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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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	Summary: Using integrated CLA approaches, The Kaizen Company (Kaizen) brought an innovative methodology to a traditional capacity development project in Ethiopia. The Local Capacity Development (LCD) project is a five-year (2014-2019) USAID/Ethiopia-funded activity implemented by Kaizen to strengthen the organizational capacity of local civil society organizations (CSOs) in Ethiopia. The original scope of the project focused on addressing the immediate challenges of USAID/Ethiopia in managing 28 direct awards to Local Implementing Partners (LIPs). These LIPs struggled to comply with USAID’s management requirements while trying to achieve development impact. During the two-year base period, LIPs’ average capacity scores increased by 48%, unlocking additional USAID resources for locally-led and implemented development solutions. LCD used continuous learning and adaptive management approaches to build upon initial successes and streamline operations, resulting in the opportunity to increase the scale of the project without needing additional resources than  originally planned. In collaboration with USAID/Ethiopia staff across multiple offices, beneficiaries, and other international implementers and donors, LCD conducted a scenario planning exercise to present multiple options to USAID/Ethiopia to choose the approach that most aligned their needs with those of beneficiaries, thereby maximizing the value of LCD’s services. Ultimately, LCD tripled its reach from 28 to 111 LIPs with no budget increase and broadened the project’s scope to better align with USAID’s overall goal of enhancing Ethiopian civil society.
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	Impact: Utilizing a CLA approach has led to LCD staff becoming more proactive, interactive, innovative, and solution-oriented. When a challenge arises, such as how to increase LIP involvement in an eLearning approach, the team works through a series of potential ideas incorporating LIP feedback before settling on an approach. At the beginning of the project, we observed that asking for new ideas to solve a problem usually resulted in silence rather than a wealth of options. Now, LCD staff proactively look for better implementation methods based on observation and collaboration. In the case of eLearning utilization, LCD has tested multiple iterations of ideas presented by staff within a single year, keeping what worked from previous attempts and adding new approaches. This process not only improves project outcomes; it also provides staff at all levels with a sense of ownership and pride in their work, demonstrating that their contributions to the project are valued. 
	CLA Approach: The LCD team began early external collaboration with USAID’s AORs and other offices within the Ethiopia Mission, LIPs, and other international implementing partners (IIPs) and donors, including the Ethiopia Civil Society Donor Group. LCD was designed to leverage the direct contractual influence of each LIP’s USAID AOR to encourage change while LCD provided technical support and follow-up. This dual influence provided a built-in triangulation of organizational change between the LIP, USAID, and LCD. LCD established feedback loops with AORs from multiple USAID offices to regularly inform them regarding the progress, accomplishments, or major challenges facing the LIP. AORs also regularly informed LCD when specific areas for improvement were recognized. In the base period, LCD coupled good working relationships between multiple USAID offices with LCD’s strong monitoring practices to learn critical insights about the most valuable areas and methods of LIP support and about USAID/Ethiopia’s changing needs. For example, our monitoring showed us that increased LIP capacity did not satisfactorily result in increased performance. Based on discussions and feedback with various stakeholders, LCD incorporated peer-led learning initiatives, provided direct support to LIP field offices and leveraged the sector-specific expertise of international implementers to support LIPs’ technical needs that enabled them to convert increased capacity into improved development outcomes. At the close of the two-year base period, LCD paused to reflect on how we might pivot to capitalize on our successes to further increase our impact to the benefit of both USAID and beneficiaries. LCD forecasted multiple scenarios which proposed greater value-adds to USAID and their goals, each of which scaled LCD’s reach to increase efforts in enhancing the civil society sector to reach more of the CSOs in Ethiopia. Through scenario planning, LCD prepared to adapt its support based on informed inputs to better align with the country’s security and humanitarian challenges and USAID/Ethiopia’s changing needs towards increased democracy and governance and emergency response. USAID agreed to extend and scale the project to deliberately focus on sectoral civil society improvement. With that decision, LCD set to work adapting its approach to serve an additional 83 LIPs, now including construction companies and LIPs that do not receive direct USAID funds—all without additional funding. The team internally and externally collaborated to brainstorm the methodology for scaling; LCD focused on the most valued aspects of its support during the base period and scaled up the most relevant aspects for the new cohorts of organizations. Practically, this included regular staff evaluation, brainstorming sessions, and establishing a feedback loop using surveys with LIPs and IIPs. This adaptive management allowed LCD to address the request to support LIPs in more technical sector-focused areas. During listening sessions, LIPs specifically requested for special support in technical areas in need in Ethiopia such as water and sanitation, and disaster response. Since LCD focuses on organizational management, LCD reached out to USAID’s IIPs with technical expertise in areas of interest to the LIPs to gauge their willingness to collaborate in joint trainings. In collaboration with AECOM and Population Services International (PSI), a joint-training was held October 19, 2017 on technical areas of Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH), and soon a joint training on humanitarian response will be held in collaboration with Catholic Relief Services (CRS). LCD continues to learn and adapt, even as it nears the final year of the project. Recently, together with USAID, LCD now certifies LIP achievement and participation, an initiative based on LIP feedback and advocacy.
	Why: CLA has been a fundamental approach underlying all project decisions since the beginning of LCD’s implementation. As prime implementer, Kaizen’s fundamental commitment to ‘ongoing improvement at all levels at all times’ is incorporated into each of its projects, and LCD is no exception. For LCD, CLA specifically serves to enable a responsive, flexible approach to maximize the use of project resources while ensuring both client and beneficiary needs are met. Rather than execute a traditional capacity building project with a set curriculum and prescribed intervention, LCD chose to leverage a CLA mindset to foster innovation in our approach.The project’s application of CLA also serves the critical role of being a practical model for beneficiary LIPs. It is imperative that LCD lives out CLA in its activities as it guides LIPs through a 12-month period of support to assess their capacity using internal collaboration, regularly learning from experts and peers about their strengths, areas for improvement, and the skills and tools available to them.
	Context: The LCD project was designed to improve management systems of local Ethiopian CSOs to internationally acceptable standards. This alignment would ultimately simplify the management process for USAID while enabling LIPs to comply with strict rules and implement better projects. However, USAID wanted a greater reach of their support and a larger number of capable implementing partners. Newly capable LIPs, all socially-minded, wanted to transfer their skills to additional organizations, both to improve the CSO sector and to create strength in numbers for convincing donors to work with and/or fund them more directly. After one year of LCD support, LIPs showed significant increases in capacity and budget utilization, increasing their organizational capacity assessment scores from an average of 2.05 to 3.02 (on a 4-point scale) and budget utilization from 57% to 76%. However, this increased capacity did not directly result in improved outcomes. After the base period’s undeniable success in capacity enhancement, LCD saw another opportunity to take intentional steps using CLA approaches to ensure that the project’s option years would have a wider impact directly in line with USAID/Ethiopia’s changing needs and the country’s changing security context, by adapting to convert increased capacity into improved implementation, and leveraging newly improved LIPs to expand support to a much larger number of CSOs.
	Lessons Learned: Project or organizational management must lead CLA efforts by collaboratively setting the example for their team and creating an environment ripe for learning and experimenting. If the leadership is not on-board with adapting and learning, the team will respond accordingly.CLA approaches, ideally, need to be woven into the fabric of all aspects of an activity. This includes a) work plans, which should allow for regular, sometimes rapid, revision, rather than traditional yearly reviews, b) USAID and beneficiary relationships, which should incorporate regular discussions, ideally backed by data on what’s working, what’s not, and how to improve it, c) sufficient contract flexibility, so that the contract can adapt to capture opportunities and reflect changing circumstances when needed, and d) integrating the concept of kaizen to capture and vet CLA ideas from all stakeholders, select the best, implement, evaluate, and start the process again. This approach also requires a USAID COR/AOR who is committed to actively learning and adapting to increase the development outcomes. Without AOR/COR support, it is very difficult to learn and adapt at a rapid pace. 
	Factors: Chief factors that have contributed to the success of using a CLA approach to implement LCD are the immense dedication, active participation, and responsiveness of LCD’s COR and inter-collaboration with multiple USAID offices. Not only did our COR actively participate in LCD discussions, he also adamantly encouraged LIPs to utilize LCD support and think critically about organizational change as a key to their success. Other USAID offices, including the Office of Financial Management (OFM) and the Communications Office, regularly collaborated to enhance LCD support. For instance, the USAID/Ethiopia Financial Controller co-led an executive roundtable presenting and answering LIP questions on accelerating budget utilization and release of funds, and Mission Communications Specialists actively participated at multiple communications-related trainings and workshops. This collaboration ensured stakeholder buy-in, and LIPs responded positively to the platform for interaction. Although multiple factors played critical roles in enabling the success of the project, one obstacle in particular created difficulty at times to fully implement CLA. Specifically, there are competing priorities within USAID, in part due to the country’s urgent response and emergency relief needs during the drought, which made it more challenging to implement some of LCD’s proposed adaptations with full USAID support. This challenge, in addition to the stringent regulations towards CSOs in Ethiopia, hindered LIPs’ ability to put the desired effort towards CLA as they juggle multiple urgent priorities, most of which usually relate to short-term resource mobilization efforts.
	Impact 2: LCD has planted the seed of collaboration for local organizations, who, along with USAID, are already seeing tangible results of their efforts. Stand for Vulnerable Organization (SVO), a small, grass-roots NGO, is one of many LIPs which exemplified the internalization of continuous learning, collaboration with stakeholders, and change. As Misganaw Eticha, the Executive Director stated, “Our staff are willing to learn from opportunities provided by LCD and they now have changed attitudes towards changing our ways of doing things and encouraging change in others.” In SVO’s case, this directly led to increased funding. Based on a shared commitment to continual improvement and a desire to collaborate to make a greater impact in Ethiopia’s development agenda, SVO formed a partnership with Whiz Kids Workshop, a large, for-profit organization—a pairing that would have been unlikely prior to participation in LCD. Together, they successfully collaborated on an international call for proposals, winning a five-year girls education project with the United Kingdom’s Department for International Development (DFID). LCD’s support expanded to over triple the number of initially intended beneficiary LIPs, with no additional funding. Furthermore, LCD’s efforts have become increasingly focused on the most needed and impactful topics. LIPs have been vocal about the usefulness of the project in their periodic reviews and through numerous communication. USAID/Ethiopia is now engaged with a large pool of local CSOs that are better positioned to serve as partners in completing its development objectives.


