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Introduction

The Start Fund Anticipation Window 

The Start Fund anticipation window seeks to mitigate harm and loss for 
communities at risk of crisis. It does so by enabling and incentivising Start 
Network members to monitor risk and act on the basis of forecasts. Through 
the Start Fund anticipation window, NGOs can respond to shifts in risk, such 
as a forecast of extreme rainfall or likely political crisis. A key element of this 
approach requires collective sense-making, or collaborative risk analysis, around 
the situation forecasted and its potential humanitarian impact. 

More broadly, the Start Network aims to enable our members to deliver more 
effective emergency aid. We advocate for radical change within the system, so 
that the world can deal better with the humanitarian system. We have identified 
three solutions which we believe will deliver this change, which are localisation, 
new financing and collective innovation. Anticipation is a key element of both 
collective innovation and new financing, fostering new forms of programming 
across our membership and working towards more consistent and predictable 
funding for humanitarian emergencies. As part of the Start Fund, it builds on 
existing learning and experience across the Network while enabling it to trigger 
in anticipation of a crisis where possible. 

The Learning Framework

This framework addresses three primary needs for learning and evidence 
generation. These are the use of learning to help measure our performance, 
develop knowledge and drive adaptation where appropriate. Meeting these 
needs will help us to ensure high levels of accountability to our  key stakeholders; 
our members, donors, the communities our members work with. This framework 
can be used by members and donors seeking to understand how we learn from 
and evidence anticipation. It can also be used by other forecast-based early 
action practitioners seeking to develop approaches to measuring early action.

Focusing on performance ensures that our intended results are clearly 
articulated and enables us to understand whether our activities and those of 

our members and partners are effective. 

Our approach to building knowledge acknowledges that the forecast-based 
early action is a new practice and there is much to explore and learn. We 
anticipate unexpected outcomes and have designed our processes to capture 
these. At the same time, the Start Network is intentionally seeking to contribute 
to evidence base around forecast-based action, such as the in relation to impact 
of uncertainty on decision making.

Adaptation enables us to drive continuous improvement in both the management 
of the Anticipation Window and in forecast-based programming. By measuring 
our performance in an ongoing fashion and ensuring learning loops are in place, 
we can adjust and adapt accordingly.

Principles for learning

In alignment with focus on performance, knowledge and adaptation, three 
principles have been identified which guide how learning will be conducted 
around the anticipation window . These are complementary to the broader Start 
Network learning principles, which are ‘agile’, ‘challenging’ and ‘complementary’. 
These are further explained in the forthcoming Start Network Evidence Strategy. 

Rapid reflection and improvement: Forecast-based action is a new area 
of practice, building on previous work in the sector around emergency 
preparedness, disaster risk reduction and early warning system development. 
As such, the Start Network is in a process of ‘learning by doing’. We will ensure 
learning loops are in place to ensure evidence and learning from previous 
anticipatory alerts is adopted quickly.

Collaborative: The Start Network seeks to build collaborative platforms to enable 
improvements to humanitarian practice, which will help to mitigate harm and 
loss for affected communities.  Our work around anticipation is a case in point.  
The Start Network anticipation team work with a wide range of stakeholders 
recognising their different contributions. We convene a multi-disciplinary group 
of forecasting and early action experts called FOREWARN, who will be key 
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collaborators in evidence development and dissemination of learning around 
the Anticipation Window. Other collaborators include Start Network Members; 
the Red Cross Climate Centre; the broader Start Fund Monitoring, Evaluation, 
Accountability, and Learning (MEAL) Team; among others. Learning around 
anticipation will seek to capitalise on these relationships to develop high quality 
evidence.

Complementary: The anticipation window sits within the wider Start Fund 
and benefits from its established processes for data collection, analysis and 
reporting. Learning and evidence around crisis anticipation will complement 
the existing framework to avoid duplication, tailoring and supplementing it 
where needed. A range of data collection, analysis and learning methods will 
be adopted and to explore our learning priorities from a range of perspectives. 
This will support rigour, by ensuring information is triangulated where possible. 

Opportunities and constraints

The Start Network is uniquely placed to identify and disseminate learning to 
catalyse change across the sector, due to its geographic reach and appetite 
for funding innovative programmes .  The Start Network also enables members 
to analyse and take risks collectively, which provides a rich source of learning. 

The Start Fund’s Anticipation Window is the first global forecast-based action 
fund. Analysing and documenting these new types of practice and experience 
will enable insights to be shared and success to be replicated where relevant. 
The Start Network can link members with comparable projects to support peer 
learning and limit the likelihood of failure re-occurring elsewhere. We can also 
aggregate and compare practices from diverse organisations across a wide 
variety of practice. 

Alongside these significant opportunities, our approach to learning is also 
determined by certain constraints. Our members are diverse and ‘one size fits all’ 
tools would not be appropriate across the variety of hazards and programmatic 
approaches the anticipation window funds. Members choose how to monitor 
and evaluate their programmes, so such tools could not be imposed. The 
volume of anticipatory alerts is low, making it hard collect enough quantitative 
data to identify clear trends, although we will draw out themes from qualitative 
information drawn from anticipatory alerts..  Equally. resources are not available 
to carry out in depth impact assessments of each intervention. The collection 
and analysis of evidence around the anticipation window is proportionate to 
their volume and available resources.



4 | 

A theory based approach has been taken, which clarifies our aspirations, the reason for our chosen activities and our assumptions. This draws on the guide to 
measuring the impact of a Drought Risk Financing Facility commissioned by Start Network in 2017. Our theory of change for the Start Fund Anticipation Window is 
as follows:

Tracking our performance
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Progress Markers 

Start Team Activities 

Assumptions

Anticipation Window 
Causal Path 

Relationships with 

forecast-providers are 

developed and they 

feed into the alert cycle 
Members receive risk and 

forecasting information 

Members carry 

out collaborative 

risk analysis 

Members submit a 

forecast based alert which 

is activated by members

Members submit 

an alert which 

is activated by 

Members develop 

successful anticipatory 

proposals using the 

anticipation window 

Members deliver 

successful anticipatory 

programmes and 

generate evidence of their 

To enable more granular understanding of whether the daily activities of the Start Network Team are achieving their intended results, a more specific causal path has 
been co-developed by the Start Team. This shows how an ideal anticipation alert would evolve. Within this, we have identified the activities we carry out as a team to 
support the progress of alerts, our assumptions about how and why they will work and their intended results. We have also set out our progress markers: what we hope 
others will do as a result of our activities, listed below.  
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We will know we are successful if…..

• Members increasingly access practical, actionable and timely risk 
information through the Start Team

• Improved FOREWARN input into Start Fund decision making, and uptake 
of this

• Increased collaborative risk analysis (potentially through the ‘Analysis for 
Action’ grant) and integration of recommendations into project design

• More frequent and higher quality alert notes, for example including multiple 
scenarios, clearer probabilities of events occurring and assessments of the 
confidence in forecasts used

• More consistent reasoning in decision making throughout the alert cycle, 
with better understanding of the impact of uncertainty 

• More evidence and understanding of the perceived and actual costs 
and benefits of forecast-based action, from a variety of methodological 
perspectives. 

• Fewer alert notes received late to the Start Fund
• Fewer alert notes and proposals which do not make good use of the 

information available 

Is our theory correct?

The theory based approach enables us to understand how our activities 
contribute to the changes we observe. It also prompts us to test the validity 
of our assumptions about how one stage leads to the next and the extent 
to these which are correct. For example, we assume that through receiving 
timely forecasting information and co-developing scenarios for how a situation 
may evolve, our members will deliver more timely and effective interventions. 
Our approach to learning seeks to test and build evidence on how each stage 
links together, and presents a set of more open-ended learning questions, for 
example:
• How are scenarios interpreted and used? How do they influence 

programmes?
• Is the Anticipation window enabling earlier or more timely response? What 

is the significance of this?
The approach to data collection and analysis at each stage in the causal path   
will vary according to what is appropriate and accessible. For example, looking 
at the application of collaborative risk analysis will require a separate approach 
to looking at whether the Anticipation window is enabling earlier response.  
Emphasis is on the stages which are within the immediate sphere of influence of 
the Start Team. Community level impact will be led by members and investigated 
during Start-led case study development, so our approaches will be flexible 
based on members’ preferences. The following section describes some tools 
we are developing to support this, related to theory-based impact assessment 
and return on investment. Where members develop effective measurement 
tools for forecast based action, they will be shared with the Network.  

Using the Start Fund to anticipate - in practice

In summer 2018, Start Network members in Kenya came together to carry out a collaborative risk analysis, ahead of the general election. This was enabled 
through an ‘Analysis for Action’ grant, which provided £10,000 to support the process. The risk analysis generated three scenarios for how the election 
might unfold, providing a robust basis for the subsequent anticipation of election violence alert. 
While there was widespread buy-in in Nairobi to the results of the analysis, the draft alert note did not fully reflect its findings. The Start Fund Team worked 
closely with Start members in country to ensure the analysis was more fully used. This re-enforced the link between the risk analysis and anticipatory 
alert note. We then added conditions to the ‘Analysis for Action’ grants, stating that findings must be reflected where an alert note follows. By paying 
close attention to how the stages in the anticipatory alert cycle link up, as we did in Kenya, we can trace our theory of change along the results chain. This 
enables us to trace our contribution to the quality of Start funded anticipatory projects and test our assumptions.
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Our evidence base 

Learning and evidence on crisis anticipation benefits from systems and 
processes established through the broader Start Fund monitoring, evaluation 
accountability and learning framework. Evidence for many of our outcomes will 
be provided through these existing processes. These processes also provide a 
critical accountability mechanism, enabling key stakeholders such as donors, 
members and partners to access information about our programming. These 
have been tailored for crisis anticipation, for example by changing some of the 
questions in the alert template and adding questions to the project reporting 
form. 

Additional evidence collection mechanisms have been added to enable a 
deeper understanding of each anticipatory alert and are described below. 
Alongside these, we will develop and test new tools for measuring the value of 
anticipatory interventions. Three key ones are case studies, adaptation of the 
return on investment (ROI) methodology and the adaptation of the drought 
risk financing methodology.

Approach 1: Case studies

The evidence base for crisis anticipation is limited, with few examples of good 
practice for members to draw on and little empirical evidence to prove or 
disprove our theory of change. Case studied will be developed to address this. 
During 2018, a case study will be developed for each anticipatory project. As the 
number of anticipatory projects increases, we will refine our sampling, choosing 
cases which address new hazards or adopt new programme approaches. The 
case studies have three primary purposes:

• Generate learning for the management of the Anticipation window, to 
ensure our processes positively impact the quality of anticipatory projects.

• Provide information for our members on previous alerts to support further 
anticipation work. For example, by detailing good practice in using forecasts 
and choosing relevant activities.

• To continue to reflect critically on our overall approach, as described in our 
Theory of Change. While we plan to make incremental improvements over 
time, we are also open to more radical shifts where they are needed. We will 
not develop the level of understanding needed to make such shifts without 
taking the time to develop an in depth understanding of our projects.
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Our approach is to address the themes set out in the framework through key 
informant interviews, combined with project site visits to understand community 
level impact. This will enable us to develop cumulative knowledge of key themes 
across diverse projects, eventually enabling us to draw conclusions and provide 
clearer, more robust guidance to members on crisis anticipation. We will broadly 
take a ‘gaps and holes’ approach1, which emphasises uncovering weaknesses in 
our theory of change. This will advance our overall understanding of how our 
results chains work in practice. 

Approach 2: Adaption of the drought risk financing 
measurement framework

The Start Network Drought Risk Financing Measurement Framework was 
commissioned by Start Labs in 2017. When the terms of reference for this 
piece of work were initially developed, Start requested a cost-benefit analysis 
methodology. The eventual result was a theory-based impact assessment 
methodology which rejected the notion of reducing project results to a single 
cost-benefit ratio. The reasoning was that conventional cost-benefit analysis 
removes the context from evidence, which was said to be “least likely to generate 
useful learning for improving humanitarian response”. A second argument was 
that methodologies should be accessible by staff close to programmes, who are 
best placed to interpret the evidence they gather, while cost-benefit analysis is 
highly specialised and requires the use of specific expertise. 

This approach has been adopted due to its strong emphasis on practice-
oriented learning and potential to enable us to attribute the impact we have 
made with some confidence, if well executed. It will require some adaptation 
as the Anticipation window has a slightly different premise from drought risk 
financing. The Anticipation window emphasises collaborative risk analysis and 
expert judgement in decision making, while drought risk financing uses science 
based indicators and semi-automated decision making. The first priority will be 
to adapt the section of the methodology which address the timing of response 
and enables analysis of the value of earlier response

Approach 3: Adaptation of the Start Network Disasters 
and Emergencies Preparedness Programme Return on 
Investment methodology

The Disaster and Emergencies Preparedness Programme (DEPP) is a three year, 
£40m programme aiming to improve the quality and speed of humanitarian 
response in countries at risk of natural disaster and conflict related emergencies. 
In November 2017, the Start Team commissioned a return on investment 
study through DEPP. This builds on a previously developed methodology for 
measuring the ROI of emergency preparedness programmes. The methodology 
is designed to support the business case for increased investment in emergency 
preparedness and support investment decision making, by helping organisations 
weigh up the trade-offs of one investment over another. This approach will 
complement the theory-based, more qualitative approaches described above 
and will help us quantify and communicate the value of acting early. We will 
adapt this methodology for use in the anticipation window in 2018.
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Developing the knowledge base for forecast-based action

Learning developed through the Anticipation window builds on existing evidence  
and thinking around forecast-based early action. Start Network and its members 
have made key contributions through papers, policy briefs and research to a 
range of relevant thematic areas. For example, Oxfam’s 2017 paper ‘From Early 
Warning to Early Action in Somalia’ analysed one of the first early-action trigger 
mechanisms related to drought. It raised important points about the challenges 
of identifying and tracking drought related indicators, and the centrality of high 
quality data analysis in such mechanisms. World Vision have contributed valuable 
learning around the implementation of early warning systems, in their paper 
‘Learning from experience: a review of early warning systems’. This paper reviews 
both internal and wider sector early warning systems across eight contexts and 
drew useful lessons, particularly around the links between early warning systems 
and funding mechanisms. CARE International have grappled with uncertainty 
around climate data, in their 2014 paper ‘Facing uncertainty: The value of climate 
information for adaptation, risk reduction and resilience in Africa’. This highlighted 
the disconnects between climate information providers and communities, which 
the Anticipation window hopes to contribute to reducing. 

The Start Network also contributed to the forthcoming 2018 Forecast-Based 
Early Action Scoping Study, published by the Overseas Development Institute. 
This provides an overview of the current major forecast-based initiatives and 
key issues the sector is grappling with, for example around decision making and 
definitions.

Start Network also commissioned a paper called “Building the Evidence Base 
for Early Action: Shifting Humanitarian Response?” in 2017. Recommendations 
around made in this paper provided a useful starting point for considerations 
set out in this learning framework. Learning and Evidence from alerts has been 
discussed with FOREWARN. The FOREWARN group discussed valuing early 
action in October 2016 and May 2017. FOREWARN has also hosted discussions 
about wider theories of change for forecast-based action. This example was 
presented in March 2017. It illustrates how crisis anticipation within the Start Fund 
fits into a wider set of strategies and interventions, which together can catalyse 
the political, operational and financial changes needed for more consistent 
forecast- based action and reduced impact of disasters.

These papers show that the wider knowledge base around forecast-based early 
action requires evidence to be captured beyond monitoring and measuring the 
Anticipation window. We have chosen our specific thematic areas as they will be 
of most relevance to members, address known gaps in the knowledge base and 
will positively influence our practice. 

Thematic area 1: risk and uncertainty

In July 2017, Start Fund decision makers were presented with a decision over 
whether to allocate funds to mitigate the risk of flooding in Niger. The alert note 
focused on the Diffa region, which was perceived to be well resourced. While 
decision makers knew that other regions were at high risk of flooding, they did 
not know where the highest risks were. Lacking information and feeling unable to 
make well founded recommendations, the decision-making committee opted not 
to provide funds. Just over a month later, Niamey, the capital suffered catastrophic 
flooding resulting in at least 44 deaths and the destruction of hundreds of homes. 
Much of the damage was caused by blocked drainage canals, which could have 
been prevented through anticipatory activities.

Other options were available;  decision makers could have allocated funding 
with a country-wide geographic reach. This would have encouraged Start 
members in country, with greater contextual knowledge, to develop proposals 
for areas they knew to be high risk and poorly funded. The high risk and lack of 
experience dealing with such uncertainty hampered this pragmatic approach. 
This demonstrates the impact uncertainty can have on decision making around 
anticipation and the need to develop approaches to limit its impact. We are 
exploring the impact of uncertainty through a partnership with the Challenging 
Radical Uncertainty in Science, the Society and Environment Network (CRUISSE). 
This aims to clarify and enable decision makers to better cope with the level and 
nature of uncertainty present in decisions around anticipatory alerts. Through 
this project, we will test new decision making processes design to tackle these 
issues head on. 

We will observe anticipatory decisions and analyse the documents produced 
during allocation and project selection meetings. Through this we will begin to 
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address our key questions. We will identify if and how our member’s behaviour 
around decisions converges or diverges across alerts, for example around risk 
appetite or criteria for decision making. This will support progress towards more 
consistent reasoning around anticipatory decision making, based on observed 
preference of our members and learning from the anticipatory alerts. 

In addition to exploring the behavioural dimensions of grappling with high levels 
of uncertainty, we are improving our understanding of forecasting information 
to reduce uncertainty where possible. This is through a National Environment 
Research Council funded project in partnership with the London School of 
Economics Centre for the Analysis of Time Series. The project will help us 
understand the level of accuracy of different forecasts used by Start Members 
and eliminate superfluous information. This will reduce uncertainty in decision 
making in a practical way, by providing information which is currently unavailable 
on the quality of our forecasts.

Key questions:

• What level of risk is acceptable for member agencies?
• What is the relationship between risk and cost?
• What are the internal organisational risks and rewards of crisis anticipation?
• Are there implicit criteria for ‘defensible’ funding allocation decisions? 

What are they?
• What factors contribute to risk aversion?

Thematic area 2: What does ‘being anticipatory’ mean for 
Start Network members

The FOREWARN group was established to bring humanitarians together with 
forecasting information providers, with the aim of stimulating higher numbers of 
anticipatory alerts. While FOREWARN has proven to be an excellent forum for 
networking, learning and sharing ideas, it has not yet generated any anticipatory 
alerts. We have struggled to identify participants whose formal remit is risk 
monitoring and analysis. This is partly because engagement is at headquarters 
level, where people are less connected to specific contexts, and partly because 
few organisations appear to write risk monitoring into people’s jobs descriptions. 
Investing in this would be very helpful in moving crisis anticipation forward and 
is one example of the types of implication the Anticipation window will have for 
Start members. 
By understanding the wider implications of the Anticipation window for our 
members, we can better support the changes needed to ensure our anticipation 
capability is sustainable. This area also identifies behavioural and capacity 
requirements for members engaging in forecast based action, around risk 
analysis, contingency planning and project design.

Key questions:

• What value does Start bring to anticipation at different points along our 
causal path?

• What aspects of Start’s crisis anticipation work do our members most 
value?

• What skills and resources do Start Network need to anticipate crises more 
consistently?
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Thematic area 3: Distinguishing crisis anticipation 

A consistent point of confusion for decision makers relates to the grey area 
between anticipation and response alerts. A second is around what activities 
are appropriate for anticipatory alerts. Our third thematic area attempts to 
address this. We will document and explore how anticipatory alerts and activities 
are distinct, in practice, from related response or preparedness projects. The 
purpose is not to develop rigid definitions but to establish clearer parameters for 
anticipatory decision making and programming. This will also help develop our 
knowledge of how anticipation fits into wider systems of preparedness and the 
uniqueness of the Anticipation window. 

Key questions:

• How are anticipatory responses different from other forms of humanitarian 
action, for example Start Fund response alerts?

• Are members behaving differently during anticipation alerts? If so, how?

Thematic area 4: How the Start Fund Anticipation window 
builds on preparedness 

The Anticipation window was not designed to fund general preparedness 
activities or make new investments in early warning systems, but to leverage 
existing investments in these areas. Equally, as with the Start Fund more broadly, 
we hope that Analysis for Action grants and Anticipatory alerts can enable 
our members to leverage further funds. Understanding this better will give us 
a nuanced view of the value of the Anticipation window and help us better 
communicate the incentives of using the Window to our members. 

We have already seen multiple examples of this working in practice. In May 2017 
funds were sent to Timor-Leste in anticipation of drought. Oxfam choose to 
invest in an early warning systems analysis, to compile existing drought early 
warning information sources and make recommendations for systemising this. 
Almost immediately after, they secured $50,000 AUD to continue their work 
on early warning systems advocacy and influencing. This shows how small but 
strategic injections from the Start Fund can have multiplier effects when well 
managed, which we will capture through our reporting process.

On a larger scale, we also hope that the activities carried out through the 
Anticipation window can influence how forecast-based early action is systemised 
at the national level. In partnership with the Overseas Development Institute and 
the Red Cross Climate Centre, the we are leading a study comparing different 
aimed at just this. This involves a scoping study assessing the current evidence 
base for early action and three focal studies looking at forecast-based mechanisms 
in Kenya, Bangladesh and the UN Central Emergency Relief Fund. The outcome 
will be clearer evidence on and action plans for scaling early action in those 
contexts, drawing out wider lessons for scaling early action more broadly.

Key questions:
• How does the Anticipation window influence the national level? For example, 

through standing decision making groups.
•  How are we leveraging previous investments in preparedness and early 

warning systems?
• Is anticipation scalable? If so, how?
•  What are the unexpected or unintended outcomes of thise work? (positive 

or negative)
•  Are members making additional investments in early action or accessing 

new funding sources, after making use of the anticipation window?
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Adaptation & uptake

Evidence and learning for crisis anticipation is practice oriented and primarily 
seeks to inform our members and influence the wider sector. This final section 
identifies the feedback loops in place to ensure the dissemination and uptake of 
learning and evidence around the Anticipation window, which are shown in the 
graphic below.

Feedback and learning on the anticipatory alert cycle is sought through feedback 
from Start staff, learning exchanges and interviews with members. This information 
is used to consider changes to the alert cycle processes and documentation. For 
example, based on feedback from Tajikistan and Timor-Leste, we are testing an 
extended proposal development period of seven days instead twenty-four hours, 
to enable higher quality project design. 

To support improved practice in forecast-based programming, we will periodically 
update our pre-alert guidance notes, to ensure the guidance used by members to 

ensure they reflect current learning. Where possible, we will link members working 
on comparable alerts directly with each other to enable peer-to-peer learning. 
We will also present learning from programmes to FOREWARN, to ensure it 
reaches wider membership. Combined these approaches will help ensure the 
good practice can be replicated where relevant and avoid repeating failures.

Learning will be disseminated to the wider sector through variety of channels, 
including blog posts, annual publications, which will summarise evidence from 
our decision making and programming. We will also host an open learning event 
annually, to profile our work and continue to This will ensure that knowledge of 
wider relevance is shared across the sector.
Overall, our approach to learning will drive good practice around forecast-
based action and contribute to the wider evidence base required to achieve 
sustainability and scale. 
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THE START FUND IS SUPPORTED BY THE FOLLOWING DONORS: THE START FUND PARTNERS: 
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