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Development organizations do not only need to get better at adaptive management, 
but they also need to create space and support for such efforts. Adaptive 
management efforts have to thrive, and simultaneously create and foster the 
conditions in which they can thrive. This places major challenges on such 
interventions, because the failure may often be as much—if not more—attributable to 
the lack of an effective enabling environment as to the skills and abilities to be 
adaptive. For example, large-scale programs focused on adaptive responses for 
private sector development may be based on appropriate and relevant principles of 
dynamic decisions, but if the reporting and accountability requirements are not also 
adjusted, it becomes very hard to maintain the program as intended.  
 
As one participant in the Learning to Adapt workshop put it, using terminology from 
the world of software development, this is akin to attempting agile techniques in a 
system that is built around waterfall approaches (see Box 1).  
 
Box 1: The Waterfall approach versus the Agile approach 
 

 

The waterfall model involves one-off and up-front development of requirements and a plan, 
followed by implementation in sequence. This model has the virtue of simplicity. However, 
waterfalls cascade in one direction, so although the environment and customer needs often 
change during a project, this model doesn’t encourage iterations to check against these. 

By comparison, the agile model is based on multiple iterations of ‘design, build, and test.’ This 
is well established in the technology industry primarily because it is relatively easy to rewrite 
code. These principles are being applied outside of technological fields, but they point to a 
wider challenge. If programs are intended to be agile, but the processes that surround them 
are based on the waterfall model, projects are more likely to fail. 

(adapted from Thornton, 20153 and his comments in the workshop) 

As a result of attempting to meet these conflicting needs, many adaptive 
interventions to date have ended up as curious hybrids: trying to meet the needs of 
adaptation on the ground, while also meeting demands for uniformity and results 
from on-high. This pressure frequently leads to both being done imperfectly. 
However, the adaptation challenge is not going unacknowledged or unaddressed.  
 

                                                        
3 Thornton, D (2015) The Government should give a realistic commitment to Agile, blogpost, 
http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/blog/12054/the-government-should-give-a-realistic-
commitment-to-agile/  
 

(adapted	from	Thornton,	2015)
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W h y  A d a p t i ve  M a n a g e m e n t ?

(Valters,	Cummings	and	Nixon,	2016)

/ AdaptationDouble-loop	Learning

Strategic adaptation

Tactical adaptation



U S A I D  O p e ra t i o n s  Po l i c y

https://www.usaid.gov/ads/policy/200/201

Revision	of	ADS	201:	governing		strategic	planning,	design,	implementation	and	MEL	of	
USAID	programs

• Focus on Learning and Adaptive 
Management (AM) throughout 
USAID Programming

• A more principles-based approach.

• Smarter, more customizable 
processes.

• More strategic use of evidence.

• Improved coherence of Agency 
programming.



D i g i t a l  D e ve lo p m e n t

How can digital technologies capture high 
frequency and Real-Time Data (RTD) feedback loops 
to improve learning, iteration, inclusivity and 
adaptation for improved development outcomes?
• Research: desk review and comparative case study empirical research of the 

best global cases for how real-time data can improve learning and adaptation 

• Experimentation: development of a set of Tools for USAID programs to 
employ RTD and AM, as well as experiments at scale.

• Policy: revision of USAID Operations Policy 

• Culture change: working on procedures and skills on how to utilize digital and 
develop “adaptive and agile” skills and mindsets with USAID Procurement 
and HR offices  



Lab’s Approach for Stronger 
Health Information Systems

Improving the quality and use of health data for disease surveillance and health service 
delivery in West Africa will address key issues identified during the Ebola outbreak

Programming will help the West Africa region prevent, detect, and respond to 
future disease epidemics through four interrelated areas of focus:

Governance:
Institutional and human capacity 
of managers in HIS governance, 
leadership, and data- driven 
management improved

Technical Capacity:
HIS software engineering 
expertise in the region 
developed and sustained

Platforms & Interoperability:
Targeted software platforms for 

HIS are connected to enable 
health information exchange

Connected Health Workers:
Use of real-time data systems 
by connected health workers 

for health service delivery
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LAB EBOLA RECOVERY STRATEGY FOR IMPROVED HEALTH DATA

Principles of Digital Development
DESIGN WITH USER * ECOSYSTEM * SCALE * SUSTAINABILITY * OPEN * REUSE * PRIVACY / SECURITY * 

COLLABORATIVE



RT D 4 A M  To o l b ox

- Toolbox will focus on existing USAID programs with 
mobile/sensor data collection systems and working with 
USAID Program Officers, Implementers and other 
stakeholders 

- Toolbox will be applied across sectors and geographies

- Will include additional analyses and guidance on Cost/Benefit 
Analysis, Cost-Effective Analysis, Feasibility Analysis and Risk 
Assessments
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T h a n k s !  Q u e s t i o n s ?
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