product of, people using skills, tools and systems to manage adaptively.

Leadership; Culture, behavior and habits are learned in response to the expectations of leaders. Leaders can set and signal culture through creating a clear vision, messaging and role modelling

Teamwork is always important. And in complex contexts, where change is unpredictable, it is even more so. We need to set up our teams to capitalize on the knowledge, creativity and responsiveness of everyone in the team (across departments). This means we want to get everyone’s ideas and perspectives, create a culture of peer review, and make sure that decision making power lies with those who are closest to the ground. 

Physical cues - The physical environment teams work in can reinforce (or mute) the messages about communication, sharing, learning and empowerment

Reinforce through formal mechanisms: Behaviors and culture must be reinforced by the appropriate formal systems, incentives and structures to be maintained





People & Skills 
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Adaptive management depends upon a respected, empowered and accountable team, equipped with the skills of critical thinking, analysis and creativity who are expected to gather and use data and information in their work. 
 
Structuring, recruiting and equipping our teams require careful leadership, planning and investment.

Team composition: Teams should be staffed and structured to encourage learning, collaboration and feedback loops

Recruitment: To target candidates with the right skills set for adaptive management, it is important to  recruit from a diverse pool of applicants against clearly articulated and tested skills and capacities that put learning center stage

Skills building and coaching: Adaptive management requires that teams transform data into insight, judgement and action. Skills like reflection are not typical components of academic training, so we need to support individuals to learn how to learn.

Accountability: Without the right incentives, the skills and capacities vital for adaptive management will not be picked up and used. It is only by making people and teams accountable for learning and adapting that they will do so. 




Tools & Systems 
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A foundational culture of investigation, debate and agility needs to be supported and reinforced by a broad set of tools (both technical and managerial), processes (such as recruitment) and systems (such as finance, procurement and M&E).

Planning and monitoring: Adaptive management does not remove the need to plan and manage a program. Monitoring systems are an important part of the learning and decision making process, and should be used to ‘improve’ programs, as well as ‘prove’ impact. Planning tools and processes should be revisited as monitoring tools provide information on where and how programs should adapt. 

Regular analysis: Context analysis is not a one-off activity. Rather, it should be a regular part of programming that enables teams to understand, navigate and adapt to changes. A range of tools can be used to improve analysis (such as after action reviews, in-house studies, network mapping, risk registers and logs)

Space for reflection: Reflecting on current mental models, exposing assumptions, questioning activities and progress are crucial to ensure we are responding to context and achieving maximum impact. Creating space for candid reflection and questioning is critical to adaptive management. 

Piloting approaches: Piloting, testing and adapting multiple ideas (rather than working to a single ‘solution’ identified at the start) is a core component of adaptive management. There are various tools and processes (listed in document) that support experimentation.

Internal systems, norms and policies: The need for flexible systems has implications that reach beyond the program team. Culture and behavior must be reinforced by internal systems, incentives and structures to be maintained. 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Prove Improve 

Tools & Systems 

Presenter
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Make sure the existing tools are used well. Consider the ‘prove’ – ‘improve’ continuum of M&E/data collection. Historically we have ended up collecting data to ‘prove’ our impact, and now we’re shifting to focus on using it to ‘improve’ our programming
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Which donor tools or mechanisms encourage adaptive management? Which inhibit? 

We’ve seen some great examples from USAID of where budget/line flexibility and contingency plans have helped programs adapt to context, meet unplanned needs and respond to emergencies w/o derailing development gains

For example, the RAIN program in Ethiopia (looked at in this case study) – 3 year program in the Somali and Oromia regions of Ethiopia, $17m program, funded by OFDA. 

RAIN had complete budget flexibility, to respond to changing conditions on the ground. Build in budget lines to allow quick response to emerging needs, unexpected opportunities, or to pilot new ideas that may arise in fluid contexts. 

RAIN also had a crisis modifier – a great mechanism to meet unplanned needs:  e.g. funding made available to a development program to implement emergency relief activities. The mechanism allows implementers to respond to unforeseen emergencies while maintaining development gains. 




Enabling environment 
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To do adaptive management, and work on the changes needed in the first three components often goes beyond the vision of an agency. The ability to be lean and nimble requires buy-in and flexibility from the broader enabling environment, such as donors and host governments.

Initial proposal design: At the design stage, donor mechanisms, processes and expectations can support or undermine adaptive management. 

Implementation: During implementation, donor and host governments can enable adaptation by expecting and allowing amendments. Working on relationships and expectations with donors before adaptation is key
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Poll: Adaptive management in practice 
WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING PROGRAMS WOULD BE APPROPRIATE 
FOR AN ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT RESPONSE? 

A. USAID/OFDA funded emergency programs 
 

B. USAID funded market systems development programs 
 

C. USAID/Food for Peace funded food security programs 
 

D. USAID/PEPFAR funded HIV programs 
 

E. None of the above 
 

F. All of the above 
 



Introducing E-CAP 
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- Responding to lack of reach, coordination and accuracy in health messaging
- $12m 6-month OFDA-funded ‘subgranting plus’ program
Funding
Training on latest messages (Partnership with PSI)
Coordination
Learning
- 76 partners, 71 local (26 lead partners) reaching ~2m people in ~3,000 communities
- Adaptive management required to response to rapidly evolving situation




Enabling environment in E-CAP 
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Buy-in from donor from outset
Expectation of responsiveness to the situation
Adaptive management written into contract with USAID-OFDA
Learning one of only 2 objectives in program
Presentations to USAID-OFDA & USAID PPL in Washington, D.C. 

CHALLENGES: 
Huge complex program. 76 partners.
MC’s systems had to work hard to keep pace with programmatic adaptations. 




Tools & Systems in E-CAP 
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Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning System (MELS)
5 different tools incl. quantitative surveys by partners, in-house qualitative studies
14,000+ surveys a month on Knowledge, Attitudes, and Practices from 800 enumerators
Emphasis not just on data collection but analysis and reflection
Dashboard
Partner-by-partner reflection workshops
Learning workshops
Messages change to reflect learning. What is Ebola/How to Protect -> Stigma -> School reopening -> Measles

CHALLENGE: Huge endeavor to set-up in emergency. Tech challenges consistent but not crippling (however, dashboard issues difficult in remote areas)



Culture in E-CAP 
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CHALLENGE: Fostering adaptive evidence-based decision-making culture takes time/ hard to do both within MC and across 76 partners.

MC attempted to ‘organically’ promote the culture through an emphasis on participation
Every field staff contribute to MELS
Individualized partner dashboard logins
Self-review workshops

Ultimately: relied on reinforcement of formal mechanisms – partners contractually obliged to use MELS/adaptive management



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

People & Skills in E-CAP 
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Staff recruitment not based on years of health experience
Program Director and lead author had worked on $130m livelihoods subgrant programs for DFID in Bangladesh with focus on adaptive management
Hiring priority for key MELS role was inquisitive approach, not years of experience
Significant training for staff not just on MELS system & ‘re-orientation’ towards outcomes

CHALLENGE: Staff not just new to AM, but MC. 
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NAVIGATING 
COMPLEXITY 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is the cover of a case study done by EWB/Mercy Corps on adaptive management.
Easy read, brilliant examples. Here is one:




 
 

CAHWS providing reliable 
vet services 

Drug shops 
providing reliable vet services 

Increased agricultural 
productivity 

Increased availability of and 
access to high quality inputs 

CAHWS providing reliable 
vet services

providing reliable CAHWS 

access to high quality inputs

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Aim: Quality, up-to-date, affordable veterinary products and services available to poor in Northern Karamoja
Vital, because Karamoja is primarily pastoralist – so goats and cows are crucial source of livelihood (and bulwark against food insecurity). Disease is leading factor in livestock mortality.

Started: working with CAHWs (existing network, trained by govt/NGOs). Identified finance as main constraint
Then: Found CAHWs disparate, not all well trained. Free distribution had eroded trust and willingness to pay between CAHWs and communities
So: Established relationships with two high-capacity local drug shops (one from association of CAHWs). Stable, run by vets, keen to expand
Adaptation: Working with drug shops (that would be able to employ CAHWs over time). 

Result: Better leverage point and greater scale. Shops can provide CAHWs support (technical and financial). Improved service quality (through vets)

How: Not tied to indicators in results chain (quantity of drugs delivered through CAHWs). Chose different strategy to reach overall goal (which is the aligned incentive between partners)

Now: Has facilitated relationships with Norbrook (vet input supplier) who is now distributing through drug shop. Has resulted in 20-30% fall in drug prices




Culture 
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The case study noted the importance of messaging to build culture. 
Leaders must message consistently (in this case, repeating messages on flexibility, outcomes and system change).
But messaging alone is not enough. As well as talking the talk, programs need a leader who also walks the walk. Leaders must role model the behavior, skills and mindset they expect – such as admitting failure, critical thinking and real engagement with the program




People & Skills 
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The case study found a really engaged, inquisitive and curious team, with a great interest in their work. 
There was the idea that ‘M&E was everyone’s job’.




 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Tools & Systems 
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The case study found that tools and systems were secondary to culture.
That said, there were a range of managerial tools used flexibly in the program that helped the program learn when and how to adapt. 



Enabling environment 
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The donor (USAID/Food for Peace) were flexible, allowing the program to stay accountable to the goal, while changing the tactics to get there. 




Culture 

People & Skills 

Tools & Systems 

Enabling environment 

Promote a spirit of outcome-orientation & 
failure-friendly culture between donor and 
implementer 

Hires for key positions should not always be 
based on years of experience, but on soft 
coaching and change management skills 

Allocate sufficient budgets for learning. 
‘Innovation & investment funds’ are 
exceptionally effective in development programs 

Orient M&E to outcomes, allowing flexibility at 
the activity level. Ensure the scope for adaptive 
management is clear and supported throughout 

Lessons for replication 

           ** Remember: You can’t just do one – these are mutually reinforcing 
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Additional References 
Mercy Corps References 
1. Mercy Corps (2015) Managing Complexity: Adaptive management at 

Mercy Corps. 
2. Amir Allana and Tim Sparkman (2014). Navigating Complexity, case 

study in Knowledge Management for Development Journal (2014) 
3. Shanti Kleiman (2013). The RAIN Learning Study, Lessons for Effective 

Resilience Programmes.  
 
External References 
1. Christopher Maclay (2014). Management not models… 
2. Duncan Green (2014). Fit for the future? Systems thinking and the 

role of International NGOs 
3. Engineers Without Borders (2014). Shifting Aid Models to manage for 

systemic change 
4. World Bank Group (2015). World Development Report 2015 : Mind, 

Society, and Behavior -- particularly chapter 11 
 

 

http://journal.km4dev.org/index.php/km4dj/article/viewFile/204/312
http://www.mercycorps.org.uk/research-resources/lessons-effective-resilience-programshttp:/www.mercycorps.org.uk/research-resources/lessons-effective-resilience-programs
http://www.mercycorps.org.uk/research-resources/lessons-effective-resilience-programshttp:/www.mercycorps.org.uk/research-resources/lessons-effective-resilience-programs
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cdip20
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cdip20
http://oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/fit-for-the-future-systems-thinking-and-the-role-of-international-ngos/
http://oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/fit-for-the-future-systems-thinking-and-the-role-of-international-ngos/
http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/briefing-paper-shifting-aid-models-manage-systemic-change
http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/briefing-paper-shifting-aid-models-manage-systemic-change
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/20597/9781464803420.pdf?sequence=3
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/20597/9781464803420.pdf?sequence=3
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/20597/9781464803420.pdf?sequence=3
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Contacts 
Emma Proud, Sr Advisor for Economic & Market Development  
eproud@hq.mercycorps.org 
 
Chris Maclay, Program Manager for PROSPECTS, Mercy Corps - Liberia 
cmaclay@lr.mercycorps.org  
 
For more on research & learning 
Jon Kurtz, Director of Research and Learning  
jkurtz@dc.mercycorps.org  
 
For more on policy analysis & recommendations 
Madeline Rose, Policy & Advocacy Advisor 
mrose@dc.mercycorps.org  
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