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Context: A global pandemic!  

As the humanitarian arm of the Seventh-day 

Adventist Church, ADRA provides relief and 

development assistance to millions of individuals 

in more than 118 countries. 

Most of our work usually happens in-country, 

side-by-side with our program participants, and 

we rely on regular engagement and true 

partnership with the communities that we serve. 

Partnering with local communities, 

organizations, and governments allows us to 

deliver culturally relevant programs and build 

local capacity for sustainable change.  

As the Covid-19 pandemic began to take hold in 

early 2020, it became alarmingly clear that this 

modus operandi would not suffice. 

 

Disruptions to ‘business as usual’ 

Nationwide lockdowns severely hindered project 

activities in our operational areas, with certain 

field-based activities coming to a complete 

standstill. International travel halted indefinitely, 

restricting the amount of hands-on support, 

knowledge transfer and team building between 

supporting and implementing offices. This 

usually happens organically during face-to-face 

interactions. 

Yemisi Songo-Williams has over 15 years of expertise 

in supporting development projects to better 

capture, share and learn from their implementation 

experiences. 

As the Senior Knowledge Management Advisor for 

ADRA International, she leads the design and 

implementation of knowledge management and 

learning activities to improve ADRA’s programming 

efforts, identify good practice and lessons learned, 

and further the reach of the organization’s 

programmatic experiences and results.   

LinkedIn: Yemisi Songo-Williams  

Website: https://adra.org/  
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We were unprepared for the complete shift to 

virtual working; inhibited both by limited access 

to remote technologies necessary to support and 

fulfil our field-based work, and in terms of staff 

capacity with using these unfamiliar tools.  

Social distancing requirements meant that 

trainings, workshops, and activities requiring 

large group gatherings had to be put on hold. 

Maintaining contact with program participants in 

the usual way to deliver, as well as track and 

evaluate our interventions became challenging.  

At the operational level, accounting activities 

were delayed, suppliers for necessary program 

supplies could not be accessed, and logistics, 

transportation and mobilization costs increased 

considerably. 

These disruptions to day-to-day program 

implementation and operational activities 

ricocheted across our network of country offices, 

putting our accountability to program 

participants and donors at great risk.   

In the face of this seemingly insurmountable 

crisis, development and humanitarian 

organizations needed to respond to the sudden 

challenges of adapting program design, 

implementation, and evaluation to fit this new 

reality. ADRA was no exception. 

 

Consolidating our response 

We kicked these adaptation efforts off by 

leveraging the learning capacities and 

mechanisms available across our network of 118 

country offices. Joint sensemaking, rapid 

assessment and knowledge sharing across our 

offices broke down our operational silos and 

helped us learn quicker and act faster, together.  

Our first task (and perhaps that of most other 

organizations at that point in time) was to create 

a… Covid-19 Task Force (C-19TF). Whilst not a 

particularly novel strategy, the task force 

provided critical support in defining and 

structuring our organizational response. 

The C-19TF led the review and synthesis of the 

huge amount of Covid-19 information being 

produced, allowing us to differentiate between 

credible emergent information and ‘fake news.’ 

The group disseminated high-quality evidence 

and helped staff interpret technical information 

relevant to ADRA’s staff and programming. The 

C-19TF also recommended mitigation actions 

and organizational adaptations that allowed 

ADRA to operate effectively during the crisis. 

Global coordination calls, with a representative 

from each of our operational regions, provided 

actionable information on evolving regional 

contexts, progress, needs and priorities. These 

weekly touchpoints were a useful starting point 

for identifying areas of synergy and joint action 

across the network. 

A rapidly developed (and still evolving) network-

wide Covid-19 Resource Hub met the need for a 

repository of organized, high-quality information, 

evidence, and resources around the pandemic. 

The Hub hosted situation reports, multi-lingual 

information, education, and communication (IEC) 

materials, and technical and operational 

guidance that had been updated to reflect the 

constraints and opportunities presented by 

Covid-19. Case studies and other resources from 

external networks and partners were also 

included to help us learn from others. 

Our Technical Learning Labs led regular virtual 

network-wide learning events to uncover what 

adaptations were being made on the ground and 

in what contexts. These sessions were invaluable 

opportunities to share experiences and lessons, 

receive programmatic or operational 

recommendations and build staff competencies 

in areas critical to our response. Outputs from 

these sessions were used to iteratively develop 
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new and updated protocols for operating in a 

Covid-19 context. This included rapid, ‘good 

enough’ guidance on several implementation 

priorities: Covid-19 prevention measures, food 

distribution guidelines, adaptations to MEAL 

practice, and so on.  

A pilot data-driven adaptive management 

system helped identify areas of concern that the 

organization could respond to in a timely and 

tailored manner. 

Data was routinely collected on a set of network-

wide Covid-19 response indicators to improve 

our understanding of how we were meeting 

existing needs, where the gaps remained and 

where limited resource should be allocated for 

best results. This information helped create 

targeted responses that addressed the real 

needs of our program participants more 

effectively, particularly those of the most 

vulnerable.  

 

Learning for the future 

Despite all the challenges, it was evident, once 

the fear of living through an actual global 

pandemic waned and we collectively unfroze, 

that Covid-19 presented interesting learning 

opportunities for the organization.  

For ADRA, a key driver of business continuity and 

successful implementation during Covid-19 is 

effective and efficient collaboration across our 

network, and with our in-country partners. These 

relationships are vital to our implementation and 

learning in this time of uncertainty. 

It seems inevitable that a global crisis of this 

nature will happen again. To inform future 

preparedness, we identified 3 related actions to 

help us achieve program results during 

prolonged periods of crisis:  

 

Build digital capacity now across the network to 

support future crisis response 

As with many other organizations, virtual and 

digital platforms and capacities played a huge 

role in helping ADRA operate critical business 

functions during this emergency. 

At the start of the crisis, many staff were 

unfamiliar with the virtual and digital tools they 

were required to use. The necessary pivot to 

such tools resulted in some interesting mishaps 

as we adapted to this new way of working and 

highlighted the need for sustained capacity 

building in these areas. 

As we progressed, collaborative technology 

supported effective, real-time communication 

between teams and offices. By connecting 

individuals and groups directly, we were able to 

learn from each other’s experiences and 

minimize reinventing the wheel. We could 

identify areas for joint action more quickly and 

consolidate our efforts for a more efficient 

response. 

To prepare for future crises, ADRA is working 

towards building sound digital infrastructure in 

our country offices that allows us to connect, 

collaborate and learn effectively across our 

network. Skills building for our hybrid workforce 

will continue via regular training on virtual tools 

and technology. Supporting resources such as 

remote working and online meeting/webinar 

guides which were developed at the height of 

the pandemic will be regularly reviewed, 

updated, and disseminated across the network. 

This will give all staff access to useful and current 

resources that facilitate this new hybrid way of 

working. 
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Harvest local knowledge and capacity to inform 

an effective response. 

Information received via our global coordination 

meetings helped to identify high priority needs 

and gaps on the ground, as well as key local 

collaborators to facilitate our work. Engaging 

these local stakeholders to support our 

implementation and scale up successful 

responses was then the next step in our 

response efforts.  

We leveraged community structures, networks, 

and local influencers to understand what 

communities were already doing in the fight 

against COVID-19. We then worked together to 

include organizational efforts to ongoing 

activities in a coherent, non-disruptive, 

respectful manner. 

The knowledge and information gleaned from 

local stakeholders was invaluable in improving 

our awareness and understanding of contextual 

issues. Applying this local knowledge helped 

refine our activities and confirm that the 

interventions we implemented were responsive 

to needs, aspirations and capacities on the 

ground.   

Moving forward, the organization aims to be 

more intentional about how we connect and 

collaborate with local stakeholders for continued 

and successful implementation. We are working 

on identifying and building the right partnerships 

and collaborative mechanisms that help us 

access local knowledge and capacity to inform 

valuable response efforts. 

 

Invest in appropriate network-wide Knowledge 

Management and Learning systems and 

processes 

The pandemic highlighted the need for ADRA to 

set up systems and processes that provide quick 

access to reliable information and proven 

experiences, and our network responded to this 

need in several ways. 

The iteratively designed digital ‘Hub’ repository 

helped us vet and manage the huge swathes of 

incoming information and consolidate learning 

around both Covid-19 and our organizational and 

programmatic responses. 

As a result of Covid-19 adaptations, rapid tools 

for data and evidence capture, analysis and use 

are now integrated into programs’ adaptive 

management processes. These practices support 

teams to conduct impact and risk assessments 

quickly, and to react effectively to changing 

operational environments and programmatic 

priorities. 

By making systematic and intentionally 

resourced investments in better organizational 

KM and learning systems and processes, we can 

in the future assess, refine, and iterate possible 

solutions faster to deliver an effective response. 

 

Conclusion 

ADRA operates in over 118 countries around the 

world. Our 1,000-strong staff routinely deal with 

diverse contexts, challenges, participant 

capacities and needs.  

To plan for a successful future working at such 

scale, we must operationalize these lessons 

learned now. Doing this will quicken our future 

reaction times and minimize disruptions to our 

operations if faced with a similar emergency. It 

will also ensure that critical learning happens in a 

timely way to influence swift decision-making, 

which is often problematic in crisis contexts.  

Of course, this commitment will require not 

just unwavering support from ADRA’s 
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leadership, but also the matching budget to 

‘walk the talk...’ 

But that is a separate conversation for 

another day. 

 
 

 

 


