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Grassroot Soccer Zambia (GRSZ), an adolescent health organization, developed a comic book-style
magazine as a resource to support the mental health of youth living with HIV (YLHIV) in Chipata and
Lusaka Districts. As part of the USAID-funded Youth Excel “Our Knowledge, Leading Change” program,
GRSZ applied a Collaborating, Learning, and Adapting (CLA) approach through the research to change
(R2C) approach championed by the project, conducting research to explore the effectiveness and
relevance of the magazine as a mental health resource; and understand implementation, as the magazine
was distributed to reach 2,328 YLHIV in 2022. GRSZ used the "monitoring and evaluation for learning"
and "adaptive management" CLA sub-components, to ensure that research insights were used to improve
the project during implementation, and to pause and reflect throughout the course of the project. GRSZ
teams met weekly to discuss and adjust implementation strategies. Meanwhile, milestone reports, which
were prepared for submission to Youth Excel, allowed for the consolidation of insights and the opportunity
to adapt. An additional learning goal was added to the R2C activities to gain a deeper understanding of
YLHIV participants' engagement with written activities in the magazine.

By using the CLA approach, the GRSZ team supported the successful completion of the R2C activities,
which showed early signs of the magazine’s effectiveness; including a 9% overall improvement in pre/post
survey scores examining mental health knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors. The magazine was found to
be highly acceptable and relevant to participants and adult stakeholders, and YLHIV participants shared
numerous examples of how they used the magazine in their daily lives. Application of the CLA framework
through the R2C activities also yielded recommendations for phase two of the project, including the
expansion of the magazine distribution model to include teachers and health-facility staff, and the
distribution of the magazines to broader groups of adolescents, not only YLHIV.



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?

Recognizing the need for mental health support among youth living with HIV (YLHIV), Grassroot Soccer
Zambia (GRSZ), a sports-based adolescent health organization, has recently expanded its existing
antiretroviral therapy (ART) support program for YLHIV to integrate mental health information and
connections to services. Qualitative data collection in 2020 highlighted the need to conduct
parental/caregiver and community sensitization, and to promote positive dialogue with YLHIV around
mental health. Supported by USAID and IREX through the Youth Excel “Our Knowledge, Leading Change”
program, GRSZ implemented the Empowering Youth Through A Positive Mental Wellbeing MINDSET
project in 2022, aiming to conduct implementation research activities to strengthen mental health and
psychosocial support for YLHIV in the Lusaka and Chipata districts of Zambia. The project supported the
development and design of the MindSKILLZ Magazine, a hard-copy, comic-book style resource to provide
youth-friendly mental health information through interactive activities. The resource took inspiration from the
lived experiences of GRS Coaches (young-adult mentors, who serve as role models).

In line with the research-to-change (R2C) focus of Youth Excel, the implementation research activities in
the project aimed to examine the relevance and effectiveness of the MindSKILLZ Magazine to adolescent
participants and stakeholders. GRSZ applied a Collaborating, Learning, and Adapting (CLA) approach to
strengthen the application of evaluation findings for decision making; and utilize an adaptive management
approach to improve the design, content, and dissemination of the magazine.

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?

While multiple sub-components of the CLA framework are routinely integrated into GRSZ programming,
the MindSKILLZ Magazine project highlights two: M&E for learning and adaptive management.

The aim of implementation research (to gather and use data for learning in real-time, in order to improve
programs) aligns well with the M&E for learning sub-component of the CLA framework. In our project,
the Youth Excel R2C evaluation helped inform the program as it was being implemented, and provide
considerations for future programming.

The R2C process began with the completion of the Planning for Ethical and Effective Research (PEER)
workbook for the Youth Excel project. In completing the workbook, GRSZ selected learning goals,
planned data-collection methods, and articulated ethics and inclusion plans for the research. GRSZ also
planned knowledge mobilization products to share research findings to a variety of audiences.

Key stakeholders that were instrumental in the approach included young adult program facilitators
(coaches), program staff, and research respondents that included adolescent participants, parents and
guardians, and health facility volunteer ART caregivers. The GRSZ team selected methods for the R2C
activities with the aim of providing a variety of data sources, including magazine-distribution registers to
monitor progress, as well as pre/post tests, qualitative interviews, and focus-group discussions with all
participants and stakeholder groups.

Through the submission of reports and data to IREX at project milestones throughout the grant period,
the GRSZ team was able to reflect on progress at multiple time points. Through adaptive management
strategies, the GRSZ team used these milestone reports to analyze learnings and inform decision
making for each subsequent period; including the revision of the magazine content based on feedback
from stakeholders, and the implementation of virtual home visits and follow-ups due to the
non-availability of parents and guardians during the day. An additional learning goal was added to better
understand participant engagement with the written activities in the magazine.

The GRSZ programs team held weekly meetings to reflect and adjust strategies; and larger, monthly
team meetings to ensure that all team members were knowledgeable about project progress, and could
contribute to problem solving. The M&E team held multiple reflection meetings to discuss successes and
areas for improvement, with the aim of strengthening internal processes. Additionally, as part of its CLA
activities, the GRSZ team made presentations during the Youth Excel program’s Quarterly Learning
Retrospectives and Data Summits. In these engagements, other Youth Excel partners and stakeholders
provided feedback and discussion that helped refine the magazine and R2C approaches.

The R2C results were also used to prepare focused recommendations for future programming that were
incorporated into the second phase of the project in 2023. The team completed knowledge mobilization
products, including a video to share results and a technical brief to disseminate findings to a range of
audiences. These products contributed to program evidence outside of GRSZ.



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

A. DEVELOPM ENT RESULTS

Applying the CLA framework sub-components of M&E for learning and adaptive management contributed
to the successful execution of the R2C activities in this project. Overall results from the R2C activities
provided early signs of the MindSKILLZ Magazine’s effectiveness in promoting the mental well-being of
YLHIV participants; with an overall 9% improvement in mental-health knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors
measured by the pre/post survey. The magazine was also highly acceptable and relevant to young
people, with multiple participants sharing stories about how they had used the activities and information in
the magazine in their daily lives. For example, one participant shared: “When | am upset, | read what they
wrote about taking a deep breath and closing your eyes. | get easily upset, so after | read the magazine, it
helps me cool down.” Adult stakeholders also viewed the magazine positively and recognized the
importance of mental health support for YLHIV, though in some cases they were not familiar enough with
the magazine to provide specific feedback on its content.

While reflection on results and insights gathered from the R2C allowed for the improvement of project
activities while they were ongoing, the completion of the R2C activities also informed recommendations
for future programming. Feedback gathered from R2C respondents helped inform product revisions of the
MindSKILLZ Magazine for the second phase of the project, and for use in other countries in the region.
One example includes "conversation starter" prompts to encourage discussion on mental health between
adolescents and their parents and guardians. Additionally, due to high interest from adult stakeholders in
phase one of the project; in phase two, the team has designated a number of magazines to be distributed
to school teachers and ART caregivers, along with GRSZ Coaches. This should further involve these key
adult stakeholders in mental health promotion. In response to findings from phase one, phase two of the
project will also see the distribution of magazines to groups of adolescents with no prior experience
engaging with mental-health content.



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?

One enabling condition that influenced project results and application of the CLA approach was at GRSZ's
organizational culture of continuous learning and improvement. The organization has intentionally focused
on ways to ensure that insights and findings from research and routine monitoring data are fed back into
programs in a timely manner. This attitude is highly valued and supported by GRSZ team members at all
levels. Another enabling condition that contributed to the success of the R2C activities was the resources
provided by the Youth Excel program. Through Youth Excel, GRSZ received funds and technical products
that were instrumental in the project. In effect, the mechanism and scope of Youth Excel enabled and
encouraged the use of a CLA approach.

Additionally, GRSZ works with other teams in the global organization of Grassroots Soccer, in a number of
different locations. These relationships and networks are trusting and involve continuous collaboration.
However, at the beginning of this project, the exchange of up-to-date information and the use of networks
across the system was not functioning very smoothly. Ultimately, the adaptive management approach
utilized by GRSZ allowed for course-correction of this obstacle, through increased communication across
teams in various locations. Finally, an additional obstacle that challenged the project results was that of CLA
in implementing mechanisms and, specifically, the budgeting of resources in the grant period. Due to the
short grant period of Youth Excel, the team did not conduct pre-testing of R2C tools. As a result, participants
found it difficult to understand several pre/post survey items. On these few items, we observed some
negative changes in mental-health attitudes. We attribute these results to poor comprehension of the tool,
making these results not particularly useful for decision making.

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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