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1. Which subcomponents of the Collaborating, Learning and Adapting Framework
are reflected most in your case (select up to 5 subcomponents)?
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https://usaidlearninglab.org/sites/default/files/resource/files/keyconcepts_twopager_8.5x11_v7_20160907.pdf


 

 
 

2. What is the general context in which the case takes place?

3. Why did you use a collaborating, learning, and adapting approach?



  

 4.  Describe how you used collaborating, learning, and adapting in this case.



  
 

 

 

5b.  Development Results: What impact, if any, has CLA had on your development outcomes?


5a.  Organizational Impact: What impact, if any, has collaborating, learning, and adapting 
had on your team, mission or organization? 



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, International Resources Group, a subsidiary of RTI.
	

7.  Based on your experience and lessons learned, what advice would you share with 
colleagues about using a collaborating, learning, and adapting approach?

6.   What factors affected the success or otherwise of your collaborating, learning 
and adapting approach? What were the main enablers or barriers?
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	Submitter: Kenana Amin
	Organization: USAID/Jordan Program Office
	Caption: Co-generation of recommendations session with USAID and the Jordan Monitoring and Evaluation Support Project. Credit: USAID/Jordan.
	Case Title: No One Can Know Everything: Collaborating for Better Evaluation Recommendations
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	Summary: In June 2016, USAID/Jordan decided that, while its systems were producing strong evaluations, there must be a way to further enhance the utility of the final recommendations for learning and subsequent adaptive management. The Program Office elected to use the lens of CLA to review the then-current evaluation processes to see how they could be improved. Through this review, the Mission identified a need for enhancing collaboration between evaluation team members and USAID activity managers to ensure that evaluation recommendations were developed and worded in ways that would increase the likelihood of their utilization for improving programs. Despite initial concerns that increased involvement of USAID staff in the recommendations development and revision process could undermine the independence of the evaluation team, a new workshop was added to the overall evaluation process where evaluation stakeholders would collaboratively co-generate the final recommendations after the evaluators had finalized their key findings and conclusions. As a result of all stakeholders’ openness to continuous learning and improvement, these workshops, attended by USAID technical managers of the activity being evaluated, the evaluation team members, Program Office (PRO) staff, and staff from the Mission’s Monitoring and Evaluation Support Project (MESP), implemented by MSI, have resulted in perceived improvements to the utility of the final recommendations without undermining the integrity of the evaluation process. More useful recommendations are expected to facilitate more efficient and effective utilization of the evaluation results for adaptive management by Mission and implementing partner staff, resulting in improved development outcomes for the people of Jordan.
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	Impact: The USAID/Jordan and MESP evaluation teams have employed this innovative collaborative approach with three evaluations to date and the results have been sufficiently positive to ensure a permanent place for this approach in all future evaluations. Both USAID staff and the evaluators have reported that the sessions were useful in their view and likely produced better products from a utilization perspective. Evaluators, many of whom were initially concerned about how such a process would affect the independence of their work, confirmed to MESP in private interviews conducted after completion of the evaluation, that they never felt pressure from USAID staff to make changes that they did not fully agree with. This perception is shared by MESP and PRO participants in these workshops. A more comprehensive evaluation of the effects of this new collaboration will come when MESP and PRO implement the Mission’s comprehensive evaluation utilization assessments for these three evaluations. These assessments provide a thorough picture of which recommendations resulted in useful improvements to activity implementation and for those that did not, why this was the case.  While the collaborative approach to the development of evaluation recommendations has produced noticeable improvements in the final products of these critical learning tools, the process of systematically and intentionally reviewing a core Mission process implemented in partnership with an implementing partner with an open and receptive disposition to change has had important added benefits. Most importantly, the CLA approach employed by the Mission here has demonstrated the value of continuous learning and improvement even when applied to processes that are already being implemented according to well-established best practices and are producing more than acceptable results.
	CLA Approach: In using the CLA framework to assess the most-likely root cause of and solutions to this challenge, the Mission quickly zeroed in on a potential gap in effective collaboration at some stage in the evaluation process. During a pause in evaluation implementation, PRO took the time to reflect on the state of its evaluation practice. Working with other Mission staff, PRO systematically reviewed each stage of Jordan’s evaluation planning, design and implementation model from the lens of assessing where there might be missed opportunities to make up for inevitable gaps in the evaluators’ ability to shape the best package of recommendations. The review confirmed that the Mission was doing everything that it could to ensure that evaluation questions were well-matched to learning needs, that evaluation statements of work were comprehensive and provided all necessary guidance, and that highly qualified evaluation team members were being recruited in sufficient numbers. Furthermore, the review found no issues with the quality of approved evaluation designs, the partnership between evaluated activity staff and the evaluation teams, and the number and quality of periodic check-ins to confirm that data collection was proceeding as planned and that findings and conclusions identified over the course of the evaluation were being appropriately discussed with Mission stakeholders. At the end of this review, the main area that stood out where Mission staff and evaluation team members were not working together in a collaborative fashion to successfully leverage the group's combined, but sometimes unique knowledge, experiences, and skills, was at the recommendations generation stage. Evaluation best practices encourage evaluators to keep an open mind and avoid generating recommendations until all the data have been collected and considered. In addition, USAID guidance requires that evaluations be conducted with maximum independence and integrity. Both of these factors have traditionally combined to result in having recommendations generated at the end of the evaluation process and with limited direct feedback from USAID evaluation stakeholders before being formally submitted. Once submitted, concerns about ensuring the independence of the evaluation shared by both USAID staff and evaluation team members, combined with the limited opportunity for in-depth, in-person discussions once the team has left the country, further served to limit USAID’s ability to substantially influence the utility of evaluation recommendations. Reflecting its commitment to a culture of openness to alternative approaches and adaptive management of their programming and processes, PRO decided to try a new way of improving collaboration on evaluation recommendations without undermining the independence of the process, namely, the co-generation of recommendations by USAID and evaluators. Working in partnership with USAID/Jordan’s MESP, PRO and the MESP team designed a new structured collaborative process for ensuring an effective back and forth discussion and joint learning between Mission staff and evaluation team members. This process, which consists primarily of a workshop attended by a combined team of USAID evaluation stakeholders from the relevant technical team, PRO, and the evaluation team members, was first implemented in August 2016 during the final performance evaluation of the Jordan Loan Guarantee Fund (JLGF) activity. During the workshop, which generally lasts between two to three hours, the joint team shares its ideas for appropriate recommendations based on the final findings and conclusions that are distributed several days in advance to all attendees. Within this practice, the evaluators generally come to this meeting with a well-thought out set of recommendations that they then share and discuss with the other stakeholders in a more informal fashion than the more traditional, formal submission of complete presentations and/or reports. Such a process provides a dedicated space for everyone to reflect on what has been learned in the evaluation and for USAID technical managers to help shape proposed recommendations based on their in-depth knowledge of a number of factors, including previous implementation approaches, the local development context, and potential limitations in USAID’s and/or the activity’s ability to implement the suggested recommendations. Even simple wording changes that can result from in-person back and forth discussions can substantially improve the utility of evaluation recommendations and the likelihood that they will contribute to strengthened effectiveness of USAID programming. Throughout this process, it is made very clear to all participants that USAID’s role in this process is purely advisory and that the evaluators have complete freedom to decide to use any of the Mission team’s feedback and suggestions in their final reports. Such assurances are critical to ensuring the independence and integrity of the evaluation process.
	Why: The Program Office decided to employ a CLA approach to this issue because it seemed like a practical and effective way to identify a potential solution. The CLA framework and included sub-components provided a comprehensive list of factors to explore as we considered what factors may be limiting the ability of evaluation teams to produce more useful recommendations and to determine what processes would be most likely to mitigate those limitations and facilitate better products. In this instance, the challenges to better recommendations seemed to be clearly rooted in some sort of disconnect between the evaluation team's understanding of how Mission staff and processes work in important areas. Given the short timeframe available to evaluators to master both all of the available knowledge on the activity being evaluated as well as any additional data being collected by the team itself, it seemed unlikely that much could be done to substantially improve their internal understanding of all of the complexities of USAID activity management without substantially increasing the length of evaluations. The solution would most likely require a collaborative approach through which the needed information could be brought to bear more efficiently as it would be unreasonable to expect the evaluators to be able to learn everything required on their own.
	Context: USAID/Jordan is one of the largest USAID Missions in terms of total funding that is dedicated to improving the lives of Jordan’s citizens. The country has faced substantial development challenges over its recent history due to regional instability and resulting mass migrations of refugees from neighboring conflicts. Over USAID’s six decades of partnership with Jordan, the importance of effective utilization of data generated through high-quality monitoring and evaluation efforts to drive the design, implementation and management of development programming has steadily increased. While the Mission has been quite satisfied with the overall quality of evaluation work in recent years, it has always felt that there must be a way to increase the number of evaluation recommendations that meet the 2016 Evaluation Policy’s guidelines that they be “action-oriented, practical and specific,” while decreasing the volume of recommendations that cannot be readily implemented to enhance program effectiveness. In addition to the obvious benefits of having better recommendations from which to learn how best to adapt existing and future programs, there are substantial benefits to reducing the number of recommendations that aren’t readily useful, as they increase the already substantial overall management requirements of post-evaluation follow-up and utilization.
	Lessons Learned: Based on the success of the CLA initiative, we believe that all Mission technical staff should make the time to try and identify ways that they can improve the effectiveness of their work through the application of CLA principles. While they weren’t used to this particular approach, the CLA Maturity Matrix and accompanying self-assessment toolkit provide an easy way to apply a CLA lens to any and all elements of our development work. As with all approaches that represent potentially disruptive changes to our established processes, it is important to focus on establishing trust through an open discussion of potential risks and rewards and a commitment to supportive, constructive analysis of the final results, which are likely to include a mix of success and perceived shortfalls. Good CLA does take work and not everything we want to improve can be implemented well at the same time. Taking sufficient time to pause and reflect systematically and collaboratively with all relevant stakeholders on both our achievements and shortcomings are essential to identifying the real lessons learned and the corresponding adaptations that are most likely to improve the effectiveness of our work.
	Factors: There were several key enabling factors that deserve highlighting for their contribution to the success of the CLA approach. The first and most important was the commitment of the relevant Mission managers to doing whatever they could to improve the utility of the evaluations of their activities through active participation in an additional two- to three-hour meeting on top of their already-busy schedules. While they represent critical opportunities to improve the effectiveness of activities under their management, evaluations place substantial demands on Agreement Officer's Representatives/Contracting Officer's Representatives from the development of evaluation questions and statements of work, review of evaluation designs and instruments, periodic check-in meetings and responses to questions from evaluation team members, to attendance at at least two presentations of evaluation results and hours of review of draft evaluation reports. Despite the already-significant workload of the Mission’s evaluation processes, the perceived potential benefits of the additional work far outweighed the perceived costs. The second key enabling factor was the openness of the Mission’s M&E support contract staff to trying a new process that was initially perceived as having the potential to pose substantial risks to the independence of the process and resulting products. The strong culture of openness and trust between Mission technical staff, PRO, and MESP that had been steadily and intentionally developed since MESP’s inception was essential to overcoming initial concerns and ensuring a safe environment to test this new approach. 
	Impact 2: At the present time, it is still too early to say what effect this CLA approach may have had on the Mission’s development outcomes. There are several pathways through which change at this level could result from improved evaluation recommendations. The most direct route would be through resulting adaptive improvements in activity implementation learned through evaluations. There are other, less direct paths as well. It is likely that the collaborative development and refining of evaluation recommendations will produce both recommendations that are more readily implementable as well as fewer recommendations overall. Either or both of these changes would reduce the overall management requirements that correspond to completed evaluation reports and subsequent follow-up. This, in turn, should increase the time available for USAID staff to improve the management of their technical programs overall.


