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Adapting Aid Lessons from Six Case Studies

FOREWORD

Long frustrated by the rigidity of traditional tools and processes for managing
programs, practitioners are increasingly calling for new ways of working to

be effective in complex and volatile environments. The hope is that a new
generation of adaptive programs — more attuned to the realities on the ground,
more dynamic and fexible — will be better able to deliver development and
humanitarian results in complex, adaptive social systems.

ADAPT is one such initiative, and we fnd it remarkable on a number of counts. First of all, it is

a collaboration between two organizations — the IRC and Mercy Corps — which requires trust,
openness, humility, and a willingness to put one's own institutional priorities to the side in pursuit
of a collective good: qualities often called for often but seldom seen.

Second, it is seeking to shine a light onto both the adaptive successes and challenges of
humanitarian and development practice. This is not an easy thing to do and the collaborators are
to be congratulated for their commitment to transparency.

Finally, all too often new change initiatives become policy abstractions, consider the frontline
last, or are applied in relatively safe and stable settings. Not so here. ADAPT has focused its
efforts on changing practices where it matters most — on the frontline — which is not only
admirable, we think it is essential for the ideas of adaptive development to truly take root and
realize their transformative potential.

It would be diffcult to exaggerate the importance for the humanitarian and development
sector of the fndings of these six case studies. Their empirical fndings run counter to current
trends in much of the sector towards linear and control-oriented upwards accountability. They
show the primacy of space for fexibility, adaptability, learning and change. The tensions and
contradictions revealed between results-based and adaptive management are paradigmatic.

The case studies bring out the need for procedures and people to be fexible and adaptable and
allow, value, and reward not only results but creativity, innovation to ft needs and contexts, and
learning and adapting. The challenge is to evolve procedures and requirements that allow space
for adaptation, and opportunism including budgetary fexibility.

This excellent report and the accompanying case studies deserve to be read, absorbed, explored,
debated, and applied to bring about changes in the sector as a whole.

Robert Chambers and Ben Ramalingam

Institute of Development Studies
June 2016
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1. INTRODUCTION

Adapting Aid Lessons from Six Case Studies

Aid and development organizations tackle a broad range of complex problems in demanding
operating environments. However, the standard tools and processes we use are ill-suited to
the task we face. The limitations of linear programming models and bureaucratic constraints
are now widely recognized. Improving our impact requires a new generation of thinking and
practice. Fortunately, there are new approaches in the works.

Adaptive management is a programming approach that
combines appropriate analysis, structured fexibility, and
iterative improvements in the face of contextual and causal
complexity. It has implications for many facets of our
work, from staffng to operations to planning to evaluation.
Practitioners’ experiences and academic research provide
initial evidence that this model yields greater impact on aid
and development challenges.

However, there are still practical and conceptual gaps.
Adaptive management is evolving and multi-faceted: it
includes a variety of specifc techniques and approaches,
whose usefulness depends on a given context, the problems
being addressed, and the capabilities or constraints of the
program in question. There is value in this diversity, but it
complicates efforts to research and scale the approach.

The ADAPT partnership between the International Rescue
Committee (IRC) and Mercy Corps exists to address

these gaps. The goal of ADAPT — Analysis Driven Agile
Programming Techniques — is to bring about a step change
in the way implementing and donor agencies plan, resource,
and implement programs. The partnership aims to provide
a clear articulation of feld-tested techniques to plan and
operate in fuid, unpredictable, and complex contexts, along
with the evidence to demonstrate how program adaptation
makes a difference.

Our initial work focused on identifying and researching
examples of adaptive management in our agencies’ current
work. Over the past year, we have conducted in-depth feld
research into six interventions in complex and volatile
contexts. The output of this research was six case studies
that shed light on three questions:

P> What does adaptive management look like in practice?
P> What impact can it have on programs?

P How can it best be nurtured?

None of these interventions was a perfect example of
adaptive practice; the research highlighted both positive
and negative aspects in each case. This evidence base was
shared with a group of 50 like-minded practitioners and
researchers — including those involved in related initiatives
such as the Doing Development Differently community;
DfID’s Smart Rules framework; USAID's Collaborating,
Learning, and Adapting work; and the Global Delivery
Initiative. This group discussed and debated the cases at a
workshop held in London on 20-21 April 2016.

This report is a refection on the cases and the workshop.
It is not meant as a full reporting on the workshop
proceedings, nor is it the fnal word on adaptive
management. Rather, this report marks a critical refection
point for the ADAPT partnership: by sharing what we are
learning about how adaptive management can advance the
effectiveness and impact of aid, we hope to engage others
in this conversation.

This report describes the case studies in brief (with links
to the IRC and Mercy Corps websites for the full cases)
and draws out the key cross-cutting themes that generated
the most discussion at the workshop. We have included

a few of our internal commitments to move Mercy Corps
and the IRC toward more adaptive management, as well as
recommendations for the sector as a whole.

ADAPT’s next phase involves feld testing some of the most
promising adaptive management techniques that surfaced
in the initial research. Five pilots are already underway.
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2. RESEARCH APPROACH

ADAPT’s research so far has been grounded in six cases of adaptive management in
practice. Our research approach was built on three pillars: evidence of adaptation in projects
and programs; purposive selection of a diverse set of cases; and a qualitative, inductive

research approach.

ADAPTATION IN PROJECTS
AND PROGRAMS

Our unit of analysis in each case was either a specifc
project, or a set of projects implemented together as a
program. Focusing on the project/program level gave us
an entry point for capturing insights and practices that
would be relevant to others in the sector. We were also
able to touch on the broader levels (e.g. enabling or
constraining aspects of organizational culture, donor
strategies, or operational context) and the more granular
levels (e.g. specifc behaviors and competencies of
practitioners, or instances of adaptation within a given
project). Other research efforts could usefully focus on
those levels more explicitly.

DIVERSITY IN CASES,
INCLUDING BOTH POSITIVE
AND NEGATIVE ASPECTS

Cases were selected to provide variety across several
dimensions: intervention sector and implementation
modality; spectrum from relief to recovery to development;
and level of stability in the context (e.g. politically stable
contexts, epidemic response, active conficts, etc.). We also
looked at projects/programs that were designed to explicitly
and intentionally incorporate adaptive management from
the start, as well as those that developed adaptive practices
along the way.

As noted above, the cases were not selected as perfect
examples of adaptive management. As these practices
continue to evolve, each case exhibits certain adaptive
capabilities and enablers, as well as constraints and
inhibitors to adaptation. Our cross-case synthesis attempts
to draw lessons from these variations.

QUALITATIVE AND
INDUCTIVE RESEARCH

Data collection for each case study included: review of
documents (such as project proposals, project tools, donor
reports, and M&E reports); semi-structured key informant
interviews with approximately 15 to 20 people in each country,
both internal (covering different levels of seniority and different
departments) and external (including local partners, other
INGOs, UN agencies, and donors); and in-country refection
workshops. Some cases also made use of focus group
discussions. Interviews, workshops, and focus groups were
conducted by members of the ADAPT team from the IRC and/
or Mercy Corps, during research visits to each project.

Rather than testing an overall hypothesis, the research
took an inductive approach to understanding the context,
practices, and outcomes of adaptive management as a
whole. The in-country workshops combined an inductive/
deductive approach to test the case researcher’s
understanding of enablers and inhibitors of adaptive
management in that context, while still providing space for
new insights that might emerge from participants.
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Miji P. and David O. from the Mercy Corps RAIN team.
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3. SUMMARY OF CASE STUDIES

BUILDING AN ADAPTIVE TEAM FOR MARKET SYSTEMS
DEVELOPMENT IN ACHOLI, UGANDA

Since 2011, the Revitalizing Agriculture Incomes and New Markets (RAIN) program has facilitated
market systems development in the Acholi region in northern Uganda. Led by Mercy Corps, the
program’s learning and adaptation hinge on the inquisitive team, culture of open communication,
and refective monitoring and evaluation practices. RAIN has faced challenges related to
implementing in partnership across two international NGOs, fnance and operational systems that
are not well tuned for a market systems approach, and the loss of motivation that accompanies the
end of funding. However, various project components continued under new funding sources have
carried the adaptive elements forward.

TAILORING HEALTH PROGRAMMING TO CONTEXT VARIATIONS IN
KAYAH STATE, MYANMAR

The Three Millennium Development Goal (3MDG) project in Kayah State, implemented by the IRC,
used a six-month inception period to build relationships among partners and craft a context-tailored
approach to serving basic health needs of the most vulnerable populations. The resulting program
design included health plans for each of six ethnic health organizations, as well as township-level
plans for the seven areas where those organizations work. Relationships built among the civil
society and state partners, as well as opportunistic program funding, have been critical to adaptive
management. Onerous reporting and centralized decision making have been key constraints,
slowing implementation timelines and decisions.
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ENSURING CONTEXTUAL AWARENESS AND FLEXIBLE PARTNERSHIP
IN SOUTH AND CENTRAL SYRIA

The South and Central Syria program supports local NGOs and community-based organizations
that respond to changing humanitarian needs in the midst of a war. Implemented by Mercy Corps
with funding from three donors, the program leverages an in-house team of confict analysts to
inform response activities and forecast future needs. Critical to adaptive management have been
the program’s understanding of localized context, fexible compliance procedures to match partner
capacity, and the autonomy to evolve team structure as needed. Donor approval processes remain a
challenge. Early isolation from Mercy Corps' headquarters hampered access to internal support and
learning from other programs, but this is being addressed as the program moves forward.

LEVERAGING AN INFORMANT NETWORK FOR RAPID RELIEF
RESPONSE IN DIFFA, NIGER

The IRC has responded to humanitarian needs in the Diffa region of southeast Niger since 2013.
Facing a shifting context and challenging operational environment, the team built a network

of informants that feeds into a mechanism for rapid programmatic responses as populations
move or new needs arise. An internal team culture of open communication facilitates the
program's analysis and adaptation. The IRC also leverages this information to infuence the
wider humanitarian community's response. Despite procurement constraints and government
restrictions, the program has dramatically increased its scale and the diversity of support it
provides to people displaced by violence and insecurity.

PROMOTING PARTNER AUTONOMY AND LEARNING TO FIGHT EBOLA
IN LIBERIA

As the Ebola crisis reached its peak in Liberia, the Mercy Corps team launched an ambitious
experiment in adaptive management: to implement an emergency, social mobilization program
with a technology-intensive learning platform. The Ebola Community Action Platform (ECAP)

gave signifcant autonomy to 77 partner organizations to design their own outreach efforts.

ECAP encouraged localized decision-making and supported a number of learning channels which
enabled partners to make regular improvements during implementation. The ECAP team learned
from many challenges, including the burden of their technology-intensive monitoring system, rapid
team growth, internal communication challenges, and strained operational capacity. Despite these
issues, the program reached 2.4 million people in nine months and helped drive improved learning
systems in later programs.

PIVOTING APPROACHES IN THE FACE OF A CRISIS IN SIERRA LEONE:
COMPARATIVE CASE

Two education projects operating in Sierra Leone prior to Ebola responded to the crisis in
dramatically different ways. Both implemented by the IRC, they demonstrate how adaptive
management allows projects to achieve outcomes in the face of a changing context. One project
had an iterative design from the beginning, with a fexible donor that trusted the implementing
agency and empowered feld staff. The project quickly shifted its approach and continued to
support education in Kenema district in southeastern Sierra Leone throughout the crisis. The
other project had a convoluted consortium and rigid donor requirements. It suspended activities
for nearly nine months at the peak of the Ebola crisis, before fnally re-launching with a new
approach that quickly became irrelevant. Staff from both projects, and across the IRC, worked
Texibly to support the overall Ebola response.

You can access and download the full case studies from either:
www.rescue.org/AdaptCaseStudies
www.mercycorps.org/research-resources/adaptive-management-case-studies
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4. WHAT WE HAVE LEARNED SO FAR

The six case studies form the basis for an initial set of lessons and insights into how we can
make adaptive management a reality. These lessons fall broadly into fve categories:

» Dynamic and collaborative teams
» Appropriate data and refective analysis
» Responsive decision-making and action

DYNAMIC AND
222 COLLABORATIVE TEAMS

Hire local and hire for an adaptive mindset. Though hiring
local staff has long been important for aid work, cases of
adaptive management add further evidence for the value

of the local networks, contextual knowledge, and personal
investment of staff hired from the communities being served.
In addition, hiring practices should seek staff with “adaptive
mindsets”: inquisitive by nature, able to ask the right questions,
and bringing broad, fexible competencies and skillsets.

EXAMPLES FROM THE CASES:

P> Hiring Syrian staff means the South and Central Syria
program has better access to information on the
evolving confict, and deeper understanding of the
geographic challenges and operating norms facing
in-country partners.

P> In Uganda's RAIN program, recruitment interviews
included problem-solving scenarios or trips to the
market to see how candidates analyzed context in
real-time. The contextual knowledge and analytical
skills of these team members were invaluable in
several program pivots.

Foster open communications and a collaborative culture.
Successful adaptation is more likely when teammates

build trust, communicate openly, and support one another
in taking risks. The habits and norms of organizational
culture are important. Program leaders can set the tone in
how they interact with staff, including actively seeking input
from feld staff and demonstrating commitment to act on it.
Relationships and common identity built across the team,
including outside work hours, can facilitate collaboration.
Quarterly reviews, weekly staff meetings, and even daily
briefngs provide further opportunities to reinforce this culture.

EXAMPLE FROM THE CASES:

P Open communication across three different teams
(fnancial services, tillage, and M&E) helped the RAIN
program in Uganda to develop new loan products
with the potential to help farmers increase crop
production through tillage.

Provide mentorship and coaching. The behaviors and
competencies needed for adaptive management are quite
different from those instilled by traditional management

» Agile and integrated operations
» Trusting and fexible partnerships

approaches. Staff need supportive criticism and advice
to help them adopt these behaviors and steer their

work appropriately. This can occur through formalized
mentorship and coaching, perhaps as part of supervisors’
roles, or through more informal channels.

EXAMPLE FROM THE CASES:

P> In Uganda, leadership modelled coaching behavior
and encouraged mentorship to such an extent that
these became norms within the RAIN program.
Because staff at multiple levels learned to regularly
help each other improve their work, the team carried
these habits forward even after the program’s central
leader transitioned to a new role.

N 4

APPROPRIATE DATA AND
* REFLECTIVE ANALYSIS

Keep an eye on the context and surrounding systems,

by leveraging multiple forms of data through multiple
channels. Adaptive management requires mechanisms for
building and maintaining an understanding of context. This
enables a project to refne its approach, as more is learned
about the context and the project’s impacts on it; and to
shift the project approach as the context shifts, including
as new needs or opportunities arise. Practically, traditional
M&E systems (focused on tracking activities, outputs,

and outcomes) often fail to provide suffcient contextual
awareness or feedback to inform programming. Adaptive
programs deliberately build large networks of external
informants, including partner organizations and community
leaders, which contribute data back to the program. “Soft”
data sources, such as feld staff observations, are also valued
for the insights they bring, especially when combined with
“hard” data and structured assessments.

EXAMPLES FROM THE CASES:

P> In Niger, community focal points alerted the response
team to increasing numbers of people moving
towards Lake Chad. The team launched a rapid
assessment that revealed over 10,000 newly arrived
people living on islands in the lake, with massive
unmet needs for health care and clean water.

Dedicate analytical capacity, with time and space for
refection. In complex and fuid environments, fnding time



to “see the bigger picture” is more diffcult but also more
important. Incoming data may not tell the whole story

until it is combined with other sources and subjected to
interrogation and interpretation by team members with
multiple perspectives. The likelihood of useful synthesis can
be increased through: dedicated staff to conduct context
analysis; greater integration of M&E functions into programs;
allowing deliberate time for incubating new approaches or
systems (e.g. through extended inception periods); external
networks of informants; and iterative use of tools like results
chains, network analysis, and scenario forecasting. These are
all ways to make sense of the context, detect shifts in that
context, and gauge the results of a team’s work. It does not
happen naturally when needs are great and resources are
stretched, but building this analytical capacity can help teams
to focus their work in the right ways.

EXAMPLES FROM THE CASES:

P> The South and Central Syria program’s “Humanitarian
Access Team” (HAT) is composed of fve analysts
who leverage their networks, including through the
program’s partners, to supply the program with confict
analysis and forecasting across the response region.
Early separation between the analytical team and the
program team allowed space to incubate the analytical
capacity, though this initially reduced the usefulness of
the analysis. The two functions now collaborate more
closely, and the HAT has begun expanding into political
economy analysis and other areas.

P> In the Niger response, team members participated in
a scenario planning workshop, which identifed likely
ways that the confict with Boko Haram might evolve.
The workshop led the team to raise funding for a
“rapid response” mechanism.

= RESPONSIVE DECISION-MAKING
I AND ACTION

Connect decision-making to the analysis and refection
processes. To be useful, appropriate data and refective
analysis cannot be isolated. They must feed into decision-
making and action. Accomplishing this requires cross-team
integration and structured processes, such as: integrating M&E
or other analytical functions into program teams, as mentioned
above; building response capacity (i.e. funding and/or staff)
that will be ready to address opportunities and needs identifed
over the course of the program; and allowing for extended
inception periods for research and design that shapes program
budget, staffng, and strategies.

EXAMPLES FROM THE CASES:

P Based on forecasting by the HAT, the South and
Central Syria program has been able to pre-position
food baskets and other items for areas that are likely
to face sieges, whereby Syrian government and other
forces cut civilian populations off from food and
humanitarian assistance.

Adapting Aid Lessons from Six Case Studies

P> A six-month inception period allowed the 3MDG
project in Myanmar to build trust among the
consortium members, conduct stakeholder
analysis, identify the needs of multiple partners and
communities, and develop a detailed budget and
approach for the full project.

Place decision-making authority as close to front-line

staff and partners as possible. Those who are closer to a
problem usually understand it more thoroughly and are better
positioned to quickly try new things, see whether they are
working, and iterate accordingly. This is critically important

in complex aid and development efforts, where diffculty
understanding context reduces the value of initial plans

and where shifts in that context can make current activities
irrelevant. Centralized decisions often take too long and are
made without nuanced understanding of on-the-ground
realities. Adaptive programs allow signifcant feld staff and
partner autonomy. Where oversight is needed, short decision-
making chains can support informed and rapid decisions.

EXAMPLES FROM THE CASES:

P> Partners in the ECAP project in Liberia faced very few
restrictions in how they used their grant funding. They
could defne mobilization strategies that drew on their
own strengths and shift strategies as needed. This
allowed them to quickly tailor their messaging and
approaches as they learned what resonated with their
communities or saw new needs arise.

P The LWOL project in Sierra Leone responded to
feld staff's observations with multiple pivots, such
as providing stipends to community teachers after
school closures reduced their funding from the host
communities, and providing small learning groups
with pencils, papers, and books when the economic
shut-down made these unaffordable. These
decisions were made by the feld-based project
manager, in consultation with the senior education
manager and education coordinator.

AGILE AND INTEGRATED

?—09‘» OPERATIONS

Bridge the gap between programs, operations, and fnance
teams. Programmatic adaptation has ripple effects across

an organization. Operations and fnance teams that would
otherwise default to standardized procedures — which typically
are designed for a stable context and pre-designed program —
must fnd ways to adapt accordingly. These support teams are
better placed to facilitate adaptation if they work closely with
the program team, so that they better understand why they are
being asked to take new approaches. Likewise, program teams
that understand existing operational and fnancial procedures
are more likely to understand the fexibility they have. Together,
teams can tailor standardized procedures to the context and
partners, fnding creative solutions as needed.
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EXAMPLE FROM THE CASES:

P The South and Central Syria program developed a
matrix of alternative documentation for sub-granted
partners, allowing them to provide compliance
documentation that makes sense for their capacity
and context. Developing and improving this matrix
required close collaboration between programs,
compliance, fnance, and operations.

Create mechanisms for rapid procurement, grants, and
contracts. The time needed to procure items or structure
partnership agreements (whether grants or contracts)

adds to delays for projects in emergency contexts, where
delays can be ill-afforded. By bridging the gap between
programs, operations, and fnance, many projects have
crafted mechanisms for speeding up these processes. These
include “master purchase agreements” that pre-approve
vendors, increased fnancial approval levels of feld staff, and
use of “fxed amount awards” that allow sub-grants without
burdensome screening or fnancial reporting. The effciency
of such mechanisms frees up more time for refection and
reduces barriers to program pivots.

EXAMPLES FROM THE CASES:

P> The ECAP project in Liberia funded a majority of
the partners through Fixed Obligation Grants (more
recently renamed “Fixed Amount Awards”) which
did not require burdensome screening or fnancial
reporting. To spread the management burden, some
higher-capacity partners received standard grants,
which they then sub-granted onward through fxed
obligation mechanisms.

P> The South and Central Syria program has faced delays
when adding new partners and providing sub-grants
under funding from the US Offce of Foreign Disaster
Assistance (OFDA), whose approval process can
take up to fve weeks. In contrast, the UK Department
for International Development (DfID) requires only
notifcation (rather than approval) of new partnerships.

TRUSTING AND FLEXIBLE
PARTNERSHIPS

Plan for adaptation in budgets and outcomes reporting.
Two of the biggest constraints on adaptation are rigid
reporting (which lock projects into focusing only on pre-
planned activities, outputs, and outcomes) and rigid budgets
(including both spend/burn rates that require hasty program
activity, without time for analysis or refection, as well as
immovable budget lines that prevent allocation of funding to
experimentation and new adaptations). Adaptive programs
Tnd ways to loosen both of those constraints. Reporting can
be made less rigid through the use of higher-level, fewer, and/
or optional indicators, allowing teams to fexibly pursue shared

Adapting Aid Lessons from Six Case Studies

outcomes; narrative reporting can be used to explain decisions
made. Similarly, budgets can be loosened by: allocating
funding in broad categories, with the opportunity for fexibility
within each category; holding a reserve of funding for learning
and adaptation; or ensuring that budget changes receive rapid
approvals from donors.

EXAMPLES FROM THE CASES:

P> In the Myanmar 3MDG project, a combination of core
and opportunistic programming allowed the team to
capitalize on emerging opportunities and mitigate
risks. A fexible budget line funded important
activities that were not originally planned, like a
vaccination campaign run jointly by the state health
department and ethnic health organizations.

P> In the Niger program’s “rapid response” mechanism,
multi-sector assessments can trigger distributions
of food or non-food items, as well as water and
sanitation interventions.

Keep organizational boundaries permeable. “Partnership”

is a common mantra in aid and development, but it

often means little more than fnding organizations with
complementary strengths. In adaptive management,
partnership goes further than that: organizational boundaries
become more permeable, with ideas and information fowing
more freely among partners, including donors, implementers,
civil society, private sector, and government. This leads to
greater trust and mutual understanding. For example, more
frequent communication with donors improves the ability to
change budgets and outcomes, as described above, because
donor counterparts are more likely to be “up to speed” on how
the context and program are evolving. Permeable boundaries
with implementing partners, such as private sector actors
and sub-grantees, likewise improves a project’s contextual
understanding and ability to adapt.

EXAMPLES FROM THE CASES:

P> Close relationships with the funder enabled Sierra
Leone’s LWOL project to change its approach, both
before and after the outbreak of Ebola. The donor
provided bridge funding when normal activities had
to be suspended, allowed staff to be seconded to
Ebola response activities, and allowed funds to be
re-allocated as needed under a new design. This
fexibility was made easier by a lack of intermediaries
between the project team and the donor.

P> The Niger response team shares data from
its informant networks with donors and other
humanitarian actors, helping to build common
understanding and better collaboration in the
response efforts.
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5. ENABLING ADAPTATION ACROSS THE SECTOR

Mercy Corps and the IRC are committed to harnessing the potential of adaptive management,
both for our own work and for the wider sector. The cases studied in this research form a
small part of that work. We have a three-part strategy for further spreading these approaches.

INSTITUTIONALIZE: Our agencies will conduct adaptive management self-assessments in
ten country programs over the next year, and make changes in response to identifed adaptive
capacities and constraints. At the agency level, our organizations are planning for, and putting
into practice, new strategies and systems that will emphasize the importance of an adaptive
mindset and adaptive approach in the people we recruit, train, mentor, and support — with the
aim of infusing our feld programs with an adaptive culture and delivering greater impact.

INNOVATE: Building on the adaptive management self-assessments, the ADAPT partnership
team will work with the same ten country programs over the next two years to further

pilot adaptive programming techniques. These will include new design processes, funding
arrangements, implementation approaches, and specialized teams providing context analysis.

INFLUENCE: We will continue to conduct feld research that builds evidence on the impact
of adaptive management, to share the research fndings with others, and to convene events
to explore with other agencies and donors how we can make adaptive management the norm

across the sector.

In addition, making adaptive management practices
the norm across the broader aid and development
sector will require concerted effort by donors,
implementers, and researchers. Zooming out from the
project level, our work so far points to several ways that
organizations can put this agenda into practice and help
move it forward.

All organizations in the sector, and especially implementers,
can promote adaptive management in their work by
building a clear commitment to its principles across

the organization.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

P> Enable fexible competency prioritization in hiring key
positions, placing value in soft skills, adaptive mindset,
and change management experience.

P> Build in time and budget space for adaptation in any
program, project, or initiative, including through pilot/
inception phases that enable a range of strategies to be
tested in “small bets”.

P> Pilot, iterate, document, and share practices that
support adaptive programming in your organization.

Any organization in a position to fund others — whether a
public-sector donor, private foundation, or re-granting NGO
— has the ability to enable adaptation by those they fund.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

P> Expect, acknowledge, and reward learning (as well as results),
and recognize that iterative improvement takes time.

P> Solicit concepts and proposals based on broad
outcomes, giving implementers the fexibility to defne
their own approaches, work plans, reporting, and
indicators, and adapting them toward shared goals.

P> Provide funding for activities focused on context
analysis and ongoing learning, allow fexibility across
budget lines in both overhead and program costs, and
provide multi-year funding mechanisms that enable
Fexibility and experimentation.

Finally, there is a signifcant research agenda around adaptive
management, which academics and think tanks can support.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

P> Document and share cases of adaptive management.

P> Shape the conceptual and analytical frameworks for
studying adaptive management.

P> Craft measures to demonstrate the impact of adaptive
management on programs and development outcomes.

The ADAPT collaboration would like to thank Sida for its
generous contribution to this research, Dave Algoso for
his writing and editorial support and Ric Allen and Ivan
Nascimento for their graphic design work.
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ANNEX ONE
ADAPT Case Study

BUILDING AN ADAPTIVE TEAM FOR
MARKET SYSTEMS DEVELOPMENT
IN ACHOLI, UGANDA

CASE IN BRIEF

Since 2011, the Revitalizing Agriculture Incomes and New Markets (RAIN) program has promoted market
systems development in the Acholi region in northern Uganda. The program’s learning and adaptation hinge
on the inquisitive team, culture of open communication, and refective monitoring and evaluation practices.
RAIN has faced challenges related to implementing in partnership across two international NGOs, fhance and
operational systems that are not well tuned for a market systems approach, and the loss of motivation that
accompanies the end of funding. However, various project components continued under new funding sources

have carried the adaptive elements forward.

PROJECT BACKGROUND

Mercy Corps has been implementing the Revitalizing
Agriculture Incomes and New Markets (RAIN) program in

the Acholi region in northern Uganda since October 2011.

In a context where recovery from two decades of confict
has been marked by rapid economic and social shifts, the
program has pursued three core objectives: enhancing
smallholder production and proftability; improving agri-
business and trade performance in input and output markets;
and expanding access to agriculture fnancial services.

Though RAIN's original approach focused on direct training
of farmers, it was redesigned in the frst year to incorporate
a market systems approach. Rather than directly delivering
goods and services to households, the program would
instead support local actors to create long-run economic
opportunities for poor farmers and others.

RAIN'’s new focus required team members to design their
workfows to monitor and respond dynamically as markets
developed. They adopted a set of tools and systems centered
on testing, learning from, and improving interventions
throughout the program’s lifecycle. The program also made
a series of strategic and tactical alterations throughout
implementation. For example, the team repeatedly tested
and altered their approach to input vouchers, dropped and
developed partnerships in fnancial services, integrated
gender into marketing and messaging, and diversifed the
program'’s focus crops.

Initially funded for three years by the US Department of
Agriculture (USDA), the program was extended for an
additional two years. Mercy Corps also attracted additional
funding for the same program portfolio, but continued to
manage all donors’ activities under a single management

structure. TechnoServe was initially a sub-granted partner
focused on agribusiness, though Mercy Corps moved forward
with the USDA extension without them.

ADAPTIVE CAPABILITIES
AND ENABLERS

RECRUITMENT, COACHING, AND
222 STAFF DEVELOPMENT

The Mercy Corps country and program leadership focused

on recruiting and building the kind of dynamic team that
would be able to carry out an adaptive market development
program. They focused on hiring team members from the
Acholi region, in order to ensure strong localized knowledge
and increase retention. They also made a dedicated effort to
attract women, who could communicate with and understand
the program’s female target group (see text box).

Finding candidates who were inquisitive by nature was
prioritized and supported by creative recruiting techniques.
Interviews included problem-solving scenarios; occasionally,
they would also involve trips to the market to assess how well
a candidate could observe and analyze context. Once on board,
this inquisitiveness carried over into the team’s culture. The
opportunity to learn and challenge themselves has been a key
motivator for staff, even as the team has weathered turnover.

Building team members’ skills was prioritized beyond what

is seen in most programs. Team members attended external
and internal training courses in market systems programming,
and successfully advocated for TechnoServe's team to invest
in and join training. The team received support from Engineers
without Borders, Mercy Corps’ technical unit in headquarters,
and a learning-focused monitoring and evaluation (M&E)
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IMPORTANCE OF GENDER ON THE RAIN TEAM

Building a team that retains women and gives them voice
was critical to gender-focused shifts in program strategy. In
2013, as part of a country-wide Mercy Corps initiative, the
RAIN team conducted an internal gender analysis, started
tracking gender-disaggregated recruitment metrics against
targets, and began to proactively recruit and promote
women. When a few of the newly recruited women on the
team struggled to have their voices heard, the Mercy Corps
Uganda gender advisor, HR department, and the RAIN
Program Director held a meeting to identify ways to resolve
the problem. The Program Director focused attention on
attracting women to join the team, and called on male
gender champions within the team to support the women’s
integration. By the start of 2016, the program staff was 48%
women, up from 22% at the start of the program.

consultant. The external attention further motivated the team
and created a connection to the broader Mercy Corps world.

Finally, leadership modelled coaching behavior and
encouraged team members to mentor one another to such
an extent that coaching and mentorship became norms
within RAIN. Team members gave one another supportive
criticism and advice, helping to improve one another’s critical
questioning skills and the overall program’s ability to learn
and adapt. In the most important test, the team carried
forward these habits even after the program’s central leader
transitioned to a new role. The attentive focus on soft aspects
of program culture and team management in the context of
on-boarding and handover proved critical to maintaining one
of RAIN's strongest assets for adaptive management.

svexx CULTURE OF OPEN COMMUNICATION
222 7~ AND EXCHANGE

The norms around coaching and inquisitiveness were
reinforced by a culture of open communication and
exchange. This culture built trust, helped team members

feel valued, improved information sharing, and supported
program shifts. Open communication and willingness to
accept criticism were particularly important given how feld-
level learning is often founded on local storytelling and verbal
communication: much of the most important knowledge was
tacit, held in team members’ heads.

Operating norms and management techniques built on these
existing communication streams and styles in order to draw
important information to the forefront and support joint
problem solving. Weekly Monday morning meetings served
as regular touch points for open communication; team
members raised issues in these meetings that they would
then go and solve in smaller groups after the main meeting
had ended. Quarterly and semi-annual reviews motivated
team members to think more deeply about challenges in their
sectors and the results they had achieved.

Without deliberate efforts to support women's voice and
retention, critical gender-focused shifts in program strategy
would likely not have occurred. Mirroring internal increases,
the RAIN team helped the Gulu Agricultural Development
Company (GADC) increase their recruitment of female
extension agents from zero in 2012-2013 to 20 in 2014-2015.
These efforts helped GADC increase the number of organic
female farmers registered and trained with GADC from 26% to
48% over the same time period. This shift required dedicated
resources: in addition to support from the country offce’s
gender advisor, the team leveraged gender-focused grant
funding in pushing forward the changes.

Quarterly and semi-annual meetings were the most useful
for learning and idea generation when they included local
government and private sector partners. Both the RAIN
team and its external partners would make presentations
about their strategies and challenges, which helped identify
information sharing gaps, strengthened trust and support
(especially with local government), and allowed RAIN team
members to learn about implementation challenges directly
from local actors. For example, information sharing between
the feld agents of one private sector partner, Gulu Agriculture
Development Company (GADC), and Mercy Corps staff
helped to address key challenges around uptake of tillage
services (see text box).

On a more daily basis, RAIN's Program Director modeled
good relationships and communications with his team
members, fostering a safe environment where staff felt
open to raise ideas, experiment, and fail. He also maintained
an “open door” policy and took time to build personal
connections with team members, in order to fght the
traditional hierarchical structures that often serve as barriers
to critical information and idea sharing. This culture of
openness propagated throughout the team.

Even with your crazy idea that you (bring), they
allow you to try, and they don't blame you for
failing, and you come and sit down and talk
about how you could do it differently... Also the
way the team relates, there is that free fow of
conversation, when you come up with something,
it's not taken as a personal thing, it's taken as a
team responsibility.”

RAIN team member
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Miji P. and David O. from the Mercy Corps RAIN team.

We were blending so much with the team
leaders and the bosses: you could reach a
point when everyone is valuable...

When you met everyone under the tree you
wouldn't know who is who.”

RAIN team members

v 090 ENSURING M&E SUPPORTS
@ ‘3o LEARNING AND PROGRAMMATIC
DECISION MAKING

RAIN's M&E staff focused on helping the broader team learn,
improve interventions, and evolve the theory of change. This
departure from M&E's typical focus on measurement for
reporting was enabled by the relatively limited number of
required reporting indicators and semi-annual (rather than
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quarterly) donor reports. This gave the inquisitive M&E team
the capacity to focus on learning and programmatic decisions.

A substantial portion of the M&E team’s time went to
supporting frequent mini-assessments (covering topics
such as cross-border trade, gender, and fnancial services)
and internal evaluation activities (focused on understanding
the impact of seed subsidies and contract farming). The
ideas for these investigative exercises frequently arose from
program reviews or weekly meetings, carried forward by the
team'’s culture of open communication and joint problem
solving. The assessments would then be led by the M&E
team, but conducted jointly with implementation teams.
Though the most important information for programmatic
decisions often came from one-off assessments carried out
on a weekly or monthly basis, the team also participated in
the design and review of a large mid-term evaluation which
helped the program make broader, strategic shifts, such as
diversifying the focus crops to support household resilience.

As the program evolved, so too did the M&E team'’s tools and
systems. Quarterly and semi-annual reviews started as long,
unstructured story-telling sessions; they shifted under the
guidance of the M&E manager to focus on results achieved
and challenges faced. Similarly, the team started out using
after-action reviews, but usage dropped after refections were
integrated into event reporting. Various other monitoring tools
were set aside as the program progressed and they were
found to be time consuming or limited in value.

The team depicted its theory of change in a results chain — a
visual format that is often more detailed and less linear than
others, with the intent of being a more useful 