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I. [bookmark: _Toc367350034][bookmark: _Toc367350227][bookmark: _Toc378675894][bookmark: TOC315465544][bookmark: _Toc358905300]Project Overview
Poverty and social vulnerability increase the risk of contracting HIV/AIDS for individuals, and HIV/AIDS itself can perpetuate a cycle of poverty. But the effects of the disease reach beyond the individuals infected, increasing economic vulnerability and heightening exposure to health risks for their children and households as well. This can be especially true for girls, who face even higher levels of vulnerability. Traditional economic strengthening (ES) programs, such as microfinance and workforce training, effectively target the economically-active general population, but they do not adequately serve the distinct needs of vulnerable children and other highly at-risk populations at the household level.  What is needed are specialized interventions to strengthen household economic stability and promote better health outcomes for these populations.
With the support of USAID and PEPFAR, FHI 360 has assembled a consortium of leading organizations and experts to address the needs of such populations under the Accelerating Strategies for Practical Innovation & Research in Economic Strengthening (ASPIRES) project. The primary goal of the project is to support gender-sensitive programming, research, and learning to improve the economic security of highly vulnerable individuals, families and children infected or affected by HIV/AIDS, as well as key populations at high risk of acquiring HIV.  ASPIRES will focus on efficient provision of technical assistance (TA) to scale up high-quality interventions in the areas of consumption support, money management, and income promotion.  The project will also focus on design and implementation of rigorous research to evaluate programs and inform a new understanding of best practices in ES.
Hallmarks of the ASPIRES approach include:
· Using current evidence and state-of-the-art approaches to promote scalable, high-quality programming.
· Carrying out research science to expand the evidence base and promote innovation.
· Building the capacity of national stakeholders to implement evidence-based programming as well as to monitor and evaluate programs.
· Coordinating with other donors, local and national governments, and global partners.
· Integrating an explicit gender perspective in research, tools, policy and standards recommendations, and technical assistance.

II. [bookmark: _Toc378675895]Q1 FY2014 Overview
A substantial portion of time in Q1 FY2014 was spent completing start-up tasks that carried over from Q4 FY2013—in particular, revisions to the Y1 Work Plan that was submitted at the end of September FY2013.  The most substantive achievement under HOP funding was the completion of the desk review and report on vulnerability assessment methods, carried out under the OVC TWG commitment and intended to lay a foundation for Q2 research in Cote d’Ivoire.  COP-related achievements in the quarter included the project’s first field visit, to Mozambique, and subsequent planning for the portfolio review to take place in that country in Q2 FY2014.  We also advanced substantially the planning of activities in Cote d’Ivoire, and closed the quarter with a field visit to Malawi for collaboration with the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) on the research and pilot slated to take place there later in FY2014.

III. [bookmark: _Toc378675896]Start-up/Management Activity
Initial Deliverables
Though the project’s Y1 Work Plan was delivered at the close of September FY2013, refinement of that plan continued in Q1 FY2014, with two rounds of feedback and edits to the plan between ASPIRES and USAID, followed by submission of a third (and, to date, final) draft on November 22. 
Partner Engagement
The ASPIRES team advanced on its planned outreach to members of the ASPIRES resource partner consortium with individual, face-to-face meetings at the SEEP Annual Conference in Arlington, VA, November 5-7, 2013.  These meetings covered about 60 percent of the partner organizations.  Several more individual meetings with partners occurred at the FHI 360 offices in December, supplemented by phone conferences in a few cases of non-local partners unable to meet in person.  By the close of the quarter, meetings or phone conferences had taken place with 16 of the 20 member organizations, and more informal conversations had been held with the other four, with meetings to follow early in Q2. 
Conferences/Other Tasks
Several core members of the ASPIRES team attended the SEEP Annual Conference.  In addition to the partner outreach, we also promoted the project extensively among the personal and professional networks of team members.  Though we had no major deliverables to share, we seized the opportunity to publicize the project’s goals, structure, and immediate plans.
In addition, toward the end of the quarter, we received partial concurrence from the AOR on our Work Plan, which enabled us to proceed with project branding—work that continues in Q2 under agreement with FHI360’s internal DesignLab. FHI 360 will pursue approval for a project website in Q2, as well. 

IV. [bookmark: _Toc369824687][bookmark: _Toc378675897]Activities Supported by Core (HOP) Funds 
[bookmark: _Toc369824688][bookmark: _Toc378675898]Gender TWG
[bookmark: _Toc369824689][bookmark: _Toc378675899]Research/pilot of integrated social empowerment & savings-led microfinance
Due to the limited availability of several key USAID staff to provide initial input needed for the project, the planned research and pilot remained on hold through Q1 FY2014.  It restarted early in Q2 and will proceed from the point.  All aspects of the project remain under discussion.

[bookmark: _Toc369824690][bookmark: _Toc378675900]HIV Prevention for Key Populations TWG
[bookmark: _Toc369824691][bookmark: _Toc378675901]Research into economic management strategies of female sex workers
The HIV Prevention for Key Populations Technical Working Group intends to support research on the economic lives of female sex workers to determine what financial services may help this population, particularly as related to improved health outcomes.
Like the Gender TWG activity, this activity remained on hold for much of Q1 FY2014, awaiting key inputs from USAID staff.  That initial input and a subsequent “green light” were received in December.  The first step in the plan is a literature review to determine what experiences in economic outreach to female sex workers already exist and what is known about the financial strategies/needs of this population.  The review began in December and will continue in Q2, with planning for the research to commence in that same quarter.

[bookmark: _Toc378675902]OVC TWG
[bookmark: _Toc372880889][bookmark: _Toc378675903]OVC-related activities with a global reach
Technical Guidance
A major goal of the OVC Team commitment is to provide a means for developing technical guidance that ASPIRES and its stakeholders can employ globally in advancing project aims relevant to children and vulnerable populations.   The goal applies particularly to promoting the implementation of activities with an established base of evidence and best practices—as opposed to taking less-documented approaches “off the shelf” and employing or encouraging them.  Under the OVC commitment, we are advancing this goal with comprehensive desk reviews that explore particular technical topics thoroughly, examining all reliable evidence and then producing polished and accessible materials for dissemination or project use within ASPIRES.
The following five technical guidance topics were under development in Q1 FY2014:
1. Understanding/enacting vulnerability assessments
When are vulnerability assessments best used?  What range of approaches has been developed?  What approaches have shown the most promising results?  What sorts of tools/manuals exist or can be developed to guide such assessments?  The ASPIRES team drew upon its internal staff resources to advance substantially on this activity in Q1 FY2014.  We completed a methodological review of vulnerability assessments and drafted a technical report on these findings, submitted to USAID for feedback before the end of the quarter. 
The work completed in the quarter will feed directly into the planning for the vulnerability assessment work in Cote d’Ivoire beginning in Q2 FY2014.  We also will follow in Q2 by spinning off shorter, more accessible technical documents (e.g. technical briefs) for dissemination to ASPIRES partners and stakeholders.  

2. Best practices in community-based savings-led microfinance for youth/vulnerable children
This topic was drafted into an RFA that was issued to the ASPIRES consortium before the end of the quarter.  Work will begin towards the end of Q2 FY2014 after the selection and contracting of the subawardee is completed.

3. Best practices in institutional savings-led microfinance for youth/vulnerable children
This topic was drafted into an RFA that was issued to the ASPIRES consortium before the end of the quarter.  Work will begin towards the end of Q2 FY2014 after the selection and contracting of the subawardee is completed.

4.  “Savings groups plus”
This topic was delegated to the Research Utilization (RU) division within FHI360.  RU began its work before the end of the quarter, which included allocation of an appropriate team to lead the work, and drafting/submission of an initial deliverable plan.  RU’s approach to the topic will center on an online toolkit, featuring both reposted and original synthesis materials to help define best practices for “savings group plus.”  Exploratory work on the toolkit begins in Q2 FY2014.

5. The state of microinsurance
This topic was drafted into an RFA that was issued to the ASPIRES consortium before the end of the quarter.  Work will begin towards the end of Q2 FY2014 after the selection and contracting of the subawardee is completed.

HES Research Dialogues
In addition to the five technical guidance topics above, ASPIRES aims to take a leadership role in bringing together the diverse group of researchers and research in the area of household economic strengthening (HES).  We will endeavor to do so by supporting a variety of key opportunities for exchange and knowledge mobilization, which we group under the heading of “HES Research Dialogues.”  
The activities supported under this topic, including desk reviews, production of a newsletter, and organization of a researcher workshop, were drafted into an RFA that was issued to the ASPIRES consortium before the end of the quarter.  Work will begin towards the end of Q2 FY2014 after the selection and contracting of the subawardee is completed.

OVC Training Series	
Under the OVC commitment, ASPIRES will support a series of OVC-focused trainings for interested USAID missions and their partners, with the goal of improving and disseminating economic-strengthening interventions appropriate to orphans and vulnerable children.  Work under this activity will include assessing training needs among USAID missions, assessing and cataloguing existing trainings, developing at least two original trainings, and implementing at least two trainings.  
This activity will be drafted into an RFA that will be issued to the ASPIRES consortium.  Work on the RFA began Q1 FY2014, with issuance of the RFA and selection of the subawardee to follow in Q2 FY2014.

[bookmark: _Toc378675904]PMTCT TWG
[bookmark: _Toc378675905]The economic dimensions of PMTCT
This activity remained on hold through Q1 FY2014, awaiting key initial inputs from members of the PMTCT TWG at USAID.  Said inputs were received early in Q2 FY2014 and will be covered in the next Quarterly Report.

V. [bookmark: _Toc369824696][bookmark: _Toc378675906]Activities Supported by Country-Specific (COP) Funds
[bookmark: _Toc367350037][bookmark: _Toc367350230][bookmark: _Toc369824697][bookmark: _Toc378675907]Mozambique
[bookmark: _Toc367350038][bookmark: _Toc367350231][bookmark: _Toc369824698][bookmark: _Toc378675908]Needs assessment/portfolio review
Mozambique was selected as the first site of field activities, based on the USAID mission’s early commitment to ASPIRES.  The first activity planned there is a combined portfolio review and Social Protection review/training for USAID and key government stakeholders.  As ASPIRES’ first field visit, Michael Ferguson and David Myhre traveled to Mozambique in October on a planning visit for these activities.  Accomplishments on the trip included a series of in-person meetings with key USAID and partner staff, and visits to program sites in several provinces for initial assessment observations. 
After the initial visit, work on the Mozambican project continued through the quarter.  For the portfolio review, key accomplishments included: 1) finalizing the assessment plan; 2) drafting an RFA and selecting a lead consultant; 3) drafting a second RFA and selecting an in-country field team; 4) drafting tools and training materials for the fieldwork; 5) completing FHI 360’s Institutional Review Board process; and 6) completing background research that will help inform the project’s final report. Fieldwork for the assessment begins in the second half of January.
For the Social Protection review/training, the major accomplishment was the drafting and issuance of the RFA to the ASPIRES consortium for a subaward to carry out the work.  It was the first such RFA issued to the consortium, and the selection was made before the close of the quarter.  The lead partner will be EPRI, a South African research institute with deep experience in Social Protection.  Negotiations over the subaward and contract to EPRI were incomplete by the end of the quarter, mostly because we lacked some details on the level of in-kind contribution to the training by Mozambican government stakeholders. 
[bookmark: _Toc367350040][bookmark: _Toc367350233][bookmark: _Toc369824700]
[bookmark: _Toc378675909]Cote d’Ivoire
[bookmark: _Toc367350041][bookmark: _Toc367350234][bookmark: _Toc369824701][bookmark: _Toc378675910]Vulnerability assessment
The first field activity in Cote d’Ivoire is expected to be an economic vulnerability assessment commencing by the end of Q2 FY2014.  The methodological review carried out under the OVC TWG buy-in and described above laid the groundwork for this activity.  
[bookmark: _Toc367350042][bookmark: _Toc367350235][bookmark: _Toc369824702][bookmark: _Toc378675911]Pilot activity for ES with sex workers 
Another project requested for Cote d’Ivoire is a pilot/evaluation of integrated outreach services for commercial sex workers (CSWs).  This project will build upon the findings of research into the financial lives of CSWs supported by the Gender TWG; as such, pilot planning will likely begin in the latter half of FY2014.
However, a related activity that drew considerable attention in Q1 FY2014 grew from the mission’s request that ASPIRES provide core clinical services to CSWs in Cote d’Ivoire as a precursor to any economic development pilot.  To this end, ASPIRES liaised extensively with the FHI 360 global health team based in Cote d’Ivoire, which eventually produced an initial proposal for provision of clinical service to CSWs in the requested areas.  In December FY2013, however, ASPIRES was informed that the mission had elected to pursue another course, choosing an existing partner to handle the clinical outreach rather than ASPIRES/FHI 360.  This decision closed ASPIRES’ involvement in this area.

[bookmark: _Toc378675912]Malawi
[bookmark: _Toc378675913]Pilot and evaluation on integrating ANC/PMTCT services with Savings Groups 
The Malawi buy-in and project continued to evolve through Q1 FY2014, eventually taking shape toward the end of the quarter as a pilot and evaluation with the following stated goal: “To facilitate more intentional and effective integration among OVC, PMTCT, and pediatric care and treatment activities through leveraging existing HIV-services in MNCH settings and community-based social support models through provision of an integrated package of services (C+) to improve health and developmental outcomes of mother-infant pairs.”
USAID initially presented the project to ASPIRES an as equal collaboration between ASPIRES (as the USAID vehicle) and the CDC in Malawi.  ASPIRES was then invited to a preliminary meeting in Lilongwe in mid-December, with the following agenda set by USAID and CDC hosts: 1) to facilitate the dialogue between the CDC, USAID, and ASPIRES; and 2) to move forward on some initial decisions regarding the shape and delivery of the intervention, and the design of the program’s evaluation.
Michael Ferguson traveled to Lilongwe in mid-December and represented ASPIRES at this meeting as planned.  In the end, the meeting ran short on time and failed to produce a consensus on most basic issues for the activity, including: 1) the nature of the intervention and who will design it; 2) the preferred methods and design for the evaluation; and 3) how the joint management of both aspects of the project will be handled.  As of the close of Q1 FY2013, discussions on these matters continued between USAID and CDC officials; ASPIRES continues to await clarification of its role and the project’s next steps. 

[bookmark: _Toc378675914]Additional COP Funds
The following three USAID missions and associated projects were discussed as concepts in Q4 FY2013 but remained inactive through Q1 FY2014.  None have advanced beyond concept stage as of the close of the quarter, though they remain in the portfolio:
· Tanzania
· Evaluating Social Protection (SP) programming for vulnerable children and young mothers
· Evaluating the ES portfolio for vulnerable populations
· Botswana
· Evaluation of SG programs
· Cost assessment
· Rwanda
· [bookmark: _Toc369824708]Evaluation of ES programs
In addition, in the quarter, the project was made aware of another USAID mission with a stated intention to buy into ASPIRES for a specific project, as follows:
· South Africa
· Technical assistance and research to address the educational and professional development of youth transitioning from OVC status to adulthood
· Identify and assess mechanisms to leverage social protection to promote better outcomes for orphans and vulnerable children and other vulnerable populations, especially youth

VI. [bookmark: _Toc378675915]Success Stories
[image: C:\Users\mferguson\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\Temporary Internet Files\Content.Outlook\AM9QZS6Z\IMG-20131021-00969.jpg]In terms of successes within the project, the most substantive achievement of the quarter was the desk review and report on vulnerability assessments methods, carried out under the OVC TWG commitment.  We also achieved a series of key intermediate objectives that will enable the Mozambique activities to unfold over Q2.  The greatest overall success there was maintaining the entire multi-step process on its relatively tight schedule, so that research could proceed as planned in the second half of January FY2014.  The series of RFAs issued under the OVC commitment was also a major achievement, in terms of advancing that important work and also demonstrating to our partners in short order that ASPIRES will offer real opportunity to capitalize on their strengths via subawards.
At the same time, we are cognizant that “success stories” tend to be defined more conventionally as anecdotes about end-users or beneficiaries of development programming.  Here we confront the challenge of ASPIRES’ mostly indirect relation to the end-user, both in this quarter and in the quarters to come.  By and large, we support interventions through specialized functions, rather than implementing interventions directly.  As such, it is difficult for us to “claim” the successes of program beneficiaries or end-user.Figure 1 - Savings-group members in Zambezia

For example, in Q1 FY2014, during the field visit to Mozambique, while observing the programs of World Vision’s SCIP-Zambezia project, we learned of an intriguing twist on savings-group methodology, in which group members set aside a small contribution each week for the purpose of supporting the community’s vulnerable children.  We heard inspirational stories about the application of this community-based philanthropy at the village level.  However, ASPIRES had no role in setting up or maintaining those programs, at all.  Those achievements are the domain of World Vision.  Rather, ASPIRES has been brought in solely as assessors of the program on behalf of USAID.
We will continue to explore reasonable and judicious ways to offer up success stories for ASPIRES in future Quarterly Reports.
[image: C:\Users\mferguson\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\Temporary Internet Files\Content.Outlook\AM9QZS6Z\IMG-20131014-00958.jpg]Figure 2 – Savings-group members in Zambezia, gathered for discussion with foreign visitors

VII. [bookmark: _Toc378675916]Best Practices and Opportunities for Scale-Up 
The work carried out under the OVC subawards, once those awards are made, will be wholly about best practices.  Their intent is to gather existing evidence for what works in each subject area, synthesize that evidence, and then push out recommendations for programming.  The recommendations will come in the form of easily accessible materials for practitioners and others, and can be applied in any programming context, from pilot stage to scaled-up stage.  We are enthusiastic about the role of this technical guidance in helping define and encourage best practice in these subfields.
The vulnerability assessment work, which also falls under the OVC commitment, brings potential for a very specific contribution toward methodological best practice.  Vulnerability assessments as a research area tend to be defined in a variety of ways, and our desk review helps sort through those ideas and promote some of the more successful approaches.  We also hope that our follow-on fieldwork in Cote d’Ivoire, which will draw heavily on the desk review, will help set a standard for rigorous design and implementation.

VIII. [bookmark: _Toc378675917]Challenges/Proposed Solutions
A core challenge that emerged in the quarter and cut across multiple activities is the issue of uncertainty and evolution in USAID buy-ins and associated projects.  That is, we receive word of a mission commitment with particular projects attached, and begin work on the projects as such.  Later, priorities at USAID change, and the activity evolves into something else.
This occurred notably on two projects in Q1 FY FY2014: 1) in Cote d’Ivoire, we advanced substantially on planning for the clinical outreach to CSWs, but later had to scrap those plans when mission strategy changed; and 2) in Malawi, we pushed forward on concrete planning for a pilot and Randomized Control Trial evaluation (based on early conversations), only to find that the project was in flux and uncertain by the end of quarter.
The first major challenge that such scenarios present is logistical.  For example, we enlist the staff we need (often outside the core ASPIRES team), and start blocking off time in our schedules to carry out an activity, then later must backtrack or hedge on such plans when the uncertainties or changes emerge.  The proposed solution going forward will be to plan for new activities more cautiously, waiting for more evidence of “green light,” such as fully-detailed scopes of work, before taking concrete steps like enlisting staff.
The second major challenge is financial—it can become a serious complication when funds are expended on a project that later shifts gears or disappears.  The proposed solution is to discuss and define the expectations for these scenarios with the project’s AOR, which we have already done.  We will maintain a close dialogue with the AOR whenever such a scenario seems possible or likely, and be sure that we have settled on ways to resolve expenditures that may later come into question.

IX. [bookmark: _Toc378675918] Upcoming Events and Activities
Key activities in Q2 FY2014 will include:
	Activity Area
	Event/Activity
	Projected Completion Date

	Key Populations TWG
	CSW Literature review complete
	February 15, 2014

	Mozambique
	Social Protection Capacity-Building plan
	February 28, 2014

	Mozambique
	Assessment field report (internal FHI360 use)
	February 28, 2014

	Cote d’Ivoire
	Approved research protocol for vulnerability assessment
	February 28, 2014

	Outreach
	Project newsletter circulated
	February 28, 2014

	Outreach
	Project logo and document templates complete
	February 28, 2014

	OVC TWG
	Five technical guidance & HES Dialogues projects subawarded or assigned
	February 28, 2015

	Mozambique
	Draft synthesis report 
	March 31, 2014

	Mozambique
	Draft strategic framework - recommended ES programming activities
	March 31, 2014

	Cote d’Ivoire
	Fieldwork for vulnerability assessment in progress
	March 31, 2014

	Malawi
	Substantive planning for Malawi pilot and evaluation
	March 31, 2014

	South Africa
	Substantive planning for South African pilot and evaluation
	March 31, 2014

	OVC TWG
	Output plans for five technical guidance & HES Dialogues complete or in progress
	March 31, 2014

	OVC TWG
	OVC training series activity subawarded
	March 31, 2014

	Key Populations TWG
	Substantial planning for CSW research project
	March 31, 2014

	Gender TWG
	Substantial planning for evaluation of integrated empowerment intervention 
	March 31, 2014

	PMTCT TWG
	Integrated PMTCT desk review activity subawarded or assigned
	March 31, 2014

	Outreach
	Technical Advisory Committee members confirmed
	March 31, 2014
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