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Summary:

The West Africa Trade and Investment Hub (the Trade Hub) Activity commenced its implementation in 2019 and
released two different Annual Program Statements (APS) before the COVID-19 pandemic impeded worldwide
activities. The Trade Hub surveyed its pipeline firms to identify underlying reasons for the low rate of successful
applications and to understand the medium- to long-term investment plans of these businesses.

With a combination of CLA integration in program design and enabling conditions, the Trade Hub was in a unique
position to benefit from a few of the framework's sub-components. External and internal collaboration between staff
and key stakeholders provided the flexibility needed to deploy CLA through a survey of firms. Two follow-up internal
Pause, Reflect, and Adapt sessions generated important learning. The Trade Hub boasts a culture of openness and
trusting relationships which provided the needed up-to-date information regarding the situation with its partner firms
and how the Trade Hub could be used as a vehicle to improve their uncertain business situations, especially in light
of the COVID-19 pandemic.

The use of CLA reinforced the framework’s importance in program implementation and it was an opportunity for staff
to see it in action. It helped provide efficiency in the Trade Hub’s processes, with a 30% reduction in time spent on
grants-related administrative tasks. This translated in improved relations between the Trade Hub and its external
stakeholders. It also allowed staff more time to focus on providing more quality and targeted assistance to its partner
firms.

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 ¢ Openness

e External Collaboration Relationships & Networks

e Technical Evidence Base e Continuous Learning & Improvement

e Theories of Change e Knowledge Management
e Scenario Planning ¢ 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?

Creative Associates International's (Creative’s) USAID-funded West Africa Trade and Investment Hub (the Trade Hub)
activity kicked off on September 4, 2019. From the launch, the Trade Hub released the Promotion of Catalytic
Business Concept (CBC) Annual Program Statement (APS) using the SMART grant management platform on
October 29, 2019. In July 2020, nine months after the APS was released, only 41 firms (16%) out of 250 interested
firms successfully registered and submitted their concept notes for the APS. Furthermore, the unexpected lockdown
due to COVID-19 seriously affected the Trade Hub’s implementation across West Africa.

Nevertheless, the Trade Hub Team innovatively pressed ahead with the implementation of project activities through
effective collaboration with all the project partners, while working remotely. The low number of successful applications
prompted the Trade Hub to host a Pause, Reflect, and Adapt session (a part of its CLA framework) to identify areas of
learning for improvement. Collaboration with firms and partners on how to successfully apply for Trade Hub grants
during the pandemic fostered learning and recommendations leading to improvement in project implementation
techniques. To measure the effectiveness of this collaborative approach, the Trade Hub Team developed the
following actions:

- Solicit feedback from grant applicants on their satisfaction with the grant process.

- Gauge the Trade Hub’s Collaborating, Learning and Adapting (CLA) framework and identify area(s) of
improvements.

- Use the Catalytic Business Concept APS to assess the Trade Hub grant application and review the mechanism to
realign recommendations on the Concept Notes evaluation process.

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

As part of its CLA approach, the Trade Hub brings all project stakeholders (agricultural and non-agricultural
private-sector firms in the pipeline, U.S. government stakeholders, national and subnational government authorities,
and trade agencies across West Africa) together to coordinate amongst the group and share relevant information with
one another to improve evidence-based decision making and ensure effective project implementation. Therefore, to
fully understand why the numbers of successful applications to the Catalytic Business Concept APS have been low,
the Trade Hub convened its stakeholders. The learning that came from this coordination helped the Trade Hub adapt
programming to enhance its grants mechanism and application process.

Reflecting on the last year, CLA, specifically through the use of external and internal collaboration, Pause and Reflect,
and adaptive management has proven to be an effective tool for quality programming, prompting management to
invest more resource and time in CLA activities. Information generated through CLA has helped the Trade Hub’s
management team to make effective decisions leading to the avoidance of implementation setbacks.



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.

To examine and resolve the challenges of the grants mechanism and application process, the Trade Hub combined
the full extent of collaboration (external and internal), technical evidence-based learning, adapting (pause and
reflect, and adaptive management), and resources. The first step was planning. It helped that CLA was already built
into the activity design and time was already set aside for CLA activities during the implementation year.
Additionally, there was leadership buy-in from headquarters and in the field to move through CLA. The MEL team
led the process and created necessary awareness for all stakeholders about why, when, where, and how CLA will
drive this process. The next step was the deployment of a survey, reviewing secondary data analysis, and
conducting two internal Trade Hub Pause, Reflect, and Adapt sessions.

The online survey was sent to representatives of the 41 firms who successfully submitted their business concept
notes. The questions were largely close-ended to ensure a better response rate and to provide information targeted
at understanding the effectiveness of the grant process. The collated feedback was analyzed and formed the basis
of a staff reflection session.

Secondary data was also obtained from the Trade Hub’s grants unit, which provided real time data to determine the
average processing time for all the different stages of the entire grant process from the date of release of the
Catalytic Business Concept APS to the final stage of application submission. The secondary data showed the
maximum, minimum, and average processing time of each stage of the grant process. One of the key findings from
this time analysis was that it took over 70 days for applicants to be informed on the outcome of the submitted
concept notes.

Following these two exercises, Trade Hub MEL staff conducted Pause, Reflect, and Adapt sessions. The sessions
included a review of analyzed feedback from applicants as well the grant process time analysis. The sessions were
composed of five groups with one facilitator each to discuss the five learning questions that were developed:

Group 1. How effective is the awareness creation of the Catalytic Business Concept APS?

Group 2. What are the effects of the various amendments of the APS to the quality of concept notes submitted?
Group 3. How effective is the composition of the Concept Note Evaluation Committee on the review process?
Group 4. How effective are the criteria for scoring the concept notes by the Evaluation Committee?

Group 5. How effective is the co-creation strategy of the Trade Hub?

Each group addressed their assigned learning question using the following guiding sub-questions; 1) what was
supposed/expected to happen, 2) what was the reality, 3) what went well and why, 4) what did not go well and why,
and lastly 5) what should be changed for next time and how.

These discussions led to specific feedback with clear action points and recommendations that were used to modify
the grants process in response to the COVID-19 impact on partner firms’ operations and co-investment plans.

The Trade Hub resolved to revisit the timelines for each step in the grant cycle, reduced some of the steps that
appeared to be administrative burdens based on the survey findings, and managed to not sacrifice quality for
efficiency. It carried out a holistic review of grants evaluation criteria and increased its feedback mechanism through
the grants’ evaluation committees. The Trade Hub ramped up engagement with its stakeholders—businesses and
USAID missions across the region—on all communication channels, including social media and website. For
efficiency, the Trade Hub introduced the Expression of Interest (EOI) process which helped to reduce some first
contact administration burdens on the Trade Hub and applicants, which will in turn reduce the timeline for grants
award. Multiple review committees were also dropped in favor of single committees that meet to discuss decisions
taken on each application, thereby cutting review time by at least 50% (two weeks).



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?

The ability to have continuous learning and adaptive management as a thread that passes through project activities
has been institutionalized in the project. The CLA approach significantly contributes to the ability to apply course
corrections. The use of external and internal collaboration, and Pause and Reflect was an opportunity for the Trade
Hub to showcase its adaptive management with regards to the effectiveness of the grants process. The Trade Hub
combined information from the findings of the CLA survey and an earlier COVID-19 Impact on Business survey which
was conducted to gauge the impact of the pandemic on partner firms’ business operations, profitability and
co-investment plans with the Trade Hub.

The collaborative nature of the surveys and Pause, Reflect, and Adapt sessions engendered team cohesion by
creating a forum where different Trade Hub business processes sat together to review how all their different activities
contribute to the big picture. It was also an opportunity for the MEL team to reinforce the importance of CLA in the
Program Cycle and to build anticipation for the subsequent Pause, Reflect, and Adapt session on another Trade Hub
business component.

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?

The improved grants cycle and application process is the biggest development outcome and result of the CLA
implemented. The introduction of the EOI process and withdrawal and reassignment of multiple review committees
has led to the resultant 30% savings in time (by two weeks) and effort throughout the grants cycle provides a win-win
scenario for Trade Hub staff engaged at different stages of the process and the grantee.

Across three COVID-19 Impact on Business surveys carried out within twelve months, an average of 78% of pipeline
firms have not changed their investment plans with the Trade Hub, even with the COVID-19 pandemic. And since
that Pause, Reflect, and Adapt session, and at the time of filing this case study, the Trade Hub had assisted thirteen
pipeline firms through the grant cycle to a successful grants award. At least four firms’ applications are pending
USAID award approval and over 20 have advanced to full application stage and tens more under different stages of
the grant cycle, all in under one year of the CLA activity.

The Trade Hub plans to carry out another study during the mid-term evaluation to capture evidence linked to this for
added precision, additionality, and attribution. It is expected that with additional CLA activities during the
implementation of the Trade Hub activity, more learning and insights will be generated to understand other
perspectives and angles of the Trade Hub, especially for the already awarded grants.



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 Trade Hub was able to adopt the CLA approach due to a variety of factors. One of the biggest enablers to the
Trade Hub’s CLA approach was the integration of CLA into the program design. At that stage, the use of CLA was
fully anticipated, however, it was unclear where it would be deployed for us until the implementation moment.
Another enabler was intra-departmental reception of the activity. Technical operators within the Trade Hub provided
their support to the process, especially during the development of the survey instrument.

A limitation or obstacle to our CLA approach was that 30 out of the 41 firms (73%) contacted for the survey
responded to the survey. The team plans other efforts to engage firms that fall within the 27% who did not respond
to learn why they did not. The survey was open for response for at least five business days. Repeat efforts were
made requesting a response. What worked to the Trade Hub’s advantage regarding this challenge was that the
responses were geographically representative of the applicants’ perception of the grants process. To mitigate this
obstacle, it is important to ensure the survey sample is representative and that subsequent surveys will be repeated
regularly, within 12 months.

7. ’Was your CLA approach prompted by a response to the COVID-19 pandemic?1 If so, how?

No, it was not prompted by COVID-19. However, this created the perfect opportunity for us to test our CLA
approach in action. The CLA approach was necessary to first address the slow pace of applications received and
then to improve the quality of applications submitted for review by the Trade Hub. For the activity, the pandemic
was uncharted territory considering how previously planned physical meetings could no longer hold and businesses
were forced to pause and reflect, and forced to shut down or pivot their operations. The Trade Hub developed a
post-activity plan which led to several changes on the Trade Hub’s grants processes, especially to improve the
efficiency of the process.

The subsequent APS released by the Trade Hub was geared more towards efficiency across the grants cycle.
Findings from the COVID-19 impact on businesses survey carried out before the CLA activity by the Trade Hub
revealed that 52% of the firms reported the scope and size of their investments with the Trade Hub might change
because of the COVID-19 pandemic and receiving working capital would be the most useful tool to help them
weather the effect of COVID-19 on their operations.

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
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	Context: Creative Associates International's (Creative’s) USAID-funded West Africa Trade and Investment Hub (the Trade Hub) activity kicked off on September 4, 2019. From the launch, the Trade Hub released the Promotion of Catalytic Business Concept (CBC) Annual Program Statement (APS) using the SMART grant management platform on October 29, 2019. In July 2020, nine months after the APS was released, only 41 firms (16%) out of 250 interested firms successfully registered and submitted their concept notes for the APS. Furthermore, the unexpected lockdown due to COVID-19 seriously affected the Trade Hub’s implementation across West Africa.

Nevertheless, the Trade Hub Team innovatively pressed ahead with the implementation of project activities through effective collaboration with all the project partners, while working remotely. The low number of successful applications prompted the Trade Hub to host a Pause, Reflect, and Adapt session (a part of its CLA framework) to identify areas of learning for improvement. Collaboration with firms and partners on how to successfully apply for Trade Hub grants during the pandemic fostered learning and recommendations leading to improvement in project implementation techniques. To measure the effectiveness of this collaborative approach, the Trade Hub Team developed the following actions:
- Solicit feedback from grant applicants on their satisfaction with the grant process.
- Gauge the Trade Hub’s Collaborating, Learning and Adapting (CLA) framework and identify area(s) of improvements.
- Use the Catalytic Business Concept APS to assess the Trade Hub grant application and review the mechanism to realign recommendations on the Concept Notes evaluation process.



	Impact 2: The improved grants cycle and application process is the biggest development outcome and result of the CLA implemented. The introduction of the EOI process and withdrawal and reassignment of multiple review committees has led to the resultant 30% savings in time (by two weeks) and effort throughout the grants cycle provides a win-win scenario for Trade Hub staff engaged at different stages of the process and the grantee.

Across three COVID-19 Impact on Business surveys carried out within twelve months, an average of 78% of pipeline firms have not changed their investment plans with the Trade Hub, even with the COVID-19 pandemic. And since that Pause, Reflect, and Adapt session, and at the time of filing this case study, the Trade Hub had assisted thirteen pipeline firms through the grant cycle to a successful grants award. At least four firms’ applications are pending USAID award approval and over 20 have advanced to full application stage and tens more under different stages of the grant cycle, all in under one year of the CLA activity.

The Trade Hub plans to carry out another study during the mid-term evaluation to capture evidence linked to this for added precision, additionality, and attribution. It is expected that with additional CLA activities during the implementation of the Trade Hub activity, more learning and insights will be generated to understand other perspectives and angles of the Trade Hub, especially for the already awarded grants.



