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Sanitation behavior change is a notoriously complex intervention. In the harsh, remote environment of the Ethiopian
lowlands, this is particularly so. Community-Led Total Sanitation and Hygiene (CLTSH) interventions, while
successful in Ethiopia’s densely populated highland areas, have never been implemented at scale in the lowlands.
We learned that in these communities, dominated by (semi-) pastoralist groups, that the operating conditions for
effective, sustained behavior change are highly variable. A Collaborating, Learning and Adaptation (CLA) approach
helped the program team define, pivot and re-design activities that addressed project effectiveness.
Our experience is drawn from the USAID/Ethiopia-funded Lowland Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) Activity
that works to accelerate access to improved WASH in three rural lowland regions: Afar, Somali, and Southern
Nations, Nationalities and Peoples (SNNP). Mid-activity data review highlighted several disappointing results that
prompted a program team rethink. With both the implementing team and USAID/Ethiopia interested in critical
feedback to adapt approaches, USAID Lowland WASH Activity adopted the CLA framework to address these
challenges. Utilizing pause and reflect, strategic collaboration, adaptive management and M&E for learning, an
intentional CLA process allowed for a virtuous cycles of learning to occur.
While still too early to determine the full effect of the CLA approach on development outcomes, encouraging results
have emerged. A stronger set of ‘ performance envelope ' criteria allowed for better targeting and sustainable
CLTSH interventions; adaptation of the communication strategy led to effective storytelling practices in local
languages; and project insights led to the refinement of Open Defecation Free (ODF) certification in Somali to a
more manageable village- instead of Kebele-level definition.

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

✔ Internal Collaboration

Openness

✔ External Collaboration

Relationships & Networks

Technical Evidence Base
Theories of Change
Scenario Planning

✔ M&E for Learning
✔ Pause & Reflect

✔ Adaptive Management

Continuous Learning &
Improvement
Knowledge Management
Institutional Memory
Decision-Making
Mission Resources
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?
The USAID/Ethiopia-funded Lowland Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) Activity accelerates access to improved
WASH in three rural lowland regions of Ethiopia; Afar, Somali, and Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples
(SNNP). The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that 43% of Ethiopians lack access to an improved water
source, 28% practice open defecation, and 59% rely on limited service or unimproved sanitation facilities (2017).
The project regions, particularly Afar and Somali, are characterized by hot, arid climates that are vulnerable to natural
disasters and intense drought. In combination, this harsh natural environment has compromised water security, further
impacting livelihoods. The lowland regions are dominated by (semi-) pastoralist communities that are deeply
connected to their cultural traditions and histories, and live in remote, isolated locations scattered across the regions.
In Afar and Somali, average population density is 15.15 people and 2.51 households per square kilometer (Ethiopian
Census Commission, 2007).
The USAID Lowland WASH Activity adopted a nationally promoted Community-Led Total Sanitation and Hygiene
(CTLSH) approach to achieve “Open Defecation Free” (ODF) status at the Kebele-level (typically 4-6 villages). CLTSH
is internationally recognized as a way to change sanitation behavior, and has potential to transform community health
outcomes. It triggers change and sustains collective action through participatory engagement and the use of emotions
(shame, disgust) that catalyze self-awareness about the health risks and social consequences from open defecation.
Communities are verified and certified as ODF through third-party sampling and assessment against criteria defined
within government protocols.
CLTSH interventions, while successful in Ethiopia’s more densely populated highland areas, have never been
implemented at scale in the lowlands, and there is a dearth of practical insights about implementing the approach
within mobile communities. As a pioneering program, USAID Lowland WASH Activity used the Collaborating, Learning
and Adaptation (CLA) framework to allow for a dynamic and iterative process of learning and documenting lessons
learned in non-traditional environments.

3. Why did you decide to use a CLA approach? Why was CLA considered helpful for
addressing your organizational or development challenge(s)?
CLTSH is a proven approach; but one that operates most effectively within a sensitive ‘performance envelope’ of
known pre-conditions. The USAID Lowland WASH Activity team realized that lowland, pastoralist communities fall
outside those performance boundaries. Implementing conditions – such as the transient nature of communities, and
the large distances between villages – were a challenge to achieving project goals. CLA, through its structured
approach to learning and adapting, offered an opportunity to rethink project approaches to address these challenges.
The realization was prompted by mid-activity data review of all program indicators. This review noted that while the
program initated CLTSH interventions in 84 Kebeles in Afar and Somali, only six reached certified ODF status. In
SNNPR, characterized by less mobile, more densely populated communities, ODF certification was higher (61
Kebeles triggered, 20 achieving ODF certification). The team inferred two points from this data: a) that criteria for
Kebele-wide ODF certification were too stringent to allow for progress, and b) that CLTSH success at the village-level
was driven by specific factors, including proximity to a reliable water source, density within neighborhoods and the
relative mobility of local communities.
During pause and reflect between USAID/Ethiopia and project staff, consensus emerged that CLA was valuable for
project adaptation: it offered ways to contextualize knowledge relating to WASH and the semi-permanence of
pastoralist communities, to adaptively manage program implementation and intentionally mine short-cycle M&E data.
With USAID/Ethiopia’s leadership and support, the CLA methodology was formally incorporated into the project’s
Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning Plan.

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.
USAID Lowland WASH Activity’s use of CLA did not begin as part of an intentional or systematic process. The shift
from basic adaptive management techniques to systematic and intentional CLA approach began at the project’s
mid-implementation cycle in November 2017. At this point, monitoring data indicated low ODF achievement rates at
the Kebele-level. Project leadership, including the Sanitation & Hygiene (S&H) Technical Lead, began to pause and
reflect to evaluate how to tackle such programmatic difficulties. During this internal collaboration and reflection the
team concluded that further discussion with external partners and local stakeholders was key to understanding the
operating context in pastoralist areas and difficulties implementing CLTSH.
To initiate external collaboration with local beneficiaries, partners, and stakeholders, the USAID Lowland WASH
Activity’s S&H Technical Lead acted as a circuit-rider, visiting field offices and project sites. Through on-the-ground
discussion and learning between the Technical Lead and local change agents and mobilizers, health extension
workers (HEW), project beneficiaries, and partners CARE and IRC, the project began to question the validity of the
Government of Ethiopia (GoE) national standard for Kebele-level ODF certification, emphasizing the difficulties in
managing resources, staff, and monitoring across physically distant, remote villages within the Kebele.
Next, the team embarked on more deliberate and systematic collaboration to better assess, learn and understand
the local context. A series of workshops engaged regional staff from partners CARE and IRC, as well as local
grantees supporting implementation. Bringing together these stakeholders allowed for systematic discussion on the
constraints to CLTSH programming in pastoralist communities and a sharing of lessons-learned via implementation
by all participants. In a similar vein, the project collaborated with regional government bureaus to ensure that they
were engaged in the approaches under discussion.
In parallel, the project maintained continuous communication with USAID/Ethiopia. As a strategic learning partner
vested in project outcomes, the Mission was able to leverage its network of experts, research best practices on ODF
in pastoral communities, and support the USAID Lowland WASH Activity project team through a dedicated learning
workshop with USAID subject specialists. During this workshop, USAID’s Senior Behavior Change and WASH
Adviser provided practical guidance on program interventions in pastoralist communities.
With knowledge gained from pause and reflect events and through more deliberate collaboration, an adaptive
management approach was possible. This was illustrated in various subsequent USAID Lowland WASH Activity
actions:
•Shifting CLTSH activities to focus on selectively targeting individual villages rather than uniform actions at a
collective Kebele-level. In doing so, the project recognized the variable conditions behind CLTSH success;
effectively right-sized available resources; and created a more sustainable model for tracking behavior change in
pastoralist communities.
•Moving construction of new water systems closer to communities and then focusing on those communities for
CLTSH triggering.
•Examining gender issues related to sanitation and water access so women could spend less time collecting water
and more time on other community-wide actions, such as CLTSH efforts.
•The project adapted its communication strategy for sanitation and hygiene, incorporating storytelling practices in
the Dagu and De hantu local languages to further engage with pastoralist communities.

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?
The results of adaptive management are still in an early phase for the USAID Lowland WASH Activity. Changes to
implementation approach will take time to translate into results frameworks and tangible changes to ODF
achievement rates. Prior to the introduction of the CLA framework, program staff and partners were frustrated and
discouraged by low achievement in ODF certification, and the team felt confused as how to move forward through the
challenges. On a positive note, the introduction of the CLA framework has fueled some noticeable impacts on
organizational effectiveness:
• A culture of open dialogue and knowledge exchange to promote the emergence of new technical data and evidence
on effective pastoralist community programming.
• An empowered staff, which have used CLA as a tool for critical evaluation, speaking up and advocating for changes
in national strategy. This has already been seen through staff-led efforts to use CLA methods in improving
effectiveness of other activities, such as menstrual hygiene management and improved water system construction
quality.
• Shifts in confidence can be seen with local partners. The incorporation of new adaptive management approaches
adopted through the CLA process has left local partners more confident in future ODF outcomes.
To systematically measure the impact the CLA framework had on the team’s performance and project’s culture, the
USAID Lowland WASH Activity will explore the use of the USAID CLA Framework and Maturity Tool. This will provide
a better and more systematic measure for integrating the CLA framework across the program cycle and in the
organization’s work plan. Results from the tool will be incorporated into work planning and performance review
cycles, ensuring feedback is integrated into the project’s core management functions.

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?
It is premature to fully assess how the CLA approach has affected USAID Lowland WASH Activity results on ODF
achievement rates among pastoralist communities. However, it is possible to point to promising early signals of
impact on development results arising from intentional learning and collaboration:
• The case of Degilina Geraro Kebele in Afar. Here, the village built latrines in 2017 using a CLTSH approach
initiated by the project. The semi-pastoralist community struggled with the overall lack of water in the area, and
eventually abandoned the entire village of over 100 households to move closer to a local river water source. With
awareness raised about the need for sanitation and hygiene, and acting on learned sanitation methods from the
USAID Lowland WASH Activity, the villagers re-built latrines in their new community without the help or guidance of
the project. This evidence of sustained and embedded behavior change highlights the potential impact of refocusing
ODF efforts at targeted villages.
• Developing the ‘performance envelope’ criteria that allowed for better targeting and improved sustainability of
CLTSH interventions; for example, focusing on communities near newly built or rehabilitated water systems led to a
higher success rate in achieving ODF certification.
• Through local grantees, the project adapted its communication strategy for sanitation and hygiene, incorporating
storytelling practices told in local languages, Dagu and De hantu, as a way to further engage with pastoralist
communities.
• The decision by Somali Health Bureau to redefine ODF certification processes at the village-, rather than
Kebele-level.
• The incorporation of an intentional CLA framework inspired the project team to think more critically about CLTSH
methods as part of a suite of behavior change approaches. With support from USAID, the project expects to pilot
other interventions such as sanitation marketing, sequenced in conjunction with CLTSH interventions.

7. What factors affected the success or shortcomings of your collaborating,
learning and adapting approach? What were the main enablers or obstacles?
The flexibility of USAID/Ethiopia and the Ethiopian national and regional government was a critical enabler of the
project’s ability to implement a comprehensive CLA approach. Without this open atmosphere and willingness to
take action on new ideas, the incorporation of CLA would not have been as successful or straightforward.
Notably, USAID/Ethiopia took a shared interest in learning and greatly contributed by involving technical specialists
from USAID/Washington to help troubleshoot challenges faced in the pastoralist context. In addition, USAID
Lowland WASH Activity local partners’ willingness to share their lessons learned and expertise allowed the team to
effectively integrate the CLA framework into program activities.
Bringing the various stakeholders and project staff together, and taking the time to collaborate and learn is a time
and people intensive process. For USAID Lowland WASH Activity, this was an obstacle given that project staff
travel frequently, and pause and reflect as a single team can be difficult to achieve. In addition, with regional offices
located a flight away from Addis Ababa, the logistical and resource implications of bringing regional staff together to
find solutions to implementation challenges was not trivial or insignificant.

8. Based on your experience and lessons learned, what advice would you share with
colleagues about using a collaborating, learning and adapting approach?
From the USAID Lowland WASH Activity's experience, one of the keys to a productive CLA approach revolves
around detailed resource planning, which is critical for adjusting expectations concerning implementation. Resource
planning can be used to think through components such as who to engage with, how to engage and collaborate,
and what the resources and timeline is for CLA.
Related to this, recognizing which stakeholders are critical to the process is fundamental to any CLA approach. For
the USAID Lowland WASH Activity, for example, one of the key stakeholder groups was women from local
communities. The project understood that sustained behavior changes for sanitation and hygiene could only be
achieved through greater gender integration in planning and implementation. As key influencers within
communities, their involvement in the CLA process provided a stronger basis for learning and adaptive
management of our approaches.
In addition, direct collaboration with larger resource partners like USAID/Ethiopia staff and UNICEF can be a useful
step in implementing a CLA approach. With USAID/Ethiopia, the USAID Lowland WASH Activity found a key
learning partner at the right time. While communication was continuous throughout the process, engaging
USAID/Ethiopia at the right time during the collaborative phase of CLA helped the project gain critical learning that
later fed directly into new adaptive management approaches.
When using a CLA approach, our experience points to the value from engaging all necessary stakeholders in
reflection activities and adaptive management approaches. Without consultation and support from local
governments, tribal leaders, USAID/Ethiopia, IRC, and CARE, the full effect of the CLA process would not have
been as impactful. In the end, the collaborative and learning nature of the CLA approach grounded the project and
made its restructured approach to achieving ODF in pastoral communities stronger.
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.

