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Why Adaptive Management ? 

• Sounds good… 
• But can it be done? 
• What is it anyway? 
• When should it be used? 
• How should it be applied? 
• WHO should “do” it? 
• Who “decides”? 
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When is Adaptive Management 
Appropriate? 

Source: Williams et al. 2007 



Several Adaptive Management Frameworks 

Stanford and Poole 1996, 
Ecological Applications 

Healey et al. 2008. State of Bay Delta Science 

Williams et al. 2008, Adaptive 
Management: The U.S. Department of 
the Interior Technical Guide 

BDCP Independent Science Advisors on 
Adaptive Management 2009, Report 

Healthy Waterways 
http://www.healthywaterways.org/Sciencea
ndInnovation/Pastachievements.aspx  
(Accessed 10/12/12) 
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Delta Plan AM Framework 





Natural Resource 
Management 
Achieve Policy & 

Management Goals  
(policy makers, managers) Adaptive 

Management 
Reduce Uncertainty about 
Management Outcomes 

(with scientists) 

Collaborative 
Management: 

Reduce Disagreement 
about Management Goals 

(with stakeholders) 

Reduce Uncertainty and 
Disagreements to Achieve 

Good Outcomes for Common 
Policy/Management Goals 

Less More Most 

Robustness and Success of Management Actions; 
 

Amount of Work, Cost 

Collaborative Adaptive Management 



Collaborative Adaptive Management 

Scientists  

Stakeholders 

Managers 
& Decision 

Makers 

•Credible 
•Relevant 
•Legitimate 

Scarlett 2013 



Linking Science to Decision making 

• Credibility : the extent to which the science is 
perceived to meet technical standards 

 
• Relevance : users' perceptions of its 

appropriateness for addressing their 
information needs 

 
• Legitimacy: perceptions that the processes for 

generating and using the information are 
procedurally fair. 
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Delta Plan AM Framework 



Issues of Scale 

• Scoping the Problem 
• Timeframe 
• Spatial boundaries 
• Nesting 



Trade-offs 

• Learning vs. … 
– Resource protection 
– Cost (investment?) 
– Time 

• Values = policy decisions 
 
 



Closing the loop 

• Devote sufficient 
resources for all steps 

• Determine governance 
• Expect & rely on 

synthesis 
• Develop infrastructure 

 

 



On the importance of Models 

• Conceptual models 
– Repository of state of knowledge 
– Document uncertainties AND disagreements 
– Form basis for monitoring /evaluation and special 

studies 
– Form basis for quantitative models 

• Quantitative models 
– Summarize and integrate understanding 
– Decision-support tools - Exploring alternatives 



Key Messages 

• AM allows for taking management actions in the 
face of uncertainty, but… 
– Adaptive management will NOT solve all policy 

and management dilemmas 
• AM is not appropriate for all situations 

– It applies when uncertainty AND controllability 
are high 

• AM should not be a chapter appended to the 
back of a management action plan 
– but an integral part of the plan as a whole 

 
 

 



Key Messages 

• AM is not something the scientists “take care of” 
alone… 
– Collaborative AM may result in more robust 

and successful outcomes: 
– Credibility, Relevance, Legitimacy 
– The customized AM process is an experiment 

itself 



Key Messages 

• There are trade-offs between achieving 
resource objectives and learning 
– Can decision makers go beyond the comfort 

zone? 
• Successful AM requires careful planning 

– Scale, “long-term” resource allocation, 
infrastructure, governance 

– Synthesis and modeling are essential 
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