Abt Associates in Malawi

Abt Associates’ work to improve health outcomes in Malawi began in
the late 1990s, with technical assistance to undertake the country’s first
National Health Accounts exercise, improve district- and central-level
health planning and management, and design and implement reforms
at Kamuzu Central Hospital. Today Abt’s work in Malawi includes two
USAID-funded projects with in-country project teams—the Support for
Service Delivery Integration-Systems (SSDI-Systems) project and the
Strengthening Health Outcomes through the Private Sector (SHOPS)
project—and targeted technical assistance to the country in health
finance and total market approaches, through global projects.
As part of the project, Abt helps the MoH develop
evidence-based policies; collect and use information;
improve financial management and financing strategies in
the health system; and monitor the health workforce and
the performance of districts, health centers, and staff against
key indicators. The project is also undertaking interventions
to improve the ministry’s use of routine health information.
The SSDI-Systems team works in close collaboration with
USAID’s other implementing partners and other donors and
their implementing partners, including the Clinton Health
Access Initiative (CHAI), Volunteer Services Overseas
(VSO), the DFID-funded Malawi Health Sector ProgrammeTechnical Assistance, and GIZ. A few highlights of the SSDISystems project’s work are included below.
INFORMATION FOR WORKFORCE PLANNING
Mwayi Yiyombe, Balaka District Medical Officer, shakes hands
with Dr. Macphail Magwira, MoH Secretary for Health, at
the SSDI-Systems Leadership and Management graduation
ceremony for the district managers in June 2015. (Photo credit:
Annie Banda.)

SSDI-Systems
The Abt-led SSDI-Systems project is assisting the Ministry
of Health (MoH) to realize the country’s vision of improving
health outcomes through strengthening its health system as
detailed in the Malawi National Health Sector Strategic Plan
2011-2016. The project is one of three that make up USAID’s
flagship, five-year (2011-2016) Support for Service Delivery
Integration program, which aims to improve the availability
and quality of health services in Malawi. SSDI-Systems staff
provide targeted technical expertise to the Malawi MoH
at the national, zonal and district levels to build capacity for
policy development and implementation, and to strengthen
leadership and management capacity in support of planning,
monitoring, supervision and quality assurance.

Health workforce data is essential to effectively plan,
manage, and support the health workforce at each level.
The project has supported the MoH in adapting iHRIS—
a web-based human resource information system—within
the health sector, and, with VSO assistance, in rolling out
the system in 19 of the MoH’s 34 cost centers. These cost
centers now have accurate and up-to-date health workforce
information, including vacancies and retirement dates, and
key staff have been trained to access and use the data. In
the last year of the project, SSDI-Systems will augment the
iHRIS to also include information on pre-service education
and graduate bonding to specific health facilities.
SUPERVISION TO IDENTIFY AND RESOLVE
DISTRICT- AND FACILITY-LEVEL CHALLENGES

Supportive supervision promotes service delivery quality at
all levels of the health system by strengthening relationships
and communication within the system, identifying and
resolving problems, and promoting high standards and
teamwork. The SSDI-Systems project staff have assisted

the MoH to integrate existing supervision structures
into one national supervision framework and begin to
institutionalize its use. The system uses smartphone
technology to collate and analyze supervision data during
the supervision visit, in order to discuss performance
and actions to resolve challenges during the visit. At the
conclusion of the supervision visit, the system automatically
shares supervision data electronically with relevant
health systems managers and supervisors, to oversight,
transparency and accountability. The project has also
developed a data visualization dashboard to compare key
indicators across facilities and districts.

facilities to deliver high-quality child and reproductive
health services in a sustainable manner. This work has
demonstrated that public and private providers can be
trained together, efficiently increasing the skills of both,
and also strengthening the linkages between them—and
that thinking beyond private providers, and engaging with
non-clinicians including drug store owners and masons,
taps into a diverse set of stakeholders who can contribute to
development goals. A few highlights of SHOPS’s work are
included below.
HELPING BABIES SURVIVE

Through SHOPS, Abt has partnered with the Association
of Malawian Midwives (AMAMI) and Survive & Thrive
Global Development Alliance to: accelerate the adoption
of the Helping Babies Breathe training curriculum, which
is used to teach neonatal resuscitation skills to nurse
midwives, introduce the Essential Care for Every Baby
training curriculum, and develop an integrated supportive
supervision tool for both curricula. With funding from
SHOPS, AMAMI has provided training and accompanying
supportive supervision visits for 170 providers based at
private and public hospitals in all regions of the country.

Screenshot from the MoH supportive supervision data
visualization dashboard, which assists managers to better
understand the performance of health facilities under
supervision.

FREEING UP FINANCIAL RESOURCES
FOR HEALTH

Abt is one of the MoH’s key partners supporting health
financing reforms. Working with CHAI and WHO, SSDISystems staff have supported the MoH in generating
evidence for the country’s first National Health Financing
Strategy, and in drafting the strategy. In 2014 these efforts
succeeded in putting health financing challenges and
options at the top of the government’s policy agenda.
Malawi’s President, His Excellency Professor Arthur Peter
Mutharika, opened the 2014 Malawi Health Financing
Summit by noting his government’s readiness to reform
Malawi’s health system so that it provides quality and
affordable health services that are accessible to all
Malawians.

SHOPS in Malawi
Since June 2012, the global, Abt-led SHOPS project has
also had a presence in Malawi. The project is partnering
with the private sector to improve access to high-quality
health care services, and build the capacity of private health

The Essential Care for Every Baby curriculum builds on Helping
Babies Breathe, and teaches proper feeding and temperature
regulation for newborns. (Photo credit: Amos Gumulira.)

INCREASING ACCESS TO FAMILY
PLANNING METHODS

Partnering with two social franchises, supported by
Population Services International and Marie Stopes
International, SHOPS introduced 154 family planning
franchisees to financial and business management concepts.
The trainers built the providers’ capacity to track costs,
manage budgets, maintain inventories, and market their
services with the goal of strengthening and expanding their
businesses.

EXPANDING PERI-URBAN SANITATION

One of the goals of SHOPS in Malawi is to disrupt
the spread of diarrheal disease by improving
access to latrines in unplanned peri-urban areas,
where the population density is high and sanitation
infrastructure is inadequate. SHOPS worked directly
with local masons and sanitation experts to design an
improved latrine specifically for the needs of periurban households at a price they could afford. The
participants emerged from the design process with
new construction approaches, and built prototypes
of the new latrines. Feedback on the prototypes led
to further design refinements, and SHOPS then
trained 34 masons from across the peri-urban areas
of Lilongwe and Blantyre in the construction and
marketing of the new latrines.
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The transitional latrine design is a low-cost option promoted
by masons in peri-urban areas. (Photo credit: Mike Dalious.)
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