
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case Title: 

Name: 

Organization: 

Summary: 

Which two subcomponents of the Collaborating, Learning & Adapting (CLA) Framework are 
most reflected in your case? Please reference them in your submission. 

• Internal Collaboration

• External Collaboration

• Technical Evidence Base

• Theories of Change

• Scenario Planning

• M&E for Learning

• Pause & Reflect

• Adaptive Management

• Openness

• Relationships & Networks

• Continuous Learning & Improvement

• Knowledge Management

• Institutional Memory

• Decision-Making

• Mission Resources

• CLA in Implementing Mechanisms



 

 
 

 

    
  

 

    
  

1. WHAT: What is the general context in which the case takes place? What organizational 
or development challenge(s) prompted you to collaborate, learn, and/or adapt?

2. WHY: Why did you decide to use a CLA approach? Why was CLA considered helpful for 
addressing your organizational or development challenge(s)?



  

    
  

   
  

3. How: Tell us the story of how you used a collaborating, learning and/or adapting approach 
to address the organizational or development challenge described in Question 2.



  
 

 

 

  

4. ORGANIZATIONAL IMPACT: How has collaborating, learning and adapting affected your 
team and/or organization? If it's too early to tell, what effects do you expect to see in the future?

5. DEVELOPMENT IMPACT: How has using a CLA approach contributed to your development 
outcomes? What evidence can you provide? If it's too early to tell, what effects do you expect to 
see in the future?



  

 

  

 

6. ENABLING CONDITIONS: How have enabling conditions - resources (time/money/staff), 
organizational culture, or business/work processes - influenced your results?
How would you advise others to navigate any challenges you may have faced?

The CLA Case Competition is managed by USAID's CLA Team in the Bureau for Policy, Planning 
and Learning (PPL) and by the Program Cycle Mechanism (PCM), a PPL mechanism implemented 

by  Environmental Incentives and Bixal.  
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	Submitter: Mariam Matevosyan
	Organization: International Republican Institute
	Caption: Photo Caption: Closing ceremony of the Government Spokespersons School
Photo Credit: IRI Armenia
	Case Title: Collaborating in Armenia to Improve Government Communications 
	Summary: Competent, clear, and consistent outreach is a crucial part of governance. It matters both in terms of basic communications, keeping citizens informed about vital policies and decisions, and building support for a clear and transparent style of leadership. In Armenia’s governmental outreach, missteps often stem from the absence of a unified communications policy, intra-government coordination, analytics-based messaging, and proactive, versus reactive, communication strategies. This lack of a proactive strategy across government ministries and leadership decreases the level of trust in information coming from official sources.  Frequent resignations of key government spokespeople further complicate the situation.
In the meantime, the government acknowledges the challenges it faces in the field of public communications and has established the Information and Public Relations Center (IPRC) as part of the Prime Minister’s office. The IPRC is expected to coordinate and manage all government communications and messaging. For various reasons, the IPRC is still in the process of defining its major tasks and responsibilities, and it is also outlining its terms of cooperation with other government bodies.
The International Republican Institute worked with individual ministries across the government to identify their ministry-specific public communications needs. IRI then trained their staff in these respective areas. However, this typically resulted in individual one-off trainings for groups of different staffers and did not provide a platform for various government agencies to cooperate on implementing a more holistic communications strategy. To best address communications needs, IRI used the CLA approach to launch a government spokespersons’ school in Armenia.

	Impact: CLA approaches, combined with insights informed by IRI’s regular, and frequent, polling data, allowed us to make an impact on the culture of government outreach in Armenia. CLA has helped us look at the big picture in our work advancing democracy and improving lives in Armenia. Before CLA, team members were often distracted from the program’s strategic goals, focusing mainly on indicators and day-to-day operations—process, not results. During staff meetings, we mostly discussed operational and technical details. Now, our staff meetings are aimed at analyzing programmatic and operational learning and identifying areas for improvement. This has contributed to an organizational culture more focused on strategy and results rather than on process and requirements. 
Also, the team is more confident now. There is an elevated level of trust and cooperation which, in many ways, can be attributed to CLA processes. While it is too early to measure overall organizational impact, at this stage we are tracking short term improved outcomes that stem from reflection and learning activities. In particular, IRI’s Armenia team has a better understanding of the added value of proper and timely monitoring activities and is intentionally practicing evidence-based decision-making, including incorporating the perspectives of various external stakeholders and IRI colleagues. CLA has also helped team members identify and appreciate each other’s strengths. For example, while some team members think strategically about how our activities tie together to improve overall government communications and institutionalize reform, others have a more technical knowledge of the tools required and the type of evaluation data needed to make our activities more targeted and effective. 

	Why: CLA has been a driving force in our annual workplan conversation and engagement with the USAID Mission in Armenia. The Mission has been very supportive and flexible in encouraging us to rethink and evaluate our approaches and corresponding activities in order to navigate the changing external political context. More specifically, interviews with training participants, government, and civil society partners conducted during our mid-term evaluation highlighted the need for a more focused and in-depth series of communication trainings.  These interviews informed IRI’s CLA approach. It helped us identify a specific sub-group of trainees who are critical for government communications, such as spokespersons and communication officers. We then offered them a series of tailored workshops. IRI’s Evidence and Learning team was instrumental in encouraging and educating the program team on how best to integrate CLA approaches into our work. This was particularly helpful and timely as the project entered its third year and the government’s priorities temporarily shifted from public communication reform to security- and pandemic-related issues. 

	Factors: The COVID-19 pandemic absolutely, and unsurprisingly, slowed down the pace of activities. IRI Armenia used this opportunity to look for new and practical ways to support the government’s communication reforms. The CLA approach is time intensive and required a lot of coordination and discussion with project partners, as well as with IRI colleagues in Yerevan and DC.  Not surprisingly, there were as many points of view as there were people engaged in the discussions. The IRI Armenia team consolidated all points of view, provided data where possible, and left  the final choice to the government. This not only increased ownership and commitment from the government side but also ensured that the reforms will be implemented. 
To facilitate CLA, the team created feedback loops and built in time for pause and reflection sessions. The team used its annual workplan discussion period to apply the CLA approach to the project. The flexibility of USAID, as well as the skilled in-house M&E cadre, facilitated the process. 
The IRI team and USAID AOR were very open to discussing past mistakes and thinking up new ideas, but the same was not true for our mid-level government partners. Some pushed to keep IRI’s support as it was. However, through collaboration with government partners and other USAID implementing partners, IRI recognized that adapting the program to create a government spokespersons’ school would improve Armenia’s whole-of-government communications approach. IRI is helping the government to address the two main communication-related challenges it currently faces: resource efficiency and lack of coordination. Up until now, no comprehensive training targeting spokespeople were conducted in Armenia. Second, the majority of the spokespeople we trained were recently appointed, and until right before the school they had not even met. After just three short months we see efficient daily coordination between these spokespeople. This was not just a series of regular trainings. Participants were highly engaged, taking part in designing the school program while building a strong network of communication professionals from across the government.  IRI engaged with the government from the very beginning, as a strategy for buy-in, and it is now paying off. The government is committed to further institutionalize the spokespersons’ school as a model for effective resource building and whole of government collaboration. 

	CLA Approach: In the initial stages of program implementation, IRI worked with individual ministries to identify their specific communications needs. This resulted in one-off, ad-hoc trainings for various groups of people. Periodic conversations with our program partners and qualitative data collected via mid-term evaluation interviews showed that IRI’s responsiveness to the needs of specific agencies has been very productive. However, ad-hoc trainings based on specific ministry needs did not provide a platform for multiple government agencies to cooperate and interact. At the same time, the complex and growing needs of participants showed that a systematic, collaborative engagement was needed to achieve better results. In addition, with buy-in from USAID, IRI embedded junior communication experts within partner government agencies to assist in their daily activities. After a few months of monitoring these junior communications experts’ work, however, IRI decided that the addition of these helping hands was not sufficient to address the government’s capacity development needs. Based on this assessment, IRI adapted its approach to enhance communication support through a larger-scale program focusing on the systematic training of spokespersons and communications department leads through a government spokespersons’ school. 
The CLA methodology of collaborating, learning, and adapting was especially important in engaging with communications leads and spokespersons. They are professionals, care about their work, and want the tools and training to do a good job. A collaborative approach was especially vital and informed respect and understanding on all sides of the work; this was a clear case of committed experts working together to share best practices, understand challenges, and adapt to Armenia’s unique circumstances, together. All participants relied on honest, open exchanges to meet as global practitioners with the same basic goals of improving communications outreach and strategies. It was a thoughtful and inclusive collaborative meeting of dedicated professionals and equals. 
PAUSE & REFLECT: Unplanned snap parliamentary elections, and the slower pace of programming due to parliament and government recesses created a perfect opportunity to initiate CLA. IRI doubled down on regular candid conversations with trainees, experts, and government and civil society partners about the results and effectiveness of the project. Our next step was to organize expert interviews with Armenian communication professionals and well-known journalists to understand the ministries’ communication issues from the perspective of citizens. 
EXTERNAL COLLABORATION: In addition to learning gained as a result of discussions with national media experts and communication professionals, IRI worked with other USAID-supported actors in the area (in particular, MSI/OTI) tapping into their experience and knowledge. Regular meetings and information-sharing promoted synergy between the two organizations. For example, MSI/OTI helped build IPRC’s work and organizational structure. IRI worked with the IPRC to complement that work and address its capacity development needs. At the same time, IRI signed an MoU with IPRC to ease effective decision-making at the executive level. As a result of this MoU, access to the ministries became much easier immediately. Issues are now identified at the IPRC level and communicated to relevant institutions. Additionally, IRI, using its existing partnership with five local media organizations, began regular group discussions to solicit additional insights on the quality and shortcomings of ministerial communication. These discussions were a chance to draw out partners’ institutional memory of the benefits and weaknesses of recent communications projects. IRI will continue collaborating with IPRC as it becomes a hub for whole-of-government communication training, as well as a coordinating body for communication strategy development and implementation. 
KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT: IRI used its regular polling data to construct a powerful evidence-based argument to get the government on board with a renewed communications approach that required serious commitment and political will. The Prime Minister’s chief of staff authorized IRI to start a pilot training series covering multiple aspects of public communications, designed especially for ministry spokespeople and communicators at other government agencies. At the same time, in order to get their buy-in, IRI used the influence of the IPRC to approach ministers and explain the spokespersons’ school in detail. 
RELATIONSHIPS AND NETWORKS: By building a network with a wide range of stakeholders, IRI established trusting relationships with its direct beneficiaries, the government spokespeople, through regular meetings, discussions, and coaching support. During the three intense months that the pilot Government Spokespersons’ School ran in the capital of Yerevan, over two dozen participants joined 18 weekly sessions on public relations skills, ranging from verifying sources to social media analytics to media strategy and mock interviews. These weekly meetings also worked as a consensus-building platform that forged connections between communications staff across the government. This ad hoc community of practitioners created a supportive atmosphere where people could share their ideas, best practices, and challenges with others in their class.


	Context: Since the Velvet Revolution in 2018, Armenia has begun a major transformation of its public communications landscape. Most of the country’s government staff, especially at the mid- and high levels, has been replaced. Because of the institutional fragility of the government’s communications operations before the Velvet Revolution, there were no clear mechanisms in place for knowledge transfer, continuity, or for coordinating whole-of-government messaging. The current government is facing challenges, both internal and external, in effectively formulating and communicating its reform agenda to the public in a timely and understandable manner. External factors include the twin crises of the recent war with Azerbaijan and the COVID-19 pandemic which, coupled with large-scale disinformation campaigns around each issue, have left the government vulnerable-- especially without a coordinated messaging and communication strategy in place.  Internal issues include insufficient capacity of the staff responsible for government communications, the lack of a culture supporting centralized government communications, occasional unprofessional behavior, and a general absence of specialized skills as the basis for public service in the field of communications. Furthermore, this is exacerbated by the absence of a comprehensive cross-government communications policy. In the meantime, the government has acknowledged the challenges it faces in its communications and is moving to consolidate and improve its outreach, including by building up the capacity of the IPRC.  IRI has supported IPRC via a series of trainings, consultations, and strategy building exercises, and will continue to support its work. 
	Impact 2: In the past, IRI’s government training brought together groups of public servants to address varying needs as indicated by ministries and government agencies. This allowed IRI to establish trust and ownership while working with government leadership. That said, IRI realizes that this top-down approach relied too heavily on high-level officials’ opinions on communication-related needs, and not enough on the thoughts and ideas of the trainees themselves. Also, we realized that people need to be able to talk to each other, informally, whenever they want, on their own time. There was no unified platform to facilitate communication and cooperation. One of the most profound successes of the government spokespersons school is the sense of camaraderie and connection that the participants built themselves. They now have a large network of engaged and committed colleagues with whom to share ideas and talk over issues. 
This peer network proved to be so important that, in his speech during the school’s closing ceremony, the Director of the IPRC mentioned the power of the platform in uniting public relations officers across Armenia’s state agencies. In perhaps the clearest sign of the school’s success, he reiterated the government’s intention to adapt its curriculum and institutionalize it.  Participants, in turn, praised the peer-to-peer learning and connection, which created a safe space for collaboration, dialogue, sharing and learning.  Of course, these links, shared knowledge, and experience will ultimately benefit the people of Armenia, who will now get better and clearer government information. 
This new sense of collaboration will benefit everyone. The peer-to-peer partnerships will help spokespeople and communications leads to coordinate their strategic communication goals, which are yet to be assessed by the IRI team. The government spokespersons’ school illustrates how informed, educated discussions are a place to provide continuous learning--both to inform internal government decision-making as well as in IRI’s cooperation with USAID and other partners.
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