
SARAS Institute - Key concept / Adaptive management

www.saras-institute.org

Adaptive management

Key References

It is a process of experimentation, learning and continuous 
improvement, which incorporates uncertainty as a key com-
ponent. It is based on the understanding of social-ecological 
systems as complex and dynamic: their management always 
implies certainties and uncertainties. The aim is learning-by-do-
ing and understanding the causal mechanisms of successes and 
mistakes in management, the implementationof strategies and   
institutional design.

Allen, C.R. and Garmestani, A.S., eds. (2015). Adaptive 
Management of Social-Ecological Systems. Springer 
Science+Business Media, Dordrecht.

Biggs, R., Schlüter, M., Schoon, M.L., eds. (2015). Principles 
for building resilience. Sustaining ecosystem services in 
social-ecological systems. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.
  
Birgé, H. E., Allen, C. R., Garmestani, A. S., Pope, K. L. (2016). 
Adaptive management for ecosystem services. Journal of 
Environmental Management, 183, 343-352.

Cosens, B. and Gunderson, L., eds. (2018). Practical Panarchy 
for Adaptive Water Governance. Springer International 
Publishing. 

Photo: Hugo Inda 

Adaptive management overcomes the command-and-control paradigm and integrated management, 
promoting a system of continuous learning and improvement. The command-and-control paradigm 
assumes that the answers of a natural system to human pressures are linear, predictable and control-
lable. Integrated management seeks to overcome the fragmentation in the analysis and decision pro-
cess, as well as strengthening the legitimacy of decisions through participation. Adaptive management 
implies a process of experimentation, in which rights and wrongs are sources of knowledge.

Adaptive management is an open process, which relates to the history of the system and incudes 
interests and expectations of present and future stakeholders. It is an iterative process to identify 
uncertainties and make hypothesis. These allow adjusting decisions and actions based on experience 
and observed changes.
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Additional suggested
readings

Adaptive management includes the following stages:

Adaptive management promotes three kinds of organizational and institutional learning processes:

 – Incremental: in which plans and policies are implemented and evaluated gradually.
 – Episodic: learning is sporadic and surprising, often it occurs through outside stimulus and after a 

crisis or an evident failure of the policies.
 – Transformational: it involves not just new models but also new paradigmatic structures

The learning process includes necessarily the scientific world, as well as other stakeholders and actors 
involved in management. To achieve this, it is necessary to bridge the gap between the academic 
knowledge and local knowledge and traditions.

Adaptive management not only tries to make case-by-case improvements, but also to create new and 
more flexible institutions and strategies, suitable for change and learning. This is possible only in an 
environment of political openness, which has to be facilitated and strengthened in an ongoing manner. 
The new institutional structure adapts itself, feeding and updating from knowledge gained from 
experience.
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1. Context
Status and threats 

Starting point

4. Process
Implementation

 project, activities 
and goals

5. Outcomes
Implemented 

activities, goals 
achieved and 

objectives unfulfilled

2. Planning
What do we 
want to achieve?

3. Inputs
Which human 
and economic 
resources 
are needed?

Assessment


