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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: Omar Lopez, Gustavo Vargas & German Sanz
	Organization: USAID/Colombia
	Caption: Colombian soldier flying over Southern Tolima, a conflict-affected region in Colombia.
Credit: USAID/Colombia.
	Case Title: Financial Inclusion Survey in Colombian Conflict Affected Municipalities
	Image_af_image: 
	Summary: Between August and December 2016, Banco de la República (Colombia Central Bank), with technical and financial support from USAID/Colombia's Rural Finance Initiative (RFI), carried out a rural financial inclusion survey in three municipalities in Southern Tolima, one of the main conflict affected region, which is characterized by very poor road infrastructure and for being the birthplace of FARC guerrillas. The survey was conducted through a strategic partnership signed between the Colombian Central Bank, USAID/RFI and the regional Universidad de Ibague. The purpose of this survey was to gather data and identify how did the local population manage and solve their financial needs, and to evaluate their perception towards the financial sector. 

At the same time USAID had the objective of building capacity among local partners (Central Bank and the University) to conduct this type of studies. By using data analyzed, the Central Bank published a white paper to influence public policy regarding financial inclusion in rural and dispersed areas in Colombia. The results of the study were presented by the Colombian Central Bank Manager in a meeting with CEO's of Colombia Financial Sector co-hosted by the U.S. Ambassador to Colombia. As an immediate result of the survey, five Colombian financial institutions decided to start providing financial services to the population of this territory through developing adequate financial products and access channels. These financial institutions were also supported by USAID through Technical Assistance and a DCA guarantee program to encourage the provision of financial services and productive loans in targeted rural municipalities.
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	Impact: This exercise demonstrated to USAID/Colombia that a different approach for implementing this type of surveys could be effective in local capacity strengthening while at the same time be efficient in offering concrete results, generating a measurable effect, and immediately inform management to perform next developments based on evidence and lessons learned. It exhibited a positive cost-benefit ratio of the lump-sum value of data, resources expended and time used, against evidence-based information, lessons learned, and local capacity strengthened for sustainability. It also exhibited the fact that new approaches worth the effort if they are properly planned, sequential and implemented through small stakes to mitigate the risk on testing new ideas. Also, it demonstrated that there are suitable local partners to work with, and that capacity building can be achieved not only through direct assistance intervention but through inviting local partners to jointly conduct an have an active and leading role in this type of studies, It also showed that this kind of approaches, are a feasible alternative for doing assessments and studies different from the traditional approach of using a USAID/contractor. For some assessments purposes and moments these alternatives can keep the rigorous evidence based information needed, while fostering more strong local engagement, building local capacity, promoting and active use of the data and even being more cost efficient. This CLA experience invites USAID/Colombia to keep on trying these alternatives outside USAID contractors and also invites to explore ways in which MEL and/or CLA USAID/contractors use similar approaches to strategically engage local partners, strengthen local capacities and reduce costs and be more timely. These methods may not only be an alternative to the traditional approach but it can also complement it and even strengthen and improve it.

Externally, the Colombian Central Bank has been invited to participate in follow-up activities, and both institutions are sharing available data and information that can be useful to both parties for better implementation of activities (USAID) or for documenting decision making policy papers (Central Bank). The study’s findings become a valuable tool that has enabled the financial sector to have a deeper understanding, from a demand point of view, about the existing barriers to accessing financial services.
	CLA Approach: External collaboration: The survey was conducted through a strategic partnership signed between Banco de la República, the USAID-RFI and the Universidad de Ibague. Technical Evidence Base: In preparation for the field visits, the students were trained on financial topics to allow them comprehend the study's objective: understand from a demand point of view the existing barriers to accessing financial services. Theories of Change: Once trained, the four students lived during a 4-month period in the municipalities of Ataco, Planadas, and Rioblanco, which allowed them to visit rural villages, interview producers' associations, rural entrepreneurs, community leaders, and local authorities to know firsthand about their needs and expertise in financial inclusion. To fulfill the objective of interviewing the local population in rural areas, the students had to travel distances taking four hours or more across some of the most rugged mountains in Colombian geography commuting among horseback, walking, or motorcycle.

Scenario Planning: To trace and update the gathered information from the survey, students were equipped with electronic tablets with a special application that allowed them to collect information without Internet connection. The information could later be synchronized to the main database center once a Wi-Fi network became available. However, after arriving to these distant places and despite having the means to collect data, in order to effectively gather the necessary information, it was essential to first establish trust with the people, something that was not easy because of the cultural differences between these two Colombias (urban vs rural). Pause and reflect: Students mentioned: "In the field, we came up with a strategy that allowed us to bond with local people. In a very respectful manner, we asked them questions to understand their culture, an organized culture that has suffered from state-abandonment and war." People found that in order to survive and move forward it was necessary to live and have an organized society. Furthermore, people in the region feared having to sign or write the survey, allowing the alternative to verbally conduct the surveys and gain trust among the respondents. "Many said that if they had to sign they would rather not participate, because in previous survey people who did sign were later reported to credit risk bureaus or in other strange places. People in the region are still very distrustful to anything coming from outside, partly because of the violence they used to live in".  

M&E for Learning: After overcoming all these difficulties and gaining trust, students were able to retrieve and upload the information to share it with the Central Bank, USAID and Financial Institutions. With analyzed data at hand, Central Bank  published a paper and showcased publicly to influence policy regarding financial inclusion in rural dispersed areas in Colombia. Decision-Making: As a result, financial intermediaries have quickly reviewed and analyzed the available information and rapidly started proposing viable solutions, such as opening new branch offices and banking correspondents, designing special training program on managerial skills for producers' associations in the area, or structuring value chain-finance pilots by using purchase orders as collateral. The data and information has served as a basis for developing adequate products from five financial institutions (Bancamia, Banco Agrario, Banco de Bogota, Banco Davivienda, Coofisam) which, by support of USAID, have effectively reached the region. USAID may count up to 4,600 rural beneficiaries of financial inclusion with more than $7.3 Million worth of financial services provided to push the regional economic development.
	Why: USAID Colombia wanted to test a different approach for doing this type of surveys by implementing a pilot with a strong engagement and leading role of local key stakeholders in the data collection process and analysis. This pilot was planned to 1) further and build capacity of local Colombian institutions to undertake this type of assessments 2) try new ways of building trust among stakeholders and 3) promote their engagement in a learning and adaptive approach, useful both for local stakeholders and USAID. Through this initiative the Mission test an approach where the information was not collected and analyzed by a USAID contractor, but rather by local stakeholders. This approach was intended as an alternative way for them to get more involved in the research process and be more proactive in the use of the data and analysis generated. In order to do so, the Colombian Central Bank was called to undertake the analysis, while the surveys in rural municipalities were conducted by the local University of Ibagué (capital town of Tolima region). Since the main audience of the results of this survey would be the Colombian Financial Sector, it made sense to partner with the most reputable organization dealing with financial regulation and policy. Banco de la República provided the necessary confidence within the financial sector in order to get a buy-in of the results. On the other hand, the alliance with the Universidad de Ibague was key to get local people engaged on their regional development. It also made the data collection process easier by reducing the reluctance of local respondents to provide information on personal finances, sensitive by nature. This local college has an academic program called "Paz-Región" (Peace and Region) aimed to bring students during their final academic period closer to local development issues by participating in different projects (socio-economic, local planning, infrastructure, among others). The Ibague university assigned four top-track students to participate in the logistics and collection process for the study.  Results generated great interest among Colombian Financial Institutions and sprouting a prompt response:  five Financial Institutions' CEOs decided to expand their financial services operations into these municipalities as it was evident there were business opportunities being currently missed due to lack of knowledge of this rural economy.
	Context: USAID Colombia supported a study carried out by Banco de la República in collaboration with Universidad de Ibague, addressing the current state of financial inclusion in rural Tolima. For the first time, a research study of this nature has entirely focused on the rural sector. The research targeted Ataco, Planadas and Rio Blanco, municipalities heavily affected by the Colombian internal conflict. The objective was to understand from a demand point of view the existing barriers to accessing financial services. Identifying the main challenges and possible rapid action responses needed to attain economic development in the region – from a financial inclusion perspective – was a key aspect of the survey.

The absence of decent roads and the precarious existence of financial institutions is pervasive; local dwellers in souther Tolima lack of a culture of formal savings.  Although people make investments buying land or livestock, back deposits are minimal whereas moving around with big amounts of cash is customary. One of the University Students who conducted the survey mentioned "I saw a man carrying in his hand a bag with at least 50 million pesos (USD 18,000) that he had collected in a fortnight. I also saw another person wobbling a bag on his shoulder with about 2-3 million pesos (USD 1,000) after selling coffee, cocoa or fruits. Since there are no banks tellers in the area, three things may happen: people spend their money uncontrolled, invest it in unprofitable ventures, or they simply miss the opportunity to save for their retirement", he states while remembering that for these people, the nearest bank is 2-3 hours away through tortuous roads.  Rural inhabitants believe financial-inclusion is thought for urban centers and not for the population living in the dispersed rural regions, where the socioeconomic dynamics are different.  It is imperative for financial entities in Colombia to understand  such dynamics and respond to people's needs in rural areas.

In order for the financial sector to get enticed contributing to the development of rural and conflict affected regions, the Colombian Central Bank required to present robust and credible data. Such information is of paramount importance since it is the first time a research study of this nature has entirely focused on the rural sector in Colombia.   
	Lessons Learned: This exercise was not designed for complying a specific requirement for MEL of a USAID funded activity, to build a base line, or to perform a Impact Evaluation of USAID contract. This survey was originated as the result of a screening within Colombian institutions of possible private and public actors that were interested in increasing financial inclusion in Colombia. In the process, the Colombian Central Bank manifested their interest in enhancing their capacity to perform this types of exercises in the rural areas, as most of their financial inclusion information was collected in urban areas. Central Bank recognized that with the peace accord with the FARC guerrillas, several regions of Colombia which where not of interest of the private financial sector due to security concerns, could become  new opportunities for them to expand their financial services. As well, they recognized that for achieving a sustainable peace, it was required that these territories had access to public services that urban entrepreneurs and business benefit from, and among those, access to finance. This created a singular opportunity for collaboration:  Obtain critical data for public and private decision making, and build institutional capacity during the process. As mentioned previously, this kind of approach may not only be an alternative to the traditional way of working but it can also complement it and even strengthen and improve it. The current USAID MEL contract has also done some assessments with strong engagement of local partners such as those done with Departamento Nacional de Planeación and Fundación Ideas Para la Paz. We highlight the CLA experience of the Tolima Study as the most recent successful experience of this kind, because of its useful, innovative and strong approach that provides the Mission with a fruitful array of new and key lessons. The advice on this respect is then to be as open minded as possible when screening opportunities on how to better use information in USAID funded activities, and think in complementary and different from traditional alternatives to solve information requirements. CLA approach outcome is not only the information collected at the end of the exercise, but the whole implementation process as the procedure itself can built capacities not only among participating local partners but inside USAID as well.  
	Factors: USAID/Colombia considers that the whole impact might not have been as strong as it was solely based in an internal collaboration or traditional contract approach to develop and expose the findings of the study due to the following reasons:
- The traditional approach in some cases makes it difficult to work with local partners, reducing the possibility as well to contribute with capacity building of these same institutions.   
- Through the traditional approach the outreach of the results of the survey might have not had the impact it did through partnering with the Central Bank. As the Colombian main authority for macroeconomic regulation, financial institutions are eager to listen to their policy recommendations. The results of the study where presented by the 
General Manager of the Central Bank, not a foreign entity or a third party contractor. This single fact contributed that findings for the study where immediately taken into consideration by top executives and decision makers from the Colombian financial sector.
- The cost of the survey was as well a fraction of what would have cost through the traditional approach, as the different collaborating partners contributed with their own in house capacity, as their main interest in this exercise was capacity building of their own institutions rather than profit.
- The time frame was an additional aspect take into consideration. For this particular case, and as it happen with some other cases, the traditional approach might have represented to perform a lengthly procurement process which would have delayed the availability of the information for decision making.
- The high technical capacity for Banco de la República and the leading role, strong engagement, passion and innovation of its staff was also a very important and key enabler for the success of this study.
	Impact 2: The Financial Inclusion Initiative (RFI) is framed into the Development Objective #3 "Improved conditions for inclusive rural economic growth" of the current USAID/Colombia Strategy (CDCS). Particularly, the Activity is aligned with the Sub-Intermediate Results 3.2.2 "Increased private sector investment in targeted rural communities." So far, this CLA approach has allowed to steer the intervention from the supply side (support of USAID to Financial Institutions to take them to rural areas) in order to get visible evidence of the effects in the demand side: new beneficiaries of financial services, and transactions contributing to the regional economic development; Just in these three municipalities, USAID may count up to 4,600 rural beneficiaries of financial inclusion with more than $7,3 Million worth of financial services provided to push the regional economic development. Lesson learned with this survey have as well enhance USAID-RFI impact in the rest of the target geography of the activity, which has contributed to mobilize more than 200 Million in financial services to at least 200.000 persons.

Other outcomes include: strengthening the capacity of local stakeholders to build in their own regions. Leveraging the capacity and trust of national partners to change and advance policies with visible impact in the investments made by the private sector in former excluded rural areas. Supporting and catalyze the joint work of national and local actors to amplify impacts otherwise could not have happen that fast and over a modest budget. Before this effort, all what financial sector had was a collection of context indicators and casual information waiving an incomplete and weak story as evidence, keeping them from making forward decisions over rural ares. This learning told a different story, and set a new paradigm on what future approaches should look at. Two of the financial institutions taking the stake are among the five more important private banks of the country. Coffee and cacao producers are also putting their stake for the legal economy and the peace in their regions. Another positive effect is that it was the starting point for a baseline of an impact evaluation. This baseline, conducted by USAID/Colombia with the technical support of Central Bank allowed to collect data on most of the same topics covered by the Tolima Study in other five regions and the results have been also useful to financial institutions and the Central Bank.


