
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

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?

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. 
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	Submitter: Michael Parr, Laura Schmidt, Giselle Aris 
	Organization: Land O'Lakes International Development
	Caption: Kate Coffey worked as a volunteer mentor to four partner businesses under the USAID BIZ+ program; these efforts led to Kate earning the accolade of Volunteers for Economic Growth’s (VEGA) volunteer of the year. Credit: Ashley Peterson
	Case Title: Getting down to business: CLA improves capacity of Sri Lankan enterprises
	Image_af_image: 
	Summary: USAID BIZ+ is a grant-based investment program that helps small and medium sized enterprises build their capacity and thrive as businesses. The BIZ+ model has always included a strong technical assistance component; short-term volunteers would travel to partner businesses (grantees) for a few weeks to help them with specific tasks, like HR policies. Due to the good results of the BIZ+ program, the Mission issued a funded extension and asked BIZ+ to issue a program description for an additional 2 years.  This gave us time to Pause and Reflect on what was working well, and what could improve. We noticed that while a light-touch approach to short-term technical assistance was working, it was not working as effectively as a more hands-on approach. We saw that a long-term business coach (Kate Coffey) had significantly improved the efficiency, financial performance and capacity of four businesses.Through M&E data around businesses’ capacity and qualitative lessons from other volunteers, we made a design to change our capacity building approach from STTA to coaching. For our purposes, the definition of coaching is a long-term commitment from a business professional that guides managers and owners of businesses in important issues of running their enterprise effectively and are more knowledgeable about the overall industry. A consultancy or STTA generally helps a business solve an immediate challenge. For example, rather than sourcing a generic industrial engineer to coach on production planning and a generic accountant to coach on financials, we hired a single business coach familiar with the overall business/industry experience to coach on both issues and explain how they work together to strengthen the business. We have now paired 24 of our partners with business coaches as opposed to intermittent short-term technical assistance and paired with a formal long-term training program. As an outcome, we have data and documented examples demonstrating that partners improved productivity, planning and operational practices through the Training + Business Coaching model.
	Impact: As an outcome of CLA, not only do we have data and documented examples to see that partners improved productivity, planning and operational practices, but we have also seen a more collaborative structure within our own organization. This approach to capacity building for grantees has also influenced agreement mechanisms with grantees.  While we have moved toward milestone-based deliverables for the consultants that train BIZ+ grantees, we have also moved away from in-kind grants to milestone (fixed-amount subawards) grants for grantees.  This has promoted accountability (as payment is contingent upon completion of deliverables) and has shifted the emphasis from building plant (infrastructure) capacity toward building total business capacity. Our staff in Sri Lanka are now trained on how best to interact with businesses, they understand the trainings that the businesses are going through, and they know how to best interact with and field input from the business coaches. We have also hired more business-facing individuals on staff who have brought new ideas into the organization. In addition, this Training + Business Coaching model has been an effective practice for us to build capacity, and we have been able to leverage the insights and the approach from this project and apply them to other projects for USAID: The USAID Lebanon Investment in Quality project is replicating this Training + Business Coaching model for its own investment grant program. We’ve seen that this has been an effective coaching approach when there isn’t a specific value chain, working across industries and sectors. This an operational model that we are now implementing elsewhere and will continue adapting as we integrate into other enterprise development projects.   
	Why: Our mindset of continuously self-evaluating the approach and impact of BIZ+ has been maintained throughout implementation. The BIZ+ team, particularly the COP, regularly evaluated qualitative and quantitative data about businesses and analyzed the partners’ financial results.  Adjustments to partner work plans and targeted short-term trainings were sourced to help businesses grow.  While the businesses were making steady incremental improvements, we had the desire to accelerate that progress. Partner businesses were applying some of the technical knowledge gained through traditional STTA and group training; but did not seem to fully apply all the knowledge gained  - either because they had trouble adapting general principles to the specifics or their business or industry, or did not understand how different pieces of training fit together in the wider business context.  In year six, to ultimately come to the Training + Business Coaching approach, we identified the need to adapt first. Then, we started to learn about other programs and approaches that existed – through our own consultants and through external-in learnings from a Princeton Fellow in Asia’s work. We then worked collaboratively with our business partners, consultants, headquarters and USAID to gain buy-in for a new capacity building model. , We continued our quest to learn, exploring new approaches in our enterprise acceleration working groups and meet with coaching, mentoring and consultancy organizations in Sri Lanka to review their experience (and capabilities).  After getting these additional data points, we applied our learnings and adapted our approach to best meet the needs of the businesses. It wasn’t necessarily simply CLA; our approach was ALCLA. We offered formalized training sessions to expose owners and managers to best and improved practices.  Then, the knowledge gained at training sessions was tested and put into practice under the guidance of a business coach.
	Factors: Enablers: One critical aspect that enabled these adaptations to take place was the trust between our field team in Sri Lanka and the headquarters team at Land O’Lakes in the U.S. Since headquarters trusted the leadership of BIZ+, it was an eager partner, providing support where needed – and otherwise getting out of the way – of a local team that confidently made adaptations that worked the best for the local context. In addition, the relationship with USAID enabled us to continuously adapt throughout the project – that layer of trust was essential to problem-solve efficiently and create workable solutions.Obstacles: Since the USAID BIZ+ project was established in 2011 and CLA was not a formal framework at that time, CLA was not officially built into the design. For example, there were no Pause & Reflect opportunities built into the work plans. This meant that it was on the initiative of the COP and staff of BIZ+ to make time and priority for CLA activities. Now, thanks to the BIZ+ local team utilizing the CLA model effectively, we have regular stakeholder meetings between headquarters and the BIZ+ team to talk through issues and potential adaptations necessary to mitigate them. Advice: The most significant piece of advice that we could tell others is to simply trust the field team to do the work. Headquarters and field teams need a strong relationship to solve problems together, and the knowledge of local staff cannot be discounted. In addition, create space to discuss issues that may not naturally arise from the typical HQ-Field project review checklists.  Under this project, all indicators were on-track or exceeding expectations at the time the need to adapt was identified.  Do not follow the checklists so rigidly that you  miss the opportunity to adapt and strive for something even better. Also, marry your qualitative and quantitative data to understand where the gaps are. For BIZ+, when only looking at quantitative M&E data, the issue of capacity needs within the businesses was less apparent. With the combined qualitative analysis from the businesses, the need was striking. 
	CLA Approach: From the beginning of the project in 2011, technical assistance was a key component, but it was mostly implemented through short-term technical assignments: TA providers would travel and work with a key business partner for approximately two weeks at a time. The components from the CLA framework that we used to develop a more effective approach are the following: Learning: Around 2016, we began to see that our businesses were not building their capacity in the way they needed to in order to grow a sustainable business. Through applying M&E for Learning we saw that partner businesses were having low capacity assessments and lower levels of trust of BIZ+. Simultaneous to the quantitative and qualitative learnings from our partner businesses, we were learning from our longer-term volunteers and technical assistants. For example, Kate Coffey, a business analyst volunteer, worked on an extended volunteer assignment in 2016 for the USAID BIZ+ program, offering in-depth business coaching to four of our partner businesses. Qualitatively, our staff noticed that Kate was able to help the businesses be successful in ways that our local staff had not been able to. For example, with regards to financial sales bookkeeping and inventory management, these businesses were thriving in a way that we had not seen before. This made us pause and reflect on what it was about this particular assignment that had been so beneficial to the partner businesses. Processes and Culture: We now understood and saw how coaching was necessary and could be very successful. But the real key learning at this stage was that we did not have the people nor the implementation model to scale up advisory coaching work on a larger scale through the project. We saw the end goal: Coaching and customized trainings over the long-term for each business, but now we had to figure out how to redesign the approach to make this possible, on an incredibly short timeline of 18 months.  We adapted and redesigned our approach: This required nimble Design-Making. We defined the required qualifications and expertise of the business coaches and utilized practical industry specialists with hands-on experience. We developed a restructured performance contract which was based on the businesses supported achieving results and coaches achieving milestones.  This is different, from a consultancy based on a daily rate and certain set of deliverables, which we had used in the past. This required a culture shift for our own organization in Openness and in Continuous Learning and Improvement, so they could understand the process of a milestones contract and the requirements of it, rather than the LOE/deliverables-based contract. But there was also a Culture Shift that was needed with regard to Openness and Continuous Learning and Improvement with our key partners. We approached the headquarters team as we began Phase 3 and informed them of the proposed plan, distilling knowledge and solutions through Knowledge Management. There was vetting on the applicability, but there was ultimate trust in our internal team to see through the process. We worked with USAID on designing this into our plan for Phase 3 businesses, as another important stakeholder in our journey. We were trusted in making this work. We were able to locally cultivate and implement this plan through Relationships and Networks. Adapting: The adaptations were continuous: we continued to follow through on Adaptive Management throughout the project’s lifecycle.  Because of the learnings we had around the needs within capacity building, we subsequently also implemented a 12-month mini-MBA training program that both business owners and assigned business coaches would go through that covered topics such as organizational management, operational safety, and digital marketing tools. Business coaches would then work with the individual businesses to implement the learnings in their enterprises. 
	Context: Sri Lanka’s 25-year ethnic conflict decimated its Northern and Eastern Provinces and left the country with stark regional economic imbalances. In 2011, two years after the civil war ended, the USAID BIZ+ program began working with communities severely affected by the war, introducing and enhancing livelihood and job opportunities across the country to promote economic vitality. The project has had two extensions and has been in Sri Lanka for over eight years now, and it has learned and adapted throughout. One of the biggest challenges that we faced as a traditional investment grants program is that businesses that have opportunities to purchase new equipment or hire more people do not necessarily have the organizational and management capacity to manage these changes well. When we observed this issue in the early stages of the program, we delivered short-term technical assistance –either volunteers or paid technical or industry experts who could provide in-depth consultancy to a specific business over a few weeks. However, that only got us part of the way to a sustainable approach. The more ad hoc, periodic trainings addressed common challenges or capacity building needs identified for a group of businesses, but the follow-up and support to implement the learnings piece-by-piece was not strong enough. Businesses and the owners were still struggling to effectively manage their teams, their finances and their growth. As the project entered its third phase, we paused and reflected and saw the need and opportunity to create a more effective approach. The BIZ+ project was first awarded in 2011 before CLA was a formalized framework, but this project has been utilizing USAID’s then-informal collaborative, learning and adaptive model from the beginning. In the first year of the project, we worked closely with USAID on redesigning the approach of the project – in the original agreement, we would be simultaneously doing the investment grant approach as well as a policy component. With USAID closely involved, the decision was made to drop that policy component of the project, as we needed more resourcing on the enterprise acceleration portion of the project, understanding that the most effective project would focus on helping businesses thrive in current conditions.   
	Impact 2: CLA has furthered businesses’ capacity for success in terms of financial management, marketing, safety and quality, among others. Saviru Spices and Wattakgoda Producers, both cinnamon processors, were supported through business coaching to work towards improving food safety. Wattakgoda producers achieved ISO22000, HACCP and Food Safety Certification in a remarkable turnaround for a second-generation SME that was used to traditional cinnamon processing and handling practices.The operational changes introduced over the last year with BIZ+ business coaching at Dickwella Hiru Fashion Ltd. has resulted in 75% production efficiency. Saviru Spices has invested in new packaging and developing and registering its brand name as a result of the long-term technical support on marketing, which would not have been possible without the adapted approach. The relationship with Randeepa Agrarian, under the in-kind grant nearly fell apart. Through adapting to a milestones-based grant and by shifting the emphasis away from asset acquisition to developing tangible business skills and knowledge acquisition, the partnership was saved and the business is more likely to thrive. They expect to create 25 micro-entrepreneur tractor operators in a new facility. The in-person mini-MBA training sessions for the business partners has been successful: More than 50 managers and business owners in Southern, Eastern, Northern, North Central, and Uva Provinces have participated in this program, which aims to expand businesses, improve operations, and motivate workforce. For more than seven months, the businesses learned to implement business plans, create sustainable jobs in smaller communities, and drive improvements in supply chains. These sessions also created collaboration opportunities to facilitate businesses growth: New Sagara Batik took an innovative approach by collaborating with two other BIZ+ grantees based in Galle. After being introduced at a Productivity & Innovation workshop in Matara, the shoe manufacturing business produced four new models using New Sagara Batik’s prints.


