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This case study tells the story of how USAID’s Business Ecosystem Project (BEP), a 4-year project designed to
strengthen North Macedonia’s economy, has adapted its original scope to address an issue that arose as critically
important during implementation: the vocational labor shortage in North Macedonia. BEP has three objectives: 1)
Improving business services for micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs), 2) Improving access to finance for
MSMEs, and 3) Increasing private sector investment into local economic development. However, during its first year,
BEP realized that the growing vocational labor shortage was threatening to undercut the Project’s ability to achieve
its objectives.

BEP shifted some of its focus towards workforce development to address this critical issue and continue achieving
its objectives. In line with the CLA framework, BEP collaborated with local organizations in designing initiatives that
would produce more workers with in-demand vocational skills.

Though only in its second year, BEP has already made two significant steps towards that goal:

1) Increased support for the development of “Training for Employment” initiatives by business service organizations
2) Leading a multi-stakeholder effort to coordinate workforce development activities and promote vocational careers
and educations. The close working relationship with private sector stakeholders also serves as bridge with other
donor-funded projects and government institutions.

Thanks to the CLA framework, BEP's approach was informed by data gathered from all relevant stakeholders and
alliances that strengthen the sustainability of the Project interventions, paving the way for North Macedonia’s journey
to self-reliance.

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

¢ Internal Collaboration e Openness

e External Collaboration Relationships & Networks

e Technical Evidence Base e Continuous Learning & Improvement

e Theories of Change e Knowledge Management
e Scenario Planning e Institutional Memory

e M&E for Learning e Decision-Making

e Pause & Reflect e Mission Resources

e Adaptive Management e 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?

High unemployment has been one of North Macedonia’s most persistent development challenges, reaching a peak of
33.8% in 2008. While it did steadily fall to 20.7% in 2019, the economy is still struggling to realize its full potential.
Reducing unemployment is a key objective for USAID in North Macedonia, especially youth unemployment which was
as high as 57.6% in2007 but sporadically decreased to 46% in 2017. For 20 years, government institutions and
development organizations such as USAID were focused on tackling unemployment in North Macedonia through job
creation, which is why job creating also became a key indicator of success for the USAID Business Ecosystem
Project.

However, soon after the Project began working with local partners (companies and business service organizations), it
became evident that their main concern was not creating new jobs but filling existing positions with skilled workers.
BEP discovered that the prevailing narrative surrounding the lack of jobs in North Macedonia was inaccurate. Many
jobs were available, but they remained unfilled because they were perceived as low-status or students simply lacked
the skills to apply. Employers across industries are especially short on workers with vocational skills, from welders to
hairstylists. The issue was exacerbated by factors such as the outdated and underfunded vocational education
system, and the attractiveness of public administration jobs which offer only average salaries but compensate with
high stability and low pressure to perform.

As labor is prerequisite for growth, it quickly became evident that without addressing the workforce challenges, all of
BEP’s efforts will struggle to ensure sustainability. If it was to achieve long term impact, BEP realized that it would
need to adapt the initial project design and tackle the vocational labor shortage.

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

While the BEP team was aware of the vocational workforce shortage, its magnitude, causes and urgency were
unclear in the project’s early stages. As a result, BEP’s original scope did not put much focus on workforce
development. Fortunately, the scope of work focused more on results rather than activities, allowing for some flexibility
in reaching the project targets. After talking to many companies and business service organizations, it became clear
that the workforce issue was too big to avoid. Many of the companies the team met with while looking for
co-investment opportunities in supply chain development revealed that they were increasingly unable to find qualified
workers. At the same time, six of the eight business service organizations that were awarded a grant by the Project
focused on vocational skills development.

It quickly became evident that BEP would have to adapt if it was to achieve its objectives of reducing unemployment
and catalyzing MSME revenue growth. Fortunately, CLA was embedded in the Project initial design, and utilizing the
framework was highly encouraged by USAID North Macedonia. Moreover, BEP was not alone in this realization: other
development organizations and public institutions were waking up to this reality, and the unemployment narrative
started shifting towards workforce development all over the country. About six months in, BEP and USAID North
Macedonia decided to switch gears and add workforce development as a key technical component of the project.



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.

BEP was the first USAID project in North Macedonia to draft a CLA plan, and it started adopting the approach to
adjust its strategy for increasing employment. CLA was critical in the diagnosis of the challenge: close collaboration
with ecosystem partners brought this issue to BEP’s attention and the collaboration with USAID assisted BEP to
shift the project scope mid-way through implementation.

BEP intensified its collaboration with the private sector in search of more data and potential workforce development
solutions that could be deployed in partnership with companies and, in some cases, public institutions. BEP
prioritized finding partners with a vested interest in workforce development and sufficient resources to scale
activities after the project closes. For example, in designing a training program for welders, BEP is leveraging the
resources of several companies and vocational schools and each provide a piece of the puzzle, such as training
venues, instructors, equipment, or money for materials.

Moreover, BEP increased its support for the workforce development activities planned by its grantees (business
service organizations) by leveraging external resources where possible. For instance, BEP took advantage of its
partnership Israeli development agency (MASHAV) by bringing two of their dairy farming experts to educate farmers
and veterinarians who work with project grantee LAG Agro Leader. In the case of another grantee, the Macedonian
Association of Metal and Electrical Industry (MAMEI), BEP leveraged its relationship with the Ministry of Labor to
include the Association in the design of their National Employment Action Plan. The Ministry was impressed with
MAMET/’s ideas and agreed to subsidize their workforce trainings under their 2019-2020 Action Plan.

BEP is also collaborating with a number of development projects that are tackling vocational workforce issues. The
team realized that while several such projects were operational in North Macedonia, most of them didn’t work
directly with the private sector and were thus unable to adapt to the changed narrative, and lacked coordination with
other initiatives. With a collaborative initiative spearheaded by BEP, both of these issues were addressed. Through
one-on-one meetings and then through joint roundtable discussions, BEP connected 20 donor-funded projects and
government institutions, which resulted in the formation of a National Coordinative Body on Workforce
Development. Besides taking the lead on this initiative, BEP also serves as the main line of communication with the
private sector thanks to the company and business service organization partnerships developed through other
project activities. BEP has a sizable network of companies and business service organizations through all three
objectives, which was crucial for the Project to understand the real issue behind North Macedonia’s unemployment
rate.

Both internal communication between the partners and external with the private sector and business support
organizations revealed that companies across sectors are struggling to find workers for thousands of jobs that
require vocational skills. A key cause of this problem was the unfavorable public image of vocational careers and
vocational education, which led to low enroliment in vocational schools and programs, leading to a shortage of
workers with vocational qualifications. This issue led BEP to initiate the group’s first joint activity: a nationwide
campaign to promote vocations, vocational education and vocational skills development, primarily targeting
elementary and high school students, their parents and young adults. Therefore, BEP is leading an effort to repair
the reputation of certain industries and vocational education through a multi-media campaign that leverages the
resources of several donor-funded projects and state institutions.



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?

It's difficult to estimate how BEP would be different without CLA, since the approach was embedded in the project’s
design and working culture from the onset. However, the team knew from experience that course corrections and
adjustments to scope had to be addressed readily and strategically. The CLA framework gave the project the
freedom to address the realities on the ground, using insights gained through the course of implementation to ensure
that the project is tackling root causes of key issues and working toward sustainable solutions.

The reality of the Project is that CLA is a core practice that is streamlined into its normal workflow. From the outset,
BEP planned to optimize the use of its resources by maximizing both internal and external collaboration and by
committing to adjust course when prompted to by new information. On a practical level, this means that the team
coordinates activities under all project objectives in order to achieve a lasting impact. BEP also practices a culture of
openness in which team members are encouraged to share their thoughts on all aspects of BEP’s work and to offer
ideas for improvements, especially when it relates to changing circumstances or new information.

BEP'’s first year of activities included a proof of concept or piloting phase, and then moved into the scale and
replication phase. Learning has been a key part of moving between the phases as BEP identifies which initiatives
have been the most successful and why. Therefore, the biggest impact from the CLA approach can be seen in the
structured methodology for information gathering and learning, which is then translated into adaptation.

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?

BEP’s workforce development initiative is still in its early stages, but all signs point to the Project reaching and
exceeding its key targets of increasing employment and incomes. While BEP will certainly be able to measure the
outcomes of all its “Training for Employment” activities, the team is aware that any outcomes from its efforts to
catalyze systemic changes in the business ecosystem will take longer to unfold. What’s important, however, is that
the CLA framework allowed BEP to reflect on past initiatives and deploy the lessons learned; partnerships are crucial
if long-term impact is to be achieved.

Currently, BEP can highlight two significant achievements: 1) Leading a process of multi-stakeholder collaboration
on workforce development to streamline all future efforts to address the issue; and 2) Improving the chances of
achieving sustainable outcomes by incorporating state institutions into core project activities. With USAID striving to
aid countries like North Macedonia on its journey to self-reliance, BEP is committed to delivering results which will
last beyond the Agency’s presence in the country. To make that possible, BEP is taking full advantage of the CLA
framework in designing and implementing sustainable solutions to systemic issues.

CLA also led the Project and USAID to discuss the possibility of formally changing BEP’s targets to focus more on
improving productivity rather than creating new jobs. As the Project evolves, it will eventually shift its focus towards
productivity (and salary) increase, creating conditions where labor is fully participating in the economic growth guided
by the market forces of supply and demand.



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

The most important enabler for BEP’s CLA approach was the team’s openness to change and willingness to pause,
reflect and change strategies when the situation called for it. This organizational culture started with the
management and flowed down to all employees, leaving space for everyone to offer constructive criticism. This
openness allowed the team to admit when it was acting from an uninformed position and to change that. This
culture often spills over to BEP’s partners. When partners see that the Project is open to their ideas and honest
opinions, they are more likely to think freely and creatively on how to approach development issues. They are also
more likely to take ownership of activities and results, which motivates them to continue their development efforts
regardless of BEP’s support.

The primary obstacle was adjusting to managing a large number of activities and stakeholders. For example, the
campaign to promote vocational careers and education that BEP initiated involves three donor organizations and
four national government institutions. Since not all partners involved work at the same pace, share the same views
or place the same importance on a joint activity, collaboration often requires patience and a readiness to
compromise. Additionally, a sustainable workforce development approach necessitates collaboration with many
local stakeholders, from vocational schools and training providers to companies and municipalities. This placed an
additional burden on BEP's team in terms of the time and effort required to manage this collaboration effectively. In
such cases, it is critical to have a Chief of Party who can quickly adjust the team's tasks, which was fortunately the
case for the Business Ecosystem Project.

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, RT| International.



	Blank Page
	Blank Page
	Blank Page
	Blank Page
	Blank Page

	Submitter: Mirjana Makedonska
	Organization: USAID/North Macedonia
	Caption: Solar systems installers training supported by the USAID Business Ecosystem Project 
Credit: Hazel Correa, USAID North Macedonia
	Case Title: Adapting to a Vocational Labor Shortage in North Macedonia 
	Image_af_image: 
	Summary: This case study tells the story of how USAID’s Business Ecosystem Project (BEP), a 4-year project designed to strengthen North Macedonia’s economy, has adapted its original scope to address an issue that arose as critically important during implementation: the vocational labor shortage in North Macedonia. BEP has three objectives: 1) Improving business services for micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs), 2) Improving access to finance for MSMEs, and 3) Increasing private sector investment into local economic development. However, during its first year, BEP realized that the growing vocational labor shortage was threatening to undercut the Project’s ability to achieve its objectives.
BEP shifted some of its focus towards workforce development to address this critical issue and continue achieving its objectives. In line with the CLA framework, BEP collaborated with local organizations in designing initiatives that would produce more workers with in-demand vocational skills.
Though only in its second year, BEP has already made two significant steps towards that goal:
1) Increased support for the development of “Training for Employment” initiatives by business service organizations 
2) Leading a multi-stakeholder effort to coordinate workforce development activities and promote vocational careers and educations. The close working relationship with private sector stakeholders also serves as bridge with other donor-funded projects and government institutions.
Thanks to the CLA framework, BEP's approach was informed by data gathered from all relevant stakeholders and alliances that strengthen the sustainability of the Project interventions, paving the way for North Macedonia’s journey to self-reliance.   
 
	Impact: It’s difficult to estimate how BEP would be different without CLA, since the approach was embedded in the project’s design and working culture from the onset. However, the team knew from experience that course corrections and adjustments to scope had to be addressed readily and strategically. The CLA framework gave the project the freedom to address the realities on the ground, using insights gained through the course of implementation to ensure that the project is tackling root causes of key issues and working toward sustainable solutions. 

The reality of the Project is that CLA is a core practice that is streamlined into its normal workflow. From the outset, BEP planned to optimize the use of its resources by maximizing both internal and external collaboration and by committing to adjust course when prompted to by new information. On a practical level, this means that the team coordinates activities under all project objectives in order to achieve a lasting impact. BEP also practices a culture of openness in which team members are encouraged to share their thoughts on all aspects of BEP’s work and to offer ideas for improvements, especially when it relates to changing circumstances or new information. 

BEP’s first year of activities included a proof of concept or piloting phase, and then moved into the scale and replication phase. Learning has been a key part of moving between the phases as BEP identifies which initiatives have been the most successful and why. Therefore, the biggest impact from the CLA approach can be seen in the structured methodology for information gathering and learning, which is then translated into adaptation.
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