
Case Title:  

Name: 

Organization: 

Summary: 

Graph of assessment findings 
related to research dissemination 
activities. Credit: Ryan Hatano 



1. WHAT: What is the general context in which the case takes place? What organizational or
development challenge(s) or opportunities prompted you to collaborate, learn, and/or
adapt?

2. What two CLA Sub-Components are most clearly reflected in your case?



3. HOW: What steps did you take to apply CLA approaches to address the challenge or

opportunity described above?



4. RESULTS: Choose one of the following questions to answer.

We know you may have answers in mind for both questions; However please choose one to highlight as part of this
case story



5. ENABLING CONDITIONS: How have enabling conditions - resources (time/money/staff),

organizational culture, or business/work processes - influenced your results? How would

you advise others to navigate any challenges you may have faced?

The CLA Case Competition is managed by USAID's CLA Team in the Bureau for Policy, Planning and 

Learning (PPL) and by the Program Cycle Mechanism (PCM), a PPL mechanism implemented by Environmental 

Incentives and Bixal. 
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	Case Title: Building Systems for Evidence Utilization at the DRG Center
	Submitter: Aleta Starosta, Ryan Hatano, Daniel Sabet
	Organization: The Cloudburst Group, USAID/DDI/DRG
	Summary: USAID/Democracy, Human Rights, and Governance (DRG) Center/Bureau for Development, Democracy, and Innovation’s (DDI’s) Evidence and Learning (E&L) Team identified a need for a regular, systematic process to examine how USAID is utilizing findings from evaluations, assessments, and other research products to inform program design and adaptation. The E&L Team worked with The Cloudburst Group (Cloudburst) and the other learning partners— NORC and Social Impact—on the Learning, Evaluation, and Research (LER) II Task Order (TO) to develop an evidence-informed process to ensure greater utilization of the evaluations and assessments conducted for the DRG Center. . Cloudburst collected Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) data about research dissemination and utilization and, based on the findings, collaboratively developed a standardized approach for following up with USAID staff about the use of learning products to measure utilization across a number of indicators. As this approach has been implemented, the E&L Team and the Learning Partners meet regularly for pause and reflect sessions to share best practices and adapt the protocols and tools developed as part of the approach. As a result of the CLA process, the E&L team is now well-positioned to track their progress towards their utilization goals, and the team expects to see greater utilization of research findings over time. Cloudburst has also made adjustments to research approaches based on these learnings, including explicitly including utilization plans in the design reports for research activities with an emphasis on sharing findings with local stakeholders outside of USAID and the implementing partner (IP).
	Context: Despite the term "evidence" appearing 74 times in the ADS Chapter 201 and the ADS consistently emphasizing the importance of evidence in informing decision-making at all levels, U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) Missions/Bureaus/Independent Offices (M/B/IOs) still struggle to effectively incorporate evidence from commissioned evaluations and assessments into program design. Studies of evidence use at USAID, including one conducted by Cloudburst and the E&L Team, show that USAID staff report doing a good job of using evidence, particularly non-research evidence, to inform program design. A closer look, however, at how research evidence in particular is incorporated reveals that evidence utilization is overstated. USAID DRG Center/Bureau for DDI’s E&L Team identified a need for a regular, systematic process to examine the utilization of evaluations and other learning products and acknowledged that, without having a an intentional approach to collecting information on the use and non-use of its learning products, they likely overestimate their understanding of uptake and use of findings. The E&L Team worked with Cloudburst and their other learning partners—NORC and Social Impact—on the LER II Task Order to develop an evidence-informed process to ensure the findings from evaluations, assessments, and other research are utilized in program design and adaptation. 
	Dropdown2: [Continuous Learning & Improvement]
	CLA Approach: To develop a systematic process for tracking utilization of evaluation and assessment findings, as well as utilization of other leading guidance documents, the E&L Team first needed data about how previously conducted research and evaluation work was or was not used. As part of M&E for learning, Cloudburst conducted a retrospective assessment that revisited all previous research conducted in the first three years of LER II: 22 learning activities in total. NORC, the large business holder of LER II, conducted a similar assessment of work conducted under their contract over the same period of time. Cloudburst explored questions about how findings were shared and disseminated, what recommendations were acted upon, and what barriers USAID staff faced to utilizing evidence. The Cloudburst team conducted key informant interviews with 25 USAID M/B/IO staff who were involved in the design and execution of the learning activities. Recommendations from the assessment included strategies for formally planning for utilization, involving a wider group of stakeholders when creating recommendations, promoting the uptake of PEAPs, and going beyond traditional dissemination tools and audiences when sharing results. After the assessments were complete, Cloudburst, NORC, and the E&L Team came together in a virtual pause-and-reflect session to share learnings and lay the groundwork for a systematic framework for measuring research utilization going forward to support continuous learning and improvement. Based on the assessment findings, Cloudburst, NORC, and the E&L Team developed a standardized approach for following up via a 30-minute interview with USAID staff about the use of learning products three and six months after research was completed. Some key decisions included determining a mode of delivery for the follow-up. The team discussed the advantages and disadvantages of e-mail, an online survey, and phone calls, and determined that phone calls would have the highest response rate and the most candid feedback. For learning products that were procurement-sensitive, the team decided that an E&L Team member would conduct the interview and complete a tracker with a number of indicators, including types of dissemination products, audiences for findings, and if any recommendations were implemented. The teams also debated the merits of having learning partners do the follow-up for taskings that the other partner conducted, rather than their own work, to minimize bias. They ultimately found, however, that USAID staff gave candid feedback directly to the contractor and that the learning partner’s relationships and knowledge of the learning product produced deeper conversations. Cloudburst and NORC adapted the interview and tracking tools used during the assessment and collaboratively produced a standardized set of utilization tracking tools, including PEAP templates, outreach and interview protocols, a shared dissemination and utilization tracker, and a reporting template. Once developed, Cloudburst and NORC began implementing the new approach on all research products. After six months of implementation, Cloudburst, NORC, and the E&L Team held a second workshop to discuss findings, share best practices, and fine-tune the approach, this time automating parts of the process with AI tools and reducing the reporting requirements from one report after each check-in to a single report after the six-month mark. These changes helped to reduce the costs of implementation without reducing the quality of the work. 
	Dropdown1: [M&E for Learning]
	Dropdown3: [B. ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS]
	Factors: The following enabling conditions contributed to the creation and adaptation of a new evidence utilization process:- The existence of champions from the DRG E&L Team that were deeply engaged in the development of the process and led the efforts to socialize and get buy-in from colleagues at the DRG Center and Mission-based DRG Officers. USAID staff are much better positioned than contractors to lead culture change at the Agency. - The E&L Team’s willingness to commit funding for the LER II contractors to follow up with M/B/IO points of contact and track progress over time. Not requiring M/B/IOs to pay for this follow-up out of the evaluation funds increases the likelihood that they will be receptive to the activity. - A culture of trust and collaboration between the E&L Team and the learning partners. This allowed the LER II contractors to openly assess and honestly acknowledge when their research products were viewed as not useful, dissect the reasons why this might be, and refine their research approaches. One challenge that Cloudburst and the E&L Team faced was USAID M/B/IO lack of bandwidth or interest in completing their PEAPs or post-assessment action plans. These plans are the most straightforward way to measure progress toward implementing evaluation and assessment recommendations, but only one of the 22 activities tracked had completed one. As new research is commissioned, M/B/IOs are told at the beginning that these action plans are an ADS requirement and that the contractor will follow up three and six months after completion. The team hopes this may incentive M/B/IOs to prioritize this important step. 
	DEVELOPM ENT RESULTS or ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS: The new dual-pronged approach of increased planning for utilization and tracking of utilization results is still in the early stages. As a result of the assessment, the E&L Team and Cloudburst have a better understanding of how M/B/IOs value and use the findings from the learning products they commission, and have built a system for measurement that accurately captures key indicators of evaluation findings and recommendations on program adaptation. The E&L Team is now in a position to methodically track their progress towards their utilization goals, and to routinely reflect with their learning partners about successes and failures. While there is no evidence (yet!) to support the claim that the process is leading to an increase in utilization, the team expects that by systematically engaging M/B/IOs about their utilization needs early in the research process, including encouraging them to commit time and funding for dissemination and action planning, research utilization will increase. Cloudburst has also developed new approaches for utilization planning across all their evaluation work as a result of this continuous learning effort. These include explicitly including utilization plans in scopes of work and design reports for research activities with an emphasis on sharing findings with local stakeholders outside of USAID and the implementing partner (IP). Including utilization plans up-front ensures that adequate time and resources are allocated past the submission of the findings report to ensure evaluation results and recommendations have a greater chance of being incorporated into program and policy decisions. Cloudburst has also increased their efforts to involve USAID and the IP in developing recommendations, including developing interactive recommendation workshops that provide an opportunity for USAID M/B/IOs to respond to initial recommendations and provide critical context that is internal to USAID, such as priorities, funding, and timelines. 


