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Summary:
To improve organizational learning and effectively address programmatic challenges, CRS Vietnam has made
deliberate efforts to operationalize the USAID-initiated CLA approach. Through a Start Network-funded emergency
response to the worst flooding in nearly 20 years caused by the Damrey typhoon, five CLA subcomponents
contributed to an efficient and effective disaster response, enabling CRS to serve 7,622 affected households. Strong
and strategic internal and external collaboration among CRS staff and between key stakeholders provided effective
support for continuous learning. Relevant data and evidence were consistently and continually captured, shared, and
used for timely programmatic decision making. Quantitative and qualitative monitoring data were reflected upon and
analyzed daily to inform course corrections. A culture of openness to alternative perspectives and a willingness to
act combined with sharing updated information and learning internally and externally contributed to the development
of trusting relationships within CRS and with other key stakeholders. CRS Vietnam staff actively and intentionally
engaged in generating, capturing, sharing and applying learning in a systematic way, illustrating good knowledge
management practices and increasing their CLA ownership. Enabling factors included supportive leadership,
deliberate attention to making data available and accessible, and staff’s increased awareness of adaptive
management. However, challenges to CLA included limited time investment in reflection and a level of unwillingness
to adapt old habits The success of CLA use motivates us to apply it more deliberately in other current and future
projects, particularly as one of many emergency responders in Vietnam collectively seeking to identify consistent
best practices for cash distribution.

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

✔ Internal Collaboration

✔ External Collaboration

Openness

✔ 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

2. 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?
This case describes how CLA was applied in an emergency response project in Vietnam, severely hit by Typhoon
Damrey on 4 November 2017 that caused the worst flooding in nearly 20 years. Heavy rainfall and water discharged
from dams caused significant flooding in the delta areas, affecting over 4.3 million people in 15 provinces, resulting in
damage to 134,000 households, 3,550 of which were completely destroyed. Flooding lasting one week presented
barriers to access to affected areas for the government-requested emergency response, which involved local and
international NGOs, the UN, and government actors.
Given the nature of emergency response and the need for rapid action, CRS realized that communication and
collaboration was essential, particularly given the scarce resources available in Vietnam. In this context,
harmonization of efforts is crucial to achieving optimal geographic and household targeting, identification of response
mechanisms, and timely implementation of the response itself, all while avoiding duplication of efforts. CRS Vietnam
launched a 45-day Start Network-funded emergency response project in four districts of Quang Nam province to meet
the immediate needs of 7,622 households (25,277 people) affected by Typhoon Damrey.
In Quang Nam, CRS collaborated with the National Disaster Management Group (DMG), UN organizations including
FAO and UNICEF, local authorities, and INGOs including Save the Children and Care International from the time of
the initial needs assessment and throughout all phases of the response. Internally, all CRS Vietnam staff from
different departments closely collaborated with each other across the response from preparation to successful delivery
of support to the typhoon affected households.

3. Why did you decide to use a CLA approach? Why was CLA considered helpful for
addressing your organizational or development challenge(s)?
For the past two years, CRS has collaborated with USAID/Vietnam to co-host the Evaluation and Learning
Symposium. At the 2017 Symposium, USAID experts presented the CLA toolkit and recommendations for creating a
learning culture. These approaches resonated with CRS’ approach as a learning organization that systematically
supports improving the knowledge base for greater program quality and impact. In the context of an emergency
response, to effectively meet the urgent needs of large affected populations, it was thought that using a CLA approach
could be very useful. It helped us make optimal use of existing resources and created synergy among different key
stakeholders through strong and strategic collaboration within CRS and between CRS and other actors. The
fast-changing circumstances of emergency response required us to continuously and systematically capture and
share data and evidence to inform appropriate course corrections. Furthermore, this was the first emergency project
that CRS Vietnam has implemented using START Network funding, thus we desired to document its processes and
generate learning both to meet donor reporting requirements and strengthen organizational learning.

4. 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.
CRS incorporated CLA principles across the design, planning and implementation of the emergency response. CLA
subcomponents of internal and external collaboration, adaptive management, relationship and networks, and
continuous learning and improvement are reflected in the following activities that were implemented within a trusting
enabling environment in November 2017. (i) Participation in a joint needs assessment with the National Disaster
Management Group (DMG) and UN Organizations was made possible by building on existing relationships with
local authorities via previous or current disaster risk reduction (DRR) projects; (ii) meetings with local authorities,
mass organizations, and flood-affected community members at district, commune, and village levels allowed CRS
and stakeholders to develop an implementation plan, select beneficiaries, and share the beneficiary list in a
transparent manner via posting on public notice boards and reading over the commune radio system; (iii) timely
procurement of 4,855 kits (4,555 hygiene kits; 300 shelter kits) and printing 12,477 informational leaflets on project
information, hygiene practices, and house fortification against storms and floods in collaboration with local vendors;
(iv) successful delivery of (1) cash transfers to 2,767 vulnerable households for one-month basic household food
needs; (2) 4,555 hygiene kits along with leaflets on WASH best practices distributed to vulnerable households to
maintain hygiene for one month with dignity; and, (3) 300 shelter kits together with informational leaflets distributed
over five days. This rapid response was made possible by intentionally close internal collaboration of CRS Vietnam
staff from different departments and external collaboration with local authorities and community leaders.
Updated data and evidence were generated by all actors in the form of SitRep documents for designing, planning
and implementing the project. The most seriously affected area and beneficiaries were identified; specific needs of
affected households were determined with concrete quantities and types of support items. CRS developed its own
SitReps as well as contributed to the joint-actor SitReps by using and sharing daily monitoring data on numbers of
support items distributed and households served, respectively. In promoting internally data-driven adaptive
management, CRS also utilized beneficiary exit interview data, field notes taken during the distributions, and post
distribution monitoring with focus group discussions with supported households. For instance, monitoring data
collected by CRS and local authorities during distribution process showed that needs for hygiene kits were less
urgent than anticipated, so CRS and partners decided to increase the number of beneficiaries receiving cash (from
2,740 to 2,767) and decreased the number receiving hygiene kits (from 4,560 down to 4,555). The flexible funding
mechanism, combined with adaptive management, helped the project yield greater positive impact on the affected
population. One woman who received cash support said “I was in need of help. It came at the right time…we are
very grateful”. Daily debriefing meetings allowed CRS and partner staff to examine delivery and exit interview data,
to take stock of the situation at hand, and immediately adapt the implementation for timely and efficient delivery of
services. For example, information shared during a daily debrief session indicated that the layout of a distribution
site was inappropriate and distribution steps were incorrectly ordered, resulting in overcrowding at the delivery site,
and disorderly distribution. The next day, the setup and delivery processes were re-arranged for a more effective
and efficient service.
Continuous learning and improvement was promoted as learning was synthesized via after-action reviews and input
into the donor report. CRS and relevant stakeholders, including USAID, the UN, Vietnamese Red Cross, and
government actors capitalized on CRS’ receipt of the START Fund 1% Learning Budget to identify successes,
challenges, and propose solutions for improved cash-based preparedness and response. This activity promoted an
enabling environment for CLA in cash-based emergency response. Open sharing, internally within CRS and with
external partners and stakeholders, will allow relevant actors to be better prepared for quality and adaptive
responses before the next disaster strikes Vietnam.

5. 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?
Using the CLA approach had several easily recognized impacts on CRS Vietnam as an organization. First, the
teamwork and collaboration between departments and among members within a team was improved and highly
visible during the Damrey response. Individuals were increasingly willing to contribute their strengths and effort to
achieving common goals. Second, almost all staff gradually increased their understanding of the importance of
collaborating to generate and use learning and evidence for improved programmatic decision-making. This in turn
increases collective ownership of intentional learning. With this approach in mind, CRS Vietnam staff saw first-hand
how adaptive management increased the positive impact on our target population as it helped us to better meet the
actual needs of beneficiaries with interventions appropriate to the varied and changing context. Third, since
application of CLA approach assists us in enhancing the quality and impact of program in an efficient way, CRS’
reputation for doing good work increased among the humanitarian and development community in Vietnam, with
national and local authorities expressing appreciation for our work, along with the people that we serve. Beneficiaries
within the response project were very appreciative of project interventions. Exit interviews from the response showed
that 96% of beneficiaries were satisfied and very satisfied with the project support; 99% of interviewed households
said that the project support met their needs. Based on lessons learned and established relationships, CRS continues
to collaborate with other key stakeholders to perform activities using the START 1% Learning Fund to capture and
share learning about cash modalities in the existing cash platform in Vietnam. On the development side, CRS also
effectively applies CLA into the project cycle of other projects such as Office of US Foreign Disaster Assistance
(OFDA)/USAID funded project on DRR and Department of State (DoS) awarded project on mine risk education.

6. 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?
The use of CLA resulted in faster distribution to a larger than planned number of households who expressed high
levels of satisfaction. It is apparent that using learning generated via strong collaboration for adaptive management
improved program quality. Specifically, data and evidence helped us make more correct programming decisions in
designing and adjusting interventions in constantly changing circumstances. In addition, CLA utilization increased
the effectiveness and efficiency of program delivery. All project activities were conducted in a shorter time with a
larger impact compared to the initial plan. 7,622 affected households received CRS’ support within 40 days
compared to planned 7,600 households within 45 days. With strong and strategic collaboration between key
stakeholders, learning was continually captured, shared, and used for adapting project activities in a timely manner,
allowing for quality interventions and services to be delivered to the target vulnerable population in a short
timeframe. CRS’ Damrey response project package was prepared in great detail, starting with a thorough orientation
for all CRS staff and partners, at all targeted communes, in a short time. All stakeholders having the same
information led to a smooth and consistent distribution process that was completed in only five days. Within this
limited timeframe, a participatory and transparent process of beneficiary selection (focusing on vulnerable targeted
groups, such as people with disabilities, pregnant women, or single mother head of households) was also conducted
in more than 140 villages. CRS was halfway through its project implementation phase when other large agencies
arrived to begin their projects, several weeks after the crisis had already begun. By flexibly adapting to changes in
actual situations, the project reached more vulnerable people severely affected by the typhoon than originally
planned. Lessons learned were widely shared with and highly appreciated by other emergency response actors in
DMG and DRR working group in Vietnam to promote learning.

7. What factors affected the success or shortcomings of your collaborating,
learning and adapting approach? What were the main enablers or obstacles?
There were several factors affecting the success of our using CLA approach. Firstly, USAID/Vietnam’s promotion
and explicit acceptance of the value of CLA exemplified via its co-sponsorship of the Annual Learning Symposium
has made us fully trust the successful use of the approach. Secondly, CRS Vietnam had strong and supportive
leadership that encouraged application of the approach, especially the learning components. Learning events such
as after-action reviews, information and knowledge sharing, and reflections had been continually promoted in the
office by the management. Using monitoring data and evaluation findings for programmatic decision making to
enhance program quality was strongly encouraged. All were reflected clearly throughout the design and
implementation of the Damrey response project. Thirdly, CRS project staff’s willingness to learn was a vital enabler
for realization of CLA approach. During the emergency response project, project staff were eager to collaborate with
each other to capture quality data and produce learning in timely manner. This directly contributed to the fourth
factor: the availability and accessibility of data and learning. In the project cycle, data was collected in consistent
and systematic way and then analyzed to generate learning for timely use to make correct adjustment decisions.
Data collection tools were well developed and consistently used in the field by CRS staff and partners. The last
factor was the increased awareness of adaptive management principles, made available to program staff during
orientation to the emergency response project.
However, there remained some barriers to utilizing CLA approach. Among them, limited time for reflection on
collected data for generating quality learning was the most common factor. In particular, working in an emergency
context often requires that every activity needed to be performed in a rushed manner, hence it was not easy to
allocate sufficient time for reflection and capture in-depth learning during the response itself. In addition, not every
staff member was willing to change their way of working, even if it was found to be less effective. Apparently, apart
from the willingness to learn, staff also need to have the willingness to take a critical look at old practices to be able
to accept changes.

8. Based on your experience and lessons learned, what advice would you share with
colleagues about using a collaborating, learning and adapting approach?
Based on our experiences and lessons learned drawn from implementation of this emergency project and others,
we would suggest some advice for other colleagues as follows:
1. CLA is useful for projects of different scopes and scale. Particularly, it is appropriate in the humanitarian context
as we can apply it immediately, and quickly see positive results in quickly and appropriately meeting critical needs.
Early recognized outcomes of CLA will serve as a great motivation to systematically operationalize the CLA
approach in larger projects in the long run.
2. CLA principles and practices need to be applied deliberately and systematically, which requires careful
preparation and orientation for all involved staff from the beginning.
3. Sufficient resources should be invested into the utilization of CLA. Among them, time, often viewed as the
scarcest resource, needs to be properly allocated for generating and using learning.
4. In order to successfully use CLA, we need to advocate for support of leadership and gain buy-in from all other
staff with convincing evidence. It is those factors that significantly contribute to the organizational culture of using
CLA. This in turn contributes to ensuring that CLA, particularly as applied to recurring crises or over a series of
similar emergency responses is an ongoing process rather one-off activity occurring as part of one particular
project.
5. CLA approach was initiated and widely promoted by USAID, thus establishing a relationship with the agency and
knowing how to access their CLA resources will help enable the introduction and use of CLA, as clearly illustrated
in Vietnam.
6. CLA use can bring about positive changes in development outcomes, but a willingness to change to adopt the
CLA approach, starting with the management and leadership levels, is a prerequisite to the success of using CLA.

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.

