
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

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

	Case Title: 
	Internal Collaboration

	Submitter: Catalina Franco, Natalia Marriaga Martínez
	Organization: Chemonics
	Caption: Rosmira Peralta, a Microempresas de Colombia customer, accessed the cooperative's digital loan to set up her restaurant "Rosi" in the rural municipality of San Pedro de Urabá.
Credit: USAID/Colombia
	Case Title: Digital loans for rural Colombians: The road to a greater financial inclusion
	Image_af_image: 
	Summary: Colombia’s sophisticated financial system largely fails to reach post-conflict rural areas, due to high operation costs, risk, and other difficulties. This creates many barriers for rural inhabitants to access legal, formal, regulated and secure financial services, to support equitable economic growth. To address this development challenge, while supporting the 2014-2018 country cooperation strategy DO3 “Improved conditions for inclusive, rural economic growth", USAID designed the Rural Finance Initiative (RFI). This Activity aims to reduce barriers of access to financial services for rural Colombians through different means, including promoting and using technology as a way to facilitate access and reduce costs for both financial entities and rural customers. To do so, RFI partners with banks and other financial institutions, including financial cooperative Microempresas de Colombia (MDC). RFI helped MDC design and launch the first all-digital loan offered by a financial cooperative in Colombia, with the potential to drive financial inclusion by reducing costs and risk for the cooperative and rural customers.
RFI implemented the CLA approach “CLA in Activity management” and integrated all four strategies: 1) Set the tone for a collaborative relationship; 2) Collectively Validate and Revise the Theory Of Change at Start-Up; 3) Facilitate CLA in implementation; and 4) Enable Adaptive Management. These strategies helped create a trusting, collaborative relationship that set MDC on a path towards reducing barriers of access and expanding its reach in target municipalities through innovative tech tools. With RFI co-investment and technical collaboration, MDC created a digital loan called Credifácil, aimed at expanding their customer base among rural Colombians, driving financial inclusion. Some results are: Digital loans awarded nation-wide 2019 - 2020: 4,480 loans worth more than $4 million
Digital loans in 44 of RFI’s target municipalities through 2020: 1,614 loans worth a total of US$1.5 million (included in the $4 million nation-wide).
	Impact: Having implemented a CLA approach enabled RFI's technical team not only to learn about what worked well and what did not, but also to adjust and improve it in the MDC pilot. It also proved effective to scale up the product and help the cooperative reach new customers. Having surpassed the initial goal of 135 clients who accessed the loan, MDC expanded its reach to 209 during its first grant for piloting the loan in 2018. This collaborative process cemented the relationship between MDC and RFI, which continued after that particular grant agreement and remains a healthy and active working relationship today, furthering financial inclusion efforts through other methodologies and activities. 
Importantly, it enabled RFI to pause and learn from the case and implement similar initiatives in other financial cooperatives that cover other Colombian regions. Having information on appropriate product design and dissemination to customers allowed RFI to focus on helping another cooperative, Coofisam, solve other operative issues specific to the entity, such as problems with electronic promissory notes delivery for rural clients. 

Perhaps the greatest lesson drawn from this experience for RFI is that sustainability comes from building upon previous efforts and not from disregarding other initiatives even when they are not successful. There are important lessons to be learned from mistakes as well as from best practices. Implementing CLA management, and its subsequent results in building trusting collaborative relations, enabled MDC and RFI to continue working together through new grants, and promote tech adaptations that could also work for other financial allies. This particular CLA approach showcases the importance of the private sector as a strategic ally to promote rural development, and the advantages for the private sector once CLA approach showcases the importance of the private sector as a strategic ally to promote rural development, and the advantages for the private sector once CLA is put in practice.

	Why: RFI has a cross-cutting communications and knowledge management component that includes documenting best practices and lessons learned to share with different financial sector partners and USAID implementing partners to facilitate learning and sustainability of efforts. These documentations are part of an evidence-based approach to implementation that enables RFI and others who work towards financial inclusion to avoid previous mistakes and make initial implementation and product design smoother. 
RFI uses CLA in Activity Management with all of its financial sector partners and did so with MDC to collaborate around RFI’s and MDC’s shared business goals of financial inclusion, build trust, promote learning in the private sector and scale up pilot tests. One must bear in mind that financial inclusion is a nationwide effort, and lessons learnt from RFI's efforts with MDC in Antioquia could lay the groundwork for exercises elsewhere. Already, MDC has scaled the credit product beyond RFI’s target zones, showing that the product is profitable for them in other regions of Colombia.
To contribute to better decision-making regarding MDC’s digital strategy, RFI and partners collaborated to conduct a characterization study to better understand rural financial consumers. Partners in this study included Banco de la República (Colombia’s central bank) reputable statistics research firm Yanhaas, ACH Colombia (Automated Clearing House), all of which backed the study and provided input and knowledge on financial behavior. This resulted in a study named Digital Financial Services in Rural Areas of Colombia, which helped strengthen MDC’s digital strategy and its replicability in other financial entities. In fact, implementing a CLA approach with MDC enabled RFI to adapt and scale similar efforts in the departments of Huila and Tolima with financial cooperative Coofisam, and promote a digital loan product for rural customers in 360 municipalities with Banco de Bogotá, the country's third largest bank.

	Lessons Learned: Although RFI's CLA approach was not prompted by the COVID-19 pandemic, it is worth mentioning that both MDC and Coofisam have highlighted the addition of digital products to their portfolio as some of the reasons why they have fared better than their competition during the pandemic. Colombia had very strict lockdown measures during the early days of the pandemic, between March and April 2020, and although restrictions have softened, at the time of writing the country is still officially on lockdown. Financial institutions cannot operate at maximum capacity and mobile advisors have greatly cut back on-site visits. This resulted in many financial entities struggling to continue their operation and manic attempts to establish digital products and channels where there were none. However, entities like MDC, a small cooperative that reaches some of Colombia's most underserved populations, did not encounter such problems and continued to operate without the added challenge of having to build a digital presence from scratch in one of the toughest periods faced by the financial sector.
MDC highlights how technology has enabled the cooperative to reach more clients more effectively, while responding to current COVID-19 challenges. The entity used the pause and reflect sessions that arose during the pandemic to develop new products that responded to current needs, such as the Savings Based Rotating Loan. They also developed a renewal mechanism for credit products that resulted in loans for 248 customers worth US$230,000 in RFI target municipalities, and a total of 477 worth US$432,000 nationwide. A strong digital presence, prompted by USAID’s intervention in years prior, has resulted in a better equipped cooperative that can respond to customer demands in these times of strict lockdown.
In addition, COVID has also offered learning and adapting opportunities to scale this experience in other financial entities like Banco de Bogotá, Movii and Crezcamos, who are nor serving PDET municipalities and Venezuelan migrants.

	Factors: The collaborative and trusting nature of RFI’s and MDC’s relation was key to being able to implement CLA. Having a common goal and jointly establishing a work plan to reach said goals with a common theory of change and constant communication laid the groundwork to build upon and work on difficult issues like budgeting, sustainability and massification. 

There were also many obstacles, such as the fact that the private sector tends to be extremely focused on productivity and, thus, has little time to have pause and reflect spaces. This requires implementing partners to establish innovative and engaging methodologies that strive towards in reaching specific objectives in a short amount of time. Once the strategy was in place, RFI also saw the need to strengthen pedagogic efforts to build customers’ digital capacities and even aspects that are not in the entities’ control like connectivity issues. 

Particularly in RFI’s case, it was extremely important to be able to have a project leader who could rigorously document and guide the CLA approach in each intervention. This results in a better implementation of tools and methodologies to better implement CLA strategies. 

	CLA Approach: RFI based its actions on incorporating CLA in Activity Management, while integrating all four Strategies for Successful Activity Management, as follows:
1. Set the Tone for A Collaborative Relationship: The most important step was to establish a trusting and dynamic relationship with MDC. This became the basis for successful two-way collaboration. Openness was key to discuss the entity's business needs and expectations, including the fact that the digital product needed to reduce transaction cost, time, and risk for financial institution and customer alike, especially in isolated rural communities that face violence and other challenges. RFI was also transparent about wanting to promote innovation, thus, it was not coming with a tested and proven product that was surely going to work but instead would collaborate with MDC to develop and test a product tailored for their clients’ needs. Furthermore, both RFI and MDC understood that this was a learning process and fostered a nurturing environment that encouraged studying evidence-based cases. 
RFI provided valuable tools that meet the cooperative's business needs. As such, RFI’s study on rural financial behavior became essential to help MDC set up a model in which it could offer a digital loan. An example of the utility of this study to implement evidence-based design is that, according to the study, rural inhabitants have little trust for online tools and prioritize face-to-face interactions. This prompted MDC to adapt their original design so that their existing rural sales advisors would help customers set up their first loan. At this juncture, RFI and MDC coordinated collaboration expectations for rural financial inclusion regarding geographic coverage and target audience (which has now expanded not only to rural Colombians but, with RFI support, to Venezuelan migrants in Colombia’s urban areas). This collaborative work has occurred in three phases with RFI co-investment via different grants between 2018 and 2020, addressing opportunities for improvement between each grant.
2. Collectively Validate and Revise the Theory Of Change at Start-Up: As part of MDC’s digital strategy, RFI enabled spaces for joint planning through working groups with both parties’ technical teams focused on contributing to RFI’s theory of change: “IF financial intermediation improves through market based rural financial services for micro, small and medium size producers and businesses; AND barriers of access to financial services are reduced, THEN conditions for economic growth will improve, reducing poverty and inequality.” With this in mind, RFI and MDC conducted context reviews, pause and reflect sessions during the periodic review of deliverables, and collaborative work with the RFI Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning (MEL) and Grants teams to establish technical oversight of shared commitments and monitor indicators related to the number of clients and disbursed loan amounts. Implementing the CLA approach in practice resulted in closely monitoring customer behavior, so MDC could adjust its product and meet its target for client acceptance and portfolio at risk. Monitoring and evaluating product behavior and consumer response were vital to continue learning about possible ways to continue promoting and expanding the product. This enabled MDC and RFI to solidify loan collection practices and resulted in 1,614 disbursed loans worth US$1.5 million in RFI’s 44 target municipalities, by 2020. Nationally the platform disbursed more than $4 million to 4,480 rural entrepreneurs (53% of them women), showing that the product was profitable for MDC beyond RFI areas. These results have greatly exceeded the program’s target expectations. 
3. Facilitate CLA in implementation: As a strategy to promote collaboration, learning and adapting of this new digital solution, RFI learned how the digital loan app worked in practice, as well as challenges in implementation and lessons that allowed MDC to readjust their strategy for the second grant in 2019. Originally, MDC thought of only offering this product to existing members of the cooperative with a AAA credit rating. However, experience showed them that the digital loan was a viable product for other customers who showed a favorable financial history. This finding enabled MDC to expand and diversify its digital products, which now include other loans, digital insurance and payment channels. This joint learning resulted in more efficient problem-solving processes and adapting previous models to include technology and modern, digital channels. It also resulted in using the CLA approach to expand this to other financial institutions in other regions of Colombia. As such, RFI used its challenge fund to co-invest, collaborate, and promote similar responses from financial cooperative Coofisam, commercial bank Banco de Bogotá, digital app Movii and microfinance institution Crezcamos. 
4. Enable Adaptive Management: Having implemented this joint activity, RFI promoted activities to pause and reflect, evidence-based decision-making taking indicators and Performance Indicator Reference Sheets (PIRS) into account, adapting digital processes for other partner financial entities and using tools such as pivot forms to better manage data and communications.
	Context: Implementing this CLA approach allowed MDC and RFI to facilitate scenarios to pause and reflect to learn from implementation and adapt lessons learned in new activities. Its success enabled the financial cooperative to scale up the digital loan product to multiple market segments like rural Colombians in post-conflict municipalities and and Venezuelan migrants, while RFI helped other financial cooperatives apply lessons to develop their own digital finance products, reaching still more municipalities.
Colombia is a middle-income country and the third largest economy in Latin America. Despite its economic growth throughout the last decade, it remains very unequal regarding access to opportunities. This can be seen in the financial system which, despite its sophisticated nature, largely fails to serve rural and isolated areas. From the high costs of microfinance to the extreme difficulties to reach most rural areas, Colombia's rural regions face a myriad of barriers to access formal, legal and regulated financial services.
To address this, USAID designed a cooperation strategy in 2014 with four main objectives, including "Improved conditions for inclusive, rural economic growth." Striving towards this objective prompted designing a program such as  RFI, committed to reducing barriers of risk, cost, and information, to help producers access financial services, ultimately boosting economic growth and working to break mutually reinforcing cycles of inequality and conflict.
USAID included a challenge fund aimed at encouraging the private sector to test new digital solutions and other innovations that would improve financial inclusion and bank the rural population efficiently. Through the challenge fund, RFI co-invested with partner MDC in designing and launching a digital loan for rural customers, called Credifácil.
This initiative started in 2018 and laid the groundwork to strengthen a public-private partnership between MDC and USAID aimed at developing and promoting a digital strategy for the cooperative. Said strategy was based on a new digital credit product that customers could access via an app and continues to serve more customers, including rural population in post-conflict municipalities, and more recently, the migrant population from Venezuela, which is largely unbanked.
	Impact 2: Our CLA approach included a heavy focus on external collaboration, pausing and reflecting for adaptation and monitoring and evaluation. These aspects combined led to a successful digital loan product that helps remove barriers of access for rural Colombians who otherwise would be unable to regularly access a branch office to get financial services. Perhaps the most important way a CLA approach is contributing towards meeting the development objective is that rigorous information and data from both the process and its results makes for a compelling business case that can be submitted to the private sector, as to encourage it to participate in rural development because it is a win-win situation. Digital financial products reduce transaction cost, time, and risk for financial institution and customer alike, especially in isolated rural communities that face violence and other challenges. Collaborating with the private sector to implement these business-driven solutions contributes to sustainability of financial inclusion and Colombia’s Journey to self- reliance. 
The number of loans and disbursed amounts best express the effects of implementing activities with CLA.
Digital loans awarded nation-wide 2019 - 2020: 4,480 loans worth more than $4 million
Digital loans in 44 of RFI’s target municipalities through 2020: 1,614 loans worth a total of US$1.5 million (included in the $4 million nation-wide)
Progress in internal processes:  Expanding the reach to new credit products;  strengthening synergies between the departments of Technology and Innovation, Marketing and Communications to better plan, design and launch digital products that are appealing to the cooperative’s customer base.
Pause and Reflect:  During RFI’s first intervention (2018-2019), customers expressed their mistrust of and reluctance to use digital channels, even though they were aware of their advantages such as agility and lower costs; 85% of users needed an advisor to set up the loan and 90% said they had no information about the terms and conditions. This resulted in adaptations to address customer concerns. 
Video on impact: https://drive.google.com/file/d/1sf-TetWnyuknOEwIb2NtB1EcQrvdBqHr/view?usp=sharing 


