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Case Title: 

Name: 

Organization: 

Summary: 

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 

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 

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? What organizational or
development challenge(s) prompted you to collaborate, learn, and/or adapt?

3. Why did you decide to use a CLA approach? Why was CLA considered helpful for
addressing your organizational or development challenge(s)?



  

      
  

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.



  
 

 

 

 
 

  
  

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? 

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? 



 

  
7. What factors affected the success or shortcomings of your collaborating,
	
learning and adapting approach? What were the main enablers or obstacles?
	

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

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: S. Sharma, N. Ranaivoarivelo, B. Kunwar & K. Arnold
	Organization: Save the Children
	Caption: Sabal staff collaborating during the 2017 Theory of Change workshop. Credit: Moon Pradhan, Save the Children.
	Case Title: Theory of Change in Action: Improving Implementation through Review & Revision
	Image_af_image: 
	Summary: Sustainable Action for Resilience and Food Security (Sabal) is a five-year program in Nepal funded by USAID Food for Peace (FFP) in October 2014, and implemented by Save the Children and a consortium of partners. Sabal’s goal is to improve food security and resilience in targeted districts of Central and Eastern Midhills of Nepal. Its activities improve livelihoods, health and nutrition (H&N), disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation (DRR/CCA). Sabal experienced several key challenges during its first two years. During April-May 2015, Nepal suffered devastating earthquakes. In response, Sabal expanded its livelihoods and DRR/CCA activities from six to eleven heavily affected districts. However, due to budget cuts a year later, Sabal again changed scope and reduced to eight districts. Adding to these changes, the Government of Nepal (GoN) went through a major administrative restructuring in 2015-2017 which rendered a number of local government bodies defunct, and which changed the administrative units used in Sabal’s activity planning and monitoring forms.By 2017, the Sabal team felt that a collaborative review and restructuring of Sabal’s Theory of Change (TOC) would help the team reflect on these contextual and operational changes, and would allow staff to apply learnings from the program’s monitoring data and midterm evaluation results. In September 2017, Sabal gathered staff from District, Central, and Headquarters levels to analyze evidence, review midterm evaluation findings, test the original TOC’s linkages and assumptions, and adapt the program’s implementation design and approach accordingly. As a result of this process, Sabal has shifted its implementation to improve integration and layering of livelihoods, health and nutrition, and DRR/CCA activities to enhance resilience outcomes. 
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	Impact: At the beginning of the TOC revision process, many staff members felt the TOC was a burdensome donor requirement separate from field-level program implementation. However, by the end of these two workshops the mindset of the entire Sabal team changed. The TOC revision helped the team visualize the many contextual and operational changes that had taken place, and adapt components of implementation based on these changes and new evidence. Sabal’s Chief of Party had every staff member, from the field level up to HQ, practice telling the Sabal story of change using the TOC. This enhanced staff ownership and understanding of the TOC as a living project tool for improving implementation. All staff have a copy of the narrative matrices, which provide additional detail on assumptions, rationales, external actors, GESI, and environmental symbols in the diagram. There is also increased clarity within the team regarding the roles and responsibilities of staff from other purpose areas, because intended outcomes and outputs for each purpose are clearly posted on every office wall. One participant even said at the end of the TOC workshops, “I finally, truly understand what the DRR/CCA team works on!” Additionally, the process helped the team to identify gaps in data, and as a result the M&E team developed new tools and processes to fill these information gaps and further improve programming through learning. This has translated into better, more integrated, and more evidence-based management and implementation.
	CLA Approach: In early September 2017, Sabal convened staff from the District, Central, and Headquarters level to “pause and reflect” on the original TOC graphic and narrative, the existing evidence and ToC assumptions, and how contextual and operational changes had affected the original ToC outcomes and outputs. As part of the next steps from this workshop, Sabal staff developed an updated stakeholder mapping matrix and documented which assumptions were holding and which were not. The M&E team also synthesized data from the program’s routine monitoring database (OPMIS), midterm evaluation, sectoral studies, monitoring checklists, detailed implementation plans (DIPs), indicator performance tracking tables (IPTTs), and other knowledge and data from program staff to ensure that M&E was used for learning and adaptive management throughout the ToC revision process.In November, Sabal held a second workshop for staff and partners to expand on the learning products of the first workshop, and to use these learnings to revise the TOC diagram and matrixes. With support from an external ToC facilitator and Save the Children HQ M&E staff, the Sabal team first checked whether all links along the pathways of outputs and outcomes were based on evidence that supported the causal logic; if not, the team rerouted or removed the linkage. The team also checked whether existing linkages were “necessary and sufficient” to result in higher-level change, and if not, they discussed and inserted additional contributing outputs or outcomes. In the original TOC, there were not many linkages between livelihoods, H&N, and DRR/CCA outcomes. The Sabal team knew this was a problem because of evidence from the midterm evaluation and integration data pulled from OPMIS, so in the new ToC diagram they added clear links to improve integration and layering of implementation across purposes.Next the Sabal team discussed ToC assumptions. Based on the first workshop, the Sabal team had flagged several original assumptions that were no longer valid. For example, one assumption was “low turnover of GoN health care staff.” Based on qualitative data from the Sabal health staff, this assumption had not held true, so the team deleted this assumption from the ToC and adjusted the diagram and narrative accordingly. In some cases, the Sabal team also added new assumptions based on new evidence or changes, such as an assumption (based on discussions with GoN officials) that the new GoN administrative structures and personnel would be finalized and functional by early 2018. For each assumption, the team identified the level of risk to activities if the assumption failed, and added contingency measures.Then, the Sabal team identified any outcomes in the TOC that were produced by external stakeholders rather than the Sabal program itself. One example was the outcome, “Employable vocational skills of youth enhanced.” Due to a reduction in Sabal’s budget and the government restructuring, the team had decided to end Sabal’s vocational training program and instead rely on the Ministry of Labor’s training schools to provide this support. To more clearly depict these external stakehold outcomes in the ToC diagram, Sabal labeled each with a distinctive flag shape. A highlight of the workshop was the integration of Gender Equality and Social Inclusion (GESI) and environmental compliance symbols in the ToC diagram to demonstrate how these are mainstreamed throughout the Sabal program. Placing the GESI or environment symbol on an outcome required internal collaboration and group consensus. In a few cases, a livelihoods, H&N, or DRR/CCA staff member wanted to add a GESI symbol to an outcome that s/he was responsible for, but the GESI staff member pushed back, saying that gender had not yet been sufficiently integrated into the activities feeding into that outcome. To address this issue, the GESI lead developed a separate ToC narrative matrix to describe the specific GESI changes expected for every outcome that had a GESI symbol, and how GESI was (or would be) integrated into implementation (for example, by changing timing of meetings to better suit mothers). The same was done for environment. Through internal collaboration and discussion, these tools held technical staff accountable for meaningfully including GESI in programming, and will result in improved implementation.Finally, Sabal staff went through each outcome and color-coded it depending on whether it contributed to absorptive, adaptive, and/or transformative resilience capacities.
	Why: Sabal uses the CLA approach because of its importance and effectiveness in improving programming. Various aspects of CLA were built into the Sabal program from the beginning. When Sabal was awarded, it was part of the first cohort of USAID Development Food Assistance Programs required to present a ToC diagram and narrative that explained how planned outputs and outcomes lead to high-level changes in food security and resilience. The TOC provided a structure for CLA from the very early stages of Sabal’s program design, because it is a tool with which staff can visualize and discuss program design, use evidence to identify areas where pathways are not functioning as intended, and adjust interventions to align with learning. Sabal’s commitment to the TOC and CLA was reinforced by the release in 2016 of USAID Food for Peace’s M&E Policy Guidance, which includes recommendations on the annual review and revision of TOCs. During the ToC revision process, Sabal also used materials from two USAID partners (TOPS and FSN Network): the ToC checklist and sample narrative matrices, which provide clear guidance for implementers on improving the presentation and use of ToCs. In addition to the donor emphasis on CLA, Sabal was also driven by internal organizational priorities. Sabal’s prime implementing organization (Save the Children) has a global strategy that prioritizes the development of systems for data collection, learning, and knowledge sharing to improve quality of programming and impact. From the beginning of the Sabal program, Save the Children prioritized staffing, training, and budget for learning and M&E to ensure Sabal had the capacity and resources to collaborate, learn, and adapt throughout implementation. Most importantly, Sabal staff at all levels were key drivers of the adoption of the CLA approach. They were the ones that recognized the need to pause and reflect after all the contextual and operational changes and work to date, and they were the ones that bought in to the CLA approach and used it to further strengthen programming.
	Context: Nepal was hit by a series of earthquakes in April and May 2015, followed by numerous aftershocks, landslides and avalanches, which severely impacted 67% of the Sabal program’s implementation area. Recognizing the need to provide emergency assistance and to support recovery in other heavily affected areas, and with support from USAID FFP, Sabal expanded into five additional districts heavily impacted by the earthquake. This expansion required opening and staffing up new offices in the original and earthquake expansion areas, securing Government of Nepal (GoN) approval to implement in new districts, and designing and rolling out a revised beneficiary selection, validation, and registration process. These challenges were exacerbated in 2016, when budget cuts forced Sabal to reduce its scope down to eight districts, closing offices and activities in three districts.Sabal also dealt with serious governmental challenges during this period due to local elections in 2017, the first in 20 years, and a major shift in the GoN’s administrative structure. The Sabal program works closely with the GoN on program implementation, and had developed close and productive relationships with national ministry staff and local government bodies including the Village Development Committees. After the elections and administrative restructuring, many staff, local structures, and administrative units were replaced. Sabal had to quickly adapt its activities and monitoring structure accordingly. While the Sabal team adapted to each of these challenges in real time, by 2017 the team felt that a comprehensive, collaborative review and revision of the original Theory of Change would help staff synthesize the many changes in program scope and context, analyze learnings from the midterm evaluation and routine M&E data, test the original TOC’s linkages and assumptions, and further adapt the program’s implementation design and approach accordingly. 
	Lessons Learned: Sabal benefitted from having an organizational learning culture, where CLA was planned and budgeted from the beginning. However, during the TOC review process, staff also expressed a desire to have more frequent “pause and reflect” sessions. Sabal has included this in future planning and budgeting, and would encourage other programs to do the same. For TOC revisions in particular, Sabal encourages other projects to use resources from USAID – the M&E Policy Guidance, TOPS ToC Checklist, etc. These were very useful to the Sabal team. Sabal is also willing to share the final products of its TOC review with other programs for reference if desired.Sabal also learned from this TOC review, and other CLA activities, how important it is to set up M&E systems early on in the project. Sabal experienced delays in setting up its beneficiary database, which resulted in difficulties with reporting on certain outputs and outcomes. By the time of the TOC review and revision, Sabal’s database was functioning well and could provide the data needed – which helped the team make better, more strategic decisions. But it would have been useful to have this data available earlier to inform earlier CLA activities. Lastly, a major lesson learned was the need to create ownership of the ToC and associated products among the whole program team. It is very important to engage staff at all levels of implementation, because they have different perspective, different evidence, and different experiences. The planning for any TOC revision should be ‘bottom up’ and not ‘top down’. In Sabal’s case, the active engagement of field staff in the ToC review process and their agreement on critical decisions played a vital role in increasing ownership. As a result, staff can at all levels can express confidently the Sabal Theory of Change, including it many pathways, linkages, and assumptions. 
	Factors: One of the main enablers for using this CLA approach to TOC review and revision was the realization by the senior management, and especially the new Chief of Party, that staff were not using the Sabal ToC to link activities with the program outputs, outcomes and goal. An initial obstacle to the process was the lack of clear examples of TOC reviews and revisions across other FFP programs. This made the task a bit daunting at first, but the release of clear guidance documents provided by USAID and its partners – the 2016 M&E Policy Guidance, TOPS ToC Checklist, etc. - made the process of a TOC revision more manageable, and reinforced Sabal’s decision to update the TOC. Sabal was also able to secure the support of a neutral external TOC consultant, who was an expert in the facilitation of TOC reviews and revisions. That, combined with support from Save the Children HQ staff, helped Sabal significantly with the development of the workshops’ content and outputs. The availability of routine monitoring data from OPMIS, findings from annual monitoring survey, and the midterm evaluation recommendations were also major enablers for the TOC process. They enabled Sabal to understand the current situation and to develop future programmatic decisions and strategies. This evidence based review was made possible by the active involvement of experienced M&E staff both at the Center and District level.  Finally, the interest and participation of all the consortium partners – from across a wide range of organizations – was a critical enabler in the TOC review and revision process. 
	Impact 2: The Sabal team used the revised ToC while preparing the Fiscal Year 2018 (FY18) Pipeline and Resource Estimate Proposal (PREP). Previously, interventions were implemented based on each purpose area, without focusing on the integration and layering between and among purposes and themes. After the revised ToC process, activities were planned and included in the FY18 DIP in such a way that the interventions are better integrated within and across different purposes. For example, DRR/CCA interventions are now targeted not only to DRR/CCA groups but also to farmer group members. Reflect DRR/CCA sessions are organized for other thematic groups, such as Enhanced Homestead Food Production (EHFP) groups and farmer groups. Cash for Work (CfW) activities are linked with DRR/CCA mitigation measures. Nutrition interventions, which were previously focused on EHFP groups only, are now reaching farmer groups and DRR/CCA groups to ensure that everyone across the Sabal program knows how important it is to increase dietary diversity. And Village Animal Health Workers (VAHWs) are linked with Village Model Farmers to improve animal health services. It has been less than a year since Sabal revised the ToC, so it is a little too early to show strong evidence of improved outcomes. However, the Sabal team has already seen an increase in the number of beneficiaries participating in activities across multiple purpose areas, which reflects better integration and layering of programming. Sabal expects that this improved integration will result in improved food security and resilience outcomes, such as increased farm production (due to new linkages and layering with H&N activities) and increased adoption of homestead food production by new mothers (due to new linkages and layering with livelihood activities such as promotion of improved agricultural technologies). Sabal also expects to see improvements in GESI and environmental outcomes due to the improved internal collaboration between staff members across themes and purposes.


