Case Title:

Cultivating an ECOsystem of Adaptive
Learning in the E3 Bureau
Submitter Name: Scott Loomis
Organization: Training Resources Group, Inc.
Summary:

Sharing field lessons at the Environment Officer's
Workshop, February 2016. Credit: Kirby Crider,
Training Resources Group, Inc.

The ECO Project was designed to strengthen USAID’s development impact by ensuring high quality learning in the
environment and climate change sectors. The project worked collaboratively with USAID counterparts to improve the
technical capacity of USAID staff by designing and supporting the delivery of learning events, developing resources
and spaces for collaboration, and strengthening systems and processes that support learning and its application.
Specifically, the project supported four different offices with the E3 Bureau focusing on four task areas: CompetencyBased Training, Knowledge Management, Communications & Reporting, and Facilitation. With collaboration as a
major theme of the project, we needed to be agile and adapt to multiple approaches. Over time, we refined a range of
learning processes that responded to individual task and office needs, while simultaneously beginning to cultivate an
approach to task integration that amplified learning and increased resource efficiencies. We found CLA is an effective
approach, if applied patiently and appropriately, that can begin to cross siloed office boundaries to foster cross-unit
and cross-task learning. Our USAID partners say that ECO has been instrumental in giving them the resources, skills
and expertise to increase performance throughout the Agency.

1. Which subcomponents of the Collaborating, Learning, and Adapting Framework are
reflected most in your case?

X Pause & Reflect

Openness

X Adaptive Management

Relationships & Networks

Technical Evidence Base X Continuous Learning &
Improvement
Theories of Change
Knowledge Management
Scenario Planning
Institutional Memory
X M&E for Learning
Decision-Making
X Internal Collaboration
Mission Resources
External Collaboration
CLA in Implementing
Mechanisms

2. What is the general context in which the case takes place?
The ECO Project was designed to strengthen USAID’s development impact by ensuring high quality learning in the
environment and climate change sectors. The project worked collaboratively with USAID counterparts to improve the
technical capacity of USAID staff by designing and supporting the delivery of learning events, developing resources and
spaces for collaboration, and strengthening systems and processes that support learning and its application. Specifically,
the project supported four different offices within the E3 Bureau focusing on four task areas: Competency-Based Training,
Knowledge Management, Communications and Reporting, and Facilitation. Working with several counterparts and
addressing different task areas and office needs required that we adapt our approaches in service of learning. Each
counterpart had technical expertise but often little experience with cognitive psychology principles and processes that
support continuous learning. They had their own perspectives and approaches to their task area and many counterparts
were new to USAID.
With collaboration as a major theme of the project, we needed to be agile and adapt to multiple approaches. Over time, we
refined a range of learning processes that responded to individual task and office needs, while simultaneously beginning to
cultivate an approach to task integration that amplified learning and increased resource efficiencies. At the beginning of the
project, many of our USAID counterparts approached learning through a more traditional mindset of delivering technical
content through training events. The project also inherited some legacy activities that were committed to in advance. In
order for collaboration to be successful, we first had to build credibility through addressing legacy activities and slowly over
time, expand their traditional approaches to a more experiential learning mindset rooted in cognitive psychology principles.
We hypothesized that bringing together all four task areas in a more strategic way would increase the efficiency and
effectiveness of knowledge sharing, collaboration and learning. As the project advanced, we found that having a strategic
approach to learning in which we incorporated a mix of training methodologies, supported by targeted communications and
reinforced by KM platforms and activities, tended to have a greater impact on target audience participation, content
retention and application.
There was a confluence of several factors, including new policies, improvements in the Agency’s approach to integrating
those policies into the project design and implementation process, and agency-wide support for biodiversity, climate
change and water. This provided the ECO project a fertile environment to experiment with innovative approaches and
opportunities for task integration.

3. Why did you use a collaborating, learning, and adapting approach?
USAID works in complex environments, requiring a more adaptive approach to programming. Similarly, the structure of the
ECO contract, with so many different actors and roles, called for a collaborative and adaptive learning approach for the
project to be successful. Having four offices and multiple points of contact, each with their own needs and agenda, meant
we had to meet each of our counterparts in their reality before we could move towards improved learning. We found CLA is
an effective approach, if applied patiently and appropriately, that can begin to cross the siloed boundaries to foster crossunit and cross-task learning.
ECO was primarily working with headquarters staff, many of whom were initially new to the Agency, and therefore, while
technically accomplished, lacked experience with the missions and had varying degrees of understanding about the
science of learning and behavioral change. By taking an incremental CLA approach, we worked with many of our
counterparts to not only meet their task goals but to also build their own capacity, moving them beyond their technical
expertise, to become effective stewards of learning in the USAID context. In the environmental and climate sectors there is
an overabundance of information, with new material being added every day. USAID staff are saturated with information
making it more difficult to get their attention and focus. This is not unique to USAID but is a global phenomenon. ECO’s
learning approach addressed this through new methods such as “just-in-time” and blended learning interventions in order
to get information to learners more efficiently.

4. Describe how you used collaborating, learning, and adapting in this case.
Pause and Reflect. The ECO team and our USAID counterparts held After Action Reviews (AARs) after every learning
event and project-wide biannual reflection meetings to review data and experiences, extracting lessons learned. We also
held many other reflection meetings and conversations through which continuous feedback loops informed strategies and
refinements to improve processes and results. In addition, we applied Agile approach concepts such as a process
framework for training design and KM platform development. This allowed our team to respond and adapt to constant
changes from a variety of sources.
Adaptive Management. We used AAR results initially to improve future training events and, as the project evolved, used
AARs across all task areas to inform scoping, planning and modifications to support learning more broadly. For example,
the foundational Global Climate Change (GCC) training courses were nurtured by AARs, but we also needed to adapt to
Mission requests for tailored courses. When an Executive Order was issued to integrate Climate Risk Management (CRM)
assessments into the Mission program design process, ECO and USAID realized that training alone would not be sufficient
to bring about this change. The team adjusted and developed a comprehensive capacity development strategy. ECO also
responded to changing participant learning preferences and trends in cognitive psychology and neuroscience. We began
to experiment more with multi-media, micro-learning modules and linking to KM platforms for access to targeted
communications and learning products.
M&E for Learning. Arriving at consensus on a strategic results framework that accommodated four different offices could
only be achieved through a highly collaborative and iterative process. As this framework and our own learning evolved, we
aligned the questions in all data collection instruments. We moved beyond end of course evaluations to look at whether
and how participants are applying what they learned in their work and experimented with various strategies to increase
response rates. To nurture a culture of feedback, we integrated data collection into webinars, asked office directors to send
out survey requests, conducted in-person data collection when possible and actively communicated with participants how
their valuable responses would be used.
Continuous Learning and Improvement. We continue to learn over time how training, KM, communications and
facilitation can work together more synergistically. ECO’s internal bi-weekly staff meetings provide an ongoing space for
reflection about what is and is not working well. We have frequent meetings with our USAID counterparts to share M&E
data and discuss implications, understand their needs, and come to agreement on appropriate learning interventions and
approaches that reflect how people learn. We consider what is needed to support participants before, during and after
learning events to sustain learning over time. The learning has to be relevant and timed appropriately. As ECO progresses
and results are achieved, we see a learning, knowledge sharing and communications culture emerging.
Relationships & Networks. The relationships we have built within the project, with our USAID colleagues and with other
implementing partners, have been instrumental to project success. The project chief of party has empowered task
managers to be leaders and build strong, trusting relationships with their USAID counterparts. Through collaborative
planning, with open and honest reflection, we nurtured effective work teams for successful implementation and learning. It
has been a dialectic and valuable process for both the ECO team and our USAID counterparts that has led to more
effective learning interventions. Also, designing and facilitating inclusive learning event planning processes that bring
together different parts of an office, or different offices, provides an opportunity for dialogue resulting in clearer policies,
recommended practices and new knowledge. Learning events themselves also create a space for mission-to-mission and
mission-to-headquarters knowledge sharing.

5a. Organizational Impact: What impact, if any, has collaborating, learning, and adapting had on
your team, mission, or organization?
ECO works closely with USAID counterparts to build adaptive management practices, where the focus is on continuous
learning and organizational effectiveness. Although ECO is not directly implementing a development program on the
ground, its emphasis is on improving the way that work happens. Our counterparts say that ECO has been instrumental in
giving them the resources, skills and expertise to learn by developing and enabling learning processes that have over time
become standard practice. For example, the practice of conducting AARs with Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) and training
coordinators and feeding that information into designing future trainings helped establish a “pause and reflect” culture within
the GCC office.
One USAID counterpart views ECO as the glue helping to pull together opportunities—connecting dots and identifying
synergies leading to efficiencies and innovation. ECO serves as the convener for the FAB KM group with two other
implementing partners and has helped enhance the office’s KM approach in which more efficient and strategic work
happens. The FAB KM Lead states, “ECO helped us work more collaboratively and smarter—sharing lessons learned,
approaches and content among two key projects implementing our policy.”
ECO was a strategic partner in the development of GCC’s KM approach to building and managing Climatelinks. That
enabled USAID staff to have a unified and robust mechanism to access climate change resources and content to help make
more informed decisions. ECO helped GCC solidify an adaptive approach in which data and analytics are seamlessly used
to make decisions. The GCC KM Lead describes, “Climatelinks is a critical cog in the overall wheel in adopting a CLA
approach in the GCC mission and it reduces having to reinvent the wheel—it is a tool to increase the pace and agility for the
organization.”

5b. Development Results: What impact, if any, has CLA had on your development outcomes?
While it is unrealistic to expect headquarter-based projects, where the target audiences and recipients are USAID staff, to
have immediate and direct impact on development outcomes, there is a connection between these capacity building efforts
and development results. Capacity development of USAID staff will indirectly contribute to development outcomes. Our
efforts to build and support individual capacity and performance will result in those individuals being able to design and
manage better and more nuanced development programs that will yield positive long-term results. We know that it takes
time, it is difficult to measure, and there are several other factors influencing these results (e.g., policies, resources, hostcountry issues, etc.), but over time, we hypothesize that USAID will begin to see development results. When people are
supported to learn and apply new knowledge and skills through multiple integrated modalities (e.g., trainings, learning
boosters, webinars, newsletters, conferences, and KM platforms with easy access to job aids, lessons learned documents,
tips and tools, etc.), they make better decisions throughout the program cycle.
There is some anecdotal evidence of impact. For example, in the Water sector, ECO’s efforts have contributed to increased
awareness about water security for resilience. ECO’s GCC learning interventions have been fundamental in enhancing
USAID staff’s ability to understand and integrate climate change considerations into agency programming. Another
example, is the Senegal’s USAID/COMFISH Project which has developed local adaptation plans for fishing communities
using the knowledge and skills they acquired at an ECO-supported training to improve their practices, promote local
knowledge, develop capacity building activities and utilize strategic resource management measures.

6. What factors affected the success or otherwise of your collaborating, learning and adapting
approach? What were the main enablers or barriers?
There were several factors that enabled us to use CLA in our work. Most importantly, there was real demand for learning
and overall agency support for what the project was scoped to do. New policies and strategies had just been released and
mission staff were hungry for training, resources and job aids to help them understand and implement new guidelines. In
addition, our counterparts in Washington were incredibly passionate about the topics and highly motivated to engage and
develop quality learning opportunities. This enthusiasm and energy allowed us to work collaboratively and iteratively,
responding to real-time demands. Another important factor was that several members on the ECO team were skilled
facilitators and communicators—there was process design built into all we did. Having individuals trained in the craft of
facilitation supported maintaining open communication channels, building in moments for reflection and encouraging
continuous learning and improvement.
The structure of the contract, with four offices and four tasks, was both an enabler and an inhibitor. It forced us to look for
areas for collaboration and efficiencies. For example, we were able to develop an overall shared learning agenda that
supported four different office strategies. On the other hand, there were competing demands and reporting requirements
among individual offices that took energy and focus away from shared, integrated priorities and inhibited critical elements
of CLA, such as collecting sufficient data for learning, coming together as a whole project to pause and reflect frequently,
and true integrative work planning and target setting. Another inhibitor was that some of our USAID counterparts, as
environmental technical experts, approached the work with a content orientation and had a more traditional view of
learning. This slowed down the building of systems and processes to enable CLA in the beginning of the project.

7. Based on your experience and lessons learned, what advice would you share with
colleagues about using a CLA adapting approach?
We believe that the CLA approach can be used in all projects, though for headquarter-based projects the ability to
measure field impact will be much more tenuous. Early in the life of the project, it is important to assess how best to utilize
CLA approaches and ensure that all counterparts are part of that conversation. CLA is about demonstrating results while
continuously building and maintaining trust. Each reinforces the other – demonstrating results yields increased trust, which
in turn can open the gateway to more adaptive innovation. CLA takes more time, but in the end, the results are better. We
want to underscore the importance of having a high quality work ethic. It is also important to be intentional about designing
and facilitating collaborative processes; there are clear skill sets around communications that fortify collaborative
processes. Get your M&E systems set up early on. Having a shared framework of success is helpful so you are on the
same page with your counterparts about what you want to do. Use that framework to guide the work planning and the data
collection, which will be the basis for adapting activities over time. Put in place flexible structures so that the budgeting,
billing and resourcing are not barriers to collaborative approaches. Other key concepts include transparency, consistency,
and relative speed. Be transparent about what works and what does not. Learn from both successes and shortcomings.
Put in place consistent practices such as conducting AARs as a matter of habit after learning activities. Have regular and
periodic data analyses and reviews so that adaptation can go on more or less continuously, rather than waiting for a biannual report or review. Finally, the project leadership must be committed to a CLA approach and must actively support
those processes.

The CLA Case Competition is managed by USAID LEARN, a Bureau for Policy, Planning and Learning (PPL) mechanism
implemented by Dexis Consulting Group and its partner, International Resources Group, a subsidiary of RTI.

