
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case Title: 

Name: 

Organization: 

Summary: 

Think about which subcomponents of the Collaborating, Learning & Adapting (CLA) Framework 
are most reflected in your case so that you can reference them in your submission: 

• 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 



 

 
 

 

    
  

 

    
  

1. 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? 

2. Why did you decide to use a CLA approach? Why was CLA considered helpful for 
addressing your organizational or development challenge(s)? 



  

    
  

   
  

3. 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. 



  
 

 

 

  

4. 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? 

5. 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? 



  

 

  

 

6. What factors enabled your CLA approach and what obstacles did you
encounter? How would you advise others to navigate the challenges you faced?

7.Was your CLA approach prompted by a response to the COVID-19 pandemic? If so, how?

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.  

https://www.usaid.gov/selfreliance

	Case Title: 

	Submitter: Noah Wilderman
	Organization: MSI, A Tetra Tech Company 
	Caption: Field researchers participate in a hands-on workshop to learn to integrate digital storytelling into their MEL activities for USAID WA BiCC. Credit: Noah Wilderman
	Case Title: Integrating Data Storytelling in Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning
	Image_af_image: 
	Summary: In 2019, Tetra Tech ARD partnered with its sister company, MSI, A Tetra Tech Company, to support the USAID-funded West Africa Biodiversity and Climate Change (WA BiCC) program. The scope of the support was to produce a suite of products to synthesize the project’s learning and accomplishments, serving as an extension of their short-handed communications team.While the collaboration initially called for several videos to be produced in addition to traditional written products, the learning objectives provided an opportunity to build upon the researchers’ substantial research and learning experience to create products informed by their knowledge and proximity to the data/field, and tempered by their professional rigor. The plan was to add the technical skills and adaptability of filmmaking to the researcher’s field toolkit and impart the rigor of research onto the storytelling process.Through a participatory approach to learning, MSI’s team put down their notepads, picked up cameras, first at the home office and then for a filmmaking bootcamp in Ghana, and dove into the grey area between storytelling and research.The results were more than a few engaging and informative videos. MSI’s research team gained a valuable  set of new digital tools to capture data and the experience deepened their logistical scenario planning to anticipate complexities well-beyond their comfort zones. Most significantly, they became advocates within the organization for the integrating digital storytelling to enhance the technical evidence base for improved decision-making.
	Impact: Equipping individuals with new skills to better do their work and introducing new ways to collect and share data are  worthy goals. The WA BiCC data storytelling activity only involved two research professionals from MSI’s home office and two African counterparts, but all experienced a transformation in how they approached data collection, particularly interviews and contextual visual, and their tools and skills. The application of CLA concepts to the making and distribution of the short videos enabled the project and USAID to engage stakeholders and other donors to learn more about the work they had done. They also drew attention to the more technical reports and opportunities to continue the work. The storytellers themselves also became advocates of the data storytelling approach, using both MSI's corporate channels and internal technical meetings to share their experiences and discuss future applications. Learning products like videos are generally easy to digest and share, but when the research professionals themselves were producers, as was the case for WA BiCC, they impart their research rigor on the video products. The process turned the researchers into data storytellers and advocates within MSI and TetraTech for use of digital storytelling as a tool for future research and evaluation work with clients. There are no rubber stamps or templates for data storytelling approaches, but through slow socialization and applying participatory concepts to monitoring and evaluation activities, members of MSI’s staff more frequently discuss and explore the intersection of digital communications and research. 
	Why: The budgetary obstacles necessitated thinking about how to approach the creation of the learning and communications products differently. In WA BiCC’s case of data storytelling, the CLA approach of internal collaboration brought together seemingly disparate pieces of Tetra Tech and MSI to address the challenge. This collaboration led communications and research teams to develop a holistic approach that overcame the budgetary impasse, built the researchers’ capacities, and ultimately put USAID face-to-face with its beneficiaries through videos that shared the perspectives of the regional organizations and community-level impact in West Africa. 
	Lessons Learned: Our CLA approach to data storytelling was not prompted by a response to the COVID-19 pandemic but had its benefits in an environment that made it impossible for many to get to the field. By coincidentally planning to start in early February 2020, the WA BiCC team had engaging material to analyze and curate into learning products, while most of the world was locked down and unable to acquire data or content.
	Factors: The first factor that enabled MSI's data storytelling approach was the direct engagement between the project management team and the strategic communications team that allowed for discussion, interpretation, and ultimately creativity in the planning process. Carving out the space in the budget for the creative portion of the activity was critical to bringing it to fruition since communications budgeting can often come as an afterthought or leftovers when planning deliverables not strictly thought of as communications products.  Corporate buy-in from MSI and Tetra Tech/ARD for the researchers/ storytellers was also critical. Despite their unfamiliarity with storytelling, having buy-in at the organizational level allowed the researchers to approach their capacity building with some belief that it would all work out, or that the firm had their back, and that they would ultimately be able to capture interviews and footage that they could turn into professional learning products. The commitment to succeed was everything.The constant obstacles that we encountered could be described as "real life." For instance, some of the research team members were delayed arriving to Ghana for the data storytelling capacity building workshop, which severely impacted the schedule. With time slipping away, we were fortunate to capitalize on a real filmmaking opportunity with the Ghana Mission. It provided the research team the chance to make the skills stick and demonstrated the importance of adaptability and flexibility in filmmaking. 
	CLA Approach: It would be simplistic to say that CLA led to a data storytelling approach that was cheaper and more effective than independently producing videos and learning products. It is true that the approach allowed the team to effectively budget and achieve their goals, however, the heart of the endeavor was a collaboration between MSI’s research and communications team to build the capacity of field researchers to adapt to a series of logistical, creative and skill-based challenges. The first challenge was to build the capacity of MSI’s research team to perform both their traditional role as researchers and their new role as digital filmmakers. This had to be done in a way that tailored the approach to research to incorporate storytelling techniques, while also conforming the documentary filmmaking approach to adhere to the rigors of field research.To address this, MSI’s digital media advisor conducted a capacity building workshop in Ghana to build upon the research teams' existing knowledge, to bridge the gap between traditional and video research. The disparities between the different methods were explored in collaborative planning sessions and discussions around the learning themes, and the different community members to be interviewed. The teams explored how video could capture contextual data that is harder to capture through interviews and focus group data collection methods.  Examples include evidence about how communities look; evidence of deforestation; and proximity of communities to the forest/landscape and how they are affected by climate change.The knowledge flowed both ways – the research team discussed how to reduce bias imposed by the camera and ensure video sampling mirrored research sampling. Conversely, the communications specialist discussed filmmaking interview techniques that must be adhered to as an observer, such as letting an interview subject speak broadly and uninterrupted.A second challenge was reinforcing the technical storytelling skills. The workshop stressed the importance of routinely reviewing video footage and interviews in order identify any gaps in the data collection and to integrate and reinforce lessons learned throughout the experience – to see what worked and what didn’t. Reinforcing the learning had its own challenges but created an opportunity to collaborate with USAID. Due to scheduling delays, MSI’s research team and the local research team were a few days behind in their agenda, which necessitated cramming some of the workshop into lessons at the hotel; a less than ideal scenario for reinforcing a lot of information and new skills. Fortunately, this challenge was anticipated, and MSI team had looked for an opportunity to collaborate with the USAID/Ghana Mission to incorporate a more meaningful learning experience, while in-country. The experience would reinforce the learning, expose the crew to the realities of field production, and deliver a video success story to the Mission, a valuable partner. MSI offered the nascent crew to the Mission for a day, and as a result worked together to produce a USAID-branded video highlighting support the mission's support to the Tema Health District, which contributed to lowering the maternal and infant death rate.The real-time filmmaking “bootcamp” was essential to solidify recently learned skills and give the research team much-needed confidence. It also introduced some informative logistical challenges, such as trying to gain permission to film inside a maternity ward without prior approval, or how to handle the privacy concerns around of a mother and child. Overall, the CLA process did better than to get it done within the budget. It facilitated a fresh approach to creating data storytelling deliverables, while providing a valuable learning experience for researchers and members of MSI’s communications team, and resulted in a no-cost success story for the Ghana Mission. 
	Context: In 2019, Tetra Tech/ARD partnered with its sister company, MSI, A Tetra Tech Company, to support the USAID-funded West Africa Biodiversity and Climate Change (WA BiCC) program. The scope of the support was to produce a suite of products to synthesize the project’s learning and accomplishments, including serving as an extension of their communications team to produce videos highlighting WA BiCC’s regional partner organizations and community participants.There were two primary challenges for MSI's work, a limited project budget for communications activities and a lack of ability to easily monitor development impacts in the remote communities. The initial plan called for a video producer to visit the communities alongside the research team, but it quickly became clear that this plan would be very costly and would not deliver enough bang for the buck. The team began to look at alternatives that could take advantage of efficiencies, reduce redundancies and still achieve the WA BiCC team’s goals. Another challenge we sought to overcome was the limited utility ad/or accessibility of data. Even with the best researchers and M&E specialists, there are challenges in effectively capturing and presenting the full complexity and nuances of people and communities. For instance, privacy concerns necessitate the anonymization of personal information, while trying to give context often groups people into monolithic categories, such as "number of households." Additionally, mountains of raw data are often impermeable and huge reports can be daunting to audiences with ever-shorter attention spans.Our solution was to empower MSI’s researchers to use tools, such as photography and video, to create companion research products for WA BiCC that humanize development impacts and allow clients to engage with “digestible” bites of data and lessons learned from multiple angles. With some training and real-world practice, the researchers were be well-positioned to create both videos and written learning products informed by their professional rigor, knowledge and proximity to the data/field.
	Impact 2: One MSI strategic communications mantra is to, “always try to put the audience where they’ve never been before.” Similarly, the most profound contribution that data storytelling can have on development outcomes is to open a doorway to decision-makers by putting them in front row seats in communities where the impacts can be seen and felt but are difficult for decision makers to visit or see up close. The CLA approach allowed MSI’s team to find an affordable pathway to elevate learning deliverables from “videos” to companion learning products, and to simultaneously create an experience for researchers which will benefit future field work and planning. By ensuring that video products were reflective of the research/data collected in the field, the final products also serve as engaging gateways to the deeper research, providing greater utility to USAID and the WA BiCC project team as decision-making tools.The best evidence of change was in the researcher's themselves. They were proud of the learning products - proud to "sign their name" on the videos. They shared their experiences and products with colleagues and public audiences on professional networking platforms like LinkedIn. Since their data storytelling experiences, MSI has continued to explore opportunities to apply the digital storytelling lens to our work. For instance, MSI’s communications team and Tetra Tech Colombia project teams have discussed the possibility of building off of a workshop with a media-savvy youth communications collective in conflict-affected rural Colombia, to capture the change in their communities through video and multimedia, and then have the youth collective expand into surrounding communities as advocates and trainers.


