
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case Title: 

Name: 

Organization: 

Summary: 

Think about which subcomponents of the Collaborating, Learning & Adapting (CLA) Framework 
are most reflected in your case so that you can 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 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 did you decide to use a CLA approach? Why was CLA considered helpful for 
addressing your organizational or development challenge(s)? 



  

    
  

   
  

3. 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 Effectiveness: 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 Results: 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. What factors enabled your CLA approach and what obstacles did you
encounter? How would you advise others to navigate the challenges you faced?

7.Was your CLA approach prompted by a response to the COVID-19 pandemic? If so, how?

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.  

https://www.usaid.gov/selfreliance

	Case Title: 

	Submitter: Abby Yarger, Vishalini Lawrence 
	Organization: DAI Global LLC
	Caption: MARI team during a strategic planning sessions with virtual stakeholders. 
 Credit: Afi Noor, Knowledge Management & Communications Officer, MARI Program, DAI Global LLC
	Case Title: Rapid Adaptation in Evolving Malaysia
	Image_af_image: 
	Summary: The USAID/OTI Malaysia Reform Initiative (MARI) program was established to support Malaysians’ aspiration for a more democratic society. Launched in 2018, MARI aimed to support the newly elected government’s anti-corruption agenda. Recently, Malaysia’s democratic system of governance has faced multiple challenges both due to the prolonged impact of the global pandemic and prevailing political uncertainty. Less than halfway through their term, the ruling coalition changed. The new government now relies on a fragile majority and has prioritized political survival over reform. Further, in response to COVID-19, the government declared a National Emergency, resulting in the suspension of Parliament in January 2021. Despite the unexpected changes in the operating environment, the MARI program has provided support to Parliament, the Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission and other key government institutions. Simultaneously, the program’s strategy adapted to the demand side of accountability through partners who are the forefront of advocating for democratic reform. The COVID -19 restrictions necessitated a rapid shift to virtual forums for stakeholder consultations. The MARI program helped civil society to adopt digital platforms for public engagement and build coalitions key policy reform issues. CLA approaches gave the program the flexibility to revise the strategic framework, continue creative programming within the new operating context, and navigate conflicting political priorities. Staying true to the locally-owned principles of OTI – the program has succeeded in maintaining relevance and effectiveness  through openness to civil society, media and government input and frequent internal pause and reflect sessions with OTI and DAI team using the “One Team” approach.  
	Impact: As a result of CLA, the MARI team has created an organizational commitment to learn, adapt and change course when necessary. OTI and DAI leaders have set a tone that welcomes critical analysis and recommendations from our Malaysian team that has informed adaptations to the program strategy and generate a steady stream of new ideas. This collaborative way of working has allowed MARI to be highly responsive to new challenges and see this period of political uncertainty as an opportunity to support Malaysians during this transition. SMT leadership were deliberate in facilitating intentional pause and reflect sessions in weekly program meetings and facilitating monthly thematic learning sessions to advance MARI’s learning agenda, and importantly, inform the co-design of new activities. OTI and DAI staff also collaborate closely with respective DC and field teams to effectively share information and make decisions swiftly to allow timely response in the evolving context.  Examples of engendering a culture of CLA include having the DCR and COP participate as integral members of the Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning (MEL) team. The MARI program has proactively trained the entire program team to understand the critical role of MEL in program design and delivery. Leading by example, MEL and CLA is integrated into each step of the activity cycle. Furthermore, our sophisticated and passionate Malaysian team are active in analytical and learning processes, lead on developing theories of change and actively participate in periodic learning and reflection sessions. Through the collective strategy review efforts, MARI was able to strengthen existing relationships with the government and provide demand driven assistance despite the political changes. MARI’s demonstrated commitment to promoting democratic values and a willingness to adapt our initial approach further solidified our reputation as supporter of Malaysian-led democratic governance, increasing MARI’s legitimacy as a USG actor in Malaysia. 
	Why: Considering most OTI programs take place in fragile or transitional contexts, the OTI Activity Cycle is designed to allow programs to flexibly adapt programming and strategy based on changes in the environment. The OTI ‘Act, Assess, Adapt’ structure encourages program teams to continuously learn from activities, evaluate impact, and refine programming to respond effectively. The team works collaboratively using the “One Team” approach to assess fresh new ideas, articulate theories of change, design new activities, monitor impact, test assumptions and incorporate learning into the design of new activities. Furthermore, DAI’s adaptive management principles critically inform leadership decision making, particularly on programs within DAI’s Center for Secure and Stable States. Following the elections of March 2020 and onset of COVID-19, the MARI Senior Management Team (SMT) and the OTI Country Representative (CR) and Deputy Country Representative (DCR), led the team through a thorough process of analyzing the overall political context to identify where the program could continue to have impact and build on lessons learned from previous activities, despite new challenges and restrictions. The CLA approaches were fundamental to successfully pivoting the program to maintain momentum and continue supporting Malaysian government and civil society partners.  
	Lessons Learned: Though our CLA approach is inbuilt into OTI programs, the COVID-19 pandemic forced the team to practice rapid adaptive management. Upon the first movement control order, MARI immediately offered support to all partners and amended timelines and scopes of work considering new realities and restrictions. MARI also held a series of virtual roundtables with influential civil society partners to canvas perspectives on immediate needs and ideas on how to continue programming on key issues with an online audience. MARI had traditionally held in person roundtables, large events at universities with students, theatrical performances for large audiences – all had to be adapted due to COVID protocols. MARI engaged digital engagement specialists and DAI’s Center for Digital Acceleration to master online engagement strategies, build digital literacy and develop Malaysian specific tools for ongoing activities. Further, MARI funded specialized mentoring for CSO partners on digital advocacy and held capacity building trainings on cybersecurity and social media. As the pandemic continued, MARI maintained a highly flexible and adaptive approach to activities – including weekly reviews of progress and considering changes in COVID national guidelines and operating procedures. For example, activities designed in November/December 2021 had anticipated COVID restrictions would be reduced by Spring 2021, however, as the State of Emergency and continued Movement Control Orders were extended, the team had to again adapt activities mid-stream to reconstruct stakeholder convening and consultations to move to hybrid or fully virtual events.As of April 2021, MARI has developed an impressive portfolio of digital advocacy that serves to build upon frontier scholarship on non-traditional, innovative and virtual public engagement. Thankfully, Malaysia is well equipped and most partners and key audiences have access to reliable internet, allowing consistent connectively and engagement on priority issues. 
	Factors: Creating an organizational CLA culture begins at the top. The most influential factor that enabled MARI’s effective CLA is the OTI and DAI leadership team who were committed to internal reflection and willingness to be flexible and adaptive. By leading by example, the entire program team exhibited creative thinking, agility and shared responsibility in achieving program goals in an evolving context.  Our highly skilled Malaysian staff were empowered to proactively identify challenges and opportunities that helped inform revisions to the overall program strategy. Their confidence and deep contextual knowledge allowed the program to adeptly amend government and public engagement strategies and develop a diverse set of activities to help Malaysians navigate this political transition in the middle of the global pandemic. Further, the DCR expertly instills an emphasis of MEL across the team and ensures OTI’s global MEL best practices inform how MARI integrates learning on a consistent basis. In terms of challenges, the MEL team is sometimes thinly stretched across the portfolio of over 150 activities. With limited personnel resources, the MEL team make significant contributions, despite an intense and growing workload. Further, MEL & CLA are generally new concepts for Malaysian organizations. Therefore, the MARI team had to invest time into training Malaysian partners on MEL and adaptive management principles. 
	CLA Approach: Originally, MARI’s objectives were to 1) empower reformers within the Malaysian government to advance institutional, democratic change and 2) increase activities of non-government actors in the expanded political space. Since the change in government in March 2020, Objective 2 needed to be reframed to focus on public engagement on democratic reform. Through a ‘rolling assessment’ – the OTI Country Representative (CR) and Deputy Country Representative (DCR) led the team through a critical CLA pause and reflect process of “looking back, up and forward.” Looking back allowed the team to consider achievements, challenges and lessons learned. Looking up facilitated in evaluating the current context: what had changed, what is no longer possible and what changes in programmatic approach were needed to adapt to the new reality.  Looking forward led the team to identify – using analysis and discussion - what next steps are required to appropriately respond to the evolving changes in political context. The process enabled the predominantly Malaysian team to articulate where there was a shift in political will, differing priorities and how the program could continue to advance program goals while aligning activities with the new strategy. For example, technical assistance to the government of Malaysia drastically changed when the new administration came to power. Previous support to the Parliamentary Select Committees, the Open Government Partnership and reform legislation was no longer likely. In many cases, activities that were designed to include government consultations had to be removed or reconfigured.  As a result of the pause and reflect sessions, roundtables with partners and continuous political analysis, MARI designed a new objective that carried the same intent but grounded in new realities. The revised objective became ‘increase public engagement in the ongoing political transition’ to enable the team to facilitate meaningful discussion and support policy advocacy and public engagement on issues that matter to Malaysians.
Amidst the prevailing political uncertainty, Malaysia confronted COVID-19. Immediately upon the onset of lockdowns, the team acted quickly to contact all grantees to 1) reinforce our commitment to the activity and 2) modify each grant to allow additional time and revise activity budgets for COVID-19 adaptations. When the National Emergency was announced, MARI responded by hosting a virtual roundtable with civil society partners. Through this stakeholder consultation, partners expressed concerns and collectively strategized how activities could continue despite restrictions, limited access to government partners and the temporary suspension of Parliament. Considering the change in political leadership, emergency restrictions and recommendations from partners, MARI decided to refocus on social media and digital platforms as a creative strategy to increase public engagement.  To support partners adapt to this new way of working, DAI contracted three consultants to provide technical guidance on digital tools for coalition building, advocacy, and building coalitions on critical policy issues. The consultants improved MARI’s digital engagement strategies by designing tools and approaches for increased virtual participation and solidified cybersecurity best practices. Examples of digital tools include innovative digital advocacy campaigns, online youth parliament sessions, online cartoon and graphic arts exhibition focused on Freedom of Expression and the launch of a comic series to advance the conversation around political and social issues. These digital activities amplified messaging to key audiences, despite the inability to host in person discussions and networking. Through multi-stakeholder consultations with CSOs, government and media, MARI successfully integrated local insight into the revised strategy and the development of 67 new innovative activities valued at over $4 million. By investing in digital engagement capacity building, MARI equipped grantees to lead hybrid and virtual conferences and conduct effective digital outreach, setting a new precedent of public engagement via traditional and new media.
	Context: The OTI Malaysia program fosters partnerships with the Malaysian Government, civil society, and other interested stakeholders across diverse sectors to contribute to the advancement of democratic reform initiatives. USAID/Office of Transition Initiatives (OTI) responded to a request from the U.S. Embassy to launch the program after the historical May 2018 elections to help capitalize on Malaysian aspirations for transparency, accountability, and government reform. Following an infamous political scandal in 2018, Malaysians were ready for a break from chronic corruption and demanded a political shift. To respond to the appetite for reform, the newly elected Prime Minister came into power with an ambitious agenda to advance anti-corruption, racial reconciliation, electoral reforms and parliamentary strengthening. However, the development challenge significantly shifted in March 2020 when the government was replaced by a new political coalition. Further, with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, MARI could no longer host in-person consultations and events it previously facilitated to advance priority democratic reform. Despite the significant changes in the operating context, the MARI team, led by OTI, reviewed and adapted the program strategy. Through pause & reflect exercises and strategy review sessions, the program has succeeded in reorienting the strategy to focus on increasing public engagement on priority policy reform issue areas while continuing to be responsive to requests for technical assistance from government institutions committed to democratic governance. 
	Impact 2: CLA allowed MARI to develop a meaningful and relevant strategy during seismic shifts in the political context. This adaptive team was able to navigate the continued impact of the pandemic and political uncertainty by re-framing the strategy and refining an engagement approach that effectively stimulated conversations around issue areas. Although the program has not ended yet and it is too soon to tell cumulative results, MARI has played a catalytic role in enhancing CSO coordination and coalition  building around shared interests, as evidenced by joint-statements during the national state of emergency and collective advocacy campaigns as a result of MARI funded capacity building. MARI funded activities that adapted to COVID-19 restrictions include using comic artists, comedians, gamming,  film makers, and digital platforms like Tik Tok, Instagram, Facebook and Twitter to creatively engage Malaysian men and women in the discourse around democratic governance in Malaysian centered around the project’s priority issue areas. Malaysian partners have become adept at 'ICT' for advocacy strategies to amplify messaging,  reach diverse audiences and facilitate civic participation.  MARI and its partners have also played a pivitol role in educating on digital rights and fostered advocacy on freedom of information and freedom of expression through creative outlets.
Achievements working with Malaysian government include:•	Diversity and Inclusion Training for staff of two ministries - Ministry of Women and Ministry of Sports and Youth Affairs•	Parliament – Research on the pros and cons of a potential new anti-hopping law for a Bi-Partisan Parliamentary Caucus that has been established to review the issue, •	Targeted assistance to MACC in anti-corruption including by helping them engage with the private sector on newly instituted laws on Corporate Liability to increase accountability and deter corruption in business conduct.


