Some reflections about the learning alliance expert meeting

Background information

A recent discussion meeting held at IRC in The Hague on 22 April 2009 with nine IRC staff members
, Charles Batchelor (IRC associate), Kathleen Shordt (ex-IRC staff member) and Stefanie de Kool (Wageningen University) led to explore the learning alliance approach. 

The objective of the meeting was to define a framework for IRC’s learning alliance projects, building upon experiences and insights from three sources: Wageningen’s experience with sustainable agriculture, Russell Kerkhoven’s experience with facilitating a dialogue process between conflicting groups and Kathy Shordt’s experience with a framework to change people’s hygiene behaviours. 
In spite of expectations, no framework was deducted from the discussions, but some useful leads were identified. This short report attempts at introducing them to understand and explore the learning alliance approach further, at introducing some pointers for a potential framework and for issues that will have to be unpacked if the learning alliance approach is ever to have the impact it hopes to have. 
Note that this report is a free interpretation by Ewen.
The starting point: principles and philosophy

The current understanding of what learning alliances varies even within IRC but in general, they have been conceptualised as an approach that can help scale up innovation in the water sector. The discussion meeting showed that the thinking behind learning alliances could almost be qualified as a ‘philosophy’ in as far as it promotes various principles that go beyond concepts and implementation steps, and IRC hopes to apply these principles when following a learning alliance approach. 

There are various principles but here are a few that seem to characterise a lot of projects that have developed learning alliances (this is a non-exhaustive and non jointly defined list):

· Development is about empowerment: having enough power and capacity to fully take charge of oneself and develop a sustainable livelihood;

· Development work takes place locally. That local agenda – based on local needs and demands – should drive development cooperation work (demand-driven research);

· Development work intervenes in a complex environment where no easy plan solves everyone’s problems; Instead, what is required is the cooperation of various actors to understand problems from a wider angle and to have more skills and capacities to face problems;

· Social inclusion (i.e. of marginalised groups) is essential to allow certain groups to contribute to solutions where they were not previously invited, and to get empowered;

· Action research allows live testing of assumptions and feedback mechanisms that help correct issues along the way; it is a good way to introduce ongoing learning in research;
· A structured social learning process (as part of the action-research cycle) helps develop shared perceptions and collective action;

· The WASH sector (and development overall) will perform more effectively through cooperation, knowledge sharing and joint learning by various stakeholders;

These principles could be regarded as assumptions from IRC staff which shows the complex philosophy that guides learning alliances. These principles are held in high esteem by IRC staff and they may reflect the authenticity of IRC (what IRC stands for).
At any rate, these principles, together with the implementation steps, tools etc. are applied to address one particular issue or agenda, but from IRC’s side, the principles bear the risk of becoming an end in itself, to the detriment of the issue at hand, because they represent a leap of faith that is not backed by structured evidence.
The visible heart of the matter: Framing the issue at hand with the context at hand

Learning alliances are set up and developing in a given context, usually a project; let’s call it an intervention. That intervention has two constituencies (aside from the team in charge): the funding agency and the local stakeholders concerned (or e.g. the country where the intervention is taking place). Both may influence the agenda and effect the way the issue is framed.

The giving end: how donors and lead agencies influence the agenda
From the funding agency end, the intervention may have a specific objective regarding an issue or focus on a broad area (e.g. sustainable urban water management, sustainable agriculture etc.), it may have a very rigid logical framework (RiPPLE) or a loosely defined plan (WASHCost) that sets the agenda in a narrow and imposed way or leaves it open for interpretation and co-creation. It is crucial to fully understand whether the starting point is a pre-determined agenda or a demand-driven agenda, whether the agenda interests and concerns actors or not and, perhaps more importantly, whether it is fixed or flexible. 
Beyond the intervention itself, the funding agency (DGIS, DfID, EC etc.) or the lead implementation agency (coordinating a learning alliance project, e.g. UNESCO-IHE in SWITCH, ODI in RiPPLE) may have its own agenda (e.g. Research in use for DfID, research in general for ODI) which may anyway influence the way the intervention is framed. The volume and duration of funding also determines the influence of the issue. In most IRC projects, it is this agenda that started driving the intervention.

The receiving end: What or who influences the issue on the ground?

The context of the intervention is also loaded with objectives, assumptions, expectations and realities. Here are a few specific sources that may have a strong influence on the issue tackled. 

· The (inter/)national (governmental) agenda of the WASH sector (what objectives, strategy and activities are driving WASH institutions nationally). In the Wageningen University case, the agenda was already set by the national agreement; in many IRC projects, there is no such framework.

· By extension, the various organisational agendas of the stakeholders that are affected by the issue, which may very well compete with one another;

· The culture of the intervention place (national, religious, linguistic etc.). Even though this is hard to assess and define clearly it may have an effect on the communication, visioning, sharing and learning processes for instance;

When framing the issue, it is essential to understand whether the intervention agenda strictly sticks to the issue or whether it has a wider ambition (e.g. increasing cooperation in the sector, instilling a learning culture) because this will affect the long term future of the learning alliance and the dispositions to let it work on its own (e.g. without funding, without technical support) or not... and the interactions between stakeholders...
The undercurrent: working with multiple stakeholders

Since the learning alliance approach emphasises multiple stakeholders at multiple levels, working with stakeholders is central. The objective here is to align stakeholders concerned with the issue at hand. This objective meets either a positive reaction, in which case the intervention focuses mostly on cooperation or it meets no or even an adverse reaction, in which case the intervention focuses mostly on conviction. Most learning alliance interventions include many stakeholders and therefore display a mixture of cooperation and conviction. Whatever the configuration, learning alliances aim at changing behaviours of stakeholders.

 This is where the discussion meeting has proved most relevant, identifying useful models, tools and approaches that support cooperation and conviction. The Wageningen approach is especially relevant here with its emphasis on three phases: 1) informing, 2) consulting and 3) collaborating with the stakeholders.

Working with stakeholders may entail the following distinct or simultaneous phases (as one way to look at it and in no strict order): 

· Understanding the activities, point of view, needs, expectations and culture of stakeholders;

· Informing stakeholders about the issue addressed by the intervention;

· Influencing stakeholders (and their followers), using among others: carrots (incentives) and sticks (e.g. regulations);

· Creating a common vision and objective;

· Identifying champions and working with them as advocates;

· Carrying out joint activities (research, learning, communication, advocacy, policy, implementation).

· Assessing the effects of the intervention (through monitoring, process documentation etc.) 

The role of IRC in all of this?

IRC, or any international facilitator in learning alliance processes, embraces various functions at different times:

· Conceptual development of the intervention and of the learning alliance;

· Training facilitators on knowledge and skills required to facilitate the process;

· Coaching facilitators and other actors involved in the process;

· Documentation, reflection, analysis (monitoring, learning, process documentation) and development of the approach;

· Resource centre
 for various types of information;

· Funder / sponsor of the learning alliance.

IRC, local facilitators and to the extent desirable sector stakeholders need to be very clear about these functions and resources should be tailored to the magnitude of these facilitation functions in the intervention.

Assessing the effects

The impact
 envisaged and achieved by learning alliances represents a key issue for several reasons:

· The envisaged impact partly explains the fixed or flexible nature of the agenda driving the intervention. If the agenda is flexible, it could play in favour of a sustainable (institutionalised) learning alliance or it would end with intervention funding;

· The effective outcomes and impact may influence internal stakeholders and external donors to keep investing in the learning alliance, either in a subsequent phase or in a subsequent project;

· Implementing a learning alliance requires time and money and so far no cost/benefit analysis has been conducted to assess the relative ‘return on investment’ of such heavy multi-stakeholder processes, which in turn may influence the decision to further invest in them;

This area is one of the least familiar in the learning alliance approach and it needs serious attention.

Conclusions and ways forward

Based on the above, there is still no framework shaping up (although one participant argued whether there was any point in defining a framework for what is essentially a philosophy). But the sequencing of identifying an issue and setting up / developing a learning alliance is getting clearer, and a host of tools have been identified to support the work, particularly as regards working with stakeholders.

There are still a number of unanswered questions and hot issues which will have to be investigated further. There are principally three areas of tensions that have lots of consequences on learning alliances: 

1) the design of the project and setting up a genuinely demand-driven action research process or a predetermined research and action agenda 

2) the flexibility of the agenda and either limiting the mandate of the learning alliance to the agenda of the original issue or opening it to a wider sector learning agenda of some sort that requires institutionalising the learning alliance. 

3) the results of the learning alliance intervention against expectations, costs and agendas of potential future funders or sponsors.

The figure below depicts these three moments of tension:


[image: image1.emf]IRC / 

international 

facilitator

IRC (L.A.) principles

WASH sector

Learning alliance

L.A. agenda

WASH sector agenda

External funding 

agency

Donor 

agenda

Impact on sector

1

1: Intervention design: Supply vs. demand-driven research

3

2: Intervention evolution: locally owned, sector-wide, sustainable vs. limited to the original agenda

3: Potential impact of the learning alliance on the sector

2


For IRC, what plays here is negotiation between authenticity (e.g. of IRC) in sticking to the principles and the expected alignment with the original agenda. In the light of the discussion, these key assumptions have to be unpacked and the recommendations point to further areas for investigation:

· Clarify expectations early on for: IRC, lead intervention agency if any, funding agency if any, LA process facilitators and local team members, LA members, wider stakeholders as and when required.

· Clarify what are IRC’s underlying assumptions about the principles and the philosophy behind learning alliances: what are the key principles IRC is standing for and advocating? Why? On what evidence basis?

· Collect evidence backing a) principles IRC believes in and b) effective experiences with learning alliances.

· Quantify relative return on investment of learning alliances (at least quantifying costs of setting up and facilitating learning alliances).

· Devise recommendations for outcome (and potentially impact) assessment of learning alliances.

· List more tools and approaches that could support the work around learning alliances.
Appendix 1: an attempt at mapping tools to work with learning alliances

The table below pictures different phases and activities of a learning alliance intervention and the potential tools and approaches that could support it:

	Phase / activity
	Tools and approaches

	The learning alliance principles and philosophy: Where is our leap of faith, what do we stand for, what is negotiable and what is not?
	None but principles have to be listed by many (at IRC) and clarified

	Framing the agenda: what issue are we tackling? Imposed vs. open agenda and (for now) to a lesser extent rigid vs. flexible agenda.
	Research leading to identification of research? Discussions with donors? 

Interviews, discussions with key sector actors?

Setting up the learning alliance approach to genuinely identify issues in a participatory way?

	At this stage, there are two possible situations: the agenda is imposed or it is open. For each of the phases introduced below, there are specific recommendations that may apply. They are displayed in red when they apply to an imposed agenda and in green when they apply to an open agenda. 

	Assessing the situation: Assessing

· The sector as a whole: policies, strategies, framework, priorities

· Stakeholders: who does what where, how, with whom, what for, what do they need?

· Intervention capacities at hand to tackle the issue
	With an imposed agenda, the situation assessment may be a lot simpler because it focuses on a predetermined objective.

- literature review 

- stakeholder analysis, institutional mapping, social network analysis, blockers / floaters / movers.

- capacity needs assessment

	Understanding stakeholders: understanding their

· point of view

· needs

· expectations

· culture
	Same as above

- interviews, discussions

- interviews, needs assessment

- interviews, discussions, Russell’s work on undercurrents

- Literature review

	Reframing the agenda (after the analysis) to create a compelling entry point to tackling the issue (i.e. the agenda)
	- problem pyramid 

- forcefield analysis 

This would be more basic or simply not happen with an imposed agenda

	Informing stakeholders: about the issue at hand and assess their reaction
	- Various communication products and services, methods and channels

An imposed agenda usually drives more intensive unilateral communications about the issue and aims at convincing. An open agenda is more exploratory, driven by questions more than answers and may focus more on creating the common objective.

	Creating a common objective to rally actors 
	Visioning and scenario building. Arguably this wouldn’t happen with an imposed agenda

	Identifying champions and working with them as advocates
	- positive competition to identify champions on the back of a training course

	Influencing stakeholders: (and their followers) to align with the issue / agenda by either getting them interested, committed, active or active advocates.
	- forcefield analysis

- alignment matrix

- incentives and ‘sticks’ (regulation etc.), including market incentives

- SMART messenging chart

WIth a purely open agenda this would not even happen since it may build upon only the champions.

	Carrying out joint activities: research, learning, communication, advocacy, policy, implementation
	Strategic planning, action research, pilot projects etc. Less emphasis on joint activities and participation with an imposed agenda, as it focuses on efficiency, effectiveness towards set objectives, recourse to ‘experts’ rather than empowerment.

	Assessing the effects: Progress, output, outcome, (impact) and process monitoring.
	After action review, critical incident, process documentation, various monitoring tools and methods

	 At this stage, there are two possible situations: the agenda is rigid or it is flexible. For each of the phases introduced below, there are specific recommendations that may apply. They are displayed in red when they apply to a rigid agenda and in green when they apply to a flexible agenda. 


� Carmen da Silva Wells, Joep Verhagen, John Butterworth, Marieke Adank, Martine Jeths, Patrick Moriarty, Russell Kerkhoven, Stef Smits, Ewen Le Borgne. 


� the knowledge broker role that Stefanie de Kool was mentioning.


� defined here as ‘The ultimate and long-term effects of an intervention on the life of beneficiaries (e.g. improved health, better access to sustainable water and sanitation services, increase in life expectancy etc.)’.
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