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OVERVIEW
Problems

“If you can’t measure it, you can’t manage 
it” culture

How top-down target-setting can 
undermine success

…but still remains prevalent alongside a 
new adaptive management orthodoxy

Solutions

Accountability for results rigour

Practical alternatives to ‘accountability for 
targets’



Obsessive 
Measurement 
Disorder

“An intellectual dysfunction rooted in the 
notion that counting everything in 
government programs…will produce 
better policy choices and improved 
management.”

“…ignores a central principle of 
development theory—that those 
development programs that are most 
precisely and easily measured are the 
least transformational, and those 
programs that are most transformational 
are the least measurable.”

Andrew Natsios, July 2010 (former 
USAID Administrator)



History has shown how ill-
conceived targets can undermine 
performance…



“There are no solutions to 
complex problems – only 
responses.”

“My results had very little to do with 
the goals I set and nearly everything 
to do with the systems I followed.” 

…and its now well-
accepted that RBM 
isn’t a good fit for 
complex change…

(New year’s resolutions!)



…but it’s 
taking a 
while to 
sink in.



Doing 
Development 

Differently
Adaptive 

management

Thinking and 
Working 
Politically

Collaborative 
Learning and 

Action

Politically 
informed 

programming

Problem-
Driven Iterative 

Adaptation

A new orthodoxy of 
adaptive 
management is 
opening space for 
change



But mainstream rules and tools are still 
catching up



Potential for buy-
in to alternatives 
is greatest here

• Building roads in 
Mindanao

• Health System 
Strengthening 
in PNG

• Building roads in 
China

• Health System 
Strengthening 
in Malaysia

Predictable 
environment

Success 
difficult to verify 

Predictable 
environment
Success easy 

to verify 

Unpredictable 
environment
Success easy 

to verify 

Unpredictable 
environment

Success 
difficult to verify 



Accountability for 
results rigour But if not 

accountability 
via top-down 
targets, then 
what?
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Principles

Recognise 
complexity with an 
adaptive theory of 
change

Identify how MEL 
can support 
adaptation and 
improvement

Guide monitoring 
with thoughtful 
questions
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OK to use indicators 
(and targets!) but do 
so judiciously 

Understand what’s 
happening (and why) with 
methods that capture 
complexity

Reflect and adapt in an 
enabling 
organisational culture



Accountability for 
results rigour

• Question targets – “the emperor has no 

clothes”

• Review our Program Logic and MEL 
system – does it reflect the level of 
complexity we are working with, and is 
this set up to answer the questions that 
really matter?

• Seek out dialogue and contestability with 
critical friends

• Create spaces to discuss organisational 
culture

What can we do tomorrow?



Thankyou!

dave@clearhorizon.com.au

damien@clearhorizon.com.au
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