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What does it mean to operate in “complexity”?

What is the reality we are operating 
in?
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Simple

The right “recipe” 
or protocol is 

necessary, but if 
you follow it, you 
can count on the 

results.

Baking a 
chocolate cake

Vaccinating a 
child

Socially 
Complicated
The right protocols 

are known, but 
getting agreement 

on who/ when/ 
where, and 

whether they 
should be followed 

is challenging.

Water 
conservation

Vaccinating to 
herd immunity

Technically 
Complicated

The right protocols 
are knowable 

required, as is a 
high degree of 

technical 
experience, but 
can be repeated 

over time with the 
expectation of 

success. 

Launching rocket 
into space

Surgically 
removing a brain 

tumor

Complex
There are no right 

recipes or 
protocols that work 
in every situation. 
Every situation is 

unique and 
influenced by 
many outside 

factors. 
Experience helps 
but by no means 

guarantees 
success. 

Raising a child

Containing an 
emergent 

disease epidemic
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CONVENTIONAL DEVELOPMENT PRACTICE
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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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WHY ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT?

(Valters, Cummings and Nixon, 2016)

/ AdaptationDouble-loop Learning

Strategic adaptation

Tactical adaptation
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TIME LAGS AND VALUE LOST IN DATA-
DRIVEN DECISION-MAKING

(adapted from Ramalingam, 2017)

Adaptive Management practice can reduce these costs

1 0

LEARNING AND ADAPTING: MOVE FROM 
“WHAT HAPPENED?” TO “WHAT’S 
HAPPENING?”

Data can be collected via 
mobile handset from front line 
workers and/or citizens and/or 
directly from low-cost sensors

Two-way data flow: Critical information can 
be sent back to front line workers and/or citizens. 
This data can also be used to adapt based on ‘what 
is happening.’



• Build in checkpoints for reflection and learning to project timeline
– Monthly or quarterly reviews with IPs – should have clear 

objectives going in and action plans coming out – so you know 
what you want to change

• Build in checkpoints to the award itself
– E.g., milestone award disbursements – write workplans for later 

milestones fairly loose; make a new, more specific workplan based 
on learnings from previous milestones a requirement for the next 
disbursement

• Rapid Feedback-MERL: For programs with strong Theories of Change 
and several options on the intervention specifics, you need feedback on 
different “treatment arms”

• Developmental Evaluation (DEPA-MERL): If you’re operating in a high 
degree of complexity and you really want to go “all-in”:

1 1

Great!  So, how do build in these “feedback loops” 
so I can manage my program adaptively?

•Improve rapid learning and adaptive management in the design and 
implementation of programs/projects funded by USAID

•Address the lack of formative research, systematic testing, and 
availability of timely evidence to inform ongoing program refinement 
and improvement

•Embed rigorous MERL into project design and implementation

•Repurpose traditional M&E methods as formative learning tools 
instead of summative accountability tools

•Compress feedback loops to promote adaptive program 
management and iteration

•Iterative, side-by-side testing of possible treatment arms –
typically less statistically rigorous than a full-blown impact evaluation; 
designed to give you “good enough” information to make an evidence-
based decision about how to move forward

1 2

Rapid Feedback-MERL: for when you know where 
you’re going, but there are many paths to get there



•Development Evaluation (DE) is an approach to evaluation that 
supports the continuous adaptation of development 
interventions.  

•DE provides evaluative information and rapid feedback to 
inform developmental evaluation of change initiatives in complex 
dynamic situations

•The DE evaluator works collaboratively with implementers to 
conceptualize, design and test new approaches in a long-term, 
ongoing process of adaptation, intentional change, and 
development

1 3

What is Developmental Evaluation?

DE is not meant for “Simple” Situations, defined by high levels of 
agreement and certainty on what needs to be done (e.g., an immunization 
campaign). In Simple Situations, it’s possible to measure with precision 
and follow a plan that looks like this: 

1 4

Situations that are suitable for a DE

Plan

Vision

ACTIVITIES

INPUTS

OUTCOMES

OUTPUTS

IMPACT

Time



DE works best in Complex Situations, where outcomes emerge, 
models are unproven and activities change in response to the 
intervention.  In Complex Situations, plans quickly become this:  

1 5

Situations that are suitable for a DE

Plan
Time

Vision

INPUTS

ACTIVITIES

OUTPUTS

INPUTS

INPUTS

INPUTS

ACTIVITIES

OUTPUTS

OUTCOMESOUTPUTS
OUTPUTS

ACTIVITIES
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Traditional Evaluation

Purpose: Supports improvement, 
summative test and accountability

Accountability: Focused on external 
authorities and funders based on explicit 
and pre-ordinate criteria

Options: Traditional research and 
disciplinary standards of quality dominate 
options

Measurement: Measure performance 
and success against pre-determined 
goals and SMART outcomes

Differences between Traditional Evaluation and DE
Developmental Evaluation

Purpose: Supports development of 
innovation and adaptation in dynamic 
environments 

Accountability: Centered on the 
innovators’ values and commitment to 
make a difference

Options: Utilization focused: options are 
chosen in service to developmental use

Measurement: Develops measures and 
tracking mechanisms quickly as 
outcomes emerge; measures can change 
during the evaluation as the process 
unfolds
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Traditional Evaluation

Evaluation results: Detailed formal 
reports; validated best practices, 
generalizable across time and space. 

Complexity & uncertainty: Evaluator 
tries to control design implementation 
and the evaluation process. 

Standards: Methodological competence 
and commitment to rigor, independence, 
credibility with external authorities

Developmental Evaluation

Evaluation results: Rapid, real time 
feedback; diverse, user-friendly forms of 
feedback. Evaluation aims to nurture 
learning. 

Complexity & uncertainty: Learning to 
respond to lack of control; staying in 
touch with what’s unfolding and 
responding accordingly

Standards: Methodological flexibility, 
eclecticism, and adaptability; systems 
thinking, creative and critical thinking 
balanced; high tolerance for ambiguity; 
teamwork and people skills; able to 
facilitate rigorous evidence-based 
perspectives

*Table is from “A Developmental Evaluation Primer,” see hyperlink for more information.

Differences between Traditional Evaluation and DE

1 2 /1 6 /1 6 FOOTER GOES HERE

• Highly emergent and volatile situations

• Situations that are difficult to plan or predict because of interdependent or non-

linear variables

• Situations where there are no known solutions to issues, new issues entirely, 

and/or no certain ways forward

• Situations where multiple pathways forward are possible and this there is a 

need for innovation and exploration

• Socially complex situations, requiring collaboration among stakeholders

• Situations with unknown outcomes, so vision and values drive processes 

(Patton et al, 2015)

When is DE appropriate?
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‘“Organizations are strongest when they 
employ cycles of venturing, learning, and 

visioning as part and parcel of how 
strategy is approached”

- Michael Quinn Patton

1 2 /1 6 /1 6 FOOTER GOES HERE 2 0

Emergent Strategy
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Accountability v. Adaptive Program Management

Intended
Strategy

Realized
Strategy

Unrealized 
Strategy

Emergent 
Strategy 

= Failure

= Mission drift 

Deliberate
Strategy

How developmental outcomes evaluation works

Realized
Outcomes

Intended 
Outcomes

Emergent
Outcomes

Unrealized
Outcomes

Implemented
Outcomes

Source: Henry Mintzberg, Sumatra Ghoshal, and James B. Quinn, The Strategy Process, Prentice Hall, 
1998.   



1 2 /1 6 /1 6 FOOTER GOES HERE 2 3

The Developmental Evaluator

• Tracks, documents, and helps interpret the nature and implications 

of innovations and adaptations as they unfold 

• Facilitates ongoing, real-time, data-driven decision-making in the 

developmental process

• Provides accountability for funders and supporters of innovators, as 

well as helping to refine their contributions to solutions as they evolve, 

by documenting decisions made during implementation

• Extracts lessons and insights from processes and outcomes to 

inform ongoing adaptive innovation process

1 2 /1 6 /1 6 FOOTER GOES HERE 2 4

Questions the Developmental Evaluator
poses to the implementers

Q1: What? 

Examples
• What do we see? 
• What do the data tell us? 
• What are the indicators of change or 

stability? 
• What cues can we capture to see changing 

patterns as they emerge?

Q2: So what? 

• So, what sense can we make of emerging 
data? 

• What does it mean to us in this moment and 
in the future? 

• What effect are current changes likely to 
have on us, our clients, our extended 
network and our field of inquiry and action? 

Q3: Now what? 

• What are our options?
• What are our resources?
• When and how can we act – individually or 

collectively – to optimize opportunities in this 
moment and the next?

• What’s emerging? What does it mean?
• What should we be watching for? 
• What’s being learned?
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DE Bonus Round!: Foundations for a Learning Agenda
• In the course of arriving at a shared initial question for the DE, a 
group of stakeholders will usually generate a long list of 
questions in which these are interested, and these should be 
prioritized.

• Some can be addressed later, as the DE progresses and adapts.
• Others can become the foundations for a program’s 
Learning Agenda, and “farmed out” to other evaluation, 
research, and learning activities as appropriate.

1 0 /1 9 /2 0 16 2 6

Discussion
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What’s the difference between Developmental Evaluation and 
Rapid Feedback-MERL?

D
on

or Backbone 
Organization

Liaison 
Organization

Working Group 1

IP

IP

IP

Working Group 2

IP

IP

IP

Working Group 3

IP

IP

IP

D
on

or
D

on
or

DE: What are the roles and responsibilities of 
the core CPP members to facilitate the 
Collective Impact Model? How effective are the 
organizations in executing those roles and 
responsibilities? What actions can be taken to 
improve? (And what are the implications of 
those actions?)

Rapid Feedback-
MERL: Of several 
potential “treatment 
arms” or  types of 
interventions, which is 
most likely to result in 
the desired behavior 
change among 
community members? 
Among donors?
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Interactive Exercise
• After the break
• Please break into groups of 3



• In order to have more adaptive programs we must expand our tool box when 
it comes to monitoring, evaluation, research and learning (MERL)

• Innovation in MERL means treating learning as a means of adapting during 
implementation rather than an add-on or reporting/accountability process

• Innovation in MERL methods means spending our limited M&E resources in a 
way that increases development outcomes and impacts and not simply trying 
to measure them

1 0 /1 9 /2 0 16 2 9

Why Innovation in Monitoring and Evaluation? 

• Integrating innovation includes innovation in the 
processes throughout the program cycle, 
including all elements of MERL, that actually 
connect the different pieces of the cycle

3 0

Through MERLIN, the Lab and its partners aim to address the following
challenges:
· How might we foster increased development impact through improved and innovative

tools for monitoring, evaluation, research, and learning?
· What are the cutting edge approaches to measuring impact, understanding complex

development challenges and solutions, and using evidence to drive smart decision-
making and policy?

· How might we test and provide evidence to demonstrate the value add of this new STIP
model of development, given that the impacts of many such programs are only
discernible over the long term?

MERLIN is an endeavor led by the U.S. Global Development Lab and in 
partnership with the Bureau for Policy, Planning and Learning and the 
Bureau for Global Health. It aims to source, co-design, implement and 
test development solutions that innovate on traditional approaches to 

monitoring, evaluation, research and learning (MERL).



Rapid Feedback MERL

3 1

BalanceD-MERL

Strategic Program for Analyzing Complexity and Evaluating 
Systems (SPACES MERL)

Developmental Evaluation Pilot Activity (DEPA-MERL)

Expanding the Reach of Impact Evaluations (ERIE-MERL)

The Innovation: Rapid Feedback MERL brings learning to the 
early stages of project implementation in a rigorous, empowering, 
and flexible way. It applies proven evaluation methods to increase 
project effectiveness throughout implementation. Rapid Feedback 
can lead to quicker and less expensive learning by focusing rapid 

experimentation on specific aspects of a project and adapting 
activities through formative research and analysis of short-term 

outcomes.

Rapid Feedback Monitoring, Evaluation, 
Research and Learning (Rapid Feedback MERL)

3 2



Is Rapid Feedback MERL for me? It is well-suited for: 

• Early-stage projects and activities with uncertainty about specific intervention options
• Projects working to improve a specific activity where they have not yet achieved the 

intended results
• Projects being tailored or adapted to a new setting, moving from a pilot to scale-up phase, 

or considering alternative strategies to promote greater engagement or participation.
• Project teams interested in "unpacking" programs to identify the most effective elements

Tools: Formative research, rapid RCT, mixed-methods designs, small-sample analytic 
methods

Period of Performance: 10/01/2015 – 9/30/2019 (Cooperative Agreement)

POC: Sophia van der Bijl, svanderbijl@usaid.gov

Rapid Feedback MERL

3 3

How Does Rapid Feedback MERL 
contribute to adaptive management?

3 4

• Improve rapid learning and adaptive management in the design 
and implementation of programs/projects funded by USAID

• Address the lack of formative research, systematic testing, and 
availability of timely evidence to inform ongoing program 
refinement and improvement

• Embed rigorous MERL into project design and implementation
• Repurpose traditional M&E methods as formative learning tools 

instead of summative accountability tools
• Compress feedback loops to promote adaptive program 

management and iteration



The Innovation:  DE provides an approach to evaluation that is 
quick, ongoing, and takes an iterative approach to data collection, 

analysis and feedback that contributes to timely changes throughout 
the project cycle and allows for system changes as well as changes 

in targeted outcomes.

Developmental Evaluation Pilot Activity 
(DEPA-MERL)

3 5

Is DE for me? DE is well-suited for: 
• Projects under flexible procurement mechanisms 
• Implementation is likely to change in response to emerging conditions on the ground
• Untested or incomplete theories of change 
• Implementers and/or program managers are "building the plane in the air”

Tools: Embedded evaluators, tailoring to emerging needs, network and outcome mapping, 
contribution analysis

Period of Performance: 10/01/2015 – 9/30/2019 (Contract)

POC: Shannon Griswold, sgriswold@usaid.gov

DEPA-MERL

3 6



• Takes into account the complex dynamic system in which 
activities take place.

• Relationship between implementer and evaluator is collaborative
• Developmental evaluation is well established in other fields but has 

been used only infrequently in international development
• Allows for evolution of the program’s theory of change, and 

adjustments to implementation that respond to changing 
circumstances

3 7

How Does DEPA-MERL contribute to 
adaptive management?

Partner with us?
For Every Team
• Share within your Mission or Office
• Let us know if someone from your team would like to be on our MERLIN 

information distribution list.  Just email MERLIN@usaid.gov

Become a MERLIN Pilot
• Express interest to apply MERLIN tools within your program(s) and/or Mission
• Contact the MERLIN Team to discuss whether any of the mechanisms might be 

right for you and your team

For more, email:

MERLIN@usaid.gov
Sophia van der Bijl, svanderbijl@usaid.gov

Shannon Griswold, sgriswold@usaid.gov

3 8

USAID internal site: https://pages.usaid.gov/theLab/EIA/merlin-
0
MERLIN Public Site: j.mp/merlinprogram



3 9

BLANK SLIDE TEMPLATE FOR INTERNAL
AUDIENCES
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