
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case Title: 

Name: 

Organization: 

Summary: 

Think about which subcomponents of the Collaborating, Learning & Adapting (CLA) Framework 
are most reflected in your case so that you can reference them in your submission: 

• 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 



 

 
 

 

    
  

 

    
  

1. 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? 

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



  

    
  

   
  

3. 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. 



  
 

 

 

  

4. 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? 

5. 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? 



  

 

  

 

6. What factors enabled your CLA approach and what obstacles did you
encounter? How would you advise others to navigate the challenges you faced?

7.Was your CLA approach prompted by a response to the COVID-19 pandemic? If so, how?

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.  

https://www.usaid.gov/selfreliance

	Case Title: 

	Submitter: Laura Alvarez
	Organization: USAID/Paraguay
	Caption: To encourage citizen participation, USAID and CEAMSO supported Paraguay's Ministry of Justice in the development of an innovative web page to file FOIA requests.  Photo credit: Belen Peña for CEAMSO and USAID.
	Case Title: Stronger Local Partners and Systems through Collaborative and Adaptive Mindsets
	Image_af_image: 
	Summary: In 2013, in response to budgetary constraints, USAID/Paraguay decided to elevate its partnerships with local organizations to become more efficient while maintaining its effectiveness. This approach, based on learning from previous programs, would come with some fiduciary risks that USAID was willing to take. That year, the Mission awarded a $24.6 million cooperative agreement to CEAMSO, a small local organization with novel and fresh ideas on how to fight corruption, but with no previous direct experience with the Agency. To mitigate fiduciary risks, the agreement required them to sub-contract an international organization with vast experience working with USAID.

Unfortunately, this otherwise ideal relationship did not work as expected and the anticipated risks were starting to emerge. To address this situation, USAID and the implementing partner had to work collaboratively and come up with creative ideas on how to adapt to correct the course of events. Thanks to the partner's openness about their weaknesses, and USAID's adaptive management approach, the Mission was able to come up with a solution. CEAMSO terminated the contract with the international organization and the Mission decided that all fiduciary capacity building would be left in the hands of the experts:  USAID/Paraguay staff. To further improve CEAMSO's organizational capacity in a more strategic and sustainable way, the Mission included an Organizational Capacity Development component to CEAMSO's program description, with specific resources, objectives, and indicators.  

This comprehensive collaborative process, requiring a strong adaptive mindset from several USAID offices and the implementing partner itself, proved to be worthwhile. CEAMSO has become not only an excellent USAID partner, but also a key player in the local system to strengthen Democracy and Governance in Paraguay. 
	Impact: Being a small organization, with no prior experience with USAID, CEAMSO’s financial and administrative capabilities were good enough to receive USG funding, but required a lot of support to ensure the mitigation of potential risks.  Initial audits included several recommendations for improvement, which CEAMSO took very seriously. For the first couple of years, the Financial Analyst, with support from RFMO, worked closely with them to overcome their challenges conducting regular financial reviews to mitigate any risks. This joint collaboration proved to be extremely successful: over the last three annual financial reviews, external audits have come out clean with no recommendations from USAID. The development of the SICEAMSO tool also played a key role in improving CEAMSO’s financial efficiency and accountability. CEAMSO has gained the confidence of other international organizations and donors, as well as local institutions, which led them to diversify and expand their project portfolio. Their organizational budget reflects this.  Back in 2013, CEAMSO had a 98% financial dependency on USAID, which has decreased to only 66% in 2020.  CEAMSO has become a role model for project management and transparency. Two other local organizations adopted SICEAMSO as a management tool, and CEAMSO is now adapting this tool to respond to the corporate needs of the private sector, to improve corporate compliance and financial ethics.Finally, their organizational strengthening goes beyond only financial, monitoring, and communication aspects. Their openness to learn and adapt has led them to revisit their organizational strategy, taking advantage of their strengths and the wealth of knowledge and experience of their professional collaborators. They now have a new organizational strategy and sustainability plan that will allow them to continue harvesting their successes and investing in Paraguay's development. 
	Why: In response to this new mindset, in 2013 the Mission awarded a $24.6 million cooperative agreement to the Center for Environmental and Social Studies (CEAMSO, for its Spanish acronym). The new and exciting partner was a very small local organization that submitted a great and very innovative proposal, but with no previous experience in working with USAID as a prime partner. They did however have previous experience as a sub-grantee and beneficiary of USAID's "Civil Society Initiatives" program years before, which helped them lay the foundations to later becoming a USAID prime partner.Unfortunately, after about a year and a half, the Mission felt that while the idea of pairing a local new prime partner with an experienced international subprime was perfect in theory, in practice it did not work quite that well. There was miscommunication and a natural sense of competition between the local NGO and the international contractor. As such, the transfer of knowledge and experience did not flow as expected and the program faced serious financial and administrative challenges. This feeling was confirmed by the findings of a regional financial audit that the program had around the same time.  Based on this, USAID had to think strategically on how to adapt to such an unexpected outcome. The CLA approach was still not in full use within the Agency.  However, the Mission understood that the only possible way to correct the situation was by managing adaptively with enough openness to spur creativity and leverage strong internal staff collaboration. Investing time and resources into CLA practices was not planned, but it was the organic response to such an unexpected event.   
	Lessons Learned: Although the mentioned specific adaptive management case was not prompted by a response to the COVID-19 pandemic, CEAMSO’s growing adaptive nature did allow it to adjust its technical assistance to the emerging needs of the Paraguayan Government due to the pandemic. In response to a specific request from the National Anticorruption Secretariat (SENAC), CEAMSO decided to redirect some pre-programmed funds to support the Government of Paraguay’s anticorruption efforts during the pandemic. SENAC requested USAID’s assistance to increase their capacity to monitor the use of Government of Paraguay resources allocated to the COVID-19 emergency, and to improve its web-based corruption complaints platform. CEAMSO provided technical assistance to SENAC to adjust existing rendering of accounts guidelines to ensure that public agencies are accountable in the use of emergency funds to respond to the pandemic.In addition, with CEAMSO’s assistance, the Supreme Court in coordination with the Prosecutor’s office, developed a new protocol for handling COVID-related criminal cases. The goal was to prevent an overwhelming increase in caseload and avoid a collapse of the criminal jurisdiction. As a result, approximately 80 percent of over 5,000 petty criminal cases were resolved through plea bargaining and alternative measures, preventing the Justice system from collapsing due to the COVID cases.  The aforementioned were possible thanks to the strong collaboration between USAID/Paraguay and CEAMSO. The cordial, frank, and constant communication between USAID and the implementing partner allowed them to act quickly and effectively on the Government of Paraguay’s request. Adapting the DG Program was not an option; it was the only possible course of action to maintain USAID's assistance relevant to the needs of the country.  
	Factors: The main factors that enabled this adaptation and growth process are mostly related to culture. CEAMSO’s openness to accept their weaknesses, to learn about new procedures, and to adapt to required changes, were fundamental to their strengthening. USAID’s staff openness was also remarkable. The openness to manage adaptively to unexpected unfavorable outcomes, including the termination of a contract, was essential to being able to correct the course of action.  Also worth mentioning is CEAMSO's gratitude to the Agency for holding their hands and serving as mentors in several aspects of the program implementation. This is a confirmation that sometimes, particularly with new local partners, they crave more substantial involvement from the AOR and other staff than what we think they do. As an Agency, we are trying to simplify their lives by leaving them alone, when they are actually timidly begging for our support, our coaching, our training.  We have heard, over and over, from CEAMSO and other local partners, that the best we have to offer them are our holding hands to work cooperatively towards a common development goal. Reprogramming specific resources to build the organizational capacity of CEAMSO was also a crucial enabler of this growth journey. The Mission has learned from this, and is now planning to intentionally resource activities to build our new partners’ capacity in all future implementing mechanisms.The main obstacle relates to the amount of time needed for Mission staff to invest in building partner capacities.  Due to budgetary constraints, there are no external mechanisms to offer fiduciary and strategic training across the Mission’s portfolio. So AORs, Financial Analysts, Communicators, and MEL Specialists must invest their own extra time and effort to bring this capacity up little by little. But it is worth it. The Mission knows that the effort put into it makes CEAMSO stronger and more effective. And best of all, it allows USAID to leverage their strengths in the future to help other local organizations join them in leading the development of their own country.
	CLA Approach: The mindset necessary to manage adaptively was intrinsic to the Agreement Officer (AO), the Agreement Officer Representative (AOR), the Regional Financial Management Office (RFMO), and most importantly, to the Mission's leadership. In close consultation with the local implementing partner, USAID decided to take this course of action convinced that adapting the program was the only way to correct the situation and still be able to achieve the expected results in an efficient and effective way. If they did not have this adaptive philosophy, such important changes would not have been possible. As a first step in the adapting process, the Mission coordinated with the Regional Office of Acquisition and Assistance (ROAA) and the Regional Financial Management Office (RFMO), to jointly come up with a solution. With USAID's support, CEAMSO decided to terminate the contract with the international subcontractor for convenience, and instead delegate the capacity building task to the Mission's staff specialized in each of the desired areas. Of particular importance was the substantial involvement of the Agreement Official Representative (AOR) and the Mission's Financial and Administrative Specialist, who guided and coached CEAMSO throughout all aspects of the program.  One of the first risk mitigation efforts was the amendment of the agreement to include special conditions. With USAID's support CEAMSO implemented improved internal controls, and the AO lifted the conditions two years later. USAID also reprogrammed the budget to include a specific component for CEAMSO's organizational capacity building, with clear objectives, expected results, illustrative activities, and indicators. Through this component, CEAMSO received external technical assistance to support their strategic thinking, redefine their governance structure, revisit their vision and mission based on their institutional strengths, and plan for financial sustainability.  These efforts required strong collaborative work between the USAID/Paraguay team and CEAMSO. Mission staff had to invest more time than usual to guide CEAMSO's specialists to comply with the Agency's requirements, which are usually more demanding than that of other donors in the local sphere. They patiently guided the partner on how to write effective work plans, progress reports, and financial reports, undertake performance monitoring, and create impactful communication materials.  To further mitigate potential financial risks and strengthen the internal controls environment, the program also developed an automated financial, accounting, and administrative system called SICEAMSO to support the operation of the organization. With this same objective, the Mission introduced CEAMSO to the Organizational Capacity Assessment (OCA) tool, as a guide to self-assess their institutional weaknesses and strengths. Although the OCA was initially introduced to mitigate financial risks, USAID highlighted the importance of this tool to assess all other aspects of CEAMSO's organizational capacities, not only to respond to USAID-funded activities but to all their other projects. CEAMSO was really committed to this self-assessment and created a task team led by the Executive Director with the participation of representatives of all their offices. Their first rating demanded an extensive action plan, which the entire organization diligently implemented. After 18 months, and three OCA assessments, CEAMSO was able to improve all their scores in all the self-evaluated areas.The key stakeholders of these adaptive management and implementation processes were the implementing partner and USAID staff (Paraguay Mission, ROAA, and RFMO). CEAMSO's openness to share their internal organizational problems, and the openness of USAID staff to look for alternatives were essential. Of particular importance was ROAA's flexibility to guide CEAMSO through the decision to terminate a contractual relationship that was evidently not working, and to reprogram funds to adapt to such circumstances. CEAMSO believes that the most important CLA contribution from USAID has been the constant collaboration, guidance, and support received from the Mission staff, especially the AOR and the Financial and Administrative Specialist. They feel that the mentoring, guidance and walking hand by hand is something unique from USAID. As CEAMSO's Executive Director gratefully puts it: "That is something that no other donor has ever done for us". 
	Context: Ten years ago, USAID/Paraguay started a reinvention journey in response to budgetary constraints. The Mission, which was at the time managing a budget three times greater than today, had to get creative about how to continue delivering its much-needed development assistance with significantly less resources. The solution was obvious: it needed to be more efficient while maintaining (or increasing) its effectiveness. 

One of the ways to achieve this was by prioritizing partnerships with local organizations. Based on past experience, the Mission knew that elevating relationships with local organizations would achieve greater efficiency. Local organizations have extensive understanding of local development problems, benefit from the trust of beneficiaries, and their commitment to the cause ensures sustainability of development efforts. This is why, not surprisingly, most international contractors end up sub-awarding local nonprofit organizations (NGOs) to deliver their services.     

This new mindset led USAID/Paraguay to design its new Democracy and Governance Program (DGP), with the objective of elevating the chance of small local organizations to partner with USAID. The Mission was looking to not only broaden its partners base, but also to benefit from fresh and innovative ideas on how to fight corruption, while increasing local sustainability.  

To achieve this ambitious goal, USAID/Paraguay established a plan during the design phase to mitigate fiduciary risks that could come from partnering with small local organizations. Thus, the solicitation required applicants to have an international sub-contractor with extensive experience in working with USAID that could build their capacity during the first three years. The international sub-contractor would have to strengthen their administrative/financial, monitoring and evaluation, and strategic communications capabilities to manage USAID funds. 

However, this novel and exciting approach would come with one of the biggest challenges that the Mission has had and is still facing: how to build the organizational capacity of young and passionate local organizations to manage  funds, while helping them excel as development leaders in their own local systems.
	Impact 2: The highest impact of this adaptive management approach is CEAMSO’s growing leadership and relevance in the local system. This once small, young, and almost unknown organization has consolidated itself as a leading NGO in the area of democracy and governance in Paraguay. This is a result of CEAMSO's commitment to technical rigor and excellence to advance reforms particularly in the areas of transparency and anti-corruption. CEAMSO's great achievements include the passing of an access to information law that generated a "transparency spring" in Paraguay and the implementation of an automated system for filing and tracking down corruption claims. CEAMSO has also supported the Government of Paraguay’s remarkable progress in advancing merit-based civil service, and the creation of a specialized jurisdiction for economic and organized crimes.  By learning and adapting continuously to strengthen themselves as an organization, the assistance they provide to tackle development challenges has also evolved. The quality of the organization’s technical assistance improves when the quality of their professional collaborators improves. And enlisting top-level professionals requires an organization strong enough to be attractive to their most important clients: their own staff and external collaborators. CEAMSO is now a highly sought-after employer due to its increased reputation and experience. This has led them to have a strong database of independent professionals willing to team up with CEAMSO to provide technical assistance in a growing number of development areas, not only democracy and governance.To support this wealth of collaborators, CEAMSO is planning to create a “Consultants Cooperative”.  This would allow its members to also receive social benefits usually offered only to full time employees, while maintaining their independent worker status. This idea is still in a planning stage, but the Mission believes that it will serve to strengthen the local expertise that Paraguayans need to have to lead their own development more effectively.  


