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EVALUATION AND ADAPTIVE 
MANAGEMENT
One of the latest trends in Monitoring, 
Evaluation, Accountability and 
Learning (MEAL) is adaptive 
management, which increasingly 
recognises the importance of 
evaluation as part of the MEAL 
spectrum and as an essential step 
when taking management decisions. 
One of the greatest benefits stemming 
from institutional donors’ increased 
focus on adaptive management is 
a widening recognition of the need 
to learn, iterate and adapt through 
evaluation as a continuous activity 
rather than a separate task. The 
ability to act based on evidence 
varies significantly depending on 
the willingness and expertise of 
programme managers and MEAL 
focal points to work together and 
review multiple kinds of evaluation 
information at various stages 
throughout a project life cycle. The 
current trend indicates that financing 
inputs is not enough for donors anymore; 
demonstrating long-term changes is the 
condition for large-scale projects.

When conducting evaluations with the 
objective to improve implementation, 
there are two dimensions to consider; 
a rigid or a flexible programme 
approach. In fact, there are two 
kinds of information needed from 
baseline to endline: knowledge of 
what causes change and knowledge 
of the context where project activities 
will be implemented. By addressing 
these two important questions in 
each evaluation, it will be easier to 
understand the kinds of data needed 
to inform how decisions are taken. For 
example: do we know enough about 
the target groups and their needs? Do 
we have enough equipment to improve 
a certain structural issue in the areas 
with the most acute exposure to it? 
Are we addressing an immediate shock 
or a long-term issue, or do extremes 
alternate? All these contextual 
variations inform the management 
style and the speed needed to make 
decisions, either to adapt to evolving 
risks or to consolidate results. In 
both cases, evaluation and evaluative 
monitoring require adequate methods 
to inform the programme manager.

For the reasons outlined above, 
strong evaluations entail the choice 
of suitable and feasible outcomes at 
the design stage. Since outcomes and 
impacts represent long-term changes 
– reduction of children’s mortality, 
building resilience to climate change, 
reducing chronic food insecurity, etc. 
– the ability to forecast and attribute 
these types of behavioural or social 
transformation can be complicated 
without iterative learning about 
the context and solutions to the 
issue under consideration. Linear 
thinking does not always apply to 
long-term changes – for example, 
intra-household dynamics need 
to be considered when addressing 
access to food as much as supply 
chains. To tackle this complexity, it 
is advisable to consider rigorous use 
of mixed methods to inform quick 
responses to changes in contextual 
forces or assumptions on how long-
term changes can be achieved. A 
culture of proving how long-term 
change happens needs significant 
organisational shifts to prioritise 
skills’ development in generating and 



analysing evaluative evidence, particularly 
evidence of structural changes and their scale 
in intervention areas.

Considering all these complexities, a 
transition to an evaluation approach that 
is less reactive and more forward-looking 
entails greater risks. In fact, it remains hard 
to predict and forecast long-term changes 
even though political representatives and the 
public are requesting greater scale – in depth 
and breadth – of results. There is greater 
agreement in situations requiring immediate 
response, such as natural disasters, but less 
for solutions needed on issues such as chronic 
undernutrition or even less tangible ones, like 
empowerment and policy implementation. 
However, in figuring out what works, there is 
scope and space to negotiate with evaluation 
evidence at hand, since donors themselves 
recognise the need for constant learning in 
volatile and unpredictable contexts. Donors 
are more open to resource ways to access 
adequate evaluation evidence in order to 
inform all their stakeholders.

The transition to a forward-looking approach 
will be finally successful when evaluation is 
recognised as internal learning priority rather 
than a compliance requirement, and when 
impact and outcome results from programmes 
are used to model costs and predict targets. 
The continuum of change will then become 
a space for evaluation to measure and 
validate from multiple facts occurring during 
implementation.

EVALUATION MODELS: INTERNAL VS. 
EXTERNAL AND HYBRID EVALUATIONS 
With the understanding of how critical 
adaptive management, regionalisation 
and learning from evaluations is for future 
funding, Action Against Hunger is expanding 
its evaluation approach beyond OECD/DAC 
criteria. A traditional approach favouring the 
externalisation of evaluation as a reporting 
requirement is not advisable anymore. Large 
INGOs are clearly addressing the need to 
own their evaluations by 1) contextualising 
evaluation questions to the realities of 
project’s stakeholders and 2) focusing on 
internal learning that can help improving 
current and future projects while remaining 
accountable to programme stakeholders.  

Therefore, since 2017 Action Against 
Hunger started introducing new evaluation 
approaches leveraging on a mix of internal 
and external expertise and on the use of 
different types of media to convey evidence 
of results. Given the average low value of 
evaluation budgets, there seems to be a 
great opportunity to internalise some of 
these studies, which also requires early 
negotiation with the donor to establish the 
learning objective. The Evaluation, Learning 
and Accountability (ELA) team based in 
the UK appreciates the increase of internal 
evaluations as a more cost-effective and 
learning focused approach to measure long-
term changes, as a reflection of evaluation 
trends among peer organisations. The 
following examples showcase alternative 
approaches in conducting evaluations in 2017.
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EXAMPLE 1: HYBRID EVALUATION FOR 
NIGERIA FFP PROJECT 

The overall objective of the assignment 
was to provide Evaluation and Learning 
direct support in-country to the external 
independent evaluation of the Nigeria 
B3C project ‘Protecting and promoting 
the food and nutrition security in the Yobe 
State, Phase II, North Eastern Nigeria’, 
funded by USAID/Food for Peace and 
implemented by Action Against Hunger in 
the USA and Nigeria. This support involved 
the accompaniment and assistance of an 
independent consultant by a UK staff for 
carrying out a final evaluation. A team 
of one independent consultant and one 
Action Against Hunger staff conducted 
the evaluation adopting a mixed-methods 

approach for quantitative (Household 
surveys) and qualitative (interviews and 
Focus Group Discussions) data, including 
the training of enumerators and the use of 
ODK forms. 

The evaluation was not just structured 
according to the OECD/DAC criteria 
but was also focused on the broader 
programmatic learning for cash 
interventions incorporating nutrition 
and nutrition education elements. 
The preliminary findings workshop, 
which engaged programme staff, local 
government authority representatives, 
vendors and beneficiaries, along with 
the final report benefited from the 
internal learning about what worked 
well and what should be improved in 

beneficiary selection, cash and voucher 
distribution, monitoring, beneficiary 
feedback mechanisms and risk and 
fraud elimination. The external evaluator 
alongside the internal evaluator from the 
ELA team provided strategic and practical 
recommendations and highlighted good 
practices (i.e. the use of innovative 
technologies for the disbursement of cash: 
smart cards & biometric data) that can be 
applied in other Action Against Hunger 
projects. The final report is available on No 
Hunger Forum and on the ALNAP website: 

https://www.alnap.org/system/files/
content/resource/files/main/201708-
nigeriab3c-final-evaluation-report.pdf 

EXAMPLE 2: INTERNAL EVALUATION IN 
SYRIA FOR AN ECHO PROJECT

In September 2017, Action Against Hunger 
UK and Action Against Hunger Spain 
supported together the Syria country 
office with the internal evaluation of 
their one-year ECHO funded project: 
‘Emergency support to conflict affected 
population in Syria’. The main objective of 
this evaluation was to assess the quality 
of the project, focusing on the operational 
framework (processes and decisions) 
used throughout the project, assessing 
the processes leading to programmatic 
decisions in the following themes: 

• Identification of the needs: Criteria, 
assessment tools and processes for 
selection of areas and beneficiaries; 

• Response Capacity: Access mechanisms, 
modalities, coverage, quality of goods and 
services, timeliness;

• Coordination: Internal and external 
coordination, and information 
management; 

• Adaptation: Monitoring and use of 
monitoring evidence to inform changing 
risks and intervention modalities 
accordingly. 

This example demonstrates how Action 
Against Hunger promoted the use of 
internal evaluations as a tool to enhance 
operational performance, and to increase 
Action Against Hunger’s accountability 
towards beneficiaries, partners, donors, 
and its own staff. Action Against Hunger 
UK assisted a Spanish HQ Desk Officer 
with developing a thorough methodology, 
data collection and the evaluation report. 
In addition, Action Against Hunger UK 
gained thorough understanding of the 
situation and helped the country office 
with a self-assessment on humanitarian 
principles following this study.
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EXAMPLE 3: THE NUTRITION 
EMERGENCY POOL IN DRC 

The evaluation for the nutrition 
emergency pool in DRC (PUNC), 
managed by the ELA team, was 
conducted by an external consultant 
who created a dedicated blog 
(https://punceval.wordpress.com) 
to share the process and the results 
of the study. The blog contains 
background materials, evidence 
and references that inform the final 
report. Field notes are also provided 
to give a sense of the conversations 
that took place, and to put evidence 
in context. Videos of programme 
stakeholders provide a real sense of 

the area of intervention and people’s 
views, while also being instrumental 
in unveiling barriers and boosters 
that are specific to the local context.   

The way evidence is organised on 
this digital platform allows a large 
audience to deepen understanding 
on how the evaluation process 
was undertaken and how evidence 
was collected. The digital approach 
enables users to access information 
collected from desk reviews, remote 
conversations, monitoring systems 
in place, workshops, work plans, 
meetings with primary stakeholders, 
debriefings and multimedia 
materials. The breadth of evidence 

accessible through the website is 
much larger than what we usually 
retrieve during external evaluations 
captured in text-focused reports. 
From this example, the UK team of 
Action Against Hunger will attempt 
to replicate this approach for both 
external and internal studies to 
best capitalise on a process-result 
learning continuum and, importantly, 
to showcase multi-media evidence 
more easily in the sector and relevant 
donors.

KEY RESOURCES 
AND LINKS

No Hunger Forum 
MEAL resources 
(login required)

ALNAP HELP Library 
(filter by Action 
Against Hunger) 
https://www.alnap.
org/help-library

PUNC evaluation blog
https://punceval.
wordpress.com

For more 
information 
contact: 
N.Giordano@ 
actionagainst 
hunger.org.uk and 
M.Ellina@ 
actionagainst 
hunger.org.uk
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