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Democracy International, Inc groups on women's political participation.

Credit: Democracy International, Inc.

Summary:

Ahead of Liberia’s 2023 elections, the USAID-funded Elections and Democracy Activity (EDA) partnered
with local organizations to develop campaigns that would encourage citizens to vote, support women
candidates, and engage in other positive civic behaviors. While Social and Behavioral Science (SBS)
offered a solid technical evidence base to create effective communications campaigns, EDA struggled to
adapt approaches to Liberia’s unique context.

To respond to this challenge, EDA changed its workplan to incorporate original qualitative research and
offer customized SBS support to partners. EDA’s adaptive management approach, culture of openness,
commitment to shared decision-making, and ability to leverage internal and external collaboration helped
cultivate an evidence-based mindset among partners, allowing them to develop SBS-informed messages
that resonate with Liberian citizens.

EDA’s commitment to Collaborating, Learning, and Adapting (CLA) improved both development outcomes
and organizational effectiveness. EDA’s rigorous research and intentional dissemination of findings has
supported the design of voter outreach messages that reached over one million Liberians. At the same
time, EDA bolstered local capacity to use scientific research methods and inspired international,
government, and civil society partners to use evidence-based approaches in their work.
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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?

The Elections and Democracy Activity (EDA) aims to help Liberia foster inclusive democratic development.
As a core component of its approach, EDA applies insights from Social and Behavioral Science (SBS) to
“nudge” citizens toward positive civic behaviors, such as voting and supporting women candidates. SBS
provides a technical evidence base for activity implementation by considering how psychological and other
factors, such as our limited memories and our vulnerability to social pressures, influence civic behaviors.

In the lead up to Liberia's 2023 elections, EDA issued calls for grants to support local civil society
organizations (CSOs) working on civic education and women’s political participation campaigns. The
objective was to disseminate audio visual (AV) materials that would encourage citizens to vote, support
women, and engage in other behaviors crucial to democracy. EDA facilitated a straightforward process to
integrate SBS evidence: the technical team produced a toolkit of SBS best practices, the grants team

introduced SBS during applicant conferences around Liberia, and the programs team delivered training
sessions to newly onboarded partners.

As the voter registration period drew near, partners submitted radio jingles, theater scripts, and posters for
feedback. Despite the toolkit and training, EDA observed how partners struggled to incorporate SBS into
their draft AV materials, which had convoluted messages, difficult-to-read fonts, and overly generic
calls-to-action. Efforts to build capacity in SBS had fallen flat, and the scientific research behind the SBS
toolkit proved difficult to adapt to Liberia’s unique context. These challenges prompted EDA to rethink its
approach by Collaborating, Learning, and Adapting (CLA).

2. What two CLA Sub-Components are most clearly reflected in your case?
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3. HOW: What steps did you take to apply CLA approaches to address the challenge or
opportunity described above?

- Step 1: Expand Technical Evidence Base through Adaptive Management and Strategic Collaboration

SBS-informed practices like “leverage authority” and “use accessible language” require up-to-date
research to identify norms, words, and phrases that resonate with Liberians. To fill this knowledge gap,
EDA dug deeper into context-specific evidence, including previous political economy analyses and
surveys conducted by other implementers. While some research offered clues on what motivates
citizens, there was insufficient evidence to make actionable recommendations on messaging.

Thanks to its adaptive management approach, EDA was able to incorporate two sets of focus groups
into its workplan. DI leveraged local relationships and networks by engaging community mobilizers to
recruit research participants and using CSO offices as venues. DI also strategically collaborated with
stakeholders —including USAID, UNDP, and international experts on women'’s political participation— who
offered candid feedback that helped refine the data collection methodology. These collaborations
allowed EDA to conduct research with limited time and resources. Just as the voter registration period
began, a team rapidly mobilized to facilitate focus groups across the country.

Almost immediately, evidence emerged that transformed once abstract SBS insights into actionable
recommendations. For instance, best practices such as leveraging authority became easier to
operationalize as the research pinpointed religious leaders, town chiefs, and grandparents as figures
that citizens listen to. Such insights helped adapt AV materials to ensure that messages represent, and
resonate with, local voices.

- Step 2: Refine Knowledge Management Process to Support Continuous Learning and Improvement
Among Diverse Stakeholders

Building new knowledge was just one step in applying CLA. While the research culminated in detailed
reports, EDA had learned from experience that circulating long documents is an ineffective way to
integrate evidence. Accordingly, EDA explored user-friendly ways of sharing findings to suit local
partners’ different levels of capacity. This meant developing two-page summaries, scheduling
one-on-one meetings between grantees and the research team, and, in many cases, providing direct
feedback through WhatsApp messages, phone calls, or Microsoft Word comments. This flexible model
of delivering technical assistance, coupled with an intentional shift to a learn-by-doing approach,
increased grantees’ capacity to apply SBS concepts. Gradually, they required less guidance and began
drafting AV materials that needed fewer revisions.

EDA presented its research to multiple forums, including a briefing with USAID/Liberia’s democracy and
education teams, quarterly partners meetings, pause and reflect sessions, and conferences for
incumbent and aspiring female politicians. EDA also invited organizations working with the National
Elections Commission (NEC) to observe focus groups and shared lessons learned about the process,
with the intention of supporting localization by offering tools that local actors can replicate, adapt, and
scale. This CLA approach of sharing knowledge and exchanging up-to-date information has seen early
signs of success. Inspired by EDA, the NEC is currently exploring ways to incorporate message testing
into its long-term voter education strategy.



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

B. ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS

Experiencing firsthand the effectiveness of CLA reinforced a culture of collaboration among EDA staff.
Although it was the programs team that spearheaded the initiative to conduct qualitative research, they
received substantial support from across the organization. The monitoring and evaluation team revised
the data collection protocol, the finance and operations team ensured that procurement for supplies went
smoothly, and the technical team trained program officers on research methods and data analysis. After
winning USAID/Liberia’s Learning and Evidence Case Competition in May 2024, the entire EDA team and
its network of 30+ partners celebrated, knowing that everyone has, in one way or another, contributed to
that success. This illustrates how internal and external collaboration, key components of CLA, can
increase development effectiveness, promote joint ownership, and boost morale.

More broadly, CLA helped build a culture of continuous learning and improvement, thereby amplifying
EDA'’s ability to facilitate evidence-based development. Because multiple teams and program leadership
were involved in conducting focus groups and rethinking the way EDA supported grantees, staff across
EDA became familiar with, and interested in, SBS principles. As a technical evidence base, SBS was
initially meant to support civic education and women’s political participation. However, conversations
soon emerged about how SBS can also improve internal processes by promoting behaviors such as
taking mental health breaks and submitting timesheets on time.

The technical skills that the local team developed, particularly the ability to facilitate focus groups and
analyze data with limited guidance from US-based staff, also paved the way for locally led research. In
the post-elections period, an all-Liberian team traveled across the country to document lessons learned
about women'’s political participation. Gradually, EDA staff demonstrated greater understanding of
rigorous research. Initially used to refer to any meeting with stakeholders, the term “focus groups” at EDA
now denotes a scientific approach to hearing and analyzing multiple sets of views. By cultivating an
evidence-based mindset, CLA has improved EDA's organizational effectiveness and allowed partners to
deliver data-driven messaging to over one million voters.



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?

A major challenge to applying CLA is that adapting typically involves reallocating time and resources, which
requires buy-in from different stakeholders. Fortunately, EDA’s culture of openness and mutual trust
provided enabling conditions for staff organization-wide to feel comfortable asking difficult questions and
expressing unpopular viewpoints. Before deciding to conduct qualitative research, EDA held candid
conversations about how much money to spend, how to reallocate staff time, and how to navigate the
sensitivities of a USAID-funded activity collecting data from rural communities. These discussions helped
identify synergies; that is, opportunities to use the research process to advance other objectives.

Through its adaptive management approach, commitment to shared decision-making, and culture of
continuous learning, EDA was able to develop a strategy to integrate evidence in a way that supports,
instead of detracts from, other priorities. For example, EDA used its network to solicit pro bono advice from
international experts, an initiative that helped meet the cost share obligations that the management team
was under pressure to meet. EDA also took the research as an opportunity to advance diversity and
inclusion by having dedicated focus groups for people-with-disabilities and LGBTQIA+ persons. Finally,
EDA found ways to support localization. EDA used its partners’ meeting space and increased local capacity
by training Liberian staff on qualitative research methods. Through this, the exercise provided CSOs with
exposure to rigorous research methods and served as a professional development opportunity for local
staff. By offering frameworks to make adaptation convenient and beneficial to diverse stakeholders —from a
finance director balancing a budget to a program manager championing localization— CLA improved EDA'’s
ability to achieve cross-cutting objectives.

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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