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INTRODUCTION TO MONITORING, EVALUATION, 
ACCOUNTABILITY AND LEARNING TRAINING MODULES

WHY TRAINING ON MONITORING, EVALUATION, ACCOUNTABILITY AND 
LEARNING?

Monitoring and evaluation (M&E) – the process of regularly investigating 
what a program/organisation is doing and the impact it is having – is 
a fundamental part of every community development program. Every 
organisation is expected to be accountable to their stakeholders by 
reporting on the achievements in their programs, and to learn from their 
experiences to ensure better programs in future. So everyone working in 
community development programs has some responsibility for monitoring, 
evaluation, accountability and learning (MEAL).

Monitoring and evaluation is often seen as something that is difficult, 
requires specialist skills or is removed from the day-to-day activities of a 
program. These training modules aim  to make monitoring and evaluation 
accessible and useable to program staff and management so that they can 
see the benefits more directly, and gather and use information in ways that 
improve the effectiveness of the program and lead to positive changes in 
people’s lives.

WHO ARE THESE MODULES FOR AND HOW CAN WE USE THEM?

The materials in these training modules can be used as a quick reference 
guide during a MEAL process, as the basis for training workshops and/or can 
be shared during internal discussions. It is expected that an experienced 
person would conduct any training and adapt the materials as appropriate 
for their training participants. 

While these training modules intend to provide enough information to design 
a program and MEAL system, they have not been designed as comprehensive, 
standalone manuals for M&E. For example, they do not include details about 
conducting MEAL activities such as baseline assessments and they provide 
introductory information about data collection and analysis tools, to suit 
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program and project level staff. Users of these modules are encouraged to 
learn more about relevant MEAL approaches and adapt them to suit their 
situation.

The information in these modules draws on many different sources that 
reflect best practice and align with Oxfam’s commitment to participatory, 
empowering processes for local organisations. These materials are 
referenced at the end of each module.

There are four MEAL modules:
1. Program Design
2. Designing a MEAL System
3. Data Collection
4. Analysis and Reporting.

As you work through the modules you will work through a series of steps 
and learn strategies that will help to write your own MEAL Frameworks and 
Plans, including writing your program design, MEAL framework and plan, and 
conducting effective MEAL activities for your program or project.

Each of the four modules contains information about key elements of MEAL 
as well as suggested activities that can be worked through with program 
teams. There are tools and templates that can be used and adapted at the 
end of each module. 

Each module can be run separately, however to undertake the activities 
effectively participants will require some previous knowledge and materials. 
These requirements are listed in the section below called “What do we need 
to do first?”

WHAT DO THE MONITORING, EVALUATION, ACCOUNTABILITY AND LEARNING 
TRAINING MODULES CONTAIN?

The key steps in developing a MEAL system include:

Program 
Design

Designing
a Meal
system

Data
collection

Analysis
and

reporting

Step 1: 
Define how 

information will 
be recorded and 

stored

Step 2: 
Outline data 

analysis 
process

Step 3: 
Define how 

information will 
be used

Step 1: 
Identify the 

purpose and use 
of your M&E

Step 2: 
Clarify project/ 
program design

Step 3: 
 Identify what 
information is 

required

Step 1: Identify 
current and future 
situations

Step 2: Prioritise 
issues to address

Step 3: Identify key 
target group/s and 
stakeholders

Step 4: Develop your 
Theory of Change

Step 5: Refine 
program outcomes

Step 6: Develop 
program activities 
and outputs 

Step 7: Review your 
Program Logic 

Step 8: Document 
your Program Logic

Step 1: Define how 
information will be 
collected and from 
whom

Step 2: Identify when 
information will be 
collected

Step 3: Assign 
responsibilities for 
data collection

Step 4: Outline 
ethical issues

Step 5: Budget for 
MEAL activities
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MODULE 2 - DESIGNING A MEAL SYSTEM

WHAT ARE THE LEARNING OUTCOMES FOR THIS MODULE? 

Individuals and organisations who use this material will:
• have a clear understanding of the importance and use of MEAL systems 

and plans
• be confident in planning for and designing a MEAL system
• understand the elements included in an effective MEAL system
• understand what a participatory MEAL process is
• have the skills and tools to:

• identify who should be involved in MEAL in a specific program 
• identify the purpose and use of MEAL in their program 
• understand and refine how a MEAL system relates to the program 

design
• develop evaluation tools, indicators and targets relevant to a specific 

program.

The information in the module draws on many different sources that Oxfam 
feels reflect best practice and align with their commitment to participatory, 
empowering processes for local organisations. It aligns with the Oxfam 
Common Approach to MEAL and Social Accountability. 

HOW IS THE MODULE STRUCTURED?

The module is structured in five sections:
• Section 1 What is MEAL? examines why MEAL is important in 

development work and introduces key concepts of Monitoring, 
Evaluation, Accountability and Learning (MEAL).

• Section 2 What makes MEAL effective? looks at what makes MEAL 
effective in the context of development and introduces the concept of 
participatory MEAL. 

• Section 3 How do we develop a MEAL System? introduces a process to 
develop a MEAL system and discusses who should be involved in MEAL.

• Section 4 How do we know what to monitor and evaluate? looks at what 
needs to be monitored and evaluated in a specific program or project. 
In this section you will work through the first 3 steps of creating a MEAL 
System:
• Step 1: Identify the purpose and use of your information
• Step 2: Clarify program design
• Step 3: Identify what information is required.

• Section 5 Tools, Templates & Resources provides relevant templates, 
definitions and resources related to MEAL system development. It also 
includes an example training session plan that uses activities from this 
module.

Each section in the module relates to a key question about MEAL and 
provides details of each component, along with suggested activities you 
could do to work through in your team. There are tools and templates that 
can be used and adapted at the end of the module. 

WHAT DO WE NEED TO DO FIRST?

In order to complete the activities suggested in this module, participants 
should have already completed a Program or Project Design (see Module 1 
– Program Design) SECTION 1. HOW CAN WE PLAN OUR MEAL 
ACTIVITIES?
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SECTION 1. WHY DO WE NEED TO MONITOR AND 
EVALUATE OUR PROGRAMS?

Monitoring and evaluation (M&E) is a fundamental part of every community 
development program1  that helps organisations to be accountable to their 
stakeholders and to learn from their experiences to ensure better programs 
in future. As the Oxfam Program Framework says, in development work we 
“work to deliver program impacts that are complex in nature, including 
systemic changes; policy changes; and changes in the attitudes and 
behaviours of companies or people….New opportunities for action might 
arise; certain strategies might not work, or might work exceptionally well; 
and new insights can change the way we look at certain issues. These 
kinds of changes might mean that we need to reframe our program theories 
of change. This in turn implies that our programs need to be flexible and 
adaptive to changes. A good MEAL system can help in this effort. This 
means that we should consider MEAL as a basic necessity for programs to 
remain relevant and effective, and not just as an obligatory and mechanistic 
exercise in collecting data.”i

1.1 WHAT IS MEAL?

MONITORING
“Monitoring is the systematic assessment of a program’s performance over 
time. It involves the ongoing collection and review of data from multiple 
sources, but particularly from men and women affected by the program”.ii 

Monitoring information should tell us if activities are happening as planned 
and if we can see any immediate changes in the people we are working with. 
Monitoring activities are regular processes that are done by program staff 
and community stakeholders and provide information that goes into progress 
reporting. Monitoring typically includes activities such as:
• recording what was done during program activities
• observing and recording what target groups are doing and any changes in 

knowledge, attitudes and practices.

EVALUATION
Evaluation complements monitoring. Evaluation is the occasional gathering 
and review of information to see what longer-term changes are happening, 
to assess cause and effect between program activities and changes 
for people and to determine if and how a program has been effective. 
Evaluation activities are often planned at different times in the program’s 
life (such as mid-way through and/or at completion of the program and may 
have specific requirements and plans. Evaluation can include things like:
• interviews or group discussions with program participants and/or key 

stakeholders
• participatory activities to review program activities and outcomes
• group reflection sessions with program participants.

This information is typically used in annual reports, evaluation reports and 
to make critical decisions about the program or future programs.

ACCOUNTABILITY
Accountability is about the relationships the program has with its key 
stakeholders (such as participants and donors) and being held to account 
for the commitments it has made. In practice, this means communicating 
openly and honestly about what the program has been doing and achieving, 
as well as any challenges encountered.

LEARNING
Learning is a critical component of the MEAL process, when the information 
gathered during M&E activities is applied to the practice and design of 
programs and projects. Learning is the continual reflection about visions, 
strategies, actions and contexts that enable programs and organisations 
to readjust what they are doingiii.  Learning can occur regularly and 
informally (through discussions between staff and/or with participants) 
or occasionally and more formally (such as in a reflection process or 
documenting lessons learned).

 1 Note that the terms ‘program’ and ‘project’ are used interchangeably in this document. 
The full definitions of both terms can be found in Key definitions in the Tools, Templates and 
Resources section.
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1.2 HOW IS MONITORING AND EVALUATION HELPFUL?

The value of M&E depends on how it is done and how it is used. When done 
well, it can help your organisation to:
• ensure you are working with the right people in the right way
• adjust your activities to be most effective and efficient
• review program design and implementation to reflect current realities 

and best practice
• make decisions about which activities and programs to keep, change or 

stop
• communicate what you are doing and why you are doing it to the 

communities you are working with, donors and other interested 
stakeholders

• tell your community partners’ stories and gain more support for their 
work

• be accountable to the communities you are working with
• share learning with others in you organisation and beyond.

1.3 WHY IS MEAL SOMETIMES CHALLENGING?

Although MEAL is a requirement in every organisation, many people can find 
it challenging to do well. There are many reasons for this, including:
• MEAL is seen as a lot of work to plan for and conduct
• it is hard to know what information to collect and report on
• people have limited skills or experience to conduct MEAL activities
• information collected is not useful or used
• program participants are not involved or interested.

This manual aims to provide you with the information and tools to overcome 
these challenges and conduct effective MEAL processes which lead to 
better outcomes for the people with whom you are working.

ACTIVITY 1: IDENTIFY BENEFITS AND CHALLENGES OF MEAL 

1. In small groups discuss your major challenges and success with 
MEAL activities in the past.

2. If a team will be working together on a specific program, discuss 
the possible challenges you expect to encounter in conducting 
MEAL activities in that program and how you might address these 
challenges.

3. Think of what you would like MEAL to be like and what it could do for 
you and your organisation.
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SECTION 2. WHAT MAKES MEAL EFFECTIVE?

2.1 WHAT DOES EFFECTIVE MEAL LOOK LIKE?

For MEAL to be worthwhile it should be:
• relevant to those using it most – program participants and program staff
• based on clear program designs/logic models
• flexible and responsive to what is actually happening
• useful and used by multiple stakeholders
• easy to conduct
• integrated into regular program activities
• participatory – involving program participants and staff in planning, data 

collection and reflection
• valued by program staff and management with enough time and resources 

allocated, particularly for data collation, analysis and reporting.

2.2 PARTICIPATORY MEAL

M&E can be more effective by actively involving different stakeholders in 
monitoring and evaluating your program. The core principles of participatory 
M&E are:
• primary stakeholders are active participants, not just sources of 

information
• building capacity of local people to analyse, reflect and take action based 

on learning
• joint learning of stakeholders from donors and organizational partners to 

community members
• increasing commitment to change activities and programs based on M&E 

learning.

There are different levels of participation. The level of participation chosen 
for M&E activities usually reflects the organisation’s approach to participatory 
process, the time and resources available to both program staff and 
stakeholders. The levels are outlined in the table below:

Table 1: Participatory M&E iv

Levels of participation
Passive participation Stakeholders respond to requests for information 

and have no other role in M&E.
Example: Program participants answer survey or 
interview questions

Increasing involvement Example: Program participants and key 
stakeholders take part in focus group 
discussions and reflection activities that present 
key information collected.

Active participation Example: Program participants and key 
stakeholders take part in focus group 
discussions and reflection activities that present 
key information collected.
Example: Program participants and key 
stakeholders take part in focus group 
discussions and reflection activities that present 
key information collected.

Ownership/ 
empowerment

Stakeholders play a key role in selecting the 
criteria and indicators for measuring program 
progress, call the staff to account for the 
program’s performance and engage in identifying 
and/or taking action to improve the situation. 
Example: Program participants take part in M&E 
planning process with program staff to clarify 
and confirm program outcomes and indicators 
and how and when information will be collected. 
They take part in data collection and analysis 
and contribute to revising the program plan to 
improve progress toward outcomes.

Most programs tend to operate in the first two levels of participation. However, 
with the right commitment and tools, you can move towards full ownership and 
empowerment, which leads to more effective and sustainable programs.
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The MEAL processes outlined in the following sections can all include active 
participation of program participants and key stakeholders. The exact process 
will depend on how your program operates, how it currently interacts with 
program participants and stakeholders, how much time program staff and 
participants have and your organisation’s commitment to participatory 
approaches. Examples of how to better involve program participants and key 
stakeholders in M&E include:
• forming community M&E committees at the beginning of a program and 

involving them throughout the program
• involving community groups and/or representatives in discussions while 

planning M&E activities, asking for their input into program plans as well 
as how to collect information about what is happening

• training community groups and/or representatives to use data collection 
tools and involving them in collect information from other program 
participants

• conducting regular reflection sessions with program participants and key 
stakeholders to ask for their ideas on how to improve the program.

More information about participatory data collection tools can be found in the 
Tools, Templates and Resources section of Module 3 - Data Collection. 

SECTION 3. HOW DO WE DEVELOP A MEAL SYSTEM?

3.1 WHAT DOES A MEAL SYSTEM INCLUDE?

You may have heard people talk about MEAL plans or MEAL frameworks. These 
are both parts of an overall MEAL system that includes all the processes you 
will undertake during the life of a program. 

A MEAL Framework outlines the approach to MEAL and how it will work within 
an organisation. The framework will include details on the Program Logic and 
design, resources available for MEAL, lines of responsibility and the methods 
that will be used in MEAL activities. 

A MEAL Plan provides details of how to implement the MEAL Framework in a 
specific project or program. The plan will include the specific indicators or 
information that will be collected about a program, how it will be collected, 
analysed and reported on, who is responsible for each part and when it needs 
to be completed. 

For details on what a MEAL Framework and MEAL Plan should include see 
Section 5: Tools, Templates & Resources. 

TIP
A good way to support participatory 
MEAL processes is to create a MEAL 

reference group, which includes some 
project participants, project staff, 

M&E staff, key external stakeholders 
or project partners. This group can 
be involved in MEAL planning and 
implementation throughout all its 
stages, from design to reporting.
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3.2 WHO SHOULD BE INVOLVED IN DEVELOPING AND IMPLEMENTING THE 
MEAL SYSTEM?

Monitoring and evaluation is usually done by a combination of program staff, 
management and/or M&E specialists. Typically, community participants are 
only asked to provide information during data collection and do not usually 
get the chance to be involved in other parts of the process. 

For M&E to be most effective, program staff should have greater involvement 
in the design and/or review of programs so they have a clear understanding 
of what the program is aiming to achieve. Program staff should be involved in 
developing and reviewing the MEAL plan so they understand what is required 
of them. As well as collecting data, they should also be included in collating 
and analysing the information, and where appropriate, reporting on it. This 
ensures that the information being collected is relevant and useful, and staff 
know why they need to collect it. 

How can deciding who to involve help in 
developing our MEAL system?

 √ Describe stakeholder participation 
and major MEAL roles and 
responsibilities in the MEAL 
framework.

 √ Outline MEAL roles and 
responsibilities in MEAL plan.

 √ Include details in data collection/ 
program activity plans.

 √ Inform type of data collection tools 
you will use.

Table 2: MEAL processes and people

MEAL process People 
responsible

Other people 
participating

Other people it is 
good to involve

Design/review 
program plan

Program manager Program staff 
M&E staff 
Community 
representatives
Consultants

Other 
stakeholders 
(where 
appropriate)
Other 
management 
staff

Develop/ 
contribute to/ 
review MEAL plan

Program manager Program staff
M&E staff
Community 
representatives

Consultants

Collect 
information

Program manager
Program staff

Consultants
M&E staff

Community 
representatives

Collate and 
analyse 
information

Program manager
Program staff

Consultants
M&E staff

Community 
representatives

Reflect on 
information 
gathered

Program manager 
Program staff

M&E staff
Community 
representatives

External 
consultant (where 
necessary)

Write reports Program manager Program staff
M&E staff
Consultants

Share findings Program manager Program staff Other 
stakeholders
Community 
representatives
Other 
management 
staff
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ACTIVITY 2: DISCUSS WHO WILL BE INVOLVED IN DEVELOPING AND 
IMPLEMENTING YOUR MEAL SYSTEM

1. Using the MEAL processes outlined in Table 2, brainstorm in your 
team who could be involved in each stage. 

2. Discuss the advantages and disadvantages of involving different 
groups.

3. Write down and refer to for future use.

Each individual or group will have specific responsibilities and contributions 
at different stages of the process that should be discussed and agreed on 
during the planning stages of the MEAL system.

Community participants should also be more involved in the whole process 
wherever possible. Involving community participants in MEAL activities helps 
them to:
• see the bigger picture of what activities could or should be leading to 
• look for and collect information themselves (without program staff 

present)
• keep the organisation accountable for what they are doing 
• make changes in their own practices according to what information is 

telling them.

SECTION 4. HOW DO WE KNOW WHAT WE NEED TO 
MONITOR AND EVALUATE?

In this section we begin to 
develop a MEAL system by 
working through the following 
steps:
• Step 1: Identify the 

purpose and use of your 
information

• Step 2: Clarify program 
design

• Step 3: Identify what 
information is required.

STEP 1: IDENTIFY THE PURPOSE AND USE OF YOUR INFORMATION

The first step in developing a MEAL system is to discuss who will use the 
information collected. There will likely be many potential users, including:
• community members participating in the program
• community members not participating in the program
• program implementation staff
• other program staff (not directly involved)
• donors (agencies and individuals)
• government (local and national)
• other local stakeholders (community partners and target groups)
• other external stakeholders.

TIP
To undertake the activities in this 
section you will need a Program 
or Project Design to base MEAL 

activity planning on (see Module 1 
Program Design). It is useful to group 

participants who will be working 
on specific projects together while 

working through the activities in this 
section.
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ACTIVITY 3: IDENTIFY THE PURPOSE AND USE OF YOUR M&E

1. With your team, discuss the following questions to agree on the 
purpose and use of your M&E:
• Why do you think we need to monitor and evaluate our 

program?
• What is most important for field staff and management to 

know?
• What is most important for community members/ participants 

to know?
• Who are the other important stakeholders in our program and 

what might they like to know?
• What are the reporting requirements for communities, donors 

and other stakeholders?
• When the information is collected, what could you do with it? 

How could you use it in your work or daily life?
• How could other stakeholders use information that is 

collected?
2. Write all ideas down to refer to in future.
3. Include a summary of ideas in your MEAL framework. Identify 

essential M&E activities and outputs (such as baseline 
assessment, annual reports, community feedback, evaluations 
etc.) and the timeframe they are required in.

Next, you need to define why these groups want or need the information and 
how they will use it; doing this early will ensure that whatever information 
you collect is relevant and useful. Common reasons organisations want and 
need information include:
• track progress of program activities
• understand the effects program activities are having on program 

participants and others
• understand their program participants and target groups better
• test their ‘Theory of Change’ – to see if what they are doing is actually 

leading to the changes they hoped to see
• justify their program activities to communities and/or donors
• engage with communities.

M&E information is used in different ways. It is good to clearly define how 
you and other stakeholders will use the information you collect so you do 
not gather information that will not be used. Typically, groups use M&E 
information to:
• share with others what the program has been doing
• decide whether to keep, change or stop program activities, participant 

groups, location etc.
• improve the work they have been doing
• secure ongoing funding.

How can identifying the purpose and use 
of information help us develop our MEAL 
system?

 √ Include summary of purpose, users and 
uses in your MEAL framework.

 √ Share this information with key 
stakeholders such as participants, 
donors and other key stakeholders (e.g. 
include in Communications plan what is 
important information to share).

This information is usually collected and shared in a variety of ways 
throughout a program, including:
• baseline assessment
• progress reports
• annual reports
• mid-term evaluation
• end-of-program evaluation.
These activities all require data collection at different points during program 
implementation; this should be identified in these initial stages of setting up 
your MEAL system.
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How can clarifying our program design help us to 
develop our MEAL system?

 √  Display your ToC/Program Logic diagram and/or 
table in your office and share it with all relevant 
stakeholders.

 √ Include all levels of outcomes and outputs in your 
MEAL plan.

 √ Identify the key outcomes, connections between 
outcomes and activities and assumptions to base 
your data collection on.

 √ Refer back to your ToC/Program Logic model when 
you have collected M&E information and compare the 
reality with what was predicted would happen.

STEP 2: CLARIFY PROGRAM DESIGN

After you know why you want to collect information, who will use it and how, 
you need to understand the program you are collecting information about. 
It is very important that program manager and staff review the program 
design before conducting any M&E and regularly throughout the life of the 
program to ensure that it reflects the current reality so you collect relevant 
information. 

Having a clear program design that is understood by everyone can ensure 
that:
• all staff, especially implementing staff, understand the whole program 

and the reasons behind the activities they are doing
• monitoring information is collected that is relevant to the desired 

changes in people’s behaviour
• implementing staff can more easily make adjustments to their activities 

if activities are not contributing to the changes the program wants to 
see.

Two tools you can use to design or revise your program design are Theory of 
Change (ToC) and Program Logic. 

A Theory of Change describes how we believe change happens in relation 
to our programs. It explains the connections between the current situation, 
small changes in the behaviour of different stakeholders and eventually 
the long-term changes we hope to see for our target groups. As well as 
describing how we think change happens over time, the ToC also identifies 
key assumptions. Assumptions are beliefs about the underlying causes of 
the current situation, about the connections between changes and about the 
context/environment in which the change is happening. This is important as 
these assumptions are often what can determine a program’s success and 
we must test them in our monitoring and evaluation to see if they hold true in 
reality.

Program Logic is a related tool you can use to help define the way you expect 
change to happen, and what activities or interventions may contribute to 
that change. Program Logic models are a visual representation of the program 
theory, often in a diagram but sometimes in a table (especially for use in 
proposals and/or reports). They show a series of expected results to show a 
pathway of change. In order to be most effective and relevant to your target 
group/s, both the ToC and Program Logic should be ‘people-centred’ – based 
primarily on changes in people’s behaviour.

For more detailed process of developing a Theory of Change and Program 
Logic please see Module 1 Program Design.

For effective monitoring and evaluation, a program design should:
• outline a clear Program Logic or Theory of Change that shows the 

connections between program activities, short and long-term changes in 
behaviour for the program’s target groups

• focus on people and changes in their behaviour (rather than just changes 
in things)

• identify assumptions, or necessary conditions for change to occur
• be easily understandable by program staff and program participants.
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If you have a Program Logic/design in place already, you can review it by 
following the steps listed below:

Clarify your impact
• Review your Program Logic/design to identify your impact. 
• Think about what success would look like at the end of your program if 

your assumptions are true.
• Ensure your impact reflects the unique contribution this program is 

making.
• Ensure your impact is possible but still requires excellence to achieve it.

Review whom you need to influence
• Review and revise (if needed) your stakeholder analysis to identify all 

those you need to influence in order to reach your desired outcomes.
• Ensure stakeholders include those who will be directly involved in 

the desired changes/outcomes (e.g. direct participants in the target 
communities) and also those who will help you achieve those changes 
(local government, service providers, families etc.).

• If you have a lot of stakeholders, group them into similar clusters 
(according to type and/or kind of influence you would like to have with 
them).

Review behaviour change (short and long-term outcomes)
• For each stakeholder cluster, review what they would be doing differently 

by the end of your program as a result of their participation in program 
activities. What is their behaviour change as a result of your influence? 
Are the changes you thought of originally still relevant?

• Make sure these changes relate to your impact. They can become short 
and long-term outcomes that you can monitor against during the life of 
the program.

Consider program activities and outputs
• Review the activities in your design.
• Ensure they relate directly to your impact and to your new short and long-

term outcomes.
• Add any new activities as needed to bring about the desired changes in 

behaviour of your targeted stakeholders.

• Remember your activities must all have a clear purpose and influence 
change.

• Review your outputs to ensure they directly relate to your activities and 
short-term outcomes. Outputs are the tangible, immediate results of your 
broad program activities and describe the processes, products or services 
that the program produces (for example, workshops conducted, training 
manuals produced, water systems installed). 

If you need to conduct a major review/re-design of your program, refer to 
Module 1 – Program Design for more details.

Other resources on Theory of Change and Program Logic can be found in 
Section 5: Tools, Templates & Resources
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ACTIVITY 4: REVIEW YOUR PROGRAM DESIGN

Refer to the above process to review your program design
1. Clarify your desired impact by reviewing your program plan and/or 

supporting documents and identifying what you would hope to see 
happen by the end of your program (and beyond).

2. Review who you need to influence by conducting a stakeholder 
analysis. 

3. For each key stakeholder group you want to influence (including 
both target group/s and those who have a lot of influence with the 
target group/s), review what you would expect, like and love to see 
them doing differently if they were working towards your long-term 
outcomes. These should be behaviour changes, that is, what people 
are doing. Review your short-term and long-term outcomes - they 
should all link clearly together to contribute to your long-term 
outcomes and continue to be relevant considering what has been 
happening so far in the program.

4. Looking at your desired short and long-term outcomes, review 
your planned activities and outputs and ensure they are directly 
contributing to these outcomes. There must be a clear connection 
between what you are planning and the changes you hope to see. 
Change, add or remove activities and outputs as necessary, ensuring 
they all have a purpose.

5. Draw/ review a diagram of your Program Logic that can be shared 
internally and externally where needed. You can include this diagram 
in your MEAL framework too.

6. Write outcomes, outputs and activities in your MEAL plan.

 

STEP 3:  IDENTIFY WHAT INFORMATION IS REQUIRED
TYPES OF EVALUATION QUESTIONS

Evaluation questions are questions that help guide the MEAL process and 
relate to the whole program, its design, impact, outcomes and effectiveness. 
Developing clear evaluation questions early in your MEAL system development 
can help make sure you collect information that is relevant and useful. It 
is important to develop questions that are most relevant to your program 
and context and relate to your overall purpose. Remember what you need 
the information for and who will use it to help guide you. Note that they are 
not questions you ask directly during data collection, but rather guide what 
information you would want to collect.

There are three main kinds of questions that are valuable to ask in a program 
MEAL process:

1. Key evaluation questions.
2. Questions to help monitor progress and activities.
3. Questions to test assumptions/Program Logic/Theory of Change.

These questions will be answered at different points in the program’s life and 
often link to each other. Key evaluation questions will be answered during 
activities such as end-of-year reflections, mid-term and end-of-program 
evaluations using information that has been gathered throughout that time. 
Questions that help monitor progress and activities will be collected regularly 
during program implementation and answered during internal reflections 
and reports. They will also provide useful information to help answer the key 
evaluation questions. Questions to test assumptions/Program Logic/Theory 
of Change will most likely be answered during activities such as program 
reflections when the program can be reviewed.
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KEY EVALUATION QUESTIONS

Key evaluation questions are related to overall effectiveness and 
appropriateness of the program. They can help an organisation, donor, and/
or community to understand how well the program met its aims and how 
relevant the program was to the local context. 

Some common examples of Key evaluation questions include:
• How far did we get toward our intended outcomes? (how effective were 

we?)
• How fair and appropriate was the implementation of the program? (e.g. 

considering gender, culture, disability)
• How relevant were the intended program outcomes or activities for the 

target community? How did the outcomes fit with the local context?
• What was the impact of the program on the target community?
• How cost effective (efficient) were the program activities? (could other 

activities have produced more results for the same money?)
• How likely are the outcomes to be sustained and endure after the 

program finishes?

How can we use Key evaluation questions in our 
MEAL system?

 √  List Key evaluation questions in your MEAL 
framework.

 √  Share Key evaluation questions with others who 
may be involved in any evaluations (e.g. include 
in Terms of reference).

 √ Include as basis for evaluations (revise and 
refine as necessary).

 √ Use as prompting questions for annual and end-
of-program reflections.

 √ Review periodically to ensure you are gathering 
information to help answer these questions.

ACTIVITY 5: DEFINE YOUR EVALUATION QUESTIONS

1. With your team (and participant representatives where possible), 
discuss the following:
• What would you really like to learn or know about the program 

now?
• What is important for you to know to see if the program is 

successful?
• What would you like to know about the program that would 

make a difference in what you do?
• What things are you unsure about in this program?

2. Develop some broad evaluation questions based on these 
discussions, ensuring they also relate to the stated purpose and 
use of your M&E.

3. Write these in your MEAL framework.

How fair and  
appropriate was 

the implementation?What was the 
impact on the 

target community?
      How likely 

will it be 
sustained?
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How can we use Monitoring questions in our 
MEAL system?

 √ List in your MEAL framework.
 √ Include in your MEAL plan (with questions 

corresponding to outcome and activity 
levels).

 √  Ensure data collection methods allow this 
information to be collected.

 √ Use during regular reflections (e.g. 
monthly meetings) to prompt discussion.

 √ Review to ensure information being 
collected is adequately answering 
questions (and that questions are still 
relevant to information needs).

MONITORING QUESTIONS

Monitoring questions are similar to evaluation questions but will help you 
to keep track of progress and achievements against specific levels of your 
Program Logic - activities, short-term and long-term outcomes. These 
questions help focus the information you gather regularly and make sure it is 
relevant and useful. They can be a good way of finding information about your 
program that may be different from what you set out in your original plan. You 
should develop questions for each level of your logic, but you do not need a 
question for every activity or outcome. 

The table below gives some examples of monitoring questions at different 
levels of the program logic.

Table 2: Monitoring question examples

Level of program logic Example monitoring questions
Impact How are community members behaving 

differently after involvement with the program?
What relationships have been formed between 
the community and local government and what 
difference is that making

Long-term outcomes Are participants developing new skills or 
knowledge as desired? In what areas? How are 
they being used?
How are participants’ attitudes and behaviours 
changing after participating in program 
activities?

Short-term outcomes How are community members participating and 
what difference is that making?
To what extent are our activities seeing the 
desired short-term changes we planned for? 

Outputs How efficiently and effectively are we 
implementing planned activities?
Who are the main participants in program 
activities? How much are they participating?
Which stakeholders are we working most 
effectively with to implement activities?
Which stakeholders are we working most 
effectively with to implement activities?

You may also be asked to report on certain numbers and details about your 
programs or specific activities, such as how many men, women, boys and 
girls participate, whether people have a disability, live in rural, remote or 
urban settings. In research and evaluation this kind of fine detail is often 
called ‘disaggregating’ our data, which simply means breaking down a set of 
information based on additional categories or details. You will need to keep 
these kinds of disaggregation requirements in mind when you are designing 
your monitoring questions, data collection tools and collecting and analysing 
your M&E information. 
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ACTIVITY 6: DEFINE YOUR MONITORING QUESTIONS

1. Use a similar process to what you used to develop evaluation 
questions (Activity 5). With your team (and program participants 
where possible), look at your Program Logic and discuss what they 
would like to know about the program, specifically related to the 
different levels of the Program Logic (as in example in Table 2).

2. Brainstorm and agree on final list of monitoring questions, ensuring 
you only keep what will give you the most relevant and useful 
information. Remember you do not need to have questions related to 
EVERY activity, but it is good to have questions for each level of your 
Program Logic.

3. Compare this list with the Key evaluation questions you developed 
earlier. Are any of these questions similar? Is there a simpler way 
to ask any of these questions? Avoid asking the same question in 
different ways. Agree on a final list of monitoring and evaluation 
questions. 

4. Write questions in your MEAL framework and MEAL plan. 

How can we use Questions to Test 
Assumptions in our MEAL system?

 √ Include in the diagram and 
narrative of your ToC/ Program 
Logic. 

 √ Use to help develop specific 
monitoring questions (see 
above).

 √  Refer to them during regular 
reflection sessions.

QUESTIONS TO TEST 
ASSUMPTIONS 

Monitoring and evaluation 
should be used to test your 
most critical assumptions 
about the program – those 
things we believe will occur, 
and if they do not, they will 
risk the program’s success. 
Questions that test 
assumptions are related to 
the Program Logic or Theory 
of Change of your program 
– HOW you think change 
will happen and whether 
the program design and 
implementation matches with the real world situation it is working in. 

For example, if we have a program that runs employment skills training 
and the desired outcome is ‘participants finding employment’, we may be 
assuming things like ‘The training provides relevant, employer-appropriate 
skills to participants’ and ‘There are enough employers to provide 
opportunities for training participants’. If we collect information about these 
assumptions we can better adjust program activities to respond to the real 
world situation in which our program is working.

Examples of questions that test these assumptions include:
• ‘How relevant is the training we are providing to the needs of local 

employers? 
• ‘Do employers and participants feel the training is of high enough quality 

to prepare people for employment?’ 
• ‘Are there enough employers willing to offer training opportunities for 

participants?’
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ACTIVITY 7: DEVELOP QUESTIONS TO TEST THE KEY ASSUMPTIONS IN YOUR 
PROGRAM DESIGN

1. Review the connections you have made between each level of your 
Program Logic – between activities and all outcomes – to identify 
the major assumptions about how change will happen.

2. Ask yourself “What are we assuming is happening in the 
background to make a) lead to b) or that c) will happen?” For 
example, if we assume that skills training will lead to employment, 
we are assuming that skills are relevant and there are jobs available 
in that area.

3. Note these assumptions down and include in your diagram or table. 
These assumptions can also form the basis for a risk assessment (if 
they did not happen as intended they may risk the success of the 
program).

4. Develop a short set of questions to test the major assumptions on 
which your program is based. Compare these with the monitoring 
and evaluation questions you have already developed. Are there 
any new questions that test key program assumptions? If so, write 
these in your MEAL framework. 

How can we use Targets and 
Indicators in our MEAL system?

 √ List targets and indicators in 
your MEAL plan corresponding to 
relevant outcomes and outputs.

 √ Choose data collection methods 
that will gather this information.

 √ Include in reports.

REVIEW AND DEVELOP TARGETS AND INDICATORS

You may also need to 
develop some key indicators 
and targets to help track 
progress towards your 
desired outcomes. These 
targets and indicators are 
directly related – the target 
sets the specific amount of 
what you are aiming for and 
the indicator measures how 
much it was achieved. For 
example, your target might 
be ’50 young people have 
started new businesses’ and 
the indicator to match would 
be ‘# of young people who 

have started new businesses’.

Targets help make outcomes more specific and include something to aim for 
in terms of how much and by when. For example, if your outcome is ‘Children 
are gaining new skills and knowledge’ your target might be ‘60% of children by 
year 3 of the program’. Setting targets for your outcomes can be useful when 
they are carefully selected and meaningful to program participants as well as 
staff.

Indicators are a measure of something happening that contributes to your 
outcomes. For example, if your outcome is ‘Children are regularly attending 
school’ then an indicator of this might be ‘# children attending school more 
than 3 days a week’. While indicators can be useful measures of program 
progress and success, they need to be realistic to collect and tell you 
something meaningful about your program. For example, if your outcome 
is ‘Children are gaining new skills and knowledge’, an indicator such as ‘% 
children with increased knowledge in science’ would not tell you much as this 
focuses only on one aspect of knowledge. 
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TIP
Targets should only be set if you can reasonably 

predict the desired number or %. There is no point 
picking a number randomly only to be disappointed 

if you do not achieve it, or for it to be so low as to be 
irrelevant. For example, you could set a target of ‘95% 
of children graduate from kindergarten’ but in reality, 
you know that only 60% usually graduate each year. 
As such, targets are often better set in the second 

year of a program when people have a clearer idea of 
what is possible.

Indicators that contain % can also be challenging to collect accurate 
information about unless you have full control over the participants you are 
measuring. In this example for school children, it might be difficult to get 
accurate numbers of children from schools so reporting on this indicator 
could be difficult. It is important when choosing indicators that they are 
things you can easily access information about. 

Certain targets and indicators may be a requirement from donors. If you 
have been given a set of targets and indicators to report on from a funder, 
it is important to review these to check if they are realistic and useful. Do 
you think your program will realistically meet these targets? Can you gather 
accurate information on these targets and indicators? Are these targets 
important to the success of your broader program? If you answer no to any of 
these questions it is important to renegotiate with your donor to make sure 
you are reporting on realistic targets and indicators. 

TIP
When setting targets and indicators, it is important to only 
set them for key things you want to measure, that you can 

measure with available resources, and that really reflect the 
outcome you are aiming for. Do not develop an indicator for 
every output and outcome if they are not vital in telling the 
story of your program. Too many indicators in an M&E plan 

can lead to overwhelm and none/few of them being collected 
and can mean only very specific information is collected 
that may not give the full picture of what is happening in 

the program. It is better to have a combination of monitoring 
questions that can capture broader information and some 

selected targets and indicators of things that are most 
important to measure.

ACTIVITY 8: DEFINE KEY TARGETS AND INDICATORS

1. Review your Program Logic to identify the most important 
outcomes and outputs you want to measure. These should be the 
ones most critical to the success of your program.

2. Think about the different ways you could measure if those 
outcomes/outputs were happening and draft some indicators that 
would provide you with relevant and useful information. Remember 
you don’t need an indicator for everything!

3. For your chosen indicators, discuss if you have enough information 
to define targets now, and/or if you wait until you have started 
programming/gathered more information before defining them.

4. If reasonable to do so, define key targets for your chosen 
outcomes/outputs.

5. Write indicators and targets in your MEAL plan next to 
corresponding outcomes/outputs.
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SECTION 5. TOOLS, TEMPLATES & RESOURCES

TEMPLATES AND TOOLS

1. MEAL Framework
2. MEAL Plan
3. Example workshop session plan:  Developing a MEAL system – First steps

MEAL FRAMEWORK TEMPLATE

You can use and adapt the following template as the basis for your MEAL 
framework by answering the prompting questions in each section. You will 
need to go through Module 3 – Data collection and Module 4 – Analysis and 
Reporting in order to fill out all sections of the framework template.

Program information
Name: 
Program period: 
Donor/s:

Purpose of MEAL
Why are you doing MEAL?
What decisions might you have to make with information you collect?

Primary users and uses of M&E information
Who will analyse, reflect on and make decisions with the information 
collected? (i.e. programs staff, management, donors, communities)
How will M&E information be used? (i.e. to adapt programs, feedback to 
communities, report to donors)

Scope of MEAL
What will be included and addressed in this plan and what will not be? 
(i.e. monitoring of activities that the program team does, but not what the 
community does after) 

Stakeholder participation
How will program participants be involved in MEAL activities?
How will specific groups such as people with disability, children etc. be 
involved?
How will any other stakeholders/ partners participate?
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Monitoring roles and responsibilities
Who is responsible for MEAL activities, including data collection, analysis, 
supervision, reporting, dissemination/communication of results?

Who is responsible What for When Comment

   
   
Methodology

Baseline 
Is there already a baseline?
What is the plan for collecting baseline data?
How will baseline data be used?
Key evaluation questions
These are high-level questions that help guide the M&E process 
and provide answers that relate to the purpose/s defined above. 
They relate broadly to the whole program and what you (and other 
stakeholders such as donors) would like to know about it.
Data collection methods – qualitative and quantitative 
What methods will you be using to collect data? 
Will you be using qualitative methods (such as focus groups, change 
stories, observation etc.)?
Will you be using quantitative methods (such as surveys, attendance 
records etc.)?
What will you use each for and why? How will you ensure the data 
collected is valid and good quality?
How will you monitor for unintended outcomes (i.e. things you do not 
have indicators for)?
Cross-cutting themes
How will you monitor cross-cutting themes such as gender, disability 
inclusion and disaster preparedness?

Data analysis and storage
Who will be responsible for analysing the data and how?
How and where will data (soft and hard copies) be stored and secured? (i.e. 
spreadsheets, databases, hard files)

Reporting and data use
What reports will be produced and how will reports and other data be used?
How will information be shared/fed back to staff, communities and other 
stakeholders?

Reflections and Evaluations
What reflections and evaluations are planned for the program?
When are they planned?
Will they be internal/ external and for what purpose/s?

Resources
What resources will be needed to develop and conduct MEAL activities, input, 
analyse and store data, build staff capacity, disseminate findings?
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MEAL PLAN TEMPLATE

You can use and adapt the following template as the basis for your MEAL 
Plan by using the prompts and activities in each section. You will need to go 
through Module 3 – Data collection and Module 4 – Analysis and Reporting in 
order to fill out all sections of this template.

Outcome Hier-
archy

Monitoring ques-
tions

Targets/ indica-
tors (if relevant)

System/ methods 
to collect infor-
mation

Who will informa-
tion be collected 
from?

How often/ when 
is information 
collected?

Who collects/ con-
trols/ manages 
the information? 

Who is information 
used by?

How is informa-
tion used?

Impact

Insert from pro-
gram design

E.g.
Community mem-
bers are eating 
healthy food and 
exercising more

Similar to key eval-
uation questions 
but more focused. 
Provide more 
details on program 
outputs and out-
comes on ongoing 
basis.
 
E.g.
How are com-
munity members 
benefitting from 
the program?

Performance 
expectations help 
to clarify what 
‘success would 
look like’ in the 
program.

E.g.
At least 50% of 
community mem-
bers report less 
disease 

Specific meth-
ods/ how you are 
going to collect 
the required 
evidence.

E.g.
Focus group 
discussions
Simple case 
studies

E.g.
Community partic-
ipants

When are M&E 
activities planned 
to be carried 
out? 

E.g.
End of program

Can input from Table 
2 ‘MEAL processes 
and people’ in Mod-
ule 2 – Designing a 
MEAL system.

E.g.
Collect=program 
staff + external con-
sultant + selected 
program participants
Manage=Program 
manager

Be more specif-
ic, drawing on 
‘primary users’ in 
narrative.

E.g.
Program staff and 
management
Donor

E.g. to report, 
make decisions, 
get community 
feedback etc.

E.g.
Evaluation
Inform program 
re-design

Long-term outcomes

Insert from pro-
gram design

E.g.
Parents are eat-
ing healthy ood, 
exercising more 
and influencing 
other community 
members

Questions help 
guide the infor-
mation we gather 
and ensure it is 
relevant to what 
we want to know.

E.g.
How are program 
participants using 
the skills they 
are gaining in the 
program?

Provide some 
measures to track 
progress against, 
especially if 
outcomes are not 
directly related 
to timeframe or 
scale.

E.g.
At least 50% of 
health care per-
sonnel in the 
program are 
providing improved 
quality health care

Will often need 
a variety of meth-
ods to collect 
information for 
one outcome.

E.g.
Observation
Interviews

Questionnaire

E.g.
Participating health 
care personnel

Community member

Be as specific as 
possible, i.e. last 
week of every 
month.

E.g.
Every 6 months 
after Year 1

E.g.
Collect=program 
staff 
Manage=Program 
manager

E.g. Program staff 
and management 
Donor
Program partici-

pants

E.g.
Progress reports
Review activities 
for effectiveness
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Outcome Hier-
archy

Monitoring ques-
tions

Targets/ indica-
tors (if relevant)

System/ methods 
to collect infor-
mation

Who will informa-
tion be collected 
from?

How often/ when 
is information 
collected?

Who collects/ con-
trols/ manages 
the information? 

Who is information 
used by?

How is informa-
tion used?

Short-term outcomes

Insert from pro-
gram design

E.g.
Parents are 
understanding 
the importance 
of good nutri-
tion and forming 
‘healthy eating, 
exercise support 
groups’.

Develop some 
monitoring ques-
tions for all levels 
of your plan, but 
not necessary 
for every output/
outcome. Ideally 
maximum of 10-15 
to guide monitor-
ing activities.

 E.g.
How are different 
groups participat-
ing in the program 
and what are they 
learning?

They answer the 
questions: how 
much? By when?

Very useful to have 
outcome level 
targets as well as 
output level.

 E.g.
80% of program 
participants have 
increased their 
understanding of 
nutrition

Can be a 
combination 
of quantitative 
and qualitative 
methods.

Be more specific 
here than in MEAL 
Framework.

E.g.
Survey (base-
line, midline and 
endline)

E.g.
Program partici-
pants

E.g.
Every 6 months

E.g.
Collect=program 
staff 
Manage=Program 
manager

E.g.
Program staff and 
management
Donor
Program partici-
pants

E.g.
Progress reports
Review activities 
for effectiveness

Outputs

Insert from pro-
gram 
Design.

 E.g.
Training delivered 
with parents 
about NCDs.

They can also 
ensure we collect 
qualitative and 
quantitative infor-
mation at all levels 
of the program, 
instead of just 
measuring quanti-
tative outputs.

E.g.
How efficiently and 
effectively are we im-
plementing planned 
activities?

Should be careful 
to choose key 
things to measure, 
not try to measure 
everything.

Sometimes if we 
try to measure 
only according to 
indicators we can 
miss other things 
that are happen-
ing in the program.

E.g.
1 training work-
shop conducted 
every 3 months 
with at least 10 
participants each

E.g.
Activity records
Attendance 
records

E.g.
Training providers
Program partici-
pants

E.g.
Every 3 months

E.g.
Collect=program 
staff 
Manage=Program 
manager

E.g.
Program staff and 
management

E.g.
Monthly reports
Review work 
plans
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• How will our M&E information be used? Identify the 
purpose and use of your M&E

• What are we monitoring and evaluating? Clarify 
program design

• What do we want to know? Define your evaluation 
questions

• What do we want to know? Develop questions to test 
the key assumptions in your program design

• What do we want to know? Define your monitoring 
questions

• What do we want to know? Define key targets and 
indicators

• Where to from here? Outline next steps to developing a 
MEAL system.

KEY LEARNING  
POINTS:

• Good MEAL systems and processes are essential for 
effective programs

• Effective MEAL is based on first identifying the purpose 
and use of information

• There are multiple ways to define what information you 
need to collect for your MEAL processes

EXAMPLE WORKSHOP SESSION PLAN: DEVELOPING A MEAL SYSTEM – FIRST STEPS

This workshop session plan is an example of how you could use the content 
and activities in the training module to run your own training or participatory 
workshop. It should be used as a guide only and adapted for your particular 
audience, taking into consideration things like number and type of participants, 
purpose of training, time available etc. You will need to refer to the content in 
the training module to share details of each step in the workshop.

Intended
Audience

NGO staff for an internal workshop

OBJECTIVES: Participants will: 
• have a clear understanding of the importance and use 

of MEAL systems and plans
• be confident in planning for and designing a MEAL 

system
• understand the elements included in an effective MEAL 

system
• understand what a participatory MEAL process is
• have the skills and tools to:

• identify who should be involved in MEAL in a 
specific program 

• identify the purpose and use of MEAL in their 
program 

• understand and refine how a MEAL system relates 
to the program design

• develop evaluation questions, indicators and 
targets relevant to a specific program.

SESSION 
CONTENT:

• What do we know about MEAL? Identify current 
experiences, benefits and challenges of MEAL

• What does effective MEAL look like? Outline key 
elements of effective, participatory MEAL

• What does a MEAL system include? Outline the basics 
of a MEAL system

• Who should be involved in developing and 
implementing the MEAL system? Discuss who will be 
involved in the MEAL system
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Time Activity Details Material

Advance 
preparation

• Prepare PowerPoint or Flip chart presentation with 
key content from training module.

• Inform participants they need to bring a program 
design/plan to the workshop to refer to.

• Set up room with 2 or 3 tables (depending on 
group size).

8-8.30am Icebreaker Icebreaker (as appropriate for group).

Introduction to workshop:
• Personal introduction and background.
• Participant introductions.
• Share purpose and objectives of the training: 

• This workshop is designed for program staff 
to begin developing their MEAL system.

• By the end of this workshop, participants will:
• have a clear understanding of the 

importance and use of MEAL systems and 
plans

• be confident in planning for and 
designing a MEAL system

• understand the elements included in an 
effective MEAL system

• understand what a participatory MEAL 
process is

• be able to:
• identify who should be involved in 

MEAL in a specific program 
• identify the purpose and use of MEAL 

in their program 
• understand and refine how a MEAL 

system relates to the program design
• develop evaluation questions, 

indicators and targets relevant to a 
specific program.

• Show outline of training. 

Presenta-
tion

Projector 
and screen

Session Plan
8.30-9.15 What do we 

know about 
MEAL?

Identify 
current 
experienc-
es, ben-
efits and 
challenges 
of MEA

Outcome/s: Participants have a clear understanding 
of what MEAL is and how it relates to their current 
experience.

Outline:
• Write the following questions on 1 flip-chart 

paper each and distribute equally to each table:
• What is monitoring, evaluation, accountability 

and learning (MEAL)?
• What do we currently do for MEAL?
• What has worked well for us in our MEAL and 

what have been some challenges?
• Ask each group to spend 5 minutes writing their 

ideas for each question on flip-chart papers and 
then move on to the next question. After 5-10 
minutes, get the groups to swap tables and write 
ideas for the other questions. Continue until all 
groups have written ideas for all questions.

• Discuss as a group 
• Show presentation of definitions of MEAL 

and discuss with the group. Emphasise the 
importance of the Accountability and Learning 
components of MEAL.

Flip-chart 
paper and 
markers

Presenta-
tion

Projector 
and screen

9.15-
10.15am

What does 
effective 
MEAL look 
like?

Outline key 
elements of 
effective, 
participato-
ry MEAL

Outcome/s: Participants understand what effective 
and participatory MEAL looks like.

Outline:
• Referring to participants’ ideas from the previous 

activity, ask them to identify what they think the 
key elements of effective MEAL are (participants 
can call out ideas; write them up on flip-chart 
paper).

• Show presentation of key points and discuss as a 
group:
• For MEAL to be worthwhile it should be:

• relevant to those using it most – program 
participants and program staff

• based on clear program designs/ logic 
models

• flexible and responsive to what is 
actually happening

• useful and used by multiple stakeholders
• easy to conduct
• integrated into regular program activities
• participatory – involving program 

participants and staff in planning, data 
collection and reflection

Flip-chart 
paper and 
markers
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tion
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• valued by program staff and management 
with enough time and resources 
allocated, particularly for data collation, 
analysis and reporting.

• Discuss the idea of participatory M&E, outlining 
the core principles:
• primary stakeholders are active participants, 

not just sources of information
• building capacity of local people to analyse, 

reflect and take action based on learning
• joint learning of stakeholders from donors 

and organizational partners to community 
members

• increasing commitment to change activities 
and programs based on M&E learning.

• Show a diagram of the different levels of 
participation (Passive participation -> Increasing 
involvement -> Active participation -> Ownership/ 
empowerment) and briefly share what each level 
involves.

• In small groups, ask participants to brainstorm 
what they could do to encourage Active 
participation and Ownership/ empowerment in 
their own MEAL activities. Write ideas on flip-chart 
paper.

• Small groups then share their ideas with the large 
group and discuss.

10.15-
10.30

Morning tea

10.30-
10.45am

What does 
a MEAL 
system 
include?

Outline 
the basics 
of a MEAL 
system

Outcome/s: Participants know the difference be-
tween a MEAL Framework and MEAL Plan and the 
steps to developing a MEAL system.

Outline: 
• Show presentation of the definitions of MEAL 

Framework and MEAL Plan and discuss the differ-
ences:
• A MEAL Framework outlines the approach to 

MEAL and how it will work within an organisa-
tion. The framework will include details on the 
Program Logic and design, resources avail-
able for MEAL, lines of responsibility and the 
methods that will be used in MEAL activities. 

• A MEAL Plan provides details of how to 
implement the MEAL Framework in a specific 
project or program. The plan will include the 
specific indicators or information that will 

Presenta-
tion

Projector 
and screen

Handouts 
of MEAL 
Framework 
and MEAL 
Plan tem-
plates

be collected about a program, how it will be 
collected, analysed and reported on, who is 
responsible for each part and when it needs 
to be completed. 

• Give participants handouts of the MEAL Frame-
work and MEAL Plan templates and explain they 
will fill in parts of the MEAL Plan and Framework 
throughout the workshop.

• Outline the steps in setting up the core com-
ponents of the MEAL system and explain that 
participants will work through the first 3 in this 
workshop:
• Step 1: Identify the purpose and use of your 

information
• Step 2: Clarify program design
• Step 3: Identify what information is required
• Step 4: Define how information will be collect-

ed and from whom
• Step 5: Identify when information will be 

collected
• Step 6: Assign responsibilities for data col-

lection
• Step 7: Outline ethical issues
• Step 8: Budget for MEAL activities
• Step 9: Define how information will be record-

ed and stored
• Step 10: Outline data analysis process
• Step 11: Outline how information will be used.

10.45-
11.15am

Who should 
be involved 
in develop-
ing and im-
plementing 
the MEAL 
system?

Discuss 
who will be 
involved in 
the MEAL 
system
imple-
menting 
the MEAL 
system?

Outcome/s: Participants have outlined who could and 
should be involved in developing and implementing 
their MEAL system.

Outline:
• Discuss the different individuals and groups who 

might be involved in the MEAL process: (See Activ-
ity 2 in the Module)
• managers
• program staff
• M&E staff
• community representatives
• external stakeholders
• consultants.

• Divide participants into small groups and divide 
the MEAL processes (from Table 2 in the notes) 
equally between the groups.

Flip-chart 
paper and 
markers

Projector 
and screen



50 51

• Have each group brainstorm who could be in-
volved in each process and then share with the 
rest of the group.

• Discuss the advantages and disadvantages of 
involving different groups.

• Write ideas on flip-chart paper

11.15-
11.45am

How will 
our M&E 
information 
be used?

Identify the 
purpose 
and use of 
your M&
participato-
ry MEAL

Outcome/s: Participants have described why they 
need M&E information for their program and what they 
will do with it

Outline:
• Explain that you will now go through Step 1 of 

developing a MEAL system, “Identify the purpose 
and use of your information”, and that this infor-
mation can go in their MEAL Framework. 

• Show presentation of potential MEAL information 
users and how they might use the information 
and discuss with the group.

• Divide participants into 2 groups and give each 
group a topic and prompting questions: (See 
Activity 3 in the Module)
• “Why do we want to monitor and evaluate 

our programs and what could we do with the 
information?” 
• Why do you think we need to monitor and 

evaluate our program?
• What is most important for field staff and 

management to know?
• When the information is collected, what 

could you do with it? How could you use 
it in your work or daily life?

• “Who else could be interested in our M&E 
information and what could they use it for?”
• What is most important for community 

members/ participants to know?
• Who are the other important stakehold-

ers in our program and what might they 
like to know?

• What are the reporting requirements for 
communities, donors and other stake-
holders?

• How could other stakeholders use infor-
mation that is collected?

• Have each group brainstorm ideas and then share 
with the rest of the group.

• Tell participants that they could include a sum-
mary of these ideas in their MEAL framework.
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11.45-
12.15pm

What are 
we moni-
toring and 
evaluating?

Clarify 
program 
design

Outcome/s: Participants have reviewed their pro-
gram’s impact/s

Outline: (See Activity 4 in the Module)
• Ask participants to refer to their program design 

documents for this activity.
• Explain the process of reviewing and clarifying 

their Program Logic is Step 2 in developing a MEAL 
plan and includes:
• Review and clarify the program impact.
• Review the stakeholders they plan to include 

in the program.
• Review and revise program outcomes.
• Review and revise program activities.

• In small groups, ask them to look at one pro-
gram design/plan as an example to work through 
together. 

• Ask participants to clarify their program’s desired 
impact by reviewing their program design/plan 
and identifying what they would hope to see hap-
pen by the end of their program (and beyond):
• Does the stated impact reflect what ‘suc-

cess’ would look like at the end of the pro-
gram and beyond?

• Is it realistic yet still ambitious?
• Have each small group review their program im-

pact/s, write them on sticky notes and share with 
the rest of the group. 

The activity will continue after lunch.

Flip-chart 
paper and 
markers

Sticky 
notes

12.15-1 Lunch

1-1.15 Energiser

1.15-3pm What are 
we moni-
toring and 
evaluating?

Clarify 
program 
design

Outcome/s: Participants understand the process of 
clarifying their program design and have reviewed 
their program outcomes and activities.

Outline:
• Explain the importance of identifying different 

stakeholder groups (beyond target groups) that 
could influence program outcomes. 

• Ask participants to review the stakeholder analy-
sis that was done for the program design and list 
all stakeholder groups that their example program 
needs to influence and work with in order to reach 
the desired impact and outcomes in their

Flip-chart 
paper and 
markers

Sticky 
notes

Paper and 
pens
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program. These include both target group/s and 
others that contribute to changes in the target 
group/s. Ask the groups to review their outcomes 
to ensure key stakeholder groups are included 
and the outcomes are clearly linked to the impact. 

• Ask participants to review the outcomes in their 
example program design by looking to see if they 
are clear and ‘people-centred’, that is, if they are 
about what groups of people are DOING differently. 
• Do the outcomes describe what people are 

doing?
• Are the outcomes detailed enough to clearly 

show what the program is doing?
• Does everyone understand the outcomes 

enough to implement the program?
• Are the outcomes clear enough to collect 

information about?
• Are the outcomes still relevant considering 

what you know about the program now?
• If the outcomes need to be reviewed, ask par-

ticipants to write down on sticky notes what 
they would expect, like and love to see their key 
stakeholder groups doing differently if they were 
working towards the program’s impact (1 stake-
holder action per sticky note). These statements 
can then become the basis of new/ revised short 
and long-term outcomes for the program.

• Stick the sticky notes on flip-chart paper so that 
the program impact/s is at the top, followed by 
the long-term outcomes and short-term out-
comes underneath. 

• Have participants review all outcomes again to 
make sure that they link clearly together to con-
tribute to the program impact/s. Have them add 
in or change outcomes as needed.

• Ask the groups to look at their outcomes and 
review the planned activities to ensure they are 
directly contributing to these outcomes. There 
must be a clear connection between what they 
are planning to do and the changes they hope to 
see. Have them change, add or remove activities 
as necessary (writing new activities on sticky 
notes and adding to the flip-chart paper), ensur-
ing they all have a purpose. 

• Explain that outputs are the tangible, immedi-
ate results of your broad program activities and 
describe the processes, products or services that 
the program produces (for example, workshops 
conducted, training manuals produced, water 

systems installed).
• Have the groups draw a diagram of their revised 

Program Logic. Tell them they can include this 
diagram in their MEAL framework (when drawn in 
Word/ Powerpoint).

• Ask participants to write the reviewed outcomes, 
outputs and activities in their MEAL plan tem-
plate.

3-3.15pm Afternoon 
tea

3.15-4pm What do 
we want to 
know?

Define your 
evaluation 
questions

Outcome/s: Participants understand the different 
types of M&E questions and have created some Key 
evaluation questions for their programs.

Outline: (See Activity 5 in the Module)
• Show brief presentation and discuss the idea of 

using monitoring and evaluation questions in your 
MEAL plan:
• They help guide the MEAL process and relate 

to the whole program.
• They can help make sure you collect informa-

tion that is relevant and useful.
• They are broader than indicators and can 

help collect information about unintended 
outcomes.

• There are three main kinds of questions – Key 
evaluation questions, monitoring questions 
and questions to test assumptions.

• Key evaluation questions are related to 
overall effectiveness and appropriateness of 
the program and are most often used during 
activities such as annual reflections, evalu-
ations and to guide ongoing data collection. 
For example, “How far did we get toward our 
intended outcomes?”

• Monitoring questions are more specific to 
help keep track of progress and achieve-
ments against specific levels of the Program 
Logic (activities/outputs, short and long-
term outcomes).

• Questions to test assumptions (those things 
we believe will occur, and if they do not, 
they will risk the program’s success). These 
questions are related to the Program Logic 
and test if what we believe would happen is 
actually happening in real life.
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• Give participants a handout with examples of all 
types of M&E questions

• In small groups, ask participants to discuss the 
following:
• What would you really like to learn or know 

about the program now?
• What is important for you to know to see if 

the program is successful?
• What would you like to know about the pro-

gram that would make a difference in what 
you do?

• What things are you unsure about in this 
program?

• Based on these discussions, ask them to develop 
some Key evaluation questions, ensuring they 
also relate to the stated purpose and use of their 
M&E. They can write these in their MEAL frame-
work.

4-4.30pm Daily wrap-
up and 
reflection

Time Activity Details Material

8-8.30am Icebreaker 
and Day 1 
review

• Icebreaker (as appropriate to group).
• Ask a volunteer/s to re-cap what the group did on 

Day 1.

8.30-
9.15am

What do 
we want to 
know?

Define your 
monitoring 
questions

Outcome/s: Participants have created some 
monitoring questions for their programs.

Outline: (See Activity 6 in the Module)
• Remind participants of the process they used to 

develop evaluation questions in the last session.
• In the same groups, ask participants to look at 

their reviewed Program Logic and discuss what 
they would like to know about the program, 
specifically related to the different levels of the 
Program Logic (refer to example in the handout 
from Day 1, given in the last session).

• Ask them to brainstorm and agree on a final list 
of monitoring questions, ensuring they only keep 
what will give them the most relevant and useful 
information. Remind them that they do not need 
to have questions related to EVERY activity or 
outcome, but it is good to have questions for 
each level of their Program Logic (i.e. activities/ 
outputs, short and long-term outcomes).

• Have participants compare this list with the Key 
evaluation questions they developed earlier. Are 
any of these questions similar? Is there a simpler 
way to ask any of these questions? Remind them 
to avoid asking the same question in different 
ways. 

• Ask each group to agree on a final list of 
monitoring and evaluation questions and write 
them in their MEAL framework and MEAL plan 
templates.

Paper and 
pens

Handout 
of M&E 
question 
examples

9.15-10 What do 
we want to 
know?

Develop 
questions 
to test the 
key as-
sumptions 

Outcome/s: Participants have created identified key 
assumptions in their program and some questions to 
test them.

Outline: (See Activity 7 in the Module)
• In the same groups, ask participants to review 

their Program Logic and the connections between 
each level of the Logic – between activities and 
all outcomes – to identify the major assumptions 
about how change will happen.

Paper and 
pens

Handout 
of M&E 
question 
examples

DAY 2
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in your 
program 
design

• Ask participants “What are we assuming is 
happening in the background to make a) lead 
to b) or that c) will happen?” For example, 
if we assume that skills training will lead to 
employment, we are assuming that skills are 
relevant and there are jobs available in that area.

• Ask each group to write down the assumptions for 
their program and include in their Program Logic 
diagram or table. Explain that these assumptions 
can also form the basis for a risk assessment (if 
they did not happen as intended they may risk the 
success of the program).

• Have participants refer to the example questions 
on the handout from Day 1 and ask them to 
develop a short set of questions to test the major 
assumptions on which their program is based.

• Have them compare these with the monitoring 
and evaluation questions they have already 
developed. Are? If there are any new questions 
that test key program assumptions have them 
write these in their MEAL framework.

10-10.15 Morning Tea

10.15-12 What do 
we want to 
know?

Define key 
targets and 
indicators

Outcome/s: Participants have defined some targets 
and indicators for their programs.

Outline: (See Activity 8 in the Module)
• Show brief presentation about targets and 

indicators and explain that people will most likely 
need to develop some key indicators and possibly 
targets for their programs’ MEAL system. Targets 
help make outcomes more specific and include 
something to aim for in terms of how much and 
by when. Indicators are a measure of something 
happening that contributes to your outcomes.

• They are directly related - the target sets the 
specific amount of what you are aiming for 
and the indicator measures how much it was 
achieved. For example, your target might be ’50 
young people have started new businesses’ 
and the indicator to match would be ‘# of young 
people who have started new businesses’.

• Discuss some things to be aware of when setting 
targets and indicators:
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• Targets should only be set if you can 
reasonably predict the desired number or %. 
There is no point picking a number randomly 
only to be disappointed if you do not achieve 
it, or for it to be so low as to be irrelevant.

• Indicators that contain % can be challenging 
to collect accurate information about unless 
you have full control over the participants you 
are measuring.

• When setting targets and indicators, it is 
important to only set them for key things you 
want to measure, that you can measure with 
available resources, and that really reflect 
the outcome you are aiming for. You do not 
develop an indicator for every output and 
outcome if they are not vital in telling the 
story of your program.

• Ask participants to review their example Program 
Logic to identify the most important outcomes 
and outputs they want to measure. These should 
be the ones most critical to the success of your 
program and/or those outcomes they are most 
unsure of. Write them on a new piece of paper.

• Have them think about the different ways they 
could measure if those outcomes/outputs 
were happening and draft some indicators that 
would provide them with relevant and useful 
information. Remind them that they don’t need an 
indicator for everything!

• For their chosen indicators, discuss if they have 
enough information to define targets now, and 
if reasonable to do so, ask them to define key 
targets for their chosen outcomes/outputs.

• Have them write these indicators and targets in 
their MEAL plan template next to corresponding 
outcomes/outputs.

12-1pm Lunch
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1pm-2pm Where to 
from here?

Outline next 
steps to 
developing 
a MEAL 
system

Outcome/s: Participants understand what else is 
needed to complete their MEAL Framework and MEAL 
Plan

Outline:
• Show presentation of the steps required to 

complete a MEAL system, including some basic 
details of each step (from MEAL Training Modules 
3 and 4):
• Step 4: Define how information will be 

collected and from whom
• Step 5: Identify when information will be 

collected
• Step 6: Assign responsibilities for data 

collection
• Step 7: Outline ethical issues
• Step 8: Budget for MEAL activities
• Step 9: Define how information will be 

recorded and stored
• Step 10: Outline data analysis process
• Step 11: Outline how information will be used.

• Have participants review their MEAL Framework 
and MEAL Plan templates and identify how they 
could complete them. Ask participants to discuss 
and agree on who will be responsible for working 
through these next steps and when.
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2-2.30pm Workshop 
wrap-up 
and reflec-
tion

• Ask participants to share with each other 3 things 
they learned about MEAL in this workshop.

• Ask participants to share 1 thing they will 
personally do differently with MEAL from now on.

KEY DEFINITIONS

While there are many and debated definitions for the terms below, the 
following definitions reflect Oxfam’s understanding and practice in this 
manual.

Accountability - The process by which we develop balanced, respectful 
relationships with diverse stakeholders, enabling them to hold us to account 
for the commitments we make, the decisions we take and the impact we have. 
Accountability is based on ensuring transparency, feedback, participation, 
and good MEAL (monitoring, evaluation, accountability, and learning).

Activities - A specific action or set of tasks undertaken by program staff and/
or partners to reach one or more objectives. Sometimes called an action, 
intervention, response, or strategic action. v

Assumptions - Beliefs about the underlying causes of the current situation, 
about the connections between changes, and about the context/ 
environment in which the change is happening.

Baseline data - Initial collection of information which serves as a basis for 
comparison with the subsequently gathered information. A baseline report is 
an account of the initial situation/data of a project or program which can be 
used to compare changes and impacts over time. 

Data - The raw detailed information gathered for research, evaluation and 
monitoring purposes.

Data analysis - The process of turning raw, detailed information into a 
synthesised understanding of patterns and trends that are useful for your 
program. vi

Evaluation - The systematic and objective assessment of an on-going 
or completed project, program or policy, its design, implementation and 
results. The aim is to determine the relevance and fulfilment of objectives, 
development efficiency, effectiveness, impact and sustainability. vii
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Impact - Long-term, sustainable changes in the con¬ditions of people and 
the state of the environment that structurally reduce poverty, improve human 
well-being and protect and conserve natural resources. viii

Indicators - Criteria or measures against which changes can be assessed. 
They help us understand whether we are moving in the right direction towards 
the results that we set ourselves to achieve. ix

Inputs - Resources to implement activities.

Logframe - A log frame is a tool for improving the planning, implementation, 
management, monitoring and evaluation of projects. The log frame is a way 
of structuring the main elements in a project and highlighting the logical 
linkages between them. x

Monitoring - Monitoring is the systematic assessment of a program’s 
performance over time. It involves the ongoing collection and review of data 
from multiple sources, but particularly from men and women affected by the 
program. xi 

Outcomes - The observable positive or negative changes in the actions of 
people who have been influenced, directly or indirectly, partially or totally, by 
outputs. This is what an individual, group or organisation does differently as a 
result of an intervention. xii

Outputs - The processes, products, goods and services that the program 
produces through the activities it conducts. For example: workshops, training 
manuals, research and assessment reports, and strategies. xiii

Project - A project is a group of activities or interventions with a well-defined 
target group and implementation period. It aims to achieve a set of outputs or 
outcomes that will contribute to bringing about changes in people’s lives. xiv

Program - A program is a set of related and mutually reinforcing projects that 
contributes to sustained, positive impact on people’s lives. 

Program Logic – A way of thinking about programs that includes a theory of 
change showing a series of expected results from activities to outcomes. 
These results are often shown in a diagram showing a pathway of change.
It can be applied at the project or program level.xv

Quantitative data - Information that can be measured by numbers and 
quantities and aim to answer the ‘what’ of a program. The data can consist 
of numbers and/or words, but in either case, they are based on standard 
questions or measures so that they can be counted. 

Qualitative data - Information that tells us about stories, experiences, 
opinions and the quality of things; they aim to answer the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of 
a program. The data consist of words and observations, things that can be 
seen, thought and felt. 

Reflection - A process where teams consider and reflect on the lessons of 
their work – analysing their achievements and why things went well, their 
challenges and why things did not go so well and how they would change 
things to improve. They identify what they will keep doing, what they will stop 
what they will change.

Respondent - A person who replies to something, especially one supplying 
information for a survey or questionnaire.

Situation assessment - Research conducted that collects information needed 
to plan a project or program. It can identify things such as the context, major 
issues, resources and current activities happening in a community. It can also 
be referred to as a situation analysis or needs assessment.

Theory of Change - A narrative and/or diagram that makes clear what should 
happen at different levels in policies, practices, ideas and beliefs in short, 
medium and long time frames, in order to contribute to an overall program 
goal. It is a map for the program journey, and also a prediction about the 
complex web of activity that is required to bring about change. xvi
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Triangulation - Using at least three different information sources to make 
overall findings more robust and increase the validity of the information and 
analysis made.

Validate - To check or prove accuracy of something. 

RESOURCES 

Theory of Change
Dr. Taplin, D.H., Dr. Clark, H., Collins, E., & Colby, D.C. (2013) Theory of Change 
Technical papers: 
A Series of Papers to Support Development of Theories of Change Based on 
Practice in the Field. 
See http://www.actknowledge.org/resources/documents/ToC-Tech-Papers.pdf

Center for Theory of Change website. 
See http://www.theoryofchange.org/what-is-theory-of-change/

Care website: Theory of Change guidance. 
See http://p-shift.care2share.wikispaces.net/Theory+of+Change+Guidance

James, C. (INTRAC) Theory of Change: A guide for small and diaspora NGOs. 
See http://www.intrac.org/data/files/resources/782/Theory-of-change_A-
Guide-for-Small-and-Diaspora-NGOs.pdf 

Program Logic/ program design
Better Evaluation website: Develop Programme Theory. 
See http://betterevaluation.org/plan/define/develop_logic_model

Clear Horizon website: People-centred program logic. 
See www.clearhorizon.com.au

Earl, S., Carden, F. & Smutylo, T. (2001) Outcome Mapping: Building learning and 
reflection into development programs, International Development Research Cen-
tre, Canada

Evaluation Toolbox website: Program Logic. 
See http://evaluationtoolbox.net.au/index.php?option=com_content&view=ar-
ticle&id=30&Itemid=136

Funnell, S.C. & Rogers, P.J. (2011) Purposeful Program Theory: Effective use of 
theories of change and logic models, Jossey-Bass, San Francisco

Outcome Mapping website. See www.outcomemapping.ca

Monitoring and Evaluation
Adams, J. and Garbutt, A. (2008) Participatory Monitoring and Evaluation in 
Practice: Lessons learnt from Central Asia



64 65

Australian Government Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) (2014) 
DFAT monitoring and evaluation standards. See https://dfat.gov.au/about-us/
publications/Documents/monitoring-evaluation-standards.pdf

Barton, T. (CARE Uganda) (1998) Program Impact Evaluation Process, 
Module 2: M&E Tool Box (Access online)

Garcia, C., Jha, G. & Verma, R. (SocialCops) The Ultimate Guide to Effective Data 
Collection. See http://ebook.socialcops.com/data-collection

Guijt, I in Ubels, J., Baddoo, N.A. & Fowler, A (eds) (2010) ‘Accountability and 
Learning’ in Capacity Development in Practice, Earthscan

Herrero, S. (inProgress) (2012) Integrated Monitoring: A Practical Manual for 
Organisations That Want to Achieve Results. See http://www.hapinternational.
org/pool/files/demystifying-the-monitoring-process.pdf

Oxfam International (2015) Common approach to MEL and social accountability 
of Oxfam’s programs

Oxfam International (2014) Oxfam Program Framework

Quinn Patton, M. (2012) Essentials of Utilization-focused Evaluation, Sage 
publications, Minnesota

Quantitative data analysis
Leahy, J. (2004) Using Excel for Analysing Survey Questionnaires, University of 
Wisconsin-Extension. See 
https://learningstore.uwex.edu/assets/pdfs/G3658-14.pdf

Qualitative data analysis
Taylor-Powell, E. & Renner, M. (2003) Analysing Qualitative Data, University of 
Wisconsin-Extension. See 
http://learningstore.uwex.edu/assets/pdfs/g3658-12.pdf

Strengths-based approaches
Asset-based community development website: http://www.abcdinstitute.org

Appreciative Inquiry website: www.appreciativeinquiry.case.edu

Whitney, D & Trosten-Bloom, A. (2010) The Power of Appreciative Inquiry:  A Prac-
tical Guide to Positive Change, Berret-Koelher Publishers, Inc, San Francisco
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