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Summary:

The Bureau for Resilience and Food Security manages a very large portfolio and generates a vast amount
of evidence on a yearly basis. Despite past efforts, the Bureau had been unsuccessful in formalizing an
introspective exercise to take stock of evidence generated, identify learning, and propose
recommendations that influence the decision-making processes of the Bureau.

Given the collaborative nature of the exercise, and the requirement for evidence based learning, many of
the CLA principles were adopted from the design stage of the Evidence Cycle. The core team adapted the
design to the recommendations received during the consultation process with technical staff and
leadership, and took advantage of the culture and processes already in place to ensure best results.

This work resulted in a Bureau-wide Pause and Reflect, a set of presentations from each Center and
Office on their main evidence, as well as learning and 48 action recommendations for the Bureau (from all
Centers and Offices, including five which were jointly created by two of the Bureaus technical Centers).



1. WHAT: What is the general context in which the case takes place? What organizational or

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

The Bureau for Resilience and Food Security (RSF) manages a large portfolio that aims to advance
inclusive agriculture-led growth, resilience, and nutrition; and water security, sanitation, and hygiene in
priority countries to help them accelerate and protect development progress. RFS leads coordination of the
U.S. Government's Feed the Future initiative to achieve the goals of the U.S. Government Global Food
Security Strategy to reduce hunger, poverty, and malnutrition. It also leads implementation of the U.S.
Government's Global Water Strategy to reach more families and communities with clean water and safe
sanitation, and co-leads implementation of the Multi-sectoral Nutrition Strategy.

New evidence and learning are generated each year on topics that are of importance to the RFS portfolio
and to meeting the Bureau’s goals. However, given multiple priorities, RFS leadership and staff have found
it difficult to carve out time to discuss new learnings and their implications, especially without a formal
process in place. Previous efforts to formalize such a process did not fully include RFS staff in the process
of identifying learnings, and thus resulted in limited engagement.

To address this gap, the Bureau committed to an Evidence Cycle in its Functional Strategy. The Evidence
Cycle aims to build on past experiences to help the RFS capture, distill and share the evidence and
learning from the (recent) past, and turn it into actionable proposals and recommendations that can
influence the decision-making processes of the Bureau.

2. What two CLA Sub-Components are most clearly reflected in your case?
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3. HOW: What steps did you take to apply CLA approaches to address the challenge or
opportunity described above?

- To ensure a collaborative approach, the Bureau began by conducting focus groups with the
Division Chiefs of RFS Centers/Offices, due to the fact that they sit between technical experts and RFS
leadership. We also spoke with members of other Bureaus that had experience (both successes and
failures) with similar introspective exercises.

- To co-write a guidance note that described the Evidence Cycle process, the Bureau assembled a
group from the Analysis and Learning Division that included expertise in Knowledge Management,
Learning, and Metrics & Methods. The guidance note served two purposes: it was to become the guiding
document for all yearly activities included in the Cycle; and it also served as a proposal, to be presented
to the Front Office (FO) in order to get their buy-in.

- To remain accountable and stay on track, the Bureau established a meeting cadence with the
internal working group.

- As the document began to take shape, the Bureau understood that it was going to have to be
flexible and adapt the process, depending on the timing of the work programs of the Bureau, the allotted
slots for discussions with the FO and the other C/O, and the potential for pushback.

- Some of the most important changes came in this stage, like trying to adjust for the division
between OUs that focused on programmatic instead of technical issues, but that needed to be included
to enrich the Evidence Cycle conversation. Continuous improvements came from the openness that the
Bureau tried to have throughout the process of design, during which the Bureau included
recommendations from the working group, as well as from what the Bureau heard from different
operational units about their priorities, and from similar past attempts at introspective work that had left
colleagues disappointed.

- Once the guidance was good enough, and with full knowledge that it would remain a live
document that would shift and adapt as the Bureau rolled it out, the Bureau began designing the
different job aids, templates and other resources that the operational units would need in order to focus
on what was important and not get lost in the process.

- As the core team presented the guidance to the centers and offices, the team realized some of
the definitions were too vague for those who had not been in the design working group for the last
months. In order to clarify without disincentivizing creativity, the core team came up with a set of
definitions, and accompanied them with examples of what type of evidence (mostly, that which had been
gathered tacitly throughout the year by colleagues from the same operational unit, instead of from
traditional, peer-reviewed works) and what type of process needed to happen in order to transform the
guidance into learning.

- Once there was more clarity, the core team decided to roll out the different components of the
Cycle separately, to ensure that the team was getting full attention to the details that needed to be dealt
with, and that they were doing so in the right order. The first component was going to be the Pause and
Reflect.

- After the roll out, the core team worked to get buy-in from ODs to assign POCs to carry out the
process. These direct connections between the core Evidence Cycle group and the C/O were critical.

- Once the team gave POCs an end date for them to turn in their products (a presentation to the
entire Bureau on three to five of their most important learnings, evidence to support them, and a set of
recommendations for the Bureau), the team split their timeline into a sort of agreed upon Gantt chart that
helped organize their C/Os to do Pause and Reflect, to rank or prioritize their learnings, and to build a
compelling presentation that would inform the Bureau of their work.



4. RESULTS: Choose one of the following questions to answer.

We know you may have answers in mind for both questions; However please choose one to highlight as part of this
case story

B. ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS

This process would not have been possible without the basic knowledge of CLA that exists in the Bureau.
The constraints and pushback that we expected to receive were all on the side of Centers or Offices not
seeing the value of balancing their very busy schedules with another stream of work we were offering.
Instead, we encountered highly enthusiastic teams that really saw the Evidence Cycle as a valuable
opportunity to pause and reflect internally; while also being able to come together as a Bureau to share
and learn from others, about what they were working on and what they had learned.

The pushback we received was mostly in the form of concern for the process not circling back and
showing participants the follow-up components. Participating teams requested sterner accountability from
Senior Staff. They also demanded a promise that recommendations made were not only going to be
heard, but that teams would receive feedback on recommendations, and a response as to whether or not
they would be moved forward, or needed to be altered in order to be taken on as a new way for the
Bureau to do business.



5. ENABLING CONDITIONS: How have enabling conditions - resources (time/money/staff),
organizational culture, or business/work processes - influenced your results? How would
you advise others to navigate any challenges you may have faced?

The results obtained as well as the difficulties in implementing were highly dependent on the enabling
conditions.

Having Front Office support allowed the team to approach Centers and Offices with full confidence that their
directors had been briefed on the importance that the FO was putting into this process. At the same time, it
must be acknowledged that the time and budget given to the Centers and Offices, both to do their Pause
and Reflect exercises and ready their presentations, will need to be increased in future iterations.

As mentioned before, the organizational culture allowed for open conversations with technical staff, who the
team included early on in the process, so as to develop a relationship. Due to the culture of the Bureau,
colleagues saw importance in taking stock of the evidence they had produced in the last year, and in trying
to extract learnings. They also found the simple act of meeting as a Bureau to exchange information on
what is happening inside Centers/Offices to be important.

In terms of the process, the team made an effort to roll out the resources and work plan around the time
Centers and Offices had to complete their portfolio reviews. This meant that their introspective work on
technical learning, as well as on their operations and budgetary implications, could be done simultaneously.
In general, some of the feedback received pointed to the importance of seeing how the decision-making
process occurred, and the importance of being part of it.

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.
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