A systemic approach to program-oriented proposals for maximal impact
Problem Statement
While the Localization Agenda for Africa has tremendously advanced, and many donors have shifted to funding African institutions directly, there is still limitation in leveraging these opportunities. There are notable gaps in adopting systems-thinking approaches, integrating key partnerships in the R&D ecosystem, in-building evidence-informed decision making (EIDM), developing program-oriented proposals and positioning for multi-year, multi-country and multi-million dollar funding for maximal impact. Existing approaches to business development are no longer adequate in meeting the growing and changing needs of research organizations in the sub-Saharan Africa region. Most researchers compete for small fragmented funding with inadequate time to engage partners/stakeholders or to share proposals for review, and end up developing narrowly focused concepts. Additionally, program implementation is compromised as they constantly need to chase after the next bid. There are a number of prescribed solutions and platforms to enhance program-oriented business development, streamline processes for proposal development, centralize efforts, leverage collaboration, foster synergy, and submit high quality proposals- but they are not contextual. A contextually-tailored centralized electronic gateway for donor intelligence, prospecting, review, approval, proposal development, submission and tracking is lacking and development thereto is very necessary.
The envisaged solution
We envision a flexible, scalable and configurable platform that can enhance intelligence gathering, positioning, strategic partnerships, systems thinking, EIDM, program conceptualization, signature issue approach (SIA), management review and guidance, quality proposal development and submission. The platform will enable the following processes:
1. Gathering early intelligence through integration with donor platforms and networking events (and including invitations to submit proposals after funder cultivation)
2. Collating strategically-aligned opportunities and centralizing for review
3. Conducting competitor and collaborator analyses
4. Conducting pre-system checks 
· Checking if opportunities advancing to Go-No-Go meet the program-oriented conditions specified above
· Checking the other criteria aligned to the research governance framework and Go-No-Go guidelines e.g. amounts vs lead applicant (early-to-mid, senior etc.), overhead recovery, lead-time, in-house expertise and bandwidth etc.  (while allowing for manual intervention from grants team)
5. Centralized Go-No-Go review by management, including visibility of pending requests
6. [bookmark: _GoBack]Registering opportunities that have a Go-decision and disabling creation of awards that were not prior registered
7. Constituting proposal teams, including partners for collaboration:
· Adding/inviting collaborators and assigning activities
· Providing preconditions for synergy (for example requirement for three collaborators from at least three sub-themes/themes/divisions)
8. In-building proposal requirements and/or proposal skeletons
· Building a requirements list with deadlines for meeting sub-activities
· Providing a proposal shell or skeleton to further develop
· Including all requirements so that proposals are tailored to donor needs
9. Enabling track changes and versioning 
· Integrating with SharePoint and Google docs to allow for editing, saving etc.
· Having reusable templates that the system generates to aid in speedy but quality proposal development
· Cloning templates and relevant past proposals where possible
10. Showing stages and providing visibility for proposal teams and reviewers (ED, DED, PI, lead co-collaborators etc.)
· Capturing all stages/phases of development and allowing conditional promotion to next phase by meeting the preconditions
· Showing dates for deadlines or stages in completing the proposal activities
· Tracking the stages to ensure deadlines are met
11. Incorporating peer-review in all stages and approvals
· Providing access rights to reviewers as per the thresholds stipulated in the research governance framework
12. Leveraging lessons and experiences from prior submissions.

The Proposal
Project Goal: Enhanced program design and proposal development, collaboration, knowledge sharing, learning and adaptability for transformational change.
Objectives: 
i) To strengthen the capacity for program-oriented multidisciplinary conceptualization, context analysis, needs assessment, internal/external co-creation and consultation	Comment by Catherine Kyobutungi: What is described above seems more like a system to improve proposal development in general – it’s not clear how the system will address the elements listed here. 

The KM functionalities of the system should also be enhanced e.g. having ready to use capability statements, updated CVs, blacklisted partners/funders etc… 
ii) To enhance the visibility, accountability and centralization of Go-No-Go and proposal development processes 
iii) To improve the quality of proposals submitted from the Center, utilizing available collateral, knowledge, data and evidence.
Proposed activities and methodology
In order to achieve our objectives, we will conduct six main activities as follows:
Activity 1: Identification of stakeholders to provide input for the platform design
The business development team will work collaboratively with the in-house software development team to develop the criteria for selecting stakeholders, tools for mapping stakeholders and roadmap for engaging them. The team will also constitute a temporary advisory group for reviewing the stakeholders list, tools and preliminary documents. This will be done through a series of meetings at agreed schedules.
Following a consultative process and guidance from APHRC’s Executive Leadership Team (ELT), the team will conduct a thorough stakeholder mapping exercise to identify relevant stakeholders (e.g. researchers and staff who contribute to proposals, policy communications and engagement staff, research and related capacity strengthening staff, and like-minded organizations. Funders, community members, civil society organizations and policy actors may be consulted minimally.).  Diversity, Inclusion and Equity considerations will be factored into the process and an integrative systems thinking approach will be employed at individual, organizational, community and decision-makers levels.
Activity 2:  Co-creating/Co-designing the platform prototype with identified stakeholders
We will employ the Generative Co-Design Framework for Healthcare Innovation that was designed to be adaptable by innovators and end-users seeking to change a specific process or system  (https://researchinvolvement.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s40900-021-00252-7) This follows a step-by-step guide to involving those with personal experience, in the design of system improvements. Once all stakeholders are in place, they will be involved at length in the pre-design and co-design phases as outlined in the framework. The stages will include contextual inquiry, preparation and training, sharing ideas, framing and reframing, and requirements translation. We will employ a participatory approach to gather inputs and to highlight assumptions, risks and mitigation.
We will engage the stakeholders through physical and/or virtual workshops, phone conversations and meetings. We will capture their perspectives, prioritize proposed actions, consult with ELT and the advisory team, and design an internal monitoring, evaluation and learning (MEL) plan including theory of change and theory of action.
Activity 3: Presentation of the platform prototype to management for approval
The platform prototype will be presented to ELT and the advisory team, for them to ascertain if all areas of success have been optimally covered. Internal reviews at different levels will be conducted to ensure comprehensiveness, coherence and practicability. Using a doodle poll, we will select suitable timing for everyone and a presentation of the platform will be made. The core team will incorporate comments, feedback, and areas for improvement and the final prototype will be shared for approval.
Activity 4: Selection of teams to include in a Co-implementation Conference
Once the prototype is approved, we will prepare terms of reference (TORs) for a Co-implementation Conference and advertise for grants teams from like-minded institutions to apply. This will create a community of practice (CoP) and build collaboration, synergy and visibility as these teams will represent their institutions that will ultimately serve as long-term collaborators. The grant teams will also serve as in-depth contributors into various modules of the platform including but not limited to complex funders’ requirements. To support applicants and motivate applications for the conference, we will build momentum towards the event, develop frequently-asked-questions (FAQ) responses and organize a webinar to guide applicants.
Given that grants teams/members across the sub-Saharan African region can apply for the conference and potentially result in an influx of applications, we will deploy requisite systems to manage applications, review and select teams for the conference.  We will develop assessment criteria and set up virtual meetings with reviewers to take them through the criteria.  The process will include shortlisting and reviewing the responses, awarding successful teams/individuals and providing feedback to unsuccessful applicants.
Activity 5: Capacity strengthening and engagement
As the grants teams collaboratively build the platform during the conference and share lessons as well as experiences in competitive proposals submission, capacity gaps or areas of improvement will be established from the learning. Capacity strengthening and improvement plans will be developed and avenues for engagement plus capacity building will be created. We will support the parties with regular capacity building workshops tailored to meet their jointly identified needs or capacity gaps.  Progress towards improvement will be measured through models developed by the Research and Related Capacity Strengthening Division. 
Activities 6: Final platform submission
Once the developers finalize the platform, we will prepare a report detailing the main achievements, challenges encountered and lessons learnt. We will submit the report to management and schedule a session for presentation. We will incorporate feedback, make amendments as appropriate, seek final approval and launch the platform for usage.
Budget
	Item
	Estimated Cost

	Technology used in developing the prototype and final platform
· Office 365 integration
· Google docs
· SharePoint
· Cloud storage
· Copyrights
	$10,000

	Consultancy fees
	$10,000

	Travel costs for six staff during the co-design phase 
	$6000

	Co-implementation Conference costs ($1000 travel grants to 20 applicants)
	$20,000

	Conference and Capacity-strengthening workshop(s)
	$4000

	Total
	$50,000
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