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Preface

We are pleased to present the second in a series of three handbooks that form part of the C.A.P.E. Part-
ners Toolbox, following the fi rst publication, Project planning: tools for biodiversity conservation and development 
projects, published last year.

We hope that this second publication, focusing on project-level monitoring and evaluation (M&E) and re-
porting, will be of use to organisations and projects across the C.A.P.E. partnership. Although some projects 
have M&E systems in place, there is always room for improvement in tackling the big questions around the 
real impact of our biodiversity conservation work—in terms of both the state of biodiversity and the deliv-
ery of socio-economic benefi ts.

This resource sets out practical tips for developing an M&E plan, building a learning environment, setting up 
an information gathering system, analysing the information, drawing out recommendations and sharing the 
learning. I believe it will be an asset to anyone who is designing, implementing or improving an M&E system. 
Guidelines for trainers are also provided to enable you to use the material in the book further within your 
organisation.

I wish you the best of luck in using this resource and hope it will contribute to the development of excel-
lence in monitoring and evaluation throughout the C.A.P.E. programme.

Dipolelo Elford
Chairperson: C.A.P.E. Implementation Committee
June 2008

The Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund has supported the production of this handbook as a resource 
that adds value to our investment in the Cape Floristic Region biodiversity hotspot and to the C.A.P.E. 
programme.

CEPF believes that it is critical for all of us in the conservation sector to analyse the overall impact of our 
work in making progress towards our intended conservation outcomes. This involves setting clear and 
coherent objectives and strategies that give our projects focus and direction, an expected results chain or 
logical framework, measurable indicators that meet our monitoring and reporting needs, and systematic and 
regular processes for collecting and managing data.

All these topics are covered in this handbook, using real case studies that bring the theory of monitoring 
and evaluation to life and make it accessible. We welcome the addition of this handbook to the C.A.P.E. 
Partners Toolbox and encourage readers to apply it to their own projects and programmes.

Nina Marshall
Grant Director
Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund
June 2008

Message
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This handbook is an adaptation of the Planning for monitoring and evaluation handbook by Michael Randel, 
published by Olive Publications in 2002. Cape Action for People and the Environment (C.A.P.E.) obtained 
permission for the adaptation, and commissioned this handbook in 2007-2008.

It is preceded by and builds on the material contained in the Project planning: tools for biodiversity conservation 
and development projects handbook prepared by C.A.P.E. and published by the South African National 
Biodiversity Institute in 2007.

In the course of developing this handbook, a number of people made valuable contributions. In the early 
stages, the User Reference Group (comprising Tanya Goldman and Onno Huyser) and the Client Reference 
Group (comprising Mandy Barnett, Azisa Parker, Caroline Petersen and Monique Damons) provided a clear 
foundation for the development of the handbook.

Project managers from three projects and a small grants funding agency generously provided time and 
insight for the purpose of generating case study material. They are:
• Cape Flats Nature.
• The C.A.P.E. Conservation Stewardship Programme, located in CapeNature.
• Greater Cederberg Biodiversity Corridor.
• Table Mountain Fund.

Detailed information about these projects can be found in Fynbos fynmense: people making biodiversity work
(Ashwell et al. 2006, SANBI Biodiversity Series 4, published by the South African National Biodiversity Institute, 
Pretoria) or on the C.A.P.E. website, http://www.capeaction.org.za.

Participants in the Project Developers’ Forum held on 18 and 19 March 2008 also contributed material used 
in the examples in the handbook and in further refi ning the content.

The C.A.P.E. Co-ordination Unit oversaw the process of producing the material for the handbook. Material 
was developed and compiled by Carol-Ann Foulis and Jenny Whitehead. Sue Soal skilfully facilitated the 
Project Developers’ Forum and helped with the conceptualisation of the handbook. Anne Kroon brought 
her creativity and experience to bear in helping to develop the Trainer Guidelines. Judy Norton meticulously 
edited the handbook. Michael Randel, as the original author of the Planning for monitoring and evaluation 
handbook, provided in-depth and valuable comments on a draft version of this handbook.

SANBI’s Publication Unit was responsible for technical editing, design and layout, and cover design for the 
handbook.

Financial support was provided by the Critical Ecosystems Partnership Fund and the Global Environment 
Facility through the C.A.P.E. Biodiversity Conservation and Sustainable Development project.

The C.A.P.E. Programme is hosted by the South African National Biodiversity Institute and is supported by 
24 signatory partners.
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AAR After Action Review
C.A.P.E. Cape Action for People and the Environment
CDRA Community Development Resource Association
CEPF Critical Ecosystems Partnership Fund
CFN Cape Flats Nature
CFR Cape Floristic Region
CNC Cape Nature Conservation
EIA Environmental Impact Assessment
GIS Geographic Information System
LFA Logical Framework Approach
M&E Monitoring and Evaluation
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PLA Participatory Learning and Action
PME Participatory Monitoring and Evaluation
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SA South Africa
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TOR Terms Of Reference
WWF World Wide Fund for Nature

Adaptive management Management that is responsive to learning.

Action learning A learning process that, by refl ecting on past experiences, draws out relevant lessons 
and supports the preparation for future actions.

Activities The steps that the project must take to achieve the Outputs.

Assumptions External factors, not under control of the project, that are identifi ed as being necessary for 
project success; part of the project plan (LFA).

Benefi ciaries The people who will experience improved conditions (benefi ts) as a consequence of the 
project targeting their needs.

Benefi ts The positive conditions of change resulting from a project.

Development goal Describes the benefi ts that will result from the project.

Development objective See Development goal.

Enabling factors See Assumptions.

Ex-ante evaluation An assessment of the project plan and approach, before it is implemented, to assess 
whether it has a good chance of achieving its objectives.

External factors See Assumptions.

Acronyms

Jargon ... the insider’s language
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Formative evaluation A periodic review of the project that allows continuous feedback to inform 
ongoing changes and improvements in a service or a product.

Immediate objective See Project purpose.

Impact The positive differences resulting from the project; often seen in the benefi ts for specifi c groups.

Impact evaluation An external and in-depth study of the impact of a project on its benefi ciaries; usually 
carried out 3–6 years after the project has closed.

Indicator The measure that is used to assess if an objective has been achieved, or what progress has been 
made.

Inputs The human, fi nancial and material resources required to implement the project.

Intervention A deliberate action on the part of the project to infl uence change in a social system.

Logical Framework Approach (LFA) A method for project planning that focuses on objectives or 
outcomes.

Means of verifi cation The location or source of the evidence used as indicators of project 
achievements.

Mid-term evaluation An external assessment of the project, usually conducted midway through the life 
of the project, that focuses on its performance and assesses whether the objectives continue to be relevant.

Objectives Describe what we are trying to achieve. There are four levels of objectives in the LFA 
approach: Goal, Purpose, Outputs and Activities.

Objectives analysis A tool to visualise an improved future, linked on a, ‘means-end’ basis.

Outcomes The positive changes that result from the project’s intervention; achieved by the use of the 
outputs of the project.

Outputs Describe the responsibilities of the project, and the services and products it will deliver.

Participatory Monitoring and Evaluation (PME) An approach to monitoring and evaluation that 
emphasises the role and views of the target groups and benefi ciaries of the project.

Project A set of planned activities designed to achieve specifi c objectives with given resources within a 
specifi c time frame.

Project Cycle Management (PCM) A process of managing a project from the start of the 
preparation and planning phase, through to implementation and evaluation.

Project purpose Describes what the target group will be able to do because of the support they receive 
from the project.

Results See Outputs.

Summative evaluation Evaluation that takes place to review the accomplishments of the project and 
to inform high-level decisions of future funding and policy.

Sustainability The ability of something to maintain its value over a long period, without external support.

Target group The people whom the project aims to support, and whose consequent actions will bring 
about a benefi t to themselves and/or others.

Terminal evaluation An evaluation at the close of the project on whether it has accomplished its 
objectives or not.
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 INTRODUCTION

1. WHY THIS HANDBOOK?

Most people working in the biodiversity conservation sector have their hands full with tasks and 
deadlines associated with project implementation. This handbook focuses on a particular set of 
activities that are integral to the process of implementation, but that are also distinct from it—
namely the activities that make up monitoring and evaluation (M&E). These activities have a special 
quality—they are about observing and gathering data, about refl ecting and learning. Through this 
process, M&E has an important contribution to make to the success of projects. It can help to cre-
ate ones that are innovative and pioneering, and impart a different way of thinking, doing and relat-
ing. Another way of describing M&E is that it is ‘learning while doing’. You do not stop implementa-
tion to ‘do’ M&E. It is part of the process of implementation.

This handbook is the second in the C.A.P.E. Partners Toolbox series. The fi rst handbook focused 
on project planning and drew on the Logical Framework Approach (LFA) as the basis for managing 
the planning and implementation of projects. LFA terms and concepts form the foundation for this 
handbook on M&E. Together, these handbooks are part of building a shared language about project 
management within C.A.P.E. We hope this will enable project partners to talk to one another, that 
it will fuel discussion and debate, raise questions as well as provide useful tools and material. There 
is no one way of doing M&E (or planning). The intention is to help you become more confi dent and 
familiar with M&E so that you can adapt and change the tools and methods to suit your context.

The focus of this handbook is on project monitoring and evaluation and what is associated with 
it: clear objectives, a particular form of support or intervention, a set time frame, a defi ned target 
group and benefi ciaries.

The notion of target group is central to projects—who is it that the project aims to support? What 
are the new actions that are required to bring about a benefi t to the environment, to themselves 
and/or to others? Benefi ciaries are also important—who or what stands to benefi t from these 
changes? Within the context of biodiversity conservation, both the environment (or biodiversity) 
and people can be viewed as benefi ciaries.

The C.A.P.E. programme is characterised by a diversity of projects at different stages of organi-
sational development and project implementation. The scale and complexity of these projects is 
wide ranging, as are the resources that are available to them. What is common across the projects 
is a growing interest in developing M&E capacity and building an M&E ‘practice’ that is identifi able 
within the C.A.P.E. programme.
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The handbook will focus largely on the monitoring and evaluation activities carried out by project 
staff.

a) Recent trends in M&E

The world of M&E has become increasingly specialised terrain, partly to address the complexity 
and sophistication of development projects more adequately. This can sometimes have the effect of 
limiting who can and cannot do M&E. There are, however, some new and exciting trends that fi rmly 
locate M&E in the hands of those who are responsible for project management and implementa-
tion. We will look at two trends.

The fi rst is a growing recognition amongst the various development players that a key aim of M&E 
processes is that of learning. If people, projects and organisations do not learn from their involve-
ment in and contribution to M&E activities, then it has failed in one of its core objectives.

The effect of this has been to bring learning to the fore in newer models of M&E, by placing greater 
emphasis on the importance of refl ecting on the lessons of implementation and learning from 
them. This indicates a shift away from upward accountability as the driving force in the rationale for 
project M&E. ‘Accountability’ remains a key issue. However, this concept has been extended to that 
of multiple accountability, focusing on horizontal and downward accountability as well.

A recent nine-month study, commissioned by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 
looked at the issue of M&E in its theme-based co-fi nancing programme. It had this to say about 
where M&E has come from:

TERMINOLOGY AT A GLANCE: PRACTICETERMINOLOGY AT A GLANCE: PRACTICE

There are a number of characteristics of a practice. It comprises a set of activities in which people 
engage on a regular basis, and the behaviours that accompany these activities. More specifi cally, it is 
work (or activities) that takes place within a particular discipline with its own body of knowledge, ways 
of doing things and code of conduct that have been developed and tested over time, e.g. conservation 
practice. For this reason, it has the power to hold its practitioners to account. However, to maintain the 
vitality of a practice, practitioners are constantly contributing to it and changing it along the way. Lastly, a 
practice (in whatever fi eld) is recognisable to others working in the same fi eld.

Thus the notion of ‘practice’ can be applied to the fi eld of M&E, and practitioners working within it.

(Collingwood 2007)

This handbook aims to provide you with:
An overview of some of the key issues in project M&E.

A guiding framework within which you can develop your M&E plans.

Tools, concepts and exercises to build your own M&E practice.
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‘Historically, accountability orientated M&E has often focused primarily on upward accountability for the 
expenditure of funds and the delivery of outputs. Attention to outcomes and impacts and how feedback 
mechanisms could be used to help those implementing programmes improve their performance has been 
minimal.’ (De Ruijter et al. 2006: 9)

Many donors and development organisations are now grappling with how to re-think M&E to make 
it more relevant, and to increase its contribution to the impact of development projects, and to the 
sustainability of these impacts.

The second positive trend is to view monitoring and evaluation as two sides of the same coin—‘as 
an integrated process of continual gathering and assessing information to make judgements about 
progress towards particular goals and objectives, as well as to identify unintended positive or nega-
tive consequences of action’ (De Ruijter et al. 2006: 10). In this scenario, project managers and im-
plementers actively value their work and assess its contribution to development goals and project 
outcomes. The alternative is to lose the meaning of their work:

“The separation of monitoring from evaluation has been partly driven by the classical approach to develop-
ment projects, in which evaluation was undertaken every now and then by external experts, while monitor-
ing was the task of project implementers. It is exactly this scenario that has resulted in an inability of many 
development initiatives to learn effectively as it disconnects the information collection from the sense-mak-
ing that precedes improved action’ (De Ruijter et al. 2006: 10).

Even the separation of ‘planning’ from ‘M&E’ can set up an unhelpful distinction between two proc-
esses which, in practice, are intimately located and held together under the umbrella of project 
management.

These shifts within the fi eld of M&E challenge us, as development practitioners, to think more 
deeply about our practice and to fi nd ways to articulate and describe this to others. This means 
having a clear ‘approach’ to the work we do—a way of describing what we do and how we do it, 
based on reality (Soal 2001). Without this frame of reference, it becomes diffi cult to talk about 
development work and its impact both amongst ourselves (people working within projects) and to 
donors. Two questions become important:

‘Do we know what is valuable about our work?’
and
‘Do we know how to go about valuing our work?’

This means that any M&E framework has to begin by asking, ‘What is our work?’ and more specifi -
cally, ‘What is our practice?’. This requires an openness to one of the building blocks of M&E proc-
esses and systems: refl ection. We have to refl ect in some way or form, individually or collectively, 
formally or informally, on what we are doing.

Much of the recent literature on evaluation therefore refers to ‘practice improvement’ and the role 
that evaluation can play in contributing to it.

b) M&E within the biodiversity conservation sector

The task of conserving the rich biodiversity of the Cape Floristic Region (CFR) is a large and sig-
nifi cant one, as is C.A.P.E.’s contribution to it.
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Working in this fi eld, we must be able to demonstrate progress—go beyond implementation to 
show results and effects. This requires understanding and working in an increasingly complex ter-
rain that combines ecological, social, political and economic factors.

Researchers looking at the usefulness of M&E within the conservation sector argue that (1) good 
project management is closely linked to effective M&E systems and (2) good M&E contributes to 
better decision-making and therefore enhances the success of biodiversity conservation (Stem et al.
2005).

Stem et al. (2005) propose four (sometimes overlapping) reasons for undertaking M&E within the 
conservation sector:

For basic research purposes—to gather or generate knowledge about a subject to understand 
it better.

For accounting and certifi cation purposes—to assess the extent to which a programme or 
project is fulfi lling its obligations to donors, the public, government or other enforcement enti-
ties.

For status assessment—to assess the condition or status of a particular conservation entity 
(species, population, ecosystem) at a particular moment. This is generally irrespective of a spe-
cifi c intervention designed to affect the variable. Tools associated with status assessment include 
population monitoring, rapid assessments, state-of-the-environment monitoring, and report 
cards and scorecards. This kind of monitoring is often indicator driven.

For effectiveness measurement—to measure effectiveness of discrete interventions employed 
by specifi c actors. These can be divided into two categories: impact assessment and adaptive 
management.

This handbook tackles issues of M&E that largely fall under ‘effectiveness measurement’. In draw-
ing on the LFA and project approach to M&E, the handbook links with the notion of ‘interventions 
employed by specifi c actors’ (Stem et al. 2005). You may also fi nd that some of the principles in this 
handbook dovetail with those of ‘adaptive management’.

In M&E in biodiversity conservation, many of the objectives are quantifi able. Perhaps this is not good be-
cause it can mean that we do not spend enough time thinking. Maybe we have to look at this?

(Conservation Partnerships Programme)

TERMINOLOGY AT A GLANCE: ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENTTERMINOLOGY AT A GLANCE: ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT

According to Wikipedia, adaptive management originated in the 1970s out of the work of two ecologists, 
Holling and Walters, at the University of British Colombia, Canada. It is defi ned in the following way:

Adaptive Management (AM), also known as Adaptive Resource Management
(ARM), is a structured, iterative process of optimal decision-making in the face of uncertainty, aiming to 
reduce uncertainty over time via system monitoring. In this way, decision-making simultaneously max-
imises one or more resource objectives and, either passively or actively, accrues information needed to 
improve future management. AM is often characterised as ‘learning by doing’.
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Adaptive management is like…dancing on the back of a truck while it is moving. You have to be fi t and agile!

(Project Developers’ Forum, 18–19 March 2008)

There are a number of features associated with this approach:

 Iterative decision-making (evaluating results and adjusting actions on the basis of what has been 
learned).

 Feedback between monitoring and decisions (learning).

 Embracing risk and uncertainty as a way of building understanding.

 Using Bayesian inference—formulating a hypothesis and then collecting evidence that supports or 
refutes it.

(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adaptive_management)
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2. WHO IS THIS HANDBOOK FOR?

There are two audiences in particular.

Project developers, managers and implementers

These are people who are leading and managing the development and implementation of 
projects and are responsible for thinking about how to do M&E for their particular project. 
Most often, they are called the ‘project manager’ but they may also be project staff who are 
leading a particular aspect of the project.

Because the handbook presents an overview of an M&E system, it is useful for project 
managers and project staff who are new to their positions and are looking for ways of ‘getting 
started’. There are also sections in the handbook that are more challenging and that will extend 
project managers and project staff who have some experience of M&E.

What characterises this audience is that members are self-motivated to learn and to develop 
their skills and understanding of M&E.

Intermediaries

These are people who play a supporting role to projects and project staff. They can broadly 
be categorised as ‘capacity builders’. What characterises this audience is the role they play 
in supporting the learning of others. In some cases, they may be the project manager who is 
located within the project. In other cases, they may be external to the project, such as the 
project developer.

Their purpose in using this handbook would be to develop and deepen their own 
understanding and skills in M&E so that they can build the capacity of their colleagues. The 
design of the handbook takes this purpose into account as well.

We have made certain assumptions about you as a reader:

You have prior working experience and some experience in biodiversity conservation 
projects.

You have tertiary-level qualifi cations and are comfortable engaging with written texts.

You occupy positions where you are willing and able to apply the learnings and have the 
opportunity to do so.

We have also assumed that the audience comprises a mix of scientists and social scientists, 
and that part of the purpose of this handbook is to build a common language for M&E.
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3. HOW YOU CAN USE THIS HANDBOOK

You can use this handbook in a number of different ways.

Proactive learning

You might be reading this handbook, alone or as part of a reading group with your peers, to 
learn more about project monitoring and evaluation.

In response to a problem

You may recently have had a problem in your work, and are concerned that your existing M&E 
processes failed to give you advance warning of this problem. You might be looking for ways to 
improve your project’s ability to monitor and learn from experience.

In response to an opportunity

You may be in the midst of preparing a new project, and are considering how to include M&E 
concepts and tools into the work. You may be interested in practical ideas that can be part of 
your approach from the beginning.

Depending on your need and interests, you may choose to use this handbook in a number of 
different ways. You may have the time to read it from cover to cover, or you may dip into it 
from time to time, fi nding ideas that will help you deal with your particular questions. We would 
encourage you to read it in the sequence in which it is presented.

This handbook can also be used as a resource by your organisation or project team. For 
example, parts can stimulate discussions on your approach to project monitoring and 
evaluation.
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4. HOW THE HANDBOOK IS STRUCTURED

The Monitoring and evaluation: a pathway to learning handbook will take you through six steps that 
outline an approach to project monitoring and evaluation. We will present the objectives for 
each section, some examples from the fi eld, relevant ideas and tools to stimulate your thinking. 
There will also be exercises for you to complete. At the end of each section, we provide a list of 
References and further reading.

1. Developing an M&E plan

Thinking through the demands that are likely to be made on your M&E system is the fi rst step. 
Through thinking about what kind of system you need, you can develop a framework that brings 
it into being. You will explore a number of important issues that will infl uence your approach to 
project M&E.

2. Learning

Learning forms the background within which M&E happens. By understanding some of the key 
concepts and processes associated with learning, you can start to create the environment that 
will encourage and facilitate learning.

3. Gathering the information

Information is the fuel that drives the M&E system. You will have to collect information on an 
ongoing basis. The indicators for your work will tell you what to look for. There are a large 
number of methods you can use to collect both quantitative and qualitative information. 
Depending on your information needs, you might be looking for primary information (new 
information that you are the fi rst to collect) or secondary information (information already 
collected by other groups or organisations that is nevertheless useful to you).

4. Analysing the information

You will have to make sense of the information that you have collected. This means exploring 
what happened and why it happened as it did, looking for reasons that helped or blocked the 
achievement of your objectives. At this stage, you could conduct a formal evaluation to deepen 
this analysis further.

5. Acting on the analysis

The whole M&E process has been building towards this step. By drawing on the information 
you have collected, and the insights you have developed, you can now decide what follow-up 
action should take place. This often takes the form of recommendations. It also requires effective 
decision-making that is supported by the various stakeholders.

6. Sharing the learning

Lastly, as part of your accountability, you will have to document what you have noticed and 
plan on changing, and communicate these fi ndings to project stakeholders. If you have learnt 
something signifi cant from your experiences, you may want to think about how you can share 
this with interested people in your own and other organisations. Reporting to funders is also a 
key activity in this step.
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Things to look out for
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Examples

To illustrate the application of various ideas and tools from the fi eld of M&E, we have used examples from 
three C.A.P.E. projects throughout the handbook. We have described these projects in generic terms, i.e. Urban 
Sustainable Conservation Management Project, Conservation Partnerships Programme, Biodiversity Corridors 
Project and Small Grants Funder.

Resources

This part of the handbook provides you with tools and ideas to help you with the practical ‘how-to’ 
aspects of project M&E. Some of this material is presented as categories, concepts and guidelines.

Exercises

We have used exercises to encourage you to refl ect on your current thinking and practice in relation to 
M&E. These exercises provide you with an opportunity to make notes about any new ideas or thoughts 
you have about M&E and how you apply them in your project.
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The M&E plan provides you with an overall framework for your M&E activities. Its purpose is to 
remind you of what you are trying to achieve through the project, and help you to think through 
your information needs to effectively monitor, evaluate and manage your project.

We have identifi ed eight key questions that will help lay the foundation for a good M&E plan:

What are the objectives of the project?

Who will use the information collected?

How are indicators used and developed?

What methods will be used to gather information?

Who will participate in M&E?

When will M&E take place?

How will the M&E system be managed?

How will learning be built into the process of M&E?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

 Section 1: DEVELOPING AN M&E PLAN

The purpose of planning is the process, not the artefact.

(Small Grants Funder, citing Eisenhower, 1890–1969)

By the end of this section, you will have:

Explored eight questions that will assist you in developing or revising your own M&E plan.

Been reminded of the links between M&E and project planning.

Refl ected on what you are currently doing and why you are doing it.

A better understanding of the role of objectives and indicators in project M&E.

Deepened your skills and understanding of how to develop indicators.

The devil’s in the detail

It took us a couple of months to develop our logframe. We had an extensive participatory process, which meant 
we wrote and re-wrote the logframe. Because our project was about mainstreaming biodiversity, there were a 
variety of voices that we had to listen to. It was furthermore a high-risk project, which made the funder nervous. 
This meant that we had to be more specifi c. We sometimes felt as if we were in a ‘catch 22’ situation with the 
detail. Initially, I was holding people very tightly to the logframe. But in the end, it allowed us to achieve huge 
things very quickly.

(Urban Sustainable Conservation Management Project)



12 Monitoring and evaluation: tools for biodiversity conservation and development projects

1.1 WHAT ARE THE OBJECTIVES OF THE PROJECT?

An important starting place for any M&E plan are the goals and objectives of the project. If they are 
clear and specifi c, then you can be clear about what you are trying to monitor and evaluate.

Behind this simple statement lies the experience of trying to monitor and evaluate projects that 
do not have clear objectives for the work they are doing. In such cases, it is diffi cult to know what 
information to collect. As a consequence, it is almost impossible to assess whether or not the 
project has succeeded.

While some projects know what they want to do, they are not always clear about what they will 
achieve through this work. For this reason, planning methods like the Logical Framework Approach 
(LFA) and Results-based Management have been developed. These methods place a great deal of 
emphasis on fi rst clarifying the desired destination (the Goal and Purpose) before you work out 
how you will reach it (through the Activities and Outputs).

This requirement of clear plans should not stop you from experimentation and piloting. It is still 
possible to try out new ways of working and to have a plan that is clear about this.

Different types of objectives

The Logical Framework Approach (LFA) method (as introduced in the C.A.P.E. Project planning
handbook) outlines four main levels of objectives. They are linked in a hierarchy. These different lev-
els are important for project M&E as they help distinguish between a project’s outputs (the work 
carried out by staff) and its outcomes (the changes that result from the project).

Often more time is spent on monitoring outputs because it is within the control of the project and 
therefore easier to measure on an ongoing basis. As a project manager, you are able to see what 
goods, services and products the project is making available to the target group. It is much harder 
to measure what the target group is doing with your goods, services and products, or to measure 
the longer-term impact it has on the broader group of benefi ciaries, or on the environment. Yet it is 
important to the success of a project to assess the outcomes, as it is the only way to know wheth-
er all your work (the outputs) is effective.

TERMINOLOGY AT A GLANCE: OUTCOMESTERMINOLOGY AT A GLANCE: OUTCOMES

The Development Goal and Project Purpose are often jointly referred to as 

Outcomes. This is the approach that will be used in this handbook.
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Here is a simple description of these four levels of objectives:

Development 
Goal

This describes the longer-term benefi ts to which the project will contribute, 
either through a change in the environment and/or through its contribution to 
the lives of benefi ciaries. The Development Goal normally has a clear link to the 
initial problems that the project was set up to address. There is normally only 
one Development Goal in the project plan. Other projects may be making a 
different contribution to the same Development Goal.

Project Purpose 

This expresses the actions that the target group will take to bring about the 
desired change (identifi ed in the Development Goal). The Project Purpose 
often describes a change in the behaviour of the target group, or changes in the 
situation in which they are located. It is unusual to have more than two (or at 
most three) Project Purposes in the plan.

Outputs
These are the goods, services and products that the project makes available 
to the target group. A manageable project will normally have between fi ve and 
eight Outputs.

Activities
The various tasks that the project staff carry out to deliver the Outputs to the 
target group are called the Activities. Each Activity is clearly linked to a specifi c 
Output.

The term ‘target group’ is used here to indicate the specifi c groups and organisations that the 
project is trying to support. This recognises that a project often cannot assist everyone directly, 
but can work with and through others (the target group) to help initiate and support change in a 
wider group (the benefi ciaries). Within the context of biodiversity, the notion of ‘target group’ is 
signifi cant in bringing to the fore the attitudes, values and behaviours of people that have to change 
in order to achieve the objectives of biodiversity conservation.

Project M&E is also interested in two additional areas that are often found in project plans.

Inputs
These are the resources that are needed to implement the project. Inputs will 
include fi nancial and human resources, and physical resources such as land. 
They may also include contributions from projects in which there are multiple 
partners.

Assumptions
The Assumptions provide a way to identify signifi cant enabling factors in the 
project’s external context that might infl uence project success. By making these 
factors clear and explicit, it will be much easier to monitor whether they are 
affecting the project’s efforts.

The focus of this handbook is on monitoring and evaluating objectives at the level of development 
goal, project purpose and outputs. We will also look at monitoring assumptions (which are 
sometimes referred to as enabling factors). 
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Monitoring the achievement of objectives at the level of activities and inputs will be addressed in a 
third handbook on Project implementation.

Example: Assumptions

Development 
Goal

The unique biodiversity in the urban lowland 
fragments of the Cape Floristic Region is 
conserved in a way that benefi ts people of 
the Cape Flats and is embraced as a valuable 
element of urban life in line with the City 
of Cape Town’s Integrated Metropolitan 
Environmental Policy and Biodiversity 
Strategy.

1. Government is committed to 
biodiversity conservation at 
high levels and line agencies 
are required to comply with 
directives to incorporate 
biodiversity into planning and 
to collaborate through the 
mechanisms established.

2. Government institutions will 
have the capacity to integrate 
and implement forward plans 
effi ciently.

3. Communities willing to 
engage in opportunities 
developed in protected 
areas and suffi cient capable 
civil society organisations 
are available and willing to 
undertake C.A.P.E. activities.

Project 
purpose

Sustainable conservation management 
of sites in the City of Cape Town’s 
biodiversity network is achieved through 
active partnerships between government, 
the private sector and community-based 
organisations.

4. Funds are raised to support 
continued employment of 
the urban conservation 
management team and 
operational costs into the 
future.

5. Reasonably low turnover in 
community leadership allows 
capacity to be built.

Outputs

1. Sustainable conservation management is 
demonstrated at four pilot sites within 
the City of Cape Town’s biodiversity 
conservation network: Edith Stephens 
Wetland Park, Harmony Flats Nature 
Reserve, Macassar Dunes and Wolfgat 
Nature Reserve.

2.  A new cohort of skilled urban 
conservation managers and champions 
from surrounding townships is 
established to conserve the biodiversity 
of the Cape Flats, and is supported by 
Cape Flats Nature to implement all other 
outputs.
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3.  A campaign is conducted to gain broad 
support for conservation of the four pilot 
sites and the work of Cape Flats Nature 
through awareness-raising, promoting 
use of the sites by the people of the 
Cape Flats, and securing benefi ts from 
biodiversity conservation for the local 
communities surrounding the pilot sites.

4.  An advocacy campaign is conducted 
to secure support for biodiversity 
conservation on the Cape Flats at 
all levels of government and lobby, 
particularly local government leadership, 
around specifi c issues as necessary.

5. Lessons for sustainable urban 
conservation management practice 
from the work of Cape Flats Nature at 
four pilot sites are captured and shared, 
and approach of Cape Flats Nature is 
introduced at two additional sites in 
the City within the context of a roll-
out strategy for the City’s biodiversity 
network.

Activities N/A

Inputs N/A

(Urban Sustainable Conservation Management Project)
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Exercise: Reviewing your objectives

Revisit your plan for your project. Spend 10 minutes reading it through. Consider the following ques-
tions:

Do you have objectives for each of the levels of the project?

The project plan should identify both what you will do (outputs) and what you will accomplish 
(development goal and project purpose). If you do not have objectives at these different levels, there 
may be a problem in the design of your change intervention. This could be a risk to your success.

Are you clear on what your Assumptions are?

You do not want a long list of the many factors that might infl uence your project. But you should be 
able to identify a small number that you believe could have a signifi cant infl uence on project success, 
and that you are not sure will actually occur. These are the Assumptions that you should monitor.

Are your objectives realistic?

You should feel confi dent about being able to accomplish the objectives with the resources available 
to you.

Taking the external context into account, the objectives should not be too ambitious in terms of:

 How much you can accomplish (quantity).

 The standards to which you will be able to do this (quality).

 The time within which you will achieve these goals (time).

 The size of the geographic area within which you will work (location).

 The various target groups who will benefi t from your project (people).

Will you be able to measure the objectives?

To collect information on your progress, you will have to be able to measure each of the objectives. 
While tangible and concrete achievements can often be assessed, it can be more diffi cult to measure 
for qualitative components. This issue is discussed in Section 3.

Do you have clear timeframes for the objectives?

You will need realistic deadlines and timeframes for accomplishing the objectives. For those objec-
tives that will take some time to be completed, you may have to establish some intermediate tar-
gets. These intermediate targets should state what you will have accomplished at particular periods, 
such as at the end of each six-month period.
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1.2 WHO WILL USE THE INFORMATION COLLECTED?

Who will use the information collected through your M&E efforts? This is a very important ques-
tion as it will shape your approach to M&E in signifi cant ways. Knowing who your end-users are is 
important for the following reasons:

You can clarify the objectives of your M&E work

As you are likely to have different audiences, you may be aware that they often have different 
needs and interests. You might compile certain information for your own project, but you may 
have to present the same information in quite different ways to your stakeholder groups. Ask:

 Who wants to know about what we are doing?

 What do they want from us for their interest to be satisfi ed?

You can focus your M&E efforts on appropriate information and issues

By being clear about who will be served by your M&E work, you can ensure that you collect 
appropriate information to meet these needs. This can also save you from wasting time and 
resources collecting information that is of no interest to any of the end-users.

A further benefi t is that you can establish when this information will have to be presented to 
the end-users. Ask:

 What information do they want?

 When do they want this information?

There are potentially a large number of end-users for information about your project, and each of 
them may use the information in quite different ways:

 Benefi ciaries and/ or the target group may use the information to understand the 
changes they are experiencing and are part of; to understand the reasons behind decisions 
that affect the support that is provided to them; and to contribute to their ownership of the 
project, which will improve the chances of sustaining the effectiveness of the project.

 Project staff can use the results to deepen their understanding of the context of their 
work; to discover how well they are implementing activities; to fi nd out how the effects of 
their actions are perceived by others; to understand the reasons for management decision-
making; and to learn what problems have to be solved.

 Project and organisational management may use the results to discover reasons for 
problems; to make decisions for planning and implementing the project; to use the lessons in 
planning other projects; and for policy-making.

 Donors may use the information to satisfy accountability and reporting requirements; to 
decide whether or not to continue funding the work; to learn about the effectiveness of 
different types of projects; and to learn lessons that will infl uence their support for develop-
ment occurring in your sector or country.

There may be other stakeholders that you want to give attention to such as government 
departments, collegial interest groups and peers, or the general public.
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Meeting the needs of all potential end-users may be diffi cult as it could demand more resources 
than you can make available. The needs of end-users may also confl ict with one another. As you 
consider the priorities and objectives of your M&E framework, you may have to choose whom to 
focus on at various points in the project cycle. You might also consider negotiating with users who 
have some similar interests, to see if you can propose an M&E product that can satisfy their need 
without meeting all their requirements. Donors and others are willing to be fl exible once they 
understand the cost and burden of reporting, and see that you still wish to be accountable and in a 
good relationship with them.

The purpose of thinking about the needs of the various end-users is to help you set appropriate 
objectives for the project monitoring work.

TERMINOLOGY AT A GLANCE:TERMINOLOGY AT A GLANCE:  ACCOUNTABILITYACCOUNTABILITY

It is common practice to think about accountability only as upwards—to your donors and funders, and 
to your board of directors. However, accountability can be extended in a number of directions:

Downward accountability—to those to whom you provide services or who you say you 
represent.

Horizontal accountability—to peers and fellow professionals (conservationists)—with 
a view to meeting certain shared values and standards that are in the interests of the reputation of 
the sector as a whole.

Inward accountability—to colleagues, and to the stated purpose and values of the project/
organisation.

To the extent that individuals see themselves as accountable in a variety of ways, this encourages greater 
self-management and, ironically, allows for more freedom rather than control.

(Cavill & Sohail 2007)

A broad range of information needs...

‘A video will be produced as a marketing tool to promote stewardship throughout the CFR.’ (the benefi ciaries)

‘Annual audits are carried out with the farmers who are participating in the programme. There could be more 
communication with them, on an ongoing basis, about their needs, and perceptions of the benefi ts of the 
programme.’ (the target group)

‘Reporting provides information to the funders. Others are kept informed through the database. Everyone feeds 
information into it and has access to it, so they don’t need reports.’ (project staff and management)

‘Extension staff type the information into the database. The GIS technician checks it and then it is fed through to 
head offi ce.’ (project staff)

‘The funder’s reporting requirements are programmed into the M&E system. CapeNature’s Scientifi c Services 
unit collates the data and produces the required quarterly and annual reports. We also need to provide 
information required by the host programme (donor and host programme).’

(Conservation Partnerships Programme)
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Exercise: Clarifying the information needs of project staff

Project staff both generate and use information about the project. It is important to clarify the needs 
and demands on them, and their expectations in relation to information. Consider their needs in terms 
of learning, decision-making and accountability.

The following questions may help:

What kinds of information do project staff need?

Where will they get this information from?

How often, and when, is this information required?

In what format should the information be made available to project staff?

How will they use the information?



20 Monitoring and evaluation: tools for biodiversity conservation and development projects

1.3 HOW ARE INDICATORS USED AND DEVELOPED?

Indicators tell you what you have to measure to assess whether the project is achieving its 
objectives. They can range from hard facts and numbers, to changes in people’s behaviour, actions 
and attitudes.

If you are on a car journey, the road signs allow you to see how close you are to your destination (feedback 
from the external environment). The odometer informs you how far you have travelled since the start of 
the journey, while the petrol gauge tells you whether or not you will have suffi cient resources to reach your 
destination (feedback from internal sources). The information can be compared with your plans: ‘After 
driving for three hours, I expect to have travelled 300 km and to still be 50 km from my destination. I 
should still have a quarter tank of petrol remaining, enough to reach the destination.’

(Randel 2002)

In a similar way, the M&E process provides both internal and external feedback to project staff.

Quantitative and qualitative indicators

A hot topic within the world of M&E is the difference between quantitative and qualitative 
objectives and indicators. Particularly in a sector which is steeped in the sciences, the tendency is 
to place emphasis on what can be counted and quantifi ed. This is made attractive by the many tools 
that are available for these purposes, for example in sampling and statistical modelling.

An important factor to bear in mind is that quantitative data are based upon qualitative judgments 
and qualitative data can be described and manipulated numerically (Trochim 2006). Thus, for 
example, the selection of a particular method for sampling as opposed to another method is a 
judgment in itself. Similarly, the range of attitudes towards prescribed burning in fynbos areas can 
be quantifi ed, e.g. the number of landowners in favour and the number of people against. Thus the 
qualitative and quantitative aspects of M&E are not as polarised as you might have initially thought. 
There are, however, some helpful distinctions:

TERMINOLOGY AT A GLANCE:TERMINOLOGY AT A GLANCE: INDICATORS INDICATORS

According to the WWF (2005), an indicator is ‘a measurable entity related to a specifi c information 
need, such as the status of a target, change in a threat, or progress toward an objective. Indicators can 
be quantitative measures or qualitative observations. Good indicators meet the following criteria:

Measurable: Able to be recorded and analysed in quantitative or in discrete qualitative terms.

Precise: Presented or described in such a way that its meaning will be the same to all people.

Consistent: Not changing over time so that the same phenomenon can be measured over time; for 
example a currency that infl ates or defl ates in value is not a consistent measure of wealth.

Sensitive: Changing proportionately in response to actual changes in the condition or item being 
measured.’
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Quantitative indicators can be measured through direct observation

Qualitative elements may not be easy to observe

You may have to develop specifi c indicators to assess quality elements.

Other elements may be diffi cult to assess due to technical challenges or 
the expense of measuring them

You may have to use indirect or proxy (‘in place of’) indicators. Look for indirect measures that 
will be appropriate in the context of your project.

If there is a clear link between the proxy indicator and the objective you are trying to measure, 
then you should be able to make informed judgments about the status of the objective.

What do the indicators assess?

Each objective is associated with an indicator that helps in assessing different aspects of the 
project’s progress. While objectives in the project plan describe outputs and outcomes, indicators 
tell you what progress you are making in achieving your outputs and outcomes.

Four concise briefi ng documents about biodiversity conservation on the Cape Flats and its benefi ts for 
townships, are developed and distributed to politicians and offi cials every quarter.

Did the politicians and offi cials understand the briefi ng documents and incorporate them into their work?

Is there any reference to biodiversity conservation on the Cape Flats in the development plans on which the 
targeted offi cials have worked?

Identifying qualitative indicators
Some tips that may help you identify qualitative indicators:

It is easier to assess behaviour than feelings, as behaviour can be observed.

Ask the question, ‘If the project were a complete failure, how would people know?’ It is sometimes 
easier to identify indicators for failure. The same indicators, looked at from a positive perspective, 
can often be used as indicators of success. ‘Women do not participate in public meetings’ might be 
an indicator of failure. Looked at positively, an indicator of success could be, ‘More women partici-
pate in public meetings’.

Have a discussion and ask, ‘What do you mean by… (participation, for example)?’ A discussion or 
brainstorming session can identify how different people understand a concept. By breaking a con-
cept into more specifi c components, it becomes easier to select useful indicators. ‘Increasing the 
participation of community members in the project’ is a concept that may not be well understood, 
and for which there may be many different interpretations. By breaking the concept into more spe-
cifi c elements, it can become easier to identify how different project stakeholders understand the 
concept and its application in the context of the target group and benefi ciaries.

(Gosling 1995)
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Outcomes

Outcomes indicators assess progress towards the Project Purpose and Development Goal. They 
are concerned with whether or not the project is making a difference. There are two questions 
that indicators at an outcomes level are particularly interested in:

Target group response: Is the target group demonstrating change?

Are they aware of the project’s services and products (its outputs)?
Are they using them in the way intended by the plan?

Benefi ts: Are benefi ciaries receiving any benefi ts as a result of the project?

Is the project making a difference for benefi ciaries?
How widely distributed are these benefi ts?

Outputs

The outputs indicators assess whether the planned support to the target group is actually taking 
place, and how this is being carried out. Its concern with progress is focused on two areas:

Performance: How are the project outputs being achieved in relation to the plans? Has the 
project met its targeted goals for:

»
»

»
»

The project targets conservation managers working on sites in the City of Cape Town’s biodiversity network, by 
providing them with various forms of support.

For its outcome indicators, the project wants to fi nd out:

Target group response—are the conservation managers who were exposed to the project’s support making 
any changes in their conservation practice?

Benefi ts—are there any benefi ts for people living on the Cape Flats? Can they be attributed to changes in 
the practices of conservation managers?

Development goal
Parts of the CFR are conserved in a way that 
benefi ts people of the Cape Flats and is embraced 
as a valuable element of urban life

Indicators
Increase in priority areas under conservation 
management.

Increase in baseline jobs associated with con-
servation and nature-based tourism.

Project purpose
Sustainable conservation management of sites is 
achieved through active partnerships

Indicators
Skilled people-centred urban conservation 
managers are running the sites.

Local leadership drives community conserva-
tion efforts.

(Urban Sustainable Conservation Management Project)
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Quantity—were the specifi ed numbers of services or products delivered?

Quality—were the outputs delivered to the required standards?

Timing—were there any delays in providing the outputs?

Location—were the outputs delivered in the targeted locations?

People—did the right groups of people receive the outputs?

Effi ciency: Has the project made good use of its human and fi nancial resources?

Were too many resources used?
Were too few resources allocated to activities? Did this affect the performance?

Enabling indicators

The enabling indicators assess the current status of the project’s Assumptions. These are the ex-
ternal factors that are necessary for the success of the project but that are outside the control 
of the project. In reviewing these indicators, two questions have to be asked:

Are the external factors that were previously absent, now in place?
Are the important external factors that were present at an earlier stage, still in place?

»

»

»

»

»

»
»

»
»

The project is interested in output indicators that will help it learn about:

Performance—what progress has the project made in providing support to the Conservation Managers?

Effi ciency—is the project within the budgeted costs for the support it is providing?

Outputs
Sustainable conservation management is 
demonstrated at four pilot sites

Indicators
Conservation management plans are devel-
oped in consultation with the surrounding 
communities.

Certain activities (alien clearing, fl ora and bird 
monitoring, and fi re prevention) are carried out 
in partnership with local communities.

A campaign is conducted to gain broad support for 
the four pilot sites

Four community-based organisations with a 
common values base, are introduced to the 
project.

The profi le of the four pilot sites is raised 
through regular coverage in mainstream and 
community media.

A pamphlet and video are distributed for each 
site.

(Urban Sustainable Conservation Management Project)
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How do you develop indicators?

There is no generally agreed method for developing indicators. The previous pages have introduced 
a number of issues to which you have to pay attention as you develop indicators for your project.

One way of developing indicators involves a three-step process:

1. Make sure the objectives specify what you plan to achieve

2. Identify the components of the objective that you want to measure

More than one indicator will sometimes be needed for each objective. You may need indirect or 
proxy indicators in some cases.

The project’s enabling indicators help it to be alert to its external environment. Does the external environment 
support the services that the project provides to the conservation managers? Does the external environment 
support the conservation managers in carrying out more sustainable conservation management practices?

Assumptions
Funds are raised to support continued employment 
of the urban conservation management team

Indicators
Signed contracts and agreements are in place 
with a number of donors.

There is reasonably low turnover in community 
leadership (allowing for capacity to be built)

Most of the community leaders in place at the 
start of the project are involved in the sites 
three years down the track.

(Urban Sustainable Conservation Management Project)

Draft objective: Sustainable conservation management.

Specifi ed objective: Sustainable conservation management is demonstrated at four pilot sites within the City of 
Cape Town’s biodiversity conservation network.

(Urban Sustainable Conservation Management Project)

Objective
Sustainable conservation management is 
demonstrated at four pilot sites within the City of 
Cape Town’s biodiversity conservation network

Indicators
User-friendly annual conservation manage-
ment plans are developed and implemented at 
two sites.

Infrastructure needs are identifi ed and funded 
at two pilot sites.

(Urban Sustainable Conservation Management Project)
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3. Establish how you will collect this evidence

Some of the measures you have identifi ed as your indicators may be very diffi cult to collect, and 
you may struggle to gather this information. If this happens, you will not be able to verify (prove) 
whether the planned changes are taking place, and you should return to the previous step and 
look for different indicators. If you think you will be able to collect it, then your access to this 
source of information will become your means to fi nd out what is happening. You can use it to 
check or verify whether your objectives and intermediate targets have been accomplished.

In Section 3 we look in more detail at methods of collecting the information.

Some common challenges with developing indicators

Developing too many indicators

The purpose of indicators is to help you assess the status of your objectives. You need just 
enough indicators to provide you with this information.

The risk in developing too many indicators is that:

It will be time-consuming to collect all the information you require.

Some of the information you collect may be irrelevant for the purpose of supporting appro-
priate and timely decision-making about the project.

Impossible measurements

Some indicators may be beyond your capacity to measure. This may happen if:

The objectives are not clear.

The information will be too diffi cult or expensive to produce, or is not available to you from 
other sources.

The information cannot be collected within the lifetime of the project. An example of this 
is whether or not benefi ciaries continue to benefi t from the project’s outcomes over an 
extended period (sustainability).

Objective
Sustainable conservation 
management is demonstrated 
at four pilot sites within the 
City of Cape Town’s biodiversity 
conservation network

Indicators
User-friendly annual conserva-
tion management plans are 
developed and implemented at 
two sites.

Infrastructure needs are identi-
fi ed and funded at two pilot 
sites.

Means of 
verifi cation

Annual conservation man-
agement plans.

Area manager reports.

Project reports.

(Urban Sustainable Conservation Management Project)
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Measuring the wrong levels
Each indicator should relate to a specifi c objective. If you try to use the same indicator to 
measure more than one level of the project, you are unlikely to get information that will help 
you to manage the project.

The selection of indicators can be a political process. Indicators are subjective, both in terms of 
how they are selected and how they are interpreted. The use of quantitative, scientifi c tools does 
not necessarily make the information more objective and beyond dispute. Laboratory tests to 
assess water quality may be biased by the localities from which the water was collected, the time 
of the day or week when it was collected, and by the kind of tests carried out.

It is sometimes necessary to have more than one indicator for each objective. Each indicator 
can measure a different aspect of the objective and, together, they can make a more convincing 
argument about the status of the objective. Indicators are a tool to help you measure changes and 
to communicate them to people. It would be better to select more appropriate indicators (which 
stakeholders agree will measure the changes important for managing the project) than to argue 
whether the indicators are valid ways to assess the objectives.

Gender-sensitive indicators

By now, it is well known that women and men can experience the same situation in different and spe-
cifi c ways. Similarly, your project intervention might target men and women differently.

There are many factors that can be examined to help explain why development impacts differently on 
women and on men. One factor that is relevant in the context of M&E, is that few projects use gender-
sensitive indicators (ones that distinguish between women and men).

The value of developing gender-sensitive indicators can include:

Including women’s contributions in assessment of the project’s outputs.

Identifying the adoption of the project results by women as well as men allows you to assess 
whether women are benefi ting from the project.

Assessing whether or not women are carrying an additional burden for household and community 
work.

If your M&E plan is to include gender-sensitive indicators, it will be important to distinguish between 
the gender of respondents when gathering information. This is an important step towards ensuring that 
women are not disadvantaged by development projects.

(CIDA 1997)

There is an increase in the number of female Conservation Managers.
There is a higher percentage of women involved in road maintenance and clearing of alien 
vegetation, than men.

The number of hours that women and men spend on unpaid activities, such as involvement in 
child-care and domestic work, is less disparate.

There is a growing cadre of women from the communities surrounding the site who are involved in 
community leadership.
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Exercise: Reviewing output indicators

Think of one of the project outputs on which you would like to show progress. Consider the following 
questions in relation to the indicators for that output:

Do they contain elements of quantity, quality, time, location and people (QQTLP)?

Do they tell you enough about what you have to measure?

Do you have any new information that you can use to update these indicators and will make their 
formulation clearer?

Do you have a method for collecting the quantitative data?

Do you have a method for collecting the qualitative data?

In the light of these questions, would it be useful to re-formulate these indicators?
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1.4 WHAT METHODS WILL BE USED TO GATHER INFORMATION?

To have timely, relevant and trustworthy information that you can use to assess whether the de-
sired changes are taking place, you will have to use appropriate methods for information-gathering.

If the methods are not appropriate or feasible (including cost, time and expertise), you will not be 
able to measure the objective. Without any feedback about what is taking place, it will become very 
diffi cult to engage in informed decision-making, accountability and learning.

How can you select methods?

Selecting a suitable method depends on a number of factors. Questions to help you select 
appropriate methods can include:

What information is required?
What questions do you want answered? How will the information be used? For problem-solving 
purposes, understanding why a problem exists can often be more helpful than learning how 
widespread it is.

What context and medium of communication will be appropriate?
Some of your information needs can be met by individual informants, while other needs can be 
satisfi ed by groups. This individual–group context should inform the methods that will be most 
appropriate. Additional factors to think about include whether or not the information will be 
gathered from stakeholders through:

Written responses (questionnaires).
Oral means (interviews and surveys).
Visual means (maps).
Drama (role plays).
Story telling.

What unit of analysis will be used for information-gathering?
The scope and scale of the information-gathering work will also infl uence the methods you 
will use. For example, you will need different methods if you are gathering information from 
individual households in a community compared to gathering information from the community 
as a whole.

Using legal milestones and technology

‘Our M&E has three aspects to it. Firstly, progress on the number of stewardship sites is monitored by legal 
tracking, of where contracts are in terms of signing, et cetera. Secondly, the increase in the extent of land covered 
by stewardship agreements is monitored on a GIS. (These metadata include quite a lot of detail about each site.) 
Finally, there’s the information that is needed for reporting to C.A.P.E. which is captured on a spreadsheet.’

(Conservation Partnerships Programme)
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You may also have to use different methods if you are working across a number of geographic 
areas.

What resources are available?
While quantitative methods are often more costly in terms of equipment, people and time, 
qualitative methods require specifi c skills. Qualitative methods are often more suited to 
contexts in which time and resources are limited.

Section 3 contains further information on some of the issues and methods involved in gathering 
data.

Triangulation—using more than one source of information

A challenge that must be faced by all people who collect information, is the question of reliability. How 
do you know if you can rely on the information that your informants have given you, especially if it sug-
gests that you have to make changes to the project plan?

One way to be sure the information is reliable and to reduce bias (whether in the collectors or the 
informants) is to use more than one method to collect the same information. This approach to cross-
checking qualitative information is called Triangulation.

There are different ways of doing it:

Use a multidisciplinary team to collect the information.

Use different tools and techniques.

Collect information about the same issue from different sources.

Triangulation can be especially important when you are assessing the project’s outcomes. It helps you to 
establish whether the target group is changing as you planned, and whether you have to make changes 
to your work as a consequence.

(Gosling 1995)

‘The interviews were conducted by a plant ecologist and a social scientist.’

‘Information gathered during interviews with departmental offi cials was verifi ed at the group 
interview with the farmers.’

‘In addition to the interviews, a number of photographs were taken of the land that the farmers are 
utilising, to see how this compared with what they said about the land in the interviews.’
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1.5 WHO WILL PARTICIPATE IN M&E?

There are many examples of projects in which the M&E work has failed to ring warning bells about 
looming problems. One reason why this happens is that the M&E plan does not refl ect suffi cient 
understanding of the local context. This may become an issue when the plan has been developed 
and run by outsiders (such as planners or donors) or by specialists (such as researchers and aca-
demics).

If the M&E plan is developed and carried out in a way that involves project staff and other local 
stakeholders, it can bring about a number of benefi ts.

Timely and relevant information can be collected from stakeholders

With an improved understanding of the role of M&E in supporting project implementation, 
stakeholders may be more willing to provide appropriate information.

The local context can better be taken into account

By paying attention to the social and political context in which the project is being implement-
ed, and the value systems in which it is located, information can be more clearly understood in 
context.

Any lessons and decisions will be owned and acted on locally

This can have positive consequences for successful project implementation, as staff and other 
stakeholders understand the reasons behind any decisions to make changes to the project’s 
implementation strategy.

Which stakeholders should participate in monitoring?

Stakeholders will make contributions at different points throughout the project. You do not want 
to over-burden stakeholders by involving them in gathering and assessing information that has lit-
tle direct relevance to them, as it might result in them becoming less willing to contribute as time 
passes. However, including them in a meaningful way is key to building ownership of the project.

Making participation meaningful

‘We have an active multi-stakeholder steering committee. There are 28 members who meet every quarter. It 
has been really important to make this committee accessible to community members. To make this possible, 
we started an Outreach Programme which has three components to it—fi rstly, we provide opportunities for 
community representatives to really explore the corridor, to become familiar with the issues. Then we ask them 
to sit on the committee and to present something from their experience, to bring their experience into the room. 
Lastly, we set up “knowledge exchanges” where they attend workshops or conferences, and really get to learn 
from other people. This has made active and meaningful participation possible. If we are not focused enough on 
transformation issues, for example, Dominee Hans will ask us about this!’

(Biodiversity Corridors Project)
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The nature of the relationship between the development practitioner and the stakeholders will 
determine the quality of exchange—and therefore the quality of information.

You can identify the aspects of the project in which the participation of key stakeholders will be 
important. You can then assess:

The relevance for each group of being involved in monitoring; what they can contribute and 
how it will benefi t them.

Whether or not they will be end-users of any resulting information; some end-users may want 
to be involved in gathering the information used to propose changes.

Whether or not any specialised technical capabilities will be needed. Be clear on the role stake-
holders will play in relation to each other in the M&E process so as to maximise participation 
and not exclude those participants who do not have these technical capabilities.
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Exercise: Mapping the participation process

Think about the different phases in the M&E process. Identify which stakeholders should partici-
pate at the different stages of your project:

Steps in the M&E 
process

Who should participate? When will this happen?

1. Develop the M&E plan

2. Gather the information:
 Outcomes.
 Outputs.
 Enabling factors.

»
»
»

3. Analyse the information

4. Act on the analysis:
 Learning.
 Decision-making.
 Accountability.

»
»
»

(Abbot & Guijt 1998)
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1.6 WHEN WILL M&E TAKE PLACE?

Although M&E is an ongoing process throughout the project, it is still necessary to schedule spe-
cifi c M&E activities. This can help to ensure that the information will be available when you need it 
to inform a review of the work, and to support timely learning, decision-making and accountability.

As you think about when you will have to review various aspects of the project, there are a few 
points to keep in mind:

If you review progress too frequently, you will end up devoting large amounts of time and other 
resources to the monitoring process. This can result in the DRIP syndrome (Data-Rich, Infor-
mation-Poor).

If you do not review key indicators often enough, you may miss important information and 
trends. If this happens, you may not be able to prepare timely responses to changing conditions.

Many host programmes have a schedule for reporting at regular intervals. If you already have such 
a system in place, you may be able to adapt it to meet the M&E needs of your project. However, it 
would probably not be wise to create a new M&E system that you use alongside any existing re-
porting system. In addition to the extra resources it will require, it is also likely to create resistance 
among staff who may feel that they spend more time gathering information and writing reports 
than implementing the work of the project.

How do you establish the timing?

To establish when you will have to gather information about the various parts of the project, you 
can explore the following questions:

Do you need specifi c information for regular management meetings?

You may have a Project Steering Committee or a similar group that meets to review progress 
and consider if any changes to the project plan are needed. You should plan to gather the need-
ed information far enough in advance of scheduled meetings so that you will have enough time 
to analyse the information and prepare your recommendations. Care should be taken that it 
is not done so far in advance of the meeting that the information is out of date and no longer 
relevant by the time it is being considered by the decision-makers.

Do you have to know when a particular activity is completed?

Some of the activities in your project or operational plan may be dependent upon one anoth-
er—certain activities cannot take place until earlier ones have been completed.

You can plan to assess if the activities have been fi nished on schedule, and if the quality of what 
has been accomplished provides a suffi cient foundation for the next step of the work.
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Do you have to refl ect on progress at key review dates?

Donors and other stakeholders may require you to submit an annual report, outlining the 
progress you have made in implementing the project and identifying the outcomes being 
achieved. This is an important opportunity to refl ect on the change that has happened over 
time, and to gain support from the donor for any changes that might be needed in the plan. As 
the work is still in progress, you can assess intermediate targets—reviewing whether or not 
you have made the progress you expected at this point of the project.

When will informants be available?

Reviewing progress on the project outcomes will often require information from representa-
tives of the target group and the wider benefi ciary population. There are a number of factors 
that might infl uence whether or not people will have suffi cient time to participate in M&E 
activities. For example, there are annual fi nancial year-end demands on some staff.

Are project staff available to carry out M&E work?

The M&E work has to fi t into the project schedule along with other activities. You may have to 
adjust the M&E schedule to accommodate staff as they implement key project activities.

The M&E schedule is often driven by the need for accountability and producing reports. Ideally, 
it should be driven by the need for refl ection and learning, to inform the development approach 
being implemented by the organisation’s development practitioners or the project team. Once 
the M&E schedule has been developed, it should be managed like other aspects of the plan by 
accommodating fl exibility. The project will be assessed on whether it achieved its objectives, not 
on whether it produced all its reports on time.

Use the M&E schedule as a guideline, while placing your focus on the areas where it is needed 
at the time. It would be better to negotiate changes in report deadlines than to miss key imple-
mentation targets.
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1.7 HOW WILL THE M&E SYSTEM BE MANAGED?

The project M&E system that you are developing should be appropriately managed. Along with 
other components of the project and its management system, the M&E system will need resources 
and management support to ensure that it is carried out effectively and in a way that contributes 
to the overall success of the project.

There are a number of problems that can result from a poorly managed M&E system. These prob-
lems can harm the project and its reputation among stakeholders. They may include:

Failing to collect information on time.

M&E work of poor quality.

Overspending the budget.

Limited capabilities.

In addition to the above problems, appropriate management is necessary to ensure that the project 
can respond to unexpected developments. The demands of a dynamic context may call for un-
scheduled assessments to inform the future direction of the project.

What has to be managed?

As part of the project management system, there are a number of elements that will require atten-
tion.

People
 Training and supervision of staff for collection and analysis of information.

 Training of managers to promote the effective use of information for learning and decision-
making.

 Supervision to maintain standards of monitoring.

Systems
 Integration of the information into the management structure.

 Meeting data storage, processing and retrieval needs.

 Clear formats and timing of reports.

Managing proactively and creatively

‘I make sure that my projects deliver. This is very important. I am also open and up-front when things don’t go 
as planned. It is really important to let donors, for example, know when something is not going as it should. But 
sometimes it happens that you have allocated one month to hire a manager and it ends up taking three months 
to fi nd the right person. Or the person has to give a longer notice period. But it is always about credibility. About 
maintaining the credibility of the project. And managing creatively so that you can come as close as possible to 
delivering on that target. Sometimes this means re-allocating resources—people, time, money.’

(Biodiversity Corridors Project)
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Use of the monitoring information
 Learning by staff and partners.

 Management responses to unexpected developments.

 Accountability to stakeholders by seeing to it that reports are disseminated timeously.

Time
 Suffi cient staff time to conduct monitoring activities.

 An early investment of time to build staff capability and stakeholder participation, which is 
reduced at a later stage.

Financial
 The cost of designing the system.

 The cost of staff time to collect and analyse information.

 Resources to print and distribute forms.

 Resources to modify and improve the system.
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1.8 HOW WILL LEARNING BE BUILT INTO THE M&E PROCESS?

Learning sits at the heart of good M&E practice. It is what transforms the information that has 
been collected and analysed into new actions and improved practice.

The Action Learning Cycle provides one model for ‘learning while doing’. It focuses on our experi-
ences (or the experiences of others), and on refl ecting and learning from them.

The Action Learning Cycle

The elements of the cycle are:

Experience
This comprises the concrete actions and experience of the project. It could be the experience of 
implementing the work, or it could be information about the context of the project.

 What has happened?

 Who was involved and what did they do?

Refl ection
The process of looking back on the experience. This is often done by comparing the experience with 
what was expected, and looking for similarities and differences.

 Why did it happen? What caused it and what helped it?

 How does it differ from what I expected to happen?
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The Action Learning Model is one approach to learning. There are many others.

For learning to be possible in a project or organisation, there are certain enabling conditions. One 
model (Soal, 2007) identifi es the following features as being important components of a learning 
environment:

Space—creating suffi cient dedicated time for refl ecting and learning together about your prac-
tice.

Rhythm—regularly coming together to learn so that there is a rhythm in this, something which 
is compelling and robust.

Having a champion—someone who has the authority and will to make it happen. This is particu-
larly important in the early stages of setting up internal learning.

Having an approach—a way of learning. This could be through case studies, through presenta-
tions, by doing research, having conferences etc.

Collegiality—a sense that you are trying to build or contribute to a purpose that is bigger than 
the sum of the individuals who make it up.

Section 2 explores learning further.

Insight and understanding
This occurs as we make sense of what has taken place and become aware of its signifi cance for our 
plans. This insight can make us wiser!
 What could have been done differently?
 What did I learn? What new insights do I have?
 What new questions do I now have?

Planning new action
The insight leads us to consider appropriate responses. By acting on our insights, we can prevent 
‘analysis paralysis’ from holding us back.
 What do I want to do?
 What am I going to do differently?

For learning to take place and to result in improvements in the way we do things, we have to go 
through all four elements of the action learning cycle. Without insights, no new meaning and under-
standing can result from the refl ection, and we may continue to repeat mistakes or be blind to an exter-
nal factor infl uencing our work. We also have to pay attention to the step of planning, to ensure that we 
identify concrete ways in which we will do things differently the next time.

As soon as the action learning cycle is completed, we commence a new cycle that reviews our latest 
experiences. Rather than being isolated events, action learning provides us with an ongoing series of 
linked cycles, or a spiral, in which we are learning and continually improving our approach to our work.

(Taylor et al.1997; Raelin 2000)

Knowledge exchanges
I think ‘knowledge exchanges’ are a great way to learn. It gets rid of blinkers. It exposes people to what others 
are doing, to new things. You can learn from others. The important thing is that you must bring it back and share 
it. Sometimes you realise that others are not so far ahead of you. This can also be a good learning!

(Biodiversity Corridors Project)
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Exercise: Application of the action learning cycle
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Think about the following questions:

How would you describe the action learning cycle to others?
What are the benefi ts of this kind of approach to learning?
What is its relevance to M&E?

Make notes, and share your thoughts with a colleague.

In SummaryIn Summary
In Section 1 we introduced a number of questions to guide you in developing your M&E plan. 
They were to assist you to:

Clarify the objectives for your project.
Establish who the end-users of the M&E work will be.
Develop indicators to help you assess success.
Identify methods for information-gathering.
Identify which stakeholders should participate in project M&E.
Establish the timing of M&E activities.
Clarify how the M&E system will be managed.
Recognise the importance of learning in M&E.

The M&E plan guides you in carrying out project M&E activities and processes. It should be 
fl exible, and should be updated as your project plan changes, and as you learn improved ways of 
working.

The M&E plan can also serve as a tool for communicating with project stakeholders—
externally (community representatives, donors and partners) and internally (management and 
staff). This can inform the stakeholders of the roles that they might be expected to play, and 
when they can expect to receive progress updates from the project.
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In the introduction, we described M&E as a process of ‘learning while doing’. This kind of learning 
draws directly on our experience. Such an approach to M&E means that change and adaptation are 
core values and that the insights gained from previous experience are built into future actions. This 
links closely to the notion of ‘adaptive management’, which is a familiar management tool within the 
biodiversity conservation sector.

It is this approach to learning that underpins this handbook.

In this section, we focus on the learning that happens in the project team as a way of improving 
your biodiversity conservation practice and delivering outputs that have greater benefi t. This lays 
the foundation for future steps or phases in the M&E process.

As with other aspects of project M&E, learning can impact on your objectives at two levels:

At the level of outcomes—the difference the project is making in the lives of the target group 
and benefi ciaries.

At the level of outputs—the products and services the project is offering to the target group.

Within each of these areas of objectives, there are two questions to consider:

Are we doing the right things?

How do we do things right or better?

 Section 2: LEARNING

By the end of this section, you will have:

Explored the importance of learning within the context of M&E and some of the ways in which it 
takes place.

Identifi ed ways of facilitating learning within the project team.

A more in-depth understanding of the case study method and how it could be applied in your con-
text.

Ideas for building a learning environment.
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2.1 HOW DOES LEARNING HAPPEN?

A useful learning concept is the notion of single- and double-loop learning. It draws our attention 
to the importance of un-learning and re-learning, and some of the barriers we might experience to 
new ways of doing things. These barriers are often experienced as challenges to our existing ‘men-
tal models’.

Challenging our mental models

This example illustrates the power of our mental models at work. Mental models, or paradigms, are the 
ways in which we understand how the world works. Our repeated experience of seeing certain things 
happen again and again, makes us form a mental model that tells us that such things will always happen 
in this way.

The project staff had a mental model for how the project should be implemented. The staff at the busi-
ness units had a mental model for how they approached their work. At some sites, even though the 
business unit staff were aware of the achievements that the project was showing elsewhere, they were 
unable to overcome their ‘paradigm blockage’ because they were attached to their standard way of 
thinking and could not integrate the new ideas into their work.

When we are analysing the M&E information, we are at risk of experiencing paradigm blockage. As we 
look for the causes for the changes we are being made aware of, we may fi nd ourselves limited by the 
boundaries of our mental models. We may not even know we are being limited because it is very dif-
fi cult to be aware of what forms our mental models.

We may be able to challenge our mental models if we consider how we look at the information that 
lies before us.

Single-loop learning
In this kind of learning, a response to an observation or event is based on a person’s (or 
organisation’s) existing set of values, beliefs, norms. If the activities we embark on do not produce 
the results we expect, we change the activities in the hope that it will bring about the desired 
results. This is an ‘error correction’ approach to learning.

Double-loop learning
In double-loop learning, our responses emerge from a refl ection on dominant or stated values, 
beliefs and norms. The information that things have changed provides a challenge to the thinking 
that lies behind our current activities. As the activities did not bring about the expected results, we 
question our assumptions and the mental models that led us to these activities in the fi rst place. We 
re-think the rules, so to speak.

The value of double-loop learning is that it helps us to step back from our habitual reactions to 
have a critical look at our mental models. This may lead us to question the underlying assumptions 
that inform the project’s plans.

What happens when we come from different places
‘One of the challenges for us was around entrenching an external project (which had been operating for 
a while and had its own way of doing things) into an existing organisation (which also had its own culture 
and way of doing things). We thought the business units were slow in understanding and incorporating the 
project’s ideas and approach into their operations. They probably felt the same way about us! An “us and 
them” mindset seemed to get in the way.’

(Conservation Partnerships Programme)
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There is a place for these different kinds of learning, including single-loop learning and patterning 
which, for example, enable us to become adept in a particular skill. It is when we are stuck that 
we may have to turn to other ways of learning. While double-loop learning is not necessarily more 
time-consuming, it can be much more challenging than single-loop learning. It asks you to look criti-
cally at your basic beliefs and assumptions about the project’s goals and context as well as at your 
current way of working. ‘Puzzling’ is similarly challenging.

Helping people to learn, with these concepts in mind, requires skilled facilitation. Managers must 
strive to fi nd a balance between support and challenge in helping people to let go of old ways of 
thinking and doing, and taking on new ones.

In your role as a project manager, you may fi nd it useful to bear this in mind when working with 
people in learning situations.

Two other concepts that are similar to single- and double-loop learning are patterning and puzzling:

Patterning
In this process of learning, we develop meaning by linking our current experience with similar ones 
we have had in the past—this is learning by generalisation.

Puzzling
Puzzling happens when we are confronted with an experience that we have not had before or that 
contradicts previous experiences—this is learning by exception, contradiction or surprise.

(Raelin 2000; Smillie & Hailey 2001; Uphoff & Combs 2001; Rogers & Williams 2006)
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2.2 LEARNING IN THE PROJECT TEAM

Encouraging learning in the project team is a key issue. By helping project members to develop new 
insights and understanding, you will be able to contribute to improved work practices and hence to 
improved outputs that you can offer to the target group.

Sources of lessons

Learning can come from many different directions. Our day-to-day experience in the fi eld is an 
important source of learning. So is the wider context within which we implement this work.

Case studies are particularly valuable for looking at the experiences and practices of staff on a 
daily basis. This is the tool on which we focus here. Some of the other ways in which the team can 
learn are described briefl y. They are: after action reviews, peer assists, debriefi ng, team meetings and 
workshops, and benchmarking.

Exercise: Trying a new tool

Using case studies to learn about your conservation practice

What are case studies?

Case studies are particularly useful for gathering information on your current work practices, 
for describing what you are doing in the fi eld and for learning about what works and does not 
work. Using a case study is an opportunity to present a persistent question or problem and to 
explore and solve this problem with others.

1. Can you think of a recent question or problem within your work environment with which you have 
been grappling that would benefi t from being presented as a case study?

2. Spend 20 minutes writing it up, taking into account the following questions:

 What happened?

 Who was there?

 What did you do?

 What were you thinking and feeling at the time?

 What were the results of what you did?

 What new questions and thoughts do you have?

3. Identify three or four colleagues who have a similar commitment to learning as you do, and tell them 
what you know about case studies (see below).

4. Ask them if they would be willing to try out this new tool with you.

5. Agree different roles for the fi rst session.

6. Decide on a time and place.

7. Debrief at the end of the fi rst session, and test if there is any interest in trying it again.
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Case studies, described in this way, contribute to the monitoring of performance-related as-
pects of a project’s outputs. They help to answer the questions ‘What progress is being made in 
providing goods and services to the target group?’ and ‘What are the standards to which they 
are being delivered?’ Case studies can also reveal any delays there might be in delivering these 
services. They can deal with any aspect of quantity, quality, timing, location and people (see Sec-
tion 1.3).

There are four components to a case study

 Getting into the experience—reminding yourself of a particular situation, what happened, 
what you did, thought or felt, what the results were and what new thoughts and questions 
arise.

 Describing this experience by writing it up as a case study.

 Sharing the case study with colleagues by presenting it.

 Having a discussion in which colleagues listen, ask questions and provide input, generating 
new perspectives and angles on the issue in question.

The skill of listening

Central to all of these components, is the skill of listening. It requires that, as a colleague, you 
are able to hear what the presenter is saying without judging it. This kind of listening is demand-
ing—it is listening with the purpose of understanding the whole story and what the presenter 
is telling you. There are three levels at which listening has to happen in order to hear the whole 
person:

 At the level of ideas, thoughts and facts.

 At the level of feelings, reactions and emotions.

 At the level of will and intention.

Most of us are used to giving advice, to being an expert, to having the answers. When we work 
with our colleagues in a listening mode, it is less about us and more about them.

In running a case study session, there are three key roles:

Chair and time keeper. Purpose is to:

 Decide how long you have for each case study (including presentation and discussion) and 
to keep to the time allocation.

 Ensure that the presenter of the case study is not interrupted.

 Encourage participation and give space for discussion, being careful that one person does 
not dominate.

 Try and follow the threads of the discussion.

 Summarise the discussion and a possible way forward.

Case study presenter. Purpose is to:

 Read the case study and the questions, slowly and clearly.

 Bring a level of distance to the discussion and to be open to the outcomes of the discussion. 
In doing so, he/she does not have to respond to every point and to defend his/her choices. 
He or she should allow the discussion to fl ow.

 Really listen to what his/her colleagues are saying.
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Note-taker and reminder of why we have case studies. Purpose is to:

 Remind everyone at the outset to listen at the different levels, and to work at really hearing 
and understanding the presenter’s story.

 Remind people not to judge language or style.

 Take notes of the discussion.

These notes are important in generating information for more conventional forms of learning 
and sharing, such as report writing to funders, for annual reports et cetera.

The benefi ts of using case studies

As a result of this process, you will have generated valuable lessons on what is and is not work-
ing for both the individual practitioner and the project as a whole. This can lead to important 
improvements in the delivery of goods and services to the target group.

Some other ways to identify lessons

After Action Reviews

This is a way for a team to refl ect on a piece of the work that has recently been completed, and 
to draw out lessons. It can be used by the whole team as well as by subteams and individuals. 
(This is elaborated in the box below.)

Peer Assists

A team starting a new project or preparing for an event in which they have limited experience 
can call on people with experience for help. They can be invited to join the team in a meeting 
or a workshop in which the guests tell their stories and share their insights and hypotheses. 
The team’s aim is to learn from their peers about appropriate ways to approach the tasks lying 
ahead.

Debriefi ng

This is a structured way for an individual or a team to refl ect on their experience and to share 
their insights with the rest of the team. It is best to do this at the end of an event or a phase 
of work, as it allows the whole process to be reviewed. Debriefi ngs can easily be recorded or 
written up, allowing them to be shared with a wider audience at a later stage.

Team meetings and workshops

Any time that the team gather for a meeting or a workshop, there is an opportunity for learn-
ing. Part of the meeting can be used for refl ecting on past events, making meaning of these 
experiences, and drawing out insights and hypotheses for future action.

Benchmarking

This is a technique for learning from the experience and ‘good practices’ of other organisations. 
It can be especially appropriate when you are moving into a new area of work or are trying to 
improve the standard of your work. By looking at how other organisations do things, you can 
identify the ‘benchmark’ or standard for the way you will do things.
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After Action Reviews

The After Action Review (AAR) is a tool for team-based learning. A team can use this tool on a regular 
basis to develop insights into their experience and to make meaning of the information they are 
gathering through their monitoring. The benefi t of the AAR is that it does not require a large investment 
of time or other resources.

The process for an AAR involves refl ecting on a meeting, workshop or any project activity that has just 
fi nished. Members of a team ask themselves:

What was supposed to happen?

What actually happened?

Why was there a difference?

What will we do differently next time?

The AAR allows the team to engage in ongoing refl ection and continuous improvement without waiting 
for formal monitoring to take place. Lessons can be identifi ed and acted upon by the team, or passed to 
others in the project or organisation where appropriate.

The AAR is an abbreviated form of the project monitoring process. It poses questions similar to the 
ones asked during project monitoring.

By asking ‘What can we do differently next time?’ you can identify situations in which the lessons you 
have just learnt can be relevant.

Incremental improvements
If you are running a series of related activities, you can improve the way you approach later activities 
by including any lessons from the earlier events. An example would be if you were running a series 
of workshops for a group of people. An AAR will help you to identify ways to make each workshop 
better than the previous one.

Other related opportunities
The AAR lessons can be applied to situations that are not the same as the one you have just 
fi nished, but for which the lessons are relevant. Lessons from one workshop can help you to 
improve an unrelated workshop you are running for a different audience, or it may help you to 
identify ways to publicise your work better.

(Collison & Parcell 2004)

When learning becomes a habit

After each of our events or activities, such as Water Week or Dunes’ Day, we evaluate what worked or did not 
work. We write this up and when we meet again, to plan another activity, we bring these notes and we use them 
to plan better for the next event. We go back to these notes when we do our future planning. We are now in the 
habit of doing these reviews and they really work.

(Urban Sustainable Conservation Management Project)
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Improving development and conservation practice

As mentioned in the introduction, one of the key M&E questions is, ‘How do we do things better?’ 
This goes to the heart of our development and conservation practice. One way of improving our 
practice is to identify the level at which we are currently performing (the ‘condition’), and then 
seek ways to improve this by identifying the ‘pathway’ that is appropriate for that condition.

To integrate learning into your work, the process of making changes requires the support of the 
various stakeholders. This can help to increase the likelihood that the target group and donors, for 
example, will provide their backing for the new measures, and that any necessary resources will be 
made available.

It is helpful to keep in mind that the lessons you are formulating represent insights and hypotheses. 
They are your interpretation of what has taken place, of how you have made sense of your experi-
ence. It is therefore useful to approach any planned changes as experiments. By treating them in 
this way, you can pay close attention to what happens. If necessary, you can revise your hypotheses 
over time, adding new information to confi rm them or change them as needed. This will deepen 
your adaptive management approach to M&E.

Pathways to doing things better

Condition Pathway

1. You do not know if performance is good or 
bad.

Seek feedback or information immediately 
and more regularly.

2. Performance is poor but you do not know 
how to improve it.

Seek expert knowledge or advice about 
better ways to do things (knowledge 
building).

3. Performance is poor but you lack the capacity 
to improve it (resources or authority).

Seek general support through advocacy.

4. You know performance is poor but there is a 
lack of incentives for improving it.

Use carrots, sermons or visioning (use 
incentives).

5. You are doing well but you do not know how 
to maintain or replicate it.

Learn from your success and how it can be 
replicated, particularly through the process of 
documentation.

(Rogers 2007)
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Introducing changes in your practice

The process of introducing change may occur in a variety of ways (Fowler 2000):

Continuous improvement and tinkering

The project makes minor changes as a response to learning from its experience. It can become 
a key aspect of the project team’s culture over time. A risk you should be alert to, is that tinker-
ing with small changes may blind you to the need to question some of the central assumptions 
held by the project (see the earlier subsection: Challenging our mental models).

Refl ective evolution

Changes can arise as a consequence of refl ection becoming central to the project team’s way 
of working. The stimulus for change is the refl ection, not a crisis or the periodic monitoring 
reviews. Refl ection encourages a more formal recognition of what staff may already be feeling 
intuitively. It promotes proactive changes and renewal of the project strategy.

Process reform

The project may make changes to the way it goes about its work, without changing the role it 
is seeking to play. Changes to the process may often occur in response to major changes in the 
external environment. The project might stop providing certain services if it duplicates what 
another organisation is doing. The project can then use its staff and resources to focus on other, 
still neglected services.

When the project fi rst started providing support to the conservators, they met with them often and were very 
active in the work of the conservators.

This met with some resistance from the conservators who felt that the project was intervening too much. We 
cut back on the frequency of the meetings.

(Urban Sustainable Conservation Management Project)

Over time, as the conservators became confi dent in giving feedback and the project’s management were able 
to listen to it, the meetings with the conservators became more focused and purposeful. The project trained 
the conservators in the practice of developing and presenting case studies. The conservators have found this 
type of meeting to be very helpful. It provides them with support in the fi eld and it creates a safe place for 
them to share and discuss their challenges and problems.

(Urban Sustainable Conservation Management Project)

While the project still aims to contribute to people-centred conservation management, local government has 
now become better at supporting the conservationists that it employs. The project has stopped facilitating and 
running the meetings with the conservationists. Instead, these are driven by the City.

(Urban Sustainable Conservation Management Project)
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There are further possible degrees of change, such as role changes, restructuring and 
transformation. These changes are more likely to involve far-reaching shifts in approach, 
structure and staffi ng, and may not be relevant within the context of projects. These options, 
however, might be relevant for organisations that manage projects as part of their work.
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2.3 BUILDING A LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

The context in which learning happens is integral to its effectiveness. In addition to the factors that 
were identifi ed in Section 1, there are a number of other considerations in building a learning envi-
ronment. Roger Harrison (cited in Thaw 2002) identifi es six factors that encourage learning.

There is constant attention to the learning process

The project or organisation values and encourages learning. People within the project team see 
it as valuable.

There is an interest in fi nding longer-term solutions

Learning is not only aimed at solving immediate problems but attempts are made to understand 
the bigger picture, as well as to distinguish symptoms from deeper causes.

Learning is self-initiated and self-directed

Staff are encouraged to take responsibility for their own learning and do not rely on others to 
drive and identify learning opportunities.

People are able to think systemically

Because the situations in which people are working are complex, they must be able to focus on 
the complexity of relationships, and on the whole, rather than on the parts.

Questions, questions and more questions

Learning works with questions, and questioning certain assumptions, values and practices of 
the project or organisation. It does not ignore certain patterns—nothing is ‘un-discussable’ and 
there are few ‘holy cows’!

There is a system in place to support the learning

This system enables the project or organisation to take in complex new information and 
modify itself. It also has policies and processes in place to support individual learning efforts.

There are two common barriers to learning that project managers should keep in mind:

The presence of fear, anxiety and other strong negative emotions in the project team or organi-
sation.

The bias-for-action, which is a characteristic of most leaders and managers, and is prevalent in 
the culture of the development sector.
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Exercise: Learning in your project
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Capstone, Oxford.
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Taking into account the factors identifi ed above:

Where do you see learning happening in the project? What and who are making it possible for 
learning to happen?

Where is learning not happening? What and who are preventing learning from happening?

Why do you think this is so?

What do you think you can do to support and encourage learning within the project? How could 
you infl uence it?

Do you have to take any steps to deal with negative emotions in the project (such as fear and anxi-
ety)? What steps could you take?

Do you have to take any steps to deal with a ‘bias-for-action’ within the project? What steps could 
you take?

In SummaryIn Summary
In Section 2 we:

Explored some of the concepts underpinning learning.

Focused on learning within the project team by:

 Identifying the different sources of learning.

 Discussing some of the methods and tools that encourage learning, in particular active 
refl ection on own and others’ experiences.

 Identifying ways in which to introduce changes in professional practice.

Looked at the use of case studies as a tool for capturing learning.

Identifi ed components of a learning environment.

»

»

»
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Information is the fuel that drives the project M&E system. It makes it possible to know what has 
happened and what challenges may be looming on the horizon. A well-designed M&E system will 
enable you to collect appropriate information on the work and on the project’s context in a way 
that will feed into timely and relevant decision-making, reporting and learning.

There are three broad considerations in the information-gathering process:

What is the nature of the information needed for M&E purposes?

What are appropriate methods for gathering the information?

How can you ensure that the information is accessible and useful for evaluation purposes?

A useful starting place is to refer back to the project plan. These plans provide a description of 
what should be monitored (i.e. the indicators) and from where that information should be sourced 
(i.e. the means of verifi cation). They also remind you of what you said you were going to achieve. 
The frequency of measurement may also be stipulated in the plan.

A further consideration is deciding who will be involved in providing and collecting information. 
This has to be co-ordinated and managed.

 Section 3: GATHERING THE INFORMATION

By the end of this section, you will have:

A better understanding of the kind of information needed to measure objectives at the level of 
outcomes and outputs.

Compared different methods for collecting data, and started to select methods appropriate to your 
context.

Been provided with some ideas on ways to manage collective information so that it is useful and 
accessible.

What information? Where?

Often when we are monitoring, we are counting the ‘blomme in the veld’. This is about numbers, about 
what is quantifi able. We look at the number of hectares under conservation, how genetically different the 
populations are. This provides us with rich detail. It helps us to be succinct in our communication. And while 
this is necessary work, it is not suffi cient. Sometimes we have to look at the relationships, to see what is 
going on there, why things are not happening. This is much harder to measure. We use case studies to bring 
these issues to the fore.

Mostly the information is in our heads or in fi les. We do not have to go and gather extra information. But the 
process of extracting it can be laborious. It takes time. And making phone calls.

(Urban Sustainable Conservation Management Project)
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3.1 UNDERSTANDING YOUR INFORMATION NEEDS

Your search for information will be driven by the indicators you have developed (indicators are dis-
cussed in greater depth in Section 1) in your project plan. They will direct you to the information 
you will need to collect in order to assess what progress has been made for each of the objectives 
you are monitoring.

Information relating to outcomes

Information for monitoring outcomes tells you whether the project is having any positive infl u-
ence on the target group and benefi ciaries. It is information that is used for comparative pur-
poses. It usually compares the state or status of people or things over time and, sometimes, also 
between different groups or study subjects at the same time.

Information relating to outputs

Outputs are the results of activities undertaken during the course of the project. Output infor-
mation generally relates to the delivery of certain goods, services and products, and provides 
answers to the questions, ‘Is the project making progress towards its objectives?’, ‘What is the 
progress?’, and ‘How effi ciently is the project using its resources?’ The information tells you not 
only whether progress is being made but also about the quality and scale of the achievement.

Development goal

Parts of the CFR are conserved in a way 
that benefi ts people of the Cape Flats and is 
embraced as a valuable element of urban life

Indicators

Increase in priority areas under conservation 
management.

Increase in baseline jobs associated with con-
servation and nature-based tourism.

(Urban Sustainable Conservation Management Project)

Baseline information

As indicators are typically used to measure the extent of changes that have taken place, it is often nec-
essary to know what situation existed at the start of the project. This starting point is called the base-
line and provides a point of reference against which to measure the changes. Baseline data can be col-
lected by quantitative or qualitative methods, depending on the kind of information you want to gather.

One problem that many projects face is that they do not have a baseline reference point, and so they 
are unable to assess the extent of any changes that are taking place. Baseline information should ideally 
be collected during the project planning process, and should form part of the rationale for establish-
ing the project. It is possible, however, to overcome the absence of such information by carrying out a 
baseline study as one of the early activities of the project.

It can be complex to gather baseline information, and it can be a real challenge to know how typical 
the measurements of the usual state of affairs are. In some projects, it may be more useful not to waste 
resources on a baseline study. Instead, changes can be identifi ed by comparing the fi rst assessment with 
later assessments.

(Feuerstein 1986)
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As the outputs are dependent upon the internal activities of the project staff, much of the 
monitoring information will be available through internal project documentation and other sec-
ondary material sources. An ongoing challenge for all projects is to verify that what is described 
in the documents is what has actually happened. For example, staff may be tempted to infl ate 
the number of people who attended community meetings in an effort to please management 
and donors by showing that there is strong community support for the project.

Information relating to assumptions

In gathering information about the assumptions, you are looking for the presence or absence of 
certain conditions. These conditions are outside the control of the project, but are critical to its 
success. Information about the assumptions acts as an ‘early warning system’, drawing attention 
to potential risks to the success of the project. Assumptions are frequently overlooked in an 
M&E plan.

As discussed in Section 1, the selection of an appropriate method also depends on whether the 
information that you need is qualitative or quantitative.

Outputs

A campaign is conducted to gain broad support 
for the four pilot sites

Indicators

Four community-based organisations, with a 
common values base, are introduced to the 
project.

The profi le of the four pilot sites is raised 
through monthly coverage in mainstream and 
community media.

A pamphlet and video are distributed for each 
site within a year.

(Urban Sustainable Conservation Management Project)

Assumptions

Funds are raised to support continued 
employment of the urban conservation 
management team.

Indicators

Signed contracts and agreements with a 
number of donors are in place.

There is reasonably low turnover in community 
leadership (allowing for capacity to be built).

Most of the community leaders in place at 
the start of the project, are involved in the 
sites three years down the track.

(Urban Sustainable Conservation Management Project)
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Qualitative information

This is information that tells you about human or social behaviour and perceptions. Qualitative 
research generally provides answers to ‘How?’, ‘What?’ or ‘Why?’ questions and is recorded in 
narrative format, for example as stories or case studies.

Quantitative information

Quantitative information generally provides answers to questions of ‘How many?’, ‘When?’ and 
‘Where?’. This is the type of data scientists are most familiar with. It may be presented in the 
form of statistics or graphs. Often it is percentages or other relational measurements, as op-
posed to numbers, that hold signifi cance as indicators.

The type of M&E that we are discussing in this handbook, what we referred to in the 
introduction as ‘effectiveness measurement’, is likely to require a combination of both 
qualitative and quantitative information.

You should also fi nd out if you will have to collect the information yourself (primary 
information) or if the information is already available in a format that you can use (secondary 
information).

Primary information

This is information that you will be the fi rst to collect. Selecting appropriate methods, you will 
gather this new information directly from project participants/stakeholders, and from the target 
group and project benefi ciaries. You may even gather information from the general population 
in which the target group is located, especially for information to help you assess outcomes 
indicators.

Secondary information

This is information that already exists, collected by other people or other organisations. Unless 
it is material existing within your own organisation, it is likely that you will have access to this 
information only in its completed form—as reports and articles, rather than as survey respons-
es and interview notes.

‘In this project, we have to maintain a certain number of kilometres of road.’

This is quantitative information that can be collected by measuring the length of the road on which 
work has been done.

‘What we have also realised is that the roads have to be maintained to a certain standard. One expert came 
and told us that when the rains come, these roads will be washed away.’

There are certain technical standards for road maintenance that can be used to establish the qualitative 
indicators for this output. They tell us the ‘how’ aspect of road maintenance.

(Project Developers’ Forum, 18–19 March 2008)
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Generally, gathering information from secondary material is likely to be less costly than undertak-
ing primary research. In some cases, secondary information will be suffi cient to meet your needs.

In other cases, there may not be any secondary material available, or it may not be suffi cient or 
suitable for your information needs. You will have to select an appropriate method to conduct the 
research that will provide you with the required primary information.

In considering the options, remember that you are looking for indicators, and indicators are just 
that—they provide an indication of the state of things. They are not intended to be exact measure-
ments. They provide an indication of a shift or change. It may be impossible, for example, to do a 
head count of every bus load of visitors, but a record of the number of buses could be maintained 
and an estimate of the number of visitors extrapolated from that. As a guiding principle, some 
information is always better than none, no matter how unscientifi c it may seem, as long as it is 
consistent.

‘To monitor the number of contractual conservation agreements that are being concluded with private 
landowners, we’re developing a database that can be accessed by our project partners.’

The monitoring information referred to above is primary information—data are entered into the system 
by project participants as and when contractual milestones are achieved in the process of negotiations 
with landowners.

‘The information in the database is used to generate progress and quarterly reports.’

The funders will, in turn, use information from the reports for their monitoring purposes. They are using 
secondary information, i.e. it has been collected and assembled into a report by someone else.

(Conservation Partnerships Programme)
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3.2 SELECTING AND USING APPROPRIATE METHODS

Depending on the nature of the indicator, a wide variety of methods are available for information 
gathering purposes. For example, interviews are useful for gathering information on people’s per-
ceptions and views on a particular issue, whereas a camera may help to capture hard evidence on 
the physical condition of something. The challenge is to identify relevant and appropriate methods 
that will help you get the information you need to analyse progress. Appropriate methods can be 
selected with the use of relevant criteria.

Each discipline and development sector has specifi c methods that can be used to help gather 
relevant information for technical monitoring purposes. For example, agriculturalists have ways to 
assess soil quality, health practitioners have ways to test for the presence of health problems, and 
conservation planners have ways of recording changes in the extent of a particular type of vegeta-
tion over time.

In this section, we aim to expand your repertoire of monitoring techniques by introducing tech-
niques that are useful for gathering information from and about people and the social contexts that 
impact on their behaviour.

Criteria for selecting appropriate methods

Timelines

Will you be able to gather the information within the necessary timeframe? If the method takes 
too long to prepare, you will be unable to meet your reporting deadlines. If the method is very 
time-consuming to carry out, you may not have enough staff to continue with project activities 
as well as conduct the monitoring.

Relevance

Will the method provide you with the information you are looking for? If the information 
does not directly answer your information questions, you will have to reach your fi nal answer 
through guesswork! As this is not a strong basis for making important decisions about the fu-
ture direction of the project, it may be necessary to search for a more relevant method.

Cost-effectiveness

Will you be using an appropriate level of resources to gather this information? Your monitoring 
budget should be distributed appropriately across the range of monitoring activities. If a meth-
od is too time-consuming, or requires a large investment in training or specialised equipment, it 
may not be as cost-effective as an alternative method to gather the same information.

There may be additional criteria that you can identify to help you select methods to use in your 
project monitoring process.

It is important to keep in mind that project monitoring is done to meet the practical informa-
tion needs of the project. Practical, easy-to-use and reliable methods that will deliver the infor-
mation are preferable to complex ones designed to investigate research questions that deliver 
little practical benefi t to the project.
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Techniques for gathering information

Method

Most useful for information 
on:

Other factors to consider when selecting 
the most appropriate techniqueOut-

comes
Out-
puts

Risk/
enabling 
factors

Secondary 
material and 
documents

Rich source of information that is readily 
accessible.

Individual
interviews

Allows confi dentiality. Time consuming but can 
be a rich source of qualitative information.

Group interviews
Capture information from up to 10 people in a 
short time. May not reveal sensitive information 
but may be more detailed.

Key informant 
interviews

Useful for gathering objective views and 
‘second-hand’ perspectives.

Storytelling and 
focus groups

Useful for gathering information on a specifi c 
topic—generates dialogue and refl ection. Rich 
in anecdotes that carry outcomes indicator 
information.

Critical event 
analysis

Useful information for diagnostic studies 
where a problem is being investigated or for 
reconstructing the way it was solved.

Participant 
observation

Time consuming but useful for gathering 
information about the way people behave when 
going about their normal tasks without project 
staff present.

Questionnaires 
and surveys

Useful for collecting quantitative information 
from a large number of people.

Forms
Useful for collecting information from a large 
number of people at regular intervals, and that 
can be used for comparative purposes.

Diaries and 
logbooks

Useful for collecting quantitative and qualitative 
information that can be used for comparative 
purposes.

Photographs and 
videos

Useful for recording changes over time for 
comparative purposes.

Calendars Useful for identifying cyclical patterns or links 
between behaviour and the seasons.

Daily and weekly 
routines

Useful for periodic, rather than regular, 
collection of information using forms or 
interviews.

Mapping Useful for collecting spatial information on the 
indicators being monitored.

Ranking
Useful for collecting information on priorities 
or preferences where there are options 
involved.
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Exercise: Methods for collecting information

1. Think of a question, relating to your project’s target group, that could be discussed in an interview 
situation.

2. Read the descriptions of the various types of interviews in ‘A toolbox of techniques for gathering 
information’, including Critical Event Analysis.

3. Consider the pros and cons of each interview method, relative to the question that you chose.
4. Use the summary table of ‘Techniques for gathering information’ to help you decide which would be 

the most appropriate.

A toolbox of techniques for gathering information

Secondary material and documents
Much of the information you seek may already exist in documents and this can save you from dupli-
cating work. For example:

 Project records—forms, logbooks, budgets and fi nancial reports.

 Supervision checklists and reports.

 Correspondence.

 Media—articles published in newspapers and videos of television reports.

 Statistics, documents and reports published by other organisations, such as government depart-
ments and other NGOs, for their own use.

Secondary material can help you to see patterns and trends that you can use to inform the ques-
tions you might use in interviews and surveys. They can also help you to select other appropriate 
methods to investigate particular issues in more depth.

Individual interviews
The confi dential nature of individual interviews often allows interviewees to discuss issues more 
openly and they may reveal more than they would in a group setting.

The interview is best conducted in a semistructured way, with open-ended questions being used to 
collect information, experiences, descriptions, opinions and perspectives. You can ask the interview-
ees to clarify their answers and to expand on interesting views. By using similar questions with a 
range of interviewees, you can bring out a range of experiences and views about similar events.

Group interviews
Group interviews allow you to gather information about the experience and perspectives of a 
larger group of people than is possible with individual interviews. Such interviews are often ho-
mogenous—they bring together people who have had similar experiences, or are part of the same 
group. However, groups should not be too large, perhaps no more than 10 people. If necessary, 
subgroups can be formed.

Group interviews are less likely to reveal sensitive information than individual interviews. However, 
interviewees may provide more detailed information as they interact with one another and check 
with one another on facts. Group interviews may need careful preparation on the part of the 
interviewer so as to ensure that all the members have a chance to express themselves during the 
interview. If the interview is dominated by a small number of members, it may be possible to hold 
informal conversations with quieter members at the end of the interview.
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Key informant interviews
You can interview people who are specialists on relevant topics for their views on the way the 
project is infl uencing its target group. Such informants can be more objective as they are not 
personally involved in implementing the project or benefi ting from it. Key informant interviews 
are particularly appropriate if they can provide information and perspectives not available to the 
project staff.

They can be asked to provide information on the experiences and perspectives of others, such 
as the target groups, assuming that their contact with the target groups has allowed them to 
witness what they are being asked to describe. It will be important to verify these ‘second-hand’ 
perspectives with information received ‘fi rst-hand’ from project benefi ciaries and target groups. 
Open-ended questions can allow them to describe things that may not have occurred to the 
interviewee to ask.

Storytelling and focus groups
These groups are convened for a detailed discussion on specifi c topics. A variation on group 
interviews, they bring together people who have had particular experiences, or who have an 
interest in the topic. The interviewer (who serves more as a facilitator) asks few questions, and 
encourages participants to provide longer, more story-like, responses. As participants respond to 
one another, a dialogue can develop. The facilitator can guide the discussion from the sidelines. 
By asking refl ective questions, the facilitator can help the group to explore patterns and themes.

Critical event analysis
This method is a way of focusing interviews with individuals or groups on particular events or 
incidents. The purpose of doing so is to allow interviewees to refl ect on as many of the ele-
ments and processes that they can describe, so as to create a richly textured understanding of 
the event.

Participant observation
This method allows direct observation of events, processes, relationships and behaviour by the 
researcher. It can be a useful way to verify whether the information provided through interviews 
and surveys can be trusted or not. It can also be used to collect information to help design 
interview and survey questions.

Observation is best carried out by someone unknown to the observed group. If a fi eldworker 
familiar to the group was to do this, his or her existing perspectives and pattern of interactions 
with the group may prevent him or her from observing some signifi cant things. The best insights 
can often be obtained by a researcher who joins in tasks with the group, becoming a ‘participant 
observer’.

Questionnaires and surveys
This is a structured way to obtain information from a large number of people. As specifi c ques-
tions are used each time, it is possible to gather quantitative information. It is not normally a 
useful way for fi nding out about people’s concerns and perceptions, as it is not possible to ask 
questions to check on the meaning of responses.

As the questions cannot be changed once the survey starts, it may be necessary to carry out 
some pre-research (perhaps using secondary material and group interviews) to identify the 
questions to ask. If the survey is being used to collect a large amount of information, it may be 
appropriate to draw on professional assistance. For example, a university can help to design the 
questions and analyse them properly.
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It is important to identify people to be targeted by the questionnaire. Records, such as course 
participant lists, can be used to conduct follow-up surveys on people who have attended semi-
nars and training events. If you want to get information from the wider population your project 
is targeting, you will have to identify the best place to locate respondents. In a survey on child 
health, your survey might get more informative responses if you interviewed women in the 
market rather than at the clinic.

Surveys are especially useful in monitoring awareness and adoption of project outcomes.

Forms
Forms allow project participants and benefi ciaries to collect information on pre-selected topics. 
The contents of the form are based on selected indicators. At regular periods, the forms are 
collected and analysed.

This can be a very participatory monitoring method, as it allows stakeholders to play a role 
in designing the forms, collecting the information and analysing the forms. The information in 
the forms can be supplemented by individual or group interviews to fi nd out more about why 
changes are taking place.

It is important to select a relevant time-frame for the forms, and to collect them at the agreed 
intervals. Forms can be used on a daily, weekly or monthly basis. It may not be appropriate for 
respondents to complete the forms on an ongoing basis. Rather, it may be more suitable for 
monitoring purposes to use forms during agreed periods.

Diaries and logbooks
These documents allow participants to record events over time. They can be kept by individuals, 
groups and by the project organisation. They can record events and facts, as well as responses 
and opinions about what happened.

They are fl exible tools that can be used in a focused way (such as recording information about 
farming methods) or in a general way to explore themes. They can provide detailed and qualita-
tive information for monitoring purposes.

Participants who keep diaries and logs can come together periodically to analyse the informa-
tion they contain, and to discuss and analyse any signifi cant changes. The information can be used 
for comparative purposes, especially if the same participants maintain diaries throughout the 
project period.

Photographs and video
A range of techniques can be used, ranging from digital cameras to video tapes, GIS (Geographic 
Information Systems, which involve satellites), and aerial photography. The pictures and images 
should be linked to indicators, and suitable intervals identifi ed for taking pictures. The pictures 
and any negatives should be stored in a safe place, and clearly labelled to avoid any confusion 
with pictures taken at a later stage.

By taking pictures at regular intervals, changes can be identifi ed and used to stimulate discus-
sions with stakeholders to analyse the changes. The changes can also inform questions used in 
interviews and surveys. The discussion can also focus on what is not visible in the pictures, such 
as the presence of women.

Calendars
This method can be used to gather information for distinct periods of time, allowing analysis 
of changes in key indicators over time. As with diaries and logs, they can be kept by individuals 
or groups. The information can be placed in the calendar by participants as soon as it becomes 
available. As with other methods, discussion with participants can be used to analyse the infor-
mation in the calendar.
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More than one type of information can be collected in a calendar. This can make patterns appar-
ent, such as the relationship between household labour needs and seasonal agricultural activities.

Calendars can be maintained over a number of years, although most projects will be more 
interested in information collected at weekly, monthly and seasonal intervals. Summaries can be 
prepared for longer-term analysis, such as an impact study.

Daily and weekly routines

A variation of the calendar, this method is used to compare the daily or weekly routines of dif-
ferent groups of people and of seasonal changes in routine. It can be a useful way to monitor 
whether the project is placing heavier demands on certain groups and whether project benefi ts 
are fairly distributed.

This method can be carried out periodically, rather than on an ongoing basis. It will help to 
ensure that the information does not swamp the analysers, and that participants continue to be 
willing to provide the information to the project.

Mapping

Maps can be used to collect quantitative and qualitative information on the geographic distribu-
tion of indicators. Information can be recorded manually on aerial photographs or topocadastral 
base maps and comments offered by participants can be written on the side of the map.

The method can be repeated periodically to assess whether there are any changes in the indica-
tors over time. The same map can be used again, with new information recorded in a different 
colour, or a new map can be developed and compared with the original. Maps are an appropriate 
way of gathering information about people’s perceptions of conditions in their community.

Ranking

Ranking provides a way for individuals or groups to prioritise a set of options. It can be a very 
participative method for allowing participants to identify the importance of the options in rela-
tion to one another. This method can provide quantitative information, which can be supported 
by qualitative information gathered through conversations and individual and group interviews.

The facilitator might identify the options by analysing interview or survey information. In such a 
case, ranking can be used to verify the issues and learn about the importance attached to each 
from the perspective of participants. The facilitator can also invite the group to identify the op-
tions and then to prioritise them.
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3.3 MANAGING THE INFORMATION GATHERING SYSTEM

The M&E system has to be managed, particularly where there are a number of people involved in 
gathering information, so that:

 The quality of information is consistent.
 There is a common benchmark for measurement.
 Information is captured in a form that is usable for evaluation purposes.
 It is stored in a place where it will not be damaged, destroyed or lost.
 There is a system for storing information that makes it possible to retrieve an item at any 
time.

When the system is being designed, decisions have to be made about:

 Who gathers the information.
 How it is captured for monitoring purposes.
 Where it is stored.

Exercise: Finding the nuggets

The value of a learning co-ordinator
Paula is the person who is responsible for learning and capacity-building within the project. The learning role she 
plays feeds directly into planning, reviewing and reporting on the project’s achievements. For her to do this, she 
is actively involved in gathering and storing information. She has information in fi les and on the computer. She is 
also a meticulous note-taker. There are certain qualities that she brings to this job that make her so good at it. 
She is organised, systematic and thorough. She will, for example, spend hours sifting through the information to 
extract the ‘nuggets’—those gems of information that are embedded within the stories that people tell and the 
reports that they write but that are not always immediately obvious. She is also good at asking questions so that 
she can unearth these gems.

(Urban Sustainable Conservation Management Project)

Who, in your project, looks for the ‘nuggets’ in the information gathering process? Is this role recog-
nised and valued within the project?

Is there anything you could do to develop this role further? (This may require thinking through the 
formal links between gathering information, and learning, reviewing, planning and reporting.)

The value of a database
External staff all feed information into the database, from a range of sites. It is a custom-designed database, on 
the computer, that includes biodiversity and social data. Everyone can see it at any time and so there is no need 
for internal reporting. The database is maintained by head offi ce, there is a GIS technician who checks the spatial 
data and makes sure they have been entered correctly. The data are then fed through to Scientifi c Services who 
produce the quarterly and annual reports.

(Conservation Partnerships Programme)
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It is likely that the gathering will be done by a number of project participants, some or all of whom 
may not be based at the project offi ce. It is also likely that at some stage the information will have 
to be transferred to a central point in the project offi ce, either in a ‘raw’ or ‘processed’ form, to be 
assembled for evaluation purposes or stored as project records. ‘Processing’ could take the form of 
entering the information into a computer database or writing it up in a standardised format. A fl ow 
chart is a useful tool for depicting the fl ow of information in a monitoring system.

Two aspects of managing the information system—quality and storage—will be discussed in more 
detail here.

What makes the difference between good-quality and poor-quality information?

Information used for monitoring purposes must provide an accurate representation of what is 
happening. This does not necessarily mean that it has to be 100% numerically accurate or ‘correct’. 
What is important, is that:

The whole picture is represented (e.g. that sampling is an accurate refl ection of the whole).

The potential for bias and ‘yea-saying’ is taken into account in the design of interviews, surveys 
and questionnaires.

‘Interference’ or ‘noise’ is identifi ed and avoided or fi ltered out of the information as far as pos-
sible (e.g. the effect of extraneous factors).

Information that is going to be used for comparative purposes is comparable (the apples and 
apples vs apples and pears syndrome).
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Most information gathering techniques need careful planning and design.

Where there are a number of people gathering the same type of information, the use of forms 
is a good way of achieving consistency. This can be done with a survey questionnaire, with care-
fully constructed closed questions.

By comparison, a set of open-ended questions is typically prepared for interviews.

Why is a storage and retrieval system necessary?

Many of the monitoring techniques involve comparisons over time, or looking back at project 
records to identify changes. The material that you collect throughout the project monitoring proc-
ess is valuable. It can be used for:

Comparison purposes

If you collect similar information at regular intervals, you can compare older material with the 
latest information. This can highlight changes over time that may not be evident when the infor-
mation is considered in isolation.

Impact studies

The information and data that you generate during the life cycle of the project can be used as a 
source of secondary material during an impact study. This information highlights shifts over time 
that can help determine the effectiveness of the project’s outcomes.

Future needs analyses

This information can provide insight into the groups that have benefi ted from the project, and 
can help to identify other groups to be targeted by new project initiatives.

Storage systems have to safeguard the material from damage or destruction resulting from fi re or 
fl oods. If it is in electronic form, there should be a back-up stored off-site. Most importantly, the 
information should be retrievable. There should also be a mechanism for tracking the whereabouts 
of any original hard copies that have been temporarily removed from the storage system.

Exercise: What systems for information management does your project have?

Consider the following questions in relation to your project and create a ‘mind map’ of your project’s 
storage system and its strengths and weaknesses.

In what form is your monitoring information stored?

 Electronic fi les—text, spreadsheet, database, other?

 Paper fi les—minutes and notes, forms, records of laboratory analysis?

 Videos, tapes or CDs?

 Maps?

 Samples?

 Any other form?

1.
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2. Where is it stored?

3. Who is the person who knows most about where to fi nd something? If he, she or you went on a 
six-month sabbatical, would someone else be able to fi nd the information needed for M&E?

4. Who has access to the information?

5. Is it in a form that is ready for M&E use or is further processing or analysis needed?

6. If there was a fi re in your offi ce, would you be able to complete your next annual progress report?

7. Do you have any recommendations on better management of your monitoring information?

In SummaryIn Summary
In Section 3 we:

 Identifi ed that monitoring information can be outcome- or output-related and classifi ed as 
primary or secondary, qualitative or quantitative information.

 Introduced a number of methods for gathering monitoring information, drawn from the 
social sciences and from participatory learning and action traditions.

 Explored some criteria that can be used to choose between methods.

 Described ways of managing material once it has been collected to ensure that it is useful 
and accessible.

The focus of the M&E system should be on gathering information to enhance learning about 
change and what makes change happen. Reliable methods of gathering information can have 
an important infl uence on the quality and effi ciency with which the information is collected. 
However, the methods should not become an end in themselves—it would be better to select 
a more suitable method than to continue collecting information of poor quality.

Care should be given to this step of the M&E process. It plays a critical role in enabling 
participants in the development process to gather information of high quality that will deepen 
their understanding of the project situation, allowing them to infl uence learning, decision-
making and accountability.
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The process of analysing the information does not necessarily occur at a time and place different 
from that of collecting the information. It occurs when you focus on two important questions:

What are the signifi cant differences between what we said we would achieve and what we are 
actually achieving?

What does this mean for the future of the project?

These questions will help you to make sense of the information that has been collected—to 
understand what has and has not worked and the reasons for this. This lays the groundwork for 
acting on whatever lessons are contained in all the information now at your disposal.

As various stakeholders may be involved in providing, collecting and analysing information, it would 
be surprising if you do not face differences in and disagreements on how the information is under-
stood and interpreted. An important part of this process lies in acknowledging the various inter-
pretations, and allowing them to inform your own perceptions and understanding.

In analysing the information, you are trying to make sense of it so that you can make recommenda-
tions for appropriate action.

 Section 4: ANALYSING THE INFORMATION

By the end of this section, you will have:

Guidelines for assessing actual outcomes and outputs against expected outcomes and outputs.

Guidelines for assessing assumptions.

Explored the value of building shared understanding among different stakeholders and how this can 
be done.

An overview of different types of evaluations and evaluation methods.

Been provided with a sample Terms of Reference for contracting external evaluators.

A deeper understanding of how social development evaluators work.
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4.1 ESTABLISHING IF THERE ARE SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCES

This fi rst step in this process is partly descriptive and partly comparative. Its purpose is to identify 
what was supposed to be happening at this stage of the project (this information will be in your 
plan) and to compare it with what is actually happening. The questions you will be seeking to an-
swer are:

Are there any differences between what was planned and what was actually achieved? In other 
words:

 Did the project accomplish more than what was expected?

 Did the project achieve less than what was expected?

As the real world is a dynamic, ever-changing environment, it is highly unlikely that the actual situ-
ation in which you fi nd yourself will be identical to the intended situation. It will probably not be 
helpful to describe all the differences between the actual and intended situations, as some of the 
changes may be relatively small and of little importance.

However, it will be important that you describe any signifi cant changes. The signifi cant changes are 
interesting because they will form the focus for your analysis and subsequent action. The changes 
can be identifi ed by monitoring the indicators at the level of outcomes and outputs, as well as by 
monitoring the enabling factors or assumptions. (These are components of the project plan. The 
defi nitions are provided in Section 1.)

There is usually one guiding question for each level of indicator.

At the outcomes level, the guiding question is:

 Is the project having any positive infl uence on the target group, benefi ciaries and/or environ-
ment?

This question focuses us on outcomes at the level of Development Goal and Project Purpose. 
The indicators you have developed for your outcomes will help you assess the degree of 
change that has taken place. Project monitoring activities are likely to focus on the intermedi-
ate targets that you have established, as this will allow you to review the changes in the project 
environment over the life of the project.

At the outputs level, the guiding question is:

 Is the project making progress towards its objectives and how effi ciently is it using resourc-
es?

Here you are looking for information about the project’s progress in implementing its planned 
Activities and achieving its key Outputs. It is important to pay attention not only to what has 
been achieved, but also to the quality and the scale of the achievement.

The focus of output indicator monitoring, especially at the start of the project, will be on 
progress towards implementing the Activities described in the project plan. The Activities are 
the easiest part of the plan to change in response to problems and unexpected events. By 
monitoring the progress of the Activities, you are able to respond quickly to emerging issues 
before they escalate into larger problems.

»

»
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You can develop a false sense of security in the status of the project if you simply monitor its 
progress towards its goals. There are many projects that have made a good start with progress 
towards their results, but have run out of resources before the end. As a consequence they have 
struggled to complete all their planned activities. By paying attention to issues of resource use and 
effi ciency from the start of the project, you will help to ensure that your project will have suffi cient 
resources to achieve all its objectives.

The two main resources over which the project has some measure of control are staff time and 
fi nances. Both of these can be viewed as ‘consumables’—once they have been used for one thing, 
they cannot be used for something else.

Staff make effi cient use of their time when:

 They use as much time as was scheduled to complete planned activities.

 There is an appropriate number of people working to complete a task.

 They are doing work appropriate to their skills and experience.

Effi cient use is made of fi nancial resources when:

 The budgeted resources are used to complete a task.

 There are few quality problems that require tasks to be repeated.

 Appropriate savings are made on unnecessary expenses.

Members of the project team should aim to monitor and control costs as they carry out their 
work. This is more likely to happen if they are clear about the resources that are available to them. 
By developing an activity-based budget for the project, and providing regular (monthly) fi nancial 
reports, it is easier for staff to monitor and control expenses.

Establishing the nature of the difference

Are there signifi cant differences between what we said we would achieve and what we are actually 
achieving?

The monitoring information may show that the expected changes are taking place. If so, this affi rms 
that the project intervention is appropriate in bringing about the desired changes.

However, if you fi nd that there is a signifi cant difference between what you expected and what is 
actually taking place, the situation requires further investigation. It is under these circumstances 
that the views of an external evaluator can be particularly helpful. The aim of this stage of analysis 
is to deepen your understanding of the situation and to inform the recommendations you might 
make for responding to this unexpected development. This is achieved by asking the questions:

 Did we achieve more than we expected?

 Did we achieve less than we expected?

»

»

»

»

»

»
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Did we achieve more than we expected?

Signifi cant changes in what you fi nd will not always be for the worse. There might be occasions 
when you fi nd that there is a greater response than you expected, or a positive outcome that 
was not foreseen at the planning stage.

It might be important to understand why this has happened, as it may help you to identify how 
you can use this greater response to the project’s benefi t. It may also help you to have a better 
understanding of the conditions under which you are working.

Some questions that might guide your investigation into achieving more than you expected at 
the outcomes level are:

 Is the increased response a result of the project’s work, or is some other factor responsi-
ble?

 Is the response likely to place greater demand on the project’s services in the next period 
of implementation?

 Are the project’s targets suffi ciently ambitious? Should the objectives be stretched further 
to refl ect this new reality?

When investigating higher-than-expected achievements at the outputs level, you are looking 
for information on why it has happened, and whether there are any future implications for the 
project:

 What is driving the increased demand?

 Can the project accommodate it?

 If so, can you adjust budgets and plans to meet the raised targets?

 If not, can you work with other organisations to pick up the surplus demand?

 Can you reduce expectations in any way?

You may fi nd that you can complete tasks in less time than you anticipated, and that there are 
less expensive ways to obtain certain services from various suppliers. When you make faster 
progress or better use of resources than you expected, you have the opportunity to re-allocate 
either the time or resources to other activities—as long as you are monitoring the situation 
and become aware of it early enough.

Did we achieve less than we expected?

If monitoring reveals that the rate of implementation is slow, with few benefi ts materialising, 
it may suggest that the project is not following an intervention strategy appropriate to the 
context.

In the original plan, we were going to appoint negotiators. But we found that landowners were willing to 
negotiate with conservation staff, and so we decided not to appoint negotiators, but to use extension staff 
instead.

There is also much skills development going on but we are not consciously monitoring it.

(Conservation Partnerships Programme)



Monitoring and evaluation: tools for biodiversity conservation and development projects 71

Further investigation will be needed to understand why the project is not progressing as 
planned.

At the level of outcomes, the investigation may reveal that:

 While the intervention strategy may have been appropriate when the project was fi rst 
planned, changed conditions mean that it is no longer so.

 The project was planned with insuffi cient information and a limited understanding of the 
context, resulting in an inappropriate or over-ambitious intervention.

 There might be problems with the quality and timing of the project’s work.

If outputs monitoring shows that there is a slower rate of implementation than expected, 
that there are signifi cant delays in starting or completing certain activities, then you are facing 
progress problems. There could be many reasons, ranging from staff issues to external factors. 
These problems with progress can represent a signifi cant threat to the success of the project 
and so it is important to identify them at an early stage when it may still be possible to prepare 
a response that can be quickly and easily implemented.

Over-spending or poor use of resources can be a rich source of learning for the project:

 Costs may have risen since the budget was prepared. This can be a timely warning for revi-
sion of the budget.

 Over-spending may be due to poor fi nancial management, such as taking on additional 
activities. The budgets might have to be adjusted to make up for the additional expenses by 
reducing the fi nances available to other activities.

Two useful resources on fi nancial management include: Shapiro (1995, Financial management for self-
reliance) and Randel (2001, Planning for implementation).

At the assumptions level, the guiding question is:

 Are the enabling factors present or are they absent?

By monitoring the enabling factors that will contribute to project success, you are not looking for 
progress or reaction. You are assessing the presence, or the absence, of these critical enabling fac-
tors.

The external factors, by defi nition, are beyond the control of the project. The reason for including 
the enabling factors in the monitoring process is to provide an ‘early warning system’ that can draw 
the attention of the project team to potential risks to project success.

One of the purpose-level indicators for the pilot project was the adoption of contractual conservation agreements 
by landowners. By the end of the pilot, no contracts had actually been signed, although several were pending. We 
had not fully understood the complexity of land ownership.

(Conservation Partnerships Programme)
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Are the enabling factors present?

Enabling factors are also known as assumptions. By defi nition, their potential infl uence on the 
objectives is unknown when the project is planned. The assumption of the planners is that the 
enabling factors will be present and will positively support the implementation of the project.

As you gather information about the enabling factors, you may fi nd that the assumption has 
proved true. In the example above, the project developer is referring to the assumption that 
the project would receive the support of the target group. This is important feedback for the 
project team. It means that the project strategy continues to be valid, as one of the critical 
enabling factors is supporting the project’s work. As there is little signifi cant difference between 
what was expected and what the monitoring information is revealing, the project does not have 
to respond in any way.

If your enabling factors are in place as expected, you will probably have to continue to moni-
tor them at regular intervals for the rest of the project period. The external world is a dynamic 
place, and a change in the status of the enabling factors could have many causes.

The strong appearance of an enabling factor that signifi cantly exceeds planned assumptions is 
not necessarily a good development for the project. The project team may be tempted to aban-
don the project plan and to revise the strategy, taking the new situation into account. While 
conditions may be supportive at present, it may not be possible to predict how long this will 
continue, and whether it is sustainable.

Great care should be taken when deciding whether or not to increase the ambition of the 
project strategy and objectives because of such changes. There may be times when it will be 
benefi cial to stretch the targets set for the objectives in response to a positive development. 
But there may be other times when it might be better to maintain the project objectives at 
their original level of ambition.

Are the enabling factors absent?

As the enabling factors are outside the control of the project, it is not possible to know when 
they will come and when they might depart. Ongoing monitoring of the enabling factors can 
help to identify the time when a factor changes its presence, and thus its infl uence on the 
project.

Understanding and support for the stewardship concept has grown remarkably—much faster and more 
widespread than we had anticipated. The willingness of landowners to negotiate with conservation staff was 
underestimated.

(Conservation Partnerships Programme)

There are a number of confl icting and confusing policies that are coming out of the different national 
departments. This has made it diffi cult to secure water-tight legal agreements with the landowners.

(Conservation Partnerships Programme)
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By waiting to see what the longer-term trends will be, and whether there are short-term fl uc-
tuations in the status of the enabling factors, the project can identify the way it should respond. 
Before it decides to make any changes in the project plan, it might be worth investigating the 
forces that may be infl uencing the enabling factors. If these forces and systems can be positively 
infl uenced, the enabling factors may become more consistent, to the project’s benefi t.

Should the enabling factors continue to fl uctuate, or be absent, the project’s success is threat-
ened. It will be appropriate to investigate the situation more closely and to start a problem-
solving process to protect the work that has gone into the project.

Exercise: A snapshot view of your project’s progress

Taking into account the stage of implementation of your project, consider the following questions:

In which areas of delivery has the project achieved more than it said it would? Where has it 
achieved less than expected? What are some of the reasons for the difference?

Which assumptions are you monitoring? Have there been any changes in these external conditions 
that are critical to the success of the project? Are there any assumptions that should be changed, 
added or dropped?
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4.2 CLARIFYING AND AGREEING ON THE REASONS FOR ANY DIFFERENCES

The purpose of M&E is to help you review your work in progress and to see whether or not you 
have to make any changes to the way you are implementing the plan. If you fi nd that there are 
some signifi cant differences between what has taken place and what was planned, you are likely to 
want to respond to them in some way.

Before you act, though, it is important to be clear on what you are responding to. While it is some-
times possible to spot the reasons for why your plan did not proceed as intended, the members of 
your project team and other stakeholders may hold different opinions on these underlying causes.

This step is important, as it will help you to clarify the reasons for the differences and also to build 
agreement among important stakeholders about these reasons. This is an important foundation for 
what will follow—acting on this new insight and understanding.

Differences in outcomes and outputs can be ascribed to external or internal factors. It is helpful 
to make this distinction as a starting point. Enabling factors are almost always external. It is also 
useful to probe beyond what appears to be the ‘obvious’ reason for a mismatch between what was 
planned and what actually happened in case there are deeper underlying causes. The picture that 
is being conveyed by the M&E information may be being infl uenced by, for example, a bias in the 
selection of indicators, which would start to become apparent at this stage through a process of 
interrogation and clarifi cation.

Some of the tools that may assist you in clarifying and reaching consensus on the reasons for differ-
ences, and what this might mean for the project, are discussed here.

Building a shared understanding

One of the challenges in analysing the information that you are collecting on the project’s out-
comes and outputs, is to build a shared understanding among the different stakeholders about the 
meaning of this.

If stakeholders in the project do not agree with one another on the causes for why things turned 
out differently from what was expected, it will be diffi cult to get support for any changes that you 
may propose to the way the project is carried out.

Shared understanding forms the basis for joint ownership of the analysis and for getting support 
for any changes in the project’s approach.
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Building a shared understanding
The process of building a shared understanding should not try to suppress the different opinions that 
people may hold because of their differing experiences and mental models. Rather, a dialogue on what 
is happening, and why, allows participants to share their perspectives, knowing that their colleagues will 
listen to them.

In such a dialogue:
 People are expected to challenge one another and the team’s mental models (more information 

on this is presented in the next section).
 Shared understanding will emerge as the team makes sense of the confl icting perspectives people 

hold.
 Consensus may not result, but people will have a better appreciation for the reasoning others are 

using, which can lead to an appreciation for the recommendations for changes that will be made.

Participants in the dialogue can range from two people to the whole team, and it can include stakehold-
ers from outside the project, such as target group representatives.

Reference: Raelin (2000, Work-based learning)

Acknowledging mistakes in our own work
As we review the monitoring information, we may fi nd that we did not meet the desired results be-
cause of the way in which we carried out the work. There may have been problems with the quality of 
our work. Perhaps our planning and assumptions about what was needed were incorrect from the start.

Often, there can be pressure to overlook these causes and to look for other reasons for why things did 
not go as planned. It can be uncomfortable to fi nd the fault lies in the way the work was carried out or 
managed, especially if senior people in the organisation were involved.

The pressure to pass over poor management and capacity problems can be stronger in organisations 
that receive donor funding. If staff are concerned that the organisation will not receive further funding 
because of its poor performance, they may be reluctant to reveal the underlying causes of the prob-
lems. As a result, the project and the organisation are less likely to learn from these experiences and to 
develop ways to improve their ways of working.

For staff to identify and discuss openly any internal, organisational problems that affect the project’s re-
sults, the project team should support problem-solving and refl ective discussion. In such a work climate:

 Team members are trusted and supported by their colleagues.
 Staff are encouraged to take responsibility for the consequences of their work.
 Problems and mistakes serve as a source for refl ective learning, not for blame.

(Senge 1994)

When we had our last evaluation, we decided that we would be honest and open in sharing the fi ndings 
with others. Obviously, there were things that were and were not working about the project. We dared 
to say that things were not perfect, that we had got some things wrong. We shared this with our Project 
Advisory Group and with the C.A.P.E. Implementation Committee. I think this opened people up to the 
possibilities of what an evaluation can do. Our donors were also very supportive and impressed. So were 
the environmental educators. I think people were able to learn through our experience.

(Urban Sustainable Conservation Management Project)



76 Monitoring and evaluation: tools for biodiversity conservation and development projects

4.3 CONDUCTING FORMAL EVALUATIONS

Formal evaluations have a useful role to play in analysing information about the progress of the 
project. Much of this evaluation work can be done by internal project staff. However, another way 
of bringing new insights and perspectives to these questions is to make use of external evaluators. 
These evaluators can bring certain skills and expertise that are not necessarily located within the 
project.

There are different types of evaluations, as well as different evaluation methods, that can be drawn 
on. The selection of the most appropriate type and method will depend on the project particulars: 
the stage in the project life cycle and the type of activities being monitored.

Types of evaluations

Specifi c types of evaluation have been developed to address the various evaluation questions that are 
relevant at different points in the project cycle.

Ex-ante
An assessment of the project plan and approach, before it starts, to assess whether or not it has a 
good chance of achieving its objectives.

Midterm
A review, carried out midway through the life of the project to determine if the project is likely 
to be successful and to assess whether or not any changes in approach should be made to ensure 
success.

Terminal
An evaluation at the close of the project to determine if it has accomplished its objectives.

Impact
An assessment of whether or not any benefi ts resulting from the project have led to a sustained 
improvement in the issues it was addressing.

One fi nal distinction in monitoring and evaluation terminology should be noted.

Formative evaluation
Evaluation that is ongoing, or that provides continuous feedback to inform ongoing changes and 
improvements in a service or a product.

Summative evaluation
Evaluation that is done periodically to inform reporting and decision-making. The decisions are 
typically at a high level, such as whether or not to continue funding for a project.

In almost every situation, monitoring activities provide formative evaluation of the project’s work. Cer-
tain evaluation activities, such as a midterm evaluation, are also formative, as they provide feedback that 
is used to make changes in the project’s work. Other evaluation activities, such as the impact evaluation, 
are summative in purpose, as they are used to inform decisions on whether or not to continue with the 
project.

Both formative and summative evaluations allow us to ask, ‘What can we learn from this experience 
that will help us tomorrow, or the next time, or may be relevant in other places?’ Formative evaluations 
answer this question in ways that directly inform project implementation, while summative evaluations 
provide insights to those further away from the work, such as donors and host programmes.
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The process of contracting the evaluators has to be well thought through and rigorous—both in 
terms of the legal requirements and the objectives of the evaluation. Clear Terms of Reference 
(TOR) are an important starting place to ensure that you get the most out of this process.

Furthermore, different evaluations call for different ways of working. Status assessments, for exam-
ple, require a specifi c set of skills and expertise, as do EIAs. One of the challenges facing projects 
in the biodiversity conservation sector, is how to assess the progress and impact of their social 
objectives. Social development evaluators bring a different approach and set of skills to their work. 
The table that follows the sample TOR outlines some of the principles and practices that typically 
inform the work of social development practitioners.

Evaluation methods

Particular methods that are useful for evaluation purposes include:

‘Before and after’ studies
These studies are based on baseline information. Subsequent assessment compares the current 
status with the status at the starting point.

‘With and without’ studies
Assessments are made of both people who adopt and those who have not adopted the project’s 
services. The study aims to assess whether or not the project is making any positive difference 
among those who are adopters. The nonadopters can provide information on their awareness of the 
project’s services, and why they have not adopted them.

Longitudinal studies
An ongoing assessment is made with individuals or groups, selected as representative of the wider 
target and benefi ciary population. Changes in this sample group are assessed periodically. The group 
can include both adopters and nonadopters.
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SAMPLE TERMS OF REFERENCE FOR EXTERNAL EVALUATORS
(FROM CAPE FLATS NATURE)

CFN began in June 2002 as a partnership between the 
City of Cape Town, the South African National Biodiversity 
Institute, the Table Mountain Fund (WWF-SA) and the 
Botanical Society of South Africa. Cape Nature and the 
Table Mountain National Park joined the partnership 
in 2006. The project’s purpose is to build good practice 
in sustainable management of City nature conservation 
sites in a way that benefi ts surrounding communities, 
particularly those where incomes are low and living 
conditions poor.

CFN was initiated with seed funding from the City 
and the Table Mountain Fund (TMF), as set out in a 
three-year contract between the City and TMF on the 
one hand, and the South African National Biodiversity 
Institute (SANBI) on the other hand as the implementing 
partner. The completion of this contract at the end of 
June 2005 formally brought to an end the demonstration 
phase of the project, and called for a major evaluation. 
The evaluation was conducted by an independent 
external evaluator.

As part of the demonstration phase, CFN raised 
additional funds from the Critical Ecosystem Partnership 
Fund (CEPF). This required the drafting of a logical 
framework, which added further content to the City/TMF 
contract, and also extended the terms of reference of 
the project to design a replication and roll-out strategy. 
The 2005 evaluation constituted a mid-term review 
for the CEPF-funded project, and its recommendations 
contributed to the development of the replication and 
roll-out strategy. The CEPF funding comes to an end in 
September 2007, and the contract with CEPF requires a 
further evaluation to be completed.

CFN again requires the services of an independent 
external evaluator to facilitate, conduct and document 
this evaluation.

Objectives

The objectives of the evaluation are as follows:

Comprehensively document developments in the his-
tory, strategic approach and organisational processes 
of the project since the previous evaluation.

Assess the extent to which the project has met the 
objectives of its contract with the CEPF, paying particu-
lar attention to the sustainability (including fi nancial 
sustainability) aspects of the project.

Assess the relevance of the outputs to the purpose of 
the project as set out in the CEPF logical framework.

Strengthen the project by providing external perspec-
tives, insights and, where appropriate, recommenda-
tions based on broad developmental experience.

Develop a draft framework for phased levels of sup-
port in establishing new sites, and for building and 
maintaining civil society support for conservation, 
particularly in low-income communities.

Develop an outline and a process for the development 
of a handbook on integrated urban nature conserva-
tion management to be completed by 2009.

Draw and document lessons learnt from the develop-
ment of the replication and roll-out strategy in a way 
that contributes to the implementation of this strategy.

Build the capacity of the City’s Nature Conservation 
Branch to write up case studies of their work in a way 
that contributes to spreading a people-centred nature 
conservation practice by documenting and sharing 
lessons into the future.

Develop the ability of Cape Flats Nature’s Capacity 
Building Manager to build capacity of other partners, 
e.g. Cape Nature to write up case studies of their 
work in a way that contributes to spreading a people-
centred nature conservation practice by documenting 
and sharing lessons into the future.

Method
The method used should facilitate organisational 
learning, at the same time enabling accountability to 
funders. It should integrate the evaluation process into 
the organisational life of the project and that of the City 
Nature Conservation Branch as far as possible to avoid 
creating additional work for the project team and its key 
partner, and to ensure support for the implementation of 
recommendations that emerge.

An effort should be made to use both qualitative and 
quantitative methods of assessment as far as possible, 
and recommendations for future information gathering 
will be made where the necessary information is not 
available.

“
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The Project Advisory Group and project team should be 
involved in fi nalising the contract and evaluation process 
with the external evaluator.

CFN will arrange meetings for the process, e.g. the 
Project Advisory Group and Champions Forum, but the 
consultant will set up individual interviews.

Outputs

A City Nature Conservation Branch capacity-building 
workshop on writing up case studies.

A report that synthesises all materials and the 
outcome of interviews, and develops an independent 
perspective and interpretation. It should conclude with 
concrete recommendations covering all areas of the 
TOR.

A draft framework for phased levels of support in 
establishing new sites, and for building and maintain-
ing civil society support for conservation, particularly in 
low-income communities.

An outline and a process for the development of a 
handbook on integrated urban nature conservation 
management.

Reporting and management

CFN’s Project Manager will manage the implementation 
of the evaluation, and the consultant will report to her.

Timeframes

Proposed timeframes, to be fi nalised in consultation with 
the evaluators and the City Nature Conservation Branch 
(for the case study workshop), are as follows:

The fi nalisation of the consultant contract and evalu-
ation process will take place in time for a Project 
Advisory Group meeting in May, to form part of the 
process.

The case study workshop will take place in May, with 
case studies due in draft by early June, and fi nalised 
by the end of June.

The Champions’ Forum (drawing together community 
champions from the four pilot sites to share experi-
ences and draw lessons) on 21 June may play a role 
in the evaluation.

A draft report will be submitted by the end of July for 
comment, and the report will be fi nalised by the end 
of August.

Reference documents

Project materials to be consulted in framing the 
evaluation include:

CEPF logical framework.

City/TMF contracts.

Reports to funders and funder comments on these 
reports: biannual narrative reports to CEPF and Phase 
2 reports to City.

Soal, S. & Van Blerk, R. 2005. Report to Cape Flats 
Nature on the outcome of an evaluation.

Roll-out strategy outputs.

Financial strategy.

Memorandum of Understanding.

Hill, S. 2006. Networking people and nature in the 
city.

Videos: Cape Flats Nature: biodiversity for the people; 
Bridging the gap: new conservators speak; Networking 
people and nature in the city.

Case study fi le.

Press clips fi le.

“
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Principles underpinning a social development approach to evaluation (extract-
ed from CDRA’s website)

Learning and accountability

External evaluation should enable both learning and accountability. Learning is to search out 
understanding, insight, knowledge or skill through refl ecting on experience. Accountability is a 
transparent story of one’s successes and failures. When working with small-scale social change 
(where work occurs in the realm of the invisible, personal and interpersonal), organisational learn-
ing is the most reliable route into external accountability. In CDRA, we have discovered that when 
we share our own fi eld experiences for the purpose of learning and improving future practice, ac-
countability happens. It fl ows naturally. But we also know that when the spotlight is on ‘Account-
ability’ (with a capital ‘A’), the liberty to be vulnerable shrivels, and the need to prove success 
or failure dominates. The outcome? Superfi cial learning and accountability; a neat report for the 
donor; a tick in the manager’s to-do column.

Quantitative and qualitative measures

In this approach to evaluation, quantitative and qualitative measures are combined. Ideally, if or-
ganisations have mechanisms for feedback and data collection, basic quantitative information on 
‘outputs’ is available as a starting point for the evaluation. If not, the evaluation has to begin with 
generating some of the required information, and if time allows, recommend systems for future 
use. However, where feedback on ‘quality’ and strategic appropriateness is sought and where 
different strategies are valued in different ways, quantitative measures are insuffi cient. Qualitative 
measures and an approach that draws on the understanding of all involved are far more effective 
in providing a meaningful indication of impact and value.

Measuring impact—evaluation or research?

Measuring the impact of developmental interventions is critical to the process of learning and ac-
counting. It is possible and necessary to collaboratively measure impact, quantitatively and quali-
tatively, on those directly involved in and directly impacted by the intervention, and from which 
one can strategically argue or anticipate the likely contribution of that intervention to change 
downstream1. But measuring or proving impact downstream, scientifi cally for governments, on the 
ultimate ‘benefi ciaries’ and wider, is considerably more complex and not a task that practitioners 
can be expected to take on as part of their direct evaluations in practice.

Practitioners may be able to demonstrate and illustrate impact downstream through following 
up particular case studies, but scientifi cally measuring impact downstream requires developmen-
tal research, requiring skills, resources and time that they do not normally have. Donors have to 
fund research for this impact on ultimate and wider ‘benefi ciaries’, relieving the pressure on M&E 
systems, but contributing the research to their learning and enabling practitioners to focus on 
evaluation for practice development.

Participation

Essentially, evaluation for learning does not substitute for facts and fi gures—but goes beyond it. 
It is quite literally ‘formative’ as participants’ understanding of their work or experience is deep-
ened—formed—through the process of evaluation. An evaluation ‘fi nding’ is arrived at through a 
form of structured conversation, a process of questioning, listening, making meaning and deepen-
ing understanding. This kind of ‘fi nding’ is both a valuable and valid one. It builds on the logic of 
‘doing is knowing’, and validates the knowledge generated by considered experience.

1  Outcomes mapping
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The central and most important source of information in developmental external evaluation is 
people themselves. Their perceptions (be they refl ective of a majority viewpoint, or not) are valid 
material for the evaluation. The processes being evaluated are human processes, therefore the 
measures must be human too. Seen in this way, a ‘perception’ of impact is a form of impact in 
itself.

The external evaluator’s role is to create an environment that is conducive to real engagement. 
Engagement in self-refl ection, group exchanges and in one-on-one interviews. It is his/her role to 
help participants listen, to themselves and others, as both a form of accepting and of asking why. 
It is his/her role to help participants to view their scenarios from different perspectives, and to 
spark their dynamic for change. The evaluator is required to sink deeply into each perspective be-
ing offered, yet retain a critical and independent stance. This is what frees her/him to incorporate 
all contributions towards providing a whole picture of the organisation’s functioning and impact.

Internal and external foci

Exploration for the reasons behind things working, or not working, requires bringing the internal 
organisational aspects into play with the external factors.

The internal aspect of evaluation is helpful because it addresses those things that can be changed 
or improved upon. It frames both problems and solutions in such a way that they are within the 
reach of the organisation.

An evaluation addressing only the external might conclude that an organisation failed simply be-
cause of a shift in the external environment. However, viewed from the inside out, the evaluation 
could conclude very differently: perhaps that the organisation did not have adequate environmen-
tal scanning systems...or that it never reviewed its strategies...or that its leaders were not fulfi lling 
their duties…or that there was poor team work.

You can do something about setting up effective scanning systems. You can do something about 
that struggling leader. But you cannot control the outside world. In other words, if you make space 
to consider the internal questions alongside the external ones, the conclusions will be different 
and they will hold insights that are organisationally do-able.

Strategic connection

Finally, evaluations should be conducted with an eye on the future. If you want the evaluation to 
be of real use to your organisation, the implications of all the fi ndings and potential solutions must 
be teased out. So, team work is poor. How might things be done better? What has to change? 
What would that mean for individuals and for the organisation?

Final recommendations should incorporate the outcome of this refl ection and learning and specify 
the subsequent ‘ideal’ goals (strategic and organisational), as well as the processes and paths to be 
followed to begin reaching those ideals.

(Soal et al. 2007)
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Exercise: Drawing up a terms of reference document

REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING
RAELIN, J. 2000. Work-based learning. Prentice Hall, Upper Saddle River, NJ.

RANDEL, M. 2002. Planning for monitoring and evaluation. Olive Publications, Durban.

SENGE, P. 1994. The fi fth discipline fi eldbook. Nicholas Brealey, London.

SHAPIRO, J. 1995. Financial management for self-reliance: a manual on managing the fi nances of a non-profi t organisation.
Olive Publications, Durban.

SOAL, S., HILL, S. & REELER, D. 2007. Evaluation: a developmental approach. http://www.cdra.org.za (accessed January 
2008).

Taking into account the different types of evaluations, is it time for you to conduct a formal evalua-
tion of the project?

If yes, consider the following questions:

What is the purpose of the evaluation?

What level of objectives are being evaluated?

What are the intended outputs of the evaluation?

Who will manage the evaluation process?

Will it be an internal or external evaluation? Or a combination of both?

Draw up a draft terms of reference document.

In SummaryIn Summary
In Section 4 we:

Looked at the process of comparing actual achievements against planned achievements and 
how this applies to outcomes, outputs and enabling factors.

Introduced tools to assist the project team and stakeholders to fi nd common ground on 
the reasons for signifi cant differences between what was planned and what monitoring 
reveals as having been achieved.

Explored the value of formal evaluations and, in particular, how social development practi-
tioners would approach an evaluation.

This stage of the M&E process is critical, as it forms the bridge between refl ection on the 
events and experiences of the past, and future action. It does this by investigating the signifi -
cance of what has happened.

Section 5 takes this one step further by looking at the way to identify recommendations and 
the decision-making process for acting on the analysis.
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There are two factors that are important for taking action once you have a good analysis of the 
information you have collected: drawing out recommendations and effective decision-making. The 
value of a formal evaluation (whether it is conducted internally or with the support of external 
consultants) is that it helps to create the time and space for these ideas to be identifi ed and fur-
ther explored. There are some broad categories into which recommendations typically fall and 
which can be used to think through the future of the project, even in the absence of a formal evalu-
ation process. They are discussed below.

The likelihood of new actions being adopted and real changes being introduced into the project 
relies on effective decision-making. In particular, it is important to consider who should be part of 
the decision-making process, and what is being decided.

 Section 5: ACTING ON THE ANALYSIS

By the end of this section, you will have:

A framework for identifying different types of recommendations.

Explored different components of the decision-making process.

Looked at how decision-making occurs in groups.

Been introduced to the notion of ‘resistance’.
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5.1 DRAWING OUT RECOMMENDATIONS

In this step, we start to shift our focus from past experiences towards future actions. This involves 
responding to any signifi cant changes in the project and its environment by:

Developing specifi c recommendations for follow-up action by project staff.

Identifying general lessons from this experience that might be relevant in other contexts.

Applying insights from one part of the project to other parts of your work can help you to avoid 
encountering the same problems in the future. This can also help you to respond to the changing 
context in which you now fi nd yourself, allowing changes to the project plans that take account of 
your environment.

Now that you are aware of any signifi cant changes, and understand why they have occurred, this 
part of the project monitoring process allows you to ask:

Are there any signifi cant consequences for your project?

Should you do anything differently in future?

What specifi c recommendations do you have for decision-makers?

Any recommendations you develop should be viewed as experiments. You do not know if the 
proposed ‘fi x’ will achieve the desired result and what will happen. But by adopting an experimen-
tal attitude as you consider possible responses and develop your recommendations, rather than 
‘we must get this right’, you encourage innovation and risk-taking. This can help you to identify 
responses that you might not normally have considered, allowing you to accomplish more than you 
had considered possible.

Identifying recommendations

Now that you have a better idea of what is happening, and why, you may want to respond in an ap-
propriate way. Your response may help keep the project on track towards its objectives, or it may 
bring about a change in the project’s objectives.

By drawing on the lessons you have identifi ed, you may identify practical steps you can take in re-
sponse to the changing environment. Should you:

Keep doing?

 Do more of or less of…

 Do in different locations…

Stop doing?

Start doing?

What kinds of changes can you recommend?

Recommendations for change can be viewed as a process of ‘steering’ the project around any iden-
tifi ed obstacles that might prevent it from reaching its destination. If any changes are needed, they 
should be made in proportion to the obstacles you are trying to avoid.

»

»
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One helpful way to decide on steering changes, is to consider the following four options:

No intervention

No response will be necessary when there is no signifi cant change between the planned and 
the actual status of the project.

Corrective action

This is appropriate when there is a difference between the planned and the actual status that 
can be corrected relatively easily by:

 Adjusting or repeating certain activities.

or

 Re-allocating inputs (such as fi nancial resources and staff).

Re-plan or adjust the plans

This change can be introduced when there is a signifi cant deviation from the planned status that 
cannot be corrected immediately. Responding to the deviation may require making changes in 
the project plan at the levels of:

 Development Goal or Project Purpose objectives.

 Outputs and Activities.

 Inputs.

Discontinue the project or individual project components

This extreme action may be necessary when the monitoring shows that the project’s objectives 
cannot be achieved with the current intervention strategy and resources.

Three, instead of four, consultative meetings were held with the landowners. They are in agreement with the 
proposed plan of action regarding the removal of alien vegetation on their land.

(Source: Project Developers’ Forum, 18–19 March 2008)

The project was unable to secure meetings with the community representatives in the time allocated. The 
remoteness of these communities and the bad roads contributed to this. Meetings have been re-scheduled for 
the next quarter.

(Source: Project Developers’ Forum, 18–19 March 2008)

One of the communities with whom the project is working is tied up in a complicated land claim. Instead of 
asking community members to dedicate all their time to maintenance of hiking trails, the project has re-allocated 
some of this time to supporting community reps in understanding their rights and the legal processes they have 
to follow.

(Source: Project Developers’ Forum, 18–19 March 2008)
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Exercise: Steering the project—different options

An evaluation of the project highlighted a number of problems with the income-generating aspects of the project. 
It was decided to discontinue with this stream of work until more information and research was available on 
what is viable in the area.

(Source: Project Developers’ Forum, 18–19 March 2008)

Look back at the various phases of the project in which you are involved. Can you fi nd examples from 
your own experience of the four categories of recommendations?

No intervention.

Corrective action.

Re-plan or adjust the plans.

Discontinue the project or individual project components.

What were your reasons (or thinking) for taking these different courses of action? Knowing what you 
know now, would you take a different course of action?
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5.2 EFFECTIVE DECISION-MAKING

A key purpose of learning is to inform effective decision-making by providing timely and relevant 
analysis. The decisions that are made on the basis of this analysis can support adaptive management 
by introducing necessary changes to the project plan and to the supporting budget.

The decision-making process builds on the recommendations that have been developed, respond-
ing to signifi cant changes identifi ed during the monitoring process. This will result in a clear justifi -
cation for any proposed changes to the plan and budget.

Who will decide?

It is important to clarify who will be involved in decisions about changes because:

Representation of important stakeholders increases ownership and support for decisions.

It will allow different views to be considered during the decision-making process.

It can reduce delays by assigning certain decisions to staff more closely involved in project im-
plementation.

If an Operations Manual or Policy Document is developed at the start of the project, it can include 
a section on decision-making responsibilities and processes. Such a document should be reviewed 
occasionally to keep it up to date with any changes that have taken place in the organisation.

The manual or policy should identify the decisions to be made by:

 Staff.

 Management.

 The board or steering group of the project.

In consultation with:

 The target group, benefi ciaries, donors and other stakeholders.

The principle of subsidiarity should be kept in mind when deciding how decisions will be made. 
According to this principle, solutions to problems should be identifi ed and acted on as close to the 
source of the problem as possible.

If you act on the basis of this principle, each succeeding level of management will only deal with 
the problems that cannot be resolved at a lower level. This can relieve management from a great 
burden of having to approve all changes. It also means that management can focus on dealing with 
blockages in the system that cannot be addressed at a lower level.

This principle also supports the view that the focus of M&E is on providing project staff with timely 
information for implementing the plan. If all decisions have to be passed through the project’s man-
agement hierarchy, the staff may be blocked from developing appropriate and timely responses to 
emerging problems.

»

»

»

»
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How will decisions be made?

Agreement on who will take various decisions will not, by itself, result in healthy decision-making 
processes. It is also important to pay attention to the way the decisions will be made.

It is useful to keep in mind that organisational culture has an important infl uence on M&E. An or-
ganisational culture that is open to feedback, curious and respectful of others, will support timely 
decision-making that includes the views of interested stakeholders. The participation of these 
stakeholders can end up having little or no infl uence if a small group ultimately takes decisions in 
an autocratic manner. There may be times when decisions have to be taken quickly, without much 
time for consultation with affected stakeholders. There may be other occasions when legal or con-
tractual requirements direct the process, overriding the views of certain stakeholders.

There are a number of methods that a group can use to make decisions. Some of these options are 
identifi ed on the following pages.

What is being decided?

Decision-makers are being asked to approve a recommended change. They may discuss whether or 
not they think that the recommendation is appropriate to the change that it is responding to. They 
may want to look at the information that has been used to make the analysis. If major changes are 
being recommended, the decision-makers may want to carry out a diagnostic study to be sure that 
that this is an appropriate response.

Decision-makers may want to adapt the recommendation. It would be helpful to consult with the 
people who made the analysis to be sure that they are not overlooking some important reasons 
for the initial recommendations.

When the decision to approve a recommendation is made, it will be necessary to ensure that it is 
properly embedded in the project by identifying:

Who will carry it out?

Assign responsibility for implementing any changes.

By when should it be implemented?

Clarify how much time the implementers will have to make the changes.

How will the changes be monitored?

Agree on the indicators that will be used to check whether or not the recommendation has 
been implemented, and whether it is having the desired infl uence on the project and its context.

Will people support the decision?

If staff are to implement the decisions in the ways intended, they need to understand the reasoning 
behind the decisions. This is more likely to happen if staff are also involved in the process of col-
lecting and analysing information. No matter to what extent staff have been involved, communica-
tion still plays an important role in ensuring that people are clear about why decisions have been 
made, and what is expected of them. Staff may be reluctant, for a range of reasons, to carry out the 
decisions. It will be important to assess why this resistance has developed, so that an appropriate 
response can be developed.
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Why resistance matters

Resistance is any force that slows or stops movement. People resist in response to something. This 
could be in response to something we do, or to something we propose. Changes do not fail because of 
resistance—they often fail because of the way in which we respond to resistance.

Three levels of resistance can be identifi ed.

Level 1: Based on information
(‘I don’t understand it.’)

This level of resistance is based on the information, the facts, fi gures and ideas, the presentations 
and the logical arguments that are often used to persuade people that change is necessary. A typical 
response is to offer even more information when something completely different is called for.

Level 2: Physiological and emotional reactions to the change
(‘I don’t like it.’)

This level of resistance is based on fear—people fear that they will lose face, friends, perhaps even 
their jobs. This fear is physiological and can be triggered without conscious awareness. People ex-
periencing these symptoms have a diminished ability to listen, and conversations can become very 
strained.

Level 3: Bigger than the current change
(‘I don’t like you.’)

People are not resisting the change in itself—they are resisting the source of the change. They may 
be resistant because of their relationship with the person or group perceived as responsible for the 
change, and whom they are seen to represent. Level 3 resistance is also the area of cultural, religious 
and racial differences. It is unlikely that people will place much value on the ideas and opinions of 
the other side.

The challenge in working with resistance is to become aware of the level from which the resistance is 
coming, and to deal with it through appropriate strategies. Level 1 tactics of communication will seldom 
work at Level 2 and 3.

(Maurer, undated; Thaw 2002)
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Exercise: Working with resistance

Having read the piece on ‘Why resistance matters’, make some notes on the following:

Where have you encountered resistance?

What was your response to this resistance?

What do you think was the value of this resistance?
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How do you make decisions?

Different methods for decision-making in groups have been identifi ed. The chosen method should be 
appropriate in the context you face, taking account of such factors as the time available, the past his-
tory of the group, the kind of task on which you are working, and the kind of climate you are trying to 
develop in the group.

Decision by lack of response

Group members may offer ideas for the group to consider. If there is no response to the idea, the 
group’s lack of response is an effective decision not to support the idea.

Decision by formal authority

The group may set up or inherit a power structure in which it is understood that someone in 
authority will make the decisions. While group members can generate and discuss ideas, the 
authority fi gure will make the decisions when she or he feels that they have heard enough 
information as a base for the decision.

Decision by self-authorisation or minority

A small number of group members may make suggestions that result in decisions without the 
consent of the majority of the members. If there are no responses to the suggestions, the silence is 
taken as support for the decision. This assumption may be wrong, especially if people feel reluctant 
to be seen as the only voice opposing the suggestion or delaying the group from making a decision.

Decision by majority rule

Members of the group can vote on a proposal or share their views, and if there is a majority view, 
it is taken as a decision by the group. However, the decision may not have a high level of support if 
some group members feel that there was insuffi cient time to discuss the ideas before voting took 
place, or that the issue was too important to be decided on the basis of majority voting.

Decision by consensus

Decisions by consensus occur when the group has had suffi cient time to discuss the issue, with all 
the members feeling that they have had a fair chance to infl uence the decision. Communication plays 
an important role, as group members are more likely to support a decision with which they do not 
fully agree if they feel that the group has listened to their concerns.

Decision by unanimous consent

The decision is made with the full support of all the group members. While this may be necessary in 
certain key decisions about the project, it will not always be appropriate. It can be a very ineffi cient 
way to make decisions, as it could delay the group from reaching a conclusion.

(Schein 1999)
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In SummaryIn Summary
In Section 5 we:

Provided a simple framework that can be used to identify different possible scenarios for 
the future of the project.

Explored various elements that contribute to effective decision-making in project teams and 
some sources of resistance that may block the implementation of decisions.

Completed the phases in the action learning cycle.

This stage of the M&E process allows for new actions to take place that build upon the insights 
and learning that have been generated along the way. In looking at this, we have also drawn 
attention to some of the obstacles that may be encountered in moving from experience and 
understanding to actual changes in the way the project does things.
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While the notion of reporting is most commonly associated with donor requirements, most 
projects have a range of stakeholders who want to be kept informed and to whom the project is 
accountable. Keeping them up-to-date is important so that they can support critical decisions that 
the project might have to make in the future.

Project-level reporting serves the needs of a number of stakeholders by:

Generating the inputs required for programme-level monitoring.

Meeting the very specifi c requirements of small grant-funders.

Acting as a vehicle for accountability to the community in which the project operates, both 
internal (staff) and external (benefi ciaries, target group, interested and affected parties).

Acting as a vehicle for communicating the learning to the project’s partners and peers.

The reporting needs of each of these stakeholders are likely to differ in respect of both format and 
content. Keeping them all informed could prove to be time-consuming. Our aim here is to provide 
you with tools to develop effective and effi cient reporting systems that enable you to disseminate 
the information and learning assembled through the M&E process to all stakeholders, without du-
plication or undue effort.

 Section 6: SHARING THE LEARNING (REPORTING)

By the end of this section, you will have:

Explored the notion of accountability and the range of stakeholders to whom project reporting is 
directed.

A better understanding of what it is that the various stakeholders want to know.

A better understanding of donor reporting terminology.

Understood how sharing the learning can contribute to improvement in your own practice.

Developed a framework for more effi cient reporting within the context of your project.
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6.1 WHAT IS ACCOUNTABILITY?

Accountability is about building and maintaining relationships based on learning and mutual respect. 
Interacting with your target group, project partners and benefi ciaries as you exchange ideas, ex-
periences and offer support, provides many opportunities for practising accountability. By this we 
mean accounting to all stakeholders for what the project committed itself to achieve and for creat-
ing opportunities for the sharing of learning during the life of the project.

Accountability is also about acknowledging the support the project has received from various 
stakeholders. This can take place in different ways, but the purpose is to report to the stakeholders 
by explaining what has been accomplished with the resources that they made available to support 
the project. Their support may have been in the form of people, fi nances, equipment and supplies, 
or it may have been political (lending their support and infl uence).

What do the stakeholders want to know?

As they are involved in the project in different ways, the interests of stakeholders will differ. Meth-
ods for distinguishing between these interests during the process of developing your M&E frame-
work are discussed in Section 1. In this discussion we explore the specifi c interests of six different 
groups of stakeholders.

Benefi ciaries

Benefi ciaries are the people who ultimately benefi t from the project intervention, for example 
the people of the Cape Floristic Region. In some cases, particularly in the biodiversity conser-
vation sector, the benefi ts accrue to people indirectly because project outcomes are directed 
at measures that safeguard the environment and resources on which people depend. In such 
instances, benefi ciary interests can be served through the same reporting channels as for the 
public.

In other instances, where there are people who are direct benefi ciaries of project interventions, 
they are likely to take a closer interest in the project. They should be kept informed on what the 
project has accomplished, and would be represented in the group of interested and affected par-
ties, possibly along with members of the target group.

Target group

They are the people who are targeted by the project team as a vehicle for achieving the project 
purpose. It is possible that a representative group or committee of the project’s target group 
was formed during the project establishment phase and this is the group to whom the project 
can report.

The purpose of communicating with the target group is to:

 Report on what progress the project is making.

 Inform them of any changes in the products, goods and services that the project is delivering.

 Receive their feedback on how they perceive the quality and usefulness of your support.

Information received from this group is frequently used to assess the progress and achievements 
of the project. They are thus a key stakeholder in the process of accountability. In evaluation 
processes, they are often asked for much information and given relatively little back in return.
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While it is common to send written reports to donors, reporting to the target group can best 
be served through face-to-face interactions. This creates opportunities for you to be creative in 
the way you report to them. The most appropriate and effi cient forms of reporting are likely to 
be:

 Visual presentations of the project’s experiences and lessons, using video or electronic pro-
jection.

 Charts, diagrams and other graphic media.

In preparing the material, you should take into account the venue where the presentation will 
take place and whether the representatives will, in turn, be reporting back to other groups.

The public

The general public can be an important audience for project accountability. Rather than re-
porting simply on what has happened, this form of accountability can take place with a view 
to infl uencing the public. They can be infl uenced to do things that may be to the benefi t of the 
project and its objectives. The public can be an important source of contributions, in the form 
of donations and volunteers. Changes in behaviour and attitudes can help shape public percep-
tions about the issues that the project is addressing, thereby enhancing its broader impact.

Members of the public who are policy-makers, even if they are not connected to the project in 
any way, are a potentially signifi cant audience for project reporting. They include elected offi cials, 
such as members of parliament at national and regional levels and city councillors, as well as ap-
pointed offi cials of government departments and agencies. By bringing the project’s experiences 
and lessons to their attention, they can be infl uenced to make changes in policy, legislation and 
operational requirements that will benefi t a much larger population than the project could 
reach directly.

This group is likely to be interested in:

 The changes that have occurred as a result of the project’s intervention.

 The impact of the project on the lives of benefi ciaries and the target group.

 The potential replicability of the project.

The most appropriate and effi cient forms of reporting to this group are likely to be:

 Visual presentations at public meetings, using video or electronic projection.

 Feature articles, reports or letters to the editor in newspapers or magazines.

 A website or page on the partner programme’s website.

Annual audits are carried out with the farmers who are participating in the programme. There could be more 
communication with them, on an ongoing basis, about their needs, and perceptions of the benefi ts of the 
programme. There is this assumption that people will be happy if they have signed up. The management plan is 
based on their original list of needs. It is likely that they are still the same, but maybe we are not tapping into 
landowner needs. Our resources do not stretch that far.

(Conservation Partnerships Programme)
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Collegial interest groups and peers

Reporting to collegial interest groups and peers results in sharing the lessons with others, and 
building support for changes in practice. Dissemination of learning might take place at different 
levels, depending on who was involved in identifying the lessons. Besides the sharing that oc-
curs within the project team (discussed in Section 2), reporting enables learning in the following 
contexts.

 Across an organisation: The organisation may host a number of projects that can benefi t 
from each other’s experience. By paying attention to sharing lessons within the organisation, 
there is a greater likelihood that the whole organisation can benefi t from the experience of 
one project.

 Between organisations: Organisations that are doing similar work can benefi t from one 
another’s experience. This can prevent organisations that work in the same sector from 
repeating mistakes already made elsewhere.

This group is likely to be interested in:

 The project’s fi ndings on the reasons for any divergence between targets and achievements, 
and the strategy for adaptation.

 Lessons relating to methodology and management systems.

 Tools that proved to be useful to the project.

 The potential replicability of the project.

Care has to be taken with the way you disseminate lessons. There is a risk that you might lose 
credibility in the eyes of your colleagues and partners if they think you are trying to impose 
lessons on them. If the lessons are to be accepted and adopted by others, it is better if they 
identify the relevance of lessons to their own context. This allows them to translate a general 
lesson to the specifi c situation they are facing.

Furthermore, the nature of conservation work may mean that the lessons include scientifi c in-
formation, survey results and other forms of technical data. It is important to think about ways 
to integrate this information into the project fi ndings (and project reports) so that it can be 
disseminated and shared with others.

Finally, the process of disseminating learning can serve as an opportunity for team learning. By 
bringing people together to review their experience and the emerging lessons, the whole group 
has an opportunity to link the learning to innovations in upcoming events and in the project 
plans.

»

»

»

»

We have annual interprovincial get-togethers, 3-day peer learning bosberaads. We use that to try to integrate 
other programme learnings.

(Conservation Partnerships Programme)
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Host programme

Most projects are embedded within a host programme. Their relationship is through their com-
mon objectives: the outputs of the project contribute to the achievement of the programme’s 
objectives. The host programme therefore needs information on the project’s achievements to 
maintain its own M&E processes.

The host programme is likely to want written reports on:

 Actual achievements relative to planned targets.

 Any proposed changes to the logframe and an explanation of the reasons for the divergence 
between targets and achievements.

The host programme may play a supportive role by facilitating the sharing of learning that 
occurs within its component projects, and offering assistance to projects that may be having 
diffi culty in complying with donor reporting, in which case it would have an interest in all the 
reporting outputs discussed here.

Donors

It is useful to remember that donors provide fi nancial support because your project is in line 
with their own objectives. They want regular written reports that describe project progress, its 
context and fi nancial history. These reports help them to assess whether resources are being 
used in line with the plans, and what progress is taking place. They, in turn, often use this infor-
mation in their own reporting to their donors and supporters.

The information that they are interested in revolves around these questions:

 Is the project achieving its planned outcomes?

 Are the resources they contributed being used in an effi cient and effective manner?

 Also, if the project is contemplating any major changes to the planned outputs or use of 
resources, what are these planned changes, and what are the reasons and motivations for 
making the changes?

Some ways to disseminate learning

Communities of practice

These forums bring together people interested in learning from one another about a common 
area of practice. Such groups can be formal or informal, operating with or without the support of 
the organisation. Some communities of practice take place in person, as people share a common 
workplace. An increasing number of such communities are making use of the internet by creating 
electronic or virtual communities that permit them to interact with people doing similar work in 
other parts of the country and around the world.

Websites

These are a more recent forum for disseminating project lessons. If the project or organisation 
has its own website on the internet, you can develop a section for ‘Emerging Lessons’. This can be 
an additional way of disseminating any writing you have done. You can also make contributions to 
websites maintained by other organisations.
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Newsletters, magazines and other media

Writing about your experience is another way to disseminate your learning. By writing and 
publishing articles in the newsletters, magazines, blogs and other media read by your colleagues, you 
have the opportunity to share your perspective on how your fellow professionals can improve their 
practice.

Seminars and conferences

You can use the opportunities provided by seminars and conferences arranged by networks and 
NGO coalitions as a further avenue to share your learning. You can prepare a presentation for 
such an event, or be part of a panel discussion in which you describe what you have been learning 
through your project experience.

Knowledge management

This is an organised way for an organisation to systematically capture and disseminate the 
knowledge that is created within the organisation. It can make it easier for staff to locate people and 
knowledge as they need it to help them solve problems they face in their work. A growing number 
of NGOs are now paying attention to knowledge management programmes, especially for sharing 
knowledge between projects and offi ces located in different geographic areas, and for informing 
the support and policy work of a central offi ce. Knowledge management relies on a strong culture 
among people in the organisation for documenting and sharing what they know with one another.

(Collison & Purcell 2004; Bellanet website)
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6.2 REPORTING FORMATS

Many donors have developed specifi c formats for written reports, and funding contracts often 
stipulate dates when reports should be submitted. It can mean much additional work for project 
staff if the project’s own formats for gathering information and internal reporting differ from those 
of the donor.

This becomes even more complicated if the project, or its host organisation, has multiple donors, 
each with its own reporting formats and timeframes. Many donors are sympathetic to the re-
porting burden faced by project staff. In some cases it may be possible to develop a common and 
agreed format for reporting that meets the accountability needs of a number of donors. For ‘small 
grants’ benefi ciaries, reporting can be framed as qualitative commentary because donors’ specifi ca-
tions are fairly loose.

Some examples of the reporting information required by small grants donors include:
 Updates on progress made against objectives.
 Evaluation of accomplishment/ successes.
 A summary describing the project’s conservation impacts.
 Progress towards the achievement of the objectives.
 Unexpected impacts.
 Intended or unintended negative consequences.
 Disappointments or failures during implementation.

It can be diffi cult for people who are not experienced in reporting to respond to open-ended 
specifi cations such as these, and as a result they may fail to provide the information that donors 
are looking for.

A framework for progress reports

While many donors have developed formats for written reports, not all donors require their grantees 
to use a specifi c format. If you have fl exibility in the way you report, or if you are trying to negotiate 
with donors for a format that is more appropriate to your needs, you might consider including the fol-
lowing elements:

 Current status of the project.

 Major activities undertaken during the period under review (tasks completed or in progress within 
each activity).

 The project’s fi nancial performance.

 Estimates of the number of benefi ciaries serviced, relative to targets, and their responses.

 Current and potential problems (this includes a description of the problems, and remedial actions 
planned or recommended).

 Project plans and schedules for major activities during the next review period.

This framework can assist your communication with donors and other stakeholders, and reveals the 
reasons why you are considering changes. The reports can themselves be used in future monitoring, as 
they will serve as a summary of what you intended to accomplish during the next period.

(Casley & Kumar 1987)
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Exercise: Using the action learning cycle for report writing

Review a recent monitoring and evaluation report produced by your project.

Assess what percentage of the report fi ts with each of the four parts of the action learning cycle:

Experience.

Refl ection.

Insight and understanding.

Planning.

Are you satisfi ed with this distribution? Are any of the components absent or underrepresented?

How might you change the way you prepare and produce reports so that they include a better distribu-
tion of the various elements of the action learning cycle?
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Unpacking reporting terminology

The most commonly used terms in donors’ reporting specifi cations are:

Progress relative to objectives

This may be phrased as ‘progress made against objectives’ or ‘progress towards the achievement 
of the objectives’. You will fi nd a description of the project’s objectives in the logframe or contract 
with the donor. The objectives are likely to be referred to as ‘results’ or ‘outputs’. In your report, 
you have to list each of these as a heading and below that objectively describe all the activities that 
have been undertaken towards achieving that result or output.

Evaluation of accomplishments or successes

Evaluation requires a comparison of what has been achieved against what was planned. The project 
plan is a useful source of reference for what was planned. Where there is a difference between the 
two, the evaluation should provide some insights as to why, and what can be learned from it. (Refer 
to Section 4.)

Below are some terms used by Small Grants Funders. Given their open-endedness, it is useful to discuss 
with your donors their understanding of the phrases and come to an agreement on the way you will 
use them in your reports.

Conservation impacts

While ‘impact’ is sometimes used to refer to a long-term goal, in the context of project-reporting 
it is an enquiry into the immediate impact that the project is having in its local context. What is the 
project contributing immediately towards the long-term goal of biodiversity conservation?

Unexpected impacts

Sometimes projects have positive outcomes that were not envisaged or intended in the project plan. 
These ‘side-effects’ or ‘by-products’ may represent important benefi ts and can be extremely useful 
learning opportunities.

Intended or unintended negative consequences

Just as a project may generate unexpected benefi ts, so too can it result in unexpected negative 
consequences. In some cases, negative consequences may have been anticipated as intended and 
unavoidable outcomes of a project intervention.

Disappointments or failures during implementation

This category of information provides the opportunity for presenting information about the ab-
sence of enabling factors that may have impacted on the project’s progress or success.

The last three of the above terms represent opportunities for the reporter to explore the ‘why’ of any 
divergence between planned and actual outputs and lay the foundation for motivating for a change to 
the project plan.
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6.3 FINDING COMMON GROUND

By analysing elements of the previous discussion, we can see that there is some overlap in the 
interests of the different stakeholders:

Reporting content
Target 
group

Public/
bene-

fi ciaries Peers
Host pro-
gramme Donors

Progress relative to objectives

Localised impact of project outputs

Potential replicability of the project

Lessons relating to methodology and 
management systems

Tools that were useful to the project

Effi ciency and effectiveness of resource 
use

Reasons for divergence between targets 
and achievements, and strategies for 
adaptation

Appropriate format for reporting Presentation Written

The information needed by the host programme is a subset of the information needed by the do-
nors, both of which are written reports.

Likewise, in preparing presentations for the general public, the content would be the same as for 
benefi ciaries, with some of the more detailed information on localised and direct benefi ts and 
impacts omitted.

The sharing of information with collegial interest groups and peers is likely to be focused on learn-
ing, and presented in the context of a seminar, conference or similar collegial gathering. As with any 
audience, it is important that the material is tailored to the needs and interests of this particular 
group, even though there may be overlap with material used for benefi ciaries, for example. Herein 
lies its usefulness: this may be the only opportunity that project staff have for the kind of objectivity 
and refl ection that is needed to derive lessons from project practice. By encouraging staff to partic-
ipate in these events, and to prepare papers and articles that disseminate the learning, the organisa-
tion benefi ts, not only from the exposure, but also from the refl ection that is enabled through the 
process of preparing the material.

Whether reporting content and format is externally imposed or driven by communications-based 
criteria, a common set of normative principles apply to project reporting at all levels, inter alia:

Reporting should draw directly from information gathered through M&E activities. Project de-
velopers should not be required to report on aspects that have not been monitored. Reporting 
requirements thus have to become an informing aspect in the design of the M&E framework.
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Over-reporting leads to reporting fatigue. Reporting formats should have clearly stated objec-
tives and include only fi elds that will actually be useful to the users of the information. The 
frequency and timing of reporting should coincide with related activities in the project cycle. 
Duplication in reporting (to the various constituencies) should be avoided.

Communicating with your key audiences

The challenge of communicating with different audiences is to promote a dialogue between the organi-
sation and its stakeholders, and to prevent reporting from being a one-way fl ow of information.

Bridging communication gaps

Differences in the status and background of stakeholders, which complicate the communication 
process, can be addressed with time, and with appropriate attitudes and behaviour.

Aggregating lessons

The tension between presenting broad conclusions that feed strategy and policy work, and the rich-
ness that lies in the detail of local situations.

Reaching out

Drawing the attention of specifi c groups to new lessons in credible and relevant ways.

Communication in reverse

Feeding back to informants the decisions taken as a result of their contributions to the monitoring 
process.

(Barnard & Cameron 2000)
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Exercise: Building a matrix of your project’s reporting requirements

By analysing the requirements of each of the stakeholders to whom your project is accountable, you will 
be able to identify the commonalities that will enable you to streamline your reporting system.

PROJECT STAKEHOLDERS:

AREAS OF INTEREST:

Progress relative to objectives

Localised impact of project outputs

Potential replicability of the project

Lessons relating to methodology and management systems

Tools that were useful to the project

Effi ciency and effectiveness of resource use

Reasons for divergence between targets and achievements, 
and proposals for adaptation

PRESENTATION FORMAT:

WRITTEN FORMAT:

Commonalities:
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In SummaryIn Summary
In Section 6 we:

Examined the accountability interests of the various stakeholders and identifi ed what this 
means for project reporting.

Identifi ed the common areas and hierarchy of information needed for reporting purposes.

Looked in more detail at:

 Ways of disseminating learning across the organisation and between organisations.

 A generic framework for reporting on progress.

 The terminology commonly used in donor reporting.

 Methods for communicating with your key audience.

Provided a matrix form to help you to analyse your project’s reporting requirements.

By interacting with stakeholders and professional colleagues, you create the opportunity for re-
fl ection and learning in your own practice and for your experience to infl uence the thinking and 
actions in other organisations. Their experience of introducing your ideas will stimulate their 
own refl ection and learning, resulting in ongoing improvements in their practice and impact.

»

»

»

»
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This handbook has introduced a number of ideas and resources that can help you as you prepare 
to assess your work by engaging in a monitoring and evaluation process. We have also offered ma-
terial to assist you in becoming more mindful about your practice of project M&E.

There is no magic formula that you can follow to develop an effective project monitoring system 
and practice. We have introduced a broad framework and outlined the elements of an approach 
to your M&E practice that can be adapted to fi t the needs and context of your project and your 
organisation.

As you explore this issue further, remember that M&E takes place to support the implementation 
of your project. It does so by allowing you to step back from your work occasionally to consider 
what you have achieved, and the changing context in which you are situated. M&E exists to serve 
the project—it should not develop a life of its own, independent of the information and refl ection 
needs of the project.

Ultimately, M&E can provide you with insight and perspective. It can help you to fi nd things in your 
work to value, and to identify practices to change. By refl ecting on your work and your achieve-
ments, you will be equipped with resources to begin a new cycle of analysis and planning, devel-
oping new projects to support people in conserving biodiversity and meeting their development 
needs.

We hope that you have found this component of the SANBI Biodiversity Series helpful in your prac-
tice and work. The ongoing cycle of planning, implementation and refl ection allows us to be con-
tinual learners, both as individuals and as organisations. And this can only be to the benefi t of the 
people with whom we work and the environments in which we work.

 CONCLUSION
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There is an extensive virtual library that can provide more information, resources, approaches and 
tools that complement this handbook. The material presented in the handbook draws on two main 
traditions:

Participatory Learning and Action (PLA)

The PLA tradition builds on the experience of participatory tools such as Participatory Rural 
Appraisal (PRA). It promotes the use of methods in a participatory manner, allowing respond-
ents to be involved in deciding which methods are appropriate, designing them, and collecting 
information. By involving participants in the analysis of information for signifi cant changes, there 
is a greater likelihood that project stakeholders, as well as project staff, will learn from the ex-
perience.

A related practice has been developing among development practitioners in many countries in 
recent years. It is known as Participatory Monitoring and Evaluation (PME).

Social Sciences

Some development practitioners and researchers are interested in people, groups and organisa-
tions, and the relationships between them and their surrounding environment. They have de-
veloped tools to allow them to investigate what has taken place, and what people think about 
these things. While the tools can collect quantitative or qualitative information, many practition-
ers are more interested in qualitative information.

These two traditions are built on a strong conceptual foundation and have been improved through 
many years of fi eld-based application by practitioners all over the world. However, some adaptation 
may be needed to ensure that they fi t your specifi c context.

A number of toolkits and books that provide additional detail on various methods for project 
monitoring and evaluation have been written in recent years. They provide more extensive de-
scriptions and examples than what is possible in the space available in this handbook. Readers are 
encouraged to make use of these resources for more explanation on the methods outlined on the 
previous pages.

DfID 2002. Tools for development. London, UK.

This toolkit contains a helpful overview of approaches and techniques that can be useful for ef-
fective project implementation. Available at www.dfi d.gov.uk/pubs/fi les/toolsfordevelopment.pdf.

FEUERSTEIN, M.T. 1986. Partners in evaluation: evaluating development and community pro-
grammes with participants. Macmillan, London.

This book provides a wide range of methods for participatory monitoring and evaluation. Writ-
ten in an easy-to-understand format, with clear illustrations. A subsidised edition of the book is 
available at low cost from www.talcuk.org.

GUIJT, I. 1998. Participatory monitoring and impact assessment of sustainable agriculture ini-
tiatives. SARL Discussion Paper No. 1. International Institute for Environment and Development 
(IIED), London.

This handbook describes the author’s experience in developing key elements of an approach to 
project monitoring. It details 20 methods, and is available from www.iied.org.

FURTHER READING
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IUCN. PME course documents.

Available at http://www.iucn.org/themes/eval/documents2/pme_concepts/pme_short_train-
ing_course_01.pdf.

IUCN. Evaluation handbook (on managing an external evaluation).

Available at http://www.iucn.org/themes/eval/documents2/eval_handbook/handbook_eng.pdf.

Material made available by the Network of Networks on Impact Evaluation (NONIE).

http://www.worldbank.org/ieg/nonie/docs/IE_statement_draft.doc.
http://www.worldbank.org/ieg/nonie/docs/guidelines subgroup 2.doc.

ODI 2005. Successful communication. London, UK.

The toolkit lists a variety of practical approaches that can be used for communicating a 
project’s purpose and messages to key stakeholders and benefi ciaries. Available at http://www.
odi.org.uk/RAPID/Publications/Documents/Comms_toolkit.pdf.

ODI 2006. Tools for Knowledge and Learning. London, UK

The booklet offers a range of tools that can be used by a project team throughout the project 
implementation process to help with internal management and quality improvements. Available 
at http://www.odi.org.uk/RAPID/Publications/Documents/KM_toolkit_web.pdf.

PRETTY, J.N., GUIJT, I., THOMPSON, J. & SCOONES, I. 1995. Participatory learning and action: a 
trainer’s guide. International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED), London.

An introduction to PLA, the guide also includes 100 exercises that can be used in working with 
groups, gathering and analysing information, and for decision-making. Available from www.iied.
org.

WADSWORTH, Y. 1997. Do it yourself social research, edn 2. Allen & Unwin, St Leonards.

This is the second edition of a popular Australian manual, full of practical advice on how to use 
many of the common social science research tools, such as interviews and surveys. Available 
from www.allen-unwin.co.au.
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INTRODUCTION

In this guide we suggest ways of using it for the purpose of training and building the capacity of 
others in M&E. In particular, it is aimed at project managers who are interested in building the M&E 
capacity of project staff. It is also intended for project developers who are helping to support new 
project managers in developing their M&E skills and understanding.

The guidelines are presented as exercises and process tips for dealing with key topics in each sec-
tion of the handbook.

The fi rst, self-refl ective introductory exercise is intended to immerse project managers and staff 
in their own experience of M&E, before they start to develop a plan for the project. It is also an 
exercise that project developers could use for themselves.

Exercise

 Appendix 1: GUIDELINES FOR TRAINERS

1. Think back over your personal and working life, trying to identify all experiences of monitoring and 
evaluating. Consider the following questions:

 When have you been an active participant in M&E? When have you been a recipient?

 What were these signifi cant events, e.g. exams, driving test, performance appraisal?

 What were the roles you played?

 Classify the evaluation into types, e.g. internal, external or self-evaluation.

 What were the contexts of each evaluation?

2. Map this information out in whatever way works best for you, e.g. a timeline or a mind map.

3. Make notes on these questions:

 What have I learnt about M&E during my life?

 What claims can I make about M&E (things I know to be true)?

 What questions do I have?

(Source: Project Developers’ Forum, 18–19 March 2008)
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There are a number of different themes that can be explored in this section. We have identifi ed 
four key themes.

Theme 1—Working with questions as a basis for developing a plan
Here we focus on developing an M&E plan, using questions to guide the formulation of the plan. 
The questions encourage thinking and in-depth inquiry about what the project is generally try-
ing to achieve, as well as the specifi c components of M&E. For example, who will co-ordinate 
M&E? How? When? and so on.

It is likely that even if someone is relatively new to M&E, they will have some experience to 
draw on. Furthermore, for project managers who are formally adopting an M&E system for the 
fi rst time, there are likely to be existing practices in the project that can feed directly into this 
framework.

Therefore a fi rst step in supporting someone who is developing an M&E plan is to help them to 
identify what is already in place, and what is currently happening.

Exercise

Theme 2—Developing indicators

Developing indicators requires rigour and creativity. Rigour ensures that indicators are precise 
and measurable, and creativity is needed to identify indicators that can be measured in the 
required time, with the available resources and capacity.

 Section 1: DEVELOPING AN M&E PLAN

1. Introduce the eight key questions identifi ed in the handbook Section 1: Developing an M&E plan, 
page 12.

2. Provide a brief explanation of what each question is asking for. In some cases, you might have to 
give reminders about terminology. For example, when looking at the objectives of the project, you 
could use this as an opportunity to clarify the ‘hierarchy’ of objectives that are used in the Logical 
Framework Approach (LFA). For question 2 (Who will use the information collected?), you could 
help them understand the different categories of end-users by naming them, i.e. benefi ciaries, 
target group, project staff, management and donors. For question 3 (How are indicators used and 
developed?), you might check that participants understand the difference between quantitative and 
qualitative indicators, and so on.

3. Ask the individual or group to spend one hour working on their own, or in pairs, making brief notes 
on what is currently in place in their project regarding the eight questions.

4. Debrief the exercise by asking:

 How well do we understand our project? Are there any areas where we would benefi t from 
knowing more about our project? (‘Reviewing your objectives’ on page 16, could also be used 
to check understanding of the project.)

 What are the strengths of our existing M&E activities?

 Where are there gaps?

 What can we do to address these gaps?

 Who can help us with this?

 By when?
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Before you begin, check that there is shared understanding of LFA terms within the project. (It 
is likely that project staff will have some familiarity with the language.) Draw out their under-
standing of the key terms: objectives, outcomes, outputs and indicators.

From this basis, it is possible to develop useful project indicators.

Exercise

Theme 3—Unpacking the notion of ‘participation’

This theme helps project managers and staff to understand what participation means for differ-
ent stakeholders in the M&E process, and how this can be better managed. Appropriate plan-
ning of participation is important so as not to overburden stakeholders, or alternatively, to miss 
out on vital information and opportunities for analysing and acting on it in a participatory way.

Exercise

1. Explore the different aspects of quantitative and qualitative indicators, generating examples of each.

2. Identify the level of project objectives for which you want to develop indicators.

3. Follow the guidelines on ‘How do you develop indicators?’ on page 24.

1. Ask for examples of the benefi ts of adopting a participatory approach to M&E. Ask for examples 
where participation of stakeholders can be negative.

2. Display a familiar example of a project matrix.

3. Present the different phases of the M&E process:

 Develop the plan.

 Gather the information.

 Analyse the information.

 Act on the analysis.

 Share the learning.

4. Develop the matrix on page 32 of the handbook interactively, on a white board or fl ipchart paper. 
Ask these questions during this process:

 Who should participate at the different points in the M&E process?

 What can they contribute?

 How will it benefi t them?

 Will they be end-users of the information gathered?

 Will specialised technical capabilities be needed?

 What can be done to ensure maximum participation of different stakeholders?

 When will the different phases in the M&E process happen?

 Is specifi c information needed for regular management meetings?

 Is the sequencing of different activities important?

 Are there set review dates?

 When are informants available?

 Are project staff available to carry out M&E work?

5. Discuss participation in the M&E process using this stimulus question: ‘What are the management 
responsibilities for ensuring participatory M&E?’
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Theme 4—The action learning cycle

Learning from experience is the desired outcome of our ongoing work, and lies at the heart 
of a good M&E system. This learning does not happen automatically. Rather it requires that we 
take some time to look back, to ask important questions, to make meaning of the data gathered 
through refl ection, to plan to make changes in our practice and then to implement these chang-
es. The action learning cycle is one model of learning that provides a set of steps to ensure that 
learning does take place as a result of our experience.

Exercise

1. It is often said that ‘we learn from our experience’. Discuss this with the group and then request 
the individual or group to identify ‘a slice of experience’, or ‘an incident in time’, that is common to 
all in the group. It must arise from their work situation.

2. Ask the individual or group to write down a description of what happened, and then share it. 
Collaboratively build a description of the incident on a fl ipchart.

3. Pose refl ection-type questions, referring to ‘the action learning cycle’ on page 37 of the handbook. 
Again, note the answers on the fl ipchart.

4. Facilitate a conversation about what insight and understanding can be drawn from what happened.

5. Ask individuals to draw up a plan to act on the insights gained.

6. Ask individuals to describe the planned actions to one another.

7. Present the diagram of the action learning cycle. Relate it to the steps just followed and to the M&E 
process.
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This section of the handbook further develops the conceptual and practical aspects of learning 
within an M&E context.

Theme 1—Learning concepts

Understanding how learning happens and exploring some learning concepts helps us to be 
more conscious of the way we think and process information received via our different senses. 
These patterns of processing could either enhance or limit learning, and so impact on our moti-
vation to change and develop our practice in the fi eld.

A fi rst step in encouraging our openness to ‘learning through doing’ is to understand our men-
tal models.

Exercise

 Section 2: LEARNING

1. Display a simple picture of the outline of two people facing one another. Inside each of their heads 
is a completely different shape—one has a whirl shape, the other a daisy shape with petals attached 
to a clear centre. A common thought bubble reads, ‘You think funny!’ Have a conversation about 
how different thought patterns could help or hinder learning and change.

2. Present a brief outline of Single-loop learning and generate some examples from joint experience.

3. Present a brief outline of Double-loop learning and generate some examples from joint experience.

4. Display two complex diagrams. One must be an example of known subject material such as an 
endangered plant species, and the other unknown material such as a combustion engine. Ask the 
individual or group to jot down their thought responses to each of the two diagrams. Write up the 
two sets of thoughts on separate fl ipcharts.

5. Make a brief presentation on Patterning and Puzzling, relating each to responses in the previous 
step.

6. Discuss how to go about facilitating learning in the project team. Finally, allow some time for 
individuals to consolidate their understanding by drawing up a set of personal facilitation guidelines.
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Theme 2—Tools for learning in the project team

The project manager also has to be the leader of learning in the project team. Being familiar 
with, and having the confi dence to use, a variety of learning tools makes it easier for project 
managers to facilitate team learning and development.

Exercise

Theme 3—How to encourage learning

It is important to identify and understand the different factors that encourage learning and to 
ensure that they are in place in the project team. It is just as important to know the blockages 
to learning, and to have the capacity to clear or reduce the impact of these hindering factors.

The busy nature of conservation work can make it diffi cult to fi nd the time to stop and learn. 
So while we often go through the technical steps required to monitor and evaluate project 
progress, individual and team learning can get neglected.

1. Request project manager/s to relax, close their eyes and imagine that they are about to learn 
about some amazing new phenomenon in the environment. Ask some leading questions to help the 
imaginative journey. Where are you? What is happening around you? What do you see? What are 
you thinking? What is this amazing new thing?

Ask them to open their eyes.

2. Provide a sheet of paper and a set of oil pastels. Ask them to draw the phenomenon. Ask them to 
work quickly and draw what comes to mind immediately rather than a detailed, precise picture. 
Invite the sharing of the pictures, and the exchange of comments.

3. Then ask, What inspired and informed the ‘thing’ or phenomenon you imagined? What helped you 
to imagine this? What in your background (your discipline, experience, skills) led you to imagining 
this phenomenon?

Open up a discussion about how, consciously or unconsciously, we draw on a particular discipline 
or fi eld of expertise to notice our environment, imagine new things and understand the world.

4. Ask manager/s to refl ect on the steps above and then list the different concepts, tools and 
frameworks they used—or would like to have used—to enhance the learning experience. Display 
the list/s and note common and unique tools listed. Use coloured markers to highlight the 
differences.

5. Make a brief presentation based on the information found on page 43, ‘Using case studies to learn 
about your conservation practice’.

6. Brainstorm a list of different learning tools. Add these to the list if they were not mentioned:

 Peer assistance.

 Debriefi ng.

 Team meetings and workshops.

 Bench marking.

Invite a brief description of these tools and refer participants to the notes on pages 45 and 46.

7. Allow time for managers to talk together to clarify opportunities to use the different team learning 
tools in the future.

8. Conduct an ‘after action review’ of this capacity-building session and conclude by referring to the 
notes on page 46.
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Exercise

1. Make conscious what drives our learning.
Request project manager/s to refl ect individually and identify for themselves the internal and 
external drivers of their learning. Out of this personal refl ection, ask them to further consider what 
they think drives their team members’ learning.

2. Factors that encourage learning.
Make a brief presentation, drawing from the notes on page 50, ‘Building a learning environment’. Ask 
project manager/s to assess which of these factors that encourage learning exist in the project/s 
they manage.

3. How to ensure that the six enabling factors are present in the project team.
Ask what steps have to be taken to strengthen these factors. Allow time for individual work. Share 
the steps and refi ne a set for each project manager.

4. Overcoming the barriers to learning.
Hold a conversation about ways to overcome the two barriers to learning (strong negative 
emotions and a bias-for-action).

5. Action steps to overcome barriers to learning.
Invite individual/s to work on action steps that they, as project managers, could take to overcome 
barriers to learning.
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Theme 1—Different types of information

Information is the fuel that drives project M&E systems. It is important to gather the informa-
tion that is needed to feed into timely and relevant decision-making, reporting and learning. The 
project plans should specify what should be monitored through the information gathering proc-
ess and the sources, or means of verifi cation (MOVs), of this information.

Different types of information are needed to measure objectives at the level of outcomes and 
outputs, as well as to track what is happening to the assumptions.

Exercise

Theme 2—Techniques for gathering information

There are a wide variety of techniques to gather information and it is important to expand the 
project manager/s repertoire. A clear set of criteria to help select the most appropriate tech-
nique for a specifi c monitoring task will help them to make decisions about which techniques 
to use in which circumstances. Each discipline has its own specifi c set of tools and techniques. 
Draw attention to this, highlighting that the tools in this section of the handbook, and in the 
handbook in general, come from the social sciences, and some specifi cally from the tradition of 
participatory learning and action (PLA).

 Section 3: GATHERING THE INFORMATION

1. Information relating to outcomes.
Present the characteristics of this information and provide some examples of different impact 
reports. Hold a conversation about what is required to gather this kind of information.

2. Information relating to outputs.
Present the characteristics of this information, then discuss some of the problems encountered 
with internal documentation, and possible solutions to this. Take into account issues of accuracy, 
lack of uniformity, and the challenge of keeping a balance between quantitative and qualitative 
information.

3. Information relating to assumptions.
Explore the importance of information that takes into account the presence or absence of external 
factors on which the success of the project is dependent. Invite project managers and staff to give 
examples of projects suffering the consequences of being unaware of changes in external factors. 
Brainstorm ways to gather the relevant information and possibly infl uence the environment.

4. Qualitative and quantitative information.
Call for examples of qualitative information and list these on a fl ipchart. Repeat the exercise for 
quantitative information. Ask participants to provide their defi nitions of both types of information. 
Hold a conversation about the pros and cons of these different types of information.

5. Primary and secondary information.
Present the characteristics of both. See if there are any examples from their own experience that 
participants can identify. Tabulate advantages and disadvantages of both and then explore ways to 
overcome the challenges.
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Exercise

1. Favoured and familiar information gathering techniques.
Request project manager/s to identify the three techniques they favour and use most often. Ask 
them to develop a brief set of pros and cons for each. Briefl y discuss these ideas.

2. Expanding the repertoire.
Present a list of 15 different techniques, giving a brief description of each. (Take note of which 
techniques have already been explored in the previous step and adjust the presentation.)

3. Selecting the appropriate technique for the task.
Present or generate a number of monitoring task scenarios and request the project manager/s to 
select appropriate techniques from the list, using the selection criteria on page 57 of the handbook 
(Timeline, Relevance and Cost-effectiveness).

4. Increasing understanding of different techniques.
Request project manager/s to take time to read through ‘A toolbox of techniques for gathering 
information’ on pages 59 to 62. Divide the list into appropriate sections and allocate to small 
groups. If working with an individual, the different sections would be worked with according to a 
schedule. For each section:

 Discuss the methods

 Develop a set of pros and cons for each

 Use the monitoring scenarios from Step 3 as a basis to design an example for each of the meth-
ods

 Write up the design on a chart

 Share designs and invite feedback and suggested improvements.

5. Summarising.
Request project manager/s to read the summary of ‘Techniques for gathering information’ on page 
58 and add to ‘Other factors to consider…….’, based on their experience, and new insights gained.

»
»
»

»
»
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Theme 3—Information management systems

In some projects, the act of gathering monitoring information becomes part of the habitual 
pattern of the work process, and its purpose and further use is not considered, or gets 
forgotten. Dusty piles of evaluation questionnaires administered after a specifi c intervention are 
a common sight in many project offi ces. It is important for a coherent information management 
system to be designed and put in place.

Exercise

1. Improving systems already in place.

Ask project manager/s to refl ect on the project they manage:

 Identify all the monitoring processes that gather information at all the levels: Outcomes level, 
Outputs level, Activities level, Input/Resource usage level

 In what form is this information collected?

 Who uses it and for what purpose?

 How do all the pieces link up?

 How is it stored and accessed when needed?

 What improvements are needed to the system?

2. What does managing the information system involve?

Present a set of issues that need to be managed (draw from the notes on pages 63 and 64 of the 
handbook) and then request managers to suggest what management interventions are required.

3. Exploring issues of quality of information.

How does one ensure the quality of information gathered? A series of small groups can work with 
these issues below, and views collected in a plenary session. (Draw on notes on pages 64 and 65 of 
the handbook).

 Accuracy.

 Representative of the whole picture (sampling).

 Overcoming potential bias.

 Comparability.

 Consistency.

4. Focus on storage and retrieval systems.

Why is a storage and retrieval system important? Present key reasons:

 Comparison purposes.

 Impact studies.

 Future needs analyses.

Discuss the pros and cons of different storage and retrieval systems. An expert in the fi eld of 
information storage and retrieval could be invited to be a resource in this session.

5. Design of an information management system.
Using an example of a project plan, request manager/s to design an information management system 
for the project. Share designs and comment.
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Theme 1—Using questions for analysis

Questions provide a critical starting point for analysing information. Being able to formulate 
good, insightful questions is a key skill for project managers.

Exercise

Theme 2—Classifying evaluations

There are many different ways to classify and understand evaluations. One simple distinction is 
that of external, internal and self-evaluation. Beyond this, there are further categories and clas-
sifi cations. It is a good idea for project managers to be familiar with the range of formal evalua-
tions available, and the terms and concepts that are used.

Exercise

Theme 3—Contracting external evaluators

The process of contracting consultants and in this case, external evaluators, is something that 
project managers in the conservation sector are frequently faced with. It can be a complex, and 
sometimes fraught, process if it is not carefully thought through.

There are a number of aspects of the contracting process that need to be managed. These 
include:

 Being clear on the objectives of the evaluation.

 Identifying a suitable consultant or team of consultants.

 Getting buy-in to the evaluation from internal and external stakeholders.

1. Ask project managers and/or staff to imagine that they are someone coming from outside to 
evaluate the project.

2. Divide them up into three groups: outcome objectives, output objectives and assumptions/enabling 
factors.

3. Invite each group to brainstorm the types of questions that could be asked to establish progress 
towards achieving these objectives, and to understand what the contributing factors are. Similarly, 
what questions need to be asked to assess assumptions?

 Section 4: ANALYSING THE INFORMATION

1. Share the different types of evaluations listed on page 76 of the handbook, and check understanding.

2. Ask whether their experience of these evaluations has been as external, internal or self-evaluation. 
Make a list of which experiences fall under which category. Note if their experiences predominantly 
fall into one category.

3. Based on these three categories, ask participants to brainstorm the different circumstances that are 
best suited to external, internal and self-evaluation. Because evaluations are predominantly external, 
push them to consider those situations in which it would be valuable to conduct internal and self-
evaluations.
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 Agreeing on the approach and methodology for the evaluation.

 Managing the budget.

 Managing the time frames.

 Managing the consultants.

Exercise

1. Debrief project managers and project staff on their previous experience of evaluations. This helps 
them to clarify what works and what does not work for them, and how they might like to do things 
differently in the future.
The ‘Sample terms of reference for an external evaluators’ on page 78 of the handbook provides a 
very thorough example of the different elements to consider.

2. Part of the contracting process is developing this TOR collaboratively with project staff and 
other important stakeholders. Assist the project manager in designing an inclusive process for the 
development of a TOR.
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Theme 1—Identifying recommendations and change

If an external evaluation has been conducted, then traditionally the recommendations for the 
project are generated by the external evaluators, with varying degrees of input from project 
staff. Increasingly, evaluations are being held and managed internally by the project itself. This 
provides an opportunity for project staff to really own and understand the issues that they are 
being faced with (internally and externally) and to generate their own solutions to these issues. 
Ensuring this kind of participatory approach to the evaluation process requires building it into 
the TOR (see Section 4 of the handbook). It also requires that project teams have the capacity 
to generate ideas, recommendations and solutions collectively.

Exercise

Theme 2—Change and resistance

It helps for project managers to know that resistance is a normal and healthy part of the proc-
ess of introducing and making change. As project managers become better able to identify 
resistance and work with it, their efforts at making change in their project will become more 
effective.

Exercise

 Section 5: ACTING ON THE ANALYSIS

1. Drawing on the simple framework on page 84, ‘Keep doing? Stop doing? Start doing?’, encourage the 
project manager to facilitate a discussion with project staff to generate some ideas and solutions to 
a particular problem the project is facing.

2. Debrief the project manager after the team session, identifying what they did well and where they 
require further support.

1. Using the resource on page 89 of the handbook, ‘Why resistance matters’, ask project managers to 
generate their own understanding of the reasons for, and source of, resistance.

2. Work with them to identify and design a strategy for dealing with a signifi cant form of resistance 
that they are encountering in their project.
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Theme 1—An expanded view of accountability

Accountability is often seen only in terms of reporting to donors. In this handbook, we have 
tried to broaden people’s notion of accountability. For example on page 94 in the handbook, 
we include not only upward accountability in our defi nition, but also downward, horizontal and 
inward accountability.

Exercise

Another practice that we have encouraged in this handbook in relation to accountability is to 
link it to learning—that we are accountable when we share the learning that the project has 
generated through its experiences. However, accountability and learning can sometimes be at 
odds with each other, particularly when accountability is equated with reporting. It becomes 
more diffi cult to share the mistakes (what did not work) and then the facts go underground.

Exercise

Theme 2—Making reporting accessible

Instead of seeing reporting as a chore, it can be seen as a valuable opportunity to create space 
for refl ection—a chance to really come to grips with the challenges and opportunities of the 
project. However, to have the space and confi dence to view reporting in this way means that 
project managers and project staff need to understand the basics of reporting.

Exercise

Finally, the exercise on page 104, ‘Building a matrix of your project’s reporting requirements’, 
can also be used to streamline the project’s reporting activities.

 Section 6: SHARING THE LEARNING

Share the defi nition of accountability (page 94 of the handbook) with project staff and discuss the 
implications of this kind of multiple accountability.

Draw out what excites people about this, as well as what some of their fears and concerns might be.

Ask project staff how they would like to make the link between learning and accountability. What do 
they think will work in their context or their environment? Where can they take some risks and be 
more radical in their approach?

1. In Section 6 of the handbook, we provide a basic framework for progress reports (page 99) and we 
unpack some common donor terminology (page 101). Use this material to open up a discussion 
with participants about their current reporting requirements. Establish where they are confi dent, 
and where they require further support.

2. Agree on steps that can be taken to build their skills and capacity, and identify who can assist in this 
process, by when.






