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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: Nadia Shadravan
	Organization: USAID/Uganda
	Caption: Sunflower oilseed production and processing by Ngetta Tropical Holdings Limited in Northern Uganda. Credit: Chemonics, Youth Leadership for Agriculture Activity.
	Case Title: Youth Leadership for Agriculture Activity, Uganda: Learning to Walk the Talk
	Image_af_image: 
	Summary: Uganda has the world’s second youngest population and the gap between those who are able to find employment and those who are not is growing. Each year 400,000 youth enter the labor market, competing for only 80,000 formal jobs. With an economy reliant on agriculture for growth and food security, Uganda sits at a critical juncture of its growth prospects. In response to this context the USAID Uganda mission designed the Feed the Future Uganda Youth Leadership for Agriculture activity; recognizing that youth-centered initiatives must be a critical piece of USAID Uganda’s development strategy.

CLA is a foundational pillar to the current USAID Uganda CDCS. This means that Activities have been designed to promote continuous learning and adaptive management and that a culture of learning is being fostered both within YLA, its partners and also with and by the COR at the mission.

At the center of YLA’s approach to engaging youth is the commitment to learning both internally and externally. The knowledge generated from our learning agenda has enabled the Activity to better understand failures, limit constraints, and pivot both interventions and staff mindsets to address them. At each step of the learning cycle, the Mission and the COR have adopted an open approach to change, creating a safe space for conversation. In fact, creating that space has extended so far as to not consider failures as failures, but simply as steps along a path of further refinement of the activity’s approach. 
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	Impact: The strategic principles that have guided YLA’s approach to adaptive management in its interventions include the principle of ‘walking the talk’, which reinforces the concept that YLA can have the most impact on achieving transformational results when it leads by example. 

One of the ways YLA has walked the talk is by changing the organizational structure to be more responsive to the needs of partners. The initial staffing design that YLA had used to structure its own teams in technical silos but both USAID and YLA quickly realized that this did not meet the needs of partners well. In response to this feedback and in concurrence with the COR, YLA reorganized its teams and also provided business training so that all YLA staff could provide the holistic support that partners needed.

YLA’s learning has also impacted its internal recruitment process. Initially YLA would recruit staff using standard approaches, such as technical and professional requirements, and would advertise using traditional means. This resulted in getting typical candidates that might not represent the organizational culture that YLA was trying to build. In response to this, YLA structured its interview process differently opening it up to a wide range of staff to join in the interview panel and emphasizing the organizational values of CLA as a primary requirement of the position. In addition, to represent inclusive and gender sensitive values, YLA started encouraging women and marginalized groups to apply in position advertisements and through partner selection. 

	CLA Approach: Inherent in YLA’s approach is the concept of adaptive management—a rigorous learning process that allows YLA to build on successes, learn from failures, and make timely evidence-based course corrections to improve outcomes. One of the most fundamental processes in adaptive management is the pivot—the idea that successful entrepreneurs and businesses change directions based on evidence or new information, but stay grounded in what they have learned. In the context of YLA, pivoting allows the Activity to be responsive and flexible to these signals so it is not weighed down by failures while leveraging costs and opportunities from previous experiences. Over time, pivoting may lead an Activity from their original set of interventions to new ones, but with common threads that link each iteration to its foundational principles and contractual objectives.   
 
The first three years of learning taught YLA how to be more responsive to partner needs and demonstrated that some private sector partners are learning, out of necessity, how to pivot quicker to be even more responsive to the opportunities and demands of the market system. The concept of the pivot acknowledges that as entities learn and grow, their needs and strengths change and they need to pivot again. This approach has led the Activity to focus its efforts on core concepts such as 'design in reverse' which designs partnerships in a way that emphasizes partners’ needs and the intended outcome of the partnership, as opposed to designing the partnership to fit into the programmatic objectives of the Activity. 
 
As YLA moves into the final two years of implementation it is working to position itself to leave a sustainable legacy of increasing economic opportunities for youth in agriculture by tapping into youth entrepreneurship and embracing the creativity and ingenuity that private partners bring to the table. This has gone hand in hand with a willingness to actively learn, improve and adjust—whether through partner advances in their business or lessons learned from intervention successes and failures. This was highlighted at a recent all-staff strategy session where the team reflected on the qualitative and quantitative performance of the activity to date. This session encouraged a shift in mindsets from “knower to learner” so staff and partners become more willing to embrace failure, step outside of their comfort zones, and view learning as an opportunity. It allowed time for a brief pause in interventions and encouraged a thoughtful review of partnership deals, which culminated in a “Fail Fest” - a celebration of failures that emphasize mistakes are learning opportunities rather than a cause for embarrassment or punishment.
 
The “Fail Fest” gave technical and operational teams from the four economic corridors and Kampala a chance to foster an open discussion of problems and challenges with their peers in a supportive learning environment. Teams asked themselves five questions: 
·        What did we set out to do?
·        What did we actually do?
·        Why did it happen this way?
·        What do we do next time?
·        Which interventions do we sustain, improve upon, and/or get rid of?
The answers to these questions helped identify failures in partnership deals, whether there were opportunities to pivot during the intervention, or what lessons could be applied to current and future partnerships. The result was the recognition that in Year 4 of implementation the Activity needs to shift to Building on the Partner Pivot to maximize the speed at which lessons learned are captured, identified, and applied to partner interventions. If partnerships no longer make business sense, YLA will end them while refocusing efforts on scaling up what is working. 


 


	Why: CLA is a foundational pillar to the current USAID Uganda CDCS. Mission Leadership has committed to and promoted CLA at every level of USAID Uganda’s work. This means that Activities have been designed to promote continuous learning and adaptive management and that a culture of learning is being fostered both within YLA, its partners and also with and by the COR at the mission. Mission staff have an understanding of the flexibility that CLA requires and the principle that ‘how we work is as important as what we do.’ Ultimately, USAID and its partners have committed to CLA because we know it will guide us to make better programming decisions and have greater impact. 

YLA has been successful thus far in increasing youth opportunities in agriculture because CLA has accelerated the understanding of what it means to support dynamic private sector partners. This has involved collaborating with a variety of partners across sectors and includes the co-design of interventions, the co-location of YLA with other USAID Activities, and the convergence of ideas, resources, indicators, data, and funding. To date, YLA has leveraged USD $13,015,390 from private sector partners, while contributing USD $1,536,016.  

At the center of YLA’s approach to engaging youth is the commitment to learning both internally as evidenced by mid-year strategy sessions and quarterly all-staff reflection events, and externally as YLA’s sharing of evidence, analysis, and learning at the Global Youth Economic Opportunities Summit, and the USAID-hosted “Youth-led Innovations: The Journey to Self-Reliance Event” has demonstrated. The knowledge generated from our learning agenda has enabled the Activity to better understand failures, limit constraints, and pivot both interventions and staff mindsets to address them. At each step of the learning cycle, the Mission and the COR have adopted an open approach to change, creating a safe space for conversation. In fact, creating that space has extended so far as to not consider failures as failures, but simply as steps along a path of further refinement of the activity’s approach. 
	Context: USAID/Uganda’s Country Development Cooperation Strategy 2016-2021 (CDCS) frames a bold approach for addressing the root causes and constraints affecting the everyday lives of Ugandans. We don’t merely want to improve a set of development results – we want to substantially contribute to changing the trajectory of Uganda’s social and economic development. This kind of change requires both mission staff and implementing partners (IPs) to work in fundamentally different ways. 

Uganda has the world’s second youngest population and the gap between those who are able to find employment and those who are not is growing. Each year 400,000 youth enter the labor market competing for only 80,000 formal jobs. With an economy reliant on agriculture for growth and food security, Uganda sits at a critical juncture of its growth prospects. In response to this context, the USAID Uganda mission designed the Feed the Future Uganda Youth Leadership for Agriculture activity; recognizing that youth-centered initiatives must be a critical piece of USAID Uganda’s development strategy. YLA is at the forefront of taking a business approach to development by working with and through the local private sector to facilitate growth, which generates more options for youth in agriculture, better equips them to adjust to shocks and stresses, as well as to take advantage of new opportunities that arise from change in the market system.

	Lessons Learned: Do not try to compartmentalize CLA. Let it take a life and identity of its own as it applies to your activity. The beauty and the challenge of CLA is that there is no single recipe book. Each team must decide what CLA means in their context, and work hard every day to live by its principles. Below are some lessons learned from YLA thus far:
1. Change Your Team’s Mindset: The most important step to implement CLA is instilling a mindset among the team in which everyone is listening and looking for opportunities to improve development impact. Behavior Change takes time, so on YLA, we practice. We talk as a team about opportunities to learn and adapt and when we find them, we call them out. The CLA process and effort must be owned by the whole team.
2. Walk the Talk: To take a CLA approach to development, we cannot operate on autopilot. We must internalize the goals of our project and be relentless in looking for new and better ways to achieve those goals. The best way to internalize your project’s goals is to walk the talk in everything you do. YLA is about empowering youth and we take that message to heart in our daily operations. By holding ourselves to the same standard that we are asking of our grantees, partners, and beneficiaries, we become more in tune with our goals and can make sure we are truly executing those goals.
3. Design in Reverse: Before beginning any initiative, we start by asking our partners and beneficiaries what they need. It is easy to begin with preconceived notions or to focus on our own agendas and indicator targets, but it is important to set that aside and listen to what is working, what is not and adapt if we want to be effective.
4. Don’t fear failure, embrace it: For CLA to thrive organically, there must be culture where everyone can share and learn from each other without the fear of getting it wrong. 
Truly adopting CLA will require abandoning the fallacy that development professionals can accurately predict how an activity's three to five years will play out. It is time to recognize that none of us have a crystal ball, and open ourselves up to a process of collaborating, learning, and adapting so we can all do development better.
	Factors: Mindset change and fear of failure were the biggest obstacles to overcome in implementing a CLA approach. The mindset of our teams and our partners was one where they only tuned in to approaches with which they were comfortable. While the use of technology helped address some of these challenges, the time needed to train and adopt these technologies can limit how fast CLA permeates the activity. Lastly, the skills required by staff to perform the job don't just come naturally. YLA has had to invest considerable time and money to improve staff capacities on performance, time and relationship management, on being business mentors, and on efficient deal making. Staff turnover is constant and therefore leveling of skills has become a constant demand and constraint. 

Enablers of our CLA approach include:
- USAID Uganda Mission's predisposition to listen, and willingness to adapt. For example, seeing that our quarterly and annual reporting system was more of a time burden than it was useful to the team, the COR recommended a serious reduction in content and supported YLA to adopt a primarily visual approach to representing quarterly and annual progress. This led to greater utility of the report beyond just the management team.
- Letting ourselves learn: YLA has adopted a mindset that allows us to apply CLA everyday. We do not try to box it in or wait to experience it only through scheduled events. 
- Common Data: We make data available for everybody but invest time in analyzing it to improve decision making.  
- Use of Technology: Through the use of Chemonics’ web-based Results Management System (RMS) and a CRM sales software, Pipedrive, we use common platforms that integrate teams internally and externally. USAID, our partners and staff both in Uganda and abroad all have access to common dashboards, share process road maps and data, and communicate using the same tools. 
- No lip service: At YLA partnership is not just a word, it means coordination, collaboration, and convergence whereby all the players come together to get dirty and take responsibility, mutually. We are not judges, rather partners who stand to lose and benefit equally.
	Impact 2: By adapting to design in reverse, YLA has reversed its approach by letting partner-led co-creation identify pain points that get in the way of youth engagement. Value-add propositions are then designed whereby partners pivot through YLA support to maximize profit and achieve sustained growth versus trying to pursue funding to report on YLA indicators as a measure of sustainability and success. Partner business performance indicators are then aligned by YLA to meet contractual deliverables.

For example, in April 2017 YLA partnered with Ngetta Tropical Holdings (NTH) to strengthen its supply chain of 6000 youth oilseed sunflower growers belonging to 13 cooperatives. Without YLA support and responding to market demands, NTH pivoted from one growing season to another scaling to 24,000 outgrowers and more than 40 cooperatives. YLA responded to this pivot with a $64K value-add proposition leveraging $1.3M from NTH to expand the partnership to include Mobipay, a digital payment gateway that now provides NTH the ability to trace youth farmer production, while processing mobile and cash payments through single entry transactions reducing risks and costs. Finding the "right partner" and pivoting from funding the business to quickly adding value where a business link is broken have redefined how sustainable development can be achieved through partner-led approaches that override donor-dependency. Since July 2015, YLA has made important strides towards harnessing productive partnerships and youthful energy to economic opportunities for youth, reaching 140,543 youth (51% female and 49% male). To date, YLA has partnered with 410 businesses, increasing incomes through agricultural production; trained 37,830 youth on market driven skills; and created 19,878 full time equivalent jobs and over 43,900 new employment opportunities for youth. YLA’s accomplishments demonstrate that private sector facilitation can not only create the necessary employment opportunities for Ugandan youth, but also boost resilience and improve learning outcomes, ultimately reducing long-term dependency on foreign aid.


