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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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	Submitter: Esin Efe
	Organization: Chemonics International
	Caption: Land titling and civil records office in Eastern Ghouta. Credit: SRP grantee.
	Case Title: Using CLA to Achieve Program Goals in a Volatile Conflict Environment
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	Summary: The Syria Regional Program (SRP) operates in a rapidly changing conflict environment, presenting challenges to remain relevant and effective. We apply a Collaborating, Learning and Adapting (CLA) approach and rigorously use theories of change, openness, pause and reflect, and scenario planning in order to make progress toward our program goal. These CLA principles allow for the incorporation of rolling analysis, contextual information, activity learning, and community feedback into future programming. CLA principles allow SRP to operate effectively in an unpredictable conflict context, to remain compliant with regulations, and to deliver meaningful results. In Eastern Ghouta, a suburb of Damascus under siege by the Syrian regime since 2013, SRP has been able to achieve several of its objectives. In this case study, we examine how the four above-mentioned CLA principles have helped to organize our program team’s response to context challenges. Since SRP’s first activity in the Eastern Ghouta enclave in 2014, a CLA cycle has guided the evolution of our strategy; we have tested our achievements transparently and taken time to assess what we can do differently and better. Our clustered activities over the past three years have helped our Syrian partners to gain significant public support and legitimacy in their communities, allowing them to challenge and resist extremist influence, and to better service and represent their civilian populations.
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	Impact: In a very volatile and rapidly-developing environment such as Syria, programming must be equally flexible and the situation must be assessed on a continuous basis. In order to remain relevant and get the best results out of its programming, SRP has had to employ just about every CLA principle in the toolbox on a rolling basis and through periodic review sessions. They have helped enhance the team’s overall coordination and close engagement through weekly theory of change discussions and group pause-and-reflect opportunities. These have resulted in strategic, technical, and practical changes in implementation. Such changes have been as minor as adapting shipping routes based on military developments, which the program team, procurement team, and field staff keep a close eye on to ensure the safety of shipments (CLA principle: internal collaboration). There have also been major transformations to how SRP thinks about programming, by shifting the way projects are grouped from a geographic (by province) to thematic focus (local governance bodies, CSOs, areas newly liberated from ISIL, etc.). SRP has been able to experiment with and tweak grants practices to ensure compliance requirements are met despite the extremely challenging context with the least burden possible on development and implementation (CLA principle: adaptive management). CLA principles have also led to a change in the way staff teams have been structured to improve communication and increase efficiency (CLA principle: CLA in implementing mechanisms). Overall, across the operations and program teams, there is not a single person at SRP who has not applied or been impacted by several of the CLA principles. By applying CLA principles, the program has been continue to operate in a difficult and unpredictable context, constantly improving its efficiency, staying compliant with rules and regulations, and delivering as effectively as possible. 
	CLA Approach: Theories of Change: The theory of change is the cornerstone of SRP strategy. At the program level, rolling assessments every six months provide an opportunity for OTI and the program team to agree on the strategic framework that will guide overall activity development. The Program Development Officers then lead on concept development by formulating activity-level theories of change aligned with the program strategy. SRP meets weekly for new activity concept presentations, where theories of change are tested by the full program team. Previous activities and relevant cluster results are also reviewed, and the M&E team defends the key assumptions that link each activity’s output with its intended outcome.One of the underlying assumptions has been that service provision and governance activities will increase public support for the body which implements them. To this end, SRP has significantly increased funding based on the most urgent issues and feedback from the community to increase the influence of credible, moderate partners and to foster values consistent with OTI’s program goal of enabling a free, moderate, stable and inclusive future Syria.Openness: One of the most visible and successful activities implemented by SRP in Eastern Ghouta was supporting the operation of cemeteries to increase an LC's engagement with residents. With daily casualties from the violence, residents struggled to find cemetery space, often resulting in improper burials. After the activity was implemented, residents were pleased that the LC had taken responsibility for ensuring proper burials at no cost and regardless of religion and ethnicity. Furthermore, the LC linked this project with its civil records office, also supported by SRP, to publicize their governance services. This unconventional project proved to be a powerful tool of engagement.The success of applying this CLA principle has been evident: according to a quantitative research conducted at the end of 2016 (n=484), residents rated this LC an average of 4.1 out of 5 for influence, legitimacy, responsiveness, civic engagement, and performance. 76% of those interviewed had confidence in the LC to represent their interests, higher than any other body (CSOs, armed factions, Syrian Interim Government, and local notables), and 82% either somewhat agreed or strongly agreed that the LC has a strong reputation in the area. Pause and Reflect: SRP has built several opportunities into its evaluation procedure, to identify best practices and lessons learned for future programming, and monitor and adapt to developments on a rolling basis:     1. Weekly concept discussions, reviewing the results and learning from past activities     2. Regular site visit analysis during the activity by the M&E team     3. Weekly situational update reports     4. Final evaluation reports at the end of each activity     5. Cluster research evaluating a group of activities to test higher-level assumptions or outcomes     6. Periodic Rolling Assessment retreats to assess the overall context and refine strategy In some cases, situations on the ground developed so fast that, even for OTI’s short-term activity cycle, grants were becoming irrelevant or impossible to implement before completion. Through pausing to reflect on this challenge, SRP initiated a fast response mechanism that circumvented the lengthy development process for each activity by identifying a partner, pre-allocating an appropriate amount of funds, and conducting a series of interventions with the same objective, allowing increased speed and flexibility in its response. Scenario planning: An important complement to “pause and reflect” CLA principle has been then trying to predict the most likely course of events. For example, Eastern Ghouta has been besieged since 2013, though goods were able to enter through irregular shipments and smuggling. Because there was not a free flow of goods, monopolization and exploitation was commonplace, and there was no long-term food security. SRP supported several scenario-based risk mitigation activities to enable the LCs to grow additional wheat for stockpiling. This helped to stabilize bread prices as the regime closed the enclave’s smuggling routes, and was a highly-visible tool that gained the LCs popular support. Another scenario SRP is preparing for is potential truce negotiations with the regime, in which case it is important that representative civilian bodies participate in the negotiation. Traditionally, armed groups have been the dominant power brokers, however SRP’s efforts have been helped by research findings that armed group infighting “contributed to people’s preference for civilian control,” and activities have been focusing on better positioning LCs to represent the community if truce negotiations occur.
	Why: OTI has developed an approach to programming using quick-impact, short-term grants that generally range between $10,000 - $200,000 in value, from which program strategy can be tested and adjusted as learning about the context evolves. Activity grants are formulated by SRP’s Syrian team in association with field-based local staff and partners, informed by survey research and past learning, tested by group discussion, and approved by embedded OTI staff on a weekly basis. Since 2014, SRP has implemented almost 500 activities across Syria, including 64 in Eastern Ghouta. Many of USAID’s CLA principles are well-aligned to OTI’s programming approach and four are discussed in this case study: It is through the rigorous application of theories of change and routine opportunities to pause and reflect, that coherent, realistic objectives have been established. Scenario planning has been highly relevant given the fluid context, and openness has been fundamental to identify the most effective activities.SRP’s main objective in Eastern Ghouta has remained the same since the beginning: to improve the legitimacy and credibility of civilian bodies, primarily those focusing on governance and service provision, and improving the public’s confidence and support for them. Over the years, this has meant different things: at the beginning, SRP focused on supporting the nascent local councils’ (LCs) and improving linkages between them, as well as their engagement with their communities. Later, SRP worked to unify these bodies under an umbrella and formalize their cooperation to bolster the standing and influence of civilian governance. Initially, this was done with the anticipation of a power vacuum and/or political transition. However, as the situation evolved, SRP put more emphasis on promoting civilian governance and influence vis-à-vis armed groups and establishing them as the entity best representing the community’s interests, including for potential truce negotiations with the regime.
	Context: The Syria Regional Program (SRP) was launched by USAID's Office of Transition Initiatives (OTI) in 2013 and is implemented by Chemonics International. Since its early days, the program has continuously had to revise and adapt its strategy based on the rapidly developing situation in Syria, engaging opposition entities across the country to promote moderate values and enable these values to shape Syria's future. It has had to consider the security situation, field accessibility, and communication issues, while trying to achieve the program goal and maintaining compliance with procedures and regulations. Partners have ranged from local governance entities to civil society organizations, Syria Civil Defense (White Helmets), and media outlets. There have also been major transformations in how SRP approaches programming, with a shift from a geographic (by province) to a thematic focus (local governance bodies, CSOs, areas newly liberated from ISIL, etc.). OTI has identified several sub-objectives to shape its programming response to each context, which has shaped its activity types and partner selection in each area. SRP has used CLA to organize its response to the changing dynamics in Syria and to appropriately shape its programming, clusters, and partner selection.The situation in Syria has deteriorated significantly since anti-regime protests broke out in early 2011. The country was quickly divided between regime- and opposition-controlled areas, though this became increasingly complicated over the years with the fragmentation of the opposition into what eventually became hundreds of armed groups and a variety of mostly-effective political bodies. In a vicious cycle of incessant infighting and the lack of consistent international support, the opposition was unable to further its objectives diplomatically, while the armed groups have gradually but continuously lost territory. In the meantime, foreign fighters poured into the country to join extremist armed groups including ISIL, the al Qaeda affiliated Jabhat Fatah al Sham and others. In the past six years, hundreds of thousands of civilians have died, tens of thousands have been detained or forcibly disappeared, and at least 11 million people have been internally and externally displaced in the country whose pre-2011 population was approximately 22 million. In addition, hundreds of thousands of people have spent several years under siege. Eastern Ghouta is one such community under siege by regime and allied forces since 2013, and has an estimated population of over 300,000. 
	Lessons Learned: The first recommendation would be to ensure that as much contextual information as possible is gathered to be able to make sound decisions and to effectively use the CLA approach. This goes beyond having a good understanding of the situation on the ground. For example, a 2014-2015 cluster study found that education was a critical sector for improving public opinion, based on surveys conducted with residents at the time. However, SRP did not fund activities in the education sector due to another US donors’ involvement in this sector. It later became apparent that there may have been missed opportunities for SRP programming, demonstrating that it is important to also be aware of the donor landscape. For maximum effectiveness, wherever possible, the CLA approach must go hand-in-hand with thorough contextual knowledge. SRP is now enhancing its in-house research capability in order to more rapidly integrate knowledge and information collected in the field into its program design. The second recommendation would be to think long-term. This may sound unrealistic in a constantly-changing environment like Syria, however, procedures and strategies will have to change dramatically with each development on the ground unless the program is able to come up with those that transcend day-to-day developments. The intended outcomes often take time to be achieved, which cannot happen without a degree of consistency. This means the outcomes must be well-defined, and procedures should be set up with enough flexibility to satisfy compliance requirements while realizing the severe limitations of a conflict environment. Incorporating scenario planning as a first step, the goal should be to define a long-term vision whose spirit can remain the same, even if the wording and approach changes to adapt to the developments on the ground. This is the only way to build toward an outcome and avoid repeatedly starting from the beginning. It also helps to build long-term relationships with partner organizations and communities, without whom it would be impossible to achieve the desired outcomes.
	Factors: There have been a number of external factors that affected the success of the CLA approach that came with working in an active conflict zone like Syria. However, CLA helped SRP find ways around these challenges and still achieve significant results. One of the main barriers was remote monitoring and the limitations resulting from the situation on the ground. Because SRP staff cannot travel to Syria and be personally involved in data gathering or project oversight, the program must rely on remotely-managed field staff to do the work. Furthermore, Eastern Ghouta is under siege, meaning that in-kind assistance was not an option, and access to goods and communication was even more limited.  Another challenge was the security situation, where projects sometimes had to be cancelled or suspended due to upticks in violence or changing frontlines. For example, a sports festival had to be suspended for a few days during particularly intense airstrikes, and an agricultural activity had to be cancelled when the regime took over the lands intended to be farmed. Infighting between the armed groups and their attempts to co-opt the civilian bodies was another challenge. 
	Impact 2: Since SRP’s initial involvement in Eastern Ghouta, it has achieved significant success toward its objectives in the area.      1. LC capability, recognition, and popular support has improved: According to a research conducted by an OTI independent research project, the 28 LCs who were engaged directly or indirectly by SRP are widely recognized among the communities. Furthermore, residents expressed high satisfaction with the services delivered by the LC and strong support for the LC. According to surveys conducted in two of Eastern Ghouta’s most populous districts, residents rated their LCs at 4.1 and 4.2 out of 5 for public support, measured by influence, legitimacy, responsiveness, civic engagement, and performance.     2. Formalized cooperation between LCs: Building on individual activity coordination successes, SRP helped the 28 LCs of Eastern Ghouta to unify and formalize their cooperation. As of November 2016, the 28 LCs use the same logo, stamps, and by-laws – which was a first anywhere in opposition-controlled Syria.       3. Civil society organizations are integrated: SRP has encouraged moderate civilian bodies to coordinate their efforts to unite and organize moderate civilian space in order to strengthen civilian governance. As a result, a highly respected service provision CSO who previously competed with LCs, came under the same umbrella to support their services. Incorporating collaborating, learning, and adapting into SRP’s program cycle, as well as to have an enabling environment for the SRP team, has allowed its programming to remain relevant and effective. SRP is continuously improving itself and, through its work in Eastern Ghouta, has made progress toward its overall Syria program goal.


