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Summary:

In 2014, USAID and Sida launched the Civil Society Innovation Initiative (CSil), to support new and established
approaches to promote, strengthen, and connect a vibrant, pluralistic, and rights-based civil society. To date, CSil
has convened donors, implementers, and over 250 civil society actors to co-create one global and six regional civil
society hubs. This case demonstrates the integration of CLA principles across the program cycle of a global,
multi-donor initiative.

CLA Approach:
We piloted the Process Historian approach, which draws on a combination of CLA subcomponents, including CLA in
Implementing Mechanisms, Knowledge Management, Pause & Reflect, and Continuous Learning and Improving.

Outcomes:

- An interactive learning platform documenting a new model for regional and network initiatives for USAID.

- Leveraged funding for additional learning and capacity building to enable continuous learning and improvement.
- Increased and improved internal and external collaboration.

1. Which subcomponents of the Collaborating, Learning and Adapting Framework
are reflected most in your case (select up to 5 subcomponents)?
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2. What is the general context in which the case takes place?

The civil society hubs are intended to function as virtual and physical meeting places for regional organizations to
exchange ideas and experiences and as a place where the organizations can explore new avenues of cooperation.
The goal is to foster trusted relationships and strong local, regional, and global networks. The complexity and scale of
this challenge—designing solutions to overcome increased restrictions on civic space—required a different, more
inclusive approach to problem-solving. Although USAID has been the largest donor working to protect civic space for
decades, money and size alone have not been sufficient to overcome these challenges. Many interventions have
traditionally been donor-driven and developed by smaller groups of people, but thus far implementing a top-down
approach had not resulted in regionally-sensitive, sustainable solutions.

“We knew that doing something top-down wasn’t going to be the right approach. [Bringing civil regional society
participants to the table allowed us] to immediately start to engage with people and get new ideas. We always, from
the beginning, wanted to not be duplicative, and we wanted to create something that amplifies what already exists.
The only way you can do that is to get [people] involved.” -Claire Ehmann, Donor, USAID

To find a solution to this issue, USAID and Sida chose a collaborative design process to engage partners working on
the ground, avoid duplication, and support solutions that would be sustainable, tailored to regional needs, and
adaptive to evolving needs of civil society organizations.

Employing the Broad Agency Announcement (BAA), a mechanism that allows donors to engage a wide range of
actors to actively participate in creating concepts and designing projects together, CSil released an open call seeking
partners willing to help develop the basic structure for regional civil society hubs and received over 300 applications
from organizations from around the world. Through a continually evolving and adapting process, civil society
representatives around the world co-created and co-designed solutions that reflected a shared understanding of the
problem and the development of six regional civil society hubs.

3. Why did you use a collaborating, learning, and adapting approach?

Given the experimental nature of the initiative, CSil decided to work with DAI’'s Center for Development Innovation
(CDI) project, an implementing mechanism for the Global Innovation Lab, to capture the lessons learned. The goal
was to document this unique collaborative process to inform decision-making and future processes sponsored by the
Agency. DAl wanted to mirror the dynamic, collaborative nature of the initiative and decided to take a radical and fresh
approach to Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning. We decided to evolve a passive note taking role into a role of active
listening, deep reflection, intentional adaptation, and the creation of an interactive learning platform.

The Process Historian role is an innovative approach to learning that can be performed by an individual or team
dedicated to the ongoing capture, packaging, and dissemination of learning outputs. A Process Historian employs a
mix of social science tools to understand the evolution of processes over a sustained period. The goal is to improve
decision making and speed up the transmission, replication, and improvement of programs through a demonstrated
commitment to iterative feedback.



4. Describe how you used collaborating, learning, and adapting in this case.

The Process Historian approach draws upon key and subcomponents from across the CLA Matrix, many of which
are overlapping and positively reinforcing. The section below outlines how we incorporated the subcomponents of
CLA throughout this process.

CLA IN IMPLEMENTING MECHANISMS

The Center for Development Innovations (CDI) contract between USAID’s Global Development Lab and DAl is rare
in that there are no deliverables. While a common challenge identified by USAID/PPL is that "donors and
implementing partners tend to stick to existing plans and implementation approaches even as the context changes,"
the CDI contract allows the flexibility to constantly shift work plans as the context changes, and has resulted in a
mutual trust and a strong working relationship with our Contracting Officer's Representative, creating the perfect
enabling conditions for CLA. This subcomponent was arguably the most critical to our success.

KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT

The CSil learning process was run in four steps. First, we mapped the steps in the CSil journey. The second step
was to conduct qualitative research, followed by a thorough analysis of the rich data captured. Finally, we completed
targeted validation and feedback sessions to ensure that all the insights gleaned from our research and analysis
were accurate. In parallel, this process gave way to Pause & Reflect moments that helped stakeholders
contemplate what they would have done differently, what worked well, and how they could adapt moving forward.

SOURCE KNOWLEDGE

Sourcing knowledge from stakeholders involved extensive external collaboration. We worked closely with USAID,
Sida, and their implementing partners to identify and prioritize key stakeholders. We employed participant
observation and conducted more than 30 interviews, of which 16 were civil society participants, and distributed over
20 surveys.

DISTILL KNOWLEDGE

Distilling the knowledge, we captured took both internal and external collaboration. Externally, we worked closely
with USAID and Sida, their implementing partners, and civil society participants themselves, to validate high level
data and the deeper analysis of the process. Internally, we collaborated with a Communication Specialist to build a
messaging plan, a frame for graphic development, and a dissemination plan.

SHARE KNOWLEDGE

Distilling data and analysis with a communications lens helped shape the learning content into something that is
user friendly and digestible. The learning platform is public-facing, making it accessible to any audience, and does
not feature branding from any donor. To date, the tool has been used by CSil stakeholders to present their initiative
to external audiences for a wide variety of purposes, from informing other donors about this unique initiative and the
use of collaboration, learning and adapting to sharing lessons learned to peers and colleagues to on-boarding new
staff within CSil to give them a sense of the journey that this initiative has taken.

PAUSE & REFLECT MOMENTS FOR CONTINUOUS LEARNING & IMPROVEMENT

In addition to creating a tangible deliverable, the learning process has also involved delivering rapid, iterative
feedback. Facilitating periodic individual and group interviews with stakeholders created ‘pause and reflect’
moments. Because so many of the key players in CSil are constantly moving and deeply steeped in the process, it
was important to create intentional moments for them to step outside the process, and reflect on where they had
been and where they wanted to go. At first there was a concern that having a Process Historian would be like
having an evaluator looking over their shoulders, but after gaining the trust of the stakeholders, the attitude shifted
to viewing this role as an opportunity to course correct in real time.



5a. Organizational Impact: What impact, if any, has collaborating, learning, and adapting
had on your team, mission or organization?

This process led to a partnership for future learning capture between DCHA and iDesign.

- We have also seen an increase in demand from USAID teams, asking for and investing in a dedicated learning role
on their projects after seeing the outputs of the CSil Process Historian work.

- We have adapted the process historian methodology to be lighter touch, depending on the project’s needs, to create
more opportunities for rapid feedback, and to incorporate more quantitative data for decision making.

- The lessons learned were captured in the iDesign's Co-Creation Toolkit and fed into their broader knowledge of
other USAID collaborative design approaches.

- Our team has brought the lessons learned from this process back to DAI corporate and are sharing content and
working with them to continue to work more CLA into proposals and current projects.

- Having our Communications Specialist work so closely with the Process Historian team has encouraged us to
continue to pursue integrated communications and technical work.

- The success of the Process Historian role has led to an increased emphasis on intentional and deep learning across
our projects.

- We now have Pause and Reflect moments after we close out activities, complete a big proposal, or need to
streamline processes.

5b. Development Results: What impact, if any, has CLA had on your development outcomes?

The specific goal of the Process Historian is twofold. First, at the institutional level, the objective is to spark
discussions around peer learning, knowledge sharing, and collaboration to contribute to institutional memory and
inform future decision making. Using a CLA approach enabled us to document robust learning around a new model
for regional and network initiatives for USAID. Here, internal collaboration between DCHA and the Lab, particularly
the iDesign team, has encouraged sharing of lessons learned across various channels from case studies and toolkits
to brown bags and advisory discussions with team’s planning their own co-creation activities. These products are
focused on helping other projects mindfully apply innovative processes and foster inclusive, collaborative networks.

Second, at the initiative level, the goal is to capture learning in a way that is accessible and contributes to continuous
learning and improvement. The inherent flexibility of our contract, as well as our team’s diverse skills, enabled us to
pivot from taking notes and creating a static PDF to co-create a newer approach to learning with our USAID partners
and collaborate on a dynamic, user-friendly learning platform with inputs from donors, other implementers, and civil
society.

To ensure that CSil learning and improving is truly continuous and sustainable, our next step is to continue
collaborating with USAID and Sida’s implementing partners, Counterpart and CIVICUS, to train local civil society
participants how to conduct activity-level MEL and adaptive management.



6. What factors affected the success or otherwise of your collaborating, learning
and adapting approach? What were the main enablers or barriers?

One of the biggest barriers to moving things forward in multi stakeholder initiatives is coordinating many people and
interests and getting everyone on the same page. Each stakeholder wanted to use the CSil learning tool for a
different purpose. So, we had to find the right balance when framing our content to make something user-friendly
and demonstrate the usefulness and value of the approach, while ensuring that the rich analysis and voices of
stakeholders came through around both successes and challenges.

Coming in as a third party "evaluator" can make others skeptical. We had to act as and make it clear that we were a
neutral party. For this to role to be successful, we had to build trust from the beginning, especially amongst
implementers and civil society actors, to encourage them to share ideas and opinions openly.

DCHA, and their partners, were dedication to learning. They decided to invest in a Process Historian and have been
huge champions throughout the process, instrumental in building buy-in and moving this approach forward.

One of the greatest enablers was that the CSil team has been very open about their challenges, missteps, and
course corrections. This has encouraged others to engage in more open dialogue about their own experiences,
enabling them to re-frame ‘failures’ as lessons learned that should be captured and shared as valuable pieces of
USAID’s institutional memory.

7. Based on your experience and lessons learned, what advice would you share with
colleagues about using a collaborating, learning, and adapting approach?

Build learning into you project design and make sure to invest in it from day one. Regardless of the learning
approach you choose, it is helpful to plan early on to ensure you have the proper resources allocated and approach
in mind to suit your learning needs

Making a real commitment to adaptive management and iterative learning requires intention and dedication. It's
important to have a lead or point of contact dedicated to capturing data and lessons learned that are well
organized, updated periodically, and able to be used for decision-making. Time also needs to be set aside to Pause
and Reflect along the way as individuals, teams, and organizations to ensure that your data doesn’t just sit on the
shelf.

Plan for communication and dissemination. Learning needs to be actionable and digestible for decision making and
adaptive management. To ensure that others could benefit from our learning capture, an intimate integration of
learning and communications has been critical. While developing, and capturing data you should consider: who is
your target audience, how can they be reached, where will your learning will live, how will it be disseminated, and
how will it be used. This will help you frame your data in a way that is targeted, user-friendly, and ready for
dissemination!

The CLA Case Competition is managed by USAID LEARN, a Bureau for Policy, Planning and Learning (PPL) mechanism
implemented by Dexis Consulting Group and its partner, International Resources Group, a subsidiary of RTI.
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