
Case Title:  

Name: 

Organization: 

Summary: 

EpiC Vietnam’s project empowers 
teams to use CLA Maturity Tool to 
assess their CLA’s 
subcomponents and develop 
action plans.



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: EpiC Vietnam transforms team dynamics using CLA
	Submitter: AVT Nguyen, HK Tran, RS Coley, DM Levitt
	Organization: FHI 360’s Meeting Targets and Maintaining Epidemic Control project in Vietnam
	Summary: Meeting Targets and Maintaining Epidemic Control (EpiC) is a global project funded by the U.S. President's Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) through the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID). EpiC Vietnam initially focused on improving HIV prevention, care, and treatment. However, in 2021, the project rapidly expanded to meet USAID’s requests to address the COVID-19 pandemic and combating trafficking in persons (CTIP), all while facing team disruptions due to COVID-19. With support from external facilitators, the team underwent a restructure and a nine-month organizational development effort, focusing on communication, feedback, collaboration, and respect (Phase I). Following Phase I, a second phase was initiated to sustain gains in Phase I and increase focus on collaborating, learning, and adapting (CLA). At the start of the process, EpiC employed "The Five Dysfunctions of a Team" assessment. They reused this assessment at the end of Phase I, and again 12 months later (during Phase II). All five areas of dysfunction (trust, conflict, commitment, accountability, and results) showed improvement on a nine-point scale from baseline in November 2021 to Phase II assessment in May 2023 (trust: 6.4 to 7.3, conflict: 7.9 to 8.0, commitment: 7.4 to 7.9, accountability: 5.5 to 7.1, results: 5.9 to 7.3). 

As a result of Phase I efforts, the project successfully navigated several uncertainties and disruptions during Phases I and II, and built a more positive and psychologically safe work environment. Other outcomes included innovations, efficiencies, and improved team-dynamics and team-performance across EpiC’s HIV, COVID-19, and CTIP sub-projects, with broader financial investment from USAID that increased the project portfolio from $4.5 million to $10.2 million in one year. Strong commitment from leadership helped build an enabling environment, while staff buy-in and identification of human and financial resources ensured efforts could be sustained. 

	Context: EpiC’s initial focus in Vietnam was to provide technical assistance to the Government of Vietnam and community partners to enhance HIV prevention, care, and treatment. In 2021, the project received additional funding for two initiatives. These were support to Vietnam to: (a) combat trafficking in persons (CTIP) by improving national and provincial coordination for survivor support, survivor identification, and frontline worker capacity to support survivors, and (b) improve clinical care in response to COVID-19 (hereafter COVID) by optimizing provider knowledge and skills, procuring medical equipment including liquid oxygen systems, and supporting the mental health needs of health care workers.
 
The rapid expansion of programmatic foci for an already complex project came with several risks. EpiC Vietnam’s team grew by 40 percent. New COVID and CTIP staff struggled to make use of existing resources and collaborate with a well-entrenched HIV team. Even before the expansion, management recognized that long-established technical silos hindered communication, collaboration, and performance. An organizational restructure was initiated to align with new project directions. This led to the merging of two positions held by senior staff, neither of whom opted to take on a new, higher level leadership role. Turnover left several remaining mid-level staff to take on more senior roles.
 
The early implementation period in 2021 also saw the highest surge of COVID cases in Vietnam. Project offices were closed for months due to social distancing requirements and government-mandated lockdowns. New and existing staff suffered from a lack of in-person support and interaction with colleagues, as well as stress and burnout from increased workload in response to COVID. These factors exacerbated existing underlying issues.
 
Following an initial pause-and-reflect (P&R) session, project leadership embarked on an intentional review of organizational culture and a revitalization effort that emphasized the importance of collaborating, learning
and adapting (CLA).
	Dropdown2: [Continuous Learning & Improvement]
	CLA Approach: As a first step, project leadership openly acknowledged programmatic uncertainties and challenges. Management then worked with several team members to design and embark on a long-term process to enhance communication, adaptive management, and learning, in addition to other elements included in the CLA framework.
 
In early 2021, the project initiated a restructure with an emphasis on minimizing reduction in force and enhancing clarity and function of roles among existing and planned positions. By the end of the transition, all but two staff on the team had a new or revised role or a new supervisor. The new structure encouraged team members to step outside of entrenched silos, communicate directly with one  another and with management, and leverage one another’s skills to optimize performance. The project also hired new staff, including several junior positions. New team members brought in diverse experiences and fresh perspectives, and were given agency and encouragement to share them.
 
EpiC also focused on building a more resilient team through a combination of training, communication, and team culture development activities. The work was advanced in collaboration with external facilitators and team members who volunteered. This prompted the launch of a comprehensive, two- phase program that started in September 2021 and is ongoing.
 
Phase I, from September 2021 to March 2022, utilized a hybrid approach to convene the team for five sessions presented both virtually and in person. Team members learned to recognize their unique strengths and vulnerabilities; how diversity can improve collaboration, learning, and performance; and how to use candor with care when providing feedback. At the end of Phase I, EpiC conducted a P&R session to brainstorm and prioritize ways to sustain gains. Rather than placing the responsibility to implement and monitor these priorities on leadership, EpiC formed four “objective teams” that reflected the staff’s technical and programmatic diversity. Objective teams became accountable for strengthening EpiC’s culture and cohesion with support from a project officer and leadership. They lead efforts to integrate and reinforce regular open feedback sessions on team culture, enhance peer-to-peer and external learning opportunities, ensure staff physical and mental well-being, and increase connection through organized team gatherings.
 
Phase II, which began in April 2022 and is ongoing, focuses on sustaining progress from Phase I and enhancing CLA. Team members were offered coaching opportunities and now regularly conduct check- ins with their supervisors, colleagues, and in some cases, with external consultants. Objective teams receive managerial support to carry out a wide range of activities to address Phase I and evolving priorities. Leadership then allocates sufficient human and financial resources. Phase II activities have included trainings on mindfulness and stress management, management skills and coaching for supervisors, internal P&R sessions aimed at improving data use for decision-making, and instruction on cultivating a positive mindset, time management, and making work more fun. Team agreements were developed and signed by all team members to establish norms for communication, knowledge management, and other aspects of daily work. The project empowered mid-level managers to use the CLA Maturity Tool to assess two or three subcomponents and develop action plans. Teams engaged neutral team members to facilitate the sessions.
 
By incorporating adaptive management and continuous learning and improvement approaches, the entire EpiC Vietnam project is driving comprehensive efforts to overcome uncertainties, navigate disruptions, build a higher performing team, and contribute to a more positive, open, and psychologically safe work environment.
 

	Dropdown1: [Adaptive Management]
	Dropdown3: [B. ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS]
	Factors: Key enablers for success included early and open engagement from project leadership and USAID, financial resources that were initially made available on account of COVID lockdowns, buy-in from existing staff, and fresh perspectives from new staff. In 2021 during COVID lockdowns, staff were not able to travel as planned and program implementation was stymied. Management reallocated resources and prioritized staff time to attend virtual and in-person sessions as part of Phase I. EpiC’s USAID Activity Manager also recognized the need for change and was supportive of the restructuring, strategic teambuilding, and time required to strengthen adaptive management and learning. EpiC headquarters tracked progress and began incorporating lessons from the Vietnam program in global conversations with other country programs. This provided encouragement to sustain efforts.
 
Local staff members, once encouraged to be servant leaders, inculcated a spirit of volunteerism, committed to transforming team culture, and experimented with honest communication. As they took on increasing ownership of the process, objective teams were able to capitalize on the diverse backgrounds and experiences team members brought to the table to address ongoing and emerging issues.
 
Despite these efforts, there were several challenges. Some staff were initially skeptical of the process, especially when effects were not immediately visible. As team development activities were added to their already extensive work demands, several staff expressed concerns about burnout. Improved performance has created additional pressure for some staff to maintain that level of excellence. It is vital that all project staff and USAID understand that changes do not happen overnight, and that efforts need to be spread out to allow adequate time for effective adaptation. Additionally, it is necessary to continue working these “team culture muscles” by providing staff with formal support and continuing to emphasize core practices like openness, feedback, and recognition to sustain gains.
 

	DEVELOPM ENT RESULTS or ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS: EpiC has been able to measure effects both on team performance and programmatic outcomes. The project administered “The Five Dysfunctions of a Team” assessment (developed by Patrick Lencioni) at baseline, the end of Phase I (May 2022), and one year into Phase II (May 2023). The 15-question tool evaluates absence of trust, fear of conflict, lack of commitment, avoidance of accountability, and inattention to results to determine the effectiveness of a team and identify areas for improvement. On a nine-point scale, low scores (3 to 5) indicate dysfunction that needs to be addressed, medium scores (6 or 7) indicate dysfunction that could be a problem for the team, while high scores (8 or 9) indicate the team is functioning well and is likely to be effective.
 
In November 2021, the assessment showed potential issues around trust, conflict, and commitment, with scores ranging from 6.4 to 7.9 on a nine-point scale. Results at the end of Phase I showed increases in all areas (trust: 6.4 to 7.0, conflict: steady at 7.9, commitment: 7.4 to 8.0, accountability: 5.5 to 6.2, results: 5.9 to 6.2), with all areas having room for improvement. In May 2023, all scores had increased (trust: 7.0 to 7.3, conflict: 7.9 to 8.0, accountability: 6.2 to 7.1, results: 6.2 to 6.7), with the exception of the commitment score, which dropped 0.1 from the year prior (8 to 7.9). The scores demonstrate that while the initial push in Phase I  had substantial impact, ongoing efforts to reinforce adaptive management and learning are necessary, and have additional impact on organizational effectiveness. 
 
EpiC leaders observed more regular, honest feedback between peers and among supervisors and reports; more innovations and engagements in mental-health programming in all three sub-projects; increased problem-solving and solution-oriented sessions, led by mid-level and junior team members; more cross-team P&R sessions; and increased incorporation of local voices in program design, monitoring, and adaptation. USAID/Vietnam also observed these improvements, and demonstrated increased confidence in the EpiC team through: (1) additional pledges of funding that saw the project portfolio more than double in size in 18 months ($4.5 million to $10.2 million); and (2) the ongoing funding of efforts in COVID-19, CTIP, and HIV; and (3) possible additional support for global health security. 
 
Positive team dynamics and cross-team collaboration have improved performance on PEPFAR indicators. For example, EpiC increased the number of people enrolled in HIV biomedical prevention (known as PrEP) from 677 in fiscal year 2021 (FY21) to 2,260 in FY22, and is on track to expand those numbers further in FY23. The project also met ambitious objectives in all three sub-projects, and received follow-on funding to continue innovative work in oxygen infrastructure, CTIP, mental health, and sustainable financing for HIV. 
 
 
 



