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A community anti-
poaching patrol in 
eastern Nepal  
removes snares  
and deters hunting  
and other illegal 
activities in a  
high-altitude area 
bordering India.   

Photo: WWF
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2.0 OVERVIEW

This chapter walks through the steps for project design, 
implementation, and monitoring and evaluation for 
biodiversity programs and integrated programs that 
include a biodiversity component. In particular, it focuses 
on the development of the project appraisal document 
(PAD) as described in ADS Chapter 200, starting with 
the drafting of a concept paper. It assumes that the 
Mission already has in place its country or regional 
development cooperation strategy (CDCS/RDCS). The 
chapter highlights key tools and approaches for applying 
USAID standards and global biodiversity best practices. 
It also provides information to support meeting 
requirements of the updated Biodiversity Code within 
the Agency’s Biodiversity Policy.

The chapter parallels the steps in the USAID program 
cycle (Figure 3). Moving from priority setting through 
strategy and design to implementation involves multiple 
decisions and trade-offs. The chapter examines what 
information is needed to make these decisions at 
different stages of the program cycle.

The program cycle is not intended to be a fixed and 
rigid framework, but rather a guide to help project  
teams clearly define problems and issues, determine 
where USAID can make a difference, and then figure  
out how to get the work done. USAID’s underlying 
assumption is that the application of program cycle 
principles to the PAD process – including the concept 
paper phase – results in more robust program 
conceptualization and design, which in turn leads  
to more effective conservation.

In addition to focusing on the PAD process, this chapter 
touches on the development of specific activities during 
the process that contribute to the achievement of 
results identified in the PAD. In the case of PADs that 
focus on biodiversity and forestry programming, these 
activities would benefit from an approach to design, 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation, and  
learning and adapting tailored to biodiversity 
conservation projects.

II BIODIVERSITY PROGRAMMING

This chapter discusses priority setting, 
project design, project planning, and 
monitoring and evaluation generally,  
as well as specific USAID requirements. 

Key concepts covered include

• priority-setting approaches

• country/regional development 
cooperation strategy 

• project design: understanding the context, 
including framing the design, building 
the team, identifying the biodiversity of 
concern, and conducting assessments to 
identify and prioritize threats and set the 
stage for identifying strategic approaches

• project design: planning actions and 
monitoring, including selecting approaches, 
formulating theories of change, developing 
objectives and indicators, and compiling 
information into a logical framework

• project implementation, including 
procurement, management, and staffing

• monitoring and evaluation to determine 
if a project is on the path to achieving the 
desired results

• learning and adapting at the center of 
the program cycle in order to generate, 
capture, share, and use knowledge to 
support and improve development 
outcomes 

BOX 2. CHAPTER 2 HIGHLIGHTS

http://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1870/200.pdf
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2.0.1 What is New and What is Required?
This section briefly describes what is new and what is 
required by the Biodiversity Policy and by other USAID 
policies that apply to biodiversity programming. This 
handbook outlines these policies but does not add 
or modify any USAID policies. Links to the detailed 
discussion of these requirements and processes are 
provided. Overall, USAID policies are found in the ADS, 
and ProgramNet provides a wealth of policy guidance. 
The list below is not exhaustive but centers on key 
biodiversity and program cycle functions.

The Biodiversity Code, which describes core criteria  
for programming biodiversity funds at USAID, now 
requires the elaboration of an explicit theory of  
change (TOC) for projects programming biodiversity 
funds, with monitoring that supports the testing of that 
TOC. The code does not require use of any specific 
standard or custom indicators, however. Chapter 2 
provides detailed information on crafting TOCs and 
developing indicators.

Under the Biodiversity Policy, countries with 
biodiversity funding fall into two categories. Tier 
One countries are expected to identify biodiversity 
as a priority in their country or regional development 
cooperation strategies (CDCS/RDCS) and to request 
sufficient biodiversity funds to have an impact on target 
biodiversity, are expected to focus on globally significant 
biodiversity targets in their countries or regions, and 
can expect to be prioritized for biodiversity technical 
assistance from USAID/Washington and for placement 
of Foreign Service Environment Officers. Tier 
Two countries should strongly consider undertaking 
biodiversity programs, reflect the planning in their  
CDCS, and request sufficient biodiversity funds to 
achieve the desired biodiversity conservation outcome, 
and should focus on globally significant biodiversity 
targets in their countries or regions. See pages 22-23  
of the policy for more detail.

Collaborating, Learning, and Adapting (CLA) 
is recommended though not required in the ADS. 
Missions are encouraged to develop a plan to improve 
coordination and collaboration with development 
partners, test promising new approaches, build on 

what works, and eliminate what does not during 
implementation of the program cycle.

For more on learning in the ADS see
ADS 200 Intro to Programming Policy (Learning and 
Adapting: 200.3.5.6)
ADS 201 Planning (Learning: 201.3.3.5)
ADS 203 Assessing and Learning (Program Cycle 
Learning: 203.3.13)

Impact evaluations for pilot and significant projects 
are strongly encouraged. The framework for impact 
evaluation should be built into the project design and 
often requires specialist expertise. USAID is building a 
body of knowledge on impact evaluation design and use 
of evidence. ADS 203 states that “any activity within a 
project involving untested hypotheses or demonstrating 
new approaches that are anticipated to be expanded 
in scale or scope through U.S. Government foreign 
assistance or other funding sources will, if feasible, 
undergo an impact evaluation… Any activity or project 
designated as a ‘pilot’ or ‘proof of concept’ will fall under 
this requirement.”

The open data policy will apply to new awards and 
potentially to existing awards when they are modified. 
Managers should factor in the costs and expertise to 
comply with this policy. This new policy can be an asset 
to conservation research, especially if data are shared 
within a learning network.

Data quality assessments (DQAs) are required every 
three years for every indicator reported in PPRs. Use 
these assessments to evaluate and improve the overall 
quality and usefulness of a project’s M&E system.

Environmental safeguards are embodied in CFR Reg 
216, which applies to every project, including biodiversity 
projects. The 118-119 Tropical Forest and Biodiversity 
Analysis remains mandatory at the CDCS level and 
the analysis applies to all projects in all sectors, not just 
environmental ones. It is best practice to use this analysis 
to inform PAD, project, and even workplan development 
whenever natural resources and ecosystems may be 
affected, to assure that biodiversity conservation is 
considered as a foundation of sound development. 

http://www.usaid.gov/who-we-are/agency-policy
http://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-guide/agency-policies-strategies
http://www.usaid.gov/biodiversity/policy
http://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1865/USAID%20Biodiversity%20Policy.pdf
http://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1870/200.pdf
http://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1870/201.pdf
http://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1870/203.pdf
http://blog.usaid.gov/tag/open-data/
http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/data-quality-assessment-checklist-dqa
http://www.usaid.gov/our_work/environment/compliance/database
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/Pnade195.pdf
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/Pnade195.pdf
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/Pnade195.pdf
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/Pnade195.pdf
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USAID does not at the time of publication have explicit 
social safeguards, including mandatory guidance on 
working with indigenous peoples. Section 3.1.7 of 
this handbook lays out USAID best practices that have  
been reviewed and edited by USAID’s indigenous 
people’s advisor. 

2.0.2 The Program Cycle and Adaptive 
Management

The USAID Program Cycle
The USAID program cycle (Figure 3) is a planning 
framework for implementing USAID’s Policy 
Framework for 2011 to 2015. It comprises four 
higher-level steps: 1) understanding Agency policy 
and strategies; 2) identifying country development 
cooperation strategies; 3) designing and implementing 
projects; and 4) evaluating and monitoring. It serves as 
the foundation upon which a project team develops  
its PAD.

These planning steps should inform and be informed 
by collaborating, continuous learning, and adapting at  
all stages of the process, as indicated by the first inner 
circle in Figure 3. As outlined in ADS 200, ADS 202, 
and ADS 203, learning is a core function underlying the 
entire program cycle. Learning links together strategic 
planning and project planning (201.3.3.5), achieving  
(ADS 202), and assessing and learning (ADS 203). 
Operating units (OUs) are encouraged to develop 
a learning approach that will support the effective 
integration of all components of the program cycle to 
improve development impact. The learning approach 
should build on the OU’s performance management 
plan (PMP), portfolio review(s), and other standard 
processes. It should be designed to improve coordination 
and collaboration with development partners, test 
promising new approaches, and build on what works  
and eliminate what does not. The learning approach is 
not mandatory as of this writing and does not need 
to be presented in the CDCS. However, Missions in 
particular should consider using such an approach as 
a key element of their internal CDCS implementation 
process (See ADS 202).

Figure 3. USAID Program Cycle

http://transition.usaid.gov/policy/USAID_PolicyFramework.PDF
http://transition.usaid.gov/policy/USAID_PolicyFramework.PDF
http://www.usaid.gov/who-we-are/agency-policy/series-200
http://www.usaid.gov/ads/policy/200/202
http://www.usaid.gov/ads/policy/200/203
http://www.usaid.gov/ads/policy/200/202
http://www.usaid.gov/ads/policy/200/203
http://www.usaid.gov/ads/policy/200/202
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A learning and adaptive approach should also influence 
annual budgets and resource management processes, 
and focus on achieving results. The USAID program 
cycle ensures that U.S. funding commitments follow the 
Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness and the Accra 
Agenda for Action – two global agreements that focus 
on national ownership of strategies, donor alignment 
with national priorities, simplification of aid procedures, 
results-based management, inclusive partnerships, and 
mutual accountability.  

As well, a learning approach strengthens the evidence 
base and planning processes to make them responsive 
to the rapid shifts now standard in this globalized world. 
Adaptive management aims to replace traditional static 
approaches to implementation with expectations, 
processes, and incentives to reflect, learn, and adapt for 
continual improvement throughout implementation.

Collaborating, Learning, and Adapting (CLA)
CLA is a conceptual framework for principles and 
operational processes that can enable USAID to 
become a more effective learning organization and 
thereby a more effective development organization. 
CLA ensures that the CDCS works as a “living strategy” 
by providing guidance and reference points not only 
for implementation, but also for learning and course 
correction as needed. As shown in the following figure, 
CLA should happen at all stages of the program 
cycle. More than 30 Missions at the time of writing 
are implementing variants of CLA. ADS 201 includes 
discussion of learning and encourages Missions to 
develop learning plans. 

CLA facilitates collaboration internally and with external 
stakeholders – feeding new learning, innovations, and 
performance information back into the strategy to 

Figure 4. Applying the CLA Framework in the Program Cycle

http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/11/41/34428351.pdf
http://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1870/201.pdf
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inform funding allocations, program design, and project 
management; translating learning and information 
about changing conditions into iterative strategic and 
programmatic adjustments; and catalyzing collaborative 
learning and systemic analysis and problem solving 
among developing-country citizens and institutions  
to foster country-led development. As such,  
CLA exerts a multiplier effect on the Mission’s 
development investments. 

This type of learning approach is particularly important 
for biodiversity conservation initiatives, which are  
carried out within complex and changing natural and 
human systems. Despite a team’s best efforts to design 
successful projects based on sound information, they 
often must implement projects in dynamic contexts 
with incomplete knowledge. This requires a strategic,  
yet adaptive, approach to project management – 
or what is commonly known in the conservation 
community as “adaptive management.”

This handbook uses adaptive management (AM) 
to mean the integration of project design, management, 
and monitoring to test assumptions, adapt actions, and 
learn.1 With this definition in mind, this chapter provides 
tools and information to help project teams practice 
adaptive management. Adaptive management is an 
approach to implementing the program cycle that seeks 
to better achieve desired results and impacts through 
the systematic, iterative, and planned use of emergent 
knowledge and learning.

Adaptive management can increase OUs’ ability to 
respond quickly both to changing environments and in 
the event that the original planning proves inadequate, 
inaccurate, incomplete, or unrealistic. Responses to 
learning from adaptive management may include

• redefining or otherwise modifying statements of 
anticipated results; and 
 

1 CMP uses adaptive management as a synonym for results-based 
management, which involves explicit hypothesis testing. PPL defines adaptive 
management as the purposeful implementation of the program cycle by 
responding to changing circumstances or knowledge during implementation 
(ADS 200-203). Adaptive management for USAID occurs throughout the 
program cycle and comes through the systematic, iterative, and planned use of 
knowledge and learning throughout the implementation of the program cycle 
(ADS 200-203).  

• adapting or modifying modalities, mechanisms, and 
approaches employed to achieve results.

As managers prepare for portfolio reviews or design 
project evaluations, checking the progress of impact 
toward the project purpose can help remind them  
of the ultimate purpose of USAID’s investments. 

The Open Standards Cycle
Complementing the USAID program cycle – and 
tailored specifically to the biodiversity context – is 
the Conservation Measures Partnership’s (CMP) 
Open Standards for the Practice of Conservation 
(Open Standards). CMP is an affiliation of over 20 
implementing organizations and donors working in the 
field of conservation. CMP’s roots can be traced to 
several USAID Global Conservation Program (GCP) 
implementing partners, as well as work done under 
USAID’s Biodiversity Support Program (BSP), working 
closely with USAID staff. 

The Open Standards draw on the principles of 
sound project cycle management found in fields 
such as public health, education, and business. These 
standards recommend best practices for project design, 
management, monitoring, and evaluation in conservation. 
The Open Standards cycle involves five steps as depicted 
in Figure 5: 1) conceptualize the issues; 2) plan actions 
and monitoring; 3) implement actions and monitoring;  
4) analyze and use data to adapt; and 5) capture, share, 
and learn from results. 

While it may appear that the USAID program cycle and 
the Open Standards cycle describe the same process, 
they are, in fact, complementary systems. For example, 
during the PAD design process, teams can draw from 
the Open Standards to inform the USAID program cycle 
steps of project design/implementation and evaluation 
and monitoring. Application of the Open Standards at 
this level helps PAD designers define biodiversity focal 
interests and their relationship to focal human well-being 
interests, the ecological services provided by biodiversity, 
specific threats and drivers affecting biodiversity, actions 
to be taken, and specific indicators for monitoring  
and evaluation. 

http://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-guide/emergent
http://www.conservationmeasures.org/
http://rmportal.net/library/content/global-conservation-program/the-gcp-homepage
http://rmportal.net/library/content/tools/biodiversity-support-program
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In addition, Open Standards tools can help set PAD 
teams up for effective learning and adapting (inner 
circle in the USAID program cycle diagram). As detailed 
below, tools and concepts from the Open Standards 
can be particularly useful to support PAD planning, 
monitoring, collaborating, learning, and adapting – and in 
harmonizing PAD and activity results with project- and 
mechanism- level M&E plans. To this end, USAID has 
been working with CMP experts to develop a crosswalk 
of terms between CDCS, PAD, and Open Standards 
frameworks. This handbook uses the agreed-upon terms 
but recognizes that these terms may shift. 

In sum, this chapter is built primarily around the USAID 
program cycle but also draws upon elements of the 
Open Standards cycle.

 

  

Conceptualize 

Plan Actions & 
Monitoring 

Implement 
Actions & 
Monitoring 

Analyze, Use, & 
Adapt 

Capture, Share, 
& Learn 

OS Cycle Complements
and Contributes to
USAID Program Cycle

Figure 5. CMP Open Standards Cycle and Its Relationship to the USAID Program Cycle



USAID BIODIVERSITY AND DEVELOPMENT HANDBOOK     7     

2.1 SETTING PRIORITIES: 
AGENCY POLICY AND 
STRATEGIES

2.1.1 Key Elements of Conservation Priority 
Setting 
Good planning requires being clear about the scope 
and purpose (or “vision,” as often used in the Open 
Standards) of a project or activity. The USAID program 
cycle helps do this by starting to clarify how Agency 
policy and strategies apply to a specific country or 
region, and developing the CDCS or RDCS. This 
framework provides the higher-level scope and 
development objectives that help to define the Mission’s 
manageable interest, resources available, and ultimately 
the purpose of a PAD. A Mission CLA plan may identify 
gaps in the evidence base to be addressed within the 
project, or crosscutting concerns or hypotheses that 
will require collaborative implementation, knowledge 
sharing, and analysis across projects. It may also 
identify opportunities to influence the work of other 
development actors operating in this sector, or to 
collaborate with them on assessments or evaluations.
 
Scale: Prioritization for conservation action can be 
carried out at a variety of scales, ranging from an 
international or multi-country regional scale (group of 
countries or a region), to a national scale (countrywide), 
to a subnational and local scale (specific areas within 
a country, or ecosystems, species, and ecological 
processes within a particular landscape or ecoregion). 
Box 3 presents some examples of priority setting in 
conservation; see Chapter 3 for more detail. 

Stakeholders: Stakeholders include any individual, 
group, or institution that has a vested interest in or can 
influence the natural resources of the project area, as 
well as those who might be affected by project activities 
and have something to gain or lose if conditions change 
or stay the same. 

As detailed in Section 3.1.5, stakeholders are all those 
individuals and institutions that should be considered in 
order to achieve project goals and whose participation 
and support are crucial to its success. The Convention  
on Biological Diversity states, “The objectives of 

management of land, water, and living resources are a 
matter of societal choice.... Different sectors of society 
view ecosystems in terms of their own economic, 
cultural, and societal needs. Indigenous peoples and 
other local communities living on the land are important 
stakeholders and their rights and interests should be 
recognized.”2 Determining which elements of biodiversity 
to emphasize requires that key stakeholders, often with 
very different values and interests, work together to set 
priorities. Involving the right set of stakeholders is critical 
to the success of conservation planning.

2 COP 5 Decision V/6 

Some common types of large-scale 
biodiversity analyses used in priority 
setting include 

• ecoregional planning – identifies areas 
most under threat and most important 
for representing biodiversity elements 
across an ecoregion. It entails assessment 
of relatively large geographic areas 
delineated by ecological patterns, 
including large-scale patterns of climate, 
geology, and biodiversity. 

• connectivity conservation planning – 
focuses on maintaining structural 
connectivity and ecological processes  
and functions across a landscape

• ecological gap assessment – assesses the 
extent to which a protected area system 
fully represents the biodiversity across 
a large area. Based on this assessment, 
planners can identify specific biodiversity 
interests (ecosystems, species, and 
habitats) that are underrepresented in  
the national protected area system.

BOX 3. EXAMPLES OF  
PRIORITY-SETTING PROCESSES
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Selecting among alternative conservation priorities often 
becomes a negotiation process among stakeholders, 
requiring a solid understanding of potential trade-
offs. For instance, a project that emphasizes strict 
protection of a forest to conserve a threatened species 
could exclude traditional uses of that forest, such as 
gathering of medicinal plants. While compromises are 
often necessary, USAID managers ideally should seek 
solutions that ensure equitable distribution of benefits to 
stakeholders while achieving the project’s purpose.

Relationship between Priority Setting and 
Defining a Conservation Development 
Objective: Priority setting is an important part of 
defining a conservation objective. It helps provide the 
broad boundaries under which USAID managers will 
work. Setting an overall conservation objective within 
a country typically involves understanding national 
conservation and development priorities, as well  
as the programmatic priorities of USAID and other 
partners. The CDCS sets the broad parameters within 
which the Mission and the project defined by the  
project appraisal document (PAD) should operate.  
In identifying national priorities, planners should be 
familiar with existing national reports, such as the 
National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan. USAID 
managers will also need to align the project with the 
broad development objectives of the USAID Policy 
Framework and national development objectives, 
including national priorities in achieving the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs), as relevant to the 
priorities defined in the CDCS or RDCS.

As discussed in more detail in Section 2.3, setting a 
conservation objective also involves identifying what 
elements of biodiversity will be included and where 
efforts will be focused. In identifying these priorities, 
planners often use large-scale biodiversity analyses.  
In addition, USAID requires and recommends  
several assessments, which can inform the conservation 
objective. USAID managers might also use non-
governmental organization (NGO) or other  
agency geographic priorities to help inform  
their own priority setting. Examples include the  
Key Biodiversity Areas (Conservation International), 
the Global 200 Ecoregions (World Wildlife Fund),  

and Alliance for Zero Extinction Sites (an alliance of 
more than 75 institutions). 

Key parameters shape biodiversity and all USAID 
programming. Parameters are the “givens” that are 
usually beyond the scope of the OU to change and need 
to be incorporated into the strategic plan (See Figure 
3, inner circle of USAID program cycle diagram). Some 
parameters that shape a strategic plan arise from within 
USAID: budget levels, types of funds available, availability 
of other resources, Mission or OU priorities, and overall 
USAID priorities and initiatives. Others emerge from 
host-government priorities; international policies and 
processes (e.g., Reducing Emissions from Deforestation 
and Forest Degradation/REDD+ as a mechanism for 
forest conservation); and constraints and opportunities, 
such as conflicts and election cycles. Managers should 
recognize and incorporate internal parameters during 
the initial stages of strategic planning but may also 
discover external parameters through assessments.

In the real world, these parameters often do not 
coincide with optimal scales and timeframes for efforts 
to conserve biodiversity and ecosystem processes.  
For example, operating units may have only limited  
or short-term funding, planning timeframes may be 
longer-term than mechanism length, there may be shifts 
in funding streams, or a key area of the landscape may 
become off-limits due to conflict. Nevertheless, planning 
conservation actions for the appropriate scale and  
timeframe enables projects to create a feasible and 
strategic vision to inform project design and evaluation. 

2.1.2 USAID Considerations and 
Requirements
When working on this first step in the USAID program 
cycle, it is important to know how the USAID Policy 
Framework, Biodiversity Policy, and Biodiversity Code 
inform priority setting. 
 
USAID Policy Framework: In addition to the 
general principles outlined above, USAID biodiversity 
managers should incorporate the key objectives and 
principles in the USAID Policy Framework for 2011 to 
2015. This framework sets out seven core  
development objectives: 

http://www.cbd.int/nbsap/
http://www.zeroextinction.org/sitesspecies.htm
http://www.zeroextinction.org/sitesspecies.htm
http://www.zeroextinction.org/sitesspecies.htm
http://www.zeroextinction.org/sitesspecies.htm
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• increase food security
• promote global health and strong health systems
• reduce climate change impacts and promote low 

emissions growth
• promote sustainable, broad-based economic growth
• expand and sustain the ranks of stable, prosperous, 

and democratic states
• provide humanitarian assistance and supporting 

disaster mitigation
• prevent and respond to crises, conflict, and instability

The USAID Policy Framework also contains a set of  
core principles, which guide efforts in program design.  

• promote gender equality and female empowerment
• apply science, technology, and innovation strategically
• apply selectivity and focus
• measure and evaluate impact
• build in sustainability from the start
• apply integrated approaches to development
• leverage “solution holders” and partner strategically

The most recent FAA 118-119 analysis (tropical forest 
and biodiversity assessment) for a country provides 
USAID and its partners with useful background when 
choosing conservation priorities and selecting the scale 
and sites at which to work. As noted, the National 
Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP) is 
another essential resource. Section 2.3.4 provides 
additional information on assessments that are required 
and recommended for operating units programming 
USAID biodiversity funds.

Biodiversity Policy: As noted in the Introduction, 
USAID publicly issued its Biodiversity Policy in 2104. The 
policy acknowledges that biodiversity conservation is an 
important foundation for achieving Agency objectives, 
particularly increasing food security, reducing climate 
change impacts, promoting global health, and promoting 
sustainable economic growth. Box 1 summarizes 
USAID’s blueprint for biodiversity, as laid out in the  
new policy.  

The Biodiversity Policy makes some modest 
improvements to the Biodiversity Code that are 
designed to help operating units better justify working 
on key drivers of biodiversity loss in addition to 
immediate threats. The changes (noted in italics) will also 
encourage more rigor in designing projects that address 
the stated drivers and threats affecting biodiversity: 

1. The project must have an explicit biodiversity 
objective; it isn’t enough to have biodiversity 
conservation result as a positive externality from 
another project; 

2. Activities must be identified based on an analysis of 
drivers and threats to biodiversity and a corresponding 
theory of change;

3. Site-based projects must have the intent to positively 
impact biodiversity in biologically significant areas; and 

4. The project must monitor indicators associated with 
a stated theory of change that is expected to produce 
biodiversity conservation results.

As described in greater detail in the Biodiversity Policy, 
USAID undertook a global biodiversity prioritization 
process that established two tiers of operating units for 
USAID investments with biodiversity funds. Tier One 
operating units are responsible for activities in USAID-
assisted countries or regions that are the highest ranked 
in terms of biological criteria. Tier One operating units 
should identify biodiversity as a priority in their country 
or regional development cooperation strategies (CDCS/
RDCS), focus on globally significant biodiversity, and be 
a priority for biodiversity technical assistance. Tier Two 
operating units are responsible for activities in countries 
or regions that have some combination of the following 
characteristics: contain a globally significant ecoregion, 
provide important habitat for endangered/threatened 
species, add to global representation of the USAID 
biodiversity portfolio, and is an area where USAID has 
a comparative advantage or previous record of success. 
The Tier Two list is more subject to institutional factors 
in determining which operating units are priorities 
(e.g., emerging strategic interests in programming in a 
given country). Tier Two operating units should strongly 
consider undertaking biodiversity programs and should 
also focus on globally significant biodiversity.

http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/Pnade195.pdf
http://www.cbd.int/nbsap/
http://www.cbd.int/nbsap/
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If the operating unit is working with biodiversity-
earmarked funds, the Biodiversity Code requires that 
USAID managers identify geographic and technical 
priorities. A country or region may possess relatively 
high overall biological diversity; however, this does not 
mean that all areas within the country or region are 
equally significant for biodiversity. Many areas are already 
widely recognized as biologically significant, based on 
existing analyses and priority-setting exercises, such as 
the NBSAP. 

USAID sets conservation priorities at the regional and 
national levels by considering a combination of factors, 
including biodiversity criteria such as species richness, 
endemism, level of threat, level of irreplaceability, and 
representativeness in terms of biodiversity attributes. 
Other parameters include Agency comparative 
advantage, past program performance, and geopolitical 
factors. In establishing overarching goals and priorities, 
planners identify the scope, type, and nature of the 
conservation project that will best meet the broad 
conservation aims of both USAID and its national 
partners. In setting a conservation vision, planners  
should describe the state they hope to achieve with  
the biodiversity program or project. 

 

2.2 COUNTRY DEVELOPMENT 
COOPERATION STRATEGY 
(CDCS) 

In USAID, most large-scale strategic planning and major 
national and sectoral assessments take place during the 
formulation of the country development cooperation 
strategy (CDCS). The 2010 President’s Policy Directive 
on Global Development states that “USAID will work in 
collaboration with other agencies to formulate country 
development cooperation strategies that are results-
oriented, and will partner with host countries and local 
communities to focus investment in key areas that shape 
countries’ overall stability and prosperity. In this regard,  
a CDCS can be considered to be a five-year blueprint 
that lays out development hypotheses and sets forth  
the goals, objectives, results, indicators, and resource 
levels required.” 

Nearly all bilateral Missions are required to develop 
a CDCS, and some regional Missions have developed 
them as well (e.g., the Central African Regional Program 
for the Environment/CARPE/USAID/CAR). CDCSs 
require a broad gender analysis, as well as a Biodiversity 
and Tropical Forestry (FAA 118-119) Analysis (note: 
forestry is only required for those countries with 
tropical forests). The extent of these analyses can range 
from a desk study to field-based multi-sectoral analysis. 
Section 2.3.4 on assessments and specific USAID 
considerations for assessments provides more details.

As outlined in the ADS 200 and summarized in Figure 
6, after the approval of the CDCS, a concept paper 
is developed as the first stage of each project design 
process. This concept paper informs the development 
of the more detailed PAD. The PAD, in particular, will 
draw on the assessments completed during CDCS 
development, but normally much more detailed 
analysis is required during project design. For instance, 
a sustainability analysis is required at the project level, 
in the PAD. An initial environmental examination (IEE) 
is also required at the project level and, if necessary, in 
additional detail at the mechanism level.

The PAD is approved by the Mission Director in signing 
the project authorization, after which the team can 
define more specifically how they will implement the 

http://transition.usaid.gov/policy/policyframework_sep11.html
http://transition.usaid.gov/policy/policyframework_sep11.html
http://www.usaidgems.org/faa118119.htm
http://www.usaidgems.org/faa118119.htm
http://www.usaid.gov/who-we-are/agency-policy/series-200
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Figure 6. General Steps for Moving from the CDCS to Full Implementation of the PAD

project and select the procurement instruments needed 
to implement the project design. Once the partners 
are selected, and grants, contracts, and agreements with 
partner governments and other donors are signed, the 
project begins to be implemented.

What If Biodiversity Is Not Featured in the 
CDCS? 
Biodiversity may or may not figure strongly (or at all) in 
a CDCS; the emphasis often depends on whether the 
country has been prioritized for biodiversity funding, 
whether it has biodiversity funding, and/or whether it 
historically has been a strategic biodiversity country 
or region (e.g., the Amazon and Congo Basins). Some 
countries may integrate biodiversity and environment/
natural resource management into their strategies 

because they recognize the importance of these assets 
to national development.

Major sectoral strategies, especially those that have an 
impact on land and natural resources, should consider 
biodiversity as an essential component. Congress 
mandates that USAID consider impacts on biodiversity 
and tropical forests in its strategic processes and project 
implementation through adherence to Regulation 216 
(22 CFR 216 and ADS 204). Major USAID investments 
should at least not harm biodiversity and ideally should 
contribute to improving a country’s biodiversity strategy, 
now more than ever as countries experience the 
impacts of climate change. Attention to biodiversity 
will help ensure a more resilient and sustainable 
development pathway. Box 4 presents some ideas for 
integrating biodiversity into the CDCS.

Note that the process is not always as linear as it appears in this figure. For example, PAD project designs will frequently happen out 
of sync with the CDCS. Likewise, implementation and procurement are ongoing. Usually some existing mechanisms that were awarded 
prior to PAD development will need to be modified to align with the role they are expected to play in project implementation. The range 
of mechanisms that can be used for project implementation includes more than just contracts and grants. Government-to-government 
agreements, USAID staff actions, and agreements with other donors and public international organizations, as well as credit guarantees, 
are often part of the set of mechanisms that will be needed for implementation of the project design.

Some ways to integrate biodiversity into CDCSs include

• visiting biodiversity priority areas and assessing development options that fit with USAID 
priorities and comparative advantage; even if not implemented, these ideas could be shared  
with other donors and the government

• consulting with relevant Ministries, NGOs, and communities in areas of significant biodiversity

• integrating priorities from the country’s National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan 

• seeking and incorporating concrete examples of how biodiversity and conservation link to 
development objectives, such as food security, health, good governance, stabilizing long-term 
sustainable livelihoods, conflict prevention and mitigation, and mitigating and adapting to  
climate change

• studying and adopting development pathways that support biodiversity conservation

• contacting USAID technical experts for ideas and as champions for integrating biodiversity

BOX 4. INTEGRATING BIODIVERSITY INTO CDCSS AND PROJECT STRATEGIES
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2.2.1 CDCS Results Framework 
A CDCS incorporates a results framework (RF). The 
RF informs development of the project/PAD-level 
logical framework (see Figure 4 and Project Design 
and Planning for further information). The CDCS 
RF is a schematic map that shows how the mission 
plans to support its overall development goal with 
development objectives, and with the intermediate 
results (IRs), sub-intermediate results, and indicators that 
feed into the development objectives. The CDCS goal 
is the highest-level impact to be advanced by USAID, 
in collaboration with the partner country, NGOs, and 
other development partners. While the RF does not 
always reflect the complicated, non-linear realities in 
which USAID programs operate, it is a useful rubric 
to help managers think through the components of 
an integrated program and how these components 
fit together within the context of the development 
hypothesis to achieve the desired result. 

While the CDCS is shown in the USAID program cycle 
as preceding the project design phase, in reality project 
design sometimes comes before the CDCS or when 
the CDCS may be in need of updating. Projects that will 
outlive the term of a mission’s current CDCS will need 
to be revalidated, and possibly realigned, with subsequent 
strategies. Where biodiversity is a development objective 
or IR, USAID managers need to consider how other 
outcomes and intermediate results influence and impact 
biodiversity and vice versa. The RF should model a 
holistic, integrated approach that reinforces not only the 
environmental but also the economic and governance 
attributes of biodiversity conservation, as detailed in the 
USAID Biodiversity Policy. The RF should also include a 
box showing non-USAID contributions (e.g., from the 
host-country government, private sector, or another 
donor) as collaborative elements of the Agency’s 
collaborating, learning, and adapting (CLA) approach to 
implementing the program cycle. Collaboration mapping 
is a tool some have used to flesh out stakeholder 
contributions and relationships in greater detail.

 

Beyond the standard guidelines described 
in this section, developing a design for a 
biodiversity project requires that planners be 
clear about the use of earmarked funds. It is 
extremely important to have clear guidance in 
the design regarding the amount of funding to 
be attributed to the biodiversity earmark, and 
other earmarks, accompanied by an official, 
unambiguous definition of what is and is not 
acceptable under each source. Reporting 
requirements for each funding source must 
also be clearly spelled out and respected.

Do operating units need to create a separate 
development objective or IR at the CDCS 
level or purpose/sub-purpose at the PAD level 
when the OU has biodiversity-earmarked 
funds? The Biodiversity Code requires a 
conservation objective but does not specify 
where this objective needs to fall. The decision 
must be considered in light of the integrity 
of the whole CDCS RF. Operating units may 
place biodiversity at the development objective, 
intermediate result, or sub-intermediate 
result level, depending on a number of factors, 
including

• the importance of biodiversity in the 
country: Is the country a strategic (Tier 
One) USAID and international priority?

• the level and likely timeframe of biodiversity 
funding

• if and how biodiversity considerations will 
impact site selection, including co-location  
of other activities

BOX 5.  APPROPRIATE USE OF 
BIODIVERSITY EARMARKED FUNDS

http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/collaboration-mapping
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2.3 PROJECT DESIGN: 
UNDERSTANDING THE 
CONTEXT AND PREPARING  
THE CONCEPT PAPER

The PAD and the concept paper that informs it are the 
building blocks for project design in the USAID program 
cycle. This section helps teams developing concept 
papers and PADs to understand the development 
context by

1. defining principles and best practices
2. framing the design, defining the project purpose and 

end of project status, and building the project design 
and implementation teams

3. clarifying the biodiversity interests and defining  
sub-purposes

4. using assessments to assemble and synthesize 
information about threats and drivers (including 
specific USAID considerations and requirements,  
such as plans for sustainability)

Clarifying the project’s context will help the team better 
identify relevant strategic approaches, define appropriate 
sub-purposes and outcomes, and identify sound 
indicators to measure progress. This section describes 
steps that project teams can take to ensure that they 
start the development of a PAD with a full 
understanding of the development context, project 
scope, and available evidence. Box 5 describes 
considerations in project design for use of biodiversity 
funds. The PAD assessment phase is described in this 
section and in Section 2.4. 

2.3.1 Defining Principles and Best Practices
USAID policy underscores the following general 
principles during this phase: 1) applying analytic  
rigor and using the best available evidence;  
2) broadening the range of implementing options 
considered; 3) incorporating continuous learning for 
adaptive management based on risks and opportunities;  
4) implementing review processes commensurate  
with a project’s cost and complexity; 5) promoting 
collaboration and mutual accountability among  
USAID, the partner government, other U.S.  
Government agencies, and other key stakeholders;  
and 6) demonstrating USAID staff leadership in the 

project design effort. Chapter 3 (Section 3.1) outlines 
more specific principles tailored to biodiversity 
conservation efforts.

In addition, designers should consider the following core 
concepts, described in more detail in Chapter 3.  

• Scale Appropriateness: Does the project start 
at an appropriate scale and target the right level of 
change in networks, institutions, and policy? What 
additional activities or investments – by USAID or 
others – are necessary to ensure effective scaling up?

• Systems (Integrated) Thinking: Does the 
project address the issue or problem from multiple 
development perspectives? Could value be added by 
taking a more integrated approach? Box 6 presents 
some approaches to facilitate integration.

• Sustainability: Are the full range of factors involved 
in sustainability – environmental, social, institutional, 
and economic – addressed and linked? Does the 
design combine activities that will be completed by 
the end of the project while also tackling longer-term 
issues related to drivers of biodiversity loss and the  
enabling environment? 

Some approaches to collaborating with and 
integrating biodiversity into other sectors 
include  

• conducting an integrated problem analysis 
that focuses on the intersection of the 
development sectors of interest

• targeting strategic approaches where 
opportunities for different sectors 
coincide; identifying “win-win” outcomes 
that benefit more than one sector

• promoting geographic co-location of 
activities from different sectors

• adopting landscape-scale approaches to 
achieve spatial integration in more than 
one sector

BOX 6. APPROACHES FOR  
INTEGRATION ACROSS SECTORS
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• Engaging Stakeholders: Have people who depend 
directly on natural resources (e.g., farmers, forest-
dependent populations, fishermen) had meaningful 
input into the design of the project? Will the planned 
activities build their capacity or otherwise benefit 
them? How are gender issues being addressed 
throughout the project?

2.3.2 Framing the Design, Defining the 
Project Purpose, and Building Project 
Teams
There is never a completely blank slate in any USAID 
project design process. Key internal USAID and external 
parameters − such as earmarks, national government 
priorities, geographic focus areas, special security issues, 
or political concerns − serve as boundaries and filters 
for the project design.

During the analytical phase, the PAD design team 
must clarify the degree to which the project is multi-
sectoral, that is, comprising more than one development 
sector (e.g., health and biodiversity, food security and 
biodiversity, conflict over natural resources in biodiverse 
areas, climate change and coastal biodiversity) versus  
a more focused effort on biodiversity. Fully multi-sectoral 
project design typically requires special approaches  
(Box 6).

PAD Team: The selection of the PAD design team 
is a critical early step in preparing the concept paper 
and PAD. The systemic nature of both problems and 
solutions in biodiversity and natural resource sectors 
often calls for understanding and incorporating 
insights from disciplines as diverse as ecology, biology, 
atmospheric science, economics, sociology, anthropology, 
and political science. For this reason, it is important to 
put together a multidisciplinary team or have access to 
individuals with the necessary expertise. Biodiversity 
projects coupled with other development sectors such 
as education, health, economic growth, and democracy 
will require specialists in those areas as well.  

As described in the Agency’s CLA approach and the 
Program Cycle Learning Guide, learning activities 
around updating and expanding contextual knowledge 
can help OU/Mission staff, implementing partners, and 

other stakeholders better understand the country/local 
context and track its dynamic effects on the USAID 
project, as well as showing how the USAID program 
may influence this context. Implementing partners and 
other local development actors need to be engaged as 
knowledge peers and advisors in productive relationships 
that can include

• participation in working groups that include 
government counterparts and other donors

• inclusion of Advisory Committees that aid the Mission 
in CDCS development and project design

• engagement with local thought leaders and academic 
and research institutions in interactive knowledge-
sharing opportunities such as Big Picture Reflections, 
or discussion forums to assess project implementation 
and its implications for strategy and learning

• sharing and collaborative analysis of findings from 
country assessments, evaluations, and monitoring

Project Purpose: Defining the project purpose is one 
of the first steps a PAD team should take.  A project 
purpose is the key result to be achieved by the project. 
The purpose comes from the IR, set of IRs, or DO to 
which the PAD team has been assigned; it is the PAD 
team’s responsibility to align the purpose with those 
parts of the CDCS RF and show how the purpose 
contributes to the RF.  

In generic planning language and in the Open Standards, 
the project purpose is often referred to as the “project 
vision” – the desired state or ultimate condition that the 
project is working to achieve. It is typically expressed as 
a clear and brief summary of the main result the project 
team members and their partners are committing 
themselves to achieve. For most biodiversity projects, the 
project purpose should describe the desired state of the 
biodiversity or resources in the project area, taking into 
account consultations with stakeholders. It should guide 
the project team and help the team communicate what 
the project is trying to accomplish.  

   

Biodiversity interests collectively represent 
the overall biodiversity values of the system.  
They include 

• Ecosystems (and habitats) that 
characterize or support the site’s 
terrestrial, aquatic, and/or marine 
biodiversity. Examples include native 
grasslands, riparian forest, and coral 
reef. A small site may have only a few 
ecosystem types. A large, complex site 
may have many ecosystem types, so 
the team will have to select a subset as 
interests to represent the whole.

• Species or species assemblages 
endemic to an ecoregion, area-sensitive 
species, commercially exploited species, 
flagship species, keystone species, or 
imperiled species. Examples include 
mountain gorillas, humphead wrasse, 
snow leopard, Mekong catfish, mussel 
assemblages, and Himalayan poppies. 
Species selected as interests are typically 
those not represented by the key 
ecosystems because they require multiple 
ecosystems, have special conservation 
requirements, or are subject to threats 
that affect the larger ecosystem less 
directly (e.g., hunting).  

BOX 7. EXAMPLES OF  
BIODIVERSITY INTERESTS

http://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-guide/program-cycle-learning-guide-beta
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2.3.3 Clarifying the Biodiversity Interests 
and Defining any Sub-Purposes
Biodiversity: After clarifying the project purpose 
and ensuring that its end-of-project status indicators, 
timeframes, and targets will be within USAID’s 
manageable interest, one of the first tasks of the PAD 
design team is to define the specific elements of 
biodiversity the project is trying to conserve. Working to 
conserve biodiversity is an inherently complex endeavor. 
To help focus this effort and make it manageable, teams 
should prioritize “biodiversity interests” – or “biodiversity 
targets,” per the Open Standards – that can represent 
the overall biodiversity at the site(s) (Box 7). Doing so 
helps teams narrow their focus and assess whether their 
conservation efforts are effective over the long term. 
Defining biodiversity interests establishes the foundation 
for later work, including assessing threats and drivers, 
selecting strategies, and monitoring long-term impact. 
In addition, biodiversity interests help teams set project 
sub-purposes, which are linked directly to the desired 
future status of the biodiversity interest. 

Although this section is largely focused on site-based 
conservation, it critical to consider how a project 
purpose or sub-purpose that focuses on policies 
or other elements of the enabling environment will 
achieve specific conservation objectives. This focus will 
strengthen problem statements and associated measures 
and assure adherence with the Biodiversity Code.

When selecting biodiversity interests, it is useful to use a 
“coarse filter/fine filter” approach. Coarse filter interests 
are those key ecosystems that, when conserved, also 
protect the majority of species within the project 
area. Fine filter interests are composed of species and 
communities that are not well captured by coarse 
filter interests and require individual attention. These 
interests may be rare, face unique threats, or require 
unique strategic approaches. In theory – and hopefully 
in practice – conservation of the biodiversity interests 
will ensure the conservation of all native biodiversity and 
key natural resources within the project site. Selection 
of biodiversity interests is typically a group effort and 
requires input from experts and analysis of spatial data.  

other stakeholders better understand the country/local 
context and track its dynamic effects on the USAID 
project, as well as showing how the USAID program 
may influence this context. Implementing partners and 
other local development actors need to be engaged as 
knowledge peers and advisors in productive relationships 
that can include

• participation in working groups that include 
government counterparts and other donors

• inclusion of Advisory Committees that aid the Mission 
in CDCS development and project design

• engagement with local thought leaders and academic 
and research institutions in interactive knowledge-
sharing opportunities such as Big Picture Reflections, 
or discussion forums to assess project implementation 
and its implications for strategy and learning

• sharing and collaborative analysis of findings from 
country assessments, evaluations, and monitoring

Project Purpose: Defining the project purpose is one 
of the first steps a PAD team should take.  A project 
purpose is the key result to be achieved by the project. 
The purpose comes from the IR, set of IRs, or DO to 
which the PAD team has been assigned; it is the PAD 
team’s responsibility to align the purpose with those 
parts of the CDCS RF and show how the purpose 
contributes to the RF.  

In generic planning language and in the Open Standards, 
the project purpose is often referred to as the “project 
vision” – the desired state or ultimate condition that the 
project is working to achieve. It is typically expressed as 
a clear and brief summary of the main result the project 
team members and their partners are committing 
themselves to achieve. For most biodiversity projects, the 
project purpose should describe the desired state of the 
biodiversity or resources in the project area, taking into 
account consultations with stakeholders. It should guide 
the project team and help the team communicate what 
the project is trying to accomplish.  

   

Biodiversity interests collectively represent 
the overall biodiversity values of the system.  
They include 

• Ecosystems (and habitats) that 
characterize or support the site’s 
terrestrial, aquatic, and/or marine 
biodiversity. Examples include native 
grasslands, riparian forest, and coral 
reef. A small site may have only a few 
ecosystem types. A large, complex site 
may have many ecosystem types, so 
the team will have to select a subset as 
interests to represent the whole.

• Species or species assemblages 
endemic to an ecoregion, area-sensitive 
species, commercially exploited species, 
flagship species, keystone species, or 
imperiled species. Examples include 
mountain gorillas, humphead wrasse, 
snow leopard, Mekong catfish, mussel 
assemblages, and Himalayan poppies. 
Species selected as interests are typically 
those not represented by the key 
ecosystems because they require multiple 
ecosystems, have special conservation 
requirements, or are subject to threats 
that affect the larger ecosystem less 
directly (e.g., hunting).  

BOX 7. EXAMPLES OF  
BIODIVERSITY INTERESTS
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Setting Project Sub-Purposes: This handbook 
defines a project sub-purpose as a formal statement 
detailing the desired future status of a biodiversity 
interest. In some cases the sub-purpose may align  
to a CDCS’s sub-IR. In the Open Standards, biodiversity 
sub-purposes are referred to as biodiversity or 
conservation “goals.” A single project usually has  
multiple sub-purposes, as each biodiversity interest 
would have a specific sub-purpose to describe how the 
team hopes to improve it. Alternatively, the specific 
biodiversity interests could be tied to specific indicators 
and targets for a single project purpose or sub-purpose, 
rather than requiring the creation of a string of separate 
sub-purposes.

A well-defined sub-purpose ensures that a project 
team has an explicit and common understanding of 
the project and how the team intends to influence the 
biodiversity of concern. It can help inform learning and 
assessments of effectiveness. Consider, for instance, the 
following two fictitious sub-purposes for a watershed 
conservation project:

• Sub-purpose A: Conserve riparian areas within  
the watershed

• Sub-purpose B: By 2020, all rivers and tributaries in 
the Clear River Watershed have forest coverage that 
extends at least 100 meters on both sides

With sub-purpose A, there is a general understanding 
of what the project intends to do, but it is not clear 
how the team is defining “conserved riparian areas.” In 
contrast, sub-purpose B provides specific conditions the 
team must work to achieve, and it is clear what the team 
will measure to know if it has achieved its sub-purpose. 
As such, well-defined sub-purposes and indicators also 
focus monitoring efforts. In many cases, project teams 
monitor their project by simply collecting as much 
information as they can without a clear idea of how they 
will use it. Monitoring sub-purpose A might encourage 
extensive data collection, while monitoring sub-purpose 
B simply involves measuring forest coverage along the 
rivers and tributaries.  

In biodiversity projects, sub-purposes and/or indicators 
should be clearly linked to the desired future condition 
of biodiversity interests (Box 8). When setting a sub-
purpose, it can be useful to consider “key ecological 
attributes” of the biodiversity of interest (Box 7). In 
particular, teams can think about the categories of size, 
condition, and landscape context. In other words, species, 
habitats, and ecosystem generally need a minimum size, a 
certain condition or quality, and adequate surroundings. 
Where relevant, teams should consider setting sub-
purposes and/or indicators that include at least one 
element from these categories. If time and resources 
permit and sufficient information is available about the 
biodiversity focal interest, the team should consider 
doing a viability assessment (Box 9).

A good sub-purpose or end-of-project 
purpose-level target and indicator should 
meet the following criteria: 

• linked to biodiversity interests – 
directly associated with one or more 
biodiversity focal interests 

• impact oriented – represents the 
desired future status of the biodiversity 
interest over the long term 

• measurable – definable in relation 
to some standard scale (numbers, 
percentage, fractions, or all/nothing states) 

• time limited – achievable within a 
specific period of time, generally 10 or 
fewer years

• specific – clearly defined, so that all 
people involved in the project have the 
same understanding of the terms in the 
sub-purpose 

BOX 8.  CRITERIA FOR A GOOD SUB-
PURPOSE OR END-OF-PROJECT STATUS 

INDICATOR AT THE PURPOSE LEVEL

To know if a biodiversity focal interest is doing 
well, it is important to know how ecologically 
viable it is. One tool that can be helpful in setting 
project purposes and sub-purposes or purpose-
level end-of-project status targets and indicators 
is a viability assessment. Viability assessment 
involves identifying key ecological attributes 
(KEAs) for each biodiversity focal interest. KEAs 
are aspects of a biodiversity interest’s biology 
or ecology that, if present, define a healthy focal 
interest and if missing or altered would lead to 
the outright loss or extreme degradation of that 
interest over time. For example, a key attribute 
for a freshwater stream might be some aspect of 
water chemistry. If the water chemistry becomes 
sufficiently degraded, then the stream is no longer 
viable. To identify KEAs, it is helpful to think of 
three attribute categories that often collectively 
determine the health of a conservation focal 
interest: size, condition, and landscape context. 
Once the team has chosen its KEAs, it identifies 
one or more specific indicators to measure each 

attribute and then defines what constitute “very 
good,” “good,” “fair,” and “poor” values for that 
indicator. In addition, the team defines the current 
value or status and the desired future value and 
date for the indicator.

For example, in the figure below, the project team 
has a grassland habitat focal interest. They identify 
fire regime as a key attribute of the grasslands 
and years between fires as an associated indicator. 
Based on expert input, the team assumes that a 
healthy frequency is to have fires every 5-10 years. 
If fires happen more or less often, the grassland 
will lose integrity over time, leading to serious 
system degradation. Note that in this particular 
example, the team did not assign a “very good” 
or “poor” rating. They may be able to fill in that 
information over time, as they get a more precise 
understanding of the fire regime.  However, the 
most important information is whether the fire 
regime is trending toward “good” or “fair.”

By carrying out a viability assessment, the team 
has gathered the building blocks of a target and 
indicator set. They know what they are trying 
to achieve (a certain interval between fires in 
grasslands), what the desired level is (5-10 year 
intervals), and when they need to achieve this (by 
January 2025). This information can be converted 
into the following target, timeframe, and indicator: 
“By January 2025, grasslands across the project 
area are burned at least once every 5 years and 
not more than once every 10 years.” This meets 
the criteria for a “good” target and indicator  

(Box 8) and was easy to develop because the 
team dedicated time for a viability assessment.

A viability assessment relies on established 
principles of ecology and conservation science. 
It uses the best available information in an 
explicit, objective, consistent, and credible 
manner; however, it does not require “perfect” 
information. Instead, it provides a way for a team 
to specify – to the best of its knowledge – what 
healthy biodiversity focal interests will look like.

BOX 9.  VIABILITY ASSESSMENT – A TOOL FOR DEFINING  
BIODIVERSITY INTEREST STATUS AND SETTING SUB-PURPOSES

Biodiversity  
Interest

Key  
Attribute Indicator

Indicator Ratings

Poor    Fair Good Very Good

Grassland Fire regime Years between fires >10 or <5   5-10

Current Status (January 2013)     8

Desired Future Status (January 2025)   5-10
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A well-defined sub-purpose ensures that a project 
team has an explicit and common understanding of 
the project and how the team intends to influence the 
biodiversity of concern. It can help inform learning and 
assessments of effectiveness. Consider, for instance, the 
following two fictitious sub-purposes for a watershed 
conservation project:

• Sub-purpose A: Conserve riparian areas within  
the watershed

• Sub-purpose B: By 2020, all rivers and tributaries in 
the Clear River Watershed have forest coverage that 
extends at least 100 meters on both sides

With sub-purpose A, there is a general understanding 
of what the project intends to do, but it is not clear 
how the team is defining “conserved riparian areas.” In 
contrast, sub-purpose B provides specific conditions the 
team must work to achieve, and it is clear what the team 
will measure to know if it has achieved its sub-purpose. 
As such, well-defined sub-purposes and indicators also 
focus monitoring efforts. In many cases, project teams 
monitor their project by simply collecting as much 
information as they can without a clear idea of how they 
will use it. Monitoring sub-purpose A might encourage 
extensive data collection, while monitoring sub-purpose 
B simply involves measuring forest coverage along the 
rivers and tributaries.  

In biodiversity projects, sub-purposes and/or indicators 
should be clearly linked to the desired future condition 
of biodiversity interests (Box 8). When setting a sub-
purpose, it can be useful to consider “key ecological 
attributes” of the biodiversity of interest (Box 7). In 
particular, teams can think about the categories of size, 
condition, and landscape context. In other words, species, 
habitats, and ecosystem generally need a minimum size, a 
certain condition or quality, and adequate surroundings. 
Where relevant, teams should consider setting sub-
purposes and/or indicators that include at least one 
element from these categories. If time and resources 
permit and sufficient information is available about the 
biodiversity focal interest, the team should consider 
doing a viability assessment (Box 9).

To know if a biodiversity focal interest is doing 
well, it is important to know how ecologically 
viable it is. One tool that can be helpful in setting 
project purposes and sub-purposes or purpose-
level end-of-project status targets and indicators 
is a viability assessment. Viability assessment 
involves identifying key ecological attributes 
(KEAs) for each biodiversity focal interest. KEAs 
are aspects of a biodiversity interest’s biology 
or ecology that, if present, define a healthy focal 
interest and if missing or altered would lead to 
the outright loss or extreme degradation of that 
interest over time. For example, a key attribute 
for a freshwater stream might be some aspect of 
water chemistry. If the water chemistry becomes 
sufficiently degraded, then the stream is no longer 
viable. To identify KEAs, it is helpful to think of 
three attribute categories that often collectively 
determine the health of a conservation focal 
interest: size, condition, and landscape context. 
Once the team has chosen its KEAs, it identifies 
one or more specific indicators to measure each 

attribute and then defines what constitute “very 
good,” “good,” “fair,” and “poor” values for that 
indicator. In addition, the team defines the current 
value or status and the desired future value and 
date for the indicator.

For example, in the figure below, the project team 
has a grassland habitat focal interest. They identify 
fire regime as a key attribute of the grasslands 
and years between fires as an associated indicator. 
Based on expert input, the team assumes that a 
healthy frequency is to have fires every 5-10 years. 
If fires happen more or less often, the grassland 
will lose integrity over time, leading to serious 
system degradation. Note that in this particular 
example, the team did not assign a “very good” 
or “poor” rating. They may be able to fill in that 
information over time, as they get a more precise 
understanding of the fire regime.  However, the 
most important information is whether the fire 
regime is trending toward “good” or “fair.”

By carrying out a viability assessment, the team 
has gathered the building blocks of a target and 
indicator set. They know what they are trying 
to achieve (a certain interval between fires in 
grasslands), what the desired level is (5-10 year 
intervals), and when they need to achieve this (by 
January 2025). This information can be converted 
into the following target, timeframe, and indicator: 
“By January 2025, grasslands across the project 
area are burned at least once every 5 years and 
not more than once every 10 years.” This meets 
the criteria for a “good” target and indicator  

(Box 8) and was easy to develop because the 
team dedicated time for a viability assessment.

A viability assessment relies on established 
principles of ecology and conservation science. 
It uses the best available information in an 
explicit, objective, consistent, and credible 
manner; however, it does not require “perfect” 
information. Instead, it provides a way for a team 
to specify – to the best of its knowledge – what 
healthy biodiversity focal interests will look like.

BOX 9.  VIABILITY ASSESSMENT – A TOOL FOR DEFINING  
BIODIVERSITY INTEREST STATUS AND SETTING SUB-PURPOSES

Biodiversity  
Interest

Key  
Attribute Indicator

Indicator Ratings

Poor    Fair Good Very Good

Grassland Fire regime Years between fires >10 or <5   5-10

Current Status (January 2013)     8

Desired Future Status (January 2025)   5-10
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2.3.4 Assessments: Synthesizing Information 
about Threats and Drivers
Assessments and analyses are critical to the project 
design phase. In addition to reviewing existing data, a 
design team will scope and implement targeted thematic 
assessments, analyses, and site-based data collection. 
During implementation, assessments and program 
evaluations inform ongoing and future programming. 
Cross-sectoral assessments at the country scale are 
often used as a basis for operating unit strategic planning. 
They help map relationships among different sectors; 
identify key national and local policies; and delineate 
the positions of other donors, civil society, and citizens 
relevant to a particular topic. Assessments conducted 
in a participatory fashion start the process of building 
consensus around a project purpose. 

During the analytical phase, 

• existing information is collected, reviewed, and 
judged on its importance and relevance; 

• information gaps are identified and decisions made 
about how to manage them during design and/or 
during project implementation;

• key direct threats to biodiversity and ecosystem 
interests are identified;

• trends and drivers, including direction, speed, and 
cause of change, are linked to direct threats; 

• critical leverage points and actors are identified; 
and 

• the design team begins to identify key components of 
a system and to outline a development hypothesis 
with an explicit theory of change (TOC). 

USAID Required or Recommended 
Assessments
As part of the concept paper and PAD development 
phases, project teams should carry out a number of 
assessments required or recommended by USAID  
(see ADS 201). 

Tropical Forest and Biodiversity Analyses, as 
discussed above, are required to inform the CDCS. 
These FAA 118-119 analyses should be carefully 
reviewed in the assessment phase of project design to 
identify priority sites, key threats, country-level actions, 

and where USAID’s existing portfolio of projects may 
impact biodiversity and tropical forestry. 

Environmental Threats and Opportunities 
Analyses are not required, but they are increasingly 
used to meet the requirements of FAA 118-119, 
especially within the Africa Bureau. They differ widely  
in format and length from Mission to Mission, but  
their general purpose is to identify key environmental 
threats and their underlying causes across different 
systems − green (forests, agricultural systems); brown 
(urban, industrial systems); and blue (marine and 
freshwater systems). 

An Initial Environmental Examination (IEE) as 
required by 22 CFR 216 ensures that environmental 
consequences of any and all USAID activities are 
considered in the project design phase and prior 
to the final decision to authorize the project. These 
USAID environmental procedures should define 
environmental factors that constrain development and 
identify activities that can assist in sustaining or restoring 
the natural resource base. Additional IEE detail may 
need to be provided at the mechanism level prior to 
procurement proceeding for specific mechanisms. Note 
that the IEE is critical to other (non-biodiversity or 
environment) sectors and should never just be focused 
on environment projects. It is a way to open up dialogue 
with other sectors about how to avoid impact at a 
minimum but ideally contribute to conservation.

It also should never be assumed that a biodiversity 
project gets a categorical exclusion in an IEE because it 
is considered to be environmentally friendly. All projects 
need to be scrutinized for possible environmental 
impacts. For instance, a project may be promoting 
agricultural approaches that are hypothesized to 
reduce threats on natural areas but that could have 
environmental impacts. 

After the IEE has been approved, Environmental 
Impact Assessments may be required for 
activities that can be expected to have effects on 
the environment, including biodiversity. They consist 
of a detailed study of the effects, both beneficial and 
adverse, of a proposed action on the environment of 
a foreign country or countries. They provide Agency 

http://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1870/201.pdf
http://www.usaidgems.org/faa118119.htm
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and host country decision makers with a full discussion 
of significant environmental effects of such an action. 
These assessments include alternatives that would avoid 
or minimize adverse effects or enhance the quality of 
the environment. In cases of expected environmental 
impact, a mitigation plan is developed and should be 
monitored and updated regularly. USAID environmental 
procedures are detailed here.

Gender Analysis (mandatory), conducted as part of 
the project design process, outlines key social dynamics 
and trends important for biodiversity programming.  The 
more general level of gender analysis conducted for 
the CDCS rarely provides sufficient detail to meet the 
gender analysis requirements for the design of strategic 
approaches at the project level. Gender analysis can 
provide insight into such issues as how land tenure and 
property rights systems impact men’s and women’s 
investments in land and resources; gender roles in 
diverse value chains; agricultural, forestry, or fishery 
divisions of labor; or how specific activities may impact 
and benefit men and women differently. For more 
information on advancing gender equality and women’s 
empowerment in the design and implementation of 
biodiversity projects, see Chapter 3 and the suite of 
tools available from the Office of Gender Equality and 
Women’s Empowerment (GenDev). The Gender Matrix 
tool is particularly helpful for project design.

Sustainability Analysis is required for PADs.  
Missions should analyze key sustainability issues, including 
economic, financial, social, cultural, institutional, political, 
technical, and environmental sustainability. Where 
appropriate, the analysis should discuss generally how 
USAID’s overarching strategic objectives can help 
achieve sustainability goals. This analysis also requires a 
review of the project’s financial costs, recurrent costs, 
and maintenance capability and costs (if applicable), and 
how to ensure adequate future revenues. It involves 
analyzing the institutional capacity needed, including 
systems, policies, and skills. In conflict situations or 
highly volatile environments, the sustainability of project 
benefits may be unpredictable. In such cases, the analysis 
should describe which benefits may be sustainable and 
which may need to be achieved through future projects. 
It should reference the project’s sustainability outcomes 
(with the understanding that not all projects aim to be 
fully sustainable at their conclusion) and indicate how 
the project intends to meet these outcomes. Finally, the 
timeframe for sustainability should factor in how long it 
takes to influence actions at a spatial scale appropriate 
to generate meaningful change. Box 10 and Chapter 3 
provide additional information on linking this analysis to 
biodiversity conservation.

• Economic analysis should include both financial and non-financial benefits and costs, 
incorporating the value of maintaining ecosystem services. 

• For biodiversity projects, the sustainability analysis can help identify the sustainability of 
institutions that manage biodiversity and natural resources; identify resources for building 
constituencies; and strengthen civic and governmental institutions more broadly, as called  
for in USAID Forward.

BOX 10. EXAMPLES OF HOW ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY 
 LINKS TO OTHER SUSTAINABILITY ELEMENTS 

http://www.usaid.gov/our_work/environment/compliance/regulations-procedures
http://www.usaid.gov/who-we-are/organization/bureaus/bureau-economic-growth-education-and-environment/office-gender
http://www.usaid.gov/who-we-are/organization/bureaus/bureau-economic-growth-education-and-environment/office-gender
http://www.usaid.gov/usaidforward
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A Biodiversity Threats3 Assessment is not among 
USAID’s formally required analyses, but it is critical for 
biodiversity programming. This assessment is a site-
specific study that identifies both direct threats and 
indirect threats or drivers impacting biodiversity, as 
well as major trends and actors that have an impact on 
ecosystems and species of interest (Box 11). An analysis 
of threats to biodiversity helps planners to be more 
strategic about biodiversity investments. It is also a first 
step in developing an explicit theory of change for how 
to mitigate or prevent threats. 
 
A threats assessment is not the same as an FAA 
118-119 analysis, which is undertaken at the country 
level as part of a CDCS. A biodiversity threats 
assessment may build on the FAA 118-119 analysis, but 
it goes into much greater depth on the type, location, 
severity, and causes of threats to a specific area, 
ecosystem, or species. It also seeks to identify causal 
connections among the threats and to identify broader 
trends and conditions. A threats assessment can range in 
scope from a desk study overview to a scientific 
investigation of specific threats to a species. Typically, 
threats assessments for USAID activities involve 
literature reviews, field visits, and interviews. They should 
be carried out at the beginning of any USAID-funded 
biodiversity project per the Biodiversity Code, as 
described in Chapter 1. It is acceptable to use recent 
threats analyses completed by partners or other actors if 
the biodiversity interests they identify match those of 
USAID. See also Section 3.1.2.

3 The term “direct threat” is the current generic term accepted for  
USAID-level design and planning. In the conservation world, both terms  
are commonly used, but “threat assessment” is more widely used than  
“threats assessment.”  

Some steps to identify and prioritize  
threats include

• Select a specific biodiversity interest 
from the larger set identified. Biodiversity 
interests may include ecosystems, habitats, 
and species or assemblages of species 
as well as policies or other conditions 
impacting these interests. Teams should be 
as specific as possible.

• Review and synthesize relevant literature 
that describes the direct threats, stresses, 
trends, and actors that have an impact on 
the conservation interest. 

• Interview key actors and stakeholders, 
ideally at conservation sites, and compare 
the results with other findings to get as 
accurate a picture as possible. 

• Prioritize the threats based on literature, 
field observations, and interviews. It can 
be helpful to use a rating tool (e.g., Miradi 
or a relative rating) to summarize threat 
ratings across a site. 

• Link direct threats to drivers. For 
instance, direct threats such as logging 
may be linked to the lack of secure 
tenure for farmers around a forest, and 
an increase in hunting pressure could 
be due to demand from national and 
international markets.  

BOX 11. STEPS IN A BIODIVERSITY  
THREATS ASSESSMENT 

http://www.miradi.org
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In conducting a biodiversity threats assessment, planners 
should keep in mind emerging trends (e.g., demographic 
shifts, new extractive industries, changes in land policies) 
and develop strategies to monitor these contextual 
factors. Figure 7 depicts a tool to identify  
and rate threats.

Conflict Assessments (not required but 
recommended where applicable) provide a broad 
overview of destabilizing patterns and trends in a society. 
They sift through the many potential causes of conflict 
and focus on those that are most likely to lead to 
violence, or renewed violence, in a particular context. 
While conflict assessments provide recommendations 
about how to make development and humanitarian 
assistance more responsive to conflict dynamics, they 
do not provide detailed guidance on design of specific 
conflict activities. More information is available in  
USAID publications on conflict management  
and mitigation.

Climate Change Vulnerability and Adaptation 
Assessments are conducted at the regional and 
Mission levels to gain an understanding of how climate 
variability and change will impact communities, the goods 
and services provided by natural resources, and human-
built infrastructure. These assessments explore the ability 
of a society to plan for and respond to change in a way 
that makes it better equipped to manage its exposure 

and sensitivity to climate change. They are required when 
programming climate change adaptation funds but may 
also be very useful in biodiversity programming, given 
that climate change impacts on human populations can 
also have major impacts on biodiversity. In some cases, 
adaptation and biodiversity funds are programmed in 
one location (see climate change section of Chapter 4). 
More information is available in USAID’s climate  
change strategy.

Land Tenure and Property Rights (LTPR) 
Assessments, though not required for biodiversity 
programming, are appropriate when a Mission  
1) suspects that LTPR constraints are problematic and 
wishes to understand the problem and the best way 
to respond, or 2) has been involved in LTPR strategic 
approaches and would like to evaluate the current LTPR 
situation and past (or ongoing) strategic approaches to 
better plan for future actions. Under both circumstances, 
an LTPR assessment can help Missions determine how 
LTPR concerns are affecting development programming 
in a country and how USAID might respond. The LTPR 
Assessment Tools standardize the inquiry so that results 
and recommendations are analyzed and presented in a 
framework that is comparable for all settings. The LTPR 
Assessment Tools indicate the investigative paths to be 
followed to ensure that no themes are omitted and  
that inappropriate or ineffective follow-on actions  
are prevented.

Figure 7. Example of Threat Rating in Miradi Adaptive Management Software

http://www.usaid.gov/what-we-do/working-crises-and-conflict/technical-publications
http://www.usaid.gov/what-we-do/working-crises-and-conflict/technical-publications
http://www.usaid.gov/climate/strategy
http://www.usaid.gov/climate/strategy
http://rmportal.net/library/content/tools/land-tenure-and-property-rights-tools/ltpr-assessment-tools/land-tenure-and-property-rights-assessment-tools-introduction
http://rmportal.net/library/content/tools/land-tenure-and-property-rights-tools/ltpr-assessment-tools/land-tenure-and-property-rights-assessment-tools-introduction
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Research: In addition to required and optional 
assessments and monitoring and evaluation systems, 
research may be needed to better understand a 
development or conservation problem and its context 
and impacts. In a conservation project, this is likely to 
be applied or operational research, such as a study 
of stakeholder perceptions, wildlife or forestry policy 
analysis, a report on the effects of invasive species on key 
ecosystems, or an analysis of potential climate change 
impacts on target areas. 

USAID has produced a Biodiversity and Development 
Research Agenda to identify and tackle the major 
questions related to biodiversity conservation in the 
context of development. USAID also has partnerships 
with several U.S. and internationally-based research 
institutions that generate substantial amounts of 
information and data. The agenda presents key 
information resources, USAID mechanisms to  
fund research data sets, and articles related various 
research questions.

Conveying Information from Assessments
The work done in the analytical phase of project design 
provides the team with extensive information on the 
status of biodiversity, challenges faced, current actors, 
and responses. A good PAD-level suite of assessments 
will cover much more than biodiversity or environment 
and will serve as the context for addressing biodiversity 
issues. Understanding the big picture provides critical 
insights for the identification of root causes or drivers 
of problems to be addressed, as well as multi-sectoral 
linkages that may not be immediately apparent. While 
assessments are an important step, they can consume 
time, money, and resources. Where possible, USAID 
managers should draw on assessments conducted 
by other donors and researchers. This is where a 
multi-disciplinary team and strong ties to an Advisory 
Committee will be particularly important.  

A wide range of analytic tools for synthesizing and 
presenting data is available to USAID managers in 
project design:

• Spatial tools including Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS) help identify and visualize interactions 
of natural and social features at different scales. 
USAID/E3 Bureau’s in-house geospatial analytic 
services are coordinated with USAID’s GeoCenter to 
provide technical guidance on spatial analysis methods, 
data, and sustainable technology solutions.    

• Situation models (Box 12) depict relationships 
among drivers (constraints and opportunities) and 
direct threats in a complex system and how these 
factors impact the conservation interests.

• Economic tools, such as cost-benefit analysis  
and market tools such as value chain analysis, 
reveal economic flows and linkages that can 
incentivize conservation. 

• Stakeholder and actor-based tools, such as 
Whole System in a Room or Appreciative Inquiry 
Summits, identify what is working well, where, and 
why for the purpose of determining how actions  
can be applied elsewhere, and bring key people  
and groups together for planning, advocacy, and 
collective action. 

These tools can help teams organize their information in 
a systematic fashion and conceptualize complex realities. 
As the project design team reviews the information, 
it will develop questions and revise initial assumptions 
about what drives change (e.g., what is causing the 
trends that degrade ecosystems or how environmental 
conditions affect other areas of development). 

This type of analysis can also help the team identify 
leverage points where strategic approaches may 
be most effective. In systems thinking, as described 
in Chapter 3, leverage points could be areas, issues, 
institutions, or processes that have the potential to 
influence wide-scale change. For instance, property rights 
governing natural resources can be a critical incentive or 
disincentive to conservation. The ministry governing land 
use and allocation could be the most influential leverage 
institution in a country, even compared to environmental 
ministries. Or an area under conflict or mismanagement 
could be spreading threats to surrounding areas.

A situation model (also known as a problem analysis, conceptual, or causal model) illustrates 
connections among direct threats (threats), drivers, and biodiversity outcomes. It graphically represents  
the system being examined, lays out key variables identified from the analytical, and illustrates the 
cause/effect relationships among them (see figure below). Such models help the project design team 
analyze the problem holistically and locate key leverage points for USAID action. In multi-sectoral 
programs, situation models tend to be more complex. To the extent possible, teams should focus 
primarily on the areas where sectors intersect, rather than trying to cover everything about each 
sector individually. A situation model provides the basis for determining where to act and for selecting 
strategic approaches and fleshing out development hypotheses (theories of change), which then feed 
into a project’s logframe, as well as its learning agenda and M&E Plan.

BOX 12. SITUATION MODELS 

http://rmportal.net/news/news-usaid-rmp-
http://rmportal.net/news/news-usaid-rmp-
http://microlinks.kdid.org/good-practice-center/value-chain-wiki/analytical-tools-working-very-poor
http://rmportal.net/groups/langosta_honduras/wsr/
http://www.davidcooperrider.com/tag/appreciative-inquiry-summit/
http://www.davidcooperrider.com/tag/appreciative-inquiry-summit/
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• Stakeholder and actor-based tools, such as 
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Summits, identify what is working well, where, and 
why for the purpose of determining how actions  
can be applied elsewhere, and bring key people  
and groups together for planning, advocacy, and 
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These tools can help teams organize their information in 
a systematic fashion and conceptualize complex realities. 
As the project design team reviews the information, 
it will develop questions and revise initial assumptions 
about what drives change (e.g., what is causing the 
trends that degrade ecosystems or how environmental 
conditions affect other areas of development). 

This type of analysis can also help the team identify 
leverage points where strategic approaches may 
be most effective. In systems thinking, as described 
in Chapter 3, leverage points could be areas, issues, 
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influence wide-scale change. For instance, property rights 
governing natural resources can be a critical incentive or 
disincentive to conservation. The ministry governing land 
use and allocation could be the most influential leverage 
institution in a country, even compared to environmental 
ministries. Or an area under conflict or mismanagement 
could be spreading threats to surrounding areas.

A situation model (also known as a problem analysis, conceptual, or causal model) illustrates 
connections among direct threats (threats), drivers, and biodiversity outcomes. It graphically represents  
the system being examined, lays out key variables identified from the analytical, and illustrates the 
cause/effect relationships among them (see figure below). Such models help the project design team 
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http://microlinks.kdid.org/good-practice-center/value-chain-wiki/analytical-tools-working-very-poor
http://rmportal.net/groups/langosta_honduras/wsr/
http://www.davidcooperrider.com/tag/appreciative-inquiry-summit/
http://www.davidcooperrider.com/tag/appreciative-inquiry-summit/


 24  USAID BIODIVERSITY AND DEVELOPMENT HANDBOOK

The team should also note information gaps and 
consider how to manage them. For instance, there may 
be limited knowledge of markets that have an impact 
on wildlife or little analysis of potential climate change 
trends. These types of gaps can form the basis of a 
learning agenda, and the team can include in project 
designs and activity scopes of work the kinds of analytic 
efforts needed to fill in these gaps. The team should  
also determine whether the information could be  
gained through additional document research, including 
review of evaluation results and other projects’ lessons 
learned documents, further stakeholder consultations,  
or rapid fieldwork. If the team cannot obtain the needed 
information, they should clarify what assumptions they 
are making and consider how they might design the  
new project and/or adapt course to address the 
unanswered questions. 

Some solutions to data gaps include supporting a 
research component in the project and building 
assessments into the first few months of the project 
implementation plan. If the project does include a 
research component as an early action, the team should 
be prepared to adapt or correct their course of action 
based on what they learn. 

The project design team must also consider geographic 
scope. Biodiversity programming differs from many 
other sectors in the importance of spatial/geographic 
dimensions, so it is important to ensure that sufficient 
technical information is available to make good decisions 
about not only how, but also where, to target resources 
effectively. Some projects have a national reach (e.g., 
policy strategic approaches) and others are located in 
specific geographic areas (e.g., site-based activities). Many 
are a combination of both. The team may have already 
defined the geographic scope in earlier phases (priority-
setting and CDCS), but this could be a good time to 
revisit this scope, based on the new understanding 
the team has from the analysis. Moreover, the design 
team will need to analyze available information in the 
context of decisions made by the USAID Mission about 
geographic focus and other guidelines regarding selection 
of target locations beyond strictly technical criteria. For 
instance, earmarks and initiatives may have geographic 
conditions associated with them (e.g., biologically 
significant areas, as mandated by the Biodiversity Code). 
In addition, climate change adaptation spatial priorities 
may be different, so strategic decisions have to be made 
when co-programming these funds.

 (c

Building a problem analysis or situation model entails the following steps:

• Identify the biodiversity the team is working to conserve. 

• Identify direct threats (through threat assessment) and link them to the biodiversity they affect. 

• Identify drivers (e.g., political dynamics, markets, and environmental trends) that have major impacts 
on the site and region and draw arrows to show causal connections. 

• Identify leverage points where there are many connections between drivers and direct threats. These 
are points where the team should consider acting. They also form the foundation for laying out 
development hypotheses and developing outcomes linked to the changes desired in these factors 
(see Section 2.4 for further guidance).

BOX 12. SITUATION MODELS (CONTINUED) 

http://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-guide/learning-agenda
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2.4 PROJECT DESIGN: PLANNING 
CONSERVATION ACTIONS AND 
MONITORING 

The project design phase is a key step in the overall 
USAID program cycle. It is when the PAD team 
translates the assessment and consultation inputs 
described in Section 2.3 into a focused and strategic 
project design that ultimately will be implemented 
through one or many mechanisms and activities 
(the third box in the simplified PAD design and 
implementation figure, shown here again). 

Even without taking into consideration biodiversity 
principles, project design is complex. The process is 
never exactly the same, and there is no single formula 
to follow in all situations. It is rarely a linear exercise. 
A creative and iterative mix of analysis, innovation, and 
communication is required to determine the most 
strategic investment of USAID resources. However, and 
as described in more detail in USAID’s Program Cycle 
Learning Guide, being systematic and documenting and 
using learning will help project designers ensure the 
success of their strategic approaches. Teams will want to 
review all of PPL’s design and implementation resources 
before starting their work.

2.4.1 Selecting and Sequencing Strategic 
Approaches
Previous steps discussed in this chapter help the team 
define the project’s strategic direction and rationale.  
The PAD design team also will have a better 
understanding of the context within which they are 
working based on analytical findings. It is now time to 
develop a project logical framework. Since the final 
project will not be able to cover all of the options 
generated and considered, one of the most important 
steps in the design process is to prioritize the possibilities 
and make strategic choices about what to do, and – just 
as important – what not to do. Specific activities are 
defined after the logical framework lays out these big- 
picture strategic approaches and results in the overall 
design, as well as the targets and indicators for those 
results and the assumptions the design is based on.

A full set of potential strategic approachesshould  
be screened against the internal and external  
parameters so that obvious synergies or conflicts  
can be identified. Many opportunities are likely to  
be eliminated through this process. The project design 
team should select strategic directions that are likely 
to have a significant impact but are also realistic, given 
budget and time realities. 

2.4.2 Formulating a Development 
Hypothesis and Crafting a Theory of 
Change
Once the team has a solid understanding of the 
development problem and context, it is time to 
articulate a “development hypothesis” that defines how 
certain strategic approaches will effect change in the 
problem(s) identified. To elaborate the hypothesis, a 
“theory of change” lays out proposed elements or steps 
needed to achieve the desired results in a model with 
descriptive text.

The development hypothesis is based on development 
theory, practice, literature, and experience; is country- or 
region-specific; and explains why and how the proposed 
investments from USAID and others collectively lead to 
achieving the project purpose. It is a short narrative that 
lays out the relationships between each layer of results 
from the project goal to the purpose, any sub-purposes, 
any intermediate outcomes, outputs, and inputs, often 
through if/then statements that reference the evidence 
for the causal linkages per ADS Chapters 200-203. 

At the PAD level, the theory of change shows how 
strategic approaches produce outputs and results (key 
results include outcome statements) linked in a causal 
fashion to contribute to the project purpose (Figure 6). 
The logframe provides a tabular structure to organize 
and display most key elements of a theory of change. 
Figure 8 illustrates a generic depiction of a development 
hypothesis at the PAD level, while Box 13 provides 
specific examples.

A single project will likely carry out multiple activities 
and may deploy multiple mechanisms. The overall project 
should have one development hypothesis. Collectively, 
these activities represent the change that the team is 
trying to achieve in the area in which they are working. 

http://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-guide/introduction
http://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-guide/introduction
https://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-guide/project-design-development-implementation
http://www.usaid.gov/who-we-are/agency-policy/series-200
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The team should lay out the development hypothesis to 
clearly state how USAID investment in these activities is 
expected to lead to a series of biodiversity conservation 
outcomes. The design team should also revisit the 
proposed project direction in consideration of the 
parameters identified earlier (e.g., U.S. political priorities 
and constraints; host-country requirements; technical 

comparative advantage; and funding type, amount,  
and duration). Moreover, the design team should  
include a plan for coordination and collaboration  
among the implementing partners, for facilitating 
knowledge sharing among them, and for capturing 
and sharing learning at the project level and adapting 
implementation accordingly.

Project Results Chain
(aka Theory of Change)

In this tropical forest example, a team hypothesizes that sustainable agricultural strategic approaches 
will reduce forest degradation through the following theories of change. A theory can be written as a 
statement or shown graphically (or both).

Case 1: IF a team implements an agroforestry program, THEN local famers will grow trees and shrubs 
near their farms, and those trees and shrubs will serve as affordable fuel sources. IF local farmers are 
able to grow trees and shrubs on or near their farms and IF the trees and shrubs can serve as an 
affordable fuel source, THEN farmers will use those trees and shrubs to meet their domestic timber 
needs. IF they use these trees and shrubs to meet their domestic timber needs, THEN they will reduce 
their harvesting of forest resources for fuel and domestic needs. IF they reduce their harvesting, THEN 
the tropical lowland forest health will improve. This logic rests on an overall assumption that the 
farmers are the major or only users of the forest. 

Case 2: IF a team implements an agroforestry program, THEN fishermen and timber harvesters will 
participate in the program. IF fishers and timber harvesters participate in the program, THEN they will 
access niche markets. IF they access niche markets, THEN they will earn a “good” or sufficient income 
through agroforestry. IF they earn a “good” income, then fishers and timber harvesters will abandon 
or reduce previous income sources and substitute them with agroforestry. IF fishers and timber 
harvesters substitute income sources with agroforestry, THEN they will reduce their fishing and timber 
extraction practices. IF they reduce fishing and timber harvesting, THEN tropical lowland forests and 
river fish assemblages will be better conserved.

In Case 2, the team is making a questionable assumption that fishers and timber harvesters will be 
interested in switching to another livelihood. The team should monitor this assumption closely, test it 
through research, and make adjustments or abandon the strategic approach if it is not working.

BOX 13. EXAMPLE OF THEORIES OF CHANGE 

Figure 8. Development Hypothesis at PAD Level
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comparative advantage; and funding type, amount,  
and duration). Moreover, the design team should  
include a plan for coordination and collaboration  
among the implementing partners, for facilitating 
knowledge sharing among them, and for capturing 
and sharing learning at the project level and adapting 
implementation accordingly.

Project Results Chain
(aka Theory of Change)

In this tropical forest example, a team hypothesizes that sustainable agricultural strategic approaches 
will reduce forest degradation through the following theories of change. A theory can be written as a 
statement or shown graphically (or both).

Case 1: IF a team implements an agroforestry program, THEN local famers will grow trees and shrubs 
near their farms, and those trees and shrubs will serve as affordable fuel sources. IF local farmers are 
able to grow trees and shrubs on or near their farms and IF the trees and shrubs can serve as an 
affordable fuel source, THEN farmers will use those trees and shrubs to meet their domestic timber 
needs. IF they use these trees and shrubs to meet their domestic timber needs, THEN they will reduce 
their harvesting of forest resources for fuel and domestic needs. IF they reduce their harvesting, THEN 
the tropical lowland forest health will improve. This logic rests on an overall assumption that the 
farmers are the major or only users of the forest. 

Case 2: IF a team implements an agroforestry program, THEN fishermen and timber harvesters will 
participate in the program. IF fishers and timber harvesters participate in the program, THEN they will 
access niche markets. IF they access niche markets, THEN they will earn a “good” or sufficient income 
through agroforestry. IF they earn a “good” income, then fishers and timber harvesters will abandon 
or reduce previous income sources and substitute them with agroforestry. IF fishers and timber 
harvesters substitute income sources with agroforestry, THEN they will reduce their fishing and timber 
extraction practices. IF they reduce fishing and timber harvesting, THEN tropical lowland forests and 
river fish assemblages will be better conserved.

In Case 2, the team is making a questionable assumption that fishers and timber harvesters will be 
interested in switching to another livelihood. The team should monitor this assumption closely, test it 
through research, and make adjustments or abandon the strategic approach if it is not working.

BOX 13. EXAMPLE OF THEORIES OF CHANGE 
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2.4.3 How Biodiversity Conservation 
Supports Other Development Outcomes
In the USAID context, teams need to clarify and 
describe how biodiversity conservation supports 
achievement of other development outcomes. 

First, biodiversity conservation strategic approaches are 
essentially social in nature. They are designed to influence 
institutions (see Section 4.7 for definition and discussion) 
and individuals responsible for threats and also those 
necessary for solving problems and achieving change. 
Institutional changes that support conservation may also 
support cooperation, transparency, and partnership with 
and empowerment of populations that are key targets  
of development assistance.

Second, conservation programming can produce direct 
benefits. For example, both theories of change in Box 
13 involve biodiversity conservation strategies that 
could have direct development benefits – providing 
affordable fuel sources in Case 1 and providing a “good” 
income from an alternative livelihood in Case 2. Some 
other examples of biodiversity strategic approaches 
with direct contributions to development outcomes 

include strengthening governance, reducing corruption, 
diversifying markets, building institutional capacity, and 
providing educational benefits.  

Finally, a major conceptual relationship between 
biodiversity conservation and other development 
outcomes stems from services provided by healthy 
ecosystems, habitats, and species, as depicted in Figure 9. 
For example, if a biodiversity conservation project is able 
to sustain healthy fish populations, then there can be 
adequate fish stocks for consumption and/or sale. Having 
these adequate fish stocks contributes to fisheries 
livelihoods, as well as food security and human nutrition. 
Similarly, healthy forests filter water, providing clean water 
critical to human health. These sorts of relationships can 
be detailed in a theory of change, either in narrative 
form, as above, or in graphic form, as below. 

Chapter 4 of the handbook lays out multiple pathways 
for the intersection of biodiversity and human well-being. 
Also USAID’s Nature, Wealth, and Power 2.0 (NWP) 
provides a framework and key parameters for achieving 
both human development and biodiversity objectives. 
The NWP approach is described in more detail in 
Section 3.1.3.

Figure 9. Example of How Biodiversity Conservation Supports Other Development Outcomes

http://agrilinks.org/events/nature-wealth-and-power-20-new-tools-ideas-and-approaches-changing-global-environment
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2.4.4 Developing Outcomes and Defining 
Indicators
By explicitly laying out a theory of change, the project 
design team is in a good position to develop outcomes 
they need to achieve for the theory of change to hold. 
An outcome specifies the change needed in threats, 
opportunities, or other factors to achieve the longer-
term project purpose. 

Outcomes should be directly tied to the assumptions 
laid out in a the theory of change. If a team uses a 
narrative theory of change, the team should look at 
the “then” portions of the “if/then” relationships. For 
example, in Box 13 Case 2, the first potential place for 
an outcome falls in the latter half of this statement: “IF a 
team implements an agroforestry program, THEN fishers 
and timber harvesters will participate in the program.” 
Graphically, this is the first result (blue box) in the figure 
associated with Case 2. In this case, the team chose to 
define an outcome for the second result in the theory  
of change.

A team could set an outcome for each assumption  
or expected result, although teams should limit the 
number of outcomes to results that are necessary  
for the assumptions behind a project design to hold. 
Thus, a team must use its judgment to determine which  
results or assumptions are critical. At a minimum, it  
is good practice to develop an outcome statement 
related to the direct threat a team is working to 
influence and to have outcomes as results spread 
out along a theory of change. This practice allows the 
team to check in on progress at various points over 
the course of the project’s implementation and make 
adjustments as needed.

A good outcome statement should meet the following criteria: 

• uni-dimensional and results oriented − represents necessary change in critical 
threat and opportunity factors that affect a specified conservation interest or 
project sub-purpose  

• measurable − definable in relation to some standard scale (numbers, percentage, 
fractions, or all/nothing states) 

• time limited − within a specific period of time, generally 3 to 10 years 

• specific − clearly defined so that all people involved in the project have the same 
understanding of what the terms in the outcome statement mean 

• practical − achievable and appropriate within the context of the project site and 
the political, social, and financial context

BOX 14. CRITERIA FOR A GOOD OUTCOME STATEMENT
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Returning to Case 1 in Box 13, some potential outcome 
statements are shown in Figure: 10.

Because a theory of change lays out a series of causal 
(if/then) assumptions, there is a temporal, in addition to 
a logical, sequence. A team cannot expect to achieve a 
result further down a chain or series of assumptions if 
earlier results have not yet been achieved. For example, 
Figure 10 shows that farmers have to use the trees and 
shrubs for fuel wood and domestic timber needs for 
there to be reduced harvesting of trees. The outcome 
statements tied to these two results illustrate this 
temporal sequence, with an anticipated period of two 
years between the achievement of the first and second 
outcomes. The theory may be incorrect and external 
or contextual factors such as a government regreening 
incentive, drought, or land conflict could drive quicker 
or slower change. Thus the theory is just that – a theory 
that requires testing.

The team needs to define the intermediate outcomes 
it hopes to achieve on the way to achieving the overall 
project sub-purpose and purpose. In other words, 
intermediate outcomes help project teams know if they 
are making progress toward securing their biodiversity 
interests. In addition, well-defined outcome statements 
keep the project team from getting sidetracked by 

opportunities that do not contribute to the project’s 
purpose and sub-purpose(s). Because outcomes should 
be tied to assumptions in a theory of change, they serve 
as the main point for developing performance indicators. 
If a team defines “good” outcome statements (Box 14), 
then the indicators will align with and articulate the 
outcome, as illustrated for the outcome statements  
in Figure 10: 

Result C: Farmers use trees and shrubs for fuel wood 
and domestic timber needs

• Outcome Statement C: By 2016, At least 70 percent 
of targeted farmers meet the majority of their fuel 
wood and domestic timber needs from trees and 
shrubs grown on their farms

• Indicator C: Percent of targeted farmers who meet 
the majority of their fuel wood and domestic timber 
needs from trees and shrubs grown on their farms

Result D: Reduced harvesting for fuel and  
domestic use 

• Outcome Statement D: By 2018, the number of 
trees harvested for fuel and domestic use declines by 
90 percent, as compared to 2013 levels

• Indicator D: number of trees harvested for fuel and 
domestic use

Key

Farmers grow trees &
shrubs near farms

Farmers use trees &
shrubs for fuelwood &
domestic timber needs

Trees & shrubs serve as 
affordable fuel source

Agroforestry 
Initiative

Project Purpose

Tropical Lowland
Forest

Scope: Lowland Watershed

Outcome D: By 2018, the  
number of trees harvested for  
fuel & domestic use declines  

by 90%, as compared to 2013

Outcome C: By 2016, At least 70% of  
targeted farmers meet the majority of  

their fuelwood & domestic timber needs  
from trees & shrubs grown on their farms

Outcome A + Ind

Outcome C + Ind

  Strategic Approach   Intermediate Result
  Threat Reduction Result

  Conservation Target
  Human Wellbeing Interest

Outcome B + Ind

Sub-Purpose + Ind

Reduce harvesting for
fuel & domestic use

Outcome C + Ind

Figure 10. Example of Outcomes Linked to a Theory of Change
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Developing outcome statements and setting indicators 
tied to a theory of change help PAD teams focus 
monitoring efforts so that they collect information that 
is truly necessary to evaluate specific steps toward 
progress, as well as assumptions that may shape success. 
Following Agency guidance, teams should consider 
monitoring and indicators in the planning stages, and the 
most important ones should be in column two of the 
project’s logical framework, as well as in the project M&E 
plan. This early consideration will ensure that the team 
is clear about how they will measure performance and 
that they budget the resources needed to do enough 
monitoring and analysis to inform learning. 

Developing good outcome statements will also help 
teams identify good indicators. When identifying 
indicators, teams should keep in mind the criteria in 
Box 15; the section on Evaluation and Monitoring 
provides much greater detail on indicators. Adaptive 
management is also enhanced when monitoring includes 
indicators that capture early systemic changes that can 
be detected before desired outcomes are achieved 
(e.g., sentinel indicators, as discussed in this review of 
complexity-aware monitoring); and when data gathering 
is complemented with processes to analyze the data; 

understand its implications for the project; and adapt 
implementation, when and where necessary, to maintain 
the shortest and most promising path to desired results.

Results Framework Logical Framework

A good indicator should meet the following 
criteria: 

• measurable – able to be recorded and 
analyzed in quantitative and qualitative terms

• precise − defined the same way by all people

• consistent – does not change over time, so 
always measures the same thing

• sensitive – changes proportionately in 
response to the actual changes in the 
condition being measured

 
In addition, the best indicators will be technically 
and financially feasible and of interest to 
partners, donors, and other stakeholders. 

BOX 15. CRITERIA FOR  
GOOD INDICATORS

Figure 11. Relationship between CDCS Results Framework and a Project’s Logical Framework

http://usaidlearninglab.org/sites/default/files/resource/files/Complexity%20Aware%20Monitoring%202013-12-11%20FINAL.pdf
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2.4.5 Developing a Project’s Logical 
Framework
Although this chapter provides general guidance on 
project design and planning, it has focused on the PAD 
design team in particular, as it works to develop the 
PAD to support a project purpose. The PAD team 
needs to organize the project logic (including purpose, 
sub-purpose, outcomes, outputs, and inputs) into a 
logical framework (logframe). If a PAD team follows 
the guidance in this chapter, it will be in a good position 
to develop a robust logframe. Note, however, that the 
theory of change diagrams may provide more specificity 
than the logframe and include additional outcomes 
associated with key expected results. The most 
important ones should be presented in a logframe.

Relationship between a Project’s Logical 
Framework and the CDCS Results Framework
Figure 11 illustrates the relationship between a logframe 
and a results framework (RF). In short, the RF is a 
strategic planning tool that helps a Mission identify the 
high-level impact that USAID, the host country, NGOs, 
and other partners are seeking to achieve. The project 
logframe helps a Mission define what resources need to 
be allocated to achieve the results identified in the RF. As 
shown in the ADS 201, a project goal often corresponds 
to a development objective (DO), while the project 
purpose often constitutes USAID’s support for achieving 
one or more intermediate results (IRs). Many PADs, 
however, have their purposes framed at the DO level.   
A biodiversity project needs to clearly contribute to the 

CDCS results framework but will ultimately have its own 
goal, purpose, and sub-purpose(s) informed by project 
design steps, including conducting analysis, selecting 
strategic approaches, formulating a development 
hypothesis, and setting outcomes. Thus, the project 
logframe represents strategic approaches that, together 
with other Mission projects (corresponding to other IRs), 
as well as other identified partner programs, should be 
both necessary and sufficient to achieve the DO. 

Figure 12 illustrates how a project team can use a 
logframe matrix to summarize the project’s development 
hypothesis, goal, purpose, and sub-purposes (see also 
USAID Technical Note on Logical Frameworks). If a 
team has followed the guidance in earlier sections of 
this handbook, it should have most of the information 
needed to complete a logframe. The section on 
Monitoring and Evaluation will cover indicators and  
data sources, but teams can still start to fill out the  
basic structure of the logframe. The same process  
could be followed at the CDCS level and thus inform 
the RF development.

 A key consideration in completing a logframe is to be 
clear about what a team needs to achieve, what actions 
it will take, and what assumptions link those actions to a 
final conservation impact. Earlier sections on formulating 
a development hypothesis or theory of change and 
developing outcomes and sub-purposes should help 
teams to be explicit about these relationships. 

The theory-of-change diagrams in earlier sections depict 
if/then relationships that allow teams to add as many 

Figure 12. Hierarchy and Logic of a Logframe

https://usaidlearninglab.org/sites/default/files/resource/files/2012_12%20Logical%20Framework%20Technical%20Note_final%20(2).pdf
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variables as appropriate. These diagrams can help a team 
be much clearer about causal assumptions and steps 
and how and whether they will lead to conservation 
impact. For example, Box 13 and Figure 10 describing an 
agroforestry initiative might contain strategic approaches 
(such as “acquire seedlings”) that do not necessarily 
have associated outcomes in a PAD logframe. These 
additional variables help clarify the steps, assumptions, 
and inputs, such as by other actors, needed to achieve 
results posited in the development hypothesis. The 
diagrams can also provide the raw data to feed into a 
logframe. One important distinction, however, is that the 
“assumptions” column in the logframe is often about 
external assumptions, factors deemed to be outside of 
USAID’s manageable interest, not assumptions about 
how or whether a specific strategic approach will work. 
Monitoring along the TOC will provide evidence for or 
against the theory.

Teams should be clear about how to use TOC diagrams 
to inform a logframe. They may also choose to show 
some of these external assumptions in the theory of 
change diagrams as necessary results to achieve the 
project’s logic but outside of the project’s sphere of 
control (so they would appear as a box feeding into the 
chain, but not causally linked to the project or activity). 
PPL is now recommending that teams investigate 
assumptions in their monitoring approaches to 
gauge whether their causal logic is valid. Also, where 
assumptions relate to actions undertaken by other 
development actors, PPL suggests that teams develop 
influence plans that include using USAID’s knowledge, 
convening power, and participation in policy dialogues 
and donor coordination to influence the actions 
reflected in the assumptions. Thus, assumptions are 
embedded in causal linkages, not separate from them. 

2.5 PROJECT/PAD 
IMPLEMENTATION 

This section discusses how to prepare the project 
implementation plan and cost estimate parts of the 
project design. The PAD design team will need to do 
some high-level planning and cost estimation, but the 
more detailed planning and budgeting will fall to the 
partners procured to implement the activities designed 
into the PAD.

2.5.1 Project Implementation Plan and Cost 
Estimate
The thought and attention that went into designing 
the project, identifying development hypotheses, laying 
out theories of change, developing good outcomes 
and sub-purposes, articulating a learning agenda, and 
identifying indicators serve as key inputs to developing 
a project implementation plan and budget. The 
implementation plan is a detailed, life-of-project schedule 
for implementing a project’s actions and monitoring 
plans. It outlines how the implementation team will 
turn general plans into on-the-ground implementation 
by identifying specific activities, tasks, timeframes, and 
responsibilities. It can be useful to do at least a couple 
of iterations of alternative implementation approaches 
and cost estimates, keeping the initial one(s) at a more 
general level to get a sense of the time needed, level of 
effort, and costs. 

For the PAD team, this general level is typically  
sufficient. Once a team examines this initial 
implementation plan and cost estimate, they  
may need to make some decisions about cutting  
back, scaling down, or postponing some strategic 
approaches. When the team has a manageable project, 
they should delve into more detail and include the 
specific activities and tasks required to implement the 
project strategic approaches, as well as who will be 
responsible for them. Teams may also see the need for 
a period of information gathering and analysis prior 
to moving into a more traditional implementation/
service-delivery phase; this too has implications for 
implementation schedules and cost estimates. 

There are many models for implementation plans and 
budgets. A Gantt chart is one of the most common tools 
for developing an implementation schedule and can be 
put together in standard programs, such as Word, Excel, 
and Visio (Figure 13). 

Some models combine workplans and budgets in one 
space (Figure 14). Although this type of tool is more 
relevant to the mechanism level as shown in the figure, 
it may help to use such a tool to define the major steps/
actions, resources, and timeframes needed to achieve 
the project purpose.
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2.5.2 Management and Organizational 
Considerations 
The project implementation plan defines the roles 
and responsibilities of USAID staff, as well as USAID 
partners and host-country governments. During the 
design process, PAD teams should make decisions about 
implementing and financing mechanisms, develop basic 

Figure 13. Example Gantt Chart 

Figure 14. Example of Combined Workplan and Budget (created in Miradi)
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2.5.2 Management and Organizational 
Considerations 
The project implementation plan defines the roles 
and responsibilities of USAID staff, as well as USAID 
partners and host-country governments. During the 
design process, PAD teams should make decisions about 
implementing and financing mechanisms, develop basic 

statements of work/terms of reference  
(ADS 300), and allocate budgets for each  
mechanism, laying the groundwork for preparation  
of RFPs or RFAs for USAID-direct awards and 
negotiation of implementing mechanisms in  
the case of G2G projects or project activities. 

During project design, it is important to think through the processes and mechanisms  
that can be put in place to ensure that CLA is incorporated into cost estimates and  
staffing plans. For example, project teams may want to consider the following:

Resource Planning

Consider cost/staff capacity for these activities, with support from within or outside project. Some 
Missions have supported CLA by hiring a CLA advisor or learning advisor. Some Missions also have 
procured CLA support contracts or built into their M&E activities broader scope for facilitating 
collaboration; conducting research or other analytic work; and helping Mission staff, partners,  
and other entities to capture and share learning and adapt their direction or methods based on  
the implications of that learning. In addition, Missions are incorporating these kinds of efforts into 
the scopes, cost estimates, and required staff capabilities in funding mechanisms. Supporting CLA 
doesn’t just happen within the Mission; take care to incorporate scope, cost estimate, and staff into 
funding mechanisms for supporting and facilitating knowledge sharing and peer learning among 
implementing partners.

Adaptable Mechanisms

Certain types of funding mechanisms can be shaped to adapt to new learning and changing 
conditions. Planning for more strategic and systematic collaborating and learning won’t be 
particularly useful unless project direction and activities can be adapted accordingly. The project 
design team should take into account and discuss in early meetings with the contracting officer 
the types of mechanisms and the structure and content that will afford sufficient flexibility and 
adaptability for the particular circumstances of each project design.

Follow the links below to explore adaptable funding mechanisms that can support ongoing learning 
and adaptation: 

Source: USAID Program Cycle Learning Guide

BOX 16. BUILDING COLLABORATING, LEARNING,  
AND ADAPTING (CLA) INTO FUNDING MECHANISMS

• Agile/Evolutionary Acquisition

• Including Learning Deliverables

• Continuous Learning: The Knowledge-Driven 
Micro-Enterprise Development

• Program Modifiers 

• RFPs/RFAs, SOWs for Activities

http://www.usaid.gov/who-we-are/agency-policy/series-300
http://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-guide/cla-funding-mechanisms
http://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-guide/example-agileevolutionary-acquisition
http://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-guide/example-including-deliverables
https://usaidlearninglab.org/library/kdmd-final-web-report
https://usaidlearninglab.org/library/kdmd-final-web-report
http://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-guide/example-program-modifier
http://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-guide/example-rfpsrfas-sows-activities
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PPL provides tools and guidance for project-level  
cost estimates.

Regarding Mission management, if the Resident Legal 
Officer (RLO), Controller, and Acquisition and Assistance 
staff have been part of the project design and approval 
process, they will be better able to focus on moving 
ahead with the initial phase of project implementation. 
Clear performance benchmarks are part of the 
implementation planning process, launching project 
monitoring from the start. 

Project design also involves deciding whether the project 
will be managed by a (cross-sectoral) project team or by 
a single technical office, and identifying the primary and 
alternate contracting/agreement officer’s representatives 
(COR/AOR) and activity manager(s), as relevant. 
This decision may be straightforward for a purely 
environment-sector program. However, when there is 
an integrated, multi-sectoral program, it is preferable to 
use an internal Mission team approach to management 
that includes representatives from participating offices 
(e.g., health, environment, economic growth, agriculture, 
education, and/or conflict). 

As described in Box 16, it is also important to consider 
learning functions in resourcing and staffing. The project 
team should work together at key stages of project 
implementation and oversight, including implementation 
plan review, site visits, and periodic monitoring, as well as 
sharing learning within the Mission across projects and  
at the DO level. The Program Office often plays a critical 
role in ensuring close coordination among participating 
offices in managing funding flows and coordinating 
project reporting. 

2.5.3 Procurement Options and 
Considerations 
During the project design process, one of the most 
critical decisions the project design team must make is 
selecting the optimal mix of implementing mechanisms. 
Which mechanisms are chosen will depend on many 
factors, including 

• results defined in the logframe;
• extent of proposed project sustainability; 

• level of knowledge and experience of the USAID 
Mission with similar projects or activities in the past;

• nature of the relationship between USAID and  
potential implementing partners;

• suitability and potential for use of partner-country 
government and private sector/NGO systems; 

• opportunities for learning between and among 
mechanisms; and 

• risk assessment and mitigation strategies. 

Missions have the authority to decide at what level to 
obligate funds. Many Missions with an approved CDCS 
will opt to use development objective agreements 
(DOAGs) with partner governments as the primary 
obligation. From that DOAG, USAID funds will be 
authorized at the PAD level and then sub-obligated 
in a variety of implementing mechanisms as discussed 
below. In cases where Missions choose not to obligate 
funds in a bilateral DOAG, the Mission may obligate 
funds directly into implementing instruments, including 
USAID contracts, grants, cooperative agreements, etc. In 
the case of government-to-government (G2G) projects 
or programs, Missions may consider obligating funds via 
bilateral project (or program) agreements, as discussed 
in ADS 220.

The following briefly describes major categories of 
implementing mechanisms for USAID funds but is not 
an exhaustive inventory of all possible mechanisms. 
The project design team should reference ADS 220 
and appropriate chapters in the ADS 300 Series to get 
a more complete understanding of all implementing 
mechanisms, as well as consult with the Program Office, 
PDO, RLO, and CO/AO who are supporting the Mission 
or Country Office. 

Note that there is no recommended type of 
mechanism for programming biodiversity  
funds. The type of mechanism should be determined 
by the project purpose; country- and Mission-level 
parameters; need for accountability; control over results; 
and other development objectives, such as capacity 
building and partnership. 

a. Partner-Country Government Systems:  
For project activities that are implemented by partner-

http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/how-note-preparing-project-level-cost-estimate
http://www.usaid.gov/ads/policy/200/220
http://www.usaid.gov/ads/policy/200/220
http://www.usaid.gov/who-we-are/agency-policy/series-300
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country government systems, the following financing 
mechanisms may be considered: 
• cost-reimbursement activities
• fixed-amount reimbursement (FAR): See ADS 220 

and ADS 317

• sector program assistance

b. USAID-Direct Awards: These are agreements/
awards made under the authority of the Office of 
Acquisition and Assistance, executed by appropriately-
warranted contracting officers or agreement officers. 
There are two broad categories of USAID-managed 
awards: assistance (grants and cooperative agreements) 
and acquisition (contracts). ADS 304 helps define when 
it is appropriate to use either acquisition or assistance, 
with the final determination made by the contracting or 
agreement officer. Fixed Obligation Grants can be used 
to provide resources to small local organizations.

c. Delegated Cooperation:
• Public International Organizations (PIO): Public 

international organizations are those whose members 
are normally sovereign governments. USAID provides 
funding to PIOs under various types of arrangements. 
Alternatives to be considered include cost-type grants, 
program contributions, and general contributions. 

• Grants to or from Other Bilateral Donor 
Organizations: This implementing mechanism is 
relatively new to USAID and highlights the Agency’s 
commitment to donor coordination and collaboration. 

• Pooled Funding Arrangements: Pooled funding 
arrangements (including contributions to multi-donor 
trust funds) can increase the leverage associated with 
USAID’s contribution to multi-donor development 
efforts in developing countries. 

d. Other Implementing Mechanisms: There are a 
number of other implementing mechanisms available to 
support achievement of a project purpose. These include 
• Development Credit Authority (DCA): DCA 

agreements can leverage significant credit resources 
to support capital flows to countries. Missions should 
consult the Office of Development Credit in the  
E3 Bureau. 

• The Global Development Lab: A number of 
innovative solutions, including university and private-

sector partnership possibilities, should be considered 
in the project design process as supported by the Lab.

• Interagency Agreements with Other U.S. 
Government Organizations: See ADS 306. 

 
2.6 MONITORING AND 
EVALUATION (M&E)

2.6.1 Overview
Monitoring and evaluation approaches and procedures 
within USAID constantly evolve. Attention to strategic 
planning and centralized programming has risen and 
fallen within the Agency over the past decades; today, the 
spotlight is once again focused on both accountability 
and learning, and M&E is gaining importance across the 
Agency. As laid out in USAID Forward,

Learning by measuring progress is critical for high impact, 
sustainable development and therefore must be an integral 
part of our thought process from the onset of our activities. 
That requires us to do a much better job of systematically 
monitoring our performance and evaluating its impact.

In the project design and implementation phases, teams 
dedicate significant effort to specifying their theory of 
change and developing purposes, sub-purposes, and 
outcomes together with illustrative outputs and topline 
indicators. These efforts are all critical to the monitoring 
and evaluation phase of the USAID program cycle. Entire 
textbooks are dedicated to monitoring, evaluation, and 
adaptive management. This section seeks to introduce 
the concepts and supply enough background to provide 
USAID biodiversity managers with an understanding 
of what is expected of them and where to find more 
information. The section introduces concepts useful to 
both the PAD and associated mechanism M&E plans.
 
This section is not about monitoring for monitoring’s 
sake, however. It is about monitoring and evaluating 
for learning and adapting purposes – the inner core 
of the USAID program cycle. A learning approach 
seeks to improve the process of generating, capturing, 
sharing, and using knowledge to support and strengthen 
development outcomes.

http://www.usaid.gov/ads/policy/200/220
http://www.usaid.gov/ads/policy/300/317
http://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1868/304.pdf
http://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1868/306.pdf
http://www.usaid.gov/usaidforward
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Before diving into the concepts, it is helpful to  
clarify terminology.

Monitoring is the periodic process of gathering data 
related to goals and objectives (purpose, sub-purpose(s), 
and outputs, in USAID terminology) so that project 
managers can determine whether their project, policy, 
or program is progressing as planned and whether 
resources are being used correctly and efficiently. A 
monitoring system supplies project managers with 
ongoing data to assess progress and determine what  
is working and what is not. 

Monitoring efforts should encourage teams to  
take action, even if the action is to maintain the  
current approach. 

USAID’s Evaluation Policy defines evaluation as 
the systematic collection and analysis of information 
about the characteristics and outcomes of programs 
and projects as a basis for judgments, to improve 
effectiveness and/or to inform decisions about current 
and future programming. Evaluation focuses on why 
results are or are not being achieved. In USAID’s 
context, evaluation may addresses the validity of the 
causal hypotheses that underlie development objectives 
and that are embedded in results frameworks, as well 
as address descriptive and/or normative questions. 
Evaluation is distinct from assessment, which may 
examine country or sector context to inform project 
design, or from an informal review of projects. USAID 
also differentiates between impact and performance 
evaluations, as discussed more fully in Box 21 and its 
corresponding section.

M&E Principles
M&E should be cost-effective and targeted to  
produce information that is used to improve  
project implementation. In addition to the general 
principles outlined in Box 17, biodiversity project  
teams should consider the following principles when 
designing M&E systems: 

• Information availability: While many developing 
countries are rapidly improving the collection, storage, 
and sharing of environmental records, project teams 
should ensure that the information they need is 

available when they are designing their monitoring 
systems. If it is not available, the team should either 
identify other indicators for which they can collect 
data or include support for data collection within the 
project’s mechanism(s). 

• Comprehensive participation: Because a central 
tension in most biodiversity programs is the 
relationship between human communities and the 
environments from which they draw their livelihoods, 
the participation and perspective of stakeholders in 
M&E systems are critical. Stakeholders such as 
migrating herders, fishers, or middlemen purchasing 
for urban markets outside the community may 
represent important data sources. If stakeholders 
need to be aware of the impact of their actions on 
program success, participation in M&E will support 
program outcomes by raising their awareness and 
sense of ownership.

Effective M&E systems should  

• begin in the design process; costs should 
be included in the original budget

• be perceived as useful and focused on  
the project

• generate objective, rigorous, and impartial 
information 

• consider a wide range of possible data 
collection methods and select those that 
fit specific information needs 

• involve key stakeholders in development 
and implementation 

• share and encourage use of lessons 
learned 

• be piloted and reviewed to make sure 
they effectively monitor performance

BOX 17. BASIC PRINCIPLES  
OF EFFECTIVE M&E

http://www.usaid.gov/evaluation/policy
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• New technologies: Significant advances in data 
collection, communication, and storage technologies 
are being used in the design of M&E systems. The 
availability of less expensive, higher-quality remote 
sensing imagery, geographic information systems 
(GIS), mobile phones, laptop computers, and software 
enables broader community and stakeholder 
participation in conducting inventories and 
surveys and tracking the impact of their actions on 
ecosystems. A good example is the SMART system 
for conservation monitoring being deployed at many 
sites under high threat.

• Integrated M&E: Although biodiversity projects 
may measure their ultimate impact in terms of 
ecosystem and species health, many other variables 
are influencing these natural systems. It is important 
to measure economic, governance, and social factors 
that are either expected results in a team’s theory 
of change or important variables that are likely to 
influence the degree to which the team can achieve 
their biodiversity outcomes, sub-purpose(s), and 
purpose. These may be context variables as 
described below, variables needed for an integrated 
program, or “co-benefit” variables to measure human 
well-being impacts of biodiversity conservation, as 
described in Figure 9.

• Permanency: Even if project level changes are 
accurately monitored, that does not necessarily 
indicate sustainable change. This dilemma is reflected 
in the debates concerning “permanence” in carbon 
accounting: The fact that people reforest an area, 
or reduce their deforestation this year, does not 
mean that the practice will continue or that the 
threat has not been displaced to another location. 
Sustainability indicators developed as part of 
the sustainability analysis discussed earlier can be 
developed to help track this dimension.

• Baselines are critical for effective monitoring and 
evaluation. If teams do not measure key indicators and 
variables at the outset of the strategic approach, it is 
difficult or even impossible to a) test the development 
hypothesis and theory of change; b) determine how 
and why the change came about; and c) show ways 
in which outcomes and impacts can reasonably 
be attributed to the strategic approach. Some of a 
team’s baseline data may come from the background 

information collected during the assessment phase, 
particularly external or context variables a team may 
want to monitor to understand how such variables 
might affect their project’s success (e.g., indicators 
related to policy environment, conflict, and macro-
economic situation). In addition, once a team identifies 
the indicators they need to test their theory of 
change, they will need to collect baseline data on 
those indicators.  

M&E Pitfalls
M&E for biodiversity programs face a number of pitfalls 
common to all sectors: 

• Poorly targeted indicator sets: Monitoring 
systems become a hollow exercise when focused 
exclusively on “output indicators,” such as number 
of training sessions or workshops produced, with 
little attention to outcomes and impacts that show 
real change. On the other hand, it is important to 
combine results indicators with sentinel or other 
early indicators to test the validity of causal logic and 
get a sense early on in implementation of whether 
the causal logic is borne out in reality. Early behavior 
change identified in monitoring and other early 
shifts can indicate where adapting can enhance the 
effectiveness of the overall strategic approach.

• Limited budgeting for M&E: It is common for 
teams to set aside very limited budgets for M&E. This 
is especially true when M&E is seen as an add-on 
component, rather than as something built into the 
project from the design phase.

• Monitoring as an obligation: When staff 
and stakeholders are not involved in developing 
monitoring systems, they may not see their value and 
may feel that monitoring is an imposition from above 
− the endless provision of data for reports they never 
see. M&E systems should not function as information-
extraction mechanisms designed exclusively to feed 
Agency reporting needs. A development opportunity 
is lost and support for M&E is weakened when 
systems do not meet the monitoring needs of 
communities, collaborators, and partners. 

• Limited use of data for adaptive management: 
When monitoring is an obligation that is not 
answering an important information need, the utility 

http://www.smartconservationsoftware.org/
http://usaidlearninglab.org/sites/default/files/resource/files/Complexity%20Aware%20Monitoring%202013-12-11%20FINAL.pdf
http://usaidlearninglab.org/sites/default/files/resource/files/Complexity%20Aware%20Monitoring%202013-12-11%20FINAL.pdf
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of the data is minimal, and there is little incentive to 
use the data for improving a project. This holds true 
both for USAID staff and for implementing partners. 

• Lack of motivation: Effective monitoring requires 
staff to collect information in a consistent manner 
along a fixed schedule, regardless of whether the 
information is immediately useable or changes from 
one period to the next. M&E design must include 
such practical steps as training, institutional incentives, 
and funding to make monitoring tasks feasible and 
meaningful to staff and stakeholders. 

• Lack of internal team skills and/or staff 
stovepiping: Program staff assigned to focus 
exclusively on collecting data can be perceived by 
other staff as unengaged, ill-informed, irrelevant, or 
even threatening. As a result, information produced 
may be seen as less credible and therefore may 
be less influential in program decision-making. 

Ideally, those who are managing and implementing 
the project should also be doing monitoring and 
evaluation; however, the skills for carrying out M&E 
and interpreting data are often lacking.  

• Informal and formal assessments and reviews 
are critical for adaptive management: Most 
evaluations should be external; however, cost-effective, 
well-executed internal reviews or assessments that 
receive attention and support from decision makers 
can generate much insight and positive impact 
on project implementation. In fact, good adaptive 
management involves project teams in defining and 
conducting the M&E. 

The CLA toolkit, the PMP Toolkit, and the ADS 203 
provide more guidance on improving M&E practice.

A guard in Manu National Park taking notes during training on ecological and threat monitoring. 

Photo: Wildlife Conservation Society

http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/collaborating-learning-and-adapting-resources-and-contacts
https://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-guide/monitoring
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2.6.2 Monitoring and Indicators
Box 18 outlines some key considerations a team will 
encounter when designing monitoring systems and 
collecting data to feed into evaluation. These are general 
steps, although USAID requirements might emphasize 
specific steps or aspects of steps. Decisions the team 
makes at each step will inform the type of monitoring 
they will conduct.

Selecting indicators is a critical step in conducting M&E. 
When using an adaptive management approach, it is 
important to consider indicators in the planning stages; 

thus, this handbook discussed indicators in an earlier 
section, Developing Outcomes and Defining Indicators.  
Indicators should be directly tied to the project’s theory 
of change and should “fall out” of well-defined outcomes. 
Teams should monitor along their theory of change to 
assess the project’s contribution to relevant intermediate 
outcomes. As a reminder, “good” indicators should be 
measurable, precise, consistent, and sensitive. In addition, 
the best indicators will be technically and financially 
feasible and of interest to partners, donors, and other 
stakeholders (see Box 15). 

Specify the Purpose of the Monitoring.

1. Identify key audience(s) for project information

2. Determine how the team will use monitoring information for 
a. formative (ongoing learning) purposes  
b. summative (end-of-project, accountability) purposes

3. Determine the costs and benefits in terms of who will undertake the overall monitoring (which 
may not always be the same as who is collecting data on specific indicators): 
a. internal/first-party 
b. external/third-party

 
Determine How the Team Will Monitor. Note that for the following questions, decisions may 
vary by indicator. These considerations are most relevant at the mechanism level but should be 
factored into the PAD M&E plan.

1. Describe how indicators for each purpose and sub-purpose in the PAD link to potential 
mechanism-level M&E plans

2. Consider how mechanisms might collect the needed information.  

3. As a key part of #2 above, determine the units to be monitored. The team may need to determine 
whether a sampling frame is required so that measurements of some units can represent the 
whole. For instance, if the project is working in 500 fishing villages, it is likely not possible to collect 
data in all those villages each year. A sampling frame guides data collection so that a percentage of 
units will represent the whole. Get assistance from M&E professionals to assure that the sampling 
frame is scientifically sound.

 
Sharing the Data and Analysis. Sharing data and analysis with implementing partners and other 
development actors speeds learning, as well as informs adaptive measures an IP may need to take.

BOX 18.  KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR MONITORING 
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In the USAID context, at least one and up to three 
performance indicators per goal, purpose and sub-
purpose, and output are required in the logframe; 
this is a necessary but not necessarily sufficient set 
of measurements. Projects are directly responsible 
for outputs; thus, these are the easiest to measure. 
Outcomes are logically connected to outputs but may 
or may not be attributed to project strategic approaches. 
Thus, as mentioned above, context indicators are 
important. These indicators are not used to measure 
outputs or outcomes but to measure assumptions such 
as political will or overall economic trends. Measuring 
context indicators can help track trends and assess rival 
explanations for project outcomes. For example, a 
project could be monitoring forest cover and determine 
that deforestation has decreased. An important piece of 
context is major outmigration of men to a construction 
project nearby. “Complexity-aware monitoring,” a suite 
of approaches to understand context, diversity, and 
complex situations is discussed below.

Identifying Sources of Data and Assessing  
Data Quality
While data quality assessments (DQAs) are mandatory 
(Box 19) they are more than just a check the box; they 
allow teams to understand the accuracy and quality of 
the data reported.

The ADS lays out criteria for data integrity:

1. Validity: Data should clearly and adequately 
represent the intended result;

2. Integrity: Data collected should have safeguards  
to minimize the risk of transcription error or  
data manipulation;

3. Precision: Data should have a sufficient level  
of detail to permit management decision-making  
(e.g., the margin of error is less than the anticipated 
change);

4. Reliability: Data should reflect stable and consistent 
data collection processes and analysis methods over 
time; and

5. Timeliness: Data should be available at a useful 
frequency, should be current, and should be timely 
enough to influence management decision-making. 
Source: ADS203:39.

In addition, the concepts proposed in Box 15 on 
indicator selection should guide selection in the 
biodiversity context:

• Measurable – able to be recorded and analyzed in 
quantitative and qualitative terms. Data concerning 
ecosystem status in developing countries that meets 
ideal data-quality criteria may be impossible to acquire 
or produce (Box 18). 

• Efficient – Before defining indicators, PAD teams 
should explore the availability and quality of existing 
data. Teams often do not need to collect primary data. 
In fact, doing so may not be the most efficient use 
of resources. Often, partners, universities, research 
institutes, and/or governments are collecting data that 
can suit a project’s needs. However, it is important to 
assess the quality and fit of the data to USAID needs.

• Precision in biodiversity terminology − defined 
the same way by all people. Biodiversity is a broad 
term applied to different contexts. Genetic diversity 

Data quality assessment ensures that staff 
is aware of the strengths and weaknesses of 
performance data and the extent to which 
the data integrity can be trusted to influence 
management decisions. Data quality 
assessments are required every three years 
in the life of a project and are auditable. 
Determining appropriate or adequate 
thresholds of indicator and data quality is 
not an exact science. This task is made more 
difficult by the complicated and often data-
poor development settings in which USAID 
operates and for biodiversity projects where 
changes in status of biodiversity are long 
term and hard to measure. Staff sometimes 
has to consider trade-offs, or make informed 
judgments, when applying the standards for 
data quality. See PPL Guidance on DQAs 
ADS 203:39.

BOX 19. DATA QUALITY  
ASSESSMENTS (DQAS)
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is not the same as species diversity; indicators of 
diversity in primary forest are different from those 
designed to track agroecological diversity. Definitions 
may diverge between implementing partners and 
communities, or even among implementing partners. 
If results are to be aggregated, definitions must 
match. Examples of other terms that often are not 
defined precisely include “sustainable management,” 
“agricultural intensification,” and “community.”

• Consistent – do not change over time, so that they 
always measure the same thing. For example, in some 
countries with rapid shifts in threats, it is important  
to assure that the indicators consistently measure 
threat reduction at the right level, which may be  
at an aggregate threat reduction level rather than 
species level. 

• Sensitive – change proportionately in response to 
the actual changes in the condition being measured. 
For example, if a team were working to reduce 
agrochemical use on 200 farms, a good indicator 
would be the concentration of phosphates or nitrates 
in nearby streams; however, an indicator-like presence 
of algae blooms might not be sensitive because it 
needs a specific load threshold for those blooms to 
occur. The expected concentration of phosphates and 
nitrates may be below that threshold, in which case 
the team would not expect to see algae blooms.  

Indicator Selection
Developing an efficient set of indicators for a project 
or mechanism M&E plan can be challenging. The earlier 
section on Developing Outcomes and Defining 
Indicators provided guidance on how to focus indicators 
on the team’s theory of change. Although a theory of 
change and good outcomes will go a long way toward 
helping teams identify indicators, teams should consider 
the following steps:

Develop a list of potential indicators. Resources 
include current portfolio of activities; the PPL 
compilation of indicators; USAID sector expertise; 
brainstorming with other Mission staff, including 
members of other operating units with similar indicators 
and external sector/regional experts; handbooks of 
sector indicators; and literature searches (for indicators 
used by other organizations). Teams should be careful to 

keep their indicator search focused on expected results 
from their theories of change and associated objectives. 
A collaborative or participatory approach to indicator 
selection, working with a range of stakeholders, raises 
awareness of the program and begins to build consensus 
around the program’s objectives. An implementing team 
might decide to select a “grassroots indicator” that is 
used by local communities to monitor change. While 
often location-specific, such indicators resonate and build 
ownership. Examples include local measures of ecological 
change around planting or harvest seasons. 

1. Assess the list of potential indicators against 
the characteristics of good indicators: measurable, 
precise, consistent, and sensitive. USAID guidance also 
asks teams to consider indicators that will result in 
high-quality data as determined by USAID data quality 
standards (validity, precision, reliability, integrity, and 
timeliness) and to balance these standards with cost 
and utility. 

2. Narrow the list and select the best, final 
indicators to include in the M&E plan. All the 
members of the PAD team should be involved in this 
brainstorming process. Effective group-facilitation skills 
are needed to make this a successful session.

M&E plans must clarify the nature of each indicator by 
describing the procedures that will be used to verify and 
validate its performance and by discussing any limitations 
of the data. An M&E plan should also discuss how 
limitations will be overcome or mitigated. This is where 
work on identifying and managing gaps in knowledge in 
the assessment and design phase comes in. Indicators 
taken out of context often do not tell the full story. 

Standard or Custom Indicator?
Box 20 presents an example of use of standard 
indicators.

A standard indicator is developed and defined by USAID, 
with standard definitions and performance indicator 
reference sheets. The data are typically rolled up to 
measure a unit’s results as part of its annual performance 
plan and report (PPR). A custom indicator is defined 
in a project context. Both types of indicators could be 
appropriate to measure a theory of change. 

http://www.state.gov/f/indicators/
http://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1861/Recommended_PIRS_for_USAID_indicators_0.pdf
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In the example below of a custom indicator, the 
unit of measure, indicator description, and comments 
are needed to provide the complete picture of the 
indicator’s utility in measuring an initial step in a theory 
of change for a project setting up a new Ramsar 
(wetlands) site.

Indicator: the proportion of the local constituency 
aware of the importance of conserving wetlands
Unit of measure: percent (disaggregated by gender 
and ethnicity)
Source: implementing partner survey 
Indicator description: “Awareness” includes  
1) awareness of location of the site boundaries and/or 
zones and reasons for placement of those boundaries;  
2) ability to articulate the ecological, economic, 
and health benefits accrued to local communities 
due to existence of the site; and 3) recognition and 
understanding of the objectives of particular projects 
being conducted in or around the site.
Comments: data based on representative samples 
drawing from a baseline 

Monitoring for Compliance to the Biodiversity 
Code
Note that there are no required standard 
indicators for biodiversity programming, but 
indicators that measure the theory of change are 
required in the Biodiversity Code. A standard indicator, 
such as “number of hectares in areas of biological 
significance under improved management as result 
of U.S. Government assistance” may or may not be 
appropriate. The aim of this criterion in the code is 
not only to show results against a benchmark, but also 
to test achieved results against the results expected 
in the development/conservation hypothesis. Again, 
this is where the guidance provided in the Developing 
Outcomes and Defining Indicators section is important. 
A theory of change or development hypothesis and 
associated indicators will form the basis of a PAD team’s 
logframe and measuring progress toward the project 
purpose and sub-purpose(s). 
 

This example from the USAID PRIME/West 
project in Uganda uses standard USAID 
indicators: 

Element 1: threats to forest and woodland 
biological diversity decreased 

• indicator: number of hectares in areas  
of biological significance under improved 
management as result of U.S. Government 
assistance 

• indicator: number of hectares in areas of 
biological significance showing improved 
biophysical conditions as a result of 
PRIME/West assistance 

Element 2: policy and legal framework 
for sustainable conservation of biological 
diversity 

• indicator: number of policies, laws, 
agreements, or regulations promoting 
sustainable natural resource management 
and conservation that are implemented as 
a result of U.S. Government assistance 

Element 3: capacity building, training, and 
environmental education

• indicator: number of people receiving 
U.S. Government-supported training in 
natural resources management and/or 
biodiversity conservation

Even though standard indicators have 
reference sheets, partner training is 
needed to be clear on the definition and 
measurements. Are all partners using the 
same definition? More broadly,  
are these indicators sufficient? 

BOX 20. EXAMPLE OF PROJECT USING 
STANDARD USAID INDICATORS 

http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PDACM254.pdf
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Working off the theory of change below (Figure 10),  
the team identified four expected results, with  
associated outcomes and indicators, two of which 
are discussed here:

Result C: Farmers use trees and shrubs for fuel wood 
and domestic timber needs

• Outcome C: By 2016, at least 70 percent of 
targeted farmers meet the majority of their fuel wood 
and domestic timber needs from trees and shrubs 
grown on their farms

• Indicator C: Percent of targeted farmers who meet 
the majority of their fuel wood and domestic timber 
needs from trees and shrubs grown on their farms

Result D: Reduced harvesting for fuel and domestic use

• Outcome D: By 2018, the number of trees 
harvested for fuel and domestic use declines by  
90 percent, as compared to 2013 levels

• Indicator D: number of trees harvested for fuel and 
domestic use

Biodiversity Interest: Tropical Lowland Forest

• Sub-purpose: By 2025, at least 75,000 hectares of 
biologically significant tropical lowland forest meets 
“good” viability status (as defined in the project’s 
viability assessment)

• Indicator: # of hectares of biologically significant 
tropical lowland forest meeting “good” viability status

A team could monitor the sub-purpose with the 
standard hectares indicator (number of biologically 
significant hectares under improved management as a 
result of U.S. Government assistance) and not monitor 
the indicators tied to the theory of change. This 
barebones M&E may or may not be compliant with  
the Biodiversity Code, but it is not a best practice. It 
will still be unclear how much the expected results 
contributed to the sub-purpose and what other  
factors shaped outcomes. 

Best practice will involve the development of 
complementary custom indicators, diverse forms  
of evaluation or assessment (discussed below),  
and the inclusion of other streams of information 
through context indicators that help determine  
why and how a result was achieved or an unexpected 
outcome occurred. 

Initial and additional inputs/investments into the results 
achieved by USAID or other sources should be 
documented so that there is an understanding of the 
significance of the USAID contribution to the impact. In 
this way, the monitoring and evaluation plan lays a strong 
foundation for future evaluation.

In integrated programs, an effort should be made to 
design indicators that reflect elements of sustainable 
development: environmental quality, economic prosperity, 
and social equity. 
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2.6.3 Evaluation
Box 21 describes how USAID’s Evaluation Policy 
defines and distinguishes between impact evaluations 
and performance evaluations. Some in the evaluation 
community view impact evaluations more broadly and 
accept less rigorous evaluation designs to assess longer-
term project impacts, but USAID has adopted a narrow 
and rigorous conception of impact evaluations. The 
USAID Evaluation Policy identifies two main purposes 
for evaluation of Agency investments: learning to 
improve effectiveness, and accountability to stakeholders 
for effectiveness, efficiency, and relevance. 

Project-level evaluations can cover multiple activities 
within one environment or biodiversity development 
objective, one sector, or a cross-sectoral program. At the 
project level, evaluators may be looking for synergies, 
efficiencies, fit with U.S. Government and host-country 
priorities, complementarity with other donors and 
investors/USAID comparative advantage, and adaptability 
to changing scenarios.  Good evaluations focus, however, 
and don’t try to answer every question.

When a project uses biodiversity-earmarked funds, 
evaluators should address compliance with the 
Biodiversity Code. They should also gauge adherence 
to best practices in biodiversity programming. Another 
challenge is untangling responsibilities for successes and 
failures when multiple contractors or partners may be 
involved. The extent of these concerns will be shaped by 
USAID units commissioning the evaluation. 

Most evaluations, however, are undertaken at the 
mechanism level, where an evaluation can delve into 
diverse technical and management issues, depending 
on needs of the managers, partners, and stakeholders. 
In addition, evaluations might focus on the Agency 
context to try to ascertain how USAID procedures, 
policies, and processes affect program results and what 
improvements are within the manageable interest of 
the operating unit. Operating units could also consider 
a portfolio or other higher-level programmatic 
evaluation that may or may not be integrated into a 
PAD. For instance, USAID/Kenya commissioned a review 
of its entire Natural Resource Management portfolio.

USAID’s Evaluation Policy defines two  
major types of evaluation:

• Impact evaluations measure the 
change in a development outcome that 
is attributable to a defined strategic 
approaches. Impact evaluations are 
based on models of cause and effect and 
require a credible and rigorously defined 
counterfactual to control for factors 
other than the strategic approaches that 
might account for the observed change. 
Impact evaluations in which comparisons 
are made between beneficiaries that are 
randomly assigned to either a treatment 
or a control group provide the strongest 
evidence of a relationship between the 
strategic approach under study and the 
outcome measured. More information  
on impact evaluations can be found in  
the Impact Evaluation Technical Note  
on ProgramNet.

• Performance evaluations focus on 
descriptive and normative questions: 
what a particular project or program 
has achieved (either at an intermediate 
point in execution or at the conclusion 
of an implementation period); how it is 
being implemented; how it is perceived 
and valued; whether expected results 
are occurring; and other questions 
that are pertinent to program design, 
management, and operational decision-
making. Performance evaluations often 
incorporate before/after comparisons, 
but generally lack a rigorously defined 
counterfactual.

BOX 21. USAID EVALUATION POLICY – 
IMPACT AND PERFORMANCE  

EVALUATIONS 

http://www.usaid.gov/evaluation/policy
http://www.usaid.gov/evaluation/policy
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Evaluations at USAID may be carried out at any time 
in a project’s life cycle, but two of the most common 
times for an evaluation are “midterm” and “final.” A 
midterm evaluation should be planned about a year 
from the midpoint of the program or project, to allow 
time to develop the scope of work and stakeholder 
input. Results from the midterm feed into management 
decisions about any change of focus, redesign, or even 
discontinuation. If the program or project is of short 
duration, an informal assessment (see below) can  
be useful.

Final evaluations should be carried out in the last 
year of the project to enable interaction with the 
implementers and partners. Evaluation results inform the 
next generation of programs and activities by identifying 
successes and missteps. For example, the final evaluation 
of the Global Conservation Program (GCP) informed 
the design of the Sustainable Conservation in Priority 
Landscapes (SCAPES) to focus on financial and other 
elements of sustainability and to employ the limiting 
factors analysis (Chapter 3) used in the GCP 
evaluation to develop a monitoring protocol. 

Impact evaluations for biodiversity conservation 
projects, as discussed in Box 22, pose considerable 
challenges and opportunities. These challenges include 
clearly defining units of analysis to measure and 
compare, especially when projects are large-scale and 
multifaceted; selecting control sites, given the complexity 
and the ethical dilemma of surveying people who are 
not receiving benefits; and selecting appropriate time 
frames when change can be slow and episodic. There 
is a robust new literature on impact evaluation for 
conservation. Methodologies can be complex, so it is 
important to get the right expertise on the design team. 
Despite these challenges, conservation is rapidly turning 
toward impact evaluation and other approaches to 
create a new generation of evidence-based conservation 
programming. In the USAID context, using evaluation 
findings is a central process in learning and adapting.

When projects plan for impact evaluation, there are 
several benefits: 

• Projects need to budget and manage for baseline data 
collection, which will ultimately improve the M&E plan. 

In an influential article, Paul Ferraro and Subhrendu K. Pattanayak argue that

[f]or far too long, conservation scientists and practitioners have depended on intuition and anecdote  
to guide the design of conservation investments. If we want to ensure that our limited resources make  
a difference, we must accept that testing hypotheses about what policies protect biological diversity requires 
the same scientific rigor and state-of-the-art methods that we invest in testing ecological hypotheses. Our 
understanding of the ecological aspects of ecosystem conservation rests, in part, on well-designed empirical 
studies. In contrast, our understanding of the way in which policies can prevent species loss and ecosystem 
degradation rests primarily on case-study narratives from field initiatives that are not designed to answer  
the question “Does the strategic approach work better than no strategic approach at all?” 

USAID, its partners, and some in the conservation community have responded by calling for more 
rigorous evaluation of environmental, conservation, and biodiversity projects. Behind this trend is a 
desire to optimize scarce conservation resources, make a better case for conservation investments, 
and employ best evaluation practices to the conservation sector.

BOX 22. IMPACT EVALUATION RAMPS UP

http://transition.usaid.gov/our_work/environment/biodiversity/pubs/gcp_eval_final_5_08.pdf
http://transition.usaid.gov/our_work/environment/biodiversity/pubs/gcp_eval_final_5_08.pdf
http://rmportal.net/library/content/scapes-sustainable-conservation-approaches-in-priority-ecosystems
http://rmportal.net/library/content/scapes-sustainable-conservation-approaches-in-priority-ecosystems
http://www.plosbiology.org/article/info%253Adoi%252F10.1371%252Fjournal.pbio.0040105
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• Impact evaluation requires developing a testable 
development hypothesis (theory of change), which 
allows teams to discern whether planned strategic 
approaches are producing the desired result.

• Considering counterfactuals − what would happen 
if there were no USAID investment − sharpens a 
theory of change and associated indicators. It also 
helps project teams be more strategic by taking  
into account external factors that may influence  
the degree to which an strategic approach can  
be successful. 

Assessments. In addition to formal evaluation 
approaches, there are more informal types of 
assessment that USAID managers may consider. 
Examples include

• internal assessment using USAID staff to answer 
questions about a portion of or the whole project. 
Such internal assessments can also be particularly 
useful for learning and adaptive management 
purposes, as adaptive management assumes that 
a project team is involved in the design, planning, 
implementation, monitoring, and adaptation phases. 
This involvement is critical to making sure that the 
team is collecting data that will help them improve 
management decisions. Internal assessment can 
achieve the status of an evaluation if it is adequately 
rigorous and impartial and follows the procedural 
requirements for a USAID evaluation as outlined  
in ADS 203.

• mini-assessments or informal project reviews 
that can be conducted any time there is a question or 
concern about management, results, or risk. A mini-
assessment could consist of something as simple as 
a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 
threat) analysis with project teams and partners or a 
site visit to explore targeted questions.

• social impact evaluations, a widely used tool in 
development. Inquiry centers on how benefits, risks, 
and social impacts are distributed among diverse 
stakeholders. The Social Soundness Analysis and 
Political Economy Analysis are USAID-specific tools 
that can provide some guidance. Chapter 3 discusses 
some aspects of social impact, and there is a wealth of 
information available from the World Bank and other 
major donors.

2.6.4 The M&E Plan
M&E Plan
The M&E plan for a project developed under a PAD 
feeds into the performance management plan (PMP) 
tied to a CDCS. It is a tool to plan and manage the 
process of monitoring, evaluating, and reporting progress 
toward achieving a development objective. PAD teams 
must prepare a complete M&E plan for each project for 
which they are responsible. The M&E plan establishes 
indicators to provide baseline data on the initial program 
or project conditions so that, as the project unfolds, the 
team can measure the degree of change. A solicitation 
instrument may include a preliminary plan. Once the 
award is executed, however, the implementers must 
complete the activity-level M&E plan, with relevant 
indicators and baseline data, within the first few months 
and before major project implementation actions 
get underway. Again, the work done to understand 
the context; plan conservation actions; lay out the 
development hypothesis; and identify associated 
outcomes, purpose, sub-purposes, and indicators will 
serve as important input into the M&E plan.  Note that 
a PAD project may contain several mechanisms. While 
implementers create an activity M&E plan, it is important 
to let them know if standard indicators are being 
monitored for the annual performance plan and  
report (PPR).

Bringing the M and the E Together
Monitoring supplies project managers with ongoing 
data throughout the course of the project. Monitoring, 
however, is only one component to managing and 
learning from conservation projects and programs. 
Monitoring provides data about what is happening or 
has happened at a site or in a project – trends, shifts, 
aggregate impacts – but only through the process 
of evaluation can a project team understand why it 
happened. Evaluation is used to test assumptions and 
hypotheses identified in the design phase. An evaluation 
can also feed lessons learned directly into the design 
of a new project or mechanism. In reality, the terms 
“monitoring” and “evaluation” are closely intertwined – 
hence the term “M&E.” 

To grasp the “why” behind the data, it is important to 
go back to the development hypotheses or theories of 
change. Teams need to revisit and test assumed causal 
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relationships to see whether and why the theory does 
or does not hold. Monitoring can fill many but not all 
gaps in knowledge, particularly when new activities are 
being piloted. There are questions about how results 
may be influenced by contextual factors. It is rare that 
change proceeds exactly as planned and can be cleanly 
attributed to USAID support. Thus, evaluation or 
informal assessment can help teams identify and assess 
rival explanations for changes and results. USAID 
staff should seek out and account for major factors that 
are influencing change rather than rely only on project-
generated narratives. Rival explanations are a great 
resource for adaptive management as they identify new 
threats and opportunities that need to be considered. 
An example would be a project working on community 
based conservation that is showing progress in advancing 
women’s leadership but this may be the result of a non-
related effort focusing on female education.

“Complexity-aware monitoring” that requires fine-
grained or participatory data collection may help to 
uncover contextual factors related to uptake, as well  
as differences in benefits and risks. For instance, women 
may not be benefiting from a fisheries strategic approach 
to the extent that men are, even though overall trends  
are improving. 

Impact evaluation is needed to rigorously test an 
approach. Going back to the earlier example in  
Box 13, the team might want to test the efficacy of the 
agroforestry strategic approach by comparing outcomes 
at the site with non-participating sites. To prepare for 
an impact evaluation, project teams must develop a 
rigorous counterfactual and collect data from project 
and similar control or comparison sites. An impact 
evaluation framework needs to be built into the design, 
which requires significant technical expertise. (Refer to 
the technical note on impact evaluation on ProgramNet 
for guidance.) The evaluation will have to analyze other 
influencing variables outside of the theory of change 
(e.g., policy reforms, market trends, and social conflict) 
to determine the extent to which these might be 
responsible for any observed differences.

In sum, M&E for adaptive management purposes – in 
other words, to understand what is working, what 
is not working, and why, and to adapt early on for 

greater impact later – can be used to harvest lessons 
to improve existing and future projects. M&E also 
serves accountability purposes, helping key audiences 
understand how funds have been used and to what 
extent projects have been effective. 

 
2.7 COLLABORATING, 
LEARNING, AND ADAPTING

Learning and adapting are at the center of the USAID 
program cycle; they are necessary at each step in the 
cycle and define good adaptive management (AM). AM, 
as discussed earlier, is an approach to implementing 
the program cycle that seeks to better achieve desired 
results and impacts through the systematic, iterative, and 
planned creation, capture, sharing, and use of emergent 
knowledge and learning throughout the implementation 
of strategies, programs, and projects (see USAID 
Program Cycle Learning Guide). 

An AM approach enables projects to deal productively 
with gaps in understanding and changes in the systems 
the project is trying to influence. AM can deploy highly 
scientific monitoring, such as modeling for climate change 
adaptation strategies; it can also rely on less-rigorous 
approaches that still provide important information to 
help teams determine whether and what type of change 
is needed. 

An important clarification is that AM is a whole process 
and not something that is considered at the monitoring 
and evaluation phase. Project teams must integrate AM 
into project design, mechanism selection and scoping, 
management, and monitoring. The level of depth a team 
will explore in the cycle will vary according to the type 
of initiative. 

USAID employs the concepts of collaborating, 
learning, and adapting (CLA) to facilitate AM.  
CLA is built on the principles of AM:

• coordination, collaboration, and exchange of 
experiential knowledge internally and with external 
stakeholders;

• testing development hypotheses, identifying and filling 
crucial knowledge gaps, and addressing uncertainties 
 

http://usaidlearninglab.org/events/complexity-aware-monitoring
http://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-guide/adaptive-management
http://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-guide/adaptive-management
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in the hypotheses with new research or syntheses of 
existing information and analyses; 

• ensuring new learning, innovations, and performance 
information gained through monitoring and evaluation 
to inform strategic approaches;

• periodic reflection on dynamics that affect USAID’s 
efforts and effectiveness, such as changes in the 
country and regional conditions, new evaluation 
findings and other subject-matter learning, new 
developments in relationships with other  
development organizations, and other dynamics;

• adaptation of strategic direction and program for 
maximum relevance, results, and sustainability; and

• identifying and monitoring game changers – the  
broad conditions that are beyond the Mission’s 
control but could evolve to impede or facilitate 
implementation – based on associated trip wires that 
may trigger programmatic and project contingencies 
or even changes in strategic direction (ADS 201.3.3.4).

A biodiversity conservation project team implementing 
an on-the-ground initiative would also benefit  
from delving deeper into a project management  
cycle like the Open Standards, which is tailored to 
conservation actions.

2.7.1 Data and Information Analysis
As discussed, USAID defines evaluation as the systematic 
collection and analysis of information about the 
characteristics and outcomes of programs and projects 
as a basis for judgments, to improve effectiveness, 
and/or to inform decisions about current and future 
programming. CLA goes beyond analysis of M&E “data” 
to incorporate learning from other information sources: 
tacit knowledge, information about what other actors 
are doing or planning, and other contextual factors  
and trends.  

When practicing adaptive management, M&E and 
information analysis should be an ongoing, integrated 
process. As teams learn what works and what does not, 
they should be adjusting their actions and working to 
communicate what they have learned within their team 
and with a broader audience.

Teams often underestimate the time and resources 
needed to analyze their data and information, spending 
the bulk of their energy on collecting data that may 
then go unused. Teams should ensure that the level of 
analysis matches the minimum level of credible evidence 
required by the situation and the audiences’ information 
needs, including the need to learn and change course  
if necessary.
Recording and analyzing data are not simple tasks. 
Implementation teams will need to make sure they are 
systematically checking, cleaning, and coding raw data as 
soon as they gather them. Analyzing and understanding 
data may also require involving stakeholders. At a 
minimum, the USAID project team should be involved, 
but the team may need to reach out to outside experts 
or those with other perspectives that are important to 
understanding the project’s progress.

Per new U.S. Government regulations on open data, the 
team and/or the implementing partners may be required 
to make the data publicly available and there are 
new protocols in place. 

2.7.2 Knowledge Management 
Knowledge management (KM) functions at all 
levels, from international efforts to harvest, synthesize, 
and curate knowledge to a project’s efforts to keep 
knowledge flowing through its system. KM involves 
creating, storing, and collaboratively sharing information 
throughout an organization. KM helps people adapt to 
rapidly changing events, policies, and strategies by making 
information and experience easy to find and use for 
informed decisions and actions.

An AM approach to knowledge management involves 
managing data in multiple phases, including during project 
design and planning, assessments, and monitoring. The 
system should allow teams to see the purpose and 
outcome statements that they defined, the associated 
indicators, the data collected to measure those 
indicators, data on other variables the team identified as 
important to track, and the sources of data – the latter 
of which will be important for determining how reliable 
the data are. 

http://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1868/579.pdf
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Ideally, the KM system for the PAD team should integrate 
data from implementing mechanism teams that are 
contributing to the DO and IRs that the PAD is working 
to achieve. These teams should be thinking about 
common results in their theories of change and how 
these could roll up to aggregate data across mechanisms/
activities. Likewise, in a perfect world, the PAD team 
would also be working closely with the CDCS team, 
to ensure that the PAD data will feed into data needs 
for the CDCS intermediate results and development 
objective. Finally, ideal knowledge management systems 
will also track operational and financial data.

A sound KM system is both an obligation and a resource. 
It is an obligation for USAID implementing partners to 
submit documents to the Development Experience 
Clearinghouse (DEC). Beyond that, managers need to 
assist others in the Agency and in the wider community 
in learning from their successes and challenges. Adaptive 
management cannot happen without good KM. 

The following KM approaches are important tools  
for CLA:

After-Action Reviews (AAR) are assessments 
conducted after a project or major activity that allow 
employees and leaders to discover (learn) what 
happened and why. This review may be thought of 
as a professional discussion of an event that enables 
employees to understand why things happened 
during the project or activity and to learn from that 
experience. The key to an AAR is openness and honesty, 
which allows all the participants in the organization to 
participate. This approach enables the organization to 
capture what really happened so that lessons may be 
learned. The AAR provides

• candid insights into specific strengths and weaknesses 
from various perspectives

• feedback and insight critical to improved performance
• details that are often lacking in evaluation  

reports alone

Big-Picture Reflection is facilitated constructive dialogue 
(typically at the CDCS or PAD level) on topics such 
as development hypotheses, game-changer issues, and 
program foci, which aims to improve the quality and 

Collaborating, learning and adapting 
are critical elements to good project 
management. Ideally, however, learning 
should not remain within a project team. 
Teams have much to learn from one 
another and can improve project design 
and implementation, as well as avoid costly 
mistakes, simply by learning from peers.   
By being clear about context, assumptions, 
and outcomes and by systematically 
measuring indicators (as described 
throughout this handbook and in the  
Open Standards), teams will be in a good 
position to identify lessons.  

There are many options for sharing lessons 
more widely.  Which option makes the 
most sense will depend on various factors, 
including the complexity of the issue, costs 
and resources required to share, and access 
to technology.

Learning networks are one means of 
sharing lessons. Since 2001, USAID has 
supported a number of learning networks 
that have brought together a wide variety 
of stakeholders to generate learning around 
specific technical topics.  An example 
from the biodiversity sector is the African 
Biodiversity Collaborative Group (ABCG).

The Program Cycle Learning Guide features 
additional information for USAID and 
partner organizations interested in learning 
and collaborating around the Agency’s 
learning network approach. 

  
BOX 23. SHARING VIA LEARNING 

NETWORKS

https://dec.usaid.gov
https://dec.usaid.gov
http://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-guide/activity
http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/after-action-review-technical-guidance-0
http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/usaiduganda-local-governance-big-picture-reflection-0
http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/tips-producing-promising-development-hypotheses-0
http://www.abcg.org
http://www.abcg.org
http://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-networks
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substance of discourse and validate the direction of 
USAID development assistance or elicit suggestions 
for changes. These discussions can be institutionalized, 
periodic, iterative consultations and collective analyses 
with various stakeholders. Discussions that engage 
external stakeholders can be used to compare expected 
outcomes against observations to determine progress 
along the pathways to change, where refinements 
to planned strategic approaches are needed, and 
where opportunities for cross-sectoral coordination 
and synergies are emerging. They can also be used to 
enhance understanding of game changers, the broader 
development landscape, the effects of specific trends 
within a country or region, etc. And they can be used 
to strengthen knowledge sharing and collaboration 
networks among actors.

Portfolio Reviews are a mandatory reflection period 
for the Mission/OU to assess progress. These periodic 
reviews, often held prior to preparing the annual joint 
Operational Plan, consider all aspects of the OU’s 
assistance objective, projects, and activities. (ADS 
Chapter 200-203.) Portfolio reviews are typically held  
at the Office or PAD level. Reviewing major theories  
of change embodied in key projects and evidence for 
them from M&E could provide additional learning within 
the unit.

2.7.3 Sharing
A critical step in sharing what works and what does 
not work is to document a team’s findings and lessons 
so that this information is readily available to current 
and future team members. As described in the USAID 
Program Cycle Learning Guide, effective dissemination 
and knowledge sharing can extend the impact of 
biodiversity conservation (and all USAID-funded) 
efforts. Learning and sharing via learning networks such 
as described in Box 23 could be built into the project 
design and practiced throughout project implementation 
and monitoring. In sharing lessons, it is important to 
consider the audience, as well as who would be in a 
position to act on the lessons, and to provide the  
lessons or recommendations in a format that allows  
and encourages them to act.  

Lessons can take the form of formal data analyses, 
anecdotal stories, and/or something in between. They can 
be captured in many formats, such as a formal report, 
an audio or video interview or voice-over-PowerPoint 
tool, or as bulleted points in a searchable database. Some 
kinds of learning are most effectively shared in peer 
learning events or networks (Box 23), where participants 
can discuss together, pooling their knowledge and 
collaboratively exploring problems and devising possible 
solutions. In some cases, lessons should be stored in or 
available through the team’s knowledge management 
system and incorporated into training modules.

Moreover, if USAID and its partners wish to make a 
meaningful contribution to the conservation community, 
findings and lessons should be shared more broadly. In 
practice, this effort requires teams to embrace learning, 
recognize and admit mistakes, identify successes, and 
work to understand why some actions succeeded while 
others did not. It also requires support from the top – 
an organizational learning culture will help foster a safe 
learning environment and reward (or at a minimum, not 
punish) teams that share failures and adapt based upon 
what they learn. 

 
2.8 CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

This chapter provides information to guide USAID 
biodiversity managers through the main considerations 
and steps for project planning, implementation, and 
monitoring and evaluation for biodiversity programs 
and integrated programs that include a biodiversity 
component. Although the chapter covers a lot of 
ground, it is not comprehensive, and managers will 
need to consult other resources to design, implement, 
and monitor their initiatives and activities. Key internal 
resources include the ADS (esp. 200 Series) and 
USAID’s Program Cycle Learning Guide. Individual 
sections provide references to several external 
resources that complement USAID materials.

Central to the steps discussed here are the principles 
of adaptive management. The information and process 
presented are designed to help teams plan the best 
projects possible, effectively monitor their performance 
toward stated outcomes and (sub)-purposes, and adapt 

http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/ads-201-usaid-operational-policy-planning
http://www.usaid.gov/who-we-are/agency-policy/series-200
http://www.usaid.gov/who-we-are/agency-policy/series-200
http://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-guide/knowledge-sharing
http://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-guide/knowledge-sharing
http://www.usaid.gov/who-we-are/agency-policy/series-200
http://usaidlearninglab.org/learning-guide/introduction
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based on what they learn. Moreover, these steps are 
designed to help ensure that teams are in compliance 
with USAID policies and procedures. Many of the 
concepts described in this handbook were tailored for 
the PAD development process. However, the general 
concepts related to project design, implementation, 
monitoring, and adapting hold for any initiative at any 
scale – including activities (large and small) that support 
the PAD.

If USAID and its partners can follow these steps 
and principles, their contribution to international 
development and the conservation of biodiversity  
will go well beyond the actions the Agency funds.  
The systematic learning approach developed by  
USAID through the program cycle and CLA will 
contribute critical new information to the knowledge 
base of the conditions under which conservation 
strategic approaches work or do not work, and how 
they contribute to human well-being. This, in turn, 
will allow biodiversity funding to be directed to those 
initiatives that hold the greatest promise.
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