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GPSA Note 12

‘LEARNING JOURNEYS’ FOR ADAPTIVE
MANAGEMENT-WHERE DOES IT TAKE US?

Learning-by-doing and adaptation happens all the time at the frontline, and as a means of
survival. So how can it be reflected across the sector as a whole — from individual citizen
through to international donor through adaptive management?

‘ INTRODUCTION

In development initiatives, learning happens all
the time through continuous information inputs,
interaction, action, assessment and adaptation
to solve complex problems. Even so, traditional
project cycle management and accompanying
knowledge initiatives often compartmentalize
such learning into ‘lessons’ or ‘success stories’
at the end, or do not sufficiently take into ac-
count the various learning needs among the
wide spectrum of actors involved. For instance,
while clients and practitioners on the ground
may hope to influence the sector as a whole to
do development differently — a concept which
has recently gained momentum? — uptake
of projectized learning tends to be difficult in
large funding institutions on the grounds that
it is too specific or small-scale. Conversely, re-
strictive donor behavior can hamper learning in
operations. And citizens may be left out of the
learning process altogether once information
or feedback has been ‘extracted’. Knowledge
communities of different kinds (communities
of practice) seek to break compartmentalized
learning silos, but may lack themandate to inte-

grate it into established institutional frameworks.
Consequently, it comes as no surprise that
'learning for development’ could be seen as a
rather insular or introspective exercise, relevant
only to a small number of academics or devel-
opment practitioners, instead of being a driver
of social change towards increased impact.

So how could we frame the ‘learning agenda’
going forward so that continuous, learning-
oriented adaptation is inclusive and seen as a
driver towards large-scale impact? And how
does this challenge affect existing knowledge
management  practices, and what have we
learned to date?

Looking across the existing and growing body
of literature both in ‘systems thinking, be-
havioral theory and adaptive management
practices for development, this GPSA Brief-
ing Note seeks to clarify some of the underly-
ing concepts and how they are and/or could
be applied in practice. It also suggests some
additional practical steps, going forward.

T This GPSA Learning Note was written by Charlotte @rnemark, GPSA Knowledge & Learning Team, World Bank. February, 2015.

2 See: www.doingdevelopmentdifferently.com

@To access the links in this note, go to http://gpsaknowledge.org / ]
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WHY IS ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT

RELEVANT TO SOCIAL ACCOUNTABILITY?

In social accountability, information or feedback
from different stakeholder groups are used as
triggers to improve services and set up engage-
ment mechanisms where citizens can hold ser-
vice providers or decision-makers to account.
With a multitude of interests and incentives at
stake, it is a very unpredictable process, even
when the end goals are shared between citi-
zens, civil society and government actors. For
it to work, all parties will have to act and learn,
trying alternative paths towards joint problem-
solving.

GLOSSARY

“Behind every policy is an assumption about
human behavior. (...) Sometimes the assump-

tions can be wrong.”

World Development Report 2015 on “Mind and Society”

There are many reasons why change hap-
pens. To adapt, however, we need information
or experiences that make us question our ex-
isting behavior. Yet all information is screened
through mental models shaped by many socio-
cultural factors and past experience. Predicting
behavioral response is therefore nearly impos-
sible. It has to be continuously tested. This is
true among our own peers at an individual lev-
el, and even more so when we seek to influence
change in contexts different to our own where
the response of one actor in an interdepend-
ent system also influences that of another. This,
among other things, was discussed in the World
Development Report (WDR) 2015, focusing on
'How a better Understanding of Human Behav-
lor Can Improve Development Policy’. It outlines
different “frames” through which we see the
world, and how we fill in missing information
based on default assumptions rather than on
questioning our mental models and look for
evidence.

Lost in translation? This is what
the dictionary says...

Knowledge: Facts, information,
and skills acquired through expe-
rience or education; the theoreti-
cal or practical understanding of
a subject.

Knowledge management: Effi-
cient handling of information and
information resources within an
organization or system.

Learning: The acquisition of
knowledge or skills through study,
experience, or being taught.

Adapt: Make (something) suitable
for a new use or purpose; modify.

Loop: A structure, series, or
process, the end of which is con-
nected to the beginning

Feedback loop: The modification
or control of a process or system
by its results or effects, for exam-
ple in a behavioral response.

Tacit knowledge: Unwritten,
unspoken, and hidden vast
storehouse of knowledge held
by practically every normal hu-
man being, based on his or her
emotions, experiences, insights,
intuition, observations and inter-
nalized information.

Explicit knowledge: Articulated
knowledge, which is expressed
and recorded as words, numbers,
codes, mathematical and scien-
tific formulae etc., and which is
easy to communicate to others
via books, on the web, and other
visual and oral means.

http://www.oxforddictionaries.com
http://www.businessdictionary.com
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Relevant information (in the form of timely and
relevant ‘feedback’ and data) can, according
to the same behavioral theorists, help to break
through existing mental models and open up
for new response mechanisms and forms of
collaboration. This will in turn lead to learning-
by-doing and move issues forward towards
more systemic change.

The issue, then, is how to accommodate
learning needs by making better use of vari-
ous efforts to open up governance, generate
channels for timely knowledge exchange, and
ensure citizen engagement in the co-creation
of solutions that lead to social accountability.
The focus on local, iterative problem-solving
has inspired efforts such as the Doing Devel-
opment Differently movement to look at how
we learn through problem-driven iterative pro-
cesses in development® . Others have looked at
complexity theory and have translated systems
thinking into practical efforts to learn and adapt
alongside other actors in order to increase the
effectiveness of their interventions®.

It has also been argued that processes where
a lot is already known about cause and ef-
fect (e.g. '‘people who sleep under a bed net
to avoid mosquito bites are less likely to get
malaria, therefore we distribute bet nets to
families’) may be better suited to a more lin-
ear implementation model than those where
many different implementation paths are pos-
sible, and where there is a higher degree of
interdependency of actors to achieve a spe-
cific objective. Yet, even so-called ‘predictable’
interventions may backfire due to a lack of
contextual or social variables being taken ac-
count, as we all know (e.g. distributed bed nets
were sold by the poorest’ or ‘women getting
up from bed before sunrise for food prepa-
ration and get exposed to mosquitos then’).
Without the means to engage in learning-ori-
ented monitoring along the way, it would lead

to program inefficiencies or larger-scale failure.

Contrary to short loops of experimentation
and learning from “failure” that can lead to in-
cremental adaptation and efficiency improve-
ments, large-scale failure can be devastating in-
stitutionally and often lead to sanctions in terms
of cut funding. It's ‘learning too late’.

Just like specific interventions or projects need
to be reqularly assessed, monitored and re-
assessed, organizations are also constantly
transforming entities that adapt and change
depending on the individuals inside them (their
skills, capacities and learning), the policies and
processes that guide them, and their interac-
tions with their operating environment. Most
such systems of human interaction are ‘nested’
or placed in larger systems of e.g. public sec-
tor reform or social change. The way one ac-
tor in such a system behaves or interacts with
others can potentially affect overall system per-
formance. In other words, incremental changes
and learning has to happen at multiple levels si-
multaneously for a more systemic shift forwards,
towards a desirable development outcome.

WHY IS ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT
A TIMELY TOPIC?

Combining or complementing increasingly
open governance processes for participation
and data generation with cyclical citizen-driven
feedback opens up new avenues for learning
and adaptation. It also departs from citizen
feedback as being a largely ‘extractive’ exer-
cise where information goes primarily one way
(from user to provider) based on perceptions
alone, rather than engaging in an increasingly
informed dialogue on alternatives for action.
In processes of complex change with many ac-
tors (as opposed to those with high causal pre-
dictability), the ‘ability to act on information’

> Andrews, M., Pritchet L., Woolcock, M., Escaping Capability Traps through Problem Driven Iterative Adaptation (PDIA), Harvard

University, June 2012

4Ramalingam, B., Aid on the Edge of Chaos: Rethinking International Cooperation in a Complex World, Oct., 2013
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of all in the system then becomes important.
Without action, no learning. What is ‘action-
able’ may differ between different interdepend-
ent actors across the system, and will certainly
differ from an independent citizen to a large in-
ternational development agency. How informa-
tion is used again affect overall system perfor-
mance. This goes into a much more nuanced,
and often political, understanding of what types
of knowledge inputs different actors may need,
and when, in order to take a change agenda
forward.

For instance, being asked to give feedback on
a service may in itself be an empowering ac-
tion for some citizens that could spur further
engagement, but may not necessarily lead —in
itself — towards any paths of alternative action
or incremental behavior change at an individual
level. If it does, the ‘action potential’ may differ
depending on whether they are men or wom-
en, middle class or marginalized etc.

A more learning-or action-oriented approach
can be seen in e.g. the GPSA funded project
in the Philippines targeting a sub-set of benefi-
ciaries of the national conditional cash transfer
program, the Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino Pro-
gram (4Ps).Existing mandatory information ses-
sions with the poorest are being used to both
teach them about their rights and help them
try these concepts out in real life by monitor-
ing their own children’s health and education
attendance and engaging with local public of-
ficials on local service delivery needs. But even
with this innovative practice in place, the actual
learning and change in behavior of cash trans-
fer beneficiaries needs to be monitored from
a 'learning’ and "action’ perspective in addition
to fully comprehend how this approach lead to
learning and changed behavior of beneficiaries.
This would be in addition to the more formal
compliance monitoring that the government
and external funders are interested in.
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WHAT ARE THE ORIGINS OF ADAPTIVE

MANAGEMENT AND HOW ARE CON-

CEPTS BEING USED IN DEVELOPMENT?

The concept of adaptive management refersto a
process that promotes flexible decision-making
that can be adjusted in the face of uncertainties
as outcomes from actions and other events be-
come better understood. This requires careful,
learning-oriented, monitoring and the system-
atic incorporation of stakeholder feedback as
an integral part of the overall management of
an organization'’s or system’s operations. Adap-
tive management underpins an operational
definition of learning as a relatively permanent
change in behavior potential, resulting from ex-
perience. This is in contrast to ‘latent learning’
which refers to learning that is not necessarily
reflected in overt behavior change.

The concept was first developed and applied
in the natural resources sector in the late 1970's
and 1980's°. It recognizes the high degree of
variability and interdependency in ecological
systems, and the need to apply a ‘'systems ap-
proach’ and close monitoring of any external
intervention in a system to understand better
how existing holding patterns (or ‘equilibrium’)
will be affected and/or lead to change in overall
systems performance. (Just like the introduction
or removal of a species can disrupt an ecosys-
tem equilibrium).

Lately, this concept has gained traction also
in other areas of development particularly
in highly unpredictable processes of change
where power and politics influence existing
governance deficiencies. Using systems analy-
sis and monitoring over time, existing ‘holding
patterns’ that hinder system effectiveness can
be revealed and observed, and usually goes
beyond the life-span of an individual project.

Some have defined adaptive management as
an approach where "management is treated as
a deliberate experiment for the purpose of learn-
ing"®, whereas others put emphasis on its utility
for exploring alternative ways to meet objec-
tives, and adapting project or process man-
agement practices based on a combination of
knowledge and real-time’ learning-by-doing. It
is also aimed at making decision-making more
inclusive at all levels, drawing extensively on
two-way sharing of information, and getting
feedback from stakeholders in an iterative man-
ner.’

In other words, adaptive management as it
was originally conceived, was not designed to
find out ‘what works best’ to solve a particular
development problem, but also to holistically
understand system behavior in relation to the
problem being addressed.

An implication for social accountability initia-
tives could be to place specific public sector
problem-solving interventions in a broader
systemic perspective to ensure that feedback is
inclusive of those who are currently marginal-
ized and/or who have a vested interest to resist
change to better understand systemic hold-
ing patterns (including gender inequalities and
marginalization).

Another implication — and one which the GPSA
has sought to at least partially address through
its knowledge and learning component includ-
ing the GPSA knowledge platform — is to en-
gage in a continuous dialogue both with peers
and funders about lessons on a more continu-
ous basis, bridging practitioner learning with

> Holling, C. S. 1978. Adaptive Environmental Assessment and Management. Chichester, UK: John Wiley and Sons., and Walters, C. J.
1986. Adaptive Management of Renewable Resources. Macmillan, New York.

© See: www.greenfacts.org
"U.S. Department of the Interior
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funding agencies’ internal learning systems and
incentives. Knowing how ‘learning journeys’
happen in practice could also help to focus a
more substantive dialogue around how to do
development differently through a more adap-
tive management approach as a means towards
achieving joint objectives (see e.g. a_recent
GPSA World Bank Brown Bag Lunch discus-
sion’ on the subject, featuring guest speakers
from the Overseas Development Institute).

@ Other related concepts

Often used as shorthand for learning for adap-
tive management, ‘adaptive learning’ generally
refers to organizational learning that focuses on
past successes and failures to make incremental
improvements to their offerings in response to
their changing environments. It is easy to get
lost in semantics between those who argue that
adaptive learning implies continuous ‘coping’
with the environment through a multitude of
smaller scale course corrections (without neces-
sarily questioning underlying beliefs and regu-
latory frameworks), and those who believe that
incremental course correction constitutes only
one step towards more deep-going learning
leading to transformational change.

In the logic of ‘transformational change’, indi-
viduals or organizations may course correct,
but such course correction will only lead to sys-
tem transformation if they go through several
loops of scrutiny where external feedback com-
plements other evidence and knowledge to
repeatedly challenge the dominant discourse,
mental models, and key assumption (see figure
1, Section 5).

Pioneered by Peter Senge in the 1990s, and still
used today, is the organizational learning litera-

¢ Peter Senge. The Fifth Discipline. 1990

ture highlighting the need to "tap people’s com-
mitment and capacity to learn at every level in
the company”, drawing on dimensions such as
(i) systems thinking, (i) personal mastery, (iii)
mental models, (iv) building shared vision, and
(v) team learning. It goes back to the notion that
it needs more than individual or project-specific
course correction to have a transformational
impact on the whole organization or system or
sector. Practically, it helps to think of different
'learning systems’ and who would need to be
part of such a system in order for more deep-
rooted changes in values or discourse to occur?®

“Organizations are either learning or they
are dying. (...) Learning is a process that
enhances knowledge, and knowledge is the
capacity for effective action.”

Peter Senge, on what it will take for the World Bank to

always evolve through learning, from “The See-Saw of
World Bank Learning”, J. Haynes, IEG, Aug. 25, 2015

Finally, the concept of ‘feedback’ and ‘feedback
loops’, useful as it is to illustrate the iterative na-
ture of interactions between service provider
and service user, can also cause some confu-
sion. Some disciplines™ refer to it as a means
to give citizens 'voice’ in decision-making that
affects them as both a means and end in itself.
Others — such as in behavioral economics, epi-
demiology or psychology — refer to it as a spe-
cific response mechanism based on a behavio-
ral response or action at different levels. Finally,
in monitoring and evaluation, it is more com-
monly used as a means to an end — namely to
enhance internal learning through regular real-
ity checks’ as a part of the ongoing monitoring
and learning process. The below box explains
further.

° http://www.thegpsa.org/sa/event/bbl-doing-development-differently-politically-smart-and-adaptive-approaches-address-governance

UE.g. in relation to public sector or administration reform.
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FEEDBACK LOOPS: WHAT THE PRACTITIONERS SAY

Feedback loops in behavioral economics, epidemiology and psychology etc.: The concept is used to refer to the re-

sponse mechanisms by an individual, group or larger societal system based on four distinct steps of: (i) information input
or ‘trigger’ (data, a specific experience, story, etc.), (ii) relevance and emotional connection to that information input,
(iii) understanding of consequences with options for behavioral response, and (iv) action. It links use of informational
triggers to a behavioral change or adaptation. Assessing and reflecting over such behavioral responses (at individual or
system levels) can lead to repeat behavior if successful — either maintaining the adapted behavior or relapsing into the
earlier patterns. The ‘information trigger’ at the beginning of every new feedback loop is different from the actual feed-
back, which refers to the response mechanism itself and how that information was processed and responded to (by the
individual, the collective, or the system).

Feedback loops in social accountability and service delivery: ‘Feedback’ can be one-off or cyclical, and in many devel-
opment interventions refers to the interactions between service provider and service user around needs or the satisfac-

tion with a particular service or output. Simply put, ‘feedback’ mechanisms are about listening to the experiences and
preferences of the people who are expected to benefit from change efforts. ‘Closing the feedback loop” refers to ser-
vices being responsive to user feedback with dialogue or engagement mechanisms in place for dialogue (taking it from
one-way feedback to two-way communications, engagement, and delivery on mutual commitments). A more advanced
interpretation of feedback loops includes the notion of shifting power dynamics between organizations/authorities and
their primary constituents. For a good overview of different uses of the term, see this blog by Irene Guijt: http://bet-
terevaluation.org/blog/feedback_loops_new_buzzword_old_practice

Feedback loops in project or program monitoring: The notion of feedback loops is also central to monitoring and
evaluation where learning-oriented monitoring and evaluation typically seek to build cycles of internal and stakeholder
learning and reflection into ongoing monitoring efforts, seeking feedback from relevant stakeholders. External validation
of feedback collected on a more ongoing basis in the monitoring is then done through mid- and end-term evaluations.
Some may also refer to this as ‘learning loops’ (see main text), as it is closely related to the institutionalized mechanisms
for organizational performance and learning.

m AN EVOLVING FIELD- SOME TRENDS

The focus and renewed interest in adaptive
management for development has shifted the
learning discourse from learning as a ‘good
thing to do' (but perceived by some as a bit of
a luxury when dealing with pressing develop-
ment needs) to linking it more clearly to per-
formance and results — i.e. learning as a driver
for change and impact at scale, rather than as
an add-on or afterthought to operations. This
clearly has an impact on how we perceive and
do knowledge management as well.

For one, the increased demand for real-time
learning and experimentation means that we
are increasingly moving away from the notion
that knowledge can be managed or stored
centrally, then disseminated and magically act-

ed upon. This represents a more classical model
of extracting and then (much later) disseminat-
ing findings once they have been ‘packaged’
and analyzed by a smaller group of people,
often experts. Even in development research,
what goes into such analyses are being increas-
ingly stored on open sources, using open data
formats or is more widely accessible so that
there could be multiple interpretations using
the same data set, with opportunities for ‘so-
cializing’ knowledge and information along the
way.

This trend of democratizing’ data usage, blend-
ing it with citizen feedback and perception polls
on specific services, is an area where develop-
ment agencies’ (including the World Bank’s)
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open data, open governance processes and so-
cial accountability converge — particularly when
it comes to filling gaps for granular data at sub-
national levels. There is scope to expand on this
in the context of involving citizens in providing
feedback — not just on services as users — but
on some of the underlying barriers to inclusive
service access and use.

Another trend is that — contrary to the past —
many funders (philanthropic and international
aid agencies) in the social accountability field
in particular are truly interested in investing in
learning as part of the implementation process.
There is also overall recognition of the fact that
such funding streams need to reach those at
the frontline of action, where learning-by-doing
is happening close to the ground and where
‘collective voice' through organized groups of
civil society is in the focus. This is reflected both
in the new strategies of the Ford Foundation
and the Hewlett Foundation where it is linked
also to their own learning agenda (see quote
box).

“We want to understand how best to sup-
port subnational groups, such as teachers’
and parents’ associations, youth groups,
women'’s organizations and school man-
agement committees; how to avoid having
such groups captured by elites; and how
these groups are (or are not) engaging in
useful ways with national-level civil soci-
ety organizations.”

Hewlett Foundation, Transparency, Participation & Ac-
countability Grantmaking Strategy, Dec. 2015

From a donor perspective, the need for itera-
tive, context-relevant learning is also reflected in
the Smart Rules for Better Programme Delivery"
adopted by the United Kingdom’s Department
for International Development. The Independ-
ent Evaluation Group of the World Bank has also

recently researched the World Bank’s own learn-
ing practices, reflecting critically about how to
become a more adaptive learning institution
(see Section 6). The challenge will be to connect
meaningfully this renewed investment in ‘front-
line (or grassroots) learning” with mechanisms
for adaptive management based on learning
strategies in larger development institutions.

As a sector, however, our knowledge manage-
ment approaches and tools still are not at par
with the complexity of problems we are trying
to fix. Therefore, we need to continue to better
understand the full spectrum of knowledge ap-
proaches and functions, as well as how they re-
late to different aspects of social accountability.
This could schematically be described as span-
ning from simply managing information (build-
iNg up your own or your institution’s knowledge
repository), to disseminating information, so-
cializing and interpreting information through
exchange, through to experimenting with how
it is possible to relate to and finally adapt be-
haviors and attitudes in concrete action (see Ta-
ble 1 below).

ﬂ A WIDE SPECTRUM OF APPROACHES
AND LEARNING LOOPS

Albert Einstein has allegedly and famously said
that imagination is more important than knowl-
edge since "knowledge is limited to all we now
know and understand, while imagination em-
braces (...) all there ever will be to know and un-
derstand.” A parallel can be drawn to the area
of knowledge and learning — knowledge being
about what we know, or know that we don't
know (with training to fill those gaps). Learning
on the other hand, involves a more complex set
factors to unlock what we do not even know
that we don't know — much like imagination
is needed to push the limits of what is known.
Acting on this knowledge takes us even further
into behavior theory.

T DFID, UK, 2014. See: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/dfid-smart-rules-better-programme-delivery
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Yet, in many organizational contexts, these two concepts are usually lumped together managerially
without trying to understand where across the range of approaches we operate, and for what pur-
pose. A somewhat simplified classification is outlined in the table below.

HOW

Knowledge

hoarding (for dis-
semination)

Amassing infor-

Knowledge
generation (using
existing data)

Interpretation and

Knowledge ex-
change (socializa-
tion)

Making Aha

Learn to relate
(preparation)

Relating informa-

Learning to adapt
( experimentation)

Trial and error

mation and mak-
ing it availlable

sense -making

Cluster of inter-
ested audience

Unknown

FOR WHOM?

tion and knowl-
edge to own
concept

moments’ pos-
sible leading to
reinforcement
or unexpected
revelation

Individuals and/
or interconnected
(complex adap-
tive) systems

Usual or ‘unu-
sual’ suspects

interacting, often
facilitated

Table 1. 'Simplified” overview of a range of knowledge & learning approaches

Looking across the various approaches out-
lined in Table 1, it is clear that we need all of
these categories, sometimes simultaneously,
sometimes in a phased way, or adapted to
different settings and learning needs among
our various stakeholder groups. For instance,
'knowledge hoarding’ for later dissemination
without engaging in some socialization of the
information could be seen to drastically reduce
the usefulness of the information to local stake-
holders and peers. Likewise, trial and error on
its own without combining it with a feedback
and an evidence-based tracking approach
could be seen as wasteful and irresponsible.

The recent focus on adaptive management and
learning also cuts across the different categories
outlined above since knowledge generation or
some form of information trigger is usually nec-
essary for engagement between actors to take
off in joint processes of problem-solving.

Even so, many knowledge management initia-
tives tend to get stuck primarily in one category
oranother (in line with the ‘mottos’) or look at the
various actors involved in social accountability
processesanddivideupthetasksratherartificially.
One potential trap is that ‘upstream’ funders
take on the task of amassing large datasets
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that are divorced from language and context
that is relevant for implementation, or commis-
sion less timely research pieces, while we look
to frontline practitioners to do the learning-ori-
ented adaptation in a vacuum of useful knowl-
edge support.

Given that we operate in aid management
frameworks where learning is ‘projectized’ rath-
er than seen as a continuum towards longer
term change processes, important ‘learning
journeys' are rarely invested in, nor document-
ed. Moreover, traditional knowledge manage-
ment tends to confound learning with a series
of knowledge products, where information is
‘'managed’ (in large knowledge repositories,
databases or ‘interpreted’ by experts before
it is released) rather than being put to instant
use for continuous learning at multiple levels of
engagement. Learning-oriented adaptation, on
the other hand, puts a far bigger emphasis on
information usage and action.

An adaptive approach to learning furthermore
acknowledges that lots of small and incremen-
tal changes at multiple levels, by multiple ac-
tors, can accumulate into a tipping point that
challenges existing ‘holding patterns’ (such as
power, politics, gender roles etc.) that blocks
change in a system. Consequently, learning and
adaptation has to happen at multiple levels si-
multaneously through a series of interwoven re-
lationships, and inspire deeper transformational
processes of learning that can also question
the current way things are done, the operating
framework and ‘rules’, as well as the dominant
mental models and discourses (see reference to
single-, double- and triple-loop learning below).

@ Single, double and triple-loop learning

As mentioned, ‘feedback loops’ — the way it is
being used in behavioral disciplines — is use-

ful to analyze how different information stimuli
may or may not lead to an alternative behav-
ioral response, or adaptation. A feedback loop
is simply a loop (small or large) of action, in-
formation, and reaction. When the reaction is
measured or assessed, a new loop begins and
so on. Positive feedback loops lead to a rein-
forcement and alignment of interests towards a
constructive common goal or agenda (even if
actors’ motivations or incentives to achieve that
goal differ), whereas negative feedback loops
can lead to increasing divisions between actors
or sub-groups, tensions and ultimately chaos
and backlash (taking a certain change agenda
backwards rather than forwards towards posi-
tive results achievement). Also, all feedback
loops can be said to comprise four stages: in-
formational input or evidence of some sort (not
necessarily numerical), relevance, consequence
and action in systems of human interaction®.
Similarly, the idea of ‘learning loops” applies the
ideas of iterative 'loops’ to individual or organi-
zational (or ‘system’) learning and are geared to
achieving specific results.

These ideas are also not new. In fact, the con-
cept of single’ and double loop' learning was
developed by Chris Argyris already back in the
1970s, and have later been added to and fur-
ther developed in different contexts. In adaptive
management and learning, it's worth revisiting
these concepts to better understand how differ-
ent types of learning can occur, and to be able
to adapt the knowledge management response
accordingly. Rather than just talking about ‘clos-
ing the feedback loop’ (though a response or
action), it connects this to a transformational
learning process in order to achieve results.

@

2 There is an extensive literature on this related to behavior theory. Another resource is ‘Triggers’ by Marshall Goldsmith and Mark

Reiter, Crown Publishing Group, New York, 2015
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“’Single-loop learning’ refers to learning and corrective action within the same goal-structure and rule-boundaries.
This is a simple feedback loop, where outcomes cause adjustment of behaviors, like a thermostat. It is generally in
operation when goals, beliefs, values, conceptual frameworks, and strategies are taken for granted without critical

reflection.

A higher order of learning is when the individual questions the goal-structures and rules upon detecting an error.
This is more like ‘coloring outside the lines’ to solve the problem or error. This is referred to as ‘double loop learning’.
This is more creative and may lead to alterations in the rules, plans, strategies, or consequences initially related to
the problem at hand. Double-loop learning involves critical reflection upon goals, beliefs, values, conceptual frame-
works, and strategies.”

Source: www.lifecircles-inc.com

A third level has also been added to widen the
single, and double loop to a ‘triple loop’ where
learning is embedded in context and ques-
tions how current rules and priorities are being
set. This is a larger, system-wide feedback loop
where existing holding patterns and power
inequalities come into play, and where exter-
nal stakeholder feedback can help as a reality
check to stay grounded. There are many ways
to interpret this approach and to apply it to or-
ganizational, project-specific or 'system level’
learning. Some key questions for each stage,

also illustrated in the graph below, could be:

Single loop learning: ‘Are we doing things right?’
(within the boundaries of our current frame-
work)

Double loop learning: ‘Are we doing the right
things?’ (or do we need to change processes or
strategies?)

Triple loop learning: 'How do we decide what is
right?” (in the unique context in which we op-
erate, what are our current basis for decision-
making?)

Context )) Assumptions )) Actions )) Results

Triple loop learning= Double loop

How do we decide learning=

what is right? Are we doing the
right things?

Single loop
learning=
Are we doing
things right?

Figure 1. Single, double
and triple loop learning
linked to results
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www.lifecircles-inc.com/Learningtheories/constructivism/argyris.html


The above figure seeks to illustrate that working
in adaptive systems involves learning at all levels
of implementation in an iterative process, and is
closely linked to managing for results. This goes
beyond just project-specific corrective learning
(are we doing things right?) or programmatic
learning where we question underlying as-
sumptions or strategies (are we doing the right
things?). Regularly scrutinizing how we decide
what is right in a given context, means tapping
into different streams of knowledge, challeng-
ing existing mental models and listening to
feedback from the ground as well as partners
and non-partners (the use of ‘unusual suspects’
have been used as a break-away from always
talking to the same people, instead listening to
those who are likely to have a different opin-
ion or who are unexposed to dominant ideas
and thought frameworks). Clearly, this needs
to be closel