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1. Which subcomponents of the Collaborating, Learning and Adapting Framework
are reflected most in your case (select up to 5 subcomponents)?

Pause & Reflect 

Adaptive Management 

Technical Evidence Base 

Theories of Change 

Scenario Planning 

M&E for Learning 

Internal Collaboration 

External Collaboration 

Openness 

Relationships & Networks 

Continuous Learning & 
Improvement 

Knowledge Management 

Institutional Memory 

Decision-Making 

Mission Resources 

CLA in Implementing 
Mechanisms 

https://usaidlearninglab.org/sites/default/files/resource/files/keyconcepts_twopager_8.5x11_v7_20160907.pdf


 

 
 

2. What is the general context in which the case takes place?

3. Why did you use a collaborating, learning, and adapting approach?



  

 4.  Describe how you used collaborating, learning, and adapting in this case.



  
 

 

 

5b.  Development Results: What impact, if any, has CLA had on your development outcomes?


5a.  Organizational Impact: What impact, if any, has collaborating, learning, and adapting 
had on your team, mission or organization? 



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.
	

7.  Based on your experience and lessons learned, what advice would you share with 
colleagues about using a collaborating, learning, and adapting approach?

6.   What factors affected the success or otherwise of your collaborating, learning 
and adapting approach? What were the main enablers or barriers?
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	Caption: DEPA MERL Acculturation Workshop for a developmental evaluation pilot in Cambodia. Credit: Gabrielle Plotkin.
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	Summary: The Developmental Evaluation Pilot Activity (DEPA MERL) is designed to test the effectiveness of developmental evaluation (DE) in the USAID context. DE provides an approach to evaluation that is quick, ongoing, and takes an iterative approach to data collection, analysis, and feedback. This contributes to timely adaptations throughout the project cycle, allowing for systems changes, as well as changes in targeted outcomes. DEPA MERL is not only helping programs to learn and adapt, but is embracing a CLA approach to its own implementation of DEs. In this case study, we discuss how DEPA MERL infuses CLA at three levels of programming: 1. In the implementation of DEs themselves through ensuring a) collaboration and active participation of stakeholders in the DE pilots; and b) facilitating adaptation and the responsiveness of the stakeholders to act upon data that suggests a change should be made;2. In the evaluation of DEPA MERL’s own work across DE pilots using both performance based measures and DE techniques; and,3. In the Uptake DE pilot, helping three Centers at the U.S. Global Development Lab to document, learn, and adapt their approaches to sustained uptake of innovations in real time. 
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	Impact: The CLA approach has had different organizational impacts at the three different levels discussed in this case study. At the DEPA MERL project level, the partner organizations co-created and continue to invest in the project because of existing interest in adaptive approaches and learning focused M&E. The continually captured learnings through the project’s CLA approach help feed and broaden this interest, build leadership support, and encourage utilization of learning focused and adaptive approaches more broadly. Concurrently, this approach also encourages existent CLA-related tools and techniques in use at the organizations to come to light more clearly, be shared, and adapted upon themselves. At the meta evaluation level, the approach has continued to foster the team’s excitement and dedication toward outcomes. Having regular feedback, a collaborative environment, and captured learnings to share continually calls the team, any team, back to the original purpose, intent, and goal of a project. And finally, at the Uptake DE pilot level, the CLA approach and early value add of the DE has helped teams to talk about what’s working and not in an action oriented manner, and move from inaction towards adaptation even on small bumps in the road. It is still early, but there are positive indications that the CLA approach both within and outside the DE at the pilot level will help reaffirm and encourage more adaptive and pro-learning behaviors among the bought in teams, as well as to other teams more indirectly involved.
	CLA Approach: Within the Uptake DE pilot, we facilitate adaptation through constant documentation and regular data analysis of the Centers’ programs, activities, and working relationships focused on answering the co-created DE research questions. The first instance of adaptation in the Uptake DE pilot happened around a key relationship with one of the Centers. Through observation of team meetings and conducting various interviews, our Developmental Evaluator helped highlight to staff that the Center had strong relationship dynamics with a key partner, but some logistical aspects of decision making were hindering progress. The lack of actual tension in a relationship can often lead to an avoidance of addressing inefficiencies. Through being able to document the impacts on efficacy and efficiency of their work, the DE was able to provide the team with evidence that justified changes in the approvals processes, captured all the possible adaptive actions, implications of those actions, and then recommendations. The DE will now be tracking how adaptations are made based on these recommendations and will be able to share back with the team the impact of those decisions, any tweaks that might be needed, and improvements resulting from those adaptations, all grounded in real time data. Going up to the second level of the adaptation inception, our team has instituted Acculturation Workshops at the beginning of any pilot as a way to kickoff the DE, ensure collective buy in, and collaboratively establish priority research questions to help shape the scope of the DE. In preparation for the Uptake DE Acculturation Workshop, we relied on our robust documentation from our previous Acculturation Workshop regarding how objectives were met or unmet, feedback from participants, outcomes, and follow on needs around acculturation. From this, we knew we needed to better understand the nuance and history of the programs that were to be a part of the DE, before the Workshop. Accordingly, we conducted interviews with all three Centers before the Workshop, a broad document review, and sourced the preliminary and suggested research questions from those interviews and the Centers’ own program documents. The infusion of data into the Workshop activities itself significantly improved valuation of the DE at an earlier stage and helped facilitate more active and grounded conversation, which in turn facilitated collaboration and decision making amongst the participants. These, and additional lessons learned, were debriefed in multiple after action reviews and will be applied to any future pilots’ Acculturation Workshops. At the higher, DEPA MERL level, our whole team has worked over the past six months to continually adapt the process by which our Developmental Evaluators capture the emerging learnings, dynamics, decision points, and progress of our pilots. While we had carefully designed a system for having evaluators document these points, we found that this system was entirely too burdensome. Therefore, the team has evolved from documenting a great level of detail, to just key events, and also moved from weekly and monthly written reports, to a single monthly interview and basic log of key activities and learnings. The progressive adaptation has significantly reduced burdens, while maintaining purposeful documentation practices to capture key moments in the DE. The focus on utilization and positive attitude towards adaptation have been paramount in achieving this success. 
	Why: The DEPA MERL project chose to use the CLA approach at three distinct levels:1. CLA was already an integrated approach in the DEPA MERL project merely by utilizing and focusing on DEs. DE is inherently utilization focused and places more of a premium on learning than accountability. Indeed, two key principles include a) collaboration and active participation of stakeholders to the DE; and b) adaptation observed through the responsiveness of the stakeholders to act upon emergent DE data that suggests a change should be made.2. Our team also actively exemplifies a CLA approach in the overarching project through a hybrid evaluation approach that looks at performance, but also utilizes techniques from DE in order to adapt the pilots as they progress. We took this approach because it is pivotal that a) the DEs meet the needs of the stakeholders; b) we use learnings from pilots that started earlier to improve starting new pilots; and c) we capture lessons learned around what works and does not for implementing DEs in a USAID context for dissemination and future use at USAID or in the international development field more broadly.3. Finally, stakeholders within the Lab bought into a DE because they wanted to accelerate their work and be able to share what was and was not working to achieve sustained uptake of their specific innovations. There is substantial discussion of scale, acceleration, and sustained uptake at the Lab, but to date, relatively little documentation of strategies and contextual factors that lead to success. A DE enables the Centers who are involved to document their learnings, as well as adapt their sustained uptake strategies based on near real time data from the DE. 
	Context: The Developmental Evaluation Pilot Activity (DEPA MERL) Consortium was born out of the U.S. Global Development Lab’s Monitoring, Evaluation, Research, and Learning Innovations (MERLIN) program. A product of co-creation and collaboration itself, DEPA MERL is designed to test the effectiveness of a developmental evaluation (DE) approach in achieving effective programming for innovative interventions, untested theories of change, or implementation in complex contexts. Traditional approaches to monitoring and evaluation focus on making existing processes, structures and systems more effective. DE seeks to improve not only program design, but takes into account the entire complex dynamic system in which the program, project, or activity takes place. DE provides an approach to evaluation that is quick, ongoing, and takes an iterative approach to data collection, analysis, and feedback that contributes to timely changes throughout the project cycle and allows for systems changes as well as changes in targeted outcomes. Within DEPA MERL, the William Davidson Institute (WDI) at University of Michigan is performing a meta evaluation comprised of both performance and developmental evaluation techniques to adapt the DEs throughout implementation for increased effectiveness, as well as measure the utility and effectiveness of DE within the USAID context. As such, DEPA MERL is both practicing and preaching CLA. This case also highlights one of DEPA MERL’s first pilots in which the U.S. Global Development Lab contracted its own DE. This DE covers three of the Lab’s Centers, examining questions around how to best achieve sustained uptake of innovations, as well as the efficacy of various models they employ in order to achieve sustained uptake of those innovations. This Uptake DE pilot is currently underway and utilizing data-driven decision making to identify what is working, not working, and how these modalities might be adapted to enhance efforts for Agency actors and external partners alike to better understand, utilize, and market innovations. The fact that this DE pilot spans three Centers’ work also requires a significant level of collaboration in order to meet various stakeholder needs and generate cross comparative lessons learned. The multiple levels of CLA through DE are mutually reinforcing and have only been possible through infusing operational processes and practices with a fervent yet practical learning and collaborative approach. 
	Lessons Learned: CLA has enabled DEPA MERL to earn some quick wins on the Uptake DE. Other wins at the DEPA MERL level have taken months to solidify. In all cases, we have seen that the CLA approach facilitates real and necessary changes to programming. However, “doing” DE or CLA more generally is a resource intensive task. While many development actors these days profess to understand the importance of reflecting and adapting, there are relatively few instances of organizations that dedicate sufficient time and funds to do it effectively. Having leadership support and people that are skilled at and responsible for helping the CLA is imperative, not only for ensuring that organizations know how and when to collaborate, learn, or adapt, but also to ensure that they actually do it. 
	Factors: The main enablers are having stakeholders that are bought in, willing to be flexible, and excited to see progress throughout the course of implementation. Having people who value data and are open to shifting in the way that the data suggest further enables the efficiency of adaptations. In order to facilitate quicker learning, it is helpful to establish regular patterns of documentation and analysis of that documentation as a source of data. This also helps generate a record for projects and similar, future endeavors to better learn and act on what works and avoid replicating activities that do not or decisions that are ineffective, thus increasing the likelihood of sustainability.Relatedly, one of the key barriers to CLA is a false sense of buy-in at the start. Encountering key stakeholders who are only interested in adaptation in the abstract or when it doesn’t concern their own work has been a real challenge of DE from the start, and continues to be so. A collaborative, learning, and goal-oriented team that is inclusive of both decision makers and decision implementers from all key stakeholders is essential to sustained success. Even when adaptations are not necessarily as effective or lead to unanticipated findings, having a full team with a "come what may" attitude will enable success in the long run. Additionally, people often ask about the contracting mechanism and assume there is more space for adaptation with cooperative agreements. However, the team has found that it is more about the decision making processes and engagement of the donor then the contracting mechanism itself that enables flexibility and adaptations to occur and be streamlined.
	Impact 2: Despite it still being early in the overall award, the CLA approach taken at the DEPA MERL level has enabled the team to be more keenly aware of the progress towards the development results throughout implementation, and more specifically enables the team to not just measure the effectiveness, but improve the effectiveness of the DEs throughout implementation and documentation of how and why a certain activity or approach was better than another. Part of the DEPA MERL project’s approach is around trying to determine the influence the evaluation has on the development results of the projects that have bought into the DE pilots. So far, it is too early to determine any impact, but the DEs have certainly been influential, and the level of influence relates to the receptivity of presented findings and actions on recommendations of the key stakeholders. DEPA MERL will be sharing more on DE impact on development results, and the infusion of CLA on our own development results, as the pilots and overall project progresses. 


