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Focus Group Discussion in the Rwamwanja
Refugee Settlement in Uganda. Participants are
drawing how they see their lives after the
interventions to validate graduation criteria.

Summary:
In this constantly changing context, the AVSI-led consortium is working on a 7-year Activity, whereby 13,200
households (HHs) in Kamwenge District that are economically active, but chronically unable to meet their basic
needs without some form of assistance, will participate in an adapted graduation program, with fifty percent coming
from the host community and fifty percent refugees from Rwamwanja Refugee Settlement in the same district.
Working in a fast-paced environment and regularly changing context, Graduating to Resilience, had to develop CLA
tools to record and document Decisions and Lessons Learned. These tools are used to not only document this
information, but also the current context when decisions are made, factors that lead up to decisions, results,
responsible parties, and action items. The Lessons Learned Tracker also documents a "learning application" to
understand how this information can be used and who it can be shared with both internally and externally. These
simple but effective CLA approaches have helped Graduating to Resilience improve knowledge management,
decision making, institutional memory, internal and external collaboration, and adaptive management.

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

• Openness

• External Collaboration

• Relationships & Networks

• Technical Evidence Base

• Continuous Learning & Improvement

• Theories of Change

• Knowledge Management

• Scenario Planning

• Institutional Memory

• M&E for Learning

• Decision-Making

• Pause & Reflect

• Mission Resources

• Adaptive Management

• 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?
The on-going conflicts in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) have caused and continue to cause internal
and external displacement of populations. As of 28 February 2019, 826,820 Congolese refugees are being hosted in
African countries. From 1 January to 28 February 2019 alone, some 12,778 Congolese fled to Uganda bringing the
Congolese refugee population to 658,889 according to the UNHCR Operational Portal. As the security situation
worsens and the Ebola outbreak continues, the Congolese refugee population is now among the tenth largest in the
world (UNHCR).
Operating in the Rwamwanja Refugee Settlement located in South-Western Uganda, Graduating to Resilience is
working on strategies to adjust to this fast paced environment. With regular changes in policy, context, and program
design, the Activity found decisions were being made quickly due to necessity and when revisited months later,
varying levels and modes of documentation resulted in uncertainty about the reasons why. As a result, Graduating to
Resilience began implementing several CLA approaches to respond accordingly, to ensure adaptations are founded
in evidence and developed with stakeholder engagement, and that any decisions or modifications are documented,
tracked, and shared for learning purposes.

2. Why did you decide to use a CLA approach? Why was CLA considered helpful for
addressing your organizational or development challenge(s)?
CLA was an integral part of the Activity design and an important component of implementation from the very
beginning. Graduating to Resilience is operating with the Refine and Implement (R&I) program design structure. R&I
is a pilot approach for food security activities supported by Food for Peace. This seven year activity consists of two
refinement periods and two implementation periods. The AVSI consortium is using community priorities and needs,
contextual factors, capacities of local institutions and service providers, assessments, studies, and research
conducted during year one to refine the Activity theories of change and tailor social and behavior change strategies to
the local norms and context. During this time the Activity:
- Learned from assessments and applied the technical evidence base in planning and implementation to adapt to the
specific environment and our stakeholders
- Tested and explored the theories of change (TOCs) to confirm validity and modified the TOCs to the context through
an iterative, responsive, and inclusive process that allowed us to be more thoughtful, deliberate, and effective in our
interventions.
- Conducted timely and meaningful pause-and-reflect opportunities and followed through with decisions to manage
adaptively and embrace the solutions
- Conducted scenario planning to understand and respond to changes in the refugee context.
These CLA approaches have been infinitely helpful to meet specific needs of the Activity during the refinement year
and in the first year of implementation, but the team soon realized that it was not enough. Additional strategies were
needed to document decisions and lessons learned.

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.
The Graduating to Resilience Technical Steering Committee (TSC) meets every two weeks. It was on one of these
occasions that a conversation developed about a certain programmatic decision. We all remembered the decision
being made, but the reason why was unclear. Going back through emails and meeting minutes to verify the course
of action, we could not find it recorded anywhere, and thus had to rely on the memories of team members. The
discussion ensued and several people remembered the reason for the decision differently. The TSC was making
programmatic decisions quickly to roll out the Activity and respond to new information gathered in the refinement
year; so quickly that documenting the reasons for those changes was not using a regular, systematic approach and
information was getting lost. For example:
- Participants in farmer field business schools should only have choices to grow the three crops selected in the
value chain assessment… Or should participants be encouraged to choose from these three crops, but any crop will
be accepted?
- VSLAs should only include the primary beneficiary, which is the female in the household. Or are there exceptions
in which other household members can participate?
Very early on in the first year of implementation, the TSC realized there had to be a better way and developed a
Decision Tracker and a Learning Tracker. These CLA tools were designed to remedy these situations and to quickly
and easily keep track of decisions made and lessons learned.
Learning Tracker: Graduating to Resilience developed and implemented a Learning Tracker to keep track of lessons
learned throughout each quarter. This learning tracker is primarily used to record experiences expressed during the
TSC, but can also be used to document learning at any time. The purpose of this tracker is to record lessons
learned, when they occurred, adjustments that resulted, and how those lessons can be applied, who may be
interested in this information, and how the information may benefit other stakeholders. This tool is used for internal
collaboration, for instance it is used for sharing information within the Activity and identifying who (Management,
TSC, Program Officers, Coaches, and/or CBTs) may need or be interested in receiving the lessons learned. This
tool is also used for external collaboration to document what external stakeholders such other implementers in the
area, Ugandan government, multi-lateral organizations, or the larger graduation community of practice. The
Research and Learning Advisor keeps this tracker, records lessons learned, and shares information accordingly.
Decision Tracker: In the fast paced environment in which the Activity is being implemented decisions are regularly
made that affect program design. The Decision Tracker is used to document these decisions for posterity so
personnel can refer back to understand when the decisions were made, the context surrounding that decision, who
made the decision, and why. This tool is also used to document who is responsible for implementing any
programmatic changes and for tracking any status updates. This not only helps the TSC remember the context
surrounding programmatic decisions and to be sure the decisions are grounded in evidence, but also helps the
Activity monitor any changes for learning purposes and to understand the effects of those changes on the
interventions or to understand their influence on the Activity’s results.

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?
As the decision tracker was implemented the results in organizational effectiveness were noticeable. Documenting
decisions allows Activity personnel to quickly and easily search for information, understand the context, see the
progress of that decision, what challenges the team encountered in either making or implementing a decision, status
updates, and who is responsible for actions regarding that decision. Search functions in the Excel based tool allow
the team to quickly find information based on the Sector, Category, Intervention, Priority, and/or Responsible Person.
Changes in the decisions are also documented so progression and adjustments are clearly noted. Examples of
information noted in the Decision Tracker include the team's decision to shift from one financial service provider to
another for issuing consumption smoothing cash transfers. Brief summary of the background information is provided
in the tracker along with, reasons the first selection did not meet the needs of the Activity, why the new service
provider was selected, and steps to solidify an MOU with the new entity. Now, there is no need to rely on any one
team members memory, institutional memory is strengthened should a team member move on, the decision process
is clearly described if it needs to be referenced for other meetings or reports, and the tracker can be used to monitor
action items.
The Lessons Learned Tracker has a similar structure, but different purpose. While this tracker also records Sector,
Category, Intervention, Situation Brief, Current Update, it also includes a column on Learning Application. The section
includes who needs this information internally and externally, when, and why. This helps the team improve
communication of lessons learned for quarterly reporting, to the community or practice, and within the team to
improve implementation.

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?
It is too soon to see how the CLA approaches will improve the development results. Graduating to Resilience is in its
fourth month of program implementation, yet we strongly believe the CLA approaches such as the Learning and
Decision Trackers, along with the aforementioned approaches such as pause-and-reflect, scenario planning, and
refining the theory of change that became institutionalized in the first year of the refinement period, will improve the
organizational effectiveness and will thus improve development results.
Developing an organizational environment that is not only open to learning and adapting, but where it is accepted at
all levels has fostered an atmosphere where team members are open to piloting approaches, accepting new ideas,
pivoting from old concepts, and listening to the concerns of staff members and beneficiaries and responding
accordingly.
The acceptance and understanding of CLA approaches is seen in improvements in implementation such as efforts to
include beneficiaries and other stakeholders in Activity design. For instance, while developing the Graduation
Criteria, the team held focus group discussions with beneficiaries to validate the graduation criteria. This allowed the
Activity to 1) understand what participants see for themselves at the end of the 30 month implementation period 2)
document the most important criterion for graduation according to participants and validate these against the
criterion the Activity created 3) create ownership of the graduation definition among program participants 4)
comprehend the differences between the host refugee communities in how they define resilience and how to adjust
accordingly. Co-creating the criteria with beneficiaries allowed the Activity to increase participant’s ownership in the
graduation process and ensure the criteria are context specific and thus appropriate for participants in both the host
and refugee communities.

6. What factors enabled your CLA approach and what obstacles did you
encounter? How would you advise others to navigate the challenges you faced?
When the Research and Learning Advisor (R&L Advisor) first proposed the Decision Tracker to the team, the
response was, "you want to track EVERY DECISION". Although some members of the team were interested in the
idea, it was difficult to see the intended purpose in the beginning. In its first iteration, the tracker tried to be too
much, it became too complicated, and the idea slowly lost steam.
It was not until the aforementioned TSC when the team realized the need to document such information that the
tracker was appreciated and fully utilized. When it was re-instated, the R&L Advisor took full responsibility for the
tracker. The design was simplified, removing all but the most important columns, thereby tracking the most pertinent
information about decisions. The purpose became clearer and the information entry and recall simplified. There was
a sensitization effort for the team on how it would work and what information would be included. This improved
acceptance of the idea among the team. The R&L Advisor is the owner of the tracker, which makes responsibility
clear for uploading the information. There are also outlined steps should someone want information included on the
tracker, for instance, if decisions are made and the R&L Advisor was not present.

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, RTI International.

