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Securing Water for Food (SWFF) helps farmers around the world grow more food using less water, enhance water
storage, and improve the use of saline water and soil to produce food. Established as a critical adjunct to this grand
challenge, the SWFF Technical Assistance (TA) Facility, an innovative, incubator-accelerator funded by USAID and
operated by The Kaizen Company, was set up to provide bespoke, demand-driven support to 40 high-potential
innovators (in 30+ countries) who are influencing water-ag progress and supporting the “farms of tomorrow.”
Overarching Challenge: An innovation in the water sector, the SWFF TA Facility needed to ensure that we: 1) use
industry-best and -next practices, including the collaborating, learning, and adapting framework, to help us to meet
our overarching challenge of “doing international development differently” and delivering on our “We execute!”
mission statement; and 2) provide acceleration services that would improve the innovators’ effectiveness,
organizational capacity, and end-user impact. Approach: Using the CLA framework to guide our operations, we
positioned the TA Facility and its ecosystem stakeholders to accelerate results and solutions to the problems that
impact economic livelihoods, improve food security, promote sustainability, and alleviate poverty. Our case study
focuses on how we used adaptive management, scenario planning, continuous learning and improvement,
relationships and networks, and external collaboration to position the organization to influence quality of service and
drive our ability to achieve results. Outcomes: Project performance, learning, and adaptation is directly influenced by
a results-driven culture and high-performing team; clearly-defined success metrics; the ability to pivot, experiment,
and fail; a refined capacity to deliver on-demand; and targeted acceleration services.
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What organizational or
development challenge(s) prompted you to collaborate, learn, and/or adapt?
The SWFF TA Facility, a $10.76 million hybrid incubator-accelerator in its third year of operation, was established to
provide demand-driven business acceleration services to the 40 innovators that have won grant money from the
SWFF Grand Challenge. In January 2015, Dave Ferguson, director of the Center for Development Innovation in
USAID’s U.S. Global Development Lab, challenged the five-person TA Facility team to “do development differently.”
Our deliberate focus on adaptive project management and on creating enabling conditions set the stage for us to
design and operationalize the capability to deliver on our mandate. We needed to: 1) design and establish the TA
Facility start-up operations, and 2) create a cost-effective USAID compliant, procurement mechanism to deliver
on-demand targeted acceleration services to SWFF innovators when the TA Facility staff, USAID, or its partners could
not deliver the support. Developed from scratch and tagged as “an innovation in the USAID ecosystem,” the Voucher
System for Support Vendors allows rapid procurement of business services in 21 categories. This mechanism enables
a necessary balance between flexibility and efficiency, while producing minimal overhead. This end-to-end operation
and technical set-up allows for competitive procurement and includes: 1) Vendor Pool Selection – Vendors apply to
join the cohort of support providers that are qualified to deliver technical assistance. 2) Call Order Awards – Qualified
vendors competitively bid on requests for proposals to provide actual services. After three calls for vendors, the
Voucher System now comprises 38 firms and individuals providing acceleration support to SWFF innovators. To date,
the TA Facility, through the Voucher System, has provided in record time nearly 150 service engagements valued at
over $1.4 million. External evaluators completed a mid-term evaluation, and we've integrated many of their evaluation
recommendations, in addition to benefitting from their recommendation for additional funding and an extension of the
contract to May 2020.

. Why did you decide to use a CLA approach? Why was CLA considered helpful for
addressing your organizational or development challenge(s)?
Though we were clearly a government-funded project bound by contracting rules and restrictions, we intentionally
sought to set up and run the SWFF TA Facility like a lean business with industry-standard operational milestones and
metrics that could help us to showcase our success and the quality of service we delivered. We firmly believe that
start-up development projects need to operate like a successful start-up business. The CLA framework provides a
comprehensive roadmap to influence processes, culture, operations, and delivery of services to stakeholders. From
the onset of our project, we purposely created a CLA-enabling culture that values and stimulates continuous learning
and improvement, ongoing evaluation of processes to ensure timeliness and efficiency, and documentation of what
impacts our ability to be a highly functioning service organization seeking net promoter scores comparable to industry
averages. The CLA approach and framework gave us this and more. It impacted the early stages of our facility
operations set-up and work portfolios’ design, including the development of our key vehicle (Voucher System for
Support Vendors) for delivering business acceleration services. Aspects of the CLA model influenced the development
of our robust M&E theory of change, our innovator needs-based assessment process, development of a robust
diagnostic tool, and the design of an integrated, cost-effective approach to delivering acceleration services and the
mechanism used to facilitate this delivery. Our eight-phase acceleration process underwent several iterations of
scenario planning and reflects a replicable model that can be used on other projects and within the international
development community: 1) acceleration work plan milestones and targets, 2) plan for evidence gathering, 3)
innovator needs diagnostic and scorecard, 4) acceleration support call, 5) acceleration work plan narrative, 6) USAID
approval, 7) service delivery, and 8) evaluation.
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Question 2.
While we have designated these subcomponents in our application – external collaboration, scenario planning,
adaptive management, relationships and networks, and continuous learning and improvement – we have used
nearly all of the CLA model subcomponents in our start-up and in our continuing operations. This case study
focuses on a key component of our operations: acceleration support to SWFF innovators. We developed and honed
the portfolio’s processes through scenario planning and the application of adaptive project management principles.
To support the delivery of on-demand, targeted acceleration services, we built linkages (targeted relationships)
external to the project to expand our capabilities to deliver acceleration services. We focused on continuous learning
and improvement so that we could pivot when necessary to enhance our ability to deliver advisory services and
support engagements, as well as providing insight and guidance to our innovators on factors limiting their ability to
scale. In years two and three, the primary focus of acceleration support was delivering innovator results, with a
secondary focus on minor process modifications. We proactively gathered data and lessons learned to further refine
our operations, identify what’s working, what needs improvement, and what activities should be discontinued. We
continue to use the CLA approach and can see the value of its significant influence on our ability to deliver
acceleration services. Because we put in place measures of operational success discussed through scenario
planning and actively track lessons learned and ongoing feedback from innovators, we can report on how our
acceleration support engagements have resulted in both immediate and long-term successes that have increased
year over year. These improvements directly reflect our adaptive management approach to programming
acceleration support planning process enhancements. On the front end of the process, we developed and
implemented the Innovator Needs Diagnostic Tool, used to more systematically specify organizational, strategic,
and operational gaps. This diagnostic tool enabled a more focused support discussion with the innovator, driving
very specific support goals and expected outcomes. For external collaboration, we strengthened and modified our
Voucher System for Support Vendors mechanism through several “pivots on process,” and improved our ability to
deliver paid and pro bono acceleration services through the SWFF and USAID network of partners. In the early
phases of the project, we modified the initial acceleration support process by taking a more active role with the
innovator on establishing milestones and targets and working collaboratively with the innovators for their feedback
and approval. For the Round 3 innovators, the TA Facility instituted another modification to the acceleration support
process – asking innovators to complete an acceleration work plan in their applications and asking them how they
want to be assessed (metrics and milestones) from year to year to help the program determine impact and success.
In Year 3, we revised the work plan template to document specific activities, deliverables, expectations, business
assumptions, what is in and out of scope, as well as time commitments expected from innovator staff and the
support providers. Additionally, the TA Facility Acceleration Facilitator now takes a more proactive role in driving the
work plan to greater specificity and clarity. We made these changes with the intention of removing ambiguity from
definition of deliverables and increasing the likelihood that innovators will receive the services they expect. These
changes have materially improved the relationship we have with the innovators and our ability to be seen as a highly
functioning customer service organization. Our proactive approach to being embedded in the innovators’ context
helps us to understand root causes of their challenges in scaling and positions us as credible and proactive advisors
who offer systematically offer targeted support engagements. This and the use of the diagnostic tool may explain
the increase in long-term success of acceleration support engagements.
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The TA Facility applied CLA from our start-up; we invested in the approach from the beginning so we don’t really
have a “before CLA” story. We are the perfect case study for application of the CLA principles since we used the
framework in the initial stages of the project. Without CLA, we would not be able to understand and appreciate the
conative (conative skills deal in feelings, emotions, and harnessing them in order to be more productive), behavior
and strengths of our team members or benefit from our distinct and targeted focus on organizational effectiveness.
CLA gave us the model for establishing a lean, results-based project with active stakeholder participation and
involvement. We had early and clear evidence that strategic collaboration, continuous learning, and adaptive
management approaches had a direct impact on our processes and the ability to deliver excellence in a development
project. Our M&E portfolio, for example, enables learning across the SWFF ecosystem and with international
development partners in addition to informing TA Facility operations and broader SWFF and USAID programming.
Our operational metrics support lean operation decision-making and the metrics and milestones of our innovators
help us to show how we are helping them to achieve development outcomes. From the beginning, we positioned the
TA Facility as a learning organization. We have met on many occasions with internal USAID teams and development
organizations external to the agency to share what we have learned. Through quarterly calls, one-on-one meetings,
informal calls, surveys, and performance monitoring site visits, we proactively gather stakeholder evidence to inform
our operational decision-making and our delivery of acceleration services. We evaluate the interaction costs of
everything we do, including the when, how, and what we ask of our innovators. We have shifted our emphasis to
increase the amount of locally delivered acceleration services following feedback from our innovators. This involved
investing staff time in capacity development to ensure the excellence and sustainability of the results achieved during
an engagement. We have created a work culture that values trust, team cohesiveness, excellent performance, and
achieving project outcomes and results. Our mission statement is: “We execute. We lead.” We appreciate the value
of and actively welcome meaningful pivots to improve how we deliver services to our key stakeholders.

?
expect to see in the future?

If it's too early to tell, what effects do you

A leader in addressing one of the world’s most pressing development challenges (how water is used for agriculture)
and a project with compelling evidence showcasing how to “do development differently,” the TA Facility recently won
a Fast Company World Changing Ideas Finalist Award in the Food Category for our work. In the broader sense, our
adaptive programming, lessons learned, pivots, scenario planning, and decision models directly influence: the
USAID Global Development Lab’s business practices (use of milestone-based funding and the critical nature of
technical assistance); the design of several new USAID Grand Challenges; USAID congressional testimony on
innovation; and innovation and accelerator design thinking within the development community (e.g., UN, The Gates
Foundation, and the Swedish, Netherlands, and German governments). Using the CLA approach to guide our
start-up and development of a results-based operation, the TA Facility worked with innovators to deliver acceleration
services so they could make significant progress in producing more food with less water and make more water
available for the food value chain. In analyzing the direct impact of the TA Facility, we have identified the lessons
learned that influenced the overall effectiveness of our operations. These pivots have yielded evidence of the
catalytic nature of our delivery of acceleration services and of an improved business experience for SWFF
innovators. Nearly 60% of innovators experienced increased uptake, and more than 50% increased technical
capacity. Approximately 60% of acceleration support was deemed a long-term success. Based on innovator surveys,
in 2017, average overall satisfaction with a support engagement improved to 4.60 (out of 10), from 4.39 in 2016, and
4.07 in 2015. Our average Net Promoter Scores improved (out of 10): 6.93 in 2015 to 8.25 in 2016, and 8.47 in
2017. In international development, we know that funding alone is not enough for long-term impact. We have proven
that direct acceleration support for emerging market enterprises makes a difference and is an integral part of
successful international development. In 2016, the program underwent a mid-term performance evaluation that
advocated for a program extension. The SWFF Founding Partners extended the program to May 2020 and
committed an additional $2.5M for program acceleration support activities.

shortcomings
obstacles
Here are some of the many factors that affect the success of our CLA approach: 1) Diagnosing the conative
behavior (KolbeA assessment) and strengths (Gallup StrengthFinders assessment) of our team members, including
our COR, to be able to operate at peak organizational effectiveness. 2) Creating a SWFF TA Facility outstanding
charter to guide our operations and decision-making that includes our vision, values, goals and specific workplace
actions that helped us to establish the culture that we wanted to uphold. 3) Establishing metrics to guide behavior
and to determine success for our operations and for the innovators. 4) Project leaders and a COR that support a
learning culture. 5) Interest in application of the CLA principles at the start of the project. 6) Data-driven decision
decision-making. 7) Team willingness to learn, pivot, and adapt. 8) Establishing a culture that thrived on each
professional running their portfolio like a business. 9) Reliance on diagnostic tools and stakeholder surveys to
maintain an active feedback loop. The TA Facility had few obstacles in putting in place the CLA framework. Our
Chief of Party used it to guide the design of our start-up operations and continues to apply the principles in the
various stages of the project. We’ve had fully adequate resources and a funding increase through May 2020. We
have a COR whose technical contribution to the project directly complements and builds on our intentions to
achieve great results. The one area that has presented some obstacles for us has been in expanding our pro
bono/volunteer partnerships. We had an interest in complementing our external collaboration efforts with for profit
firms through the Voucher System with other partnerships that would not cost the project.

Based on your experience and lessons learned, what advice would you share with
colleagues about
collaborating, learning and adapting
?
Organizational culture drives excellence and results. We believe organizational culture has the most influence on
what you can achieve, especially in start-up operations. If the culture is right, applying the other CLA principles can
happen with precision and efficiency. For example, we invested time and resources in understanding what value
each team member brings, including our COR who participated in these diagnostic exercises. Through this
meeting, we established a TA Facility charter that directly reflects the culture we wanted to create within our team
and represents the voices of our team members. We each take professional responsibility for delivering on this
charter and are accountable to each other for it. As simplistic as these may seem, they served as guideposts for
our work: “We do what we say we are going to do. We expect the best of each other. We help each other to
succeed. We take informed risks. We create efficiencies. We have a bias towards action. We accelerate innovative
enterprises. We know innovation involves chaos. We ask: have you helped an innovator today? We channel ideas
and energy into solutions that matter. We execute. We lead.” Once the culture was established, we designed
process maps and put in place the project management tools for our portfolios: acceleration; M&E; grants and
financial management; communication, partnerships, branding; and program management and logistics.
Collaborating, learning, and adapting aspects happened over time. We had many pivots based on lessons learned
and information garnered through our feedback loop with stakeholders. This evidence-informed decision-making
contributes to our effectiveness; our emphasis on making decisions that reduce the burden on our staff and
innovators; and favorable refinement of our operations and strengthened ability to deliver excellence service. We
also benefit from a visionary Chief of Party – a certified development project manager (CDPM) – who champions
adaptive project management, pushes for the workplace of the future, and motivates employees to zealously
pursue a client and customer-service orientation. A key piece of advice is this: You can improve long-term
outcomes by focusing on culture from the initial stages of a project and actively embedding CLA principles at each
stage of the program cycle.

