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Summary:

UBALE (United in Building and Advancing Life Expectations) is a USAID-funded DFAP which aims to reduce chronic
malnutrition and food insecurity and increase resilience among vulnerable populations in Southern Malawi. UBALE's
Monitoring, Evaluation, Accountability and Learning (MEAL) department is spearheading an ongoing CLA exercise to
improve the registration process for mother-child pairs (MCP) receiving rations of food during the lean season. MCPs
are pregnant women or caregivers of children under two years of age (CU2) who are participating in UBALE through
Care Groups. An effective registration process ensures UBALE reaches the maximum number of eligible MCPs with
much-needed food at a time of scarcity. For FY2017, a new registration process was proposed and a collaborative
meeting was held involving staff from many departments and levels to review the new process and revise it based on
learning from FY2016 food distributions. The meeting provided a chance to work transparently to identify gaps in the
old process and revise the newly proposed process. Out of the meeting, a procedure document was drafted with
responsible parties and deadlines and distributed to all staff involved in registration. Feedback indicated that overall
staff felt that the new FY2017 process was better organized and easier to manage than the FY2016 process. In
addition, 26,530 more MCPs were reached in the first month of FY2017 distributions, demonstrating that all targeted
beneficiaries were registered on time. Building on this success and in the spirit of continuous learning, the MEAL
team held a Lessons Learned Session in February 2018 with the aim of establishing an annual platform for reviewing
the MCHN Beneficiary Registration Process and continuing to improve the efficiency of registration for MCP. Donor
support for CLA work through good relations with leadership are enabling conditions that allow UBALE to sponsor
recurring, focused learning meetings and course correct efficiently based on learning gleaned and small actions
agreed on by staff at various levels in key departments.
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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?

Catholic Relief Services (CRS), in consortium with CARE, Chikwawa Diocese, National Cooperative Business
Association (NCBA)-The Cooperative League of the USA (CLUSA), the National Smallholder Farmers’ Association of
Malawi (NASFAM), and Save the Children, is implementing the United in Building and Advancing Life Expectations
(UBALE) program in Chikwawa, Nsanje, and rural Blantyre Districts in Southern Malawi. UBALE is a USAID $62
million Development Food Assistance Program (DFAP) awarded for the period 2014-2019, and will target all
Traditional Authorities (TAs) and Group Village Headman (GVH) area in the three target districts. UBALE project aims
to reduce chronic malnutrition and food insecurity and increase resilience among vulnerable populations in the three
target districts through three purposes: 1) increase income among vulnerable households, 2) improved nutritional
status among pregnant and lactating women and children under the age of two and 3) empower communities to
contribute to their own sustainable development.

As part of the mandate for Purpose 2, UBALE distributes lean season (October through March) rations of Corn Soy
Blend + and Vitamin A enriched oil for pregnant women and caregivers of children under two years of age (CU2) who
are participating in UBALE through Care Groups. The rations are meant to provide a high energy supplement that
supports the first 1000 days of development for children and contributes to reductions in stunting in children among
the target communities. UBALE targets over 100,000 beneficiaries for distributions on an annual basis. In order to
ensure that distributions reach the targeted beneficiaries, a massive registration was undertaken in FY2016. Eligible
pregnant women and CU2 were identified, registered by Care Group Promoters, verified and entered into a database
for creation of Food Acknowledgment Forms to be signed by the beneficiaries upon receiving rations. The MCHN
Beneficiary Registration Process requires staff in Commodities, MCHN and MEAL to work closely across
departments. However, in FY2016, the registration process was slow and such UBALE was not able to provide rations
to all eligible MCPs during the first and second months of distribution.

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

In FY2016, the process of registration was not finalized until two months into the distribution season, which left many
beneficiaries without rations in October and November. UBALE staff agreed that the process needed to be improved
in subsequent years in order to ensure that all eligible beneficiaries received the much-needed lean season
food-supplement on time.

Traditionally, a top-down solution would be designed and pushed to the field level to address the problem. However,
UBALE management realized that the responsibility for distributions rests on the shoulders of multiple stakeholders
that stretch across organizations and departments at various levels within UBALE, from the field to the project
management unit. Each of these stakeholders brings a unique voice to the table and effective collaboration among
them is essential for a successful registration process.

A CLA approach was used to in order to create a safe space for staff to reflect together on the FY2016 process
without pointing fingers and “blaming” any one person or department for difficulties faced during registration. CLA
techniques enable organizations to reframe challenges into learning opportunities. In this case, UBALE staff at various
levels reflected productively on all facets of the registration process, identified key problem areas and adapted it to
better serve beneficiaries.



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.

Since food distributions are scheduled to take place annually until the close of UBALE, the method for this CLA
initiative involves a continuous process of learning among internal stakeholders within UBALE in order to improve
the quality of service delivery throughout the project. The registration of MCHN beneficiaries is a massive
undertaking involving staff from MCHN, Commodities and MEAL. Often, these departments find themselves working
in silos and struggle to communicate arising challenges in a transparent manner, which hinders the project’s ability
to respond promptly.

Therefore, the MEAL team undertook an exercise to bring all parties to the table for a day-long collaborative
planning meeting. The meeting was designed to “pause and reflect” on the FY2016 registration process while
considering a newly proposed FY2017 process. Facilitators used methods such as Edward De Bono’s six thinking
hats approach to stimulate creativity and innovation among meeting participants and organized plenary and group
work to encourage all staff to participate and contribute ideas. The goal was adapt the registration process and to
inspire PVO staff to more fully own it. By the end of the meeting, the staff democratically decided on improved
methods, responsible parties and deadlines for specific tasks. Facilitators recorded and distributed these outputs in
the form of an “MCHN Registration Process Guide.” The adapted process was designed to use data already in
UBALE’s database to cut down on the time needed for the registration process. Already registered beneficiaries
were validated for continuing eligibility, and newly identified beneficiaries were the only ones fully registered.
Additionally, the important task of coordinating the process was drawn out and assigned specifically to PVO
Program Managers in order to reduce the need for one department to take a heavier burden of responsibility. The
necessity of collaboration over competition was emphasized throughout the document. For example, the MCHN and
MEAL team were both responsible for gathering and inputting high quality data.

The registration process for FY2017 took place from July — September 2017 and was finished on time by all
partners, a pronounced improvement from FY2016. A survey done by the MEAL team indicated that 90% of staff felt
that registration in FY2017 was a better experience than in FY2016 but that it still needed improvement. In February
2018, MEAL organized a Lessons Learned Session (LLS) to, again, “pause and reflect” on the FY2017 registration
of MCHN beneficiaries. Staff identified strong collaboration and a streamlined registration process as the keys to a
more successful registration. However, they felt that delays in recruiting extra staff, the lack of a system for
monitoring the progress of data entry and the small amount of time allocated to beneficiary verification detracted
from achieving the best results. These lessons learned and suggestions for improvement proposed during the LLS
will be used to improve the FY2018 MCHN Registration Process. MEAL plans to hold another day long planning
meeting in May 2018 in order to draft a new “MCHN Registration Process Guide.”

The UBALE MEAL team will continue to host learning events such as these throughout the remaining years of
project implementation as we believe that learning and adapting for improvement is an iterative process.



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?

Before using CLA methods to plan for MCHN Beneficiary Registration, UBALE staff tended to “point fingers” or
“blame” as a way of shifting responsibility from their departments. CLA promotes a “safe to fail” atmosphere in
UBALE, not in the sense that failure is promoted as the best outcome but that staff feel safe to communicate
complications as they arise. The collaborative spirit promoted by CLA techniques encourages all parties to take
responsibility for monitoring the progress of tasks and communicating when they see breakdowns in the system.

Additionally, challenges are now more likely to be viewed as opportunities for improvement instead of failures. Staff
see the value of persistent reflection and welcome the chance to adapt UBALE in order to serve beneficiaries more
efficiently. For instance, suggestions made by programs team prompted the MEAL team to create a new monitoring
tool to capture and record complications encountered at Food Distribution Points for follow-up. The tool was rolled-out
for the FY2018 distributions. Initial feedback from PVO MEAL staff indicates that the tool markedly improved
communication among departments during distributions and reduced the time needed to address beneficiary
concerns such as beneficiaries entitled to rations not appearing on Food Acknowledgement Forms. In FY2017, many
of these challenges remained buried until revealed during a monitoring visit by PMU staff. In FY2018, PVO staff
identified these issues and dealt with them before they reached the level of PMU.

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?

Over 100,000 MCP rely on receiving CSB+ and fortified oil from UBALE to supplement their child’s diet during the
lean season. Missing one month could be the difference between a healthy child and a mildly malnourished child for
some families. The adaptations made to the MCHN Beneficiary Registration Process allowed UBALE to register all
eligible beneficiaries in time for October food distributions. The improvement of the FY2017 process is evident in the
numbers from CADECOM'’s ITT. CADECOM struggled the most during the FY2016 registration process, because
they are responsible for almost half of the targeted households in UBALE. In October 2016, CADECOM reached
17,696 beneficiaries with rations, but in October 2017, they reached 44,226 beneficiaries, more than double their
achievement the previous year. The numbers clearly show that the improved process allowed this partner to meet
their obligation to feed 45,000 MCP during the FY2017 lean season.

Although this is an output indicator, the successful distribution of rations encourages healthy development for the
target population, children in their first 1000 days of life from conception to 2 years of age. In addition, all women
registered are automatically a part of the Care Group system and receive monthly visits from a community volunteer
who delivers health messages and identifies pregnant women and children that may require professional intervention
for improved health outcomes. UBALE may be able to see the improvement in some of the impact indicators when
we look at the nutritional status of pregnant women and children under five after the completion of the endline
survey. For instance, UBALE hopes to see a reduction in the prevalence of underweight pregnant women and
children under five and stunted children under five in the targeted districts.



7. What factors affected the success or shortcomings of your collaborating,
learning and adapting approach? What were the main enablers or obstacles?

One of the most important factors contributing to the success of CLA was the willingness of staff to try a new
approach and participate fully in discussions. Despite being accustomed to a different style of problem-solving,
UBALE PMU and PVO staff attended both the planning meeting and lessons learned session with open minds.
Staff were also encouraged by the support of leadership within CRS as well as the donor, USAID. There is a real
commitment to fostering a learning culture in UBALE, which is a crucial enabler in bringing CLA into a project.
Leadership can ensure that the resources necessary for learning activities are budgeted for and made available.

For UBALE, the two main barriers to CLA are competing interests and time. The UBALE monitoring system is
substantial, with 142 indicators, some of which require special investments in evaluations or other data gathering
efforts. Ensuring that the monitoring systems is in place and running smoothly is a full-time endeavor. Finding the
time to plan for learning takes a deliberate effort. CLA efforts require focused time to reflect on data and processes
in a group setting and then more time to craft program adaptations based on that learning.

Lastly, donor support through good relations with leadership determines the extent to which a project can
operationalize adaptations based on learning. If the donor does not see the value in changing course, learning can
be taking place but will not be acted on through course corrections. USAID is keen on setting up project’s that
incorporate CLA, but still tend to over-burden MEAL staff with numerous indicators that require tracking.

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 approach is quite different from the traditional top-down prescriptive method of development work. Many
local staff, especially those at the field level, are not accustomed to being given an opportunity to collaborate and
effect development outcomes through "pause and reflect" moments, and in this context, it can take time to become
a part of the organizational culture. Some staff may even be resistant to opening up and communicating in way that
facilitates CLA; however, persistence pays off. Most people appreciate the chance to contribute to the development
and adaptation of programming, especially if it will improve development outcomes for their nation, and if the
project donor and leadership take local staff suggestions seriously and use their contributions in decision-making,
they will feel encouraged to speak up and contribute to shaping successful projects in the future.

Start small. CLA is time-consuming and requires planning and commitment to incorporate into implementing
mechanisms. If it is something new to a project or organization, it is advisable to pick a process or outcome to focus
on. This allows staff to learn about CLA techniques in a practical situation and may help to attribute positive results
to the use of CLA more clearly. Once staff start to see the benefit of using CLA, the techniques can be applied
more broadly within a project. Staff may even start to use CLA as a part of everyday work habits that incorporate
continuous learning and improvement.

Remember that changing habits is a slow process. Patience and perseverance are key. Be a champion for CLA,
and it will slowly transform the work environment into a place where people feel heard and failure is not seen as the
opposite of success.

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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The registration process for FY2017 took place from July – September 2017 and was finished on time by all partners, a pronounced improvement from FY2016. A survey done by the MEAL team indicated that 90% of staff felt that registration in FY2017 was a better experience than in FY2016 but that it still needed improvement. In February 2018, MEAL organized a Lessons Learned Session (LLS) to, again, “pause and reflect” on the FY2017 registration of MCHN beneficiaries. Staff identified strong collaboration and a streamlined registration process as the keys to a more successful registration. However, they felt that delays in recruiting extra staff, the lack of a system for monitoring the progress of data entry and the small amount of time allocated to beneficiary verification detracted from achieving the best results. These lessons learned and suggestions for improvement proposed during the LLS will be used to improve the FY2018 MCHN Registration Process. MEAL plans to hold another day long planning meeting in May 2018 in order to draft a new “MCHN Registration Process Guide.”

The UBALE MEAL team will continue to host learning events such as these throughout the remaining years of project implementation as we believe that learning and adapting for improvement is an iterative process.

	Why: In FY2016, the process of registration was not finalized until two months into the distribution season, which left many beneficiaries without rations in October and November. UBALE staff agreed that the process needed to be improved in subsequent years in order to ensure that all eligible beneficiaries received the much-needed lean season food-supplement on time. 

Traditionally, a top-down solution would be designed and pushed to the field level to address the problem. However, UBALE management realized that the responsibility for distributions rests on the shoulders of multiple stakeholders that stretch across organizations and departments at various levels within UBALE, from the field to the project management unit. Each of these stakeholders brings a unique voice to the table and effective collaboration among them is essential for a successful registration process. 

A CLA approach was used to in order to create a safe space for staff to reflect together on the FY2016 process without pointing fingers and “blaming” any one person or department for difficulties faced during registration. CLA techniques enable organizations to reframe challenges into learning opportunities. In this case, UBALE staff at various levels reflected productively on all facets of the registration process, identified key problem areas and adapted it to better serve beneficiaries. 

	Context: Catholic Relief Services (CRS), in consortium with CARE, Chikwawa Diocese, National Cooperative Business Association (NCBA)-The Cooperative League of the USA (CLUSA), the National Smallholder Farmers’ Association of Malawi (NASFAM), and Save the Children, is implementing the United in Building and Advancing Life Expectations (UBALE) program in Chikwawa, Nsanje, and rural Blantyre Districts in Southern Malawi.  UBALE is a USAID $62 million Development Food Assistance Program (DFAP) awarded for the period 2014-2019, and will target all Traditional Authorities (TAs) and Group Village Headman (GVH) area in the three target districts. UBALE project aims to reduce chronic malnutrition and food insecurity and increase resilience among vulnerable populations in the three target districts through three purposes: 1) increase income among vulnerable households, 2) improved nutritional status among pregnant and lactating women and children under the age of two and 3) empower communities to contribute to their own sustainable development.

As part of the mandate for Purpose 2, UBALE distributes lean season (October through March) rations of Corn Soy Blend + and Vitamin A enriched oil for pregnant women and caregivers of children under two years of age (CU2) who are participating in UBALE through Care Groups. The rations are meant to provide a high energy supplement that supports the first 1000 days of development for children and contributes to reductions in stunting in children among the target communities. UBALE targets over 100,000 beneficiaries for distributions on an annual basis. In order to ensure that distributions reach the targeted beneficiaries, a massive registration was undertaken in FY2016. Eligible pregnant women and CU2 were identified, registered by Care Group Promoters, verified and entered into a database for creation of Food Acknowledgment Forms to be signed by the beneficiaries upon receiving rations. The MCHN Beneficiary Registration Process requires staff in Commodities, MCHN and MEAL to work closely across departments. However, in FY2016, the registration process was slow and such UBALE was not able to provide rations to all eligible MCPs during the first and second months of distribution.  
	Lessons Learned: The CLA approach is quite different from the traditional top-down prescriptive method of development work. Many local staff, especially those at the field level, are not accustomed to being given an opportunity to collaborate and effect development outcomes through "pause and reflect" moments, and in this context, it can take time to become a part of the organizational culture. Some staff may even be resistant to opening up and communicating in way that facilitates CLA; however, persistence pays off. Most people appreciate the chance to contribute to the development and adaptation of programming, especially if it will improve development outcomes for their nation, and if the project donor and leadership take local staff suggestions seriously and use their contributions in decision-making, they will feel encouraged to speak up and contribute to shaping successful projects in the future.

Start small. CLA is time-consuming and requires planning and commitment to incorporate into implementing mechanisms. If it is something new to a project or organization, it is advisable to pick a process or outcome to focus on. This allows staff to learn about CLA techniques in a practical situation and may help to attribute positive results to the use of CLA more clearly. Once staff start to see the benefit of using CLA, the techniques can be applied more broadly within a project. Staff may even start to use CLA as a part of everyday work habits that incorporate continuous learning and improvement. 

Remember that changing habits is a slow process. Patience and perseverance are key. Be a champion for CLA, and it will slowly transform the work environment into a place where people feel heard and failure is not seen as the opposite of success. 

	Factors: One of the most important factors contributing to the success of CLA was the willingness of staff to try a new approach and participate fully in discussions. Despite being accustomed to a different style of problem-solving, UBALE PMU and PVO staff attended both the planning meeting and lessons learned session with open minds. Staff were also encouraged by the support of leadership within CRS as well as the donor, USAID. There is a real commitment to fostering a learning culture in UBALE, which is a crucial enabler in bringing CLA into a project. Leadership can ensure that the resources necessary for learning activities are budgeted for and made available.

For UBALE, the two main barriers to CLA are competing interests and time. The UBALE monitoring system is substantial, with 142 indicators, some of which require special investments in evaluations or other data gathering efforts. Ensuring that the monitoring systems is in place and running smoothly is a full-time endeavor. Finding the time to plan for learning takes a deliberate effort. CLA efforts require focused time to reflect on data and processes in a group setting and then more time to craft program adaptations based on that learning. 

Lastly, donor support through good relations with leadership determines the extent to which a project can operationalize adaptations based on learning. If the donor does not see the value in changing course, learning can be taking place but will not be acted on through course corrections. USAID is keen on setting up project’s that incorporate CLA, but still tend to over-burden MEAL staff with numerous indicators that require tracking.

	Impact 2: Over 100,000 MCP rely on receiving CSB+ and fortified oil from UBALE to supplement their child’s diet during the lean season. Missing one month could be the difference between a healthy child and a mildly malnourished child for some families. The adaptations made to the MCHN Beneficiary Registration Process allowed UBALE to register all eligible beneficiaries in time for October food distributions. The improvement of the FY2017 process is evident in the numbers from CADECOM’s ITT. CADECOM struggled the most during the FY2016 registration process, because they are responsible for almost half of the targeted households in UBALE. In October 2016, CADECOM reached 17,696 beneficiaries with rations, but in October 2017, they reached 44,226 beneficiaries, more than double their achievement the previous year. The numbers clearly show that the improved process allowed this partner to meet their obligation to feed 45,000 MCP during the FY2017 lean season. 

Although this is an output indicator, the successful distribution of rations encourages healthy development for the target population, children in their first 1000 days of life from conception to 2 years of age. In addition, all women registered are automatically a part of the Care Group system and receive monthly visits from a community volunteer who delivers health messages and identifies pregnant women and children that may require professional intervention for improved health outcomes. UBALE may be able to see the improvement in some of the impact indicators when we look at the nutritional status of pregnant women and children under five after the completion of the endline survey. For instance, UBALE hopes to see a reduction in the prevalence of underweight pregnant women and children under five and stunted children under five in the targeted districts. 
 


