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Female community health volunteers in 
Kapilvastu, Lumbini Province (Nepal) 
conducting Self Applied Technique for 
Quality Health (SATH), a social mapping 
tool to provide information and encourage 
women from marginalized communities to 
seek services. Photo Credit: Gorakh Bista 
for USAID/Suaahara II



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: Adopting CLA for data driven programming: Lessons from Suaahara II
	Submitter: Subir Kole, PhD
	Organization: Helen Keller Intl. Nepal
	Summary: In Nepal, USAID funded Suaahara II Good Nutrition program (2016- 2023) aimed to improve the nutritional outcomes of women and children in 42 districts reaching out to over 900,000 households with pregnant and lactating women and children under two years of age. Since the beginning, Suaahara II deployed a robust monitoring evaluation and research (MER) system to continuously collect program data, track and monitor progress of key indicators, learn from data driven insights, make necessary adaptive changes, and finally evaluate whether the program achieved its goals. Consequently, Suaahara II’s MER system was built on the principles of continuous improvement through collaboration, learning and adaptation (CLA). 

Suaahara II prioritized CLA due to at-scale programming, diverse implementation contexts and target groups, lack of intra-sectoral coordination within the government, and to leverage the experience of multiple USAID funded programs in Nepal. During the project’s lifespan, Suaahara II extensively collaborated with a wide range of internal and external stakeholders to continuously learn, share evidence-based insights, and disseminate program learnings to bring synergies among development partners thereby avoiding duplication of efforts, resources, and time. The CLA approach helped Suaahara II to quickly adapt to changing circumstances including COVID-19 pandemic and the food, fuel, and fertilizer crisis catalyzed by Russia-Ukraine war. An independent impact evaluation of Suaahara demonstrated that Suaahara significantly contributed to the decline of maternal underweight, stunting among children <6 months, and improved maternal and child dietary diversity in Nepal. These results were achieved by adopting a continuous quality improvement approach using CLA principles.

	Context: USAID funded Suaahara II Good nutrition program that aimed to improve maternal child and nutrition outcomes in Nepal’s 42 districts covering over 900,000 households, embedded the CLA principles in its monitoring evaluation and research (MER) system since the beginning. Suaahara II prioritized CLA due to at scale programming, diverse implementation contexts, lack of government’s intra-sectoral coordination, and to leverage on the colocation of multiple USAID funded programs in Nepal. To capture the diversity and learning from a variety of stakeholders, Suaahara II deployed an extensive MER system to continuously collect data, analyze data to derive program insights, build internal and external collaborations to share findings, and made adoptive changes for maximizing the impact.
Suaahara II built extensive collaborations with Government of Nepal, provincial and municipal governments, universities and research institutions, implementing NGOs, and grassroots workers for sharing data, evidence and learning. Suaahara II instituted third-party Annual Monitoring Survey (AMS) that provided unique opportunities to design evidence-based programming every year. We used workshops and Monitoring Evaluation and Learning Working Groups as opportunities to share and learn from Suaahara II’s AMS data. Based on feedback from stakeholders, we made programming adjustments, such as switching from radio to TV for Banchin Amma mass media campaign; provide tailored capacity building needs; conduct district level workshops on qualitative research; and train journalists for sensitization on nutrition. We conducted formative research to understand information platform preferences for target population and adapted our MER system to collect only relevant data. Adopting CLA was useful to adopt evidence-based strategies for continuous program improvement. It may have been cost-effective for the donor as it provided shorter window of opportunity for course correction.
	Dropdown2: [Continuous Learning & Improvement]
	CLA Approach: To achieve continuous program improvement by implementing CLA approach to achieve nutrition goals, we adopted the following steps:
1. As a first step, Suaahara II conducted an extensive Community Mapping Census (CMC) that listed every household in every community with their social, demographic, and economic characteristics. This data was shared with the municipal governments to refine targeting of the most vulnerable and marginalized households, and link them with social safety net programs, especially during Covid-19 pandemic and Ukraine war. We also mapped relevant stakeholders working on crosscutting themes (or in common geographies) with overlapping objectives or with similar target population. We then reached out to these stakeholders to form collaborations primarily to share and learn from each other’s implementation. In other cases, we entered into formal institutional collaborations to share data and evidence. These included universities and institutions such as University of Washington for conducting a cost benefit analysis of Suaahara II, University of South Carolina for doing an impact evaluation, or with over 20 Masters’ and PhD students to use our third-party AMS data for their Master’s and PhD dissertation. 
2. After forming these collaborations, we scheduled regular meetings, to track progress, learn from each other, share and disseminate findings, deliberate on challenges faced and how to overcome those challenges. Program implementation strategies were revised or readapted based on these collaborative learning and sharing meetings. 
3. Due to robust nature of the third-party AMS data, universities and PhD students demonstrated keen interest in conducting deeper analysis of the data, providing technical inputs based on evidence, and suggest strategies for making program changes. They also took leadership in dissemination of findings through writing research articles in peer reviewed journals. During the project’s lifespan, Suaahara II has published over 20 research articles in international peer reviewed journals based on AMS data, whereas 12 more will be forthcoming. 
4. One of the key decision points we relied upon while forming internal and external collaborations was, how the partner’s experience would support and strengthen our program implementation. Another consideration was whether partners’ interest and capacity converged with Suaahara II’s overall goals, and how keenly the partners were attending meetings and providing feedback.
5. During the lifespan of the project, while our approach to CLA remained relatively stable, we were constantly adapting our MER systems to accommodate changes in the program environment. With new and emerging evidence, we made adaptive changes to our approaches by reaching out to additional collaborators, bringing in diverse set of skills and expertise within the group, and making programmatic adjustments. 
6. During CLA implementation, our focus has always been on how to use technical evidence base for continuous program improvement. Our evidence base was founded upon third-party annual monitoring survey data as well as triangulation from staff experiences, beneficiary feedbacks, and client experiences. We used collaborative meeting and learning opportunities to learn from data, derive collective meaning about what the data was telling us about the program, and devise collective strategies about how to improve them.

	Dropdown1: [Technical Evidence Base]
	Dropdown3: [B. ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS]
	Factors: One of the biggest enablers of CLA approach was our organizational culture – our strong values of delivering results by promoting diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI). We obtained feedback from Government staff, project staff, partner NGOs, grassroots level workers and those directly benefited by the program. Our gender transformative approach and reaching out to the marginalized communities was one of the biggest enablers because it encouraged us to respect other’s views, and implement inclusive strategies to achieve results.
The second enabler was the organizational process flow. At every level, we had developed robust monitoring and data systems to track how key performance indicators were moving towards the desired goal. Each district had its own dashboard that field staff could access. They reviewed data on a quarterly basis and tweaked their workplan to accommodate changes. This developed a culture of data informed planning and implementation.
Yet, for a large project spanning across multiple geographies, we had limited staff to effectively monitor the program implementation. To overcome this, we instituted digital solution and web-based interface with limited success due to poor access to the internet in remote areas. 
Nonetheless, large-scale projects such as this must integrate CLA-principles since the beginning. Triangulation of data from multiple sources such as national surveys, government’s service statistics, rapid assessments, etc. are important to validate one’s own progress towards objectives. In a resource limited setting, digital solutions are recommended for effective monitoring of work. While adopting digital solutions, one must consider those that are already established in the market. Self-customizable, aftermarket products usually bring-in bugs, require extensive testing, and do not work across all platforms.
	DEVELOPM ENT RESULTS or ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS: Adapting CLA as an integral part of the Suaahara II’s MER system has tremendously helped achieve the program goals. First, the implementing partners, grassroots workers and other stakeholders utilized the evidence for continuous program improvement. Learning and sharing events made the entire collaborative aware of the importance of data and evidence in programing. We continuously adjusted our program strategies based on AMS results. Due to these adaptive changes, performance of key indicators went up every year, which were tracked through a robust MER system. 
Second, the Government of Nepal adopted Suaahara II activities such as onsite coaching, data quality assurance, key-life events, food demonstration, and Self Applied Technique for Quality Health (SATH) (see photo). The Government of Nepal developed increased trust in Suaahara II’s data system. We remained an integral part of the government’s Technical Working Groups on nutrition, agriculture, health and WASH providing crucial technical support in developing operational strategy and technical guidelines for the Ministry of Agriculture, health, etc. 
Third, internally, as an organization, we built the culture of periodic data sharing workshops for all staff. The program data and performance indicators were presented to all staff for their feedback. This helped the organization to learn more about the project, strategies that are working, and improve operational efficiency for the project and the organization. 
We can proudly say that the international community has developed an increased trust in our data systems. As a result of Suaahara II’s visibility, our staff are being invited to participate in national and international conferences and present evidence on improving maternal and child nutrition in Nepal.
Using CLA to design evidence-based programming has helped us improve the lives and nutritional status of women, children, and families in Nepal. An independent, third-party impact evaluation using a quasi-experimental matched case-control design conducted by the University of South Carolina, USA demonstrated that Suaahara reduced maternal underweight by 16%, and improved the length of infants <6 months by 0.76 Z-scores. Stunting reduced by 21% in both intervention and control areas between baseline and endline. Suaahara also improved maternal and child dietary diversity by 9%, as well as minimum meal frequency by 15%, and minimum acceptable diet by 14% among children 6-24 months of age. Breastfeeding practices and appropriate timing to introduce complementary foods improved by over 10% more in Suaahara II intervention areas than in the control areas. These impact evaluation findings broadly correspond with the Nepal Demographic Health Survey (2022) data corroborating better results in Suaahara II intervention areas compared to the control districts. 
One of the profound impacts of CLA was on our approaches to designing the development programs. We shifted from a top-down approach of program design and implementation to a bottom-up approach. The grassroots level stakeholders were instrumental in deriving collective insights based on data and suggesting realistic strategies for further improvement.  Field staff utilized the CMC data to refine our targeting approaches to reach the most vulnerable and marginalized communities. The local municipal governments utilized our database to inform the government programming. Data and evidence-based knowledge products such as peer reviewed journal articles, and municipality profiles were used to empower local government leaders to invest in data-informed local policy and programs.




