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I. [bookmark: _Toc347401735]Executive Summary

The Scaling High-Impact Innovations of Social Entrepreneurs alliance between USAID, the Skoll Foundation and Mercy Corps was launched in September 2012 and Mercy Corps immediately began startup activities to operationalize the vision that the founding partners had put forth. From the outset, Mercy Corps engaged closely with the partners, and supported all entities to develop a deeper understanding of the motivations, resources, and expertise that each brings to the project. In the opening months, Mercy Corps focused on developing a process to select appropriate recipient organizations and developing plans to measure success of the program. Mercy Corps contracted with Mission Measurement to develop a framework for measuring results across all subaward recipients and create a rubric for evaluating potential recipient organizations. 

Mercy Corps’ cooperative agreement was signed on September 17, 2012 and this report includes activities from the signing date to the end of September (September 17 – September 30) as well as the entire quarter October 1 - December 31, 2012.

II. [bookmark: _Toc347401736]Program Overview 

The Scaling High-Impact Innovations of Social Entrepreneurs is an alliance between the Skoll Foundation (Skoll) and USAID, to co-invest $40 million in cutting-edge, rigorously-evaluated innovations that are ready to scale, have sustainable models and can produce systems-level change. As an implementing partner, Mercy Corps screens, investigates, evaluates and proposes high-potential candidates; provides selected subrecipients with funding; and manages implementation on behalf of USAID for their portion of this program. Mercy Corps works closely with Skoll to ensure alignment between the parties. 

Mercy Corps contracted with Mission Measurement (MM) to perform much of the work related to monitoring and evaluation (M&E) as part of the program. Mission Measurement is developing an aggregate results framework for measuring progress and activities across the portfolio of investments and creating evaluation rubrics for the monitoring and evaluation components of the program, including the adaptation of their scale tool.  Once we begin to source and evaluate organizations, MM will analyze their prior evaluations and cost-effectiveness, provide support to the organizations to develop M&E plans, and track progress and report out on monitoring and evaluation during the implementation stage.  

The goal of the overall alliance is that high-impact, sustainable innovations proven to produce systems-level change in the developing world are showcased and brought to scale, in conjunction with the alliance partners. 

Two strategic objectives have been proposed for Mercy Corps’ work under the alliance:
1. Alliance effectively leverages partners’ resources and expertise to more powerfully support organizations at critical points for scale and transformational impact
2. Social innovations provide and share meaningful data that demonstrate the impact of their approach as well as measure the value and impact of the investment alliance as a whole. 

Program Environment
This report outlines activities during the first quarter for the project.  During this period, the focus was on understanding both Skoll and USAID’s expectations, working out the process for selection of beneficiaries, and designing the results framework. Candidate screening was begun at the end of the quarter. 

III. [bookmark: _Toc347401737]Performance Summary 

Success under this program will be measured on three levels:
1. Mercy Corps’ management of the partnership activities and USAID’s funds distributed to recipient organizations as described in the Award Monitoring Plan (AMP).
2. Aggregate program results across all recipient organizations, which will be measured using the Results Framework. This information will be collected and reported semi-annually.
3. Individual recipient organizations will report against their own Performance Monitoring Plan (PMP), reported quarterly. 

In the first quarter, no recipient organizations were selected and approved and no results will be reported for #2 and #3 above in this report.  For #1, Mercy Corps’ activities were focused on program startup.

Startup Activities
Mercy Corps – USAID Kick Off Meeting: Mercy Corps staff Cameron Peake and Carol Skowron had several meeting at USAID to review the cooperative agreement, understand USAID’s expectation for the partnership, and to begin to discuss the selection process and monitoring and evaluation expectations. 

Application and Screening Documents: MC interviewed USAID and Skoll representatives and reviewed available documents, including the DIV APS, background documents provided by DIV to better explain their methodology, and Skoll investment memos, to align selection criteria and process. Mercy Corps developed a draft Basic Screening document, Full Application document, and selection process document.  Mercy Corps received some feedback from partner staff on these documents, which were subsequently incorporated.  Mercy Corps has continued to work closely with the AOR and other partner representatives to revise the draft documents and refine the process to closely align with partner expectations. 

Branding and Marking and IEE Requirements: Mercy Corps met with USAID staff from the Bureau of Legislative Affairs to get guidance on branding and marking and also with staff from Environmental Compliance for guidance on IEEs. 

Submission of AMP, Annual Workplan and Budget: Mercy Corps submitted these documents December 17, 2012. 

Subaward Agreement Template:  Mercy Corps created a subaward agreement template based on USAID compliance requirements, to be used when creating subaward agreements with recipient organizations. USAID requested modifications to word the agreement in such a way that it we would cut off funding to a recipient organization if evidence showed that the organization was not having adequate impact.  Mercy Corps agreed to review the template and ensure the template meets this criteria. 

Steering Committee Meeting: Mercy Corps worked with the partners to convene the first steering committee meeting, which was hosted by USAID in Washington DC on November 29. Prior to this meeting, a working level meeting was held to introduce staff involved in this project and to discuss processes.  Steering Committee meeting participants included Maura O’Neill, Chris Jergens, Jeff Brown, Kathleen Hunt, Gina Volynsky, Romi Bhatia and Sarah Burch (all from USAID); Alex Sloan and Ed Diener (Skoll); Steve Zimmerman, Cameron Peake, and Carol Skowron (Mercy Corps); and Lisa Neitze and Sophie Walker (Mission Measurement).     

The Steering Committee discussed the desired outcomes of the program, strategy, approach, monitoring and evaluation requirements and communications.  There were notable takeaways which were condensed into a “Guiding Principles” document which was shared with the partners.  First, to speed up funding disbursement and achieve early wins, it was agreed that the partners would “design process as we go”, using the first organization as a test case for the process and modifying and refining it based on the experience. Second, the partners agreed that they would organize the strategy around change at a systems level under a defined impact thesis, while focusing on proven innovations with the potential to scale to millions of beneficiaries in ten years.  Third, it was agreed that sustainability would focus on an organization’s ability to continue without follow-on funding from the partners.  Fourth, prior evidence remains important, although the required rigor of that evidence can be determined on a case-by-case basis.  Fifth, the structure of funds should allow for flexible termination of grants.  There were additional affirmations related to risk, communications, and trust.  

Selection of Organizations for Funding: Skoll proposed that the alliance review seven funding recipients which had already been approved by their board. These opportunities were summarized in Skoll “investment memos” and were reviewed by Mercy Corps and USAID. Each of these organizations were screened by Mercy Corps against the criteria in the draft basic screen document. While the reviews of the investment memos provided by Skoll indicated that there were information gaps for all organizations, many applicants were deprioritized based on geographic or sector issues or because of complexity in terms of program breadth and design. Through this exercise, Mercy Corps identified Imazon as the top candidate that seemed to meet or have the potential to meet all basic criteria and reflected an appropriate sized program in an attractive growth stage. With agreement from the AOR, Mercy Corps selected Imazon as the first organization to review as a potential funding recipient under this partnership. 

This decision to begin our work with Imazon was made in mid-December.  Subsequently, Mercy Corps worked with Skoll to build out a richer profile of the opportunity and requested additional information from Imazon to fill in gaps.  Much of the Imazon staff was out in December, which is common in Brazil, and Mercy Corps recognized that additional data points would need to come from Imazon in January.  Mercy Corps began to draft an Investment Opportunity Note with the information at hand, recognizing that it would need to be completed at a later date when the additional information became available.

Mission Measurement: 
In the first quarter, Mission Measurement conducted interviews with stakeholders from all three organizations to inform the creation of an aggregate results framework and indicators. A draft of the results framework was sent to Mercy Corps for comment. Mission Measurement also reviewed strategy documents from USAID and Skoll to understand each organizations approach and systems for measurement. A scale tool previously developed by Mission Measurement was discussed and parts of it are being adapted in the rubric that is being developed by MM in the second quarter. 

Additional documents
Mercy Corps also developed a number of documents to convey information on the proposed process of selection and roles and responsibilities. Many of these documents drafted in the first quarter are still being modified and revised in the second quarter.  
· Subgrant agreement template
· Partner engagement process
· Subgrant schedule
· Basic screen criteria
· Application outline 

Process and expectations for next quarter
In the second quarter, January – March 2013, Mercy Corps will perform the basic screen and due diligence for Imazon.  Mercy Corps will also work closely with the partners to document, receive feedback and modify the process in response to lessons learned during the quarter.  Finally, Mercy Corps will finalize a communications plan and publish a profile of the project in an appropriate media outlet.  

Mission Measurement will complete the results framework, create indicators and definitions, and complete the evaluation rubric. They will also begin work with the initial applicant, Imazon, by reviewing their prior work, assessing their capacity and helping them to develop a monitoring plan. 

IV. [bookmark: _Toc347401738]Management and Administration

Mercy Corps has organized several committees and regular procedures to ensure frequent and open communication and to better manage communications among partners.  

Communications Committee: Mercy Corps convened a communications working group on December 7th to discuss communications strategy, approvals, story development and dissemination.  The working group is composed of Alison Fraser (USAID/ DEXIS), Karen Duffin (Skoll), Andie Long, Kyla Springer, Cameron Peake, and Carol Skowron (Mercy Corps).  Mercy Corps drafted a communications plan prior to this meeting, and held the meeting in part to receive partner contributions and guidance.  A meeting was scheduled on December 21st to discuss updates to the plan by the partners but was subsequently canceled and pushed to January due to the holidays.  We expect the plan to be finalized in the next quarter.  

Monitoring and Evaluation Committee: At the suggestion of the AOR, a monitoring and evaluation committee was established, to provide guidance on M&E requirements for recipient organizations to be included in the screening and due diligence process, and to clarify and standardize definitions, to ensure requirements of both organizations are met. The committee includes M&E specialists from USAID/DIV, Skoll, Mercy Corps and Mission Measurement as well as the AOR and Mercy Corps project management staff.  The committee met on December 20 to discuss monitoring and evaluation methodology for both organizations, using Imazon as an example. 

Advisory Committee: This committee internal to Mercy Corps met twice this quarter to support the Mercy Corps implementation team with operations, design management and M&E for the project. The group met November 16 and December 18. 

Steering Committee: The first Steering Committee meeting was convened on November 29, hosted by USAID in Washington DC and attended by USAID, Skoll, Mercy Corps and Mission Measurement representatives. 

USAID and Skoll Check-ins: Mercy Corps is in frequent contact with both partners to receive guidance and to ensure open communications. 

Mission Measurement: Mercy Corps negotiated and signed a contract with Mission Measurement on November 13, 2012. The contract includes activities to:
· Develop a results framework for measuring the aggregate success of the alliance.
· Assess the measurement capacity of potential grantees in the application phase, particularly with regard to:
· Existing evidence of program impact. 
· Cost-effectiveness of interventions.
· Potential for projects to reach scale.
· Potential to meet alliance measurement objectives.
· Review and build capacity of grantees in developing and implementing their measurement plans.
· Provide an assessment of aggregate (“portfolio level”) success in semi-annual alliance reports driven by the results framework.

USAID has requested that we also include work around the recipient organization’s ability to generate new evidence regarding the impact and cost-effectiveness to inform future scale up. Mercy Corps is currently working closely with the AOR and the monitoring and evaluation committee to determine any additional changes to Mission Measurement’s scope of work and plans to modify Mission Measurement’s contract once all changes are clear. Additional changes are expected to come as a result of agreed on changes to the subaward recipient selection process /or the inclusion of  new activities determined during the process of reviewing Imazon. 

Mercy Corps has scheduled a weekly check in with Mission Measurement to discuss developments and ensure progress toward goals. 

V. [bookmark: _Toc347401739]Challenges and Lessons Learned

The challenges experienced during startup were not unexpected given the unique challenge of merging interests and systems of two very different partners, the Skoll Foundation and USAID. 

First, challenges arose related to differences in partner expectations and priorities. Early on, Mercy Corps set about further refining the process for selection of recipient organizations at a more detailed level than what was written in the proposal. This required further conversations and collaboration, and better information exchange among partners. To facilitate this design process, we created several draft documents, set up meetings, had conversations, documented the draft process and attempted to get agreement and approval. 

In this process, differences in expectations and priorities were uncovered among the partners. For example, there are different expectations about how to prioritize the rigor of evaluation in the selection process. This alignment of expectations has taken additional  time and required unanticipated focus on process design.  At the end of Quarter 1, discussions were ongoing about how standards would be applied to this particular alliance. 

Second, there was a challenge related to the development of criteria to screen candidate organizations since USAID rules precluded providing Mercy Corps their detailed criteria. Instead, Mercy Corps and Mission Measurement are developing a proprietary document for rating criteria and working closely with USAID for extensive feedback.  

Third, coordination and communication challenges have predictably arisen in a program that is just beginning to find its footing.  Engagement between the partners was sporadic, and information requests made at unpredictable times.  This has subsequently been remedied by establishing more regular opportunities for feedback and communication, particularly with the working groups and management check-ins between USAID and Mercy Corps.  We anticipate that this engagement will become even smoothers as working groups better define their roles and we move out of the design phase of the program.  

Lessons Learned
As we have gone through the process of developing the selection and award process for the Alliance, Mercy Corps has found it best to prepare draft written documents for the partner staff to comment on.  With any new program, which integrates new concepts, written and visual documents have proven the best way to convey these approaches.  This has also allowed USAID to share documents with internal stakeholders that may not be present at meetings.  

Perhaps the most important lesson we have learned is that the partners have the same high level objectives and are committed to their success — the issues are just in the details.  Mercy Corps feels comfortable coordinating and reaching resolution on the “smaller” issues to ensure that the group moves forward with higher level objectives. 

VI. [bookmark: _Toc347401740]Conclusions

Mercy Corps is pleased with the progress we have made during the first quarter.  We’ve laid much of the groundwork for future program activity and have managed to surface many issues for resolution at an early stage, which we hope will allow us to align expectations for efficient work in later stages. 

We still recognize, however, we have much to do, and that coordinating multiple partners reduces the efficiency of operations.  This coordination requires more meetings, more detailed written documents, and more delays as participation must incorporate the diverse perspectives of all actors.  This input will make the program stronger in the end, but we hope to balance this careful engagement with pressure on all partners to advance.  We anticipate this will be our major challenge as we look ahead to the coming quarters. To mitigate this, we have developed working groups and better information exchange to get feedback in focused ways, and we will also aim for new strategies to make information gathering and feedback more efficient at a deal level.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]We are eager for more feedback and refinement as we screen and evaluate Imazon and as we continue to engage with USAID and Skoll.   
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