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SLASSCOM member shows BRIDGE platform during 
promotional session. Credit: SLASSCOM Capacity 
Forum.

mailto:submissions@usaidlearninglab.org


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?

Photo Caption & Credit: Upload a photo, including a description and photo credit, to the Web 
Form. You do NOT need to upload a photo to this submission case form.

If you are submitting a case on behalf of an Implementing Partner, please inform the 
country Mission of your intent to submit a case. If the country Mission plans to submit 
a case, please work on a joint case submission. 

The CLA Case Competition is managed by USAID's CLA Practice in the Bureau for Planning, Learning and 
Resource Management (PLR) and by the Program Cycle Mechanism (PCM), a PLR mechanism implemented by 

Environmental Incentives and Bixal. 
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	Case Title: Future Careers BRIDGE Platform: Advancing Youth ICT Employment in Sri Lanka 
	Submitter: Jessica Friedman, Jess Mull
	Organization: Improving Economies for Stronger Communities (IESC)
	Summary: 
In 2017, the USAID Youth Employment and Business Start-up (YouLead) Program implemented by IESC identified the ICT sector as one of Sri Lanka’s fastest growing industries but noted that it was hindered by 12,000 unfilled positions annually. A university degree was a general prerequisite to ICT employment, which excluded many rural youth and youth in vocational education from industry employment. To address these challenges as well as high levels of youth unemployment, YouLead, in collaboration with the Sri Lanka Association of Software and Service Companies (SLASSCOM), created the “Future Careers BRIDGE Platform.” This online learning and talent acquisition platform provided non-university youth with ICT skills and job opportunities, while changing how ICT companies hired youth.
 
IESC applied a CLA approach to co-create a platform that could upskill youth for ICT employment, promote a viable entry point to the sector, and create a paradigm shift in the nature of ICT hiring in Sri Lanka. The CLA approach prioritized external collaboration—finding strategic partnerships for commitment and shared investment, a monitoring and evaluation system that informed learning, and a culture of continuous learning and adaptive management. 
 
Over 41,000 youth registered on the platform, which supported employment of youth across 43 ICT companies. More significantly, the BRIDGE platform successfully transformed the accepted avenues to ICT employment; SLASSCOM’s adoption of the platform reflected a willingness of its 200+ member companies to employ youth without university degrees. IESC’s CLA approach established the framework for youth employment and industry-wide change.
 

	Context: In 2017, Sri Lanka’s economic growth was hampered by high youth unemployment rates—up to four times higher than regional rates. With youth comprising more than 20% of the country’s population, a large portion of the workforce was unproductive. The USAID Youth Employment and Business Start-up (YouLead) Program implemented by IESC conducted a market assessment in 2017 to understand the bottlenecks to youth employment and identified the ICT sector as one of the fastest growing industries with employment potential.
 
However, there were countless obstacles to growth and employment in ICT. The sector faced a challenge filling approximately 12,000 positions per year, and local universities could not produce enough graduates to meet this demand. Furthermore, the only established pathway for youth to enter the ICT industry was to obtain a university degree. Yet, many rural youth cannot afford higher education or enter university due to limited placements. For those who could, poor support systems often diminished the likelihood of completion. This meant few alternatives for rural youth and youth in vocational education to pursue ICT careers. Further, without ICT companies committed to hiring non-university graduates, any concept to train and employ even technically skilled youth would not gain traction.
 
With an underlying conviction in the sector’s potential, IESC set out to promote the idea that ICT talent wasn’t the exclusive domain of the university educated. Over the course of, we applied a CLA approach to explore opportunities for external collaboration across the ICT industry, vocational training institutions, and universities, and identify strategic partners that shared this vision. To meet the industry demand, creative, market-driven, private sector led solutions were critical. A successful solution required a Collaborating, Learning, and Adapting (CLA) approach, integrating adaptive management and a monitoring system that could inform changes. From this, the Future Careers BRIDGE Platform was created.

	Dropdown2: [Adaptive Management]
	CLA Approach: IESC’s CLA approach was centered on first prioritizing external collaboration, identifying high impact and strategic partnerships that could drive youth ICT employment. An emphasis on finding the right partners—institutions with a common vision that could contribute their own resources for deeper commitment and sustainability—led us to the Sri Lanka Association of Software and Service Companies (SLASSCOM).  
 
SLASSCOM envisioned transforming the ICT sector, creating 200,000 skilled jobs, and bringing in $5 billion in revenue by 2022. Increasingly, their members were also seeking foundational technical and employability skills rather than degree qualifications. Together, IESC and SLASSCOM co-created the Future Careers BRIDGE Platform, an online ICT learning and assessment center and talent acquisition platform for companies to provide mentoring, internships, and jobs. SLASSCOM committed to providing volunteer technical expertise, co-funding and co-facilitating the platform’s development, and eventually operating it independently through a revenue subscription model. 
 
IESC also explored its array of existing connections with vocational training institutes, to find institutions with shared objectives. The Vocational Training Authority (VTA) of Sri Lanka agreed to collaborate by adopting BRIDGE as part of their curriculum. This laid the groundwork for BRIDGE to gain popularity across vocational training and to reach a population of interested students. 
 
With these main partners, YouLead launched the Future Careers BRIDGE Platform, an online learning platform comprising 14 basic challenges to upskill students on fundamental ICT skills, and an advanced challenge on software development. As students progressed and completed modules, they were evaluated and ranked on a ‘leaderboard,’ a list accessible to SLASSCOM member companies with subscriptions to the platform.
 
Additionally, the CLA approach integrated a monitoring and evaluation system for learning—a back-end database on the platform that monitored enrollment, challenge progression and completion, and the number of students who secured employment. The approach also included feedback assessments from students, teachers, and employers to gather perceptions on platform usability, effectiveness, and functionality. 
 
This information revealed several bottlenecks across the platform. Feedback indicated the platform was not user-friendly, lacked a motivating interface, and did not cover the topics youth were most interested in. A concern from employers was that youth lacked adequate work-readiness skills for success in an ICT career, particularly English skills. Data also showed that despite a relatively high completion rate, few youth secured jobs after completion.
 
This learning informed the third pillar of the CLA approach—adaptive management to improve the platform. Through an iterative process with educational partners and ICT member companies, we designed and released BRIDGE 2.0–an upgraded, gamified version of the platform including an automated ‘experience points’ system to encourage enthusiasm and drive registration, with greater capacity for high-volume enrollments, and a more engaging interface. YouLead and SLASSCOM expanded the technical learning tracks, allowing students more options for skills-building across topics of their interest, and established a needs-based ‘bootcamp training’ to enhance employability skills, business English, and technical knowledge for low performers. We also designed a more robust student selection process, to encourage only those interested and ready to participate. Additionally, the platform added a nominal refundable deposit to incentivize training completion. 
 
These adaptations underscore how the CLA approach —which relied on building a platform based on commitment and shared investment from partners, a monitoring and evaluation system that could be used to inform learning, and adaptations to produce the most effective and lasting solutions—ultimately helped develop a product that could upskill youth for employment, promote a viable career entry point to the ICT sector, and create a paradigm shift in the nature of ICT hiring.

	Dropdown1: [External Collaboration]
	Dropdown3: [A. DEVELOPM ENT RESULTS]
	Factors: IESC’s CLA approach facilitated the enabling conditions needed to employ youth without a university degree in the ICT sector. Foremost, YouLead’s implementation approach prioritized mutually beneficial relationships and networks, which was underpinned by staffing the program with a strong cadre of team members from the private sector, who intuitively understood industry priorities, key performance indicators, and the growth imperative of ICT businesses. This meant that staff could ‘speak the language’ of the private sector and design solutions that meet business goals, which in turn established YouLead as a reliable and effective partner and gave the program a positive reputation. This positive feedback loop further built YouLead’s network and eventually informed the partnership approach behind the BRIDGE platform.
 
Although the BRIDGE platform has now succeeded in creating a reliable entry point for non-university students to gain necessary ICT skills and enter the heavily concentrated IT industry, the journey to establish BRIDGE would not have succeeded without a culture of continuous learning and improvement. Learning and reflection was built into the relationships with each partner, where each change to the platform was informed by collaborative discussions. When components of the original platform were not fully effective, the iterative co-creation of ‘BRIDGE 2.0’ was the natural approach to finding solutions.    
 
One of the biggest challenges to the long-term success of BRIDGE, however, was finding resources to continue learning and adapting related to the platform. While SLASSCOM had committed to sustaining the platform, improvements require time, money, and knowledge. SLASSCOM thus helped establish a self-sufficient revenue model for continued functioning of the platform and allocated funds from this revenue stream to continued learning and adaptations.  Dedicating such resources meant the BRIDGE platform could continue to adapt to most effectively meet the objective of employing youth without a university degree in the ICT sector.
 

	DEVELOPM ENT RESULTS or ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS: IESC’s Future Careers BRIDGE platform was designed on the premise that achieving results depended on not just increasing youth employment in the ICT sector, but also on designing lasting solutions through co-creation and local ownership. The platform has been successful in facilitating more than 360 youth to be employed across 43 ICT companies, with over 41,000 youth registered on the platform. Even greater impact, though, can be found in how widely the platform has been accepted, integrated, and influential within the industry. A CLA approach enabled YouLead to form mutually beneficial partnerships with ICT companies and educational institutions, bringing together partners to monitor and evaluate the proof of concept around BRIDGE, and then adapt the design into a successful model. BRIDGE has since been incorporated into curricula by VTA and the Open University of Sri Lanka, and it is now used as a recruitment tool for SLASSCOM’s ICT member companies, providing them access to an alternative talent pool of over 40,000 non-university educated youth across the country.
 
Equally important to long-term impact was the shift in industry norms for hiring youth without a university degree, where a CLA approach enabled iteration of the model to ultimately find partners that were willing to push the boundaries on previously accepted avenues to employment within the ICT industry. As a leader in Sri Lanka’s ICT sector, SLASSCOM’s adoption of the platform is a testament to this shift in hiring trends, reflecting a willingness of its 200+ member companies to employ non-university educated youth, trained through the BRIDGE platform. This achievement was possible due to the adaptive, responsive nature of the platform, monitoring and building on learning from implementation to design a product that satisfied the needs of the sector, and ultimately changed the nature of ICT hiring in Sri Lanka.
 
 



