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Summary:

The Njira Project (Pathways to Sustainable Food Security) is a USAID-funded program designed to improve food
security among vulnerable households in Balaka and Machinga districts in Southern Malawi through a layering
approach of interventions meant to build resilience among participants. The participants in these two targeted
districts frequently experience climatic shocks that keep their communities in perpetual need of humanitarian
assistance. It became clear to project designers and the Njira team that without evidence demonstrating increased
resilience capacities, there was no basis to the claim that an integrated approach built resilience among project
participants. In April 2018, Njira led a Resilience Study to assess resilience outcomes among select Njira
intervention group combinations. The study results showed that resilience is accelerated when households
participating in either Crop Group or Livestock Group are also participating in Women Empowered/Village Savings
and Loans (WE/VSL) groups. The data confirmed the hypothesis that households involved in more than one Njira
intervention are more resilient to climatic shocks than households involved in only one Njira intervention. These
results provide crucial evidence supporting the benefits of layering interventions and creating synergies. This CLA
approach of continuous learning serves to inform PCl's future program design and targeting of participants. Enabling
factors for our CLA approach include an organizational openness to explore new ideas and a commitment to
continuous learning through devotion of time to learning. Notable obstacles stemmed from time and resource
constraints and cultural factors. A CLA approach can be most helpful when strategically planned and appropriately

applied.

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? What organizational or
development challenge(s) prompted you to collaborate, learn, and/or adapt?

The Nijira Project (Pathways to Sustainable Food Security) is a USAID-funded program, implemented by Project
Concern International (PCI). Njira was designed to improve food security among vulnerable households in Balaka and
Machinga Districts in Southern Malawi by addressing the underlying causes of food insecurity in a realistic,
evidence-based, and measurable way.

Njira participants can be involved in a number of resilience building interventions related to agriculture, nutrition,
health, village savings and loans and livelihoods. The project aimed to create synergies between different
interventions, using a layering approach to catalyze improvements in food security, income generating potential, asset
holdings and resilience outcomes. This “tailored pathways approach” allows Njira project to employ the right set of
interventions based on the specific conditions of each household, as assessed through wealth ranking and various
project criteria.

As a PCI project, knowledge management and continuous learning play an integral part in informing decision making
through the strategic use of information gained at a field level. The complexity of a project like Njira calls for a robust
Monitoring and Evaluation system to house real-time data in an efficient and user-friendly manner. The development
of the the G-Path data management system allows Njira advisors to make responsible decisions based on up to date
field-level information.

However, without a well crafted research agenda to analyze the impacts of ongoing programming, Njira risked moving
forward based on instinct rather than evidence. As such, Njira has made use of an annual survey to track results over
time, case study evaluations to understand and fine-tune programming and recently conducted a pilot study on
resilience outcomes to understand what combinations of Njira interventions lead to more resilient households.

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

The root causes of food insecurity are complex and interrelated, therefore, the approaches to addressing these
challenges must be trans-disciplinary and integrated. The layered approach that Njira uses is meant to build the
resilience of individuals, households, and communities in a holistic manner. However, without measuring whether real
change is being made, there is no proof that a program or project is making any difference.

Njira project's CLA approach was built into project design through the encouragement of PCI and is rooted in the
belief that no project is perfect. There is much to be gained through the transparent analysis of the methods being
used to determine proper ways to move forward. The Njira team recognizes that lasting impact is not possible without
synergy, sensitivity, communication, collaboration and learning between teams. For example, food security is not
possible through agriculture production, savings and loans, health or nutrition alone. This is why Njira project uses the
dynamic team approach in which field facilitators from different sectors work together and regularly collaborate to
improve coordination and service delivery to ensure programming is cohesive.

PCI as an organization has enabled a culture of learning that has trickled down and embedded itself within Njira. Njira
has fully embraced this continuous learning attitude and seeks out opportunities to test new CLA methods to uncover
important lessons. A well coordinated effort to eliminate knowledge silos within Njira is key. Using these CLA
approaches not only helps Njira run efficiently and PCI learn important lessons from the field, but ultimately, the
participants our project serves are spared from living through the same programmatic mistakes time and again.



4. 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.

Since the beginning of the project in 2014, Njira has collected routine monitoring data for reporting purposes to
understand progress in meeting indicator targets. Njira uses its G-path database to account for the thousands of
farmers trained, the number of hectares under irrigation and much more, but has often struggled with showing the
impact of the work we are doing.

With recurring floods and droughts present in Southern Malawi, communities face an uphill battle in maintaining
consistent food and income security during times of shocks and stresses. Njira's Knowledge Management and
Learning department and senior-level staff recognized a dearth of evidence about how interventions can be best
combined or layered to improve/affect resilience among farmers in integrated food security projects. As an
integrated food security project which aims to build food and income resilience through a tailored pathways
approach, there was a need for Njira to understand and demonstrate what interventions are resulting in the intended
outcomes and to describe what factors are catalyzing these changes. However, until 2017, Njira could pull on no
solid evidence to back the claim that an integrated approach resulted in increased capacity to adapt to, absorb and
anticipate climatic shocks and stresses.

It was at this point that a deliberate effort was made to craft a plan to capture the resilience outcomes of Njira
participants. A pilot resilience study would take place in one livelihood zone in the Njira impact area in fiscal year
2018 (FY "18) and an expanded resilience study would be conducted in FY '19 across all four of the livelihood zones
Njira works in, comparing the resilience outcomes of four unique Njira intervention combinations:

1) Crop Production

2) Crop Production + Livestock

3) Crop Production + Women Empowered Village Savings & Loan (WE/VSL)
4) Crop Production + Livestock + WE/VSL

Njira project chose to conduct a pilot study before a scaled up study for two reasons: 1) Test the methodology and
data collection instruments for understanding how the dynamics of layering interventions contribute to resilience, in
preparation for adapting them for a larger study in the future, and 2) generate evidence on factors that effect
progress towards food and income security and calibrate program implementation accordingly to improve the final
outcomes of resilience-focused interventions.

In so doing, Njira would be using a continuous learning approach that would add to the technical knowledge base,
spur adaptive management and inform decision making. In April 2018, Njira undertook the pilot study entitled
"Household Resilience Outcomes Among Njira Intervention Participants to Climatic Shocks". Throughout the course
of the pilot study, the Njira team recognized a number of improvements that could be made to improve data quality,
ensure cultural sensitivity and measure resilience more effectively. For example, one unexpected finding from the
quantitative household survey was related to the prevalence of migrating for work during the lean season. This
finding was immediately documented and necessary adjustments were made to adapt qualitative focus group
guides to capture important information related to migration that had not initially been considered.



5. 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 Resilience Study pilot was completed in mid-May 2018. As described above, one key finding was related to the
migration patterns of community members during the lean season. In past years, Njira had never implemented a
survey during the lean season and therefore had little understanding of the scale of migration. After presenting this
finding to technical advisors, the leadership team began connecting the dots related to implementation challenges
during lean seasons in previous years. Njira intends to dig deeper into this finding to determine the triggers and
catalysts that lead to migration. We plan to use this knowledge for adaptive management and to determine best
practices for engaging with communities between December and May.

Without a doubt, the most important lesson learned came from the analysis of the Resilience Study, which clearly
indicated WE/VSL participation as a catalyst to increased levels of food and income resilience. The study showed
that resilience is accelerated when households benefiting from either crop or livestock production are also
participating in WE/VSL groups. The data also confirmed the hypothesis that households involved in more than one
Njira intervention are more resilient to climatic shocks than households involved in only one Njira intervention. These
results provide crucial evidence supporting the benefits of layering interventions and creating synergies. Furthermore,
the pilot study has provided valuable insights into how a scaled up study can improve data quality and more
effectively understand resilience outcomes through the tweaking of the study methodology and data collection tools.
This approach of continuous learning will inform PCI's future program design and targeting of participants.

6. 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 CLA approach continues to play an important role in Njira project's development results. Most recently, Njira
took the lessons learned from past years of implementation to contribute to the formation of a concept note for a cost
extension invited by USAID Malawi. While the results of the resilience study are still fresh, Njira is currently
developing a plan to make necessary adjustments to programming based on the evidence that was uncovered in the
study.

With the scaled up Resilience Study set to take place in the final year of the project, we expect the results to give a
clear picture of the following objectives:

a) To identify the types of resilience outcomes related to increased food and income security demonstrated among
security Njira beneficiaries

b) To assess which combination of Njira initiatives acts as a catalyst to increasing resilience outcomes, particularly
food and income security

c) To Identify how household asset holdings influence resilience outcomes) To analyze differences in resilience
outcomes between women headed households and to men headed households

The results of this study provide unique, actionable data that disaggregates resilience outcomes in individual
livelihood zones. Njira expects that this information will have far reaching impacts for PCI as an organization and will
help inform future project designs and strategic initiatives at a regional level. Furthermore, by adding a unique study
to the technical knowledge base, it is expected that our CLA approach to learning will have impacts on other
organizations in Malawi and Sub-Saharan Africa writ large.



7. What factors affected the success or shortcomings of your collaborating,
learning and adapting approach? What were the main enablers or obstacles?

Enablers:

- Organizational openness for taking action on new ideas-

- Implementation strategy and M&E database

- Targeting of learning in unique livelihood zones to understand nuances of differing geographic locations

- Knowledge Management and exchange of up to date information: stakeholder mapping completed by Njira and
shared with relevant stakeholders

- Development of trusting relationships through the dynamic team approach

Njira benefits from an organizational culture that prioritizes learning and innovation as well as a supportive senior
leadership team. Field-based platforms such as Njira learning villages are clustered by target areas and livelihood
zones that enable collaboration, learning and adapting at a village level through the dynamic team approach.
Additionally, the G-path database enables household tracking of participation across multiple interventions and over
time in a multi-year project. Close collaboration with relevant stakeholders allows for the sharing of up to date
information.

Obstacles:
- Time and resource constraints
- Cultural Factors

Time and resource constraints are two of the biggest obstacles to CLA. The project has ambitious targets to meet
and most of the interventions are seasonal and time sensitive. Hence, drive to reach project targets within the
specified time seems to take most of the staff time, limiting the space and time for quality learning. Learning under
such circumstances requires a dedicated resource person with quality analytical skills. Cultural factors may also be

limitina laarnina Nftan fiald hacad ctaff ara ariantad tn Anina what tha hinhar laval mananare hava tnld tham with

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

The first bit of advice to share with colleagues would be to start out CLA activities with realistic expectations. Start
small and grow your CLA approach. It is easy to get excited by all of the options available for collaborating, learning
and adapting, but not all of them are appropriate for every situation. A reminder to keep the big picture in focus can
go a long way in designing and implementing a CLA plan while gaining evidence that is useful rather than just
interesting. It would be best to look at each program as unique and treat CLA as a toolbox in which some tools are
more helpful for completing a job and having the desired impact.

It is important to know the intended impact one wishes to have. CLA can be strategically used to engage the right
stakeholders, ask the right questions, and employ quality procedures, but it is up to knowledge managers and team
members to identify what would be the most helpful CLA practices for their situation. However, it is important to
remember that CLA is not so rigid that and organization cannot experiment with different CLA approaches. Trying
out new CLA approaches can involve an entire time and uncover important information. Given that many people on
your team might be new to CLA approaches, it is good to have patience and clearly state the purpose and potential
benefits of using a particular CLA approach. CLA in itself, the procedures, strategies and uses are subject to the
same process of learning and development. Don't be afraid to innovate and think outside of the box.

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.
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	Context: The Njira Project (Pathways to Sustainable Food Security) is a USAID-funded program, implemented by Project Concern International (PCI). Njira was designed to improve food security among vulnerable households in Balaka and Machinga Districts in Southern Malawi by addressing the underlying causes of food insecurity in a realistic, evidence-based, and measurable way. 

Njira participants can be involved in a number of resilience building interventions related to agriculture, nutrition, health, village savings and loans and livelihoods. The project aimed to create synergies between different interventions, using a layering approach to catalyze improvements in food security, income generating potential, asset holdings and resilience outcomes. This “tailored pathways approach” allows Njira project to employ the right set of interventions based on the specific conditions of each household, as assessed through wealth ranking and various project criteria.

As a PCI project, knowledge management and continuous learning play an integral part in informing decision making through the strategic use of information gained at a field level. The complexity of a project like Njira calls for a robust Monitoring and Evaluation system to house real-time data in an efficient and user-friendly manner. The development of the the G-Path data management system allows Njira advisors to make responsible decisions based on up to date field-level information. 

However, without a well crafted research agenda to analyze the impacts of ongoing programming, Njira risked moving forward based on instinct rather than evidence. As such, Njira has made use of an annual survey to track results over time, case study evaluations to understand and fine-tune programming and recently conducted a pilot study on resilience outcomes to understand what combinations of Njira interventions lead to more resilient households.

	Why: 
The root causes of food insecurity are complex and interrelated, therefore, the approaches to addressing these challenges must be trans-disciplinary and integrated. The layered approach that Njira uses is meant to build the resilience of individuals, households, and communities in a holistic manner. However, without measuring whether real change is being made, there is no proof that a program or project is making any difference.

Njira project's CLA approach was built into project design through the encouragement of PCI and is rooted in the belief that no project is perfect. There is much to be gained through the transparent analysis of the methods being used to determine proper ways to move forward. The Njira team recognizes that lasting impact is not possible without synergy, sensitivity, communication, collaboration and learning between teams. For example, food security is not possible through agriculture production, savings and loans, health or nutrition alone. This is why Njira project uses the dynamic team approach in which field facilitators from different sectors work together and regularly collaborate to improve coordination and service delivery to ensure programming is cohesive. 

PCI as an organization has enabled a culture of learning that has trickled down and embedded itself within Njira. Njira has fully embraced this continuous learning attitude and seeks out opportunities to test new CLA methods to uncover important lessons. A well coordinated effort to eliminate knowledge silos within Njira is key. Using these CLA approaches not only helps Njira run efficiently and PCI learn important lessons from the field, but ultimately, the participants our project serves are spared from living through the same programmatic mistakes time and again.

	CLA Approach: 
Since the beginning of the project in 2014, Njira has collected routine monitoring data for reporting purposes to understand progress in meeting indicator targets. Njira uses its G-path database to account for the thousands of farmers trained, the number of hectares under irrigation and much more, but has often struggled with showing the impact of the work we are doing.

With recurring floods and droughts present in Southern Malawi, communities face an uphill battle in maintaining consistent food and income security during times of shocks and stresses. Njira's Knowledge Management and Learning department and senior-level staff recognized a dearth of evidence about how interventions can be best combined or layered to improve/affect resilience among farmers in integrated food security projects. As an integrated food security project which aims to build food and income resilience through a tailored pathways approach, there was a need for Njira to understand and demonstrate what interventions are resulting in the intended outcomes and to describe what factors are catalyzing these changes. However, until 2017, Njira could pull on no solid evidence to back the claim that an integrated approach resulted in increased capacity to adapt to, absorb and anticipate climatic shocks and stresses.

It was at this point that a deliberate effort was made to craft a plan to capture the resilience outcomes of Njira participants. A pilot resilience study would take place in one livelihood zone in the Njira impact area in fiscal year 2018 (FY '18) and an expanded resilience study would be conducted in FY '19 across all four of the livelihood zones Njira works in, comparing the resilience outcomes of four unique Njira intervention combinations: 

1) Crop Production 
2) Crop Production + Livestock
3) Crop Production + Women Empowered Village Savings & Loan (WE/VSL)
4) Crop Production + Livestock + WE/VSL

Njira project chose to conduct a pilot study before a scaled up study for two reasons: 1) Test the methodology and data collection instruments for understanding how the dynamics of layering interventions contribute to resilience, in preparation for adapting them for a larger study in the future, and 2) generate evidence on factors that effect progress towards food and income security and calibrate program implementation accordingly to improve the final outcomes of resilience-focused interventions.  

In so doing, Njira would be using a continuous learning approach that would add to the technical knowledge base, spur adaptive management and inform decision making. In April 2018, Njira undertook the pilot study entitled "Household Resilience Outcomes Among Njira Intervention Participants to Climatic Shocks". Throughout the course of the pilot study, the Njira team recognized a number of improvements that could be made to improve data quality, ensure cultural sensitivity and measure resilience more effectively. For example, one unexpected finding from the quantitative household survey was related to the prevalence of migrating for work during the lean season. This finding was immediately documented and necessary adjustments were made to adapt qualitative focus group guides to capture important information related to migration that had not initially been considered.
	Impact: 
The Resilience Study pilot was completed in mid-May 2018. As described above, one key finding was related to the migration patterns of community members during the lean season. In past years, Njira had never implemented a survey during the lean season and therefore had little understanding of the scale of migration. After presenting this finding to technical advisors, the leadership team began connecting the dots related to implementation challenges during lean seasons in previous years. Njira intends to dig deeper into this finding to determine the triggers and catalysts that lead to migration. We plan to use this knowledge for adaptive management and to determine best practices for engaging with communities between December and May.

Without a doubt, the most important lesson learned came from the analysis of the Resilience Study, which clearly indicated WE/VSL participation as a catalyst to increased levels of food and income resilience. The study showed that resilience is accelerated when households benefiting from either crop or livestock production are also participating in WE/VSL groups. The data also confirmed the hypothesis that households involved in more than one Njira intervention are more resilient to climatic shocks than households involved in only one Njira intervention. These results provide crucial evidence supporting the benefits of layering interventions and creating synergies. Furthermore, the pilot study has provided valuable insights into how a scaled up study can improve data quality and more effectively understand resilience outcomes through the tweaking of the study methodology and data collection tools. This approach of continuous learning will inform PCI's future program design and targeting of participants.


	Impact 2: The CLA approach continues to play an important role in Njira project's development results. Most recently, Njira took the lessons learned from past years of implementation to contribute to the formation of a concept note for a cost extension invited by USAID Malawi. While the results of the resilience study are still fresh, Njira is currently developing a plan to make necessary adjustments to programming based on the evidence that was uncovered in the study.

With the scaled up Resilience Study set to take place in the final year of the project, we expect the results to give a clear picture of the following objectives:

a) To identify the types of resilience outcomes related to increased food and income security demonstrated among security Njira beneficiaries 
b) To assess which combination of Njira initiatives acts as a catalyst to increasing resilience outcomes, particularly food and income security 
c) To Identify how household asset holdings influence resilience outcomes) To analyze differences in resilience outcomes between women headed households and to men headed households

The results of this study provide unique, actionable data that disaggregates resilience outcomes in individual livelihood zones. Njira expects that this information will have far reaching impacts for PCI as an organization and will help inform future project designs and strategic initiatives at a regional level. Furthermore, by adding a unique study to the technical knowledge base, it is expected that our CLA approach to learning will have impacts on other organizations in Malawi and Sub-Saharan Africa writ large.

	Factors: Enablers:
- Organizational openness for taking action on new ideas- 
- Implementation strategy and M&E database
- Targeting of learning in unique livelihood zones to understand nuances of differing geographic locations
- Knowledge Management and exchange of up to date information: stakeholder mapping completed by Njira and shared with relevant stakeholders 
- Development of trusting relationships through the dynamic team approach 

Njira benefits from an organizational culture that prioritizes learning and innovation as well as a supportive senior leadership team. Field-based platforms such as Njira learning villages are clustered by target areas and livelihood zones that enable collaboration, learning and adapting at a village level through the dynamic team approach. Additionally, the G-path database enables household tracking of participation across multiple interventions and over time in a multi-year project. Close collaboration with relevant stakeholders allows for the sharing of up to date information.

Obstacles:
- Time and resource constraints
- Cultural Factors

Time and resource constraints are two of the biggest obstacles to CLA. The project has ambitious targets to meet and most of the interventions are seasonal and time sensitive. Hence, drive to reach project targets within the specified time seems to take most of the staff time, limiting the space and time for quality learning. Learning under such circumstances requires a dedicated resource person with quality analytical skills. Cultural factors may also be limiting learning. Often field based staff are oriented to doing what the higher level managers have told them with very little analysis and capacity to adapt to their context.


	Lessons Learned: The first bit of advice to share with colleagues would be to start out CLA activities with realistic expectations. Start small and grow your CLA approach. It is easy to get excited by all of the options available for collaborating, learning and adapting, but not all of them are appropriate for every situation. A reminder to keep the big picture in focus can go a long way in designing and implementing a CLA plan while gaining evidence that is useful rather than just interesting. It would be best to look at each program as unique and treat CLA as a toolbox in which some tools are more helpful for completing a job and having the desired impact. 

It is important to know the intended impact one wishes to have. CLA can be strategically used to engage the right stakeholders, ask the right questions, and employ quality procedures, but it is up to knowledge managers and team members to identify what would be the most helpful CLA practices for their situation. However, it is important to remember that CLA is not so rigid that and organization cannot experiment with different CLA approaches. Trying out new CLA approaches can involve an entire time and uncover important information. Given that many people on your team might be new to CLA approaches, it is good to have patience and clearly state the purpose and potential benefits of using a particular CLA approach. CLA in itself, the procedures, strategies and uses are subject to the same process of learning and development. Don't be afraid to innovate and think outside of the box.



