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USAID/Somalia and implementing 
partner staff listen to feedback 
from a group work session during 
a Pause and Reflect held in 
September 2022. Credit: Eloi Yao.



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?

2. What two CLA Sub-Components are most clearly reflected in your case?



3. HOW: What steps did you take to apply CLA approaches to address the challenge or

opportunity described above?



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



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 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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	Case Title: Ask questions, generate learning, use learning (Wash, Rinse, Repeat)
	Submitter: Stephen Okoth, Tina Byenkya 
	Organization: USAID/Somalia
	Summary: Somalia has faced decades of instability, intercommunal conflict, and humanitarian crises. This has resulted in a dynamic and complex operating environment. In the last two years, Somalia experienced two significant contextual shifts which directly influenced implementation and progress against the USAID/Somalia CDCS development objectives. The Mission’s approach to CLA was dispersed and inconsistently practiced. The Mission recognized that it risked ignoring unintended results and alternative causes or non-linear change. In a context like Somalia, this can mean decisions that negatively impact communities. 

The Mission’s approach to CLA creates opportunities for Mission staff and partners to identify the right questions, better engage with research and data, and use learning to make better decisions or adjustments. This CLA case describes two specific ways the Mission is rolling out this approach: a bi-annual strategy-level Pause and Reflect, supplemented by quarterly performance reviews, and a staggered Mid-Course Stocktaking. 

The approach to CLA has started to create safer spaces to ask questions. The Mission asks more questions around what is unknown. The Mission’s approach to CLA has provided the space and time to gather evidence, reflect on evidence and make sound, unrushed decisions on adaptations and shifts to the CDCS. This approach has also served as a way for the Mission to model articulation of questions, generation of learning to respond to questions, reflection on learning, and decision making. 

	Context: Somalia has faced decades of instability, intercommunal conflict, and humanitarian crises. This has resulted in a dynamic and complex operating environment. USAID/Somalia is also a relatively new mission. The first Mission Director was sworn in 2019 and the Mission developed its first Country Development Cooperation Strategy (CDCS) in 2020.  
 
In the last two years, Somalia experienced two significant contextual shifts, which directly influenced implementation and progress against the CDCS development objectives. Firstly, spontaneous community-led uprisings against al-Shabaab (AS) gained momentum in the second half of 2022, galvanizing government efforts to exert greater control over newly recovered territory of Somalia. Secondly, Somalia has faced a severe food security crisis due to a prolonged drought. As a consequence, households’ resilience across Somalia has been decimated. Nearly a quarter of the population is internally displaced, while many more are vulnerable to losing their livelihoods. 

During a Pause and Reflect in 2022, Mission staff noted that the Mission’s approach to CLA was dispersed and inconsistently practiced. Without stepping back and reflecting on learning, the Mission recognized that it risked ignoring unintended results and alternative causes or non-linear change. In a context like Somalia, this can mean decisions that negatively impact communities, either by continuing to fund an inappropriate intervention, missing out on who is most in need in a community, or missing an opportunity that can be leveraged for greater effects. 

	Dropdown2: [Pause & Reflect]
	CLA Approach: The Mission took the following steps: 
1. Increasing learning generated at a strategy and activity level. This was done so the Mission can better understand whether it is asking itself the most important questions, and finding answers that are relevant to decision making.
2. Increasing opportunities for reflecting on whether the Mission is using the learning that is generated to make better decisions and adjustments.

This CLA case describes two specific ways the Mission is rolling out this approach.

Pause and Reflect: The Mission’s previous portfolio reviews had an over-focus on accountability. In practice, this translated into a presentation of lists of indicators. The Mission missed the opportunity to reflect on the interaction between the activity and context, and consistent strategy-level reflection. The Mission amended its approach to a bi-annual strategy-level Pause and Reflect, supplemented by quarterly performance reviews. 

The bi-annual strategy-level Pause and Reflect facilitates Mission and implementing partner (IP) reflection on context and progress against CDCS pivots and results. In planning for each Pause and Reflect, the Mission identifies opportunities for Mission staff and IPs to lead facilitation for specific sessions. This approach is critical to building the Mission's inventory of participatory approaches and facilitation champions, and to strengthening the Mission's capacity to encourage candid conversations. For example, during the September 2022 Pause and Reflect, the Mission brought together development and humanitarian IPs to discuss the impact of the drought that was impacting Somalia at the time. 

The Pause and Reflect is supplemented by an amended quarterly review, which includes a discussion on performance. The performance review is based on questions that the Mission is asking itself on activity-level performance. Examples of questions that have guided previous performance reviews are: (1) "Where are activities working, and which subsets of the population are they targeting?" or (2) "What insights do we have from activity contributions to existing drought responses?" While quarterly reviews might seem daunting to an outsider, in reality these are 90 minute meetings in which Office Directors and selected FSNs give a quick overview of major events within their portfolios. These reviews are attended by all staff (including humanitarian staff), and as a result they help with the coordination, layering, and sequencing of programming. 

Mid-course Stocktaking: The Mission is currently in the midst of its mid-course stocktaking. Its approach leverages existing meetings to mitigate against a burdensome approach. The mid-course stocktaking was planned over six months and around five roundtables. This staggered approach provides multiple opportunities for collaboration, the generation of learning, and reflection. The roundtables include discussions on: programming in areas newly recovered from al-Shabaab, understanding what resilience means in a post-drought Somalia, marginalization-sensitive programming, adapting the localization agenda to the Somalia context, and reviewing progress against both DOs. The midcourse stocktaking will end with a decision making meeting around recommendations that come out of the various roundtables. 

	Dropdown1: [Continuous Learning & Improvement]
	Dropdown3: [B. ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS]
	Factors: The Mission’s Front Office has supported shifts to the Mission’s CLA approach. This has included speaking to the importance of putting in place a culture that’s safe enough to openly share successes and failures. This has also included asking Mission staff to articulate how they are using generated learning in decision making around activity design and implementation.

The Mission’s relationships and networks have also been critical. The Program Office has worked closely with technical teams to prepare for shifts to its CLA approach. During the Mission’s March 2022 strategy-level Pause and Reflect, the Program Office led a Mission reflection on the status of CLA. This was critical in laying the foundation for upcoming shifts, and in understanding Mission expectations and needs. Technical teams have continued to work with the Program Office to identify ways to generate learning around unanswered questions. 

Challenges to this approach include: (1) fatigue around learning, and (2) limited capacity to engage in learning. To mitigate the first challenge, Missions must ensure that generated learning is directly linked to upcoming decisions by all staff. In some cases, this might mean identifying ‘low hanging fruit' when it comes to types of decisions, and using these to demonstrate how the right information at the right time can be critical. To mitigate the second challenge, missions should ensure that all Mission staff feel confident in their ability to engage with the information that is being generated through learning and collaboration activities. A CLA approach that generates information that is overwhelming or too complex is not useful.

	DEVELOPM ENT RESULTS or ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS: USAID/Somalia's approach to CLA has started to create safer spaces to ask questions. Mission staff and IPs ask more questions around what is unknown. This has led to higher demand for different types of learning, and to increased opportunities for reflection. For example, the Mission is currently asking questions about whether we are investing in the right approaches to strengthen household- and community-capacity to navigate and respond to shocks and stresses. In response, the Mission is starting to collect evidence or information against this question at the activity and strategy level. This information will be included in future Mission and IP gatherings where we continue to ask ourselves: 1) What are we learning, 2) How should we adapt our programming based on learning, 3) What did we get right or wrong in our strategy, and 4) How should we adapt our strategy to reflect what we have learned? 

During the bi-annual Pause and Reflect sessions, technical teams have noted that they feel better able to connect their activities and technical portfolio to the Mission strategy. The quarterly reviews have provided a forum for sharing successes and challenges stemming from activity implementation. The triangulation of performance management alongside finance, contracts, and design has helped to showcase a fuller and more nuanced picture of the activities’ performance.

The Mission’s staggered approach to the mid-course stocktaking has provided staff the space and time to gather evidence, reflect, and make sound, unhurried decisions on adaptations and shifts to the CDCS. This approach has enabled the Mission to model CLA in practice: articulating questions, generating learning to respond to questions, reflecting on learning, and making decisions. As a result of the staggered approach, the Mission’s CDCS most likely will be revised to reflect current programming based on ever-changing circumstances in Somalia. 








