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Since the End to End review and the Smart Rules, 
staff within the UK’s Department for International 
Development (DFID)1 have worked to make 
organisational systems and processes fit for 
adaptive management. The now Foreign 
Commonwealth and Development Office’s (FCDO) 
programmes and portfolios have worked in this 
way, covering topics from women’s economic 
empowerment in Mozambique, country strategy in 
Nepal, education policy reforms and an assortment 
of Frontier Technology projects.  

 
1 The case study research began in partnership with the UK 
Government’s Department of International Development (DfiD). 
However, during the course of the research, DFID has merged with the 

Such programmes had an explicit mandate, under 
the banner of Adaptive Management, to operate in 
an experimental way - prioritising learning and 
reflection and delivering impact through 
understanding the complex needs of individuals, 
environment and systems.  

This differs from a more traditional approach for 
FCDO programming which sees priorities managed 
through rolling out tried and tested solutions that 
staff are confident will work. Adaptive programme 
design builds in deliberate processes of testing, 

Foreign and Commonwealth Office to become the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Development Office (FCDO). We use the new term 
“FCDO” to describe the institution throughout this case study. 

 

Adaptive Management programming within 
the Foreign & Commonwealth Development 
Office demonstrates that the UK Government 
has examples of optimising for learning within 
its existing management practice. However, 
currently, the adaptive management practices 
are unhelpfully framed by an approach which 
limits both their effectiveness and scope. 

The programmes use learning as their meta-
strategy. They succeed in connecting practice-
based learning with strategic learning, and 
make a shift towards reframing accountability 
as accountability for learning 

This learning strategy is enabled by funding and 
contract management arrangements which 
prioritise learning. Both at macro-level of 
programme management and micro level of 
de-risking experimentation and enabling 
necessary failure by decoupling people’s job 
security from potential failure. 

| Overview 

Adaptive Management Practice 
in the UK Government 

Summary 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/dfid-smart-rules-better-programme-delivery
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/10401.pdf
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learning and experimentation to deal with the 
uncertainty in programme theories of change.  

The Centre for Public Impact has partnered with 
LearnAdapt, a collaboration between FCDO, the 
Overseas Development Institute  (ODI) and Brink, 
first set up to explore how to manage adaptive 
development programmes better. This 
programming is an experimental workstream that 
seeks to allow programmes to move away from 
more traditional approaches to development 
programming, both in design and delivery, and 
experiment with complexity-informed approaches 
to public management.  

CPI has undertaken research to look specifically at 
two FCDO Adaptive Management Programmes.  

▪ MUVA: A programme that is focused on 
promoting women’s economic empowerment in 
urban Mozambique - MUVA is a social incubator 

to challenge social norms, foster gender equality 
and make systems work better for women’s 
economic empowerment. MUVA is a multi-
million pound programme which began in 2015. 
It has implemented 17 projects since its 
inception. Each project had learning and 
adaptation built into it. Identifying the persistent 
barriers that limit access to decent work, MUVA 
develops innovative projects with local partners 
to build the skills that young women need to 
work, to develop the self-confidence and vision 
they need to pursue employment, and to create 
new job opportunities that match their 
aspirations and abilities. The aim is to improve 
young women's transition from education to the 
labour market, to enhance their recruitment and 
retention in secure, decent work, and to provide 
them with better access to markets. 

 

 

https://www.odi.org/
https://www.hellobrink.co/
https://muvamoz.co.mz/
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▪ Government Partnerships International (GPI) - 
an organisation that seeks to build government 
capacity across several countries including Nepal, 
Kyrgyzstan and Ghana. GPI is a cross cutting unit 
of the UK Government providing peer-to-peer 
support to help partner governments overseas 
deliver better public services for their citizens. 
GPI provides alternative technical assistance in 
the form of (i) Peer to peer shoulder support for 
partner Governments as part of the UK 
Government’s wider aid strategy - building 
effective institutions and delivering more 
effective interventions (ii) Provide high quality 
advice to UK Govt on effective institution 
building (iii) Capture learning within 
Government. GPI is made up of a core team from 
a number of different UK civil service 
departments.  

This case study seeks to learn from adaptive 
management practice, in particular, it seeks to 
explore and identify the methods and strategies 
which enable effective learning and adaptation 
whilst centring strong human relationships and 
trust, learning, reflection and working in 
complexity.  

Learning from FCDO’s Adaptive Management 
Approach 

The key realisation underpinning the adaptive 
management approach is the outcomes that FCDO 
seeks through its development programmes - such 
as female economic empowerment in Mozambique 
- are the products of complex systems; they are not 
delivered by activities or programmes alone. So 
how can understanding complexity and working in 
a way that supports learning and adapting improve 
these outcomes? 

Driven by a strategy that focuses on learning, 
MUVA and GPI programmes have created a 
virtuous cycle of learning together, building trust 
and creating autonomy. Within FCDO, the people 
leading programmes have played a critical role in 
enabling learning and using that learning to 
improve outcomes. 

The success of adaptive management practices 
comes from an organisation’s ability to enable and 

protect spaces for learning and adapting. Currently, 
FCDO have successfully trialled devolved 
organisational structures, including:  

1. Enabling decisions to be taken closest to where 
the information is 

2. Encouraging staff to recognise and act on 
complexity 

3. Building funding, contractual and results 
frameworks around learning;  

4. Allocating sufficient resources to enable 
managers to build relationships and engage in 
and support learning.  

Together, these approaches hold the key to 
spreading management practice in a way that 
supports and encourages the delivery of positive 
outcomes in complex settings.  

Currently, the effectiveness and scale of the 
adaptive management approach is limited by the 
use of the parameters and processes of New Public 
Management as a means to frame the 
accountability that is recognised as necessary for 
spending public money For example, those seeking 
to operate adaptive management practices are 
forced to use management tools based on 
reductionist epistemologies (such as log frames) 
which, at best, have “significant blind spots” when 
used in complex environments, and at worst, are 
simply unhelpful tools when planning and 
monitoring change in complexity. Similarly, the 
contractual mechanisms they use, which are 
focused on enabling learning, rather than hitting 
KPIs or other performance metrics, are viewed as 
exceptions, rather than as helpful alternatives. 

Programme teams have found workarounds and 
techniques which make the best use possible of 
these tools, but how much more effective could 
they be if working with management tools designed 
for complex environments? Adaptive Management 
has a higher chance of thriving in the right 
authorising environment, where skills and tools are 
elevated with a view to operationalising for 
learning (rather than control) where understanding 
and working in complexity, prioritising relationships 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Public_Management
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Public_Management
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/329800823_What_Are_the_Advantages_and_Disadvantages_of_Using_the_Logframe_in_Development_Work
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1865/201sad.pdf
https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/Impact%20assessment%20in%20complex%20environments.pdf
https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/Impact%20assessment%20in%20complex%20environments.pdf
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and trust and giving autonomy to those closest to 
decisions are prioritised. 

Here are the key takeaways from our research of 
the FCDO’s Adaptive Management programmes 
about how adaptive management practice can 
inform our understanding of alternative 
approaches to public management at a national 
Government level: 

▪ The primary job of those leading adaptive 
programmes and portfolios is to create and 
sustain learning environments in which different 
actors in the system collect relevant data, share 
experiences and collectively make sense of what 
has been happening. 

▪ The process of learning together, with tools and 
processes which encourage and enable empathy 
to be built between all the actors involved, 
creates trust to work towards the achievement 
of a shared purpose. Trust becomes a key asset 
of the system - which is to be nurtured through 
all management decision-making, through 
openness and transparency.  

▪ Relationships built on trust enable autonomy for 
those working on the ground; they are trusted to 
respond to the ever-changing strengths and 
needs of the people they serve and the contexts 
in which they work.  

▪ Autonomy for teams working on the ground 
enables them to adapt their work to the 
constantly changing environment in which they 
find themselves. This adaptation is guided and 
governed as a constant learning process - in 
which each encounter and action is a learning 
opportunity. 

▪ Centring Learning and Adaptation enables teams 
to focus on better outcomes for less money, as 
they concentrate their efforts on doing the right 
things (not everything). Placing learning at the 
centre of programmes enables teams to 
understand what creates better outcomes in 
different contexts and timings.  

 

As part of CPI’s effort to understand the 
contribution that FCDO’s Adaptive Management 
programmes and associated practices could make 
to developing alternative public management 
approaches, we undertook interviews with 
programme delivery teams and Senior Responsible 
Owners to better understand how they optimised 
their programmes for learning and adaptation. We 
followed this approach: 

1. We conducted several interviews with 
programme delivery staff and Senior Responsible 
Owners (SROs) across both GPI and MUVA. Our 
interview guide helped to flesh out the broad 
themes of Human Learning Systems including 
managing in complexity, human relationships, 
trust, learning for accountability and creating an 
nurturing healthy systems 

2. Our researchers then conducted an individual 
analysis of the interview scripts - pulling out 
illustrative themes and interpreting information. 
We then came together as a research team to 
undertake collective sensemaking - comparing 
notes and interpretations of the interviews and 
uncovering lessons about the tools and 
strategies deployed to achieve the objectives of 
adaptive programming.  

| Research Method 
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3. Finally, we undertook further sensemaking with 
FCDO to play back what our research uncovered 
and to understand the ongoing opportunities 
and challenges that they face in scaling the 
learning approach.  

What is covered in this case study is a review of 
those lessons and findings from our interviews with 
MUVA and GPI. We offer some reflections on the 
tools, practices and strategies used by programmes 
to really allow adaptive management to thrive in a 
complex environment and deliver powerful and 
better outcomes for all. 

Human Learning Systems (HLS) is an alternative 
approach to public management, which is being 
developed by a range of public and voluntary sector 
leaders across the world, as they seek more 
effective ways to manage in complex 

environments. We were curious to explore how 
FCDO’s adaptive management practices could 
contribute to knowledge about the practices and 
ideas which underpin this approach. Consequently, 
we examined the practices of the adaptive 
management programmes through the lens of HLS. 

Everything has a second level of complexity. So 
you can have the best idea, the best approach, but 
it might fail, not because the idea… [but] because 
parts of the system are not strong enough to 
secure whatever you’re doing (MUVA, Programme 
Delivery Team) 

There are two aspects to the ‘Human’ aspect of 
Human Learning Systems:  

▪ ‘Human’ refers to the moral purpose 
underpinning HLS approaches to public 
management: to enable public service (or in this 
case, development practice) to recognise and 
respond to the humanity of each and every 
person within the system of interest - the people 
being served, and all those who work within it.  

 

Glossary of Terms 

Manager: This person is typically the lead delivery manager in an adaptive programme and responsible for 
the effective running and management of programme activities  
Programme Delivery Team: This is the team that is responsible for the delivery of the programme on the 
ground (“in-country”) and can include the Manager 
Senior Responsible Owners (SRO): SROs were the named individuals responsible for the vision and overall 
performance of a programme in DFID. SROs have a clear set of responsibilities and accountabilities, and in 
exchange, are empowered to make decisions and lead programme design and delivery. Programme 
managers and teams work alongside the SRO. They are a critical part of bringing and sharing learning within 
the department. 
Management Decision Unit: A team that takes programmatic decisions, including “sign-off” of new 
projects. This team is made up of programme staff, SRO and central FCDO staff 
Monitoring and Evaluation team (MEL): MEL teams are responsible for the overall monitoring and 
evaluation of programmes. They collect and analyse data for teams to assess progress and outcomes and 
enable fast adaptation to happen. 
Partner: This usually refers to a key stakeholder or counterpart which is the beneficiary of the delivery. 
Participants: the people who the development programmes were designed to serve - for example, the 
women in Mozambique who participated in the MUVA programme. 

| Exploring the practice of 
Adaptive Management 
through a Human 
Learning Systems lens 

 

| Human 

https://www.humanlearning.systems/
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▪ HLS also makes a claim about what it means to 
recognise people’s humanity - that human beings 
are intrinsically connected to others in a complex 
bio-psycho-social/political system. In other 
words, to fully see a human being, is to see and 
understand them as part of all of these contexts.  

What is captured below reflects how this moral 
purpose and understanding of what it means to be 
human manifests itself in the work of the FCDO’s 
adaptive programming.  

Personal stories are markers of success 

A key aspect of both the GPI and MUVA 
programmes were that they sought to understand 
and adapt to the particular and unique contexts of 
each person, and each country that they served. 
This was manifest in the definitions of ‘successful 
outcomes’ adopted by the programmes. These 
outcomes were viewed from the perspective of the 
participants of the programme, rather than from 
pre-defined and standardised metrics. Each 
achievement was celebrated, often led by the 
participants themselves. For example, participants 
of the MUVA programme designed their own 
graduation and leaving ceremonies telling the 
stories of how they experienced the programme 
and what changes it had impacted in their lives. 

This approach was mirrored in MUVA’s formal 
evaluation processes via qualitative interviews with 
participants to understand the impact of the 
programme on the young people who participated. 
MUVA employs the Ripple Effect Mapping 
technique which allows the programme team to 
understand how various groups understand change 
- participants in themselves, their families and their 
wider communities. Interviews are also held with 
the parents, guardians, peers and the wider 
community that they worked with. When 
undertaking evaluation with participants MUVA 
never used the programme’s theory of change or 
framework, but simply asked them "How do you 
see change?"  

 

Programme management process were 
deliberately participatory - 
systematically building empathy and 
trust through learning (and failing) 
together 

The Managers and MEL teams of the MUVA and 
GPI programmes deliberately created participatory 
environments for shared learning and decision 
making. This involved reaching ‘upwards’ to SROs 
within FCDO and ‘downwards’ to the Programme 
Delivery Teams. The tactic was based on the idea 
that managers should be involved in learning and 
decision-making, rather than having things 
reported to them. The purpose of this tactic was to 
systematically build trust as an asset in the 
management relationships for each programme. 
Therefore, as an example, the relationship between 
MUVA programme delivery team and SRO is seen 
as a partnership, not just a contractual 
arrangement.  

“One of the crucial things I found…  to build trust 
in the team [is to] try more adaptive mechanisms 
with the SRO, [employing] participatory 
approaches. He initially was a little uncertain 
because I was this ex-consultant coming in 
wanting to try all these shiny new things. But by 
inviting him to everything, giving him the option, 
it built that trust.” (GPI, MEL Team)  

Building effective human to human relationships 
was also a key purpose of the learning and 
reflection spaces created by Managers and MEL 
teams. Managers within the GPI and MUVA 
programmes recognised that a key aspect of their 
job was to build trust between the different actors 
involved in the programme. 

To do this, they created spaces for organisations to 
learn together. For example, one of the MUVA 
interventions worked with a local industrial park to 
support the businesses to place young people in 
internship positions. They had never worked with a 
women’s empowerment organisation previously 
and inviting them to their first reflection session 
was a hugely eye-opening experience. These 
partners appreciated the honesty that comes out of 
sharing openly the data from the programme, and 

https://extension.umn.edu/community-development/ripple-effect-mapping
https://extension.umn.edu/community-development/ripple-effect-mapping
https://extension.umn.edu/community-development/ripple-effect-mapping


 

 

Case Studies 

 

www.humanlearning.systems 

speaking openly about what was working and what 
wasn't working, and more importantly what the 
programme had learnt from the process including 
from what the young people were saying about the 
experience.  

Managers sought to deliberately build empathy 
across the programme. This meant not only were 
participants' voices highlighted by using their 
personal stories, the voices and experiences of 
those working on the ground were also important 
parts of a structured reflection dialogue. The 
reflection meetings were orchestrated in a way that 
brought out the practitioner voice. The reflection 
meetings enabled teams to take a holistic view of 
the programme by bringing forward both the 
participant and practitioner voices to observe what 
impact various projects were having. Crucially, the 
reflection meetings were framed as learning spaces 
between different actors, so that each could come 
to understand the perspective of others involved in 
the programme.  

I think what also supports that as well is the fact 
that we are so participatory in the way that we do 
things. It further reinforces that cycle of sorting 
the narrative and story before they're doing the 
thing (MEL Team, GPI) 

The process of learning together, with tools and 
processes which encourage and enable empathy to 
be built between all the actors involved, creates 
trust to work towards the achievement of a shared 
purpose. Trust becomes a key asset of the system - 
which is to be nurtured through all management 
decision-making, through openness and 
transparency.  

[We] teach them how to be empathetic to their 
counterparts [...] One tool that we use a lot and is 
through analogy and through storytelling [...] We 
don't pretend that everything works. We're very 
open with our partners as well when things are 
not going well or when they're not working as we 
thought they would, and when we need to change. 
And I think that openness and honesty is really key 
for building up trust (Programme Delivery Team, 
MUVA) 

One of the interesting mechanisms by which 

programme delivery team built trust with managers 
within FCDO central teams was by co-creating key 
programme tools such as log frames and Theories 
of Change, and then continually iterating those 
documents together. 

[...] we'd have a strategy testing session. We'd be 
looking at our theory of change, looking at 
everything that's happened, looking at the 
environment. Maybe something isn't progressing 
the way we're expecting it to. So, we would 
dialectically investigate that as a group, try and 
unearth what the problems might be. You look at 
assumptions, look at the context. Maybe we 
realize that actually, we'd approach something the 
wrong way. (MEL Team, GPI) 

This approach is particularly interesting because it 
uses the tools of traditional programme 
management and enables them to become (at least 
in part) adaptive by processes of co-creation and 
iteration. The use of familiar tools helped to build a 
sense of trust amongst programme managers who 
were otherwise unfamiliar with the tools and 
concepts of working in complex environments, 
even when those tools (such as log frames) are 
otherwise problematic in complex contexts. 

When people hear the word “trust”, they 
sometimes think that it means that people are nice 
or friendly to one another all the time. People in 
the case studies were keen to emphasise that this is 
not the case. Trust enables hard conversations as 
well as easy ones. And trust is useful for developing 
a shared vision and purpose, so that everyone is 
starting from the same place approaching all 
programmatic discussion with a shared mission and 
good intent. This environment allows all 
stakeholders and partners to co-create and 
contribute more effectively to producing better 
outcomes.  

Adaptive Management programmes 
prioritised creating autonomy where 
advisers are trusted to respond to the 
strengths and needs of the people they 
serve. In turn, trust is continuously 
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nurtured through their system and 
enables adaptation. 

Relationships built on trust enable autonomy for 
those working on the ground; they are trusted to 
respond to the ever-changing strengths and needs 
of the people they serve and the contexts in which 
they work. Autonomy is consistently earnt through 
teams displaying the characteristics that made 
them trustworthy, and by maintaining the 
relationships that nurture this trust. Trust therefore 
lowers transaction costs and enables faster 
responses to changing circumstances: 

“So we don't need to necessarily call in the 
lawyers for every agreement that we have with 
them because…. there's a lot of trust already 
there” (MEL Team, GPI) 

Autonomy thus enables bespoke approaches to 
emerge, approaches which are able to change from 
place to place and time to time, in response to the 
demands of people in those particular contexts, for 
example, ‘what does encouraging transparency in 
Government mean in the context of country X?’  

One of the key insights from the Adaptive 
Management programmes we studied was that in 
order to produce outcomes in complex 
environments, learning is the meta-strategy which 
enables this. 

Learning is the explicit purpose of 
Adaptive Management programmes 
and is built in from the design phase  

MUVA and GPI were established as programmes 
that curated space where innovation, learning, 
testing, adapting, and sharing lessons were at the 
centre and part of what the programme was to 
deliver. Recognising that they were working with a 
limited evidence base, and could not simply roll out 
a tried and tested solution, they were created to be 
much more nimble, adaptive, and quick - testing 
approaches quickly and becoming a real hub for 
innovation and ideas.  

 

This purpose enabled GPI and MUVA, from the 
outset, to be programmes that prioritised learning - 
something that is unusual in the context of large 
donor funded programmes. To be successful in its 
learning endeavours, MUVA needed to be explicitly 
set up, contract managed and funded to enable and 
promote learning across the programme, valuing 
learning as a driving force behind implementation.  

In the design phase MUVA cast a wide net to 
explore what the real barriers to female economic 
empowerment were for the most vulnerable 
groups in Mozambique, looking to tackle the 
barrier that inhibited women from accessing decent 
work opportunities. The first phase of the 
programme design was exploratory and 
encompassed 10 research pieces that would enable 
the FCDO team to better understand the context in 
which the programme would be working and help 
with generating ideas about what interventions 
were likely to be most successful. For example, 
there was a very clear emphasis that the MUVA 
programme would put the young people at the 
centre and so, participants were deliberately and 
intentionally included in the design of the project 
and allowed to express themselves through the 
initiatives.  

Creating learning environments is the 
primary job of those with management 
responsibility at all levels  

Adaptive Management programmes, via 
encouraging experimentation and learning, have 
prioritised learning (and the capturing and sharing 
of lessons) as the primary role of management. 
Teams learn together at all levels and this is a key 
mechanism to build trust between people. There is 
an emphasis on experimentation - trying out 
different interventions as basic public management 
practice. This creates an environment in which a 
meta strategy with learning at its core is created.  

The primary job of those leading adaptive 
programmes and portfolios, the Senior Responsible 
Owners (SRO) amongst others, is to create and 
sustain learning environments in which different 

| Learning 
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actors in the system collect relevant data, share 
experiences and collectively make sense of what 
has been happening - in a way that informs future 
action. Those managing in an adaptive way 
recognised learning as an integral part of good 
management - encouraging learning and reflection 
as a means to encourage continuous improvement, 
rather than managing through control. 

Within programmes, the FCDO people leading 
programmes were effectively seeking to create 
learning systems. They acted as a systems 
connector, with emphasis on brokering activities 
and learning of the programmes they’re 
responsible for and connecting different levels of 
interest. This in turn created better learning 
between all actors and indeed, across FCDO 
programmes. 

In this context, the person leading the programme 
is helping to signal a shift in purpose of adaptive 
programmes, with SROs playing an important role 
as learning champions, people who help to enable 
complex systems to purposefully learn and adapt, 
so that these systems create positive outcomes. 

“We've tried to create this system that's all about 
learning.. we've worked very, very closely with the 
management to try to set these systems up to be 
mutually supportive” (SRO, MUVA) 

Learning is framed in respect of high level purpose, 
understood and interpreted through the ever-
changing real-life experiences of those the work 
exists to serve or influence.  

An environment where learning is 
prioritised by leadership enables more 
effective adaptation. This in turn 
enables programmes to respond and 
adapt more effectively to emerging 
outcomes.  

Adaptive Management programmes have 
demonstrated an environment where teams are 
encouraged to optimise for learning, whereby 
learning and autonomy for teams working on the 
ground have a symbiotic relationship. The absence 
of strictly defined targets set by management 

allows for teams to have greater autonomy. In turn, 
teams are able to effectively adapt their work to 
the constantly changing environment in which they 
find themselves. This adaptation is guided and 
governed as a constant learning process - in which 
each encounter and action is a learning 
opportunity.  

“[It is a common myth of adaptive programmes] 
that ultimately something will get missed and 
things like adaptive management ends up leading 
to either poor management of things like risks. It 
leads to really long timeframes for adaptation to 
happen. By the time that you've thought about all 
the risks, certainly, you've thought about your 
strategy, and you've thought about how you're 
going to monitor it. So, it's a really quickfire way 
for us to get that all pulled together and be a lot 
more adaptive, a lot faster” (GPI) 

Adaptation is more than being responsive to 
changing contexts but an intentional approach to 
test, learn and adapt using this learning. This 
requires a rigorous process of continual action 
research. For example, within GPI they developed 
informal “strategy testing” meetings to enable 
teams to quickly evaluate and assess risks and 
emerging outcomes in order to adapt to the 
changing circumstances quickly. This could be 
viewed as adaptive management practices trying to 
speed up the existing public management practices 
that are familiar to teams, but sit outside the 
formal governance structures, in order to better 
respond to complexity.  

It is this process of continual action research which 
provides the material for learning together. There is 
extensive use of methods which enabled actors in a 
system to see and understand it as a system - 
exploring systems from the perspective of both 
actors and factors.  

Mechanisms to support environments 
and teams that are optimising for 
learning: 

Those undertaking adaptive management practices 
achieved this switch to optimising for learning in a 
number of ways: 

https://asiafoundation.org/publication/strategy-testing-an-innovative-approach-to-monitoring-highly-flexible-aid-programs/
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i) Enabling action research - 
experimentation/exploration 

In complex environments, learning is necessarily 
rich and contextual. Therefore, learning requires a 
process of action research in which actions are 
taken and effects examined within a system of 
interest. People often refer to this process of action 
research as “experimentation”.  

It is important to note that the goal of this action 
research is not necessarily to mimic the 
methodology and approaches of the natural 
sciences. Natural science experiments require 
controlled conditions which almost certainly don’t 
exist in complex, real-world environments. People 
conducting “experiments” did not try and artificially 
recreate these controlled conditions in their action 
research. The language of “explorations” therefore 
seems equally applicable. When conducting an 
exploration in a complex, ever-shifting landscape, 
those undertaking exploratory action developed 
has fast-paced feedback and reflection loops, 
asking the question: What happens if we try this? 

Within the FCDO programmes we explored there is 
a clear emphasis on experimentation/exploration, 
testing and learning as an integral part of the public 
management process. This contributed to a wider 
meta-strategy for learning.  

For example, in the last 4 years MUVA has 
conducted 17 different experiments (i.e. projects) 
to enhance women’s economic empowerment, 
creating a process that allows ideas and projects to 
be tested in three-rounds of implementation. This 
enables both large and small ideas to be tested 
quickly, iterated and adapted before then 
committing to longer term implementation. In 
many cases, if ideas/projects do not survive the 
testing phase they are short-lived and “killed off”. 
Inside each of the rounds of testing the programme 
would be learning - the adaptive aspect meant that 
MUVA was capturing and implementing learnings 
throughout the testing process, rather than waiting 
until the end of each round. This enabled the 
programme delivery team to better understand, 
from the reflections captured, whether there was 
scope for a longer term project to be developed 
and become feasible. Each idea/project would have 

three attempts to get it “right” - but when things 
don’t go to plan there is no fear of retribution or 
serious repercussion. These experiments and 
learning are also discussed and celebrated at the 
reflection meetings. 

ii) Learning spaces which connected practice 
and the evolution of programme strategy 
through shared sense making 

Both GPI and MUVA programmes created shared 
learning and reflection spaces which brought 
together different actors in the programmes in 
order to learn together as a way to continuously 
improve and adapt the activity of each programme.  

Crucially, these learning spaces were not just at the 
level of practitioners on the ground, but also used 
as mechanisms to connect the learning from 
practice on the ground to the evolution of the 
programme’s strategy. For example, GPI created 
quarterly “strategy testing” sessions in which 
programme delivery staff, managers and FCDO 
programme managers put their shared experiences 
and recorded data on the table for a collective 
sense-making process. The outcome of this process 
was a revised and updated overall programme 
strategy. Other spaces included “Contribution 
Court”  sessions which were created as fun 
mechanisms to collectively reflect on the 
contributions of different activities to observed.  

“There's been a lot of attention to detail and 
keeping people informed[...] maximum 
transparency about[...] the resources that are 
being used, and where we are. We all come 
together as a reflection and participate in 
something to see that change could be possible, 
and I think that the reflection spaces allow that to 
happen” (Programme Delivery Team, MUVA) 

One of the goals of the MUVA programme delivery 
team was to provide just-in-time information to 
enable practitioners to understand how the 
initiative is progressing and where adaptation is 
required. MUVA implemented six monthly 
Reflection Meetings where teams from each of the 
17 projects would meet to discuss the emerging 
outcomes of their interventions. Programme 
delivery teams and MEL staff would bring the 

https://asiafoundation.org/publication/strategy-testing-an-innovative-approach-to-monitoring-highly-flexible-aid-programs/
https://rebelwithcausation.com/contribution-courts/
https://rebelwithcausation.com/contribution-courts/
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evidence collected to enable the group to analyse 
and interpret these findings together as a 
collective.  

These practices seem to be key methods by which 
to enact the programme’s core principles of 
learning as meta-strategy. Further, the 
participatory nature of these reflection spaces 
seems to be crucial to the successful task of 
evolving strategy via learning from practice. 
Practitioners weren’t simply reporting what they 
had learnt to distant people “up the chain” - they 
were collectively engaged in shared sense making 
exercises. This shared sense making enabled 
effective interpretation of highly contextual 
practitioners and participant experiences.  

However, this approach - of practitioners and 
managers learning and sense making together - was 
confined to particular strategy development 
spaces. At other times, it was necessary to create 
“safe spaces” for practitioners to reflect away from 
Managers, in order to create a sense of 
psychological safety for honest reflection. 
Therefore, there is significant nuance in the 
creation of these shared sense making spaces. 

iii) Creating a positive error culture 

Managers in both programmes worked to ensure 
that those working on the programmes felt safe to 
try things which might not work. This “positive 
error culture” - viewing ‘mistakes’ or failure as a 
necessary part of experimental learning processes 
was achieved by: 

▪ Ensuring that people’s job security and funding 
was not dependent on achieving particular, pre-
defined results targets; 

▪ Structuring reflection sessions so as to create a 
sense of psychological safety upon which the 
honest discussion of failure depends; 

▪ Signalling that failure was a necessary part of 
experimental processes - for example by 
explicitly stating that each initiative is likely to 
get things wrong in its first iteration 

▪  Reflection sessions were held without 
“management” present and to ensure that these 
meetings were not about reporting or decision 
making.  

“We believe very strongly that it was important 
that they were able to say when things were not 
happening” (Programme Delivery Team, MUVA) 

iv) Evaluation for “improving” rather than 
“proving” 

The adaptive management programmes also 
sought to transform the role of Monitoring and 
Evaluation teams, who had previously been seen as 
agents of accountability, shifting their role towards 
learning.  

“A lot of individuals have had bad experiences 
with Monitoring & Evaluation. By coming in and 
being human and engaging with them and maybe 
making them laugh with a silly analogy that will 
stay with them” (MEL Team, GPI) 

Reframed as mechanisms to support learning, the 
Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning (MEL) teams 
were able to support the programmes to reflect on 
their core purpose: “are we making a difference to 
young women's lives? And what are we learning 
that enables us to better achieve this purpose?" In 
this way, learning contributes to achieving purpose, 
and enables more effective and efficient 
implementation, than when accountability is 
directed at hitting pre-determined KPIs. 

Adaptive Management’s MEL functions have 
themselves adapted to provide the right structures 
and processes to enable learning to happen more 
effectively across programmes, rather than 
measure outcomes against a strictly defined set of 
metrics. By focusing on collecting and analysing 
data, which was meaningful to participants and 
practitioners, rather than pre-defined metrics, and 
by using this data for collective practice reflection, 
MUVA has tried to reduce, as much as possible, the 
potential for gaming of data. This was part of a 
deliberate management strategy to provide people 
with a space where they trusted that they could 
give their opinions, and that actions could be taken 
to iterate on what they were doing, and improve 
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based on the evidence, participant voice and their 
experience.  

v) Removing competition between actors 

Adaptive management programmes also optimised 
for learning by seeking to remove competition for 
resources between actors. For example, the 
decision to ensure that MUVA did not operate as a 
competitive grant making body was made very 
early on in the programme design phase. It resulted 
in partners being hand picked based on suitability 
and interest to deliver the work. The absence of a 
formal tender process created an environment 
more conducive to collaboration, co-creation and 
learning, rather than competition. 

Managers working on the MUVA programme 
reduced the feeling of competition between the 
~10 different initiatives working at the same time, 
by focusing the different teams on diverse 
problems - some working with the informal sector, 
some working with traders, some working with 
young people in schools etc. Further, the teams 
worked in the open, reducing competition. These 
program reflections, built around team building, 
were used to think about the issues that arise from 
being an adaptive program and allow teams to 
reflect together on whether we’re meeting the 
shared goal - to improve the lives of young women. 

At the time this research took place, there was a 
belief in some parts of FCDO that competition is the 
only way to achieve value for money – but the 
MUVA experience shows that an approach that 
removes competition can be more effective in 
certain circumstances. Furthermore, examples of 
HLS practice have shown that where outcomes are 
the product of complex systems and where learning 
is centred, co-creation and collaboration are more 
fruitful strategies than competition.  

System change approach 

GPI and MUVA explicitly sought to take a ‘systems’ 
approach to their work; they made extensive use of 

methods which enabled actors in the relevant 
systems of interest to see and understand their 
relationships and interdependencies as “systems”. 
For example, the programmes made extensive use 
of systems mapping as a tool: 

“MUVA thinks in terms of systems change. We see 
our experiments happening in an “incubator” 
environment that feeds into how we influence, 
find champions, influencing, replicating, 
sustaining, and then getting up to the higher 
reaches of actually making change. We’re very 
much using a testing approach on quite a small 
scale, to then look at how can it have a wider 
impact on the broader system, and trying to 
identify, when we do our interventions, who are 
the key actors within that system? We use a 
mapping exercise to identify the problem space, 
key stakeholders, who needs to be influenced how 
and where” (Programme Delivery Team, MUVA)  

Furthermore, managers used mechanisms to 
enable actors in the system to understand the 
factors driving patterns of results in their systems 
of interest, for example by co-creating ‘nested’ 
Theories of Change so that each partner was able 
to represent and reflect on their impact in the 
broader system. 

“So, there is a mechanism called active-based 
change framework.... It's not a silver bullet but it is 
incredibly powerful as a way to start thinking 
about systems… the idea of an ABC framework is 
you collaboratively identify what problem you're 
trying to solve. Then you do some basic problem 
analysis to understand the causes and 
consequences and the sort of cyclical causal 
consequence cycles that can arise. You then 
consider all the different active groups who either 
participate in that problem, suffer it, perpetuate it 
or make it worse etc. Throughout all those actor 
groups and then those actor groups form what we 
call a behavioural systems map, where you map 
out their influence” (MEL Team, GPI) 

In addition, the SRO’s played a “systems connector” 
and broker role. They sought to create learning 
relationships between different programmes and 
systems of interest. 

| Systems 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L1yTleIpwH0&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L1yTleIpwH0&feature=emb_logo
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“Because sometimes it's not about me doing 
something, but it's about knowing someone in 
another space that could link with them and help 
them to achieve the results that they want to” 
(SRO, MUVA) 

“I can take issues that have been raised by MUVA 
to other partners. For example, if I have to 
influence a partner with whom FCDO has a direct 
funding agreement, my influencing work needs to 
take into account the role of Government, which 
also has to be influenced. My role is to find the 
spaces to influence and facilitate both 
Government and the partner to address the issue 
under discussion.” (SRO, MUVA) 

As a consequence of this explicit systems change 
programme focus, we were able to see two types of 
systems working undertaken: 

▪ Programme working in the systems of interest. 
For example, the MUVA programme created new 
activities within the system of interest for female 
empowerment in Mozambique  

▪ Programme management working on the 
system. For example, delivery programme 
managers, together with their FCDO programme 
manager counterparts, undertook activities to 
build trust between actors in the system and 
enable them to learn together. 

Healthy systems are learning systems 

When working on the system, SROs, Managers and 
MEL teams seemed to take a “system stewardship” 
role, (although they did not use this term explicitly); 
they viewed their role partly as enabling actors in 
their systems of interest to coordinate and 
collaborate effectively. In other words, they took 
responsibility for creating healthy systems.  

“There's no one tool or method that makes 
adaptive management work. It's all about the 
ways of working. So much as about the team 
composition, soft skills, how you coordinate and 
collaborate” (MEL Team, GPI) 

Their version of “healthy” was centred around 
learning: healthy systems are learning systems. 

Hence, programme managers put significant effort 
into creating shared learning spaces in which actors 
from across the systems of interest were able to 
learn together. 

“let's look at ourselves in this like learning system 
and what people might need and want” (MEL 
Team, GPI) 

Across both programmes, we have observed that a 
“learning system” has two key aspects:  

▪ Firstly, as described above, the actors within the 
system have a learning relationship with one 
another. They learn together and treat data as 
information which requires an act of collective 
sense making. This act of collective learning is a 
recognition that they are actors in a system 
together, and that change occurs as they learn 
together. 

▪ Secondly, a learning system is one which 
purposefully gathers data about the causal 
factors operating within that system of interest 
and makes those a subject for reflection and 
learning amongst the actors in that system.  

These two aspects of creating a learning system are 
aspects of enabling “the system” to see itself - to 
reflect on and learn about both the actors and 
factors which constitute it, and therefore to make 
conscious choices about how the relationships 
between actors and relationships between factors 
should operate. 

“So, it looks at those kinds of power dynamics, 
which are crucial in any program because 
behaviour change is the risky tipping point but 
especially in partnership working. We use these 
behavioural systems maps to then ask series of 
questions... [about] the actual power 
relationships. ”(MEL Team, GPI) 

Funders are seen and treated as part of 
the system of interest 

Delivery teams in an adaptive management way 
took particular care to ensure that FCDO managers, 
as funders of the work, were included as actors in 
these learning systems.  
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 “... one of the things that I'm trying to push into 
our funded partners... make sure that your partner 
can answer the question of why they're doing 
something... why is it that they're doing that? 
What is the benefit to them? What's the 
advantage to them? Why is it meaningful?” (MEL 
Team, GPI) 

 

Structural manifestations - funding and 
contract management 

This focus on learning as the primary purpose of 
management was manifest in the structures of 
adaptive management programmes. In particular, 
the funding mechanisms and contracts were 
created to explicitly enable learning - this meant, 
for example, that contracts did not specify in 
advance Key Performance Indicators on which 
funding was conditional. Furthermore, the contract 
management meetings and reviews were 
themselves framed as shared learning spaces.  

A key point from this is that in order to enable a 
learning approach, the funding and contract 
management arrangements of a Government 
programme must prioritise and enable learning and 
adaptation.  

“[...] MUVA was set up as an adaptive and 
innovative program […] given the task by DFID of 
innovating in this space where nobody seems to 
have many answers. So they actually said to us, 
"We want you to innovate." That has made a very 
big difference on how from the start of the 
contract was done to how we regularly monitor 
implementation of the program.... This really 
needs to be discussed and agreed from the onset 
to be able to implement a program like this” 
(Programme Delivery Team, MUVA) 

The MUVA contract enables the on-going review 
and adaptation of milestones. This provides more 
flexibility to the programme. Each quarter these 
milestones are reviewed and communicated to 
FCDO, and FCDO trusts that MUVA will do the work 

- this allows for both flexibility and adaptation 
where needed. Flexibility was built into the 
programme from the outset, and it is precisely this 
flexibility that has allowed MUVA to really test, 
pivot and make changes to the initiative where 
necessary, and enabled it to be effective. This 
flexibility does not come at the expense of 
accountability: instead, the programme is held 
accountable for the right things, including its use of 
learning. 

MUVA has also created structures to enable 
strategic decisions to be communicated in a timely 
manner and enable adaptation to happen quickly. 
The Management Decision Unit allows MUVA to 
develop concepts and proposals for what it thinks it 
would like to test and adapt, and the MDU respond 
to proposals with questions and things they would 
like to see. The team then co-designs a brief that 
the wider MUVA team will commit to implementing 
certain activities over the next quarter. The MUVA 
relationship feels like a partnership between 
central FCDO teams and on the ground programme 
teams - it allows for productive and informative 
debate and discussion about outcomes, and for 
iterative thinking between MUVA, FCDO and 
partners.  

“Of course, there are times where stress is 
generated because programmes are not achieving 
what they set out to do. MUVA teams have tough 
conversations about this, but made easier by the 
trusting environment they work in. The point is to 
create a system that prioritises learning” 
(Programme Delivery Team, MUVA) 

Governance: Moving to accountability 
for learning 

Optimising for learning rather than control required 
the development of different mechanisms for 
governance and accountability. Within the adaptive 
management programmes, managers developed 
mechanisms to hold actors accountable for their 
actions in enabling learning and adaptation to meet 
the programme’s purpose. Through these means, 
governance processes acted as a mechanism to 
drive a learning cycle. Governance processes create 
the conditions for learning and those structures 

| Enablers of using an 
HLS approach 
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hold actors accountable for learning and adaptation 
to meet the programme’s purpose. 

“[...] there's been a lot of attention to detail and 
keeping people informed... maximum 
transparency about... the resources that are being 
used, and where we are…. We all come together 
as a reflection... and participate in something... to 
see that change could be possible, and I think that 
the reflection spaces allow that to happen” (SRO, 
MUVA) 

For example, GPI used “sentinel indicators” - proxy 
indicators that are not connected to the major 
elements of a Theory of Change – instead are 
focussed on measuring and reflecting how well the 
programme is being delivered, this might be how 
well the programme was learning and adapting. 
This use of data concerning the quality delivery 
provides an example of what forms accountability 
for learning can look like. 

“There's a big hang-up on rigorous quantitative 
indicators and it just doesn't have to be that way. 
Sentinel indicators are a wonderful mechanism to 
use. Effectively what it does is measure how you're 
going about your programming. So [an]... 
indicator would measure the degree to which 
you're programming in an adaptive manner. If you 
have an enormous consortium, the degree to 
which you're programming in a coordinated 
manner. Even on the partnerships for development 
program, we do have a sentinel indicator that 
makes it a bit easier” (MEL, GPI) 

This change of governance focus - from 
accountability for “results” to accountability for 
learning, enabled evaluation to focus on learning 
and improvement, rather than “proving” that a 
particular intervention was effective (or not). 

“Within the MUVA programme, accountability is 
viewed in two ways: Accountability to the donor 
(FCDO) and Accountability to the Partners and 
Participants. This is really key to the overall MEL 
approach, the goal is not to collect data that tells 
donors how the funding is being spent, but rather 
to say "Are we actually doing what we set out to 
do? Are we making a difference to young women's 
lives? And is this happening in the way that we 

expected it to and that we wanted it to?" (SRO, 
MUVA) 

For adaptive organisations, numerical performance 
metrics are often complemented by or replaced with 
narrative-based approaches to accountability that 
focus on articulating how decisions are made. These 
accountability processes emphasise trust and 
discretion, and work with bureaucrats’ intrinsic 
motivation as much as possible. When results 
metrics are used, they are at a high level and 
legitimise substantial variation in how ‘results’ are 
achieved. One of the key aspects of accountability 
for learning seems to be its horizontal nature - it is 
not vertical accountability where one actor is 
checking up on the behaviour of another. Rather, it 
is a mechanism for partners to hold one another to 
account, informed by “independent”, 3rd party 
data:  

“It’s not me critiquing what they're doing, it's me 
giving them a heads up, an independent heads up 
on maybe you should start thinking about this. I 
feel like that approach with funded partners can 
be really, really helpful because it's not a formal 
lesson or learning mechanism that we put in. It's 
very informal, it comes across as if it's very ad hoc. 
Therefore, there's a lot of familiarity together and 
there's a lot of sort of friendship, it's not too 
professional. It allows them to maybe take that 
ownership, which we mentioned at the start. They 
feel as if they're owning that” (MEL Team, GPI) 

Building an organisational culture that 
supports adaptive management 
approaches 

Within FCDO, the role of those leading programmes 
is critical. When those leading programmes 
understand their role as enabling learning, 
programmes work. 

Management of adaptive working requires a 
different set of skills, incentives and performance 
structures to more traditional programme 
management – staff must be comfortable with 
uncertainty, and able to innovate, experiment and 
learn. Adaptive working also tends to require 
greater hands-on management time, which needs 

https://www.fpcape.org/evaluation-toolkit/sentinel-indicators/
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to be accounted for. Informal elements of 
organisational culture are essential in driving 
effective adaptation, often more so than formal 
rules and procedures. An effective adaptive 
organisation will aim to foster informal norms that 
encourage ‘mission-driven bureaucrats’ and 
emphasise the effective use of staff discretion and 
professional judgement.  

The pivotal role of the Senior 
Responsible Owner (SRO)  

In both the adaptive programmes we observed, 
there were many creative ways developed to work 
within the complexity they encountered that were 
both championed and supported by the SRO. The 
SRO played a pivotal role in supporting the learning 
journey of programmes and creating learning 
systems in which positive outcomes for participants 
could be sought via experimentation and 
adaptation. Furthermore, the SRO played a critical 
role in representing and championing this novel 
approach within management teams at FCDO - 
carrying the torch for programmes delivery teams 
to demonstrate what was working well, and where 
genuine challenges were faced. 

[...] That is the credit to him [SRO], he would 
always make the time to understand. That's 
allowed him to feel more and more relaxed. Then 
he realized this adaptive log frame and all of these 
cyclical feedback mechanisms we had were 
delivering the results he wants to see” (MEL Team, 
GPI) 

In this context, the SRO is helping to signal a shift in 
purpose of adaptive programmes - not as a 
producer of outcomes, but rather as championing 
learning so that outcomes are seen as the product 
of complex systems. 

 
 
 
 
 

… what difficulties and frustrations 
have you encountered 

While there have been examples of adaptive 
management in FCDO programming for longer, 
practical guidance to support adaptive ways of 
working has only been developed and iterated 
since 2015. Therefore, the evolution and expansion 
of the approach is still in development. Whilst 
programmes have made great strides to providing 
an alternative way of delivering outcomes within 
complex international environments, barriers and 
tensions exist. 
 

Most pertinently, our observation uncovered that 
within the adaptive programmes, programme staff 
have employed traditional New Public 
Management tools (log frames, Theories of Change, 
KPIs etc.) in adaptive ways, to help move managers 
toward adaptive practices. For example, they made 
the process of producing log frames and Theories 
of Change participatory, and speeded up the 
feedback cycles, so that they were reviewed every 
six months. 
 

It is possible to view this as ‘Trojan Horse’ tactics - 
using traditional management tools to build trust 
between partners - because the use of those tools 
provide the comfort of familiarity and signal 
respectability and credibility:  

“When you formulate a log frame with me, you 
can see how it works. He [the SRO programme 
manager] came and joined the log frame 
workshop once… Once he'd experienced that, I 
think he realized log frames aren't that exciting 
and doesn't really want to come to another one. 
But by being as inclusive as possible, it will really 
build that trust. To make him feel safe with us 
doing things adaptively” (MEL Team, GPI) 

However, these Trojan Horse strategies have 
limitations. The use of familiar tools helps translate 
messages and create comfort, but it also traps 
people by using tools which aren’t suitable for 
complex, dynamic environments. 

“So how do we make this log frame not a 
straitjacket for an adaptive programme?... [so] it 

| Barriers and Tensions 

https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1865/201sad.pdf
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doesn't give you a straitjacket that you are then 
becoming number driven like little hamsters on a 
wheel?” (Programme Delivery Team, MUVA) 

In this case, the logframe can be problematic when 
used as a tick-box for a waterfall approach, and 
“theory of change” as nothing more than a 
logframe in graphical form. Whilst these tools can 
be useful for building trust and credibility, and can 
be adapted to be less cumbersome for complex 
environments by speeding up feedback cycles, a 
key question would seem to be: how can these 
tools be steppingstones towards the evolution of 
more complexity-friendly tools in the future? 

The risk in relying on numerical KPIs as the sole 
measure of a programme performance is that even 
when logframe indicators are not intended to be 
hard targets, they are likely to be interpreted in 
that way by those managing the programme and 
skew project activities. This lesson was learned by 
an FCDO source who made this mistake in an 
otherwise successful adaptive programme. 
Logframes are one tool among many, and it is up to 
the SRO and programme team to work out what 
combination of monitoring tools can best 
demonstrate progress towards the programme’s 
objectives.  

One of the key barriers for adaptive management 
practices is therefore when such an approach is 
trapped within an overall New Public Management 
framework. Adaptive management works less well 
within an NPM framework because the two are 
essentially incompatible. 

We have seen from a range of HLS case studies that 
complex environments require strategic 
approaches based on learning and adaptation, in 
order to help create positive outcomes. The GPI 
and MUVA programmes fit this pattern, and recent 
evaluations (including value for money 
considerations) have indicated early success 
directly linked to the adopted adaptive 
management practices and tools.  

 

https://www.humanlearning.systems/case-studies/
https://muvamoz.co.mz/publicacoes/

