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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 



 

 
 

    
  

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: Laura Alvarez
	Organization: USAID/Paraguay
	Caption: USAID/Paraguay staff during a team building exercise that led to stronger internal collaboration. Credit: USAID/Paraguay.
	Case Title: Enhancing Organizational Culture for Improved Collaboration and Effectiveness
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	Summary: In April 2017, USAID/Paraguay suffered a series of unfortunate events that impacted staff morale and their ability to act as a team.  The Mission’s FY 2018 budget was zero.  A few months later, the Mission Director departed post, followed by his Deputy shortly after.  The only direct hire left had just arrived at Post.  The State/USAID redesign process was frightening.  Information was not readily available, and without senior leadership, the Mission felt like an abandoned sinking ship.  

Despite these challenges, and with the help of leadership at Post, including a reform-minded and very supportive Chargé d’Affaires, the Mission’s FSNs came together and took ownership for their own fate.  They realized that the Mission’s future was in their hands and that they needed to rise to the occasion.  

They decided that it was time to strengthen the organizational culture to improve internal collaboration.  As a result, the Mission was able to manage adaptively and find creative solutions in difficult times.  

Strengthening an organization’s culture and morale may be time-consuming, but it is a worthwhile investment.  It brings out the best in staff and allows them to perform at their full potential.  Creative ideas flourish, and resilience, determination and empowerment permeate through all tasks, setting the ground for successful outcomes.  
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	Impact: A year later, the Mission has restored most of its positive, passionate, and constructive culture that contributes to the success of USAID/Paraguay’s objectives.  Thanks to the current state of openness and transparency, and an enhanced flow of communication among different stakeholders, the general sense of anxiety and uncertainty previously dominant has decreased.   This in turn nurtures trusting and collaborating relationships among staff, which now feel empowered and more open to cooperate with each other.  

As a consequence, one of the adaptive measures taken during the past year was to appoint senior FSNs as team leaders of technical, administrative and support offices.   This interim organizational structure ensures a stable continuity of USAID/Paraguay’s programming and administrative operations until senior USDH leadership arrives at Post.  Strategic and programmatic decisions continue to be made with strong leadership of FSNs and the collaboration of interim leadership, the LAC Bureau and the Embassy. 

The Professional Development Day is here to stay.  Every month, the PDD is led by different staff members who organize professional and personal growth activities in diverse areas of interest.  It’s a chance to share skills and knowledge among staff, and strengthen personal relationships towards a more collaborative environment. 

Because peer-to-peer recognition is also a vital value in every organization, USAID/Paraguay has established an award to recognize the resilience and determination of its FSN staff.  Every month, a different FSN is granted the honor of caring for Policarpo, a wooden armadillo that embodies such characteristics.  

Looking back, one could say that the shocking news received in April 2017 triggered an urgent need to review team values and organizational culture that are the basis for USAID’s successful work. 

	CLA Approach: The first task in the Mission’s own “journey to self-reliance” was to restore the conditions for a collaborative and adaptive environment. Working on the mission’s organizational culture was the first step to enable effective responses to uncertain leadership and budget scenarios, while still aiming for the highest quality of service delivery.

During a visit to USAID, the Charge D’Affaires, a.i. heard from FSNs that there was a generalized sense of low morale within the staff. They felt they had no voice and nobody to represent and advocate for USAID’s work in Paraguay, leaving them with a sense of isolation and orphanhood.  The Chargé’s openness and ability to create a safe space for conversations was a crucial first step in morale rebound.  He established bi-weekly meetings with the entire USAID team to have informal and candid conversations, with no pre-established agendas.  He re-instated participation of FSNs in the Political/Economic and Anti-Corruption working groups, and urged for greater collaboration between USAID and State Department.  He became the number one activist and advocate for USAID’s work in Paraguay.  

The Chargé also encouraged USAID to hold its own Professional Development Days (PDD), which granted Mission staff a day every month to focus on personal and professional growth trainings and activities. The staff promptly welcomed the idea as this was definitely an opportunity to build internal collaboration and trusting relationships.  As a first PDD, and for the first time in the history of USAID/Paraguay, the entire office went on a field trip to visit rural project sites and meet beneficiaries in the flesh.  After 12 years of working at USAID, José Atlasovich, the IT Manager, had the chance to meet beneficiaries from the Economic Growth programs for the first time.  Elvira Irigoitia has worked as the Mission’s janitress for over 20 years.  She never felt so happy and excited to finally understand the real work that USAID does in her country.  The two-day trip included a night in the Mbaracayu Nature Reserve, a remnant of the Atlantic Forest that USAID had supported decades ago, when it was first created.  In the reserve, the team held a brainstorming workshop where everybody had a chance to provide valuable ideas for a new proposal to compete for central funds.  The exercise was enriching, not only in terms of the quality of the proposal, but also in reinstating a sense of belonging and empowerment within the team.  And all of this at an extremely low cost to the Mission. 

External collaboration was also key for this process.  The Embassy’s Front Office, the LAC Bureau, and the Peru Regional Mission were all important external collaborators.  In the past 12 months, the Mission was intermittently led by eight different Acting Country Representatives during 10 temporary duty assignments.  In their own ways, and through different leadership styles, they all helped the Mission reestablish its communication lines with the Front Office and encouraged FSNs to continue down the path of empowerments, resilience, and taking ownership for the Mission’s development.  The arrival of a new Ambassador with a full commitment to USAID’s work also spurred the staff’s spirit.  Particularly in the last months, a transparent and open communication leadership helped the Mission bring down its anxiety and its hopes up again.  Implementing partners also benefited from this approach, through the reinstatement of regular meetings to bring them up to date on current USAID assistance strategy, procedures and budgetary situation.  

Throughout this entire process, the key decision was to strengthen the organizational culture as a means of institutional resilience during troubling times.  The FSNs were called out to hold the fort and manage adaptively, and the only way to do it effectively was through a strong sense of trust, collaboration and institutional commitment.  

This process started timidly, almost by chance and as a lucky consequence of the Charge D’Affaires genuine interest in the USAID team.  As months passed, and after experiencing the first results of the CLA approach, the staff realized that organizational culture cannot be imposed from outside, but has to be built from within.  In the long run, everyone has to find their own path. 


	Why: Everybody knows that a negative organizational culture affects all organizational processes.  In a time when USAID/Paraguay needed to present the great work being done and the important road ahead, there was no other way than to strive for the highest level of team work. 

Collaborating, Learning and Adapting was an approach that the Mission had been embracing in a stronger way ever since its first participation in the 2017 CLA Case Competition, where it become one of the finalists.  The contest helped the staff realize that CLA was not just a new buzzword resonating around the Agency, but something that they were already actively implementing and just needed to be done in a more conscientious and systematic way. 

Although the Mission’s CLA plan did not include a specific activity for this unexpected storm, the staff was aware of the urgent need for cooperation among all actors of the USAID/Paraguay community:  Agency and State Department staff in Asuncion, Regional Support Offices in Peru, implementing partners and beneficiaries.  It was time to put CLA into action again.

The Mission knew that internal and external collaboration was essential, but the staff morale and cultural environment were so low that people were not even interested in participating in brainstorming sessions or discussion groups.  In order to achieve the collaboration needed, the Mission had to work first in restoring the openness, trust, passion and creativity that had always characterized the Paraguay team.     


	Context: April 4, 2017- 08:30 am: the dreaded news finally hit USAID/Paraguay.  The Mission Director, who was in his last two months at Post, informed his team comprised of two US Direct Hires and 15 Foreign Service Nationals that the FY2018 President’s budget request for Development Assistance to the Republic of Paraguay was ZERO.  This, coupled with a proposed 31 percent cut to U.S. bilateral foreign aid in general, and strong rumors of intentions to merge STATE and USAID hit the staff like a bucket of cold water.  For most of the team, with an average of 10 years serving the Agency and the development of their own country, these news meant that there would not only be a shift in the diplomatic relations between both countries, but also a huge impact in their professional and personal lives.  

This was only the beginning of a 12-month senior leadership rollercoaster in USAID/Paraguay. In July, only a month after the Director left, his Deputy was also re-assigned to a new post, leaving the Mission with only one recently-arrived USDH and 15 desperate FSNs.  The Ambassador herself had retired a couple of months earlier, and there were no hopes of having a new envoy in the near future.  

As expected, this situation caused a general sense of anxiety, hopelessness and frustration. The Mission had lost all their senior advocates and direct high level communication channels with Washington.  Conspiracy theories were everywhere.  In a time when information was most needed, the Mission was left blind, deaf and mute.   Implementing partners were hearing news and asking question for which there were no answers, and pipelines were already running out of funds. 

But the show had to go on, and all this turmoil was nothing more than an opportunity for the Mission’s backbone – the Foreign Service Nationals – to rise to the occasion. 

	Lessons Learned: Take time to really get to know the staff.  For example, a low-cost online strength finder tool allowed the Mission to identify strategic thinkers, executors, influencers and people’s persons.  Some staff may already be aware of their strengths and put them to use daily, but others are still looking for opportunities to excel in other areas.  Allowing for such opportunities triggers a different level of belonging and collaboration, which unfortunately is overseen by managers most of the time.  

Additionally, is very important to build a safe and open space to learn about staff’s interests, thoughts and motivations.  Just recently, a very experienced Interim Country Representative took the time to hold one-on-one meetings with the entire team.  She did the same in her previous post with more than 200 staff.   This was a time consuming, but definitely worthwhile game-changing effort. 

It is important to choose external collaborators strategically.  Find those that can bring new assets to the team and can really potentiate your work.  Look for places where you normally wouldn’t.  Collaborators can be from within the Agency, including Regional and Pillar Bureaus, from the Embassy and from other Agencies at Post.   

Finally, strengthening an organization’s culture brings out the best in staff and allows them to perform at their full potential.  Creative ideas flourish, and resilience, determination and empowerment permeate through all tasks, and set the ground for successful outcomes.  And despite many hardships, the show does go on, and USAID/Paraguay has found a way to embrace its challenges and turn them into opportunities, rising proudly to the occasion.  


	Factors: The personnel’s intrinsic passion and commitment to work were definitely enablers of this CLA approach.  Circumstantial low morale, anxiety and frustration can be worked out if there is a genuine commitment from the staff and senior leadership.  Being passionate about one’s work and having a general sense of satisfaction with the Agency, helps endure difficult and unstable times.  Had these factors not been present, several team members would have accepted alternative job offers in search for greater stability, which would have resulted in bigger problems for the Mission. 

Despite this positive collaboration, some obstacles remain.  Lack of information on budget allocations and its critical relationship with strategic planning pose a huge challenge to the Mission, its staff and its implementing partners.  Older and more established staff might have a higher sense of commitment, but newer and younger ones might be tempted to look for other job opportunities that offer a more stable environment.  

The same goes for implementing partners, especially local organizations.  The Agency’s goal to support partner countries’ journey to self-reliance loses credibility in the face of ongoing budget uncertainties, which also jeopardize USAID’s stance as a reliable partner.  

	Impact 2: 
The different opportunities to strengthen internal relationships and build morale had a definite impact on development results.  The reinforced organizational culture helped faced programmatic decisions in a more collaborative, creative and efficient way.    

For example, with a zeroed development assistance budget for FY2018, the Mission is looking into other possible sources like competing for central funding, or leveraging private sector funds.  Domestic Resource Mobilization has turned into a new area of interest, and collaboration with other donors has become imperative whenever opportunity permits.  For instance, last month USAID/Paraguay, the Embassy’s Public Affairs Section and the Australian Embassy held a joint workshop to present small grants opportunities to local non-governmental organizations.  This was an excellent occasion for USAID to offer direct technical assistance to strengthen NGO's capacity in areas such as project design and monitoring, thus preparing them to become future partners in line with the Agency’s current “Journey to Self-Reliance” vision.  

A more open and transparent relationship with implementing partners has also proven to be effective when budgetary and political situations call for different scenario planning and adaptive measures.   A partner that has a clear understanding of the current difficulties is more collaborative and open to changes.  This is crucial when very difficult decisions have to be made, like cutting back on the scope of work and reductions in staff – by as much as 50 percent – of implementing partners’ personnel, due to budget uncertainties.



