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Summary:

IDEAL (Implementer-Led Design, Evidence, Analysis and Learning) is a 5-year activity funded by USAID’s Bureau
for Humanitarian Assistance (BHA), that works to improve the quality and impact of humanitarian and resilience
programming across the food security community by addressing priority knowledge and capacity gaps. When
COVID-19 hit, IDEAL had to cancel the in-person Knowledge Sharing Meeting, a peer-to-peer learning event, and
find new ways to support implementers as they adapted to the pandemic. IDEAL'’s challenge was to quickly
understand the challenges implementers were facing due to COVID-19 and design virtual opportunities for
peer-to-peer learning and collaboration. Applying a CLA approach helped IDEAL to successfully launch and
implement the COVID-19 Learning Series, only weeks after the pandemic hit. Applying the concepts of M&E for
Learning, Adaptive Management, and Knowledge Management allowed IDEAL to align with the Implementers’
evolving needs and varied contexts. The key concepts of Internal and External Collaboration helped IDEAL establish
effective approaches to online peer-to peer learning and facilitated stakeholders’ ability to work together to deliver on
shared goals. The Learning Series’ first 26 events engaged 1,466 unique participants from 385 organizations. A
majority (61%) participated from Africa, Asia, and Latin America. In post-event surveys, 64.7% of respondents
indicated that they had applied event learnings and 76.0% of respondents indicated that the quality of their work had
improved because of attending the event. With IDEAL’s improved and agile internal processes, strengthened
relationships with stakeholders, and growing expertise in online collaboration, the activity is positioned to serve
implementing partners better and, in turn, contribute to positive development outcomes.

Which two subcomponents of the Collaborating, Learning & Adapting (CLA) Framework are
most reflected in your case? Please reference them in your submission.
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1. WHAT: 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?

IDEAL is implemented by a consortium that includes Save the Children, Mercy Corps, and TANGO International
with technical support in CLA from Acute Incite. Our goal is to improve the quality and impact of humanitarian and
resilience programming across the food security community by addressing priority knowledge and capacity gaps.
Unique to IDEAL is a focus on promoting peer-to-peer learning and collaboration among food security implementers.
Before COVID-19 hit, our primary mechanism of engagement with implementers was through in-person events. The
annual Knowledge Sharing Meeting (KSM)—IDEAL's biggest event—was being planned for June 2020 in Dubai.
When COVID-19 halted travel rapidly, we had to cancel the KSM and find new and meaningful ways to connect with
partners and support them as they adapted and responded to the pandemic.

Our new challenge was to quickly understand what issues implementers were grappling with due to the pandemic
and design opportunities for peer-to-peer learning and collaboration in a virtual setting. With our biggest deliverable for
the food security community cancelled, we needed to find a new objective to rally behind as a consortium. Little did we
know at the time, this challenge would last through the Life of the Activity (LOA).

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

CLA is built into the implementation and management of our activity. Every year while we develop annual work
plans, we are tasked with being attuned and responsive to evolving needs of implementers and BHA. It requires a
highly adaptive project management approach, that is ready to adjust our work plans, budgets, and staffing as needed
to draw in additional expertise from our consortium and consultants.

However, the disruption posed by COVID-19 required us to take our CLA approach to the next level. With
implementers facing a new set of challenges, we could no longer purely rely on our theory of change. We had to
collect and act on new information. Because implementers’ challenges and priorities evolved quickly during the
pandemic, we had to find a new way of implementing: one that was dependent on feedback loops, adaptive
management, and continuous learning. This required an internal culture shift for IDEAL. To effectively act on
something new, we needed to consider new methods of internal collaboration and new skills to continue innovating in
the virtual space. Lastly, with all these changes, we recognized the imperative of bringing our key stakeholders along
as collaborators and co-designers of what would become IDEAL’s COVID-19 Learning Series.



3. How: 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.

When COVID-19 struck in 2020, we pivoted to support implementers as they adapted and responded to the
pandemic. First, we piloted an online discussion of challenges and strategies for M&E in the time of COVID-19. This
event attracted over 1,200 registrants, which confirmed the need and interest of implementers.

To identify implementers’ challenges, we consulted the community broadly through a survey as well as consulted
our Program Advisory Committee (PAC). Through this engagement, we solidified the five learning streams under
the COVID-19 Learning Series. These were: Monitoring & Evaluation; Strategic Management; Online Collaboration;
At-Risk Populations; and Cash, Voucher, and Food Distribution.

IDEAL and the USAID/BHA learning team co-created a vision and guiding principles for the Learning Series
(External Collaboration). Each learning stream would take implementers on a learning experience based on their
needs; foster peer-to-peer learning, problem-solving, and community; focus on the application of learning; and use
technology to enable online participation, beyond the usual webinars. And we wanted to move fast.

To bring this vision to life, IDEAL re-organized teams, and re-purposed resources. We formed cross-functional
teams to support activities under each learning stream (Internal Collaboration). Each team included technical staff,
production staff, and a facilitator who specialized in virtual learning design. It was an all-team effort. The previously
dedicated Microsoft (MS) Teams platform for the KSM was re-purposed to become the IDEAL COVID-19 Response
group. Individual MS Teams channels were created for each learning stream and each team “worked out loud,”
shared updates, and saved documentation in their channels for everyone on IDEAL to see (Knowledge
Management). Implementers were considered co-designers of the learning streams. The learning streams were
kicked off with a discussion-based event that elicited implementers’ challenges and priorities to determine learning
stream offerings (External Collaboration; M&E for Learning).

We recognized that implementers’ priorities were constantly evolving. Thus, we developed an iterative
stakeholder engagement approach to ensure that each engagement was grounded in the community’s needs. Each
engagement was informed by data from the previous engagement and supplemented with Key Informant Interviews
(KII) and registration data. That event’s data then informed the next event, and so on (Adaptive Management; M&E
for Learning).

Each event facilitated peer-to-peer tacit knowledge sharing. IDEAL also codified knowledge and made it explicit,
as appropriate, so that it was accessible to the entire food security community. We distilled information from the
events through blog posts and FAQ documents. Online collaboration on Google Docs/Slides and Miro also allowed
for real-time knowledge capture. We disseminated event products and recordings in follow-up emails to participants,
shared them in the FSN Network newsletter, and posted them on the dedicated COVID-19 Learning Series
webpage on the FSN Network website (Knowledge Management).

As weeks turned into months and then years, the pivot of the COVID-19 Learning Stream became a model for
how IDEAL operates. IDEAL hosted the Food Security COVID-19 Learning Event virtually in June 2021 which
brought together USAID/BHA implementers to pause and reflect on the lessons learned during the pandemic,
explore innovations and adaptations, discuss the implications and applicability of lessons learned and adaptations
across contexts to situations beyond COVID-19, and establish and strengthen relationships for peer-to-peer
collaboration and learning. The event brought together over 500 participants from 55 countries, of which 76% were
country- or project-based attendees.

In all, applying the key CLA concepts of M&E for Learning, Adaptive Management, and Knowledge Management
allows us to stay aligned with implementers’ evolving needs and varied contexts. The key concepts of Internal and
External Collaboration help us continually examine new ways of working with each other and stakeholders to deliver
on shared goals.



4. ORGANIZATIONAL IMPACT: 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?

The most significant change was IDEAL'’s team culture. We are more comfortable and open to new ways of doing
business. Despite not always having a clear roadmap for each learning stream, the team learned to embrace
ambiguity and make decisions adaptively.

Second, the Learning Series changed the way we collaborate with implementers. We learned that understanding
implementers’ needs does not stop at the first round of Klls, nor with our theory of change. Listening to changing
needs is an ongoing process, made possible by cultivating relationships: between IDEAL and implementers and
among implementers. This was echoed by our USAID/BHA AOR team, who commented that they are “so proud of
this work, all that IDEAL did to listen to partners, give them a venue to come together, really engaging with the
community on such a massive pivot—this is unparalleled in the agency.”

The Learning Series had the unexpected benefit of speeding up our own localization efforts by developing
expertise in virtual technology to deliver more inclusive learning events across time zones, languages, and levels of
connectivity. This technology enabled us to reach a wider range of frontline staff more frequently. Across all learning
stream engagements, 39% of participants were located in North America and Europe, while the majority — 61% —
participated from Africa, Asia, and Latin America and the Caribbean.

Now, in our fourth year of implementation, we continue to live out this change. We engage implementers during
activity development, confirming if work plan activities match needs. We then collaborate with implementers—through
our PAC, our peer communities, and through Klls--to gather feedback. Currently, IDEAL is designing a global
collaborative Knowledge Sharing Series which will convene humanitarian and resilience practitioners for a
peer-to-peer series of events to explore current thinking, practices, and challenges around
Humanitarian-Development-Peace Coherence.

5. DEVELOPMENT IMPACT: 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?

IDEAL seeks to improve and sustain food and nutrition security by supporting implementers to work more
effectively, collaborating with and learning from each other. Our CLA approach for the Learning Series has helped
implementers to work more effectively, and the internal learnings have shaped how IDEAL collaborates and iterates
on our activities. Our COVID-19 Learning Series of 26 events engaged 1,466 participants from 385 organizations. In
our post-event surveys, 64.7% of respondents indicated that they had applied event learnings and 76.0% of
respondents indicated that the quality of their work had improved as a result of attending the event.

The Learning Series improved implementers’ abilities to meet their objectives. Barack Kinanga, a Food Security
and Livelihood Advisor with CARE in Yemen, participated in IDEAL’s Application Lab, which convened a cohort of 22
field-based emergency program staff who, over five weeks, explored participant targeting adaptations. Due to the
impacts of COVID-19, Barack found that the criteria used for participant targeting was not reaching the most
vulnerable households needing emergency relief and food security assistance. As a result, Barack collaborated with
the Yemen Emergency Cluster to update and add flexibility to the cluster-wide targeting criteria and guidance in the
Yemen Humanitarian Response Plan. The criteria became the standard used by all agencies implementing and
supporting food security programs in Yemen. It was rolled out in May 2021.

An unexpected outcome was that IDEAL helped implementers pivot to online collaboration simply by pivoting
ourselves. By quickly moving our work online, designing interactive events, using online collaboration software, and
consistently iterating, IDEAL events serve as a learning space for implementers to experience and practice dynamic
online events themselves. Members of the Strategic Learning and Knowledge Sharing peer group, facilitated by
IDEAL, highlighted this outcome as one of the most valuable takeaways from the group.



6. 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?

Our strongest enabler in applying the CLA approach has been IDEAL leadership. First, our Senior Management
Team quickly supported the creation of cross-functional teams. There were no longer consortium member
organizations fulfilling distinct roles; instead, we truly came together as one IDEAL.

Our AOR also enabled our CLA approach by supporting and co-designing with us as we navigated the rapid
pivot. They welcomed our continuous re-shaping of priorities in response to evolving implementer needs, as
opposed to, say, a one-year “strategic plan.”

Lastly, the availability of and our creative use of a variety of technologies to collect data at critical moments
enabled our feedback loops. Our team was already well-versed with Kobo Collect (post-event surveys), Eventbrite
(event registration), and Zoom polls and Mentimeter, among others. We expanded our collection of tools to Google
Docs/Slides and Miro, not only as collaboration spaces but also as opportunities to learn about implementers’
priorities. Our existing knowledge management platforms—the FSN Network website and newsletter and the
communities and groups we convene—allowed us to reach our audiences beyond the live events.

As for obstacles, we faced low response rates to some post-event surveys which posed challenges in designing
the next engagement. To supplement the data gaps, we relied on our relationships with implementers and
interviewed a few of them to help us chart the next step forward.

Another challenge was that our agile teams often had too many members. Traditionally, agile teams—as defined
in the software development space—are meant to be small. Some of our teams grew, which slowed down
decision-making. We have since developed a thinking tool to predefine roles at the onset, which includes a change
log to document any changes in team composition and decision-making processes.

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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	Submitter: Camille Tacastacas & Maja Persson
	Organization: Save the Children
	Caption: Participants in the Gender Assessments in RFSAs Workshop Series, organized under the IDEAL COVID-19 Learning Series' At-Risk Populations Learning Stream. Screenshot taken on Dec. 10, 2020. Credit: Maja Persson, Save the Children
	Case Title: Using a CLA Approach for Global Peer- to-Peer Learning During COVID-19 
	Summary:    IDEAL (Implementer-Led Design, Evidence, Analysis and Learning) is a 5-year activity funded by USAID’s Bureau for Humanitarian Assistance (BHA), that works to improve the quality and impact of humanitarian and resilience programming across the food security community by addressing priority knowledge and capacity gaps. When COVID-19 hit, IDEAL had to cancel the in-person Knowledge Sharing Meeting, a peer-to-peer learning event, and find new ways to support implementers as they adapted to the pandemic. IDEAL’s challenge was to quickly understand the challenges implementers were facing due to COVID-19 and design virtual opportunities for peer-to-peer learning and collaboration. Applying a CLA approach helped IDEAL to successfully launch and implement the COVID-19 Learning Series, only weeks after the pandemic hit. Applying the concepts of M&E for Learning, Adaptive Management, and Knowledge Management allowed IDEAL to align with the Implementers’ evolving needs and varied contexts. The key concepts of Internal and External Collaboration helped IDEAL establish effective approaches to online peer-to peer learning and facilitated stakeholders’ ability to work together to deliver on shared goals. The Learning Series’ first 26 events engaged 1,466 unique participants from 385 organizations. A majority (61%) participated from Africa, Asia, and Latin America. In post-event surveys, 64.7% of respondents indicated that they had applied event learnings and 76.0% of respondents indicated that the quality of their work had improved because of attending the event.  With IDEAL’s improved and agile internal processes, strengthened relationships with stakeholders, and growing expertise in online collaboration, the activity is positioned to serve implementing partners better and, in turn, contribute to positive development outcomes.
	Impact:       The most significant change was IDEAL’s team culture. We are more comfortable and open to new ways of doing business. Despite not always having a clear roadmap for each learning stream, the team learned to embrace ambiguity and make decisions adaptively. 
      Second, the Learning Series changed the way we collaborate with implementers. We learned that understanding implementers’ needs does not stop at the first round of KIIs, nor with our theory of change. Listening to changing needs is an ongoing process, made possible by cultivating relationships: between IDEAL and implementers and among implementers. This was echoed by our USAID/BHA AOR team, who commented that they are “so proud of this work, all that IDEAL did to listen to partners, give them a venue to come together, really engaging with the community on such a massive pivot—this is unparalleled in the agency.” 
      The Learning Series had the unexpected benefit of speeding up our own localization efforts by developing expertise in virtual technology to deliver more inclusive learning events across time zones, languages, and levels of connectivity. This technology enabled us to reach a wider range of frontline staff more frequently. Across all learning stream engagements, 39% of participants were located in North America and Europe, while the majority – 61% – participated from Africa, Asia, and Latin America and the Caribbean.
    Now, in our fourth year of implementation, we continue to live out this change. We engage implementers during activity development, confirming if work plan activities match needs. We then collaborate with implementers—through our PAC, our peer communities, and through KIIs--to gather feedback. Currently, IDEAL is designing a global collaborative Knowledge Sharing Series which will convene humanitarian and resilience practitioners for a peer-to-peer series of events to explore current thinking, practices, and challenges around Humanitarian-Development-Peace Coherence.


	Why:     CLA is built into the implementation and management of our activity. Every year while we develop annual work plans, we are tasked with being attuned and responsive to evolving needs of implementers and BHA. It requires a highly adaptive project management approach, that is ready to adjust our work plans, budgets, and staffing as needed to draw in additional expertise from our consortium and consultants. 
    However, the disruption posed by COVID-19 required us to take our CLA approach to the next level. With implementers facing a new set of challenges, we could no longer purely rely on our theory of change. We had to collect and act on new information. Because implementers’ challenges and priorities evolved quickly during the pandemic, we had to find a new way of implementing: one that was dependent on feedback loops, adaptive management, and continuous learning. This required an internal culture shift for IDEAL. To effectively act on something new, we needed to consider new methods of internal collaboration and new skills to continue innovating in the virtual space. Lastly, with all these changes, we recognized the imperative of bringing our key stakeholders along as collaborators and co-designers of what would become IDEAL’s COVID-19 Learning Series.


	Factors:     Our strongest enabler in applying the CLA approach has been IDEAL leadership. First, our Senior Management Team quickly supported the creation of cross-functional teams. There were no longer consortium member organizations fulfilling distinct roles; instead, we truly came together as one IDEAL.
    Our AOR also enabled our CLA approach by supporting and co-designing with us as we navigated the rapid pivot. They welcomed our continuous re-shaping of priorities in response to evolving implementer needs, as opposed to, say, a one-year “strategic plan.” 
    Lastly, the availability of and our creative use of a variety of technologies to collect data at critical moments enabled our feedback loops. Our team was already well-versed with Kobo Collect (post-event surveys), Eventbrite (event registration), and Zoom polls and Mentimeter, among others. We expanded our collection of tools to Google Docs/Slides and Miro, not only as collaboration spaces but also as opportunities to learn about implementers’ priorities. Our existing knowledge management platforms—the FSN Network website and newsletter and the communities and groups we convene—allowed us to reach our audiences beyond the live events. 
    As for obstacles, we faced low response rates to some post-event surveys which posed challenges in designing the next engagement. To supplement the data gaps, we relied on our relationships with implementers and interviewed a few of them to help us chart the next step forward. 
    Another challenge was that our agile teams often had too many members. Traditionally, agile teams—as defined in the software development space—are meant to be small. Some of our teams grew, which slowed down decision-making. We have since developed a thinking tool to predefine roles at the onset, which includes a change log to document any changes in team composition and decision-making processes.

	CLA Approach:     When COVID-19 struck in 2020, we pivoted to support implementers as they adapted and responded to the pandemic. First, we piloted an online discussion of challenges and strategies for M&E in the time of COVID-19. This event attracted over 1,200 registrants, which confirmed the need and interest of implementers. 
    To identify implementers’ challenges, we consulted the community broadly through a survey as well as consulted our Program Advisory Committee (PAC). Through this engagement, we solidified the five learning streams under the COVID-19 Learning Series. These were: Monitoring & Evaluation; Strategic Management; Online Collaboration; At-Risk Populations; and Cash, Voucher, and Food Distribution. 
    IDEAL and the USAID/BHA learning team co-created a vision and guiding principles for the Learning Series (External Collaboration). Each learning stream would take implementers on a learning experience based on their needs; foster peer-to-peer learning, problem-solving, and community; focus on the application of learning; and use technology to enable online participation, beyond the usual webinars. And we wanted to move fast. 
    To bring this vision to life, IDEAL re-organized teams, and re-purposed resources. We formed cross-functional teams to support activities under each learning stream (Internal Collaboration). Each team included technical staff, production staff, and a facilitator who specialized in virtual learning design. It was an all-team effort. The previously dedicated Microsoft (MS) Teams platform for the KSM was re-purposed to become the IDEAL COVID-19 Response group. Individual MS Teams channels were created for each learning stream and each team “worked out loud,” shared updates, and saved documentation in their channels for everyone on IDEAL to see (Knowledge Management). Implementers were considered co-designers of the learning streams. The learning streams were kicked off with a discussion-based event that elicited implementers’ challenges and priorities to determine learning stream offerings (External Collaboration; M&E for Learning).
    We recognized that implementers’ priorities were constantly evolving. Thus, we developed an iterative stakeholder engagement approach to ensure that each engagement was grounded in the community’s needs. Each engagement was informed by data from the previous engagement and supplemented with Key Informant Interviews (KII) and registration data. That event’s data then informed the next event, and so on (Adaptive Management; M&E for Learning). 
    Each event facilitated peer-to-peer tacit knowledge sharing. IDEAL also codified knowledge and made it explicit, as appropriate, so that it was accessible to the entire food security community. We distilled information from the events through blog posts and FAQ documents. Online collaboration on Google Docs/Slides and Miro also allowed for real-time knowledge capture. We disseminated event products and recordings in follow-up emails to participants, shared them in the FSN Network newsletter, and posted them on the dedicated COVID-19 Learning Series webpage on the FSN Network website (Knowledge Management). 
    As weeks turned into months and then years, the pivot of the COVID-19 Learning Stream became a model for how IDEAL operates. IDEAL hosted the Food Security COVID-19 Learning Event virtually in June 2021 which brought together USAID/BHA implementers to pause and reflect on the lessons learned during the pandemic, explore innovations and adaptations, discuss the implications and applicability of lessons learned and adaptations across contexts to situations beyond COVID-19, and establish and strengthen relationships for peer-to-peer collaboration and learning. The event brought together over 500 participants from 55 countries, of which 76% were country- or project-based attendees. 
    In all, applying the key CLA concepts of M&E for Learning, Adaptive Management, and Knowledge Management allows us to stay aligned with implementers’ evolving needs and varied contexts. The key concepts of Internal and External Collaboration help us continually examine new ways of working with each other and stakeholders to deliver on shared goals.

	Context:     IDEAL is implemented by a consortium that includes Save the Children, Mercy Corps, and TANGO International with technical support in CLA from Acute Incite. Our goal is to improve the quality and impact of humanitarian and resilience programming across the food security community by addressing priority knowledge and capacity gaps. Unique to IDEAL is a focus on promoting peer-to-peer learning and collaboration among food security implementers. 
Before COVID-19 hit, our primary mechanism of engagement with implementers was through in-person events. The annual Knowledge Sharing Meeting (KSM)—IDEAL's biggest event—was being planned for June 2020 in Dubai. When COVID-19 halted travel rapidly, we had to cancel the KSM and find new and meaningful ways to connect with partners and support them as they adapted and responded to the pandemic. 
    Our new challenge was to quickly understand what issues implementers were grappling with due to the pandemic and design opportunities for peer-to-peer learning and collaboration in a virtual setting. With our biggest deliverable for the food security community cancelled, we needed to find a new objective to rally behind as a consortium. Little did we know at the time, this challenge would last through the Life of the Activity (LOA).

	Impact 2:     IDEAL seeks to improve and sustain food and nutrition security by supporting implementers to work more effectively, collaborating with and learning from each other. Our CLA approach for the Learning Series has helped implementers to work more effectively, and the internal learnings have shaped how IDEAL collaborates and iterates on our activities. Our COVID-19 Learning Series of 26 events engaged 1,466 participants from 385 organizations. In our post-event surveys, 64.7% of respondents indicated that they had applied event learnings and 76.0% of respondents indicated that the quality of their work had improved as a result of attending the event. 
    The Learning Series improved implementers’ abilities to meet their objectives. Barack Kinanga, a Food Security and Livelihood Advisor with CARE in Yemen, participated in IDEAL’s Application Lab, which convened a cohort of 22 field-based emergency program staff who, over five weeks, explored participant targeting adaptations. Due to the impacts of COVID-19, Barack found that the criteria used for participant targeting was not reaching the most vulnerable households needing emergency relief and food security assistance. As a result, Barack collaborated with the Yemen Emergency Cluster to update and add flexibility to the cluster-wide targeting criteria and guidance in the Yemen Humanitarian Response Plan. The criteria became the standard used by all agencies implementing and supporting food security programs in Yemen. It was rolled out in May 2021. 
    An unexpected outcome was that IDEAL helped implementers pivot to online collaboration simply by pivoting ourselves. By quickly moving our work online, designing interactive events, using online collaboration software, and consistently iterating, IDEAL events serve as a learning space for implementers to experience and practice dynamic online events themselves. Members of the Strategic Learning and Knowledge Sharing peer group, facilitated by IDEAL, highlighted this outcome as one of the most valuable takeaways from the group.
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