
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

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. Did your CLA approach contribute to self-reliance? If so, how? 

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, RTI International. 

https://www.usaid.gov/selfreliance
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	Summary: There is a capacity gap among banks and microfinance institutions (MFIs) that limits financial inclusion. In Sub-Saharan Africa and other developing markets, capacity building primarily consists of consultant-led, in-person training—solutions that are expensive and not scalable. 

Gateway Academy is a curated digital learning platform and marketplace aimed at closing the capacity gap by working with recognized training providers to develop context-specific courses. We believe that with more skilled staff, banks will deliver new and appropriate financial products for the poor.

Collaborating, Learning, and Adapting (CLA) approaches work for our complex development challenge. They involve many stakeholders and require developing numerous partnerships; there is no proven model to follow.  We use a CLA approach to structure how we work with vendors, partners, and on the software itself. In each phase, we reflect on our hypotheses and adapt based on the data. We have built teams around smaller cycles of validation and testing (“sprints”) and focus on measurable outcomes at each stage. We intentionally reflect on lessons learned before each sprint. 

We have validated the customer-market fit.  Our focus has shifted to how to scale our current base of paying customers. We have delivered courses with over 1,000 enrollments, and several banks and MFIs are now signing contracts ranging from $10,000 to $50,000 USD per year. The CLA approach helped us achieve this milestone by structuring the ongoing adaptations we have made to meet the needs of the market.
	Impact: We implemented a CLA approach from the project’s kickoff. Our 100% virtual project team, made up of collaborators from four different organizations, needed to achieve our development outcomes while maximizing the contributions from each team member. Specifically, we made significant investments in Adaptive Management, Openness, and Continuous Improvement.

Adaptive Management: We divided team members into cross-functional and organizational sprint teams with specific areas of focus, such as course/platform development and customer experience.  Each team worked in two-week cycles, reporting to other teams on progress and decisions. This approach allowed us to iterate quickly as we gathered new customer information, insights, and early results from platform development.

Openness: Our project team set transparency as a core value at our kickoff meeting. Google Drive and Slack were set as core operating tools for the project, and all documentation, customer information, work planning, and budgets were shared across the team. Bi-weekly all-hands meetings provided another forum for sharing information. Placing a value on transparency enabled us to work as one project team with the customer as a core focus without keeping information in silos.

Continuous Improvement: We use iterative phases to validate and meet customer needs, intentionally making decisions that have sunset dates to incorporate the latest customer insights. We have been using this approach to change platform functionality (co-creating an app with users in Tanzania), customer experience work flows (reducing un-needed steps and friction points), pricing (shifting from per-course to per-organization), and go-to-market strategies (shifting to 100% B2B), etc. 
	Why: Thomas Sinclair, Gateway Academy project lead, has been an advocate for the CLA approach since the project’s beginning given its applicability to the context in which we were working. The CLA approach works well to solve problems with a high degree of uncertainty about the path forward, making it an ideal fit for the Gateway Academy project. The project also emphasized customer centricity, and continuous learning through monitoring and evaluation partners; all stakeholders were willing to take on the risks associated with the innovation required to succeed. From the outset, our team sought vendors who already used agile software development practices, allowing CLA to inform the software development. 

In order to succeed, we needed to build in an iterative cycle of option generation, testing, and selection.  We understood that we would not have all the answers at the outset and needed a process that would allow solutions to emerge, rather than come about by dictating a specific path forward. The CLA approach inherently supports both these processes and, as such, we began to apply it to the project. 

To achieve management buy-in, we presented the approach as resource-efficient given that, while we may spend time on experiments, this strategy would lead to better outcomes. Ultimately, the CLA approach was successfully embedded throughout the stages of vendor procurement, project design, and project implementation, as well as in the general project culture. 


	Lessons Learned: A core development outcome for this project is to create a financially self-sustaining entity (i.e., without donor funding) led by a team from our target countries in Sub-Saharan Africa. To achieve this objective, both sides of the market—financial institutions and training providers—need to be willing to invest in solutions that no longer require donor reliance. A CLA approach is crucial to structuring the project for this outcome because there is not a strong precedent and proven set of activities to follow. 

Our decision-making systems to keep CGAP and donors engaged while providing the project team significant autonomy to make revisions are taking us closer to the goal of sustainability. Like the project’s other components, our monitoring and evaluation approaches are ongoing and iterative and are used not only to evaluate the development outcomes (e.g., whether people learning on the platform), but also to analyze critical indicators to ensuring financial sustainability (e.g., client willingness to pay, size of training budgets, and value-for-money).

One of the key Pause and Reflect moments of the project came when we assembled staff from eight of our early clients for a three-day seminar. We gained a key insight that we could not have gained easily from one-on-one interviews or short surveys: financial institutions in Africa cannot entirely spend their annual training budget because of the internal process for improving individual expenditures after budget is allocated. This led to the insight to focus Gateway Academy’s pricing on a per-organization, rather than per-person, basis, which we believe will be key to financial self-sustainability. It will also drive sustainability for the market, as the approach builds the learning culture in institutions and provides better ways to measure the impact of training investments.

	Factors: Applying the CLA approach in a meaningful manner requires buy-in from all major stakeholders in a project. Our biggest challenge lay in creating an innovative space within the large bureaucracy of the World Bank Group, where CGAP is hosted. We needed to find creative and innovative partners in legal, IT, and procurement departments to support the adaptive management approach we intended to use while managing the variety of other stakeholders involved, both from the donor perspective as well as internal CGAP management. Our solution was to create a board of advisors to help manage expectations and reassure management that oversight by industry experts would help guide the project to success. 

One factor that enabled our success was perseverance while continuing to ask others in the organization how an innovative approach could be implemented. It often takes many “no’s” before you get to a yes, and persevering in spite of that is incredibly important.  Being able to sufficiently showcase the impact and efficacy of the CLA approach by using case studies or examples from other institutions that have applied such an adaptive, agile or “human-centered design” approach also allowed partners to feel comfortable taking a more innovative approach. 

With regards to to others in similar situations, we would advise against settling for solutions which lie in the limitations of the bureaucracy; instead, choose to persevere until, eventually, a path emerges. Finding allies—people who are open to being creative in a space that might not typically be seen as creative—is critical, as is maintaining a “low profile” until enough data is compiled to make a clear case for an approach’s efficacy. Using metrics, data and case studies to support an argument also increases the likelihood of a partner willing to take a risk. 

	CLA Approach: Collaborating, learning, and adapting have been central to Gateway Academy’s approach from the start. The original proposal to MasterCard Foundation stated Gateway Academy would eventually be sustainable; for Gateway Academy to work, it needed to be responsive to banks’ and MFIs’ capacity development needs and work in their contexts.  MasterCard Foundation gave Gateway Academy the flexibility to change and adapt as needed in response to market forces and explicitly funded opportunities to apply CLA by providing collaboration opportunities with external and internal stakeholders, embedding monitoring and learning activities, and actively supporting the adaptation of our model to meet the needs of the market.

Gateway Academy’s procurement process, a multi-stage Competitive Dialogue, allowed for collaboration with potential vendor partners. We invited a small number of vendors to participate in a dialogue that included presentations of suggested approaches; key suggestions from potential vendor partners informed the Request for Proposals. The final contract called for a CLA approach, specifying work be undertaken in a way that is “collaborative in nature” and “adaptively managed” while the vendor would “develop ongoing improvements to the platform and its delivery of service in response to user feedback.”

We organized our work into key iterations (phases) that were each guided by an overarching question or hypothesis. At the conclusion of each phase, summed up below, we paused, reflected, and adjusted accordingly. 

Alpha Phase--Is digital learning possible?
First, we needed to validate that digital learning could work in this context by testing the willingness of training providers to convert their face-to-face training into a digital format. We conducted a region-wide Collaboration and Co-Creation Workshop, convening representatives from banks, MFIs, training providers and other stakeholders in financial inclusion to inform platform and program design. We also used this opportunity to kick off “alpha learning circles”, matching banks and MFIs with training providers to collaborate on prototyping effective digital learning solutions. The only investment required of banks and MFIs was the allocation of staff time to participate. Training providers were given funds by Gateway Academy to digitize their content; these courses were delivered through a variety of existing platforms in order to provide Gateway Academy feedback to inform the design of our platform. We found that digital learning was possible but required a technology contact within the bank or MFI and the active support of senior leadership. We developed strategies to foster that support in subsequent phases of work. 

Demo Phase--Is digital learning valuable?
What value did individual learners see in this learning modality? What value did managers and leaders hope to see? What value did training providers find in adding digital learning to their offerings? At this stage, we launched the initial iteration of the Gateway Academy platform, while still delivering a solid learner experience. This provided a positive initial encounter with Gateway Academy and allowed both learners and providers to interact with the platform. We then conducted user testing and interviews to inform subsequent development, enabling us to develop additional features and implement improvements to the interface. 

Beta Phase--Is digital learning sustainable?
In our current phase, we have validated that banks and MFIs are willing to pay for digital learning and have found a suitable price point; the current question is with regards to the number of sales we need in order to be self-sustaining through revenue and how many markets we need to enter in order to do so. To answer these questions, we are continuing to collaborate with our external partners to inform decision-making about our path forward. We recently convened representatives from eight early adopter banks and MFIs for a three-day planning event to identify necessary changes to our marketing and sales approaches to Gateway Academy. Our journey to sustainability is still underway. 

	Context: Gateway Academy addresses the capacity challenges of banks and MFIs that limit their financial inclusion efforts. We do this by leveraging digital learning’s cost-savings and scalability aspects and by changing the learning and development culture within financial institutions. Gateway Academy began by engaging an initial network of banks and MFIs in Sub-Saharan Africa (Ghana, Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, Rwanda, Zambia, Malawi) to understand capacity development challenges and obstacles to implementing digital learning in order to design a solution that would work in their unique contexts.  We partnered with local and regional training providers to turn their relevant classroom-based trainings into digital courses.  Collaborating with these stakeholders, and getting them to collaborate with each other, was the foundation of our project. 

We needed to learn and adapt throughout this project given the dynamic and complex nature of its environment: we were developing an innovative offering for a nascent market that had been distorted by donor funding for free or subsidized training. The solution was to design and implement a solution to meet client demand while facilitating development of the supply-side of the market as well.  What sets Gateway Academy apart from other development projects is that, over time, it will become a financially self-sustaining organization; banks and MFIs must spend a portion of their training budget to pay for their staff to participate, and training providers must invest time and capital into creating digital learning courses on Gateway Academy. The best way to ensure that stakeholders would invest in Gateway Academy was to design it with them and make sure that they had a stake in its success. 


	Impact 2: We believe affordable, relevant, digital learning can build the capacity of banks and MFIs to deliver appropriate products to those excluded from the financial system. Financial inclusion is an important enabler of poverty reduction, our ultimate, though indirect, goal. 

Since transitioning to a fee-based system in late 2018, we have four paying organizational customers making commitments of $10,000-50,000 USD annually, with a large and growing pipeline. We have reached close to 650 learners and have five partner training providers offering courses. It requires a great deal of trust for partners to invest their time and capital, a trust we have developed by collaborating with our external partners and making changes (adapting) based on what we learned through that experience. 

We have quantitative and qualitative data on the effect that our courses have on learners and their work. We know that learners are interacting with the content with over a 70% completion rate. During post-course interviews, learners spoke about the direct impact these courses have had on their job. One learner stated that her bank was introducing a new savings product in response to a customer request which came about during a  “coffee with customer” assignment in Gateway Academy’s course on customer centricity. 

The CLA approach guides how we evaluate the impact of learning. Feedback from bank and MFI leaders, managers, and HR staff revealed that they were most interested in tracking how staff are applying what they learn to their day-to-day work. As a result, we created a “learner application index”; this algorithm considers a variety of online behavior and results of pre-/post-course and follow-up surveys embedded in the platform. These surveys also ask about workplace culture and support so we can follow up with feedback and guidance to banks and microfinance institutions on organizational change. 


