
 

Good Enough Learning Pilot 

LEARNING BRIEF 

OVERVIEW The Program, Partnerships, and Learning (PPL) Team initiated the “Good Enough Learning Pilot” in 2017 

to stimulate a culture of learning practice within Country Offices. 5 country offices (Benin, Bangladesh, Ethiopia, 

Malawi, and Niger) were each given $25,000 to define learning questions and execute a plan to answer cross-cutting 

questions of interest with support from PPL at C-USA.  

 

The Good Enough Learning Pilot enabled COs to test assumptions and critically reflect on the impact of their work to learn 

from what is working and importantly, what is not working in their programmatic approaches. It was important to do this 

outside of the limits of a donor funded research study or any specific project, so that learning teams were free to explore, 

reflect, and in some cases, adjust their initial learning question along the way. Learning teams used the Pilot as an opportunity 

to answer critical questions that can inform how COs design and implement programs and conduct advocacy. Participating 

COs surfaced answers to questions that were broadly relevant across CARE’s portfolio such as “What Makes VSLAs 

Sustainable”, and “How Can CARE Connect Advocacy Initiatives Across Social Movements”. Case studies on all the learning 

pilots can be found on the Global MEL Wiki under the Learning Forward Series.  

 

What we Learned About Learning 
The primary purpose of the Good Enough Learning Pilot was to stimulate a culture of learning within Country Offices. An 

attendant benefit of engaging in this process was for PPL to better understand exactly what stimulates active reflection and 

learning at CARE.  
Research Questions Should be Small and Manageable  

The Learning Teams that had the most success in answering their stated questions were the ones that narrowly defined the 

scope of their inquiry. The Malawi team for instance identified specific districts and villages where the study would be 

conducted. The budget of $25K was carefully allocated before the study began and included costs for enumerators, travel, and 

video production. While the team had the flexibility to conduct the pilot to test various learning approaches, the Malawi team 

chose to define strict parameters within which to learn. The approach used by the Malawi team is now being adopted by 

Access Africa, which will replicate the learning pilot across Southern Africa using the same methodology to understand the 

sustainability of VSLAs in different countries.  
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A different Learning Pilot team examined how various 

approaches such as VSLA, CVCA and SAA are integrated 

across every program that the CO manages. While the 

question of how various approaches achieve impact can be 

hugely beneficial to CARE’s understanding of what works, 

looking across a portfolio of several hundred million and 

over 30 individual projects, was more than any one Learning 

team could manage. Taking on an expansive portfolio level 

study also prevented the Learning Team from fully 

answering some of their learning questions, as the process 

was too unwieldy to produce specific results.  

 

Successful Learning Pilot teams had a deliberate connection 

between the learning pilot and the CO’s current and long-

term programming. Beyond simply funding COs to learn 

about their work, the applicability of findings to the COs 

programs was core to the usefulness of the Learning Pilot. 

The Learning Pilot teams each examined an aspect of CARE’s 

work that cut across programs or programmatic areas. As a 

result, teams could answer questions about the impact of 

CARE’s work at a macro level, rather than a traditional donor 

funded research study that examines impact at a project 

level.  

The CARE Bangladesh team, for example, conducted an 

analysis of how to expand the COs advocacy work beyond 

the traditional project cycle. Because of the Learning Pilot, 

CARE Bangladesh was able to expand its organizational 

advocacy strategy to focus on building long term 

relationships with local CSOs that are the heart of advocacy 

in Bangladesh. Doing so will enable CARE to not only 

collaborate more closely with those closest to issues of 

workers’ rights and women’s empowerment, but also to 

learn from them and “leverage resources for wide scale 

impact beyond a project’s scope and duration.” 

 

Learning Is a Process, Not a Deliverable 

A primary intent of the learning pilot was to enable COs to 

test approaches and have the flexibility to change course as 

they saw fit, which is generally not possible within the 

construct of a donor funded program. The Benin team 

embarked on the Learning Pilot to explore how the Social 

Analysis and Action process affected nutrition outcomes in 2 

projects. Where they ultimately arrived was not the answer 

to how SAA affects household nutrition, but rather, that the 

SAA process is a journey of self-reflection and surfacing 

social norms that can benefit all CARE staff. Because of the 

Learning Pilot, CARE Benin plans to integrate SAA into staff 

training and to conduct an integrated process whereby SAA 

is conducted with ALL CARE Benin staff and alongside 

communities.  

Allowing COs the flexibility to decide on a process for 

reflection enabled learning pilot teams to adjust methods 

along the way. In Malawi for example, the learning pilot 

team worked with a group of enumerators who checked the 

quality of data that they received from village agents who 

were the primary data collectors within villages. Some of the 

enumerators were former VSLA village agents themselves 

and therefore had the contextual knowledge to know how 

different variables correlated and what questions to ask to 

clarify data points that were illogical or did not seem correct. 

In the words of the Bangladesh team, “standard research 

practices of literature review and need-gap analysis for 

primary research can be ineffective, as the final learning 

outcome was more of an explorative discourse.” 

 

Learning Is Difficult, If There Is No Time To Learn 

Each Learning Pilot team was asked to identify the staff that 

would be supporting the learning process, from design to 

data collection to analysis and reporting. The COs senior 

management were also asked to provide the space for staff 

to conduct the Learning Pilot by scaling back other 

responsibilities so that the process was not overly 

burdensome and allowed space for reflection, rather than 

CARE Benin embarked on the Learning Pilot to better 

understand how the SAA approach affects nutrition out-

comes. Their Learning Journey took them in a vastly 

different direction - one that examined how the SAA 

approach could stimulate dialogue among CARE staff to 

examine their own biases and the social norms that im-

pact their lives. 

It is to the credit of the CO leadership that the staff 

were given the space to deviate so drastically from their 

stated objectives. But perhaps most importantly, the CO 

leadership found a way to embed learning into the cul-

ture of the Country Office. Because of the Learning Pilot, 

the CO is instituting a “Day of Discovery” whereby all 

staff of CARE Benin/Togo staff participate in the SAA 

process, alongside the communities that CARE serves. 

Many of the Benin/Togo staff had never been on the 

ground for this kind of exercise with communities. This 

approach stimulates dialogue between staff and com-

munities, so that all are embarking on a journey of self-

discovery through the SAA approach.  
 



 

being yet another task to add to busy schedules. While this 

commitment was made by all participating COs, almost all 

COs reported that staff capacity to conduct learning and 

reflection sessions was limited because of other, competing 

priorities. As noted by the CARE Bangladesh team, a “clear 

understanding of time requirements for internal 

engagement of staff if very important as for most staff, this 

work has to be done along with their individual work 

priorities.” For CARE staff to engage in a process of learning 

and reflection, the organization has to prioritize learning as 

something that is critical to the success of our programs.  

 

Consultants Are Not A Substitute for Active Learning 

The Benin and Niger teams hired external consultants to 

help collect and analyze data as well as report out to the 

teams. The Benin team reported that “when using external 

support, [it is important to] identify their roles do not hinder 

the staff learning.” Additionally, it is crucial to clearly define 

the role of international consultants at the outset of the 

study. That the methods used in the learning pilot are not 

conventional and intentionally innovative, as consultants 

seemed to impose a certain preconceived methodology to 

the process.”  

The Malawi CO on the other hand decided to use internal 

resources to conduct most of the data collection, analysis, 

and reporting. The results of their study produced highly 

valuable content that can inform not just the COs 

programming, but also how CARE can address the 

sustainability of VSLAs. However, the Malawi COs 

recommendation to PPL was essentially that the learning 

pilot could have benefitted from an external consultant to 

lead the process.  

Using external consultants for this type of iterative learning 

is advisable only to stimulate learning practice, without the 

aim of producing a specific document/output. Consultants 

should be experienced in action learning or action research 

methodologies as well as reflective practice methodologies. 

However, consultants are often a fall back for staff who do 

not have the time to engage in the details of conducting a 

research study, which is counter to the objectives of the 

Learning Pilot in stimulating questions, reflection, and 

analysis of what CARE does to achieve impact.  

 

How Do We Keep Learning? 
The Good Enough Learning Pilot was intended to stimulate 

new thinking on how CARE can build a culture of learning 

within Country Offices. The lessons learned through the 

implementation of the pilot in the 5 COs also gave the MI 

team an opportunity to reflect on how we can continue 

supporting Country Offices and HQ teams to continuously 

reflect on, learn from, and refine our programmatic 

approaches to achieve greater impact.  

 

 

The consultant should come under the supervision of 

the senior leadership team so that the CO’s learning  

objectives are of primary order of importance. 

   - CARE Benin Learning Team 

“For CARE staff to engage in the process of learning and reflection, the organiza-

tion has to prioritize learning as something that is critical to the success of our  

programs” 

The CARE Ethiopia Learning Team 



 

CO Leadership Must Foster A Culture of Learning 

One of the selection criteria for the Good Enough Learning 

Pilot was for CO teams to articulate how the learning 

questions they proposed would be used by the Country 

Office to “Gain answers that will cause them to re-evaluate 

and change certain aspects of programming, and 

fundraising.” While each learning team exhibited incredible 

enthusiasm and commitment to the process, in some cases 

there was a disconnect between the work done by the 

learning team and the how the CO intended on using the 

results. Often the CO leadership (CD/ACD) were not engaged 

in the learning process and thus not invested in using the 

results of the Learning Pilot to refine CO systems, processes, 

or programs. Additionally, CO management were asked at 

the outset to provide the space needed for learning teams to 

learn –meaning assessing the full list of staff responsibilities 

and reallocating staff time to allow for the time to learn. 

However, as mentioned, several of the learning teams 

reported that the Learning Pilot was a side project that they 

were asked to do in addition to existing work. Moreover, 

several of the learning teams were unable to articulate how 

the process or findings from the Pilot would be taken up the 

CO leadership.  

 

A literature review conducted by USAID on how learning 

affects development found that leaders are essential to 

creating an organizational culture that encourages reflection 

and open/safe spaces for discourse. To foster a culture of 

learning at CARE, one that engages all levels of staff in 

learning, we recommend that getting commitments from CO 

leadership on their interest in fostering a culture of learning 

in their Country Office. Specifically, the ACD or CD should 

articulate the challenges to creating a culture of learning, 

how learning can improve monitoring and evaluation 

practices at the CO (not just programmatic) level, and what 

organizational changes they are willing to make to invest in 

their staff’s learning.  

Focus The Learning 

The learning teams that were able to learn and reflect on 

their work, while also providing meaningful answers to 

questions of import to the CO were those with very focused 

learning questions. For example, the CARE Malawi team 

identified a broad question about VSLA sustainability, but 

narrowly focused their research on specific districts/villages 

and with a very detailed budget for implementing the 

Learning Pilot. The CARE Bangladesh team similarly 

identified a question that was of strategic importance to the 

CO (how should the CO engage in local advocacy 

movements), but had a very detailed process for narrowing 

the list of stakeholders to involve and a deliberate process 

for how the learning would inform CO programming.  On the 

other hand, Learning teams that looked at the entire span of 

a COs projects to identify how all programs reflect the COs 

Theory of Change or integrate CARE’s Approaches, found 

that the more expansive the scope of inquiry, the more 

difficult it was to complete a limited piece of research that 

informed a strategic direction.  A more viable approach is to 

define a specific and limited question that answers the 

following: 

 

• Can the learning team collectively complete the process 

within a 6-month timeframe and with limited external 

support?  

• Can the learning team clearly define the stakeholders 

that will be involved in the answering the learning 

questions? 

• Will the answer to the question provide a clear 

understanding of current knowledge base and areas 

where additional research is needed?  

• Is there a mandate from CO leadership that the answer 

to the learning question will be used to reevaluate and/
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or change certain aspects of programming, and 

fundraising? 

• Is there a clear and known decision point that answers 

to the learning questions will inform (i.e.: adapting a 

project theory of change, re-design a training package/

toolkit, changing standard operating procedures, 

country or regional strategy planning, etc.)?  

 

Support COs With Tools and Guidance 

The Good Enough Learning Pilot was a new challenge PPL 

and illuminated some areas where we can provide additional 

support to COs. During this initial pilot, the team provided 

limited support to CO Learning Teams with the intent of 

giving them the space to define the learning process for 

themselves. However, the team did not critically scrutinize 

proposals to guide COs on how to reshape them at the 

outset to make them more feasible to implement. In the 

future, PPL should clearly define the involvement of a core 

team, with guidance and support from the CO leaders (with 

continued involved of the ACD throughout the process), and 

a strategy for engaging other staff and external support as 

needed. It would also be beneficial to connect Learning 

Teams to each other, across COs, so that they can embark on 

the learning journey together and potentially form a 

community of practice.  

PPL can take a proactive role in developing the tools and 

guidance for: 

Senior Management - guidance will be focused on 

organizational change and stimulating a culture of learning 

in the CO.  Examples could include how to hold reflection 

sessions, mechanisms for rewarding emphasis within teams 

on learning and feedback loops, how to scale up a good 

practice from the pilot, how to change incentives so that 

staff at all levels adopt more critical reflection in real time, 

accepting failure or mistakes as lessons learned, how to 

manage consultants so that staff have clear ownership of 

products, and how to cultivate lateral learning.   

Learning teams – develop a series of guides and templates 

for conducting an inquiry. PPL can develop a set of templates 

for the final product so that learning teams can work from 

an outline for the final product. This approach was taken by 

CARE Bangladesh, and by developing a skeleton of the final 

report before the undertook primary research helped their 

large team to understand the end goal and to have a clear 

idea of their collective objective. PPL can also develop a 

TOR for consultants based on the experience of the Good 

Enough Learning Pilot. The TOR can narrow the scope of 

what is expected from consultants vs. what is expected from 

CARE staff, and how each should engage in the learning 

process. This TOR can begin with some critical reflection 

questions for the CO Learning Team on whether to hire a 

consultant, and if so, for what purpose. PPL will also provide 

support on clarifying the learning question/s and how to 

plan for use of the findings from the beginning and 

throughout the process. 
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