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Adaptive learning: putting 
principles into practice.

Photo source: CIFRI



Why adaptive learning?Why adaptive learning?
•• SmallSmall--scale fisheries are both complex and scale fisheries are both complex and 

constantly changing.constantly changing.

•• Often management decisions have to be made Often management decisions have to be made 
without knowing what the result might be.without knowing what the result might be.

•• Fisher groups can and do design and adapt rules Fisher groups can and do design and adapt rules 
to fit with local needs and circumstances.to fit with local needs and circumstances.

•• Extension agencies and researchers are well Extension agencies and researchers are well 
placed support fishers in better understanding placed support fishers in better understanding 
their fishery and in decisiontheir fishery and in decision--making.making.



What is adaptive learning ?What is adaptive learning ?
•• Structured management process Structured management process 

with with ‘‘learning as an objective of learning as an objective of 
doingdoing’’..

Programmed approach

Research then manage. 

Single solutions. 

Management aims to provide benefits.

Suited to situations that we 
understand (Outcomes can be 
assumed).

Adaptive learning

Research as you manage.

An experimental process.

Process aims to provide both 
knowledge and benefits.

Suited to situations we understand 
less (Outcomes cannot be assumed).



The main principle shaping the approachThe main principle shaping the approach

People will only work together if they can see the benefits People will only work together if they can see the benefits 
of doing so. Commitment to transparency, of doing so. Commitment to transparency, developingdeveloping
skills, empowerment and explanation. Developing trust skills, empowerment and explanation. Developing trust 
and mutual respect, including of different knowledge and mutual respect, including of different knowledge 
types is crucial.types is crucial.



Putting Putting itit into practice: the into practice: the 
adaptive learning frameworkadaptive learning framework



The adaptive learning process:The adaptive learning process:

Evaluate the outcomes The learning
cycle

Preparing for learning

Learning

Evaluating learning

Identify and engage stakeholders

Identify frameworks
for sharing information

Understand resources,
users and managers

Select learning options

Generate knowledge
Share knowledge

Utilise knowledge

Evaluate the process



Preparing to learn: experiences from Preparing to learn: experiences from 
Savannakhet & Khammouane Savannakhet & Khammouane 

Provinces, Lao PDRProvinces, Lao PDR

Dr Caroline Garaway



Objectives of talk

• Who was trying to learn 
about what?

• The principles driving our 
philosophy for ‘preparing 
to learn’

• Challenges faced



Who was trying to learn about what? 

Objectives ? 

Systems?

Species ?



Opportunities for learning were 
high…..

• Interest in systems high 

• Villagers already experimenting with 
their own systems. Localised 
knowledge & experience

• Fairly well developed government 
extension service

• Multiple systems for comparison

• Interest in learning from others’
experiences.

Uncertainty high but…



The learning cycle

Evaluate the outcomes The learning
cycle

Preparing for learning

Learning

Evaluating learning

Identify and engage stakeholders

Identify frameworks
for sharing information

Understand resources,
users and managers

Select learning options

Generate knowledge
Share knowledge

Utilise knowledge

Evaluate the process



Who were the stakeholders?

• Provincial Government 
staff in two Provinces

• District staff in 12 
districts

• 38 village communities 
• MRAG Ltd staff, London



Identifying stakeholders

Principle 1: The process should be asset based , building on 
strengths rather than identifying gaps and weaknesses.

 
Strengths in small 
waterbody management, 
Lao PDR 

Local 
communities 

Government External 
researchers 

Capacity to make 
management regulations 

   

Capacity to monitor and 
enforce regulations 

   

Knowledge of local resources 
and needs 

   

Technical knowledge 
 

   

Formal research skills 
 

   

Access to experiences of 
others 

   

Financial resources 
 

   

Capacity to bring stakeholders 
together to share experiences 

   

 



Engaging stakeholders

Principle 2: Learning must be both demand-led and appropriate, 
answering questions that are interesting and relevant to 
stakeholders’ needs.

VillageVillage

ProvincialDistrict



Identifying frameworks for sharing 
information, knowledge & experience
Principle 3: Information needs to be generated and shared in an 
appropriate and timely fashion. This must occur both within 
and between stakeholder groups and information must flow in 
all directions.

Before After



Understanding resources, users and 
managers

Principle 4: Natural resource systems are human/environment 
systems. To understand them, requires an understanding of the 
resources, the people who use them and the systems of  
management and control affecting the interaction between the 
two. 

Fishing day, Savannakhet Province, Lao PDR



Selecting learning options
Principle 5: Experimentation leads to greater learning & learning is an 
objective of management not just a useful by-product. Realistic and 
pragmatic assessment of what is achievable is key

Seperate remaining
uncertainties (learning

options) according to the
learning method required to

reduce them.

Is each uncertainty
relevant to local
stakeholders, i.e.
a) interesting; b)

practicable.

No

Identify all uncertainties from information
collected in baselines

Discard all options where:
costs (time, labourand money)

are prohibitive (potential issue for - a, b, c)
capacity (skills and equipment)

does not exist (potential issue for - b, c)
unacceptable to local stakeholders

(unacceptable levels of risk, unfair distribution
of benefits) (potential issue for c)

Where possible quantitative analysis and principles
of experimental design should be applied (see p.24).

Is reducing the uncertainty
practicable or acceptable?
Each of the four categories
have different implications

(see left).

No

Can options be combined
with other options and/or
are they perceived to be

worth the costs (see left)?

Evaluate the remaining options in terms of:
the expected benefit form information

gain versus the costs of acquiring it.
the possibility of combining the option

with other options at relatively little extra cost.

No

Combine remaining options to create a
single learning strategy.

a) Reducible simply through
sharing of existing

information.

b) Reducible through
observation and analysis of
existing variation (passive

experimentation).

c) Reducible through
observation and analysis of

variation deliberately
introduced into the

management system (active
experimentation).

d) Non-reducible by any
means.

Discard option.

Step 1.

Step 2.

Step 3.

Step 4.

Needs were prioritised and experiments 
were designed to generate desired 
information (given the available skills 
and resources).

Experiments were combined with other 
activities designed to more effectively 
share existing information (scientific 
and local).



The learning strategy in Lao PDR

• Active experimentation

• Passive experimentation

• Facilitating information 
share

High 
productivity

Low 
productivity

Tilapia  (3,500/ha)
6 villages

Tilapia
6 villages

tilapia / carp mix
5 villages

tilapia / carp mix
7 villages

Carp
5 villages

Carp
7 villages



‘Contract’ between villagers and 
government

Communities
• Agree to stock certain 

species, certain density
• Agree to try to manage 

waterbody for community 
benefit

• help to monitor results 
through record keeping and 
sharing problems with district 
staff

• agree to come back next 
year and share experiences 
with fellow communities

Government
• stock waterbodies with 

different mixes of tilapia, 
bighead, mrigal & rohu

• visit villages at least once 
every two months and 
provide technical advice 
where available and desired

• analyse information and 
present results back to the 
villages



Outcomes of the process – what did 
we learn?

High 
productivity

Low 
productivity

Tilapia *** Tilapia *

Carp ** Carp **



Challenges faced during this part of the 
process

• Unfamiliarity with approach
• When should government intervene?
• Organisational flexibility to adapt
• Finding appropriate experiments & 

gaining consensus
• Flow of information as far as village 

administration only



To be continued…..



Principle 1: The process should be asset based, building on 
strengths rather than identifying gaps and weaknesses.

Principle 2: Learning must be both demand-led and appropriate, 
answering questions that are interesting and relevant to 
stakeholders’ needs.

Principle 3: Information needs to be generated and shared in an 
appropriate and timely fashion. This must occur both within 
and between stakeholder groups and information must flow in 
all directions.

Principle 4: Natural resource systems are human/environment 
systems. To understand them, requires an understanding of the 
resources, the people who use them and the systems of  
management and control affecting the interaction between the 
two. 

Principle 5: Experimentation leads to greater learning & 
learning is an objective of management not just a useful by-
product. Realistic and pragmatic assessment of what is 
achievable is key.


