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Innovation distinguishes between a leader and a follower.
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What is now proved was once only imagined.
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Abstract

Traditional monitoring, evaluation, and learn-
ing (MEL) approaches, methods, and tools no 
longer reflect the dynamic complexity of the 
severe (or “super-wicked”) problems that 
define the Anthropocene: climate change, 
environmental degradation, and global pan-
demics. In late 2019, the Adaptation Fund’s 
Technical Evaluation Reference Group 
(AF-TERG) commissioned a study to identify 
and assess innovative MEL approaches, meth-
ods, and technologies to better support and 
enable climate change adaptation (CCA) and 
to inform the Fund’s own approach to 
MEL. This chapter presents key findings from 
the study, with seven recommendations to sup-
port a systems innovation approach to CCA:

 1. Promote and lead with a CCA systems inno-
vation approach, engaging with key concepts 
of complex systems, super-wicked problems, 
the Anthropocene, and socioecological 
systems.

 2. Engage better with participation, inclusivity, 
and voice in MEL.

 3. Overcome risk aversion in CCA and CCA 
MEL through field testing new, innovative, 
and often more risky MEL approaches.

 4. Demonstrate and promote using MEL to sup-
port and integrate adaptive management.

 5. Work across socioecological systems and 
scales.

 6. Advance MEL approaches to better support 
systematic evidence and learning for scaling 
and replicability.

 7. Adapt or develop MEL approaches, methods, 
and tools tailored to CCA systems innovation.

 Introduction

The Adaptation Fund was established by the 
Parties to the Kyoto Protocol (CMP) of the 
United Nations Framework Convention for 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) to finance concrete 
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adaptation projects and programs in developing 
countries that are particularly vulnerable to the 
adverse effects of climate change. At the 
Katowice Climate Conference in December 
2018, the Parties to the Paris Agreement (CMA) 
decided that the Adaptation Fund shall also serve 
the Paris Agreement.

In late 2019, the Adaptation Fund’s Technical 
Evaluation Reference Group (AF-TERG) com-
missioned a study to identify and assess innova-
tive monitoring, evaluation, and learning (MEL) 
approaches, methods and technologies to better 
support and enable climate change adaptation 
(CCA). The study aimed to contribute to new 
knowledge on innovative MEL opportunities to 
both support and enable CCA and contribute to 
and inform the fund’s own approach to MEL.

This chapter presents key findings from the 
study to a wider CCA MEL audience and con-
cludes with a series of recommendations on 
future directions for MEL commissioners and 
practitioners working in the context of CCA and 
systems transformation.

 Study Purpose and Approach

The study took a broad and open-ended approach 
to identifying innovative MEL for CCA, applying 
a scan-search-appraise method to look within and 
beyond the CCA sector to identify potentially 
innovative and useful MEL practices for CCA. The 
method is essentially a structured funneling and 
sieving process, refining from a broad field or 
landscape down to set of focused priorities or con-
clusions. The scan phase was a relatively rapid and 
high-level assessment of the whole innovative 
MEL field or landscape, comprising an open-
ended online literature review and five open-ended 
key informant interviews. The search phase took 
the overview provided by the scan phase and 
refined it in the context of adaptation, using a more 
systematic document review process and 10 semi-
structured key informant interviews.

The purpose of the study was to identify inno-
vative MEL practices within and beyond the cli-
mate adaptation space (scan and search) of 
potential value and use to the Adaptation Fund 
(appraise). The scope of the study was explicitly 

broad, to look beyond MEL methods, tools, and 
technologies to include wider and emerging 
MEL-relevant principles, approaches, and pro-
cesses. The foundational concepts of innovation, 
adaptation, and MEL are defined as follows:

• Innovation – There is no single definition of 
innovation. The study adopted a simple yet 
comprehensive definition of innovation that 
resonates with innovative MEL as a concept 
and can be applied to both technological and 
process innovation: “Innovation is the renew-
ing, advancing, or changing the way things are 
done” (Everett et al., 2011, p. 6).

• Adaptation  – “The process of adjustment to 
actual or expected climate and its effects. In 
human systems, adaptation seeks to moderate 
or avoid harm or exploit beneficial opportuni-
ties. In some natural systems, human interven-
tion may facilitate adjustment to expected 
climate and its effects” (Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change, 2014, p. 1758).

• Monitoring, evaluation, and learning (MEL) – 
The emphasis of the definition in the context 
of the study was to break MEL down into its 
three separate but overlapping parts—moni-
toring, evaluation, and learning—as part of a 
virtuous project cycle informing project 
course correction, design, delivery, and learn-
ing in an ongoing process.
 – Monitoring – In the context of MEL, moni-

toring is a continuous assessment that aims 
at providing stakeholders with early, 
detailed information on the progress of an 
intervention. In the context of the 
Adaptation Fund, monitoring should sup-
port near to real-time learning as part of a 
wider approach to flexible and adaptive 
management.

 – Evaluation  – Building on the definition 
from the Organisation for Economic Co- 
operation and Development (Development 
Assistance Committee Working Party on 
Aid Evaluation, 2002), evaluation refers to 
the process of determining the worth or 
significance of an activity, policy, program, 
or institution—an assessment, as system-
atic and objective as possible, of a planned, 
ongoing, or completed development inter-
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vention. Useful and robust evaluation 
should inform both accountability and 
learning, depending on the emphasis of the 
evaluation questions.

 – Learning  – In essence, learning is about 
understanding what works, in what con-
texts, for whom, and why. Learning should 
support direct and rapid course correction 
of an intervention and generate evidence 
and knowledge on the scalability and/or 
transferability of interventions across con-
texts. In the context of the Adaptation 
Fund, learning should be linked to the 
building of capacities, particularly adaptive 
capacity, of all stakeholders—beneficia-
ries, implementers, managers, and wider 
interest audiences. It should also reflect 
how these stakeholders learn through dou-
ble and triple-loop learning processes.

The study’s scan-search-appraise methodol-
ogy began from the following three-step 
hypothesis:

 1. Climate change is a “super-wicked problem,”1 
shaped by the complex and dynamic interac-
tions of social, economic, and environmental 
factors that define the Anthropocene era.

 2. Successful CCA requires innovative and trans-
formative ways of doing development, notably 
through a systems innovation approach.

 3. MEL theory and practice needs to adapt and 
evolve to better support a systems innovation 
approach in CCA.

1 Wicked problems are difficult to clearly define, with 
understanding of the problem constantly evolving. They 
have many interdependencies, are often multicausal and 
socially complex, and exist in complex systems that 
exhibit unpredictable, emergent behavior. They usually 
have no right or wrong response, although responses 
might be worse or better; these problems cross gover-
nance boundaries, involve changing behavior, and are 
characterized by chronic policy failure (Rittel & Webber, 
1973; Australian Public Service Commission, 2007). In 
the case of climate change as a super-wicked problem, 
time is running out, those who cause the problem also 
seek to provide a solution, the central authority needed to 
address the issues is weak or nonexistent, and irrational 
discounting occurs that pushes responses into the future 
(Levin et al., 2012).

 Complexity, Systems Innovation, 
and CCA

Social innovation and innovation for develop-
ment in the context of today’s global challenges 
are the focus of this section of the chapter. 
Innovation is increasingly seen as central to 
addressing the interlinked global challenges of 
poverty, inequality, and climate change. The lat-
est thinking on social innovation and innovation 
for development is shaping how CCA is defined, 
understood, and addressed.

The concept of systems innovation is critical 
for successful CCA.  In response to the finding 
that systems innovation approaches and business- 
as- usual MEL approaches are increasingly dis-
connected, we suggest that systems innovation 
and complexity offer the MEL community,2 
 particularly those involved in CCA, an opportu-
nity to evolve and advance MEL mindsets, 
approaches, and methods.

 CCA, Complex Systems, 
and Innovation: Evolution 
to the Present Day

The Transformative Innovation Policy 
Consortium (TIPC) has produced a simple and 
elegant three-frame model (Fig. 1) that summa-
rizes the major phases or frames of innovation 
theory and policy and places them in historical 
context. (Schot & Steinmueller, 2018; TIPC, 
2018).

Frame 1 is identified as beginning with a post- 
World War II institutionalization of government 
support for science and research and develop-
ment (R&D) with the presumption that this 
would contribute to growth and address market 

2 The authors recognize that a single, homogeneous MEL 
community does not exist. However, a consistent finding 
of the study is that mainstream or established MEL 
approaches and methods applied by the majority of MEL 
practitioners do not engage with the principles of systems 
innovation to address super-wicked problems. Only a 
small number of innovative MEL practitioners are already 
working on exploring MEL approaches that support sys-
tems innovation, with virtually none working in the con-
text of CCA.
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failure in private provision of new knowledge. 
Frame 1 builds on the thinking of some of the 
originators of innovation theory, notably Joseph 
Schumpeter (1883–1950) and his thinking that 
innovation and technological change of a nation 
comes from the interaction between government, 
scientists (inventors), and industry actors. Frame 
1 produces a simple linear model of innovation 
focused on enhancing national economic growth 
through the overcoming of market failures in sci-
ence and technology research. It identifies the 
discovery process (invention) in which technol-
ogy is the application of scientific knowledge as 
the most important element of innovation.

Frame 2 represents the evolution of innovation 
theory and policy up to the present day and incor-
porates the perspectives of influential innovation 
thinkers such as Mariana Mazzucato3 and Daniel 
Kahneman,4 among others. While still focusing 
on innovation to support economic growth (rather 
than wider social and environmental needs), this 

3 Founder/director of the University College London 
Institute for Innovation and Public Purpose.
4 Professor of psychology and public affairs emeritus at 
the Woodrow Wilson School, the Eugene Higgins 
Professor of Psychology emeritus at Princeton University, 
and a fellow of the Center for Rationality at the Hebrew 
University in Jerusalem.

Fig. 1 Three frames of innovation
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frame emphasizes a more complex and dynamic 
relationship between key innovation stakehold-
ers—actors, networks, and institutions—and 
stresses feedback loops between invention, inno-
vation, and use. Innovation theory and policy 
draw on and have been influenced by the fields of 
behavioral economics, positive psychology, and 
public policy. Under this frame, Mazzucato and 
others recently have emphasized the critical role 
of entrepreneurs, and the relationship between the 
state/national systems and entrepreneurial actors.

Frame 3 is emerging and focuses on mobiliz-
ing the power of innovation to address a wide 
range of societal challenges, including inequality, 
unemployment, and climate change. It calls on 
“social innovation” to provide transformative 
change in the face of “grand challenges” (Schot 
& Steinmueller, 2018) and super-wicked prob-
lems. It notes that these challenges and problems 
extend across multiple scales that transcend 
national, sectoral, technological, and disciplinary 
boundaries. Solving these global environmental 
and societal problems requires the engagement of 
a much broader set of actors. Innovation theory 
(and emerging policy) in this area combines 
long-established academic thought in the areas of 
new institutional economics, public policy, com-
mon pool resources, and socioecological sys-
tems—drawing on the work of political 
economists such as Elinor Ostrom5—and com-
bines this with new and emerging theory and 
practice in the areas of complex and adaptive 
 systems, transformational change, and experi-
mentation and active sensing. This third and lat-
est frame of innovation builds on and embraces a 
small number of broader emerging concepts that 
relate to better conceptualizing and understand-
ing the world. We present the key concepts in a 
short glossary, below.

5 (1933–2012) Distinguished professor, the Arthur 
F. Bentley Professor of Political Science, and co-director 
of the Workshop in Political Theory and Policy Analysis 
at Indiana University; also research professor and the 
founding director of the Center for the Study of 
Institutional Diversity at Arizona State University. 
Awarded the Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences 
in 2009.

The Anthropocene: The nature of humans’ 
impact on the global biophysical system has 
become so dominant that scientists have pro-
posed that the last 216  years of the existing 
Holocene period should become recognized 
as a new geological epoch, termed the 
Anthropocene. The concept of the 
Anthropocene has been suggested as a new 
geological era marked by global threats and 
challenges, the greatest of these being climate 
change, which are defined by the dynamic 
interactions between human and environmen-
tal systems (Olsson et al., 2017).

Super-wicked problems: Climate change is 
the greatest single threat facing the planet, 
threatening both natural and human systems. 
Addressing this urgent and intensifying 
threat is a complex, dynamic, and frequently 
contested challenge. Recognition is increas-
ing that super-wicked problems (Balint 
et al., 2011; Levin et al., 2012), such as cli-
mate change, global pandemics, and rising 
inequality, require a fundamentally different 
approach from previous eras in history. 
Levin et  al. (2012) define super-wicked 
problems as having four core characteristics: 
(a) time is running out, (b) those who cause 
the problem also seek to provide a solution, 
(c) the central authority needed to address 
the issue is weak or nonexistent, and (d) irra-
tional discounting occurs that pushes 
responses into the future.

Complex adaptive systems: The notion of com-
plexity as the property of a system is not new. 
But more recently, researchers have advanced 
the concept of complex adaptive systems 
(CAS) as a way of better understanding the 
global challenges characterized by complex 
interactions between human and environmen-
tal systems. David Snowden’s Cynefin 
Framework (Snowden & Boone, 2007) was 
one of the first and is still the most elegant 
explanation of systems sense making. Framing 
climate change within a CAS has profound 
implications for how the challenge is under-
stood and addressed (Preiser, 2018), and for 
how MEL of CCA is approached and deliv-
ered to support positive change.
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Resilient and transformational change: 
Resilience is the capacity of a system to reor-
ganize after a disruption (climatic shock or 
stress) without losing the essential functions 
of that system. The capacity for a social sys-
tem (e.g., individuals, organizations, neigh-
borhoods, communities, whole societies) to 
absorb disturbance and adapt where neces-
sary, while undergoing significant change, is 
the defining characteristic of someone or 
something that is resilient. Although resil-
ience is about maintaining the essential func-
tions of a system, transformation is commonly 
interpreted as radical change requiring inno-
vation and testing of new approaches. For cli-
mate change, this entails the generation of 
new knowledge and a markedly different way 
of doing things in order to address a threat of 
this scale (Climate Investment Funds, 2019). 
Both concepts—resilience and transforma-
tional change—have received heightened 
attention in response to the COVID-19 pan-
demic due to the increased recognition of 
economic and social systems shifting from 
those based primarily on efficiency to those 
defined by economic, social, and environ-
mental resilience.

The third frame of the TIPC model and the 
concepts above are united and integrated in the 
field of social innovation, which draws on a tradi-
tion of broader innovation theory and policy and 
refines the innovation concept in recognition of 
complex and systemic social and environmental 
problems such as poverty, climate change, unem-
ployment, discrimination, and biodiversity loss. 
According to the Center for Social Innovation 
(2020):

Social innovation is the process of developing and 
deploying effective solutions to challenging and 
often systemic social and environmental issues in 
support of social progress. Social innovation is not 
the prerogative or privilege of any organizational 
form or legal structure. Solutions often require the 
active collaboration of constituents across govern-
ment, business, and the non-profit world.

Frances Westley,6 a global thought leader on 
social innovation, described social innovation as:

any initiative (product, process, program, project, 
or platform) that challenges and, over time, con-
tributes to changing the defining routines, resource 
and authority flows, or beliefs of the broader social 
system in which it is introduced. Successful social 
innovations have durability, scale and transforma-
tive impact.7

The concept of social innovation has several 
tenets that are particularly relevant to innovation 
for development and have profound implications 
for MEL. Resilient and transformational change 
is one of the tenets already mentioned as part of 
the third frame of innovation. Two other princi-
ples are:

Scales and their actors: Westley and others 
engaged in social innovation scaling talk in 
terms of three forms: (a) scaling out, which is 
based on market-based technological innova-
tion scaling; (b) scaling-up, which involves 
scaling from individual social entrepreneurs 
to institutional and system entrepreneurs to 
take an innovation and find resources for it to 
reach a tipping point so that the institutional 
context of that innovation shifts to a new state 
(e.g., impact investing); and (c) scaling deep, 
which relates to deep, long-term, and pro-
found shifts in culture, attitudes, and behav-
iors toward or triggered by an innovation (e.g., 
public support for action on climate change).

Solving complex social and environmental 
problems and challenges: The field of social 
innovation places particular emphasis on two 
elements: (a) CAS have certain unique and 
defining features, and (b) social innovation for 
sustainability and climate change requires a 
deeper focus on human–environmental 
interactions.

In the context of social innovation to help 
solve challenges such as climate change, the 

6 J.W. McConnell Chair in Social Innovation at Waterloo 
University’s Institute for Social Innovation and Resilience.
7 Westley’s keynote on the history of social innovation at 
Nesta’s Social Frontiers, November 14–15, 2013.
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complex systems category is useful because it 
suggests that solutions are discovered by devel-
oping a safe environment for experimentation. 
This experimentation allows us to discover 
important information that leads to the creation 
of new, emergent solutions. Evidence and 
knowledge are emergent through a probe-sense-
respond process. Framing thinking on social 
innovation around the concept of the 
Anthropocene has led to an emerging belief 
(among scholars and practitioners) that “social 
innovation for sustainability lacks a deeper 
focus on human–environmental interactions 
and the related feedbacks, which will be neces-
sary to understand and achieve large- scale 
change and transformations to global sustain-
ability” (Olsson et  al., 2017, p.  1) and “the 
social, environmental, and economic pillars 
often associated with sustainable development 
and ‘triple bottom line’ thinking have often led 
to trade- off decisions that either neglect the 
social-ecological, or strongly favor the eco-
nomic” (p. 5).

 Systems Innovation—The CCA Future

“Innovation-as-usual”  – typically siloed and 
focused on “supplying” the market with 
technology- led solutions  – is not delivering a 
1.5-degree world. We need a new model of innova-
tion to tackle climate change. . .  one that is 
designed to generate options in the face of uncer-
tainty and diversity, and to test for integrated and 
exponential solutions to address the complex, 
multi-faceted nature of the changes we need to 
make. . . . Using systems innovation as a key tool, 
our aim is to catalyze change in whole cities, 
regions, industries, and value chains by 2035. . . . 
Systems change not climate change.
Climate-KIC (2019)

So how best to address the super-wicked problem 
of climate change? A consensus is emerging that 
the answer lies in the concept of systems innova-
tion. Systems innovation takes the concepts 
introduced in this chapter thus far, builds on the 
premise of social innovation, and is then applied 
in the context of urgent needs for systems-level 
transformation.

The EIT Climate Knowledge and Innovation 
Community (Climate-KIC) is a European Union- 
funded climate innovation initiative and a leading 
proponent of systems innovation. Climate-KIC 
aims to identify and support innovation that helps 
society mitigate and adapt to climate change. 
They explicitly recognize that climate change is a 
complex problem and that individual innova-
tions, projects, and organizations are unlikely to 
meet the challenge. Rather, their approach applies 
a portfolio logic: They construct “portfolios of 
engagement” on a particular issue or challenge, 
based on the understanding that some elements 
of the portfolio will succeed and some will natu-
rally fail. Systems innovation in this context is 
driven by what they call levers of change. 
“Systems innovation is not limited to technologi-
cal improvements. It acts on a wide array of 
change levers all at once, testing for possibility, 
connecting different approaches to learn from 
one another, looking for integrations, mash-ups, 
and exponential effects” (Climate-KIC, 2019).

Climate-KIC then aims to identify “early sig-
nals of potential systemic change” to identify 
which innovations to further support and ulti-
mately scale. This approach is very similar to the 
original probe-sense-response approach pro-
posed by Snowden. In the context of climate 
change, this means an early and continuous focus 
on learning to support adaptive management and 
identify replicable and scalable opportunities.

A second concept central to Climate-KIC are 
the levels of change. Complexity and systems 
dynamics are addressed by working at many lev-
els, from district and city level to countries, 
regions, sectors, and value chains.

The evolution of the field of innovation, from 
a post-World War II focus on the institutionaliza-
tion of government support for science and R&D 
to the present-day focus on social and systems 
innovation, has been complemented by and runs 
parallel to continuing advances in understanding 
and enabling international development. 
Resonating with the growing interest in and sup-
port for systems innovation approaches are a set 
of innovation for development principles more 
explicitly focused on understanding and address-
ing the root causes of poverty and inequality. The 
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International Development Innovation Alliance 
(IDIA) has produced eight development innova-
tion principles in practice (IDIA, 2019):

Principle 1. Promote inclusive innovation
Principle 2. Invest in locally driven solutions
Principle 3. Take intelligent risks
Principle 4. Use evidence to drive decision 

making
Principle 5. Learn quickly and iterate
Principle 6. Facilitate collaboration and 

co-creation
Principle 7. Identify scalable solutions
Principle 8. Integrate proven innovations

These eight principles can provide a blueprint 
for successful CCA when they are combined with 
a systems innovation approach, such as the 
Climate-KIC approach that proceeds from a port-
folio logic, constructing portfolios of engage-
ment on CCA as a particular challenge. In the 
next section, we explore the implications in terms 
of principles and approach for the MEL commu-
nity—or at least for those practitioners who 
mainly focus on mainstream or established MEL 
approaches and methods.

 MEL’s Role in Enabling Systems 
Innovation for CCA

This third part focuses on the key implications, 
ideas, and lessons for MEL practitioners work-
ing in CCA, drawing on the latest thinking and 
practice from systems innovation and innovation 
for development. These implications, ideas, and 
lessons are framed from the outset by the earlier 
mentioned three-step hypothesis.

We also provide in this section illustrative 
examples of innovative MEL approaches, pro-
cesses, and technological interventions accord-
ing to the major themes that have emerged from 
MEL to support a systems innovation approach 
to CCA. These examples have the potential to 
support enhanced MEL in CCA either through 
development in related fields or by being piloted 
in a current CCA context. The AF-TERG MEL 
study indicated that these cases have the poten-

tial to advance CCA MEL to better support a 
systems innovation approach to addressing cli-
mate change. It also suggested that they would 
enable the MEL community more broadly to 
better engage with, support, and advance a sys-
tems innovation approach to super-wicked 
problems.

 Seven Directions of Change 
for the CCA MEL Community

 1. Promote and lead with a CCA systems 
innovation approach including better 
engaging with the key concepts of complex 
systems, super-wicked problems, the 
Anthropocene, and socioecological 
systems.

New terms and concepts are emerging in 
development discourse as fields such as systems 
innovation explore and more deeply define and 
understand global challenges and problems. With 
particular relevance to CCA, most prominent 
among these are the concepts of complex and 
adaptive systems, super-wicked problems, socio-
ecological systems, the Anthropocene, and trans-
formational change. Although the systems 
innovation community is pressing ahead in defin-
ing and exploring these concepts, they are not 
receiving consistent supported from the MEL 
community in terms of the critical MEL dimen-
sions of these concepts—defining characteristics, 
indicator frameworks, and measurement 
approaches.

Taking transformational change as an exam-
ple, we see little knowledge and consensus on 
defining, measuring, and assessing transforma-
tional change. The approach for CCA MEL prac-
titioners should be to establish clear frameworks, 
pathways, and indicators for transformational 
change; establish an evidence base on which con-
texts and interventions are genuinely transforma-
tional (as opposed to other more incremental and 
iterative change processes); and develop rela-
tively consistent indicator frameworks and mea-
surement approaches to better assess and learn 
from transformational results.
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 2. Engage better with participation, inclusiv-
ity, and voice in MEL.

The issues of genuine participation, inclusion, 
and voice have rightly taken on increased promi-
nence in MEL theory and practice in recent years. 
This is particularly the case in CCA MEL where 
locally led adaptation/action (LLA)8 has gained 
recognition because people and communities on 
the frontlines of climate change are often the 
most active and innovative in developing adapta-
tion solutions. More broadly, evidence has shown 
that for development to be effective and sustain-
able, people who are vulnerable must be empow-
ered and their voices heard, and gender equality 
and the empowerment of women and girls is cru-
cial to development progress, particularly in the 
context of CCA.

This commitment has been reaffirmed across 
the development space, perhaps most recently 
and prominently in the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), which commit to ensure “no one 
will be left behind” and to “endeavour to reach 
the furthest behind first” as overarching princi-
ples (United Nations General Assembly, 2015)9 
Organizations such as the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) are advancing 
evidence and education about the underlying fac-
tors that cause people to be left behind. In a recent 
paper, they outlined five critical factors: discrimi-
nation, geography, governance, socioeconomic 
status, and shocks and fragility (UNDP, 2018). 
Again, these critical factors resonate with the big 
issues being engaged with and explored by inno-
vation for development communities.

The combination of three factors, prevalent in 
wider development policy and practice, have 
enabled advances in  locally and/or citizen-led 
MEL.  These factors have not yet been fully 
explored in the context of CCA:

8 Also see https://gca.org/global-commission-on-adapta-
tion/action-tracks/locally-led-action and https://www.wri.
org/our-work/project/global-commission-adaptation/
action-tracks/locally-led
9 In addition to the overarching principle of “no one will be 
left behind,” SGD 5 aims to achieve gender equality and 
empower all women and girls, and SDG 10 aims to reduce 
inequality within and among countries.

 1. Demands for accountability  – Increasingly 
energetic civil societies with a growing 
demand for greater transparency and public 
accountability

 2. More mature civil societies – With civil soci-
ety increasingly willing and capable to partici-
pate in MEL processes

 3. The boom of information and communica-
tions technology (ICT)  – Particularly in this 
context, the spread of internet and mobile 
phone technology

Out of these factors have emerged a number of 
citizen-led/citizen-generated data platforms, a 
prominent example being the Slum/Shack 
Dwellers International (SDI) Know Your City 
(KYC) initiative (SDI, 2018), which unites orga-
nized slum dwellers and local governments in 
partnerships anchored by community-led slum 
profiling, enumeration, and mapping. ICT- 
enabled participant reporting is not new to CCA 
programming but is still not widely included in 
the MEL components of programs. One likely 
reason is that it needs to be built into the design 
of the program itself from the onset rather than 
applied later as a MEL tool. The technology and 
tools are now proven, and cost and failure risks 
associated with ICT-enabled MEL have been 
reduced significantly over the last few years.

As such, MEL methods employing ICT 
should no longer be considered risky or unproven 
and citizen/participant reporting can provide 
data across the MEL cycle. ICT-enabled partici-
pant reporting as part of project monitoring can 
shift participants from passive beneficiaries of 
program activities to more active and empow-
ered participants, reporting real-time reactions 
(positive and negative) to interaction with the 
program. On the accountability side, ICT-
enabled participant reporting can generate data 
on program coverage and satisfaction. In terms 
of learning, open-ended questions such as 
“Provide an illustration of what you do differ-
ently as a result of the program” allow partici-
pants to demonstrate what a program may have 
enabled, often in video or photo form. Subjective 
reporting and learning are key areas that require 
further exploration, such as by asking partici-
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pants about the extent to which they feel more 
able to cope and adapt to the threats posed by 
climate change as a result of the program. This 
goes to the heart of many CCA programs that 
aim to build adaptive capacity in target groups, 
removing the need to develop proxy indicators 
of adaptation and then generate data against 
them. The added advantage is that this type of 
reporting can be done before, during, and after a 
climatic shock or stress, and overlaid with shock/
stress intensity data.

Linked to this but at a more systemic level is 
the issue of the decolonization of MEL. Launched 
in 2018, the South to South Evaluation Initiative 
(S2SE; African Evaluation Association, 2017) 
aims to elevate the substantial but underutilized 
indigenous knowledge, theory, and capacities of 
the Global South, and aims to reverse the asym-
metries in decision making, resources, and 
knowledge in the global evaluation ecosystem. 
CCA MEL is a particular case in point: Global 
South perspectives, knowledge, and capacity go 
to the heart of not only MEL but also of appropri-
ate and effective CCA. Far too often, evaluations 
are designed and led by those designated interna-
tional experts and only supported by national 
experts. This immediately places southern 
experts, who tend to hold much deeper and more 
relevant insights into local contexts, challenges, 
opportunities, and practices, into a subordinate, 
lower value role and position. It perpetuates 
north-south power dynamics and ultimately 
results in lower quality, less insightful, and less 
useful evaluations.

 3. Overcome risk aversion in CCA and CCA 
MEL through field testing new, innovative, 
and often more risky MEL approaches.

The architecture, systems, and norms that are 
all pervasive in international development and 
CCA encourage risk aversion and the mainte-
nance of traditional/established practices. This is 
the case in both CCA policy and programming 
and CCA MEL to support it. Despite increased 
recognition from the fields of complex systems 

and adaptive management that simple, boiler-
plate solutions are rarely appropriate for complex 
problems, an aversion remains to identifying and 
testing new and innovative solutions.

The fear of failure leads CCA agencies to 
take limited risks in their policy, programming, 
and MEL.  This results in the perpetuation of 
established but often inappropriate approaches, 
methods, and tools. These agencies are moti-
vated and incentivized more by accountability-
driven evaluation processes than by trying 
less-tested and more innovative evaluative 
approaches, processes, and tools that may 
deliver rich, insightful, and useful new knowl-
edge, but come with a higher risk of failure until 
they are established.

Hence, the MEL-system norm—fixed-term 
results reporting systems paired with traditional 
accountability-focused, postproject, mixed- 
methods evaluations—remains the staple of most 
large bilateral and multilateral agencies working 
on CCA.  In this context of risk aversion, it is 
deemed better to have a safely delivered end-of- 
project evaluation that produces a long, unengag-
ing (often unread) evaluation report with little or 
no real insight than to risk engaging a more inno-
vative evaluation approach or method but one 
that carries a higher risk of failing.

The challenge is not to find new and innova-
tive MEL approaches, methods, and tools for 
CCA; the challenge is finding the opportunity 
and resources to field-test them. Ways exist to 
reduce the risk of failure, such as combining 
established MEL methods with the piloting of 
new and innovative data collection and data anal-
ysis methods and tools. Much as the process of 
bricolage has gained popularity in systems inno-
vation, so could the same process in MEL for 
CCA (Patton, 2020). For example, a project that 
aims to strengthen and then track household cli-
mate resilience through face-to-face household 
surveys could also pilot more subjective (how 
resilient household residents feel) and real-time 
results reporting through mobile phone-based 
participant reporting in the face of a climatic 
shock or stress.
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 4. Demonstrate and promote the use of MEL 
to support and integrate adaptive 
management.

Recent years have seen an enhanced focus on 
adaptive management as the key concept at the 
heart of doing development differently. This is 
based on an increased recognition that develop-
ment interventions are delivered in dynamic, 
unpredictable, and often contested contexts and 
systems; that in these contexts interventions need 
to be innovative; and that how best to deliver 
results in these contexts is uncertain. Therefore, 
operating effectively and efficiently in these con-
texts requires projects, programs, and institutions 
to be “adaptive.” This means

• tailoring MEL systems, particularly monitor-
ing systems, to generate robust evidence on 
program management and delivery;

• a focus on lesson learning in close to real time 
to support course correction;

• explicit focus on learning from unintended 
consequences and failures as well as from suc-
cesses; and

• portfolio learning and sense making among 
coalitions of similar stakeholders, both within 
and outside of the program context, support-
ing evidence and learning on both scalability 
and transferability (Pasanen & Barnett, 2019; 
Wild & Ramalingam, 2018).

Adaptive management focuses on intention-
ally building in opportunities for structured and 
collective reflection, ongoing and real-time 
 learning, course correction, and decision making 
in order to improve effectiveness. This means 
that adaptive programs require, at project incep-
tion, intentional MEL design in which learning 
and course correction are integrated into the pro-
gram from the start.

The concept of adaptive management should 
resonate particularly with CCA projects, pro-
grams, and organizations given that they share 
the same concept at heart. While it seems obvious 
that organizations promoting climate change 

adaptive programming should themselves be 
adaptive in their own designs, actions, and behav-
iors, evidence that CCA practitioners are leading 
the way is limited.

 5. Work across socioecological systems and 
scales.

A long-recognized, and largely unaddressed, 
challenge of the CCA MEL community is to 
develop and apply MEL approaches, methods, 
and capacities that integrate the social, economic, 
and environmental dimensions across systems 
and scales. At present, most MEL approaches 
tend to focus on individual domains—the human 
or the environmental/ecological domain—and 
not the interactions between them.

Earlier in this chapter, we introduced the con-
cepts of super-wicked problems, complex adap-
tive systems (CAS), and the Anthropocene as 
critical, interrelated concepts that have a rising 
prominence in the context of CCA and with 
which the MEL community is beginning to 
engage. The fundamental issue underlying these 
concepts is the relationships among the social, 
economic, and environmental dimensions taking 
place in complex contexts and systems. In past 
development discourse, policy and practice has 
tended to focus on these elements in isolation and 
to prioritize the social and economic over the 
environmental.

Few CCA MEL frameworks systematically 
encourage a portfolio of indicators across all 
three domains—social, ecological, and eco-
nomic. One potential solution would be to 
explicitly embrace a socioecological systems 
(SES) approach in CCA policy and program 
design. The SES approach describes the four 
essential dimensions (the natural system, liveli-
hoods and people, institutions and governance, 
and external drivers) that provide the basis on 
which to situate and understand CCA results 
within a wider system. These also provide the 
basis for an MEL system based on the selection 
of a balanced set of CCA indicators under each 
dimension.

Enabling Systems Innovation in Climate Change Adaptation: Exploring the Role for MEL
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 6. Advance MEL approaches to better sup-
port systematic evidence and learning for 
scaling and replicability.

Given that the effects of climate change are 
being felt globally—across contexts, locations, 
and scales—learning what works, in what con-
texts, and why is particularly relevant for the 
CCA MEL community. Along with locally led 
learning, the CCA community has rightly put 
considerable emphasis on evidence and learning 
to support scaling and replicability. However, 
these two key concepts are not yet systematically 
integrated into MEL frameworks either as indica-
tors or as key evaluation and learning questions 
or criteria.

Systems innovation approaches place particu-
lar emphasis on identifying, scaling, and replicat-
ing successful interventions, whether these are 
products, technologies, or processes. IDIA 
(2017) has devised a high-level process for scal-
ing innovation in a development context, and this 
process is particularly important in the context of 
CCA.  CCA MEL frameworks—from strategy 
and design (theories of change) through monitor-
ing frameworks (indicators) to evaluation and 
learning (key evaluation criteria and learning 
questions)—should more deeply engage with the 
concepts of scaling and replicability as defined in 
a systems innovation approach.

 7. Adopt or develop MEL approaches, meth-
ods, and tools tailored to CCA systems 
innovation.

This final suggested direction engages more 
directly with the most appropriate MEL 
approaches, methods, and tools. Although several 
MEL approaches and frameworks aim to engage 
with scale, context, and system dynamics, the 
two most prominent are developmental evalua-
tion (Patton, 2010) and its evolution into Blue 
Marble Evaluation10 (Patton, 2020). Both 
approaches recognize some of the key issues 
raised in this chapter and Blue Marble Evaluation 
explicitly engages with systems innovation con-

10 https://bluemarbleeval.org/

cepts. Blue Marble Evaluation is founded around 
four overarching principles and 12 operating 
principles. A simple starting point for any CCA 
MEL approach, system or method (whether for a 
project, program, organization, or institution) 
would be to assess which and how many of the 
Blue Marble principles it is coherent with or sup-
ports. Commissioners of CCA MEL services 
have a large role to play in encouraging Blue 
Marble (systems innovation) principles in the 
MEL terms of references they draft and the MEL 
services they fund. As made clear throughout the 
chapter, this is a new and emerging area that is 
gaining momentum. Its implications have yet to 
be explored and defined in the context of CCA.

The AF-TERG study has focused on innova-
tive MEL approaches that attempt to reframe the 
role played by the MEL community, suggesting 
that the way MEL is approached and delivered 
needs to fundamentally shift. The rationale is that 
a fundamental shift in approach is required from 
the MEL community and practitioners, rather 
than a more granular focus on adopting and inte-
grating the latest MEL technological innovations. 
Consequently, this chapter has given little atten-
tion to innovative MEL technologies, despite the 
subject of technology for MEL being the focus of 
considerable attention through networks and 
events such as MERL Tech. Technological inno-
vation in MEL tends to be related to data under 
three overlapping themes: (a) data collection and 
capture technologies, (b) data analysis technolo-
gies including artificial intelligence and machine 
learning, and (c) data presentation and visualiza-
tion technologies. The data collection and cap-
ture technologies can be broken down into three 
core areas: (a) big data, which includes satellite 
imaging and remote sensing; (b) information and 
communication technology (ICT); and (c) the 
internet of things.

Despite the slow uptake, technological inno-
vations provide solutions to core challenges in 
MEL: reaching isolated groups; monitoring 
behavior change; collecting qualitative and sub-
jective data; compiling, integrating, and inter-
preting multiple datasets; enhancing quality 
control; post evaluation verification; and finding 
robust samples for comparison. Examples of use 
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in data collection include decentralized data 
gathering through self-reporting, online data har-
vesting, and the use of real-time data (Raftree, 
2016, 2020). In terms of analysis, Bamberger and 
Mabry (2019) outlined several data analysis tech-
niques with direct applications for program 
MEL. Bruce et al., (2020) added machine learn-
ing and artificial intelligence for text analytics as 
technological innovations to the toolbox of the 
MEL practitioner.

Finally, in terms of data visualization, pro-
cessed data or MEL evidence needs to suc-
cinctly communicate complex problems and 
solutions. Visualizing and packaging data in a 
meaningful way across stakeholders is a chal-
lenge. The rapid pace of change in data technol-
ogy will eventually and inevitably shape, drive, 
and inform MEL, especially from learning and 
data visualization perspectives. This may mean 
that instead of a traditional narrative report, 
MEL products and outputs could (and should) 
increasingly become digital, interactive, and 
more widely available.

What matters is not how technological innova-
tions collect, analyze, or present data in isolation, 
but how they are integrated into innovative MEL 
approaches and methods to advance the delivery 
of CCA programming and understanding of CCA 
more broadly. This is the bricolage Michael 
Quinn Patton refers to in Blue Marble Evaluation. 
For this to happen, the MEL community needs to 
better engage with, exchange with, and under-
stand the data scientists and technologists, and 
vice versa.

 Conclusion

In this chapter, we have argued that a systems 
innovation approach is required to address cli-
mate change adaptation, and that this in turn 
requires a fundamentally different and new 
approach from the CCA MEL community and 
practitioners. This new systems innovation 
approach in MEL would move the discipline in 
part away from the established static, uni-linear, 
project-program-country-region-bound MEL 
approaches, methods, and tools that have been 

standard practice for years. These traditional 
approaches, methods, and tools tend to be based 
on simple cause-effect results chains, tested ex- 
post through narrowly defined evaluation ques-
tions, and with established power relationships 
between evaluation commissioners, evaluation 
practitioners, participants, and intended audi-
ences. They no longer reflect the dynamic com-
plexity of super-wicked problems that define the 
Anthropocene: climate change, environmental 
degradation, and global pandemics.
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