
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

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. Did your CLA approach contribute to self-reliance? If so, how? 

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. 

https://www.usaid.gov/selfreliance
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	Submitter: David Ratliff
	Organization: USAID/Azerbaijan
	Caption: USAID/Azerbaijan staff celebrate the opening of the staff care room and leadership library with an all staff breakfast and crazy shirt competition. Credit: Vugar Naghiyev, USAID/Azerbaijan
	Case Title: From Good to Great: USAID/Azerbaijan's Enabling Environment (R)evolution
	Image_af_image: 
	Summary: How do you go from good to great in a non-permissive environment when your budget has been zeroed and staff morale has tanked?  In the case of USAID/Azerbaijan, the key was energizing Mission staff with a Collaborative Learning approach.Years of political uncertainty and harassment brought the Mission to the point that the continued viability of the Azerbaijan program was in serious doubt.  USAID partners were routinely threatened and in some cases had tax penalties and criminal charges levied against them.  These day-to-day realities eventually took their toll on the staff.  Something had to be done.Improving the work environment and involving staff more closely in program direction helped to address the anxiety over the future of the Mission.  The result was a sustainable, healthy workplace where staff could effectively make a  development impact.  Collaborative learning helped improve morale and remind staff of their reasons for joining the development community in the first place.  The CLA approach brought the Mission together as a unit to fight and win a victory in our budget battle, showing that CLA can help achieve results even in a politically sensitive environment.The focus on enabling conditions has had a positive impact on the Mission's ability to implement development activities and achieve results.  Improved openness in relationships with the Government has resulted in USAID partners being registered for the first time in six years.  Morale has increased exponentially and staff are fully committed to our CLA!
	Impact: We like to say that USAID/Azerbaijan is a family.  That's true now more than ever.  We've re-connected more program and support staff to the actual development work in the Mission by getting them out to the field and participating in our field portfolio reviews, and the dividends are paying off.  Staff now better understand how they are directly or indirectly supporting real development results.It's difficult to measure organizational effectiveness, particularly for a development organization.  Unlike businesses, we can't measure sales or stock prices.  Instead, we have to look at development results and more qualitative data.  Often, it's just based on perception.  We've used the FEVS survey as one data point to look at organizational effectiveness.  For the 2017 and 2018 surveys, we ranked in the top five highest FEVS rankings in the entire Agency and first in E&E.  That's an amazing feat given the difficulty in working in such a sensitive political environment.  We're continuing to work on reducing bureaucracy and speeding up decision making.  Overall paperwork clearance times have decreased due to an intentional focus on resolving that specific problem combined with improving relationships.  We can always get better, and we will continue to push forward with even more reforms.  For our Mission of Excellence concept, we've been working to define what that means in both an organizational and programmatic sense.  The next step is to move towards a matrix for criteria so that we can measure ourselves and set benchmarks on how to get to the next level.  This initiative was modeled on the CLA maturity matrix.
	Why: Informed leadership knows that happy people are generally more productive and get better results.  The rapid deterioration of the political and budgetary situation, and the emotional fragility within the Mission, forced us to take a hard look at the Mission's work environment.  We wanted to go beyond just having a retreat, doing some teambuilding exercises, and considering the mission accomplished.  Focusing on improving the enabling environment created an opportunity not only to address the anxiety over the future of the Mission, but also allowed us a chance to create a sustainable, long-lasting, healthy workplace where staff could maximize their development impact.  Creating a learning environment that involved everyone in key decisions seemed the perfect solution to help improve morale and re-focus on each individual's reason for joining the development community in the first place.  It also helped bring the Mission together around a common cause, as we believed Azerbaijan could still achieve results in a non-permissive environment.To be clear, we didn't actually make a CLA enabling environment the goal.  Instead, we focused on solving problems and experimenting with innovative solutions.  We used CLA techniques to guide us along that path.
	Lessons Learned: Due to the sensitive political environment in Azerbaijan, this is one of the few countries where the journey to self-reliance scorecard has not been shared with the host government.  Therefore, we are currently unable to add to this discussion.--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------As the USAID Policy Framework states, USAID's operations and work force will be re-oriented to realize the goals of the Journey to Self-Reliance. This case is an operations-oriented example of CLA, so there is an indirect link to programming for self-reliance. The case authors explain their view of the connection between self-reliance and the work described in this example.
	Factors: We are often our own worst enemies when it comes to CLA, and particularly when it comes to working on the enabling environment.  It can be an easy thing to ignore in the face of constant taskers, a demanding Embassy front office, and a million other things that always seem (on the surface) to be a little more important.  That being said, our Mission did make the commitment to invest time and resources into improving our enabling environment.One of our main enablers was the support we received through a buy-in to LEARN for an external facilitator to help guide our Mission retreat and stakeholder consultations.  It allowed our staff to focus their energy on participating rather than on all the planning that is required for this type of process.  Another key enabler was our enabling environment action plan.  Our staff was exceptional in their ability to continually revisit whether we were making progress against our key issues, and then adapt if our planned actions were not having the desired effect.  It helped us avoid band-aid solutions to problems that required a more surgical approach.The primary obstacle we faced was the ability to be honest with each other, and with ourselves about our shortcomings.  In Azerbaijan relationships matter more than anything.  Most issues can be solved over a cup of tea, but for more complicated problems, relationships trump everything.  Otherwise personnel grievances remain below the surface and are never addressed.In general USAID and USAID Missions are hyper-focused on the programmatic aspects of our work.  Little time and attention is directed internally.  The CLA approach offers an opportunity for the Agency to be more introspective on how the enabling environment can support or detract from the achievement of development results.  Essentially, our advice for colleagues would be, "Ignore the enabling environment at your own peril!"  Don't underestimate the positive or negative influence that it can have on staff and on results.  It's not easy.  Most USAID staff are not trained in organization development techniques.  So, go find help and don't go at it alone!
	CLA Approach: Some might say that USAID/Azerbaijan had an unfair advantage in this effort, since the new Program Officer come directly from PPL's CLA Team.  But he didn't arrive at Post beating a drum intending to marshal everyone onto the CLA bus.  Instead, he took the time to observe and assess the Mission's culture and state of affairs.An opportunity arose when portfolio reviews were scheduled in the fall of 2017.  The Mission hadn't done a portfolio review in nearly two years.  Previous reviews were internal, consisting of briefings, boring powerpoints and issues papers that were quickly shelved afterward.  The new Program Officer told staff about USAID/Uganda's experience doing a field review and that it would be a good model to try in Azerbaijan.  Mission leadership got on board with the idea and over a period of two months the Mission designed and implemented a field portfolio review with the participation of STATE colleagues and regional staff from Georgia.  Over a four-day period USAID staff, implementing partners, and guests visited activity sites, discussed new strategic priorities in Azerbaijan, talked about successes and lessons learned, and developed action plans to promote collaboration between implementing partners.  This was not only successful, but even fun, and helped connect technical, program, and support staff to USAID beneficiaries so we could see the actual results of our development work.  We immediately saw a move to develop a joint governance and economic growth activity between two existing implementing partners, which validated the time and effort that made the portfolio review such a success.Staff were ready to take the next step after the victory with the portfolio review.  We began conducting internal surveys to prioritize the main issues to tackle during a staff retreat.  The Program Office held its own retreat to foster teambuilding and discuss how to function more effectively and better support Mission operations.  A consultant from the LEARN team facilitated a Mission retreat, where we tackled heavy issues like the zeroing out of our budget, decision-making, and conflicts between staff roles and responsibilities.  Over the following months we systematically worked to make staff clear and comfortable with their roles and responsibilities, and resolved some of the territorial conflicts between staff.  Some FSNs were given the opportunity for greater leadership responsibility and a rotating FSN deputy officer position was created in both the program and technical offices.  One of the ideas that came out of the retreat was to form an Innovations and Problem Solving Team.  Since January 2018, this team has met monthly to tackle complicated issues and brainstorm new ideas.  Out of the more than 30 ideas that the team has implemented, some of the most significant have been the creation of an FSN ombudsman position that can bring FSN issues directly to leadership; the creation of a staff care room and leadership library; and the institutionalization of a Mission wellness initiative that includes a walking group and massage program.  Mission leadership also emphasized documenting the journey by developing a blog series for ProgramNet where the Mission shared our lessons learned and posted our examples for other Missions to use.  The local staff have done an amazing job sharing their lessons and the FSN perspective on CLA approaches.  Here is the link: https://programnet.usaid.gov/blog-entry/behind-wizard%E2%80%99s-curtain-true-stories-usaid-program-officeTo continue our journey we advocated for a regional CLA training to be held in Tbilisi, Georgia.  There, we were able to formally train the majority of Mission staff and many of them realized for the first time that the Mission had already been taking a CLA approach and incorporated many of the CLA framework subcomponents into their day-to  -day work.  One enterprising AOR used that knowledge to host a collaboration workshop with the Mission's gender activity partners.  The Mission then made a more concerted effort to put resources towards CLA.  This included staff time and a greater emphasis on data collection and assessments that could be used for the Mission to more effectively learn about changes in the country context and whether we were achieving real results.  It also led to more decision-making based on actual evidence rather than based on perceptions.  Finally, the Mission conducted a second field portfolio review in October 2018 to build on the previous year's success, establishing even closer relationships with and between USAID's implementing partners.  We are now planning our third field review for May 2019.  
	Context: Azerbaijan is a non-permissive environment because of its closed political space, which means that civil society organizations have little room to operate.  The Mission has faced a barrage of external threats to its continued viability in this politically sensitive environment.  Constant harassment of USAID partners led in some cases to tax penalties and criminal charges.  Civil society advocates are routinely jailed or disbarred.  Conventional wisdom in Washington  was that development resources invested would achieve little at best.  The change in administration and budget discussions during 2017 resulted in USAID/Azerbaijan's budget being zeroed out and included in the list of Missions that would be closed out.  The Mission quickly lost its Deputy Program Officer, winner of the Foreign Service National of the Year award just one year prior.  This turmoil and uncertainty over the Mission's future created a culture of fear and anxiety.  This was a very low point for all who cared about Azerbaijan.But the staff at USAID/Azerbaijan are incredibly talented and high functioning.  They are professional, committed to development, and very experienced.  The Mission, however, faced many of the same challenges as other Missions across the Agency.  Time is always an issue in every Mission, but particularly for small Missions where there is limited staff to take on required roles and integrate new policies and priorities that seemed to come daily.  There was tension between technical, program, and support staff, making it hard to choose between longer term strategic issues and putting out fires.  Lack of clearly defined roles and responsibilities sometimes led to frustration and resentment.   Further, the Mission did not have a strategic approach to program implementation as most activities were implemented in silos.  In short, the Mission and the staff was already very good, but we wanted to be great!
	Impact 2: USAID/Azerbaijan staff will confidently state that CLA has had a direct and positive impact on our development approach, even when it's not easy to measure direct attribution between CLA and development outcomes.  That being said, we can prove that there has been increased collaboration and communication between our implementing partners, and joint partner activities.  Nearly all of our partners now have CLA in their M&E plans, and this has helped them become more intentional about learning and then adapting their activities accordingly.An increased emphasis on joint monitoring has also led to better activity management and compliance on USAID regulations.  The CLA approach has also enabled us to create openness to have more honest conversations with our partners and we now work to solve implementation issues jointly, instead of blaming issues on poor partner performance.  This behavioral change has improved USAID-partner relationships and allowed the Mission to resolve key implementation challenges for better results.We have also taken a more intentional approach to co-design new activities and more fully participate in activity management.  This approach has resulted in more culturally and politically appropriate activities while building consensus on the activity management approach.  The approach we have taken toward our government counterparts has resulted in much closer coordination than we had seen during the previous six years and we have witnessed USAID partners finally being officially registered after years of attempts.  We are positively influencing government counterpart attitudes towards USAID activities.  After years of mistrust and suspicion, we have finally turned a corner to move towards more of a partnership approach.  The future affect of this transition on our development outcomes will be enormous.


