AN AGILITY LAB RESOURCE

CONTACT

Don't hesitate to reach out with questions or for additional information! Agilitylab@tnc.org

WHY ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT

In her poem “The Summer Day”, the poet Mary Oliver asks, “What is it you plan to do with your
one wild and precious life?” we've set ambitious 2030 goals to address some of the world’s
toughest, most complex problems (Game et al, 2013) - with no guarantee of success. Adaptive

management is built for this kind of work. It accepts that in complex systems, even the best
plans will encounter the unexpected. Adaptive management helps us embrace this, putting
processes in place to quickly identify where reality deviates from our expectations, and adjust
accordingly. Each time a team pauses to reflect on evidence and adjust accordingly, they
increase their chances of success (Dickson et al, 2022).

Inspiration for adaptive management comes from natural processes, such as the trial and error
of natural selection, feedback loops, nature's resilience and flexibility, and co-evolving
together. In their work with natural systems, many teams may already be approaching aspects
of their conservation this way! Still, applying these concepts to internal planning isn’t easy. It
demands that we confront small failures, recognizing them not as personal shortcomings but
as essential lessons that help us avoid much bigger failures. And at the end of the day,
adaptive management will help us make the most of our one wild and precious life.

WHO THIS GUIDE IS FOR

Welcome! This guide is for TNC teams who want to integrate more adaptive management
practices into their way of working. These resources are based on our work with numerous
conservation teams at TNC and hope this guide can be a helpful starting place for you!

While this resource provides teams with a framework for the day-to-day of adaptive
implementation, it's just one aspect of TNC's Impact System, which exists to help teams plan,
measure and adapt their way to conservation impact. Check out our connect page for more

guidance on designing strong strategies, creating MEL plans, interpreting 2030 metrics, and
more.

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE
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What you'll find here is a comprehensive framework for practicing adaptive management that
the Agility Lab has developed after working with many conservation teams. Any individual
element will provide value on its own, so start by picking what feels like it will serve your team
right away, and customize it to what best fits your needs. You can always layer in more
elements over time. Remember, no two teams are the same, so please customize!

Adaptive Teams: Throughout this document we refer to both “Adaptive Teams” and “adaptive
teams.” The former being a formal Agility Lab offering designed for conservation teams facing
high degrees of complexity and uncertainty, and which involves active coaching support. The
latter refers to any team embracing an adaptive management approach.

WHAT ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT IS NOT

e Adaptive management is not a catch-all solution. In order for adaptive management
to work effectively, certain enabling conditions must be in place (see more on enabling
conditions below). Without these conditions, the impact of adaptive management may
be limited, and it may not address all of your team’s challenges.

e Adaptive management isn’t suitable for all teams. Some teams may benefit more
from a traditional project management approach, including teams with very high
certainty about their future work, or those who are highly restricted in their activities
due to funding (or other) constraints.

e Switching to adaptive management takes time. Like any change, switching to an
adaptive management approach is a time investment up front. However, it saves
significant time overall by helping teams make better decisions.

Overview of Adaptive Management

DEFINITIONS

“In natural resources, adaptive management simply refers to a structured process of
learning by doing, and adapting based on what’s learned.” (Williams et al, 2011)

“Adjusting a team’s Theory of Change and future activities based on learning. Learning
should be supported by monitoring progress as well as other sources of knowledge or
stakeholder input. A Theory of Change and Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning (MEL)
Plan are key tools to support adaptive management.” (TNC’s Chief Conservation Office)

FROM SIMPLE TO SOPHISTICATED

Practicing adaptive management can be incredibly simple or very sophisticated.



Start simple: Most teams will want to start simple and build from there. All adaptive
management processes include 3 simple elements:

e Reflecting on what's working well vs not
e Asking “why” to understand potential root causes
e Adjusting the plan based on this reflection

If you're just starting out, our guidance on foundations for adaptive management & quarterly
reviews could be good places to start!

Build sophistication over time: As teams get better at the basics of reflecting & adapting, they
can adopt more sophisticated practices over time, such as:

e Reflecting and adapting more frequently (on the big, and the small stuff!)

e Thinking ahead to identify risks (key assumptions)

e Defining measurable indicators for assumptions so they can be validated / invalidated

e Building the MEL plan & work plan around validating assumptions, so the team learns
as they go

e Visualizing all work in one place so the team can easily prioritize / re-prioritize

e Celebrating small failures as crucial learning opportunities

e Naming exit criteria ahead of time

This framework has many ideas for increasing the sophistication of your adaptive management.
Pick and choose what feels right for you, and contact the Agility Lab if you want to talk it over.

PRACTICES FOR ADAPTIVE TEAMS

The following are 11 practices that are essential for a team practicing adaptive management,
and which we have seen enhance team effectiveness and wellbeing. The list includes things
like making evidence-based decisions, building trusting relationships, and learning by doing.

ENABLING CONDITIONS FOR ADAPTIVE TEAMS

Adaptive Teams can be harder to adopt and less effective under certain conditions involving
the team’s structure, team member attitudes, leadership approaches, and the nature of the
team’s work. Consider your team’s enabling conditions and how you might improve them

during your journey to operationalize adaptive management.

Foundations for Adaptive Management
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® Theory of Change (TOC) Workshop (Mural): This 9-hour workshop series helps teams
develop a lightweight, adaptively manageable TOC - a necessary prerequisite to doing
sophisticated adaptive management. The TOC is also a core component of Hub reporting
requirements, and can help the team clarify scope, prioritize work, and plan milestones. This
resource was created by the Conservation by Design team, led by David Patrick.

e for full training on how to facilitate the TOC workshop, visit the Conservation by

Design course room (scroll to the bottom for TOC), and the Conservation by Design

website.
e Ifyou already have a TOC and want to refresh it, guidance for you is coming soon!

# Simple MEL plan (Box): Having a simple MEL plan is a best practice for adaptive
management. If you don’t have one yet, don't let that stop you from getting started with the
other resources here. A simple MEL plan lays out your top learning questions to answer in the
next 1-3 years, and defines indicators to help you track your progress towards answering
them. This resource was created by the MEL team, led by Sheila Reddy. For resources on how
to facilitate the Conservation by Design MEL module, see the Conservation by Design website.

® Using Assumptions for Adaptive Management (Box): As you design, plan and implement
strategies, you are relying on many assumptions about the problems you’re addressing, and
the effectiveness of solutions. This guide walks through how to identify the highest priority
assumptions in the core logic of your work, and incorporate them into MEL & work planning. So
as you proceed through achieving IRs, you'll eliminate the biggest risks as you go. Note: This
guidance is great for teams who already have a TOC. If you recently did the TOC workshop
listed above, this guidance is mostly a repeat.

® Priority Board (Box): The priority board is a tool for visualizing and managing teamwork in
one place. It provides transparency and clarity into work while maintaining flexibility to adjust
the plan as the team goes. Work is broken into small, achievable tasks to enable forward
progress. Teams can easily identify collaboration opportunities, and diagnose where important
work is getting stuck. Priority boards can live on many platforms, including Trello,
Smartsheets, Miro, & Mural! Watch this quick video to get a feel for how they work.
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Adaptive Management Recurring Meetings

A core component of adaptive management is aligning on a meeting cadence that unlocks
productivity and bolsters wellbeing. Having regular working meetings helps teams establish
an intentional rhythm of planning, taking action, reflecting, adapting, and—above all—making
continuous progress.
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Remember, every team is different! Consider what's right for you and your team, and adjust the
frequency of meetings as needed.

® Lightweight Annual Strategy Review (Miro / Mural):

Overview | 4-hour annual meeting (recommended 2 sessions of 2 hours each) with the
whole implementation team. We recommend reducing / cancelling other
team meetings this week to make space for this!

Purpose
e Evaluate evidence of progress, and effectiveness of the strategy

e |dentify areas for improvement and make any adjustment decisions
e Set achievements and priorities for the upcoming year

Note: Strategy Reviews are a key element of the Portfolio Review process.
This session is designed for the core team to reflect on their own progress in
a psychologically safe space (without leadership present). Key findings can
be summarized and shared with leadership afterwards, including the team’s
recommendations on “PPE” (Pause / Pivot / Persevere / Expand) decisions
they do not have the authority to make.



https://miro.com/app/board/uXjVKqr24Dc=/?share_link_id=575405190375
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Output

The team creates “PPE” recommendations for themselves on how to
approach the work in the coming year, and aligns on key strategic goals or
achievements for the coming year.

® Quarterly Review & Planning (Miro / Mural):

Overview

3-hour quarterly meeting with the whole team. We recommend reducing /
cancelling other team meetings this week to make space for this!

Purpose

Pause, reflect, and adapt the work plan each quarter. Answer questions like:
what evidence have we gathered this quarter? What learnings do we have?
How does it impact the path forward? Plan goals & priorities for the coming
quarter, using the team’s TOC and/or Intermediate Goals as the anchor
point.

Output

The team creates “PPE” (Pause / Pivot / Persevere / Expand)
recommendations for themselves on how to approach the work in the
coming quarter, and aligns on key strategic goals or achievements for the
coming quarter.

® Monthly Review & Planning (Miro / Mural):

Overview

90-minute monthly meeting with the whole team. We recommend reducing
/ cancelling other team meetings this week to make space for this!

Purpose

Check in each month to ensure your team is on track towards its near-term
(often quarterly) goals. Celebrate what progress towards the goals has been
achieved. Talk about where the team is on track and where it might be
behind, and break down the work that needs to be completed over the
coming month.

Output

Alignment on the high-level work plan for the month ahead

® Weekly or Bi-Weekly Meeting(s) (Miro / Mural):

Overview

1-hour meeting with the whole team on a weekly or bi-weekly basis

Purpose

1) Lean Coffee: Connect as teammates, discuss important topics & updates
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2) Alignment on priorities: If the team is using a “priority board” or some
other work plan, re-align on top priorities for the week and identify any work
that's become stuck, or any collaboration needs across the team

Output Alignment across the team on key topics, and a plan for how to
collaboratively move the work forward this week.

® Work Blocks (Link): Does your team have trouble finding time to collaborate between
busy schedules? Do collaborative work items sometimes take a while to push forward? We
recommend scheduling recurring time on team calendars to get focused work done together.
This is not discussion time but “get stuff done” collaboration time.

Building Healthy Teams

# Team Formation Workshop (Miro / Mural): This 3-hour workshop is great for new teams,
or established teams that want to increase their trust and connection. In this workshop, your
team can start to build essential alignment, psychological safety, and relationships of trust.
This is a crucial precondition for having the frequent honest conversations about progress that
Adaptive Management requires.

® Essential Team Roles (Box): Adaptively managing your work does not require a formal
change of role or title. It can still be helpful to identify who plays some key functions!

#® Team Member / FTE Allocation (Box): Many conservation teams are composed of “time
sliced” individuals, who can only give a small portion of their time & focus to the team. This
severely inhibits the team’s ability to make progress, and causes stress and burnout amongst
team members. Take the first steps to reduce “time slicing” on your team.

Additional Resources (Optional)

We hope you found something of value here. If you did, it's because of the many individuals
and teams at TNC who have participated in our offerings, and taken the time to give us their
feedback on how to improve them. They are - and we hope will remain - our co-creators as we
continue to evolve this framework. If you're curious to learn more about anything you found
here, don’t hesitate to reach out. We're also happy to connect you with a conservation team
like yours so you can hear directly from them about their experiences with adaptive
management. In the meantime, please enjoy these additional resources.
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#® Additional Adaptive Management Resources (Box): If you want to dig a bit deeper, find
here some thought-provoking resources to dig into!

# Paper on Accelerating Learning and Impact in Conservation (Box): The effort to write
this impressive paper was led by Sheila Reddy and her MEL team, and co-authored by several
other members of the Agility Lab, Impact System, and other great minds around TNC. It
includes a number of great case studies and examples that could be relevant to you!

® [Video Recording] From Theory of Change to Project Implementation (YouTube): In this
video, we explore what it can really look like to do adaptive project implementation, using a
Theory of Change as a foundation. We'll try to answer questions like: Now that we've invested
in creating a TOC, how do we move into implementation? How do we connect our day-to-day
work back to our TOC? How does planning look when there are major assumptions in our path
to impact? We'll walk through a case study of how the Canada NCS team is using their TOC as
the backbone for adaptive implementation.

® LAR Regenerative Ranching & Agriculture (R2A) Case Study (Box): Conservation in Latin
America — where pasture and cropland already occupy 38% of the land — will take an
approach that transforms ranching and farming practices while also supporting the many
people who rely on the land for their livelihoods. TNC’s Regenerative Ranching and
Agriculture (R2A) team has taken on this complex and momentous task across five countries in
Latin America, adopting The Agility Lab’s adaptive strategies to improve the efficiency and
effectiveness of its work now and into the future.

® China Healthy Rivers Case Study (Box): Rapid development in the expansive Yangtze
River basin has had significant environmental costs for Asia’s longest river. TNC’s China
Healthy Rivers Team is working at the heart of this complex issue. In 2024, several TNC teams
collaborated to support the Healthy Rivers Team in updating its strategy. This effort included
refreshing its Theory of Change (TOC), developing its Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning
(MEL) plan, creating a path to report near-term progress in the HUB, and laying the foundation
for the work for years to come. In this article, hear from the many voices and teams who helped
bring this collaboration to life to shape the future of the Yangtze River.

CONTACT

Don't hesitate to reach out with questions or for additional information! Aqgilitylab@tnc.org
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