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The OCDC/ICRG Annual Learning Event (ALE) 2022: 

Reflection & Resonance for Cooperative Impact  
Welcome 
OCDC and the ICRG were excited to welcome the CDO community to an in-person Annual Learning 

Event, convened in Washington, DC.  This follows a hiatus of physical meetings due to the COVID 19 

pandemic.  As with the other in person ALE’s one of the primary aims underlying the program design 

was to deepen our sense of community within the CDP implementing partners.   

The ALE began with a Happy Hour on Tuesday, which allowed participants to meet, often for the first 
time, in a relaxed and welcoming setting. As everyone donned their name tags, it was great fun to 

put faces to names as so many had only met virtually prior to this event.  And it was also great to re-

connect with those whom we already knew. 

The main program started on Wednesday 7th December, with opening remarks from Paul Hazen, 

Executive Director of OCDC and Cooperative Hall of Fame Award Recipient. Paul undoubtedly had 

some interesting facts and history about the cooperative movement globally and some about the US 

efforts in extending the benefits of cooperatives beyond its own borders. He reminded us that over 1 

billion people are cooperative members and that 12% of the world’s population works for a 

cooperative. It was a great way to frame the Learning Event whose theme was cooperative impact.  

Bailey Morton, USAID Representative and Cooperative Development Specialist was kind enough to 

join us for the full event. She has a background in global nutrition, inclusion especially of women and 

displaced people, having worked in the USAID Feed the Future and with the US State Department in 

the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, where she served as an independent consultant. She speaks Spanish 

and Azerbaijani and is a competitive baker! Bailey asked the group to reflect on some of the research 

and data that can come out of locally led development. Understanding that USAID tends to be risk 

averse and so “good evidence would go a long way in advancing the cooperative movement and 

pushing for localization.” 

Bailey’s remarks teed up for Dr. Judith Hermanson, Director of OCDC’s International Cooperative 
Research Group (ICRG). She framed the ALE in terms of learning and collaboration, two 

characteristics shared by all CDOs while emphasizing two things about the ALE design and the hopes 

for the time we spent together: 

• We want to learn both from experience and from data as part of our collective commitment

to continual improvement to enhance impact and increase the uptake and scale of

cooperative development.  Sessions have been structured to draw on the knowledge and

participation of each person.

• The ALE is a “safe space” in which to share strengths and weaknesses and how to maximize

the former and minimize the latter and openness is valued and respected.

• The CDP community of implementing partners brings a richness and diversity of strengths,

capacities and interests.  The ALE assumes that there will be different approaches and ways

to collaborate in order to enhance impact among the CDOs and with the ICRG even as we

strive to unify around some programmatic themes – such as locally led development – and

implementing approaches.

All were encouraged to be open to new ideas and learning from each other and to espouse the 

principles of the cooperative movement around cooperation. “We enhance our impact when we 
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work together.”  As she closed out the framing, she noted that one of the amazing lessons 

learned by the ICRG during the course of implementing its CDP program is the enormous and 

exponential power of data and evidence to focus the attention of decision-makers on 

cooperatives, to create platforms and opportunities for dialogue with stakeholders and to move 

the needle towards application. 

Introductions 
A quick round of introductions got us all to hear from each other, know the organizations, roles and 

cities represented in the room. Interestingly enough, there were just as many people living in Nairobi 

as living in St Paul who had attended the event! See the word cloud below. We also heard about 

each other’s favorite foods, with wine, coffee, bread and ugali making the list! We were clearly easy 

on the definition of food.  

This brief summary sets out some of the important take-aways from the day and gives a flavor of the 

dynamic CDO-led discussions and an overall sense of the time we spent together. 

What have we learned on Partnerships 
All the Cooperative Development Organizations (CDOs) had been asked to prepare and share 2-3 

slides about their work. The focus would be on partnerships, with a view to learning from each 

other’s successes and challenges. A full deck of all the presentations will be available on the ALE 
landing page. 

Venture 37 

✓ Having a flexible donor in USAID was critical especially during the pandemic. They were able

to pivot, change activities and work within what they could.

✓ Empowering country teams to make decisions in real time

✓ Co-creation with country teams and stakeholders for locally led development

✓ Creating a formal platform for discussion at national level where relevant updates could be

shared

✓ Fostering strong feedback loops for continuous learning and improvement
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NCBA CLUSA 

✓ Being attuned to US Mission goals in the countries where they operate. Has led to some

opportunities to expand the work e.g., in Guatemala and Peru where NCBA is working with

Global Communities and what started off as an online marketing platform as a response to

COVID 19, has now evolved into a Coop Business School. This expansion is from US Mission

funding as the goals were aligned.

✓ Being members of the Collaborative Group. There have been opportunities for joint work

and joint research

✓ Knowing when to change partners has also been critical

✓ Understanding cultural contexts and having to reconcile between that and what is

considered best practices in other areas

Health Partners 

✓ Formation of a Technical Advisors Steering Committee and having all get together quarterly

✓ Frequency of the planned meetings has worked to expand the HP network

✓ Use of Criterion Referenced Instruction to teach teams capacity building

✓ Recognition of in-country nuances and their differences. Currently working in Kenya but

coming in to do so with a distinct approach than what was used in Uganda.

 Global Communities 

✓ Development of several strategic partnerships in different areas e.g., government at national

or county level, regulators, legislators, cooperatives, universities, private sector.

✓ Co-creation of interventions with other stakeholders

✓ Working with other cooperators and CDOs such as NCBA CLUSA and the Cooperative

University Kenya.

✓ Provision of practical support such as data bundles for review of proposed policies and their

abbreviated write-ups

✓ Saw policy efforts come to fruition in Kenya, with the legislation now recognizing Worker

Cooperatives! 9 of them have been registered in 2022! Milestone legislation.

WOCCU 

✓ Strengthening national associations for sustainability

✓ Focusing on technology and digitization

✓ Partnering with fintech firms to reduce risk

✓ Opening the possibility of clients by using a credit risk analysis model vs the multiple of

savings model

✓ Redefining success during the COVID 19 pandemic

✓ Meaning behind the data is key

GENEX 

✓ Clarity around each partner’s expertise. Each brings value to the relationship, understanding

what that is and sticking to it.
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✓ Long view in the partnerships. Commercial opportunity must be for a period beyond 5 years.

Sustainability from a market systems perspective.

✓ Creating a roadmap around business principles especially profitability and growth together

with the cooperatives taken as an important first step. Coops need to view themselves as

commercial enterprises.

NRECA 

✓ Getting everyone in the room takes time

✓ Begin as you mean to proceed and set the parameters from the start

✓ Holding the line can be difficult especially when partners have worked with other

development organizations that give payments such as per diems for meetings and trainings

✓ Having a demand driven approach creates sustainable programs

✓ Select partners that have the same goals

ACDI/VOCA 

✓ With a view to the upcoming APS, thinking about ways of collaborating and integrating

some of the tools that different organizations have developed.

✓ Building upon best practices and efficiencies.

✓ Leaning into the community of practice and being open to partnership

OCDC/ICRG 

✓ Power of engaging stakeholders and listening to them as an integral part of the research and

learning process together with the power of new evidence-based knowledge to impact policy

and practice

✓ Using data as a platform to open doors to discussion and decision-making to catalyze

positive change

✓ To bring about positive change various types of stakeholders must be engaged, including

local partners and in-country staff to co-design, implement and disseminate results that

promote active participation and sharing of viewpoints

✓ This local engagement is a critical piece of ICRG’s rigorous research approach, which

leverages regional partnerships and collaboration to build solutions-oriented research that

bridges the gap between theory and practice and empowers local people and institutions to

own the planning, implementation, and evaluation of their own sustainable development

✓ Opening access points is critical to enhance the impact and uptake of not only the Research

Group’s work, but the entire CDO community.

Emerging Trends 
Listening to the different colleagues share their experiences, some patterns emerged. 

There was certainly a lot said about the importance of partnerships. This went beyond the need of 

various types of partnerships with a variety of stakeholders, to also unpacking a bit more the 

challenges that come with collaboration. Someone remarked that “Sometimes collaboration is just 

hard!” Quite often this was a sentiment that all could relate to.  

Others emphasized the need for demand driven processes and others went a step further and said 

that there was often a need to create FOMO – fear of missing out – among partners. Moving forward 
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with those that were interested, engaged, ready to invest resources in the relationship and the 

business. Others would follow when they saw the proof of concept and the improvements being 

enjoyed.  

The understanding of the political economy of the supply chains and the countries in which partners 

operate also came out very strongly. Strategic focus at partner level, whether with US Missions in 

country (NCBA CLUSA), quasi-governmental organizations (NRECA), government regulators 

(WOCCU), legislators (Global Communities, NCBA CLUSA), research partners and educators (OCDC, 

Global Communities) as well as private sector players that push for the same enabling environment.  

Leaning on expertise and being clear about partner roles, responsibilities and resourcing was also 

recommended for smoother relationships. GENEX, Venture 37 gave great examples about the 

benefits of defining roles and sticking to them early in the partnership.  

Using a phased approach was a deliberate partnership strategy that mitigated risks as well as gave 

organizations a chance to improve or redesign processes. Using a menu of services, providing 

technical assistance and applying tools that have been developed within the CDO community such as 

the governance tool kit, technology adoption and digitization.  

Locally Led Development Experience & Challenges 
Willy Nyirigira from the Venture 37 Rwanda team led the plenary session in the afternoon, where he 

along with other participants with experience in executing in-country programs, gave their inputs 

and perspectives based on the USAID definition of locally led development. Willy talked about the 

importance of alignment. Ensuring that organizations partner with those that have common goals. 

Others also gave their perspective, including the more difficult or prickly one around practices such 

as paying per diems to partners to attend meetings.  

Some CDOs advised that one should begin as they intend to proceed. Meaning that a red line is 

drawn from the very start and a position maintained from which the organization does not budge 

despite the pressure. An example included how a partner organization that was used to receiving 

grant money and free services was surprised about having to pay for their consumption. They 

thought that they could call the bluff of the CDO. They learned that indeed disconnection is a real 

thing and so are the reconnection fees! So tough love is sometimes the way to go with partnerships.  

Another CDO talked about some of the challenges and red flags in partnerships. They began by 

reminding everyone of the importance of willingness to collaborate, the importance of wanting the 

same goals and working in tandem to get to them. Some of the red flags that let you know a 

partnership is breaking down, such as a breakdown in communication, a lack of motivation of the 

partner to achieve their own goals as well as a reduction in steps taken towards what had previously 

been agreed. The need to agree on what collective success looked like, right from the start of the 

partnership, was seen as key.  

Other participants talked about knowing when to walk away, no matter the investment already 

made. When a partnership is no longer working, it is important to recognize it as a “dead horse” and 

walk away. Examples from NCBA and Global Communities were shared.   

https://www.usaid.gov/documents/what-locally-led-development-fact-sheet#:~:text=Locally%20led%20development%20is%20the,make%20those%20solutions%20a%20reality.
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Health Partners contrasted working in Uganda vs working in Kenya. This was a reminder about the 

importance of context. Success and methodology in one may not always fit the new environment 

and CDOs need to be flexible and not have blinders about what had worked previously as being the 

only solution. Co-creation meant creating space at the table for those who have been in the past 

thought of as beneficiaries rather than stakeholders.  

CDO Led Small Group Session 
Participants were randomly split into 3 groups, although there were some parameters assigned such 

as people from the same organization having to split up. Same too from the same country with 

program offices. The groups were given 20mins to discuss questions around some broad areas. The 

conversations were so engaging that we did not have time to give feedback in a plenary session on 

Wednesday, and all groups agreed that we would begin at 8.30am the next day in order to build in 

time for what had rolled over.  

Headline on Cooperatives 2030 
“Cooperative Success Demonstrates that People, Planet and Profit are Compatible” 

World Cup & Cooperatives 

Paul Hazen told us that some of the professional clubs in Europe and the UK are 

cooperatives!  

Marcel Petrutiu pointed out that the Portugal team played better without their star 

player Cristiano Ronaldo in the qualifying rounds. Although seen as a risky move, it 

was the right call. Similarly, change management is key in coop development. 

Rajeena Shakya drew the analogy around importance coaching to the strength of 

the team vs the star. 

Kari Onyancha talked about the endurance needed both in football and in 

development.  

Others talked about strategizing beforehand, just as is needed in the development 

of proposals. 

Having substitutes can be compared to the need to rotate roles and being flexible 

about that.  

Judith Hermanson compared the coordination and elegance of the Beautiful Game 

to a ballet. A lot of rigor and coordination is required to achieve the effect of 

effortlessness, in the same way scientific rigor and coordination is needed in 

research and learning.



Page | 7 

The OCDC/ICRG Annual Learning Event (ALE) 2022: 

Reflection & Resonance for Cooperative Impact  

Recap & Close 
Participants used Menti to give feedback about what their takeaways for the session were, as well 

as ranking the day. The agenda was then adjusted based on feedback for the next day. More than

80% of the participants felt it was a good use of their time and they felt engaged. Please see a 

sampling of the answers below: 
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Thursday December 8 
The last day of the Learning Event was part of a layering of experiences that included the social 

aspects such as Happy Hour, a Working Lunch, Dinner and all the work and effort that went into the 

more formal parts of the program. Small groups from the previous day gave feedback to the plenary 

and a table is below. The participants were then shuffled into new groups for the next day and the 

second half of the session that was led by Camila Piñeiro Harnecker, NCBA CLUSA had a “speed 

dating” format. This quickened the pace as flip charts were being moved every 5 minutes and the 

brainstorming sessions were timed.  

Fostering Change & Local Project 
Ownership through Champions & 
Partnerships 

Promoting Financial 
Inclusion through 
Partnerships 

Partnering for Research: 
Exploring Modalities 

Kari Onyancha, V37 Herpin Jateng WOCCU Jennifer Wenborg, HP 

-Annual Stakeholder meetings 
acting as co-creation workshops
-Tapping into community networks 
& leaders.
-Encouraging community 
champions and training of trainers 
(TOT)
-Peer learning
-Leverage on partner r/ships and 
strengths
Challenges
-Safety considerations for those 
championing difference
-Donor rules & regs that impede 
capacity for business development 
and are administrative burdens
-lack of networks for local 
organizations

-Recognizing that products
can also be exclusionary or
inclusionary
-P/ships for policy change
-Data protection also done
in p/ship
-Coops as conduits for
inclusion
-Collaborating within the
sector
- Understanding when to
outsource research and
when to have it inhouse
- Discussions about
resiliency and how
technology can be used to
prepare for some things
like financial stressors

-Develop shared vision
-Find great facilitators by 
understanding the landscape
-Invite contributions from all 
actors
Modalities
-CDO p/ships led by one 
organization
-Organizations with similar 
vision connect, create vision 
and mutually contribute
-Internally share with 
relevant local partners
-Funding/Aid partnerships
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Local Partnerships to Promote Use 
of Technology 

Partnerships & Strategies 
to Advance Locally Led 
Development 

Use of Data for Decision-
making & Impact 

Marcel Petrutiu, GENEX Rajeena Shakya, NRECA 
International 

Dr. Barbara Czachorska-
Jones, OCDC & Ashley Holst, 
Global Communities 

-Mobile Monies option 
-Cost of solutions and value 
commensurate. Cost value 
equation
-Partnership with Tech providers 
which has its limitations looking 
into the future
-It is wider/broader than digital 
technology. It involves innovation
-The role of youth in use of 
technology to manage change. 
Hire them
-We have a role to inform partners 
of new technologies so that they 
make a decision of what to adopt
-Use of technology is a change 
management issue because of the 
whole adoption cycle. Showcasing 
at the local level what is working
-Partnership with technical 
institutes has its own challenges.
-Use of local consultant to define 
the digital strategy. Give Digital 
readiness guide
-Linking coops with local service 
providers

- Have common goals as 
partners
- Create relationships with 
a long-term view
- Stop thinking of 
development as simply 
projects
- Align with partners that 
are true entities that have 
real potential as viable 
cooperative businesses, vs 
those are created by NGOs 

-Selection is not 
endorsement. Give partners 
different options and leave it 
to them to choose 
- Expand thoughts on how
we can partner and achieve
more impact
- Look at practical ways of
applying the data
- Share research
- Share workplans
- Agree on setting aside
resources for joint research
as the respective CDOs
- Use existing tools
- Research should continue
to be useful to partners, e.g.,
for policy design and
decisioning

Scaling Action & Impact 
Dr. Judith Hermanson set the stage for the next part of the group session by framing the session and 

getting all of us to reflect on how the Learning Group can continue to work together especially in 

areas of joint research.  

Camila Piñeiro Harnecker then split the groups in 3: TOOLS, RESEARCH and LEARNING. Everyone 

had 5 minutes to brainstorm on the What about the three topics and just a bit of time to think about 

the How of the topics. This format will be carried into the Virtual Session on Tuesday but following 

the feedback from the in-person session, there will be less packed in, and more time given for 

brainstorming.  
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RESEARCH - WHAT 

o Value chain and market linkages

o Legal or regulatory challenges that coops face in different sectors. Streamlining process for

reporting to entities

o Climate resilience and how coops in different sectors contribute to it. Coop emissions,

technology. Leadership planning with climate change in mind

o Youth inclusion: finding the young people interested in coops

o Gender – tools and strategies for empowerment and engagement

o Inclusive businesses: financial data/loans in coops segregated by gender. Better understanding of

any emerging patterns

o Business impact of inclusion

o Successful examples of leveraging partnerships: how to measure the value of partnerships

TOOLS - WHAT 

o Financial Management (e.g., QuickBooks)

o Membership Database (CRM, Salesforce, Excel)

o Basic operations management

o These tools should not be just theory, but should be used

o Infographics for common training guides – Coop 101

o Sharing data in wats that allow for learning and action

o Group learning about available tools

o Clarity 3.0

o How to develop partnerships

o Harmonization of tools

o Coop assessment tool development and harmonization, testing and usage

o Automation of assessment tools for greater efficiency and breadth of data

TOOLS – HOW 

▪ Coordinated joint work within the Collaborative Group

▪ Sub awards

▪ Setting funds aside at proposal stage

▪ MOUS

▪ Mandated collaboration vs voluntary

▪ OCDC led Coop 101 using CDO examples – perhaps slide deck

▪ Collaboration with ICA

LEARNING -WHAT 

o Gamified training

o Online engagement- can participants practice skills online?

o Are there common skills all CDOs need to train on, and can we collaborate to train together

using the same tools?

o Common training guides

o Knowledge management repository of social media platforms e.g., WhatsApp, Instagram
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o Strategies for Community Practice? Topical subject groups, more country teams for greater

diversity

o Working with county and national governments – best practices, e.g., co-created work plans,

per diems, etc.

LEARNING - HOW 

▪ Community of Practice: Collaborative Group

▪ Budget from projects allowed by USAID

▪ Individual organizations leading in areas of interest

▪ Research on best practices e.g., Farmer to Farmer/ peer learning

▪ Learning agenda. Organizations commit to providing input and information

▪ Annual Learning event! Save the date! Hopefully more global participation

Conclusion 
With participants being invited to the virtual event on Tuesday 13th December, a summary of the two 

days was done by the event moderator, Wangeci Gitata-Kiriga. The Collaborative Group was 

reminded of the work they have done together to further the ideals of the cooperative movement. 

So much has been done together and even more can be accomplished when the members of the 

Learning Group are deliberate in their steps towards ever closer collaboration.  

The work of the Annual Learning Event goes beyond one or two days of deliberation and very often 

gets actioned as joint research. As mentioned, the 2022 January event directly resulted in an ongoing 

discussion on climate change and more specifically green financing. Dr Judith Hermanson was invited 

to present at a global conference in November, the results of the research that was done at OCDC.  

Let us remember that “data speaks volumes and helps to advance through evidence”.  As the 

participants were challenged by one of their own, how can we measure the collective impact of the 

CDOs that are part of the Collaborative Group? More certainly needs to be explored in this area, 

keeping in mind the idea of de-risking by having more transparent systems and ways in which 

information can be shared.  

The session ended with lunch and final Menti poll. 

-ENDS- 
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GALLERY 
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