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Adaptive management

1)What is adaptive management? 

2)When should it be used? 

3)How should it be implemented? 

4)How can its success be recognized and 
measured?



What is Adaptive management?

Adaptive management is a decision process
that promotes flexible decision making that 
can be adjusted in the face of uncertainties

Careful monitoring of these outcomes helps 
adjust policies as part of an iterative 
learning process.

Williams, Szaro, and Shapiro (2009)



Adaptive Management

Trial and error is not the same as 
adaptive

adaptive managmente is systematic
pursuit of knowledge as an explicit part
of management

Williams, Szaro, and Shapiro (2009)



When Should Adaptive Management 
be Used?

A real management choice is to be made

There is an opportunity to apply learning

Clear and measurable management 
objectives can be identified

Williams, Szaro, and Shapiro (2009)



When Should Adaptive Management 
be Used?

The value of information for decision 
making is high

Uncertainty can be expressed as a set of 
testable models

A monitoring system can be established 
to reduce uncertainty

Williams, Szaro, and Shapiro (2009)



Limitations to use Adaptive 
Management

Inappropriate for single-time decision making.

Inappropriate if monitoring information is unavailable.

Inappropriate if there are irresolvable conflicts about objectives or 
decision alternatives.

Inappropriate if management interventions cannot influence system 
behavior

Inappropriate if there is not a commitment to sustained funding
for monitoring and assessment.

Williams, Szaro, and Shapiro (2009)



How Should Adaptive Management be Implemented?



How Should Adaptive Management be Implemented?



Williams, Szaro, and Shapiro (2009)



How Should Adaptive Management be Implemented?

Engaging the relevant stakeholders in the decision making 
process
Identifying the problem to be addressed
Specifying objectives and tradeoffs that capture the values of 
stakeholders
Identifying the range of decision alternatives from which 
actions are to be selected
Specifying assumptions about resource structures and 
functions
Projecting the consequences of alternative actions
Identifying key uncertainties
Measuring risk tolerance for potential consequences of 
decisions
Accounting for future impacts of present decisions
Accounting for legal guidelines and constraints

Williams, Szaro, and Shapiro (2009)





When is Adaptive Management 
Successful?

Stakeholders are actively involved and committed 
to the process.

Progress is made toward achieving management 
objectives.

Results from monitoring and assessment are used 
to adjust and improve management decisions.

Implementation is consistent with applicable laws.

Williams, Szaro, and Shapiro (2009)





Here the focus of decision making is on achieving management 
objectives, with little or no recognition of uncertainty in the 
decision making framework

uncertainty is recognized in the decision making framework, 
but the focus is on the achievement of management 
objectives, with learning as an untargeted byproduct

Decision making involves the active pursuit of learning, 
either through experimental or quasi-experimental 
management that focuses simultaneously on learning and 
achievement of management objectives 



Concluding Remarks

Adaptive management is an iterative 
process

Based on learning

Decision making under uncertainty

Williams, Szaro, and Shapiro (2009)


