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Case Title: 

Name: 

Organization: 

Summary: 

1. Which subcomponents of the Collaborating, Learning and Adapting Framework
are reflected most in your case (select up to 5 subcomponents)? 

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 

https://usaidlearninglab.org/sites/default/files/resource/files/keyconcepts_twopager_8.5x11_v7_20160907.pdf


 

 
 

    
  

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?

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



  

      
  

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.



  
 

 

 

 
 

  
  

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? 

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? 



 

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

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

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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	Submitter: Katherine Neidorf
	Organization: USAID/Cambodia
	Caption: A Family Care First partner organization successfully places a young boy family-based care. Credit: Children in Families.
	Case Title: Putting Family Care First in Cambodia
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	Summary: The Family Care First (FCF) initiative, USAID’s effort to address the problem of children growing up in orphanages in Cambodia-- with a vision to transform the way Cambodia cares for its children-- utilized key elements of collaborating, learning and adapting to bring cohesion to a disparate child protection sector. In addition to improved, ongoing coordination and collaboration between government, NGOs, international agencies, and donors, FCF is implementing pilot activities to immediately improve outcomes for children in Cambodia. Monitoring, Evaluation, Research and Learning (MERL) mechanisms have ensured that evidence and data inform the activities of the initiative. Rapid Feedback MERL enabled rigorous data collection and feedback loops provided implementers with timely, actionable evidence to scale their activities. A development evaluation, through the DEPA-MERL mechanism, was an effective adaptive response to challenges in the initiative’s collaborative approach, helping strengthen leadership, roles and responsibilities within the initiative. Coming together to tackle the issue of children growing up outside of protective family care allowed actors to assess needs on a sector-wide scale and then work collaboratively to address those needs. FCF has fostered a successful pilot-learn-grow approach through a collaborative, reflective learning process. Notably, the FCF model of bringing together development and implementing partners who have worked in isolation or in competition with one another in an environment with little or no regulation is gaining notice from other USAID programming in Cambodia, for example in education and health. 
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	Impact: Embracing adaptation meant the IP, Backbone, and USAID stayed in constant communication and evaluate whether the process was working at any given moment, and then make appropriate changes based on that reflection. The emphasis on cooperative design created space for strong engagement and support from USAID Washington and the Mission through weekly meetings with USAID technical advisors and partners. Framing the initiative as a pilot allowed for honest reflection on mistakes to improve programs from both USAID and partners. 
In addition, the Mission has engaged the private sector more directly to better coordinate with the child protection sector.

USAID funded programming outside of the child protection sector has been affected. Water Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH), Education, and Social Behavior Change are programs that have all incorporated collaboration and learning as components to their design. In WASH, partners recognized USAID’s interest in CLA and designed projects accordingly. USAID Washington and the Mission monitored the WASH programming collaboratively and used lessons learned from FCF to address challenges with the approach. The Education budget is relatively small in Cambodia and to maximize the impact, the Mission initiated a program that brought together the key NGO partners with the Ministry of Education to develop harmonized national early grade reading program. This program has now been jointly developed by the NGO community and the ministry and will be implemented in schools by multiple donors. An upcoming Social Behavior Change award has collaboration, co-design, and learning with government as central components. There are also more realistic expectations around time and partner capacity thanks to lessons from FCF. Collaboration, trust-building, and learning all happen over a period of time. This important lesson helps to set timelines for future work. The Mission also appreciates partner capacity and ensuring that the right organization for the right job is selected and supported.


	CLA Approach: Relationships and Networks + Openness: FCF Cambodia evolved from a co-creation, co-design workshop sponsored by USAID in March 2015 in Phnom Penh. Participants included 40 individuals representing a wide range of practitioners including government partners, UNICEF, and an alliance of development partners aiming to help Cambodian children reach their full developmental potential. The fundamental challenge presented at the workshop was to propose solutions to substantially and safely reduce the number of children living outside of family care in Cambodia. From this workshop four thematic areas were created ranging from government systems strengthening to direct service delivery, illustrating to USAID that a collaborative, cross-sector approach would be needed.

Two awards were made following the co-creation workshop under the BAA. The first award supports Save the Children as the IP to be the conduit for the majority of USAID funding, managing and overseeing sub-awards to other implementing partners. The second award was provided to an alliance supporting the Backbone function -- the neutral organization -- one of the five key elements to Collective Impact that puts the component pieces of a Collective Impact initiative together and carries out strategic, integration, information, and learning functions. It also undertakes special studies, analyses, assessments, data management and communication functions. FCF partners who attended the co-creation workshop were tasked with co-designing short-term evaluable demonstration and pilot projects to quickly learn more about, and address, the development issue. Partners worked collaboratively, without any organizational allocation of responsibilities or funding to ensure the best ideas were put forward. Partners presented eleven activities to a Strategic Review Committee (SRC), which comprised of experts from the Cambodian and international Child Protection sector, and government representatives for feedback. The activities were supported after a non-competitive process, which included open discussions amongst all partners about which organizations were best suited to the different pieces of work, with prior Partnership assessments to ensure that the partners had the required capacity and systems to implement effectively. 

CLA in Implementing Mechanisms & M&E for Learning: Once the activities were funded, a consortium from the Global Development Lab, Rapid Feedback Monitoring, Evaluation, Research, and Learning (RF-MERL), was contracted to support partners to generate evidence and inform program implementation. The Backbone was tasked with creating a Knowledge Sharing Working Group that would evaluate results from shared indicators and a shared measurement systems and provide feedback to improve implementation.   

Adaptive Management: Over the first year, it became evident that the IP, Backbone, and donors required support to determine roles and responsibilities in the initiative “leadership.” An Embedded Evaluator (EE) joined the team through an engagement with Development Evaluation Pilot Activity (DEPA). The EE interviewed many of the stakeholders engaged in FCF, participated in FCF meetings, and was cc'd on much of the communication between partners to give him a clear insight into the situation of roles and responsibilities of the partners, and how these were being executed. A series of recommendations were made and ultimately acted upon by USAID. A major recommendation involved combining the IP and Backbone role to become the responsibility of one partner.

The FCF partners have been implementing activities for over a year and a half and have designed new activities based on the learning. The RF-MERL and DEPA-MERL engagements recently came to a close and the lessons learned have been shared. The IP is responsible for implementing similar approaches during the remaining program implementation period with a designated Knowledge Sharing Specialist.

FCF partnership and engagement has expanded as interest in the initiative has increased. This has been done in a collaborative manner, whereby existing partners have the opportunity to vote on which new partners should join FCF in line with their organizational expertise and the value they can add to the program. 


	Why: The Global Development Lab partnered with USAID/DRG and USAID/Cambodia to build the CLA approach into FCF from the design stage. The Lab’s DIA BAA was used to ensure that co-creation was central to the program and set the expectation of collaboration for the duration of the initiative. Five CLA approaches were identified as particularly helpful for addressing the development challenge. Relationship and Networks and Openness were necessary to achieve a collaborative approach to bring in stakeholders’ knowledge and unify organizations that were previously providing a variety of services targeting children and families in silos. FCF is intended to strengthen the broader system in which the protection of children is embedded, resulting in a partnership network that generates solutions in tandem and is greater than the sum of its parts. CLA in implementing mechanisms and M&E for Learning were utilized to build on evidence generated through the initiative to improve practice when attempting to reduce the number of children living in residential care. Through language in the cooperative agreements and the use of two Lab MERLIN mechanisms, FCF partners were tasked with using data to inform ongoing strategy and approaches. For example, rapid feedback was utilized to test pilot activities and improve implementation throughout the life of the project, generating much needed evidence for the child protection sector. Adaptive Management was identified as key in the early stages of implementation as it became clear that USAID, the Implementing Partner (IP), and the Backbone organization needed ongoing feedback to improve leadership coordination and activity implementation.  

	Context: In 2015, USAID set out to address the issue of an estimated 49,000 children living in residential care institutions (RCIs), or orphanages, in Cambodia. While numerous NGOs in Cambodia are serving vulnerable children, there is little regulation and oversight from the government. Providers often work in isolation and do not coordinate care, resulting in an informal system through which children move without tracking. Multiple NGOs target specific vulnerabilities children face and serve niche populations but only small formal and informal networks existed between these organizations, making it difficult for children to receive needed services and support.  

In creating FCF, USAID intended to facilitate collaboration and gather the experience of organizations working in this context to design and test program ideas that could contribute to a reduction of the number of children in institutional care. Understanding that the successful design and implementation of a child protection system would require knowledge and engagement from service providers and government, USAID intended to create a safe space for partners to work together to design and test innovative solutions. Building trust among the organizations was needed to co-create the FCF solutions and unify the child protection sector to ensure children are referred seamlessly between providers and receive appropriate services. Transparency and communication were needed for providers to share best practices and innovative ideas outside of a competitive environment. 

USAID chose to utilize the collective expertise existing on the ground through the Lab’s Broad Agency Announcement (BAA). The BAA was used to co-create solutions to this development problem, providing the opportunity to network with organizations and experts within the child protection sector. The BAA set the stage for continued collaboration with partners, as ongoing co-creation and iterative learning from local and international expertise was built into the the two cooperative agreements resulting from the BAA. 

	Lessons Learned: In order to most effectively utilize a CLA approach for the kind of external collaboration that has been a key feature of FCF, it is recommended that from the outset each stakeholder has expressed interest in the specific components of CLA and have demonstrated behaviors and necessary organizational culture for collaboration. It would be useful to assess partners’ capacity to face the dynamic challenges of CLA to ensure that organizations are not overly burdened. Being part of an initiative that utilizes CLA requires certain skill sets that should be sought out when choosing the right partners. Additionally, we would recommend an emphasis on transparency with Mission leadership from the start of a similar initiative, to lay out expected timelines, explain the co-creation approach, and describe expected outcomes in order to ensure the Mission’s understanding and support.  

In the design stage, we would recommend choosing only a few areas for gaining learning and then planning a program that allows space to address those key prioritized areas. Create a strong program that has a maximum of one or two innovative ideas that can be assessed throughout the process. Prioritize where the collaboration and co-creation will take place. 

Roles and responsibilities that are clear and adaptable will establish foundations for trust between partners and contribute toward smoother implementation. Set realistic expectations internally and externally for the components of CLA within the structures of a USAID funding mechanism. The current structure of requirements under USAID funding sets some limitations on what CLA elements can be integrated within a mechanism. Having a plan in place from the outset for how to navigate these limitations will reduce confusion later in the program. 

	Factors: Stakeholder buy-in and transparency were key factors in the success of CLA. Partners that embraced the CLA process came to the table with openness to feedback and a willingness to improve program implementation based on the learning. The organizations less open to the learning environment interpreted the feedback as criticism, and pushed back against the initiative. A constant spotlight on activities when dealing with issues as challenging and complex as child protection is a lot to ask of organizations. Partners that embraced the transparent nature of the process shared aspects of programming, budgets, procedures, etc. that exceeded expectations of traditional cooperation.  

The tone and expectations set by requesting consistent feedback through mechanisms such as DEPA-MERL lent both positive aspects and challenges to the initiative as well. Expectation setting was an unexpected challenge with the CLA approach. By requesting constant feedback, it became apparent that partners began to expect all feedback to be responded to and taken on board. There are associated costs with many of the recommendations. Over time, USAID has tried to make clear that suggestions will be prioritized based on a number of factors. From the onset of the initiative, USAID could have done more to manage expectations that all ideals, learnings, and feedback might not be able to be implemented. 

Setting up the project with a number of different variables, or experimental or new elements, did represent a challenge to overall learning. From the use of a BAA to funding a newly formed alliance through a venture fund, to supporting a non-competitive, co-design process, FCF was a series of experiments, testing solicitation approaches, leadership approaches, and implementing activities. With so many aspects of the initiative being a test, it has been challenging to isolate what is working and what needs to change.

	Impact 2: The FCF cross-sector community of service providers has been implementing pilot activities with small goals for immediate impact and a larger vision for the future. A number of activities show promise for national reach once brought to scale: 

National Social Work standards are being created by the Cambodian government in collaboration with over 30 NGOs and universities, following extensive field research and consultation. This will ensure that the workforce is professionalized and there are quality standards in alternative care for children.

Donor campaigns have reached over a million potential volunteers and donors to encourage support of community-based services and halt the generation of more institutions. As part of the RF-MERL engagement, data was collected and analyzed on the effectiveness of these campaigns in changing donor attitudes. Based on the findings, the future campaigns will be targeted differently to maximize impact. 

A shared digital case management system is being utilized by 16 organizations in Cambodia.  This has encouraged them to move away from paper-based filing systems and improve service delivery and referrals. Due to the collaborative approach, this system was endorsed and adopted by these organizations relatively quickly, and houses over 6,000 cases.

A Quality of programming standard has been upheld by service providers due to the culture of FCF. Partners rise to the challenge to provide the most quality services to beneficiaries, or opt out of the network. A partner conducted research on the satisfaction of their beneficiaries from eight organizations who are now adapting their services to ensure improvements can be made to ensure the best possible outcomes for children. 


