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Part I
Decision-making in 
the 21st Century
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Surprises
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Innovation
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Subtle change
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Interconnectedness



Policies that cannot perform 
effectively under today’s complex, 
dynamic and uncertain conditions run 
the risk of not achieving their intended 
purpose. 

Instead of helping they may 
actually hinder the ability of individuals, 
communities and businesses to cope 
with and adapt to change.
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Part II
Creating 
Adaptive Policies
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https://www.idrc.ca/en/book/creating-adaptive-

policies-guide-policy-making-uncertain-world

https://www.idrc.ca/en/book/creating-adaptive-policies-guide-policy-making-uncertain-world


9



Conceptual 
Research
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…Studied high profile 
policies and talked to 

policymakers in Canada 
and India

…talked to those 
impacted by policy 
…compiled adaptive 
features from effective 
policies

Policy Case 
Study Research
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Adaptive Policy

Ability of policy to
adapt to anticipated 

conditions

(based on a good understanding of 
cause and effect)

(based on a good understanding of 
system dynamics and complexity)

Ability of policy to
adapt to unanticipated 

conditions
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1. Integrated and Forward-
looking Analysis 

By identifying key factors that affect policy 
performance and identifying scenarios for how 
these factors might evolve in the future, policies 
can be made robust to a range of anticipated 
conditions, and indicators developed to help 
trigger important policy adjustments when 
needed.

13



14



2. Built-in Policy Adjustment

Some of the inherent variability in socio-
economic and ecological conditions can be 
anticipated, and monitoring of key indicators 
can help trigger important policy adjustments 
to keep the policy functioning well.
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Design Features: 
Automatic Policy Adjustment

Policy Signpost Trigger Adjustment

Drought-pasture 

insurance (Manitoba)

Rainfall at specified 

government weather 

station

When rainfall for the 

applicable weather station 

falls below 80% of  normal 

during the growing season 

(April, May, June and July). 

Actual rainfall, as a 

percentage of  normal, is 

calculated on a month-by-

month basis and is capped at 

a maximum of  150% of  

normal. A weighting is given 

to each month: 10% for 

April; 40% for May; 40% for 

June; and 10% for July. 

(MASC, 2007a)

For every percentage point 

that the current year’s 

rainfall falls below 80% of  

normal, the producer is 

given double the loss. For 

example, if  rainfall for a 

given area is 60% of  

normal, a producer in this 

area would receive (80% –

60%) X 2 = 40% loss.

(MASC, 2007a)

16



3. Multi-stakeholder 
Deliberation

Strengthens ability of policy to address a range of 
anticipated conditions. 

By providing access to different perspectives, different 
sources of knowledge, and different ways of knowing in 
order to consider new information and new views of the 
problem. 

Rapid adjustment and response to unanticipated 
conditions. 

By building the social cohesion, shared vision and capacity 
for collective action
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4. Enabling Self-organization and 
Social Networking

Ensuring that policies do not undermine 
existing social capital; creating forums that 
enable social networking; facilitating the 
sharing of good practices; and removing 
barriers to self-organization, all strengthen the 
ability of stakeholders to respond to 
unanticipated events in a variety of innovative 
ways.
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Making use of social capital in public policy: from 
direct to indirect influence (PRI, 2005)
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5. Decentralization of 
Decision-making

Decentralizing the authority and responsibility 
for decision-making to the lowest effective and 
accountable unit of governance, whether 
existing or newly created, can increase the 
capacity of a policy to perform successfully 
when confronted with unforeseen events.
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6. Promoting Variation

Given the complexity of most policy settings, 
implementing a variety of policies to address 
the same issue increases the likelihood of 
achieving desired outcomes. Diversity of 
responses also forms a common risk-
management approach, facilitating the ability to 
perform efficiently in the face of unanticipated 
conditions.

24



the Architect, the facilitator, the learner

• The policy-maker as an architect:
• Providing a range of policy options
• Designing and using a mix of policy instruments to 

achieve a single policy objective
• Seeing and making linkages with other policies that 

have similar intent 

• The policy-maker as a facilitator: 
• Creating an enabling environment for variation to 

occur

• The policy-maker as a learner:
• Observing which policies work well and strengthening 

those policies 
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7. Formal Review and 
Continuous Learning

Regular review, even when the policy is 
performing well, and the use of well-designed 
pilots throughout the life of the policy to test 
assumptions related to performance, can help 
address emerging issues and trigger important 
policy adjustments.
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The Policy Pilot – Case Example

In India, weather- indexed insurance was 
implemented on a pilot basis for various crops and 
locations by trying out different types of delivery 
models. 
• The implementing agencies, ICICI Lombard and BASIX, have 

reported that this pilot experience was valuable to better 
understand risk parameters and the potential for 
commercial expansion. 

• It was also an opportunity to create awareness among 
farmers and improve the design in response to customer 
feedback. 

• Moreover, the early pilot schemes offered by the private 
sector were followed by the entry of the public sector.
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Part III
The ADAPTool
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1. Ability of existing policies to support sector 
adaptations for specific stressors

2. Ability of policies to be adapt themselves to changing 
conditions brought on by the stressors
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http://www.iisd.org/foresightgroup/adapt.aspx 32
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Application in Four Provinces: 
http://www.iisd.org/foresightgroup/adaptool.aspx/
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Summary of Results
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Foresight and Deliberation
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Self-organization
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Decentralization
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Formal Policy Review



• Analytical results were helpful in two ways: 

 showed provincial climate adaptation analysts 
some of the strengths and weaknesses in 
existing policies in relation to supporting 
climate adaptation in a particular sector; and 

 provided insights to policy analysts and 
program managers about how and why their 
policy/program could be made more 
adaptable.
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Insights from Applications



Insights from Applications

• ADAPTool delivers clearest and most 
easily interpreted results for policies that 
have substantial implementation 
experience

• For new policies, best to use at an early 
stage in design and development. 
(Modified format for new policy 
development)
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Insights from Applications

• Tool was a useful platform for learning and 
exchange between different kinds of 
analysts who otherwise might not interact 
frequently (i.e., climate mainstreaming 
versus policy design)

• Opportunity for key groups engaged in 
policy process to interact in a structured 
target-oriented manner.
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Part IV
What’s Next
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Upcoming Articles
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New Research: 
Creating 

Transformative   
Policies
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“As governments continue to seek solutions to 

big and complex problems, the concept of open 

innovation has widened the pool of potential 

problem solvers beyond the ‘usual suspects’ and 

created a new way of working that brings 

together the talent, abilities and expertise of 

government and governed.”
Beth Noveck, 

White House Open Government Initiative

Big Data - “the data flow so fast that the 

total accumulation of the past two years—a 

zettabyte—dwarfs the prior record of human 

civilization.”
Gary King, Harvard Professor



Creating Transformative Policies
Unlocking Transformative Potential for 

Sustainable Development

46



Co-authors
Dimple Roy
Darren Swanson
Stephen Tyler
Henry David Venema
Stephan Barg
John Drexhage
Suruchi Bhadwal
Sreeja Nair
Sanjay Tomar

For more information:

Darren Swanson

dswanson@novelfutures.com

47

Thank You!


