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How to create a monitoring and evaluation (M&E) system – step-by-step guide
What is an M&E system? 

An M&E system is often described in a document called an M&E plan. An M&E framework is one part of that plan.
Know your program

Before you start work on the M&E system it’s important that you understand as much as possible about the program itself. You need to know why the program was created, what the goals are, and how the goals will be achieved. You also need to know what all the activities, outputs and outcomes are. This information should be available in documents such as the program log frame, problem tree and/or theory of change.

Choose your indicators

The first step is to decide which indicators you will use to measure the success of your program. This is a very important step, so you should try to involve as many people as possible to get different perspectives.

You need to choose indicators for each level of your program – outputs, outcomes and goals. There can be more than one indicator for each level, although you should try to keep the total number of indicators manageable.

Each indicator should be:

· Directly related to the output, outcome or goal listed on the problem tree or log-frame.
· Something that you can measure accurately using either qualitative or quantitative methods, or your available resources.
· If possible, a standard indicator that is commonly used for this type of program. Using standard indicators can be better because they are already well defined, there are tools available to measure them, and you will be able to compare your results to other programs or national statistics.
· Something that will be useful for decision making to improve the program. There is no point measuring an indicator if the results won’t make any difference to your decisions.
Some organisations have very strict rules about how the indicators must be written (for example, it must always start with a number, or must always contain an adjective). In my experience these rules usually lead to indicators that are convoluted or don’t make sense. My advice is just to make sure the indicators are written in a way where everyone involved in the project (including the donor) can understand them.

Define how your indicators will be measured

Once you have chosen your indicators you need to write a definition for each one. The definition describes exactly how the indicator is calculated. If you don’t have definitions there is a serious risk that indicators might be calculated differently at different times, which means the results can’t be compared.

Here is an example of how one indicator in the education program is defined:

After writing the definition of each indicator, you also need to identify how the data will be collected, the frequency (monthly, quarterly, annually, etc.), which tool will be used, where it will be reported, and how quality control will be managed.

It’s a good idea to put all this information in one table for each indicator. 
Find or create the tools to measure the indicators

When defining your indicators you will need to identify which tool will be used to collect data on that indicator. Common tools include check-lists, forms and surveys.
Wherever possible you should use or adapt existing tools that are known to work. For example, if one of your indicators was poverty then you could use the Progress Out of Poverty Index to measure that. Alternatively, if your indicator was the quality of life of vulnerable children then you could use the Parenting Map.

Even if you try to use as many existing tools as possible, there will still be some indicators where you need to create your own tool. For advice on how to do this see the following tools4dev articles:

· How to write awesome survey questions

· How to pretest and pilot a survey questionnaire

· How to design survey forms for quick data entry

· How to do great semi-structured interviews

· How to write a supervision checklist

Define responsibilities, data flow and data management

After creating the tool for each indicator you need to decide who will be responsible for each step in the process. This includes who will be responsible for using the tool to collect the data, which will enter the data into the computer, who will analyse it and who will create the final report.
It’s useful to create a flow chart (like the one below) showing how the data will flow from the point where it is collected up to the final end user.



You will also need to consider how all the data from the indicators will be managed. This includes where it will be stored (on a computer, in hard copy files, in a database, etc), what software will be used to analyse it, and how privacy will be maintained.

Put everything into the M&E plan template

Once you have completed all the previous steps you need to write up everything in one document. This document is often called the M&E plan, but it can also be called the M&E procedures, M&E standard operating procedures (SOP), or M&E system documentation. Regardless of the name the content is usually similar. 

How to write a monitoring and evaluation (M&E) framework

Choose your indicators

The first step in writing an M&E framework is to decide which indicators you will use to measure the success of your program. This is a very important step, so you should try to involve as many people as possible to get different perspectives.

You need to choose indicators for each level of your program – outputs, outcomes and goal (for more information on these levels see our articles on how to design a program and logical frameworks). There can be more than one indicator for each level, although you should try to keep the total number of indicators manageable.

Each indicator should be:

· Directly related to the output, outcome or goal listed on the problem tree or logframe.

· Something that you can measure accurately using either qualitative or quantitative methods, and your available resources.

· If possible, a standard indicator that is commonly used for this type of program. For example, poverty could be measured using the Progress Out of Poverty Index. Using standard indicators can be better because they are already well defined, there are tools available to measure them, and you will be able to compare your results to other programs or national statistics.

Here is an example of some indicators for the goal, outcome and output of an education program:

Some organisations have very strict rules about how the indicators must be written (for example, it must always start with a number, or must always contain an adjective). In my experience these rules usually lead to indicators that are convoluted or don’t make sense. My advice is just to make sure the indicators are written in a way where everyone involved in the project (including the donor) can understand them.

Define each indicator

Once you have chosen your indicators you need to write a definition for each one. The definition describes exactly how the indicator is calculated. If you don’t have definitions there is a serious risk that indicators might be calculated differently at different times, which means the results can’t be compared.

Here is an example of how one indicator in the education program is defined:

After writing the definition of each indicator you also need to identify where the data will come from (the “data source”). Common sources are baseline and endline surveys, monitoring reports, and existing information systems. You also need to decide how frequently it will be measured (monthly, quarterly, annually, etc.).

Measure the baseline and set the target

Before you start your program you need to measure the starting value of each indicator – this is called the “baseline”. In the education example above that means you would need to measure the current percentage of Grade 6 students continuing on to Grade 7 (before you start your program).

In some cases you will need to do a survey to measure the baseline. In other cases you might have existing data available. In this case you need to make sure the existing data is using the same definition as you for calculating the indicator.

Once you know the baseline you need to set a target for improvement. Before you set the target it’s important to do some research on what a realistic target actually is. Many people set targets that are unachievable, without realising it. For example, I once worked on a project where the target was a 25% reduction in the child mortality rate within 12 months. However, a brief review of other child health programs showed that even the best programs only managed a 10-20% reduction within 5 years.

Identify who is responsible and where the results will be reported

The final step is to decide who will be responsible for measuring each indicator. Output indicators are often measured by field staff or program managers, while outcome and goal indicators may be measured by evaluation consultants or even national agencies.

You also need to decide where the results for each indicator will be reported. This could be in your monthly program reports, annual donor reports, or on your website. Indicator results are used to assess whether the program is working or not, so it’s very important that decision makers and stakeholders (not just the donor) have access to them as soon as possible.

Put it all into the template

Once you have completed all these steps, you’re now ready to put everything into the M&E framework template.

Steps in designing a monitoring and evaluation system
	Step
	Activities

	Programme design and establishment of indicators
	· Review and revise programme design and, if necessary, prepare a logical framework.

· Ensure that objectives, purpose, outputs and risks/assumptions are stated clearly and are measurable.

· Ensure that indicators are specified adequately with quantity, quality and time.

· In an emergency response programme, this may need to be done at the programme level rather than project level.

	Assess M&E capacity
	· Identify what human resources and funding are available for M&E activities.

· Assess and specify capacity-building requirements for M&E staff.

	Plan for data collection and analysis
	· Determine what data is available and check information sources for reliability and accuracy.

· Decide what additional information needs to be collected for baseline, monitoring and evaluation.

· Set a time frame for data collection and processing, and agree on roles and responsibilities.

	Plan for reporting, feedback and use of results
	· Design a reporting system and specify formats.

· Devise a system of feedback and incorporating results into management decision-making.


Monitoring and evaluation (M&E) plan template

A monitoring and evaluation (M&E) plan describes how the whole M&E system for the program works. This includes the indicators, who is responsible for collecting them, what forms and tools will be used, and how the data will flow through the organisation.

This M&E plan template is appropriate when:
· You need to describe the whole monitoring and evaluation system that will be used to measure the success of a large or complex project.

· The donor has not provided a template for you to use.

This M&E plan template is NOT appropriate when:
· You only need to describe the indicators that will be used to measure the success of a small or medium size project (in this case a basic M&E framework is probably enough)

· The donor has provided a template for you to use (in which case use their template).

What is a monitoring and evaluation (M&E) plan?

A monitoring and evaluation (M&E) plan is a document that helps to track and assess the results of the interventions throughout the life of a program. It is a living document that should be referred to and updated on a regular basis. While the specifics of each program’s M&E plan will look different, they should all follow the same basic structure and include the same key elements.
An M&E plan will include some documents that may have been created during the program planning process, and some that will need to be created new. For example, elements such as the logic model/logical framework, theory of change, and monitoring indicators may have already been developed with input from key stakeholders and/or the program donor. The M&E plan takes those documents and develops a further plan for their implementation.

 

Why develop a Monitoring and Evaluation Plan?

It is important to develop an M&E plan before beginning any monitoring activities so that there is a clear plan for what questions about the program need to be answered. It will help program staff decide how they are going to collect data to track indicators, how monitoring data will be analyzed, and how the results of data collection will be disseminated both to the donor and internally among staff members for program improvement. Remember, M&E data alone is not useful until someone puts it to use! An M&E plan will help make sure data is being used efficiently to make programs as effective as possible and to be able to report on results at the end of the program.

 

Who should develop a Monitoring and Evaluation Plan?

An M&E plan should be developed by the research team or staff with research experience, with inputs from program staff involved in designing and implementing the program.

 

When should a Monitoring and Evaluation Plan be developed?

An M&E plan should be developed at the beginning of the program when the interventions are being designed. This will ensure there is a system in place to monitor the program and evaluate success.

So, what is this ‘everything’ that is incorporated into an M&E plan? An M&E plan includes the following elements:
· A proposed timeline for M&E
· Relevant M&E questions to ask at different stages of the project life cycle
· Different methodologies
· An effective implementation strategy
· Expected results
· Defining who would implement the various components of the M&E plan
· Appropriate M&E tools for data collection
· Identifying where data would be stored and how it would be analysed
· Defining how M&E findings would be reported to donors, stakeholders and internal staff members to ensure project improvement, transparency and data-driven decision making
· Other required resources and capacities
One thing to keep in mind – the specifics of each project’s M&E plan will differ on a project-by-project basis, however, they should all follow the same basic structure and include the same key elements.
When should we design an M&E plan?

Monitoring and evaluation plan should be created right in the beginning when the project interventions are being planned. Planning project interventions and designing an M&E strategy should go hand in hand. Planning the M&E this early on also helps to ensure that there is a robust system in place to monitor every little intervention and activity of the project and evaluate their success. It also helps the project managers and other staff members associated with the project to get a clear picture of key objectives and ensure the project is on the right track.

It is important to involve project managers, evaluators, donors, and other stakeholders in the designing of the M&E plan, as stakeholder involvement in the early phase ensures the applicability and sustainability of M&E activities. The idea is to identify opportunities and barriers as a team in the planning stage with a focus on problem-solving and maximizing impact.

Step-by-step guide to designing an M&E plan

Developing an M&E plan is a dynamic and multi-faceted process as it involves merging and connecting different elements of M&E into one holistic system to measure the performance of interventions and impact of a project. It is recommended to design the M&E work plan in a manner that it’s flexible so adjustments could be made anytime within the context of the work plan to account for issues that may arise during the M&E process.

Before we begin, it is essential to understand the rationale behind developing the M&E plan, the key elements that will be included and the steps required in developing it. Below, we have attempted to break down these elements into different steps for more clarity.
Step 1: Identifying the focal problem and the need for a project

Before we begin to conceptualise a project, it is essential to understand the underlying problem is the community of interest and explore what’s causing it, what interventions could solve this problem and how long would the intervention need to last for it to be effective. The project will thus be designed based on the need for a certain assumed intervention.

There are many strategic ways to identify the focal problem and its causes, but one common way organisations define these are through a ‘Problem Tree Analysis.’ This is a group activity that involves input from project team members, stakeholders and beneficiaries who can contribute relevant technical and local knowledge.

The first step is to define the main problem that all the team members mutually agree upon and visualise it on a flip-chart or a white board as the trunk of a tree. Next, through many rounds of discussions and dialogues, the team identifies the causes of the problem and visualises them as the roots of the tree. Finally, the team brainstorms on the potential consequences of the problem and exhibits them as the branches of the tree. Team members can also add additional branches for solutions, concerns and decisions.

This is an effective practice as it maps out a realistic picture of a problem from economic, political and socio-cultural dimensions, while building a shared sense of purpose, action and understanding amongst the involved parties.
Step 2: Planning the project

Once we have fully grasped the underlying problem and mapped out its causes and consequences, we can begin to plan our project.

Identifying project goals, objectives and inputs/activities
Before we begin the groundwork of M&E plan, it is essential to understand where we need to go and how we are going to get there. This is possible by identifying clear and concise goals, objectives and relevant activities.
· Goals: The final impacts on the lives of the beneficiaries or the environment that the project intends to achieve
· Objectives: longer-term change in the environment or the behaviour of project beneficiaries that is needed to achieve the overall goal
· Activities/Input: direct interventions and processes of the project
Identifying key players
This step involves identifying key internal and external stakeholders who will be involved in the project or who will benefit from the project. The key stakeholders include the project team, donors, stakeholders in the wider community (community groups, networks, residents etc.), partner organisations, local and national policy makers, other government bodies/ministries and the project beneficiaries.

Identifying monitoring and evaluation questions
In this step, program managers or M&E specialists with input from all stakeholders and donors identify the most important M&E questions the project will investigate. M&E questions, when answered will allow the managers to determine their internal capacity and processes in terms of vision, leadership, budget, management, sustainability etc. The M&E questions also allow the managers to gauge the relevance, effectiveness, impact and contributions of the interventions at different stages of the project life-cycle.

By identifying these questions early on in the process, project managers or M&E specialists are prepared to design tools, instruments, and methodologies required to gather the needed information. M&E questions may require revisions every now and then depending on the status of the project.

Roles and responsibilities
This is another important step to include while planning a project because defining the roles of project staff members and stakeholders early on will clarify who would be in charge of what activities, including communications, project management, project design and implementation, data collection, data analysis, reporting etc. and avoid unnecessary confusions later on during project implementation.

Cost estimates for the monitoring and evaluation activities
It is essential to allocate tentative budget and provide an explanation of the needed resources in the planning phase. This includes – money and personnel, capacity development, infrastructure, etc. M&E experts suggest allocating approximately 5 to 10 percent of total project costs for M&E programming.

Understanding the overall context
It is important to understand the political and administrative structures of the community where your project will take place, along with the roles and influences of existing policies that may affect project implementation. Likewise, it is also recommended to start thinking about the potential risks and unexpected circumstances that might arise during project implementation, for eg., any reluctance on the key players’ part for cooperation etc.

Once a clear picture of the overall goals and objectives of the project are defined, the key players are identified and the context is well understood, it is time to select an appropriate approach and sketch out the detailed design of the implementation plan.
Step 3: Defining a monitoring and evaluation framework

By the time we reach this step, we should have sufficient background knowledge to design a framework. A framework increases understanding of the project’s goals and objectives and defines the relationships between factors key to implementation. A framework also articulates the external and internal elements that could affect the project’s success.
It is important to keep in mind that there is no one size fits all when it comes to frameworks. Different kinds of projects use different kinds of frameworks, the best way to determine your ideal type is by understanding the scope of your project and then choosing the one that best fits the purpose. These three types of M&E frameworks are widely used in the development and humanitarian sectors:
· Theory of Change – A theory of change shows a bigger picture (which could sometimes get compex) of all the underlying processes and possible pathways leading to long term behavioral changes in the institutional, individual or community levels, while visualising all the possible evidence and assumptions that are linked to those changes.
· Logical Framework (LogFrame)/Logic Model – Unlike the theory of change, a LogFrame is to the point and focuses only on one specific pathway that a project deals with and creates a neat and orderly structure for it. This makes it easier for the project managers and stakeholders to monitor project implementation.
· Results Framework – A results framework emphasises on results to provide clarity around the key project objectives. In other words, it outlines how each of the intermediate results/ outputs and outcomes relates to and facilitates the achievement of each objective, and how objectives relate to each other and the ultimate goal. Want some 

These three frameworks may have some differences in practice, but there are also some common elements that run through them, like the need for the identification and involvement of key stakeholders; the need for well-defined goals, objectives, activities and outputs, the same general purpose of describing how the project will lead to results and the need for ongoing monitoring and evaluation.
Step 4: Identifying relevant indicators

Once the program’s goals and objectives are defined and an outline of an M&E framework is in place, it is time to define indicators for tracking progress towards achieving those goals. A good mix of process, outcome and impact indicators is always recommended.

Process indicators track the progress of the project. These indicators help us get clarity on whether activities are being implemented as planned. On the other hand, outcome indicators track how successful program activities have been at achieving project objectives. Unlike process indicators, these indicators focus more on what the project is trying to achieve rather than how it is being achieved. Impact indicators measure the long term goals or impacts of a project. 
Step 5: Identifying data collection tools and methodologies

After creating monitoring indicators, it is time to identify and collect relevant data to demonstrate the actual results of the project interventions against our indicators. M&E experts recommend to involve the project team and stakeholders in the discussion to make the process more participatory. Before collecting data, it is a good idea to discuss these questions as a team:
· Will the data be qualitative, quantitative, or a combination of the two?
· What baseline data already exists?
· What are the most relevant methods and tools to collect new data?
· How will the collected data be recorded?
· How and when will the data be analysed?
· Who will be responsible for data collection and analysis?
The golden rule to follow here is to collect fewer useful data properly than a lot of data poorly. It is important for project managers to take into consideration staff time and resource costs of data collection to see what is reasonable.

What is a good way to determine the most relevant source of monitoring data? This depends largely on what each indicator is trying to measure. The program will likely need multiple data sources to answer all the monitoring and evaluation questions. Data sources could be participants themselves, literature, national statistics, the whole community, individual homes or anyone or anything that can help to generate the relevant data. Once the appropriate sources have been selected, the next step would be to decide on the appropriate tools and methods to collect the data from the data source. Some common types of data collection methods are as follows:
· Surveys
· Questionnaires
· Focus groups
· Case studies
· Interviews
· Workshops
· Content analysis of materials etc.
Apart from the traditional pen and paper methods, there are many digital data collection tools available in the market to help data collectors gather data faster and more efficiently. These online or offline tools also help to avoid human errors that can arise during data collection and input. Some widely used data collection tools are KoBo Toolbox, etc.

Once the process of data collection is determined, it is also necessary to decide how frequently data will be collected. This will depend on the needs of the project, donor requirements, available resources, and the timeline of the intervention. Most data will be continuously gathered by the program, while others at certain intervals. Gathered data is usually recorded every few months, depending on the agreed upon timeline. 
Step 6: Reviewing M&E Work Plan (M&E practitioners recommend conducting this on a periodic basis)

Now that we’ve mapped out our indicators and data collection plan, it is time to revisit our M&E plan to see our progress toward the project goals and objectives and revise it based on the current needs of the project – what is the status of the project? How well are the activities being implemented? Are they generating intended outcomes or to what extent are our interventions in line with the needs of the community? What needs to be improved, added or changed at this point? Etc.

At this stage, it is also good to revisit the fund allocation for the evaluation and see if our plan fits well within the available budget and resources. Roles and responsibilities for each component of the work plan should also be clearly explained. Would we need to outsource a particular segment of the evaluation to an external party?

Reviewing our M&E work plan also allows new team members, if any, to familiarize with the project and get a sense of what his/her responsibilities are and how the other roles and responsibilities are divided amongst the group.
Step 7: Reporting

Once data is gathered and analyzed, it must be reported to the relevant members as regularly as possible to discuss and interpret findings. The intention of reporting should always be to provide clarity on the most up-to-date results to staff members and stakeholders about the progress, success and failure of the project and to help them make data-driven decisions for modifications of project components and to develop future work plans as necessary. Also, data must be reported so that it can increase knowledge and make contributions to the related field for the future projects and practices to be more effective. If the project results and data are not dissemination adequately then it might lead to duplicate monitoring and evaluation efforts.  

Thus, the M&E work plan should include an effective strategy for internal dissemination of data among the project team, as well as wider dissemination among stakeholders, donors and external audiences. The plan should also articulate what format will be used to share the findings – formal meetings with donors and stakeholders, written reports, oral presentations, program materials or community and stakeholder feedback sessions.

Besides the traditional reporting techniques, many organizations are also opting for digital M&E tools and software. These tools usually come with dashboard and portfolio features that allow users to visualize data into graphs, charts, reports and images for real-time reporting. These tools make reporting so much easier and help organizations to provide more clarity on their progress and ensure transparency and accountability at all levels.
How to Develop a Logic Model
Steps

Step 1: Identify Program Goals and Objectives

The first step to creating an M&E plan is to identify the program goals and objectives. If the program already has a logic model or theory of change, then the program goals are most likely already defined. However, if not, the M&E plan is a great place to start. Identify the program goals and objectives.

Defining program goals starts with answering three questions:

1. What problem is the program trying to solve?

2. What steps are being taken to solve that problem?

3. How will program staff know when the program has been successful in solving the problem?

​Answering these questions will help identify what the program is expected to do, and how staff will know whether or not it worked. 

From these answers, it can be seen that the overall program goal is to reduce the rates of unintended pregnancy and STI transmission in the community.

It is also necessary to develop intermediate outputs and objectives for the program to help track successful steps on the way to the overall program goal. More information about identifying these objectives can be found in the logic model guide.
Step 2: Define Indicators

Once the program’s goals and objectives are defined, it is time to define indicators for tracking progress towards achieving those goals. Program indicators should be a mix of those that measure process, or what is being done in the program, and those that measure outcomes. 

Process indicators track the progress of the program. They help to answer the question, “Are activities being implemented as planned?” Some examples of process indicators are:

· Number of trainings held with health providers

· Number of outreach activities conducted at youth-friendly locations

Outcome indicators track how successful program activities have been at achieving program objectives. They help to answer the question, “Have program activities made a difference?” Some examples of outcome indicators are:

· Percent of youth using condoms during first intercourse

· Number and percent of trained health providers offering family planning services to youth

· Number and percent of new STI infections among youth.

Step 3: Define Data Collection Methods and Timeline

After creating monitoring indicators, it is time to decide on methods for gathering data and how often various data will be recorded to track indicators. This should be a conversation between program staff, stakeholders, and donors. These methods will have important implications for what data collection methods will be used and how the results will be reported.
The source of monitoring data depends largely on what each indicator is trying to measure. The program will likely need multiple data sources to answer all of the programming questions. Below is a table that represents some examples of what data can be collected and how.
	Information to be collected
	Data source(s)

	Implementation process and progress
	Program-specific M&E tools

	Service statistics
	Facility logs, referral cards

	Reach and success of the program intervention within audience subgroups or communities
	Small surveys with primary audience(s), such as provider interviews or client exit interviews

	The reach of media interventions involved in the program
	Media ratings data, Google analytics, 

	Reach and success of the program intervention at the population level
	Nationally-representative surveys, DHS data

	Qualitative data about the outcomes of the intervention
	Focus groups, in-depth interviews, listener/viewer group discussions, individual media diaries, case studies


 

Once it is determined how data will be collected, it is also necessary to decide how often it will be collected. This will be affected by donor requirements, available resources, and the timeline of the intervention. Some data will be continuously gathered by the program (such as the number of trainings), but these will be recorded every six months or once a year, depending on the M&E plan. Other types of data depend on outside sources, such as clinic and DHS data. 

After all of these questions have been answered, a table like the one below can be made to include in the M&E plan. This table can be printed out and all staff working on the program can refer to it so that everyone knows what data is needed and when.

	Indicator
	Data source(s)
	Timing

	Number of trainings held with health providers
	Training attendance sheets
	Every 6 months

	Number of outreach activities conducted at youth-friendly locations
	Activity sheet
	Every 6 months

	Number and percent of trained health providers offering family planning services to adolescents
	Facility logs
	Every 6 months


Step 4: Identify M&E Roles and Responsibilities

The next element of the M&E plan is a section on roles and responsibilities. It is important to decide from the early planning stages who is responsible for collecting the data for each indicator. This will probably be a mix of M&E staff, research staff, and program staff. Everyone will need to work together to get data collected accurately and in a timely fashion.

Data management roles should be decided with input from all team members so everyone is on the same page and knows which indicators they are assigned. This way when it is time for reporting there are no surprises.

An easy way to put this into the M&E plan is to expand the indicators table with additional columns for who is responsible for each indicator, as shown below. 

	Indicator
	Data source(s)
	Timing
	Data manager

	Number of trainings held with health providers
	Training attendance sheets
	Every 6 months
	Activity coordinator

	Number of outreach activities conducted at youth-friendly locations
	Activity sheet
	Every 6 months
	Activity coordinator

	Number and percent of trained health providers offering family planning services to adolescents
	Facility logs
	Every 6 months
	Activity Coordinator


 
Step 5: Create an Analysis Plan and Reporting Templates

Once all of the data have been collected, someone will need to compile and analyze it to fill in a results table for internal review and external reporting. This is likely to be an in-house M&E manager or research assistant for the program.

The M&E plan should include a section with details about what data will be analyzed and how the results will be presented. Does research staff need to perform any statistical tests to get the needed answers? If so, what tests are they and what data will be used in them? What software program will be used to analyze data and make reporting tables? Excel? SPSS? These are important considerations.

Another good thing to include in the plan is a blank table for indicator reporting. These tables should outline the indicators, data, and time period of reporting. They can also include things like the indicator target, and how far the program has progressed towards that target. An example of a reporting table is below.
	Indicator
	Baseline
	Year 1
	Lifetime target
	% of target achieved

	Number of trainings held with health providers
	0
	5
	10
	50%

	Number of outreach activities conducted at youth-friendly locations
	0
	2
	6
	33%

	Number and percent of trained health providers offering family planning services to adolescents
	20
	106
	250
	80%


 

Step 6: Plan for Dissemination and Donor Reporting

The last element of the M&E plan describes how and to whom data will be disseminated. Data for data’s sake should not be the ultimate goal of M&E efforts.  Data should always be collected for particular purposes.

Consider the following:

· How will M&E data be used to inform staff and stakeholders about the success and progress of the program?

· How will it be used to help staff make modifications and course corrections, as necessary?

· How will the data be used to move the field forward and make program practices more effective?

The M&E plan should include plans for internal dissemination among the program team, as well as wider dissemination among stakeholders and donors. For example, a program team may want to review data on a monthly basis to make programmatic decisions and develop future workplans, while meetings with the donor to review data and program progress might occur quarterly or annually. Dissemination of printed or digital materials might occur at more frequent intervals. These options should be discussed with stakeholders and your team to determine reasonable expectations for data review and to develop plans for dissemination early in the program. If these plans are in place from the beginning and become routine for the project, meetings and other kinds of periodic review have a much better chance of being productive ones that everyone looks forward to.

Conclusion

After following these 6 steps, the outline of the M&E plan should look something like this:

· Introduction to program

· Program goals and objectives

· Logical Framework/Theory of change 

· Indicators 

· Table with data sources, collection timing, and staff member responsible 

· Roles and Responsibilities 

· Description of each staff member’s role in M&E data collection, analysis, and/or reporting 

· Reporting 

· Analysis plan 

· Reporting template table 

· Dissemination plan 

· Description of how and when M&E data will be disseminated internally and externally

It is a good idea to try to avoid over-promising what data can be collected. It is better to collect fewer data well than a lot of data poorly. It is important for program staff to take a good look at the staff time and resource costs of data collection to see what is reasonable.

Monitoring And Evaluation: The Key To Making Strategic Nonprofit Decisions

Putting time and resources into proper monitoring and evaluation (M&E) from the start is vital to a solid foundation. It is important to start any project with a thorough baseline survey of the beneficiaries you are targeting, and then do follow-up M&E to make sure your programs are hitting the mark. Without this, you will likely make too many assumptions -- often based on personal and/or cultural biases or experiences -- about how you can serve your communities effectively. And without good data describing how your efforts are impacting your mission, it’s tough to plan thoughtfully and strategically, inspire your team, be accountable to donors and steer an effective course for your organization’s growth. Most importantly, it’s hard to improve livelihoods unless you know your efforts are cost-effective, practical for the beneficiaries and truly lifesaving.

Measuring SMART Goals
Proper M&E systems and requirements ensure that programs are implemented in a strategic manner. When you know what you want to measure, you can make SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, time-bound) annual goals for your organization and really see what you are achieving. Making these goals year after year and assessing your progress and setbacks can help you focus your efforts to build on your strengths, as well as respond to what’s not working.

For instance, when our organization evaluated how well we responded when the Tanzanian government called on us during cholera outbreaks, we identified key stakeholders to educate and supplies to stockpile with local and state health officials to more effectively help prevent deadly disease outbreaks in the future. Making SMART goals for all 14 of MSG’s programs can take more than a full week each year, but we have found it essential in continuing to improve our accountability and services for five years now.

Good M&E of programs allows you to make data-driven decisions at all levels of your organization and shows you what weaknesses you can improve on. By identifying efforts that are falling short or areas that need extra attention, your organization can shift its focus to address those concerns -- a needed refocus that might not have been clear without proper M&E.

For example, our organization does an annual health-screening campaign to measure the disease rates of our participants compared to those of community members who haven't received our education. In the past three years, we have seen disease rates of our program participants drop significantly compared to other community members. In 2017, 74% of the community we tested had intestinal worms, while only 12% of our program participants did. In the past couple years, however, we have noticed high urinary tract infection (UTI) rates among participants and have since placed a stronger focus on UTIs in our lessons.

Scaling Programs
In order to reach your potential and scale your programs, you need to be able to show your impact through numbers and demonstrate that your intervention is cost-effective. Having solid data helps you more confidentially measure things within a controlled and closely monitored community of people. Find answers to questions like, "How much good did we do with the dollars invested?" and "Did we have enough of an impact to create more positive behavioral changes?"

Our organization has seen a clear correlation between the investments we’ve made in teaching safe water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) practices and the health of those we serve, including many children under the age of 5. It’s rewarding in and of itself. But it also helps us fine-tune a viable, cost-effective model to scale into other regions with equally contaminated water and poor WASH practices for far-reaching changes.

M&E Data Platforms
While creating and implementing a solid M&E system for your organization is a lot of work, these days there are many M&E software platforms that are customizable for your programs, allowing you to collect data through an application and analyze your databases online. This process is also an opportunity to collaborate with new partners to create a symbiotic relationship.

We have found that working on M&E is a great opportunity to collaborate with graduate students and institutions on research projects, giving them valuable experience in the field. This kind of collaboration is also useful for the development sector because it instils data-driven values in the next generation of professionals entering the workforce.

If you asked me about the two most important things to look at to predict an organization's success, I would tell you to ask: 
1) What kind of impact data does it collect? 
2) Is the model scalable? 
These two indicators are closely connected, accomplishable through proper M&E and essential to define for any non-profit organization.

Some Pillars for Monitoring and Evaluating the Social Bottom Line

Let’s talk about the bottom line. In the private sector, successful companies use real-time data on revenues, costs, and profit to drive efficiencies and continually improve their products. In the social sector, meanwhile, we scramble, grasp, approximate, and even fudge to get a mere glimpse of our bottom line, to showcase our ‘impact’. The difference is the management of bottom-line data: companies treat it as essential lifeblood, nonprofits often see it as a cross to bear. But what do we mean by ‘impact measurement’?

While public health experts, development economists, and social impact investors don’t agree on everything, most do agree that impact measures need to consider:
· A dimension of scale/reach (i.e. how many individuals, households, widgets)

· A dimension of depth/effect (i.e. how much change observed per individual, household, widget, usually considering a baseline and a counterfactual)

· A dimension of time (i.e. over what period is/was the change observed)

To measure these dimensions, we collect, capture, manage, and analyse monitoring and evaluation data.

Differentiating between monitoring and evaluation

Monitoring programs is effectively like taking care of a child day-to-day: it requires consistency, discipline, routine; it’s much easier once you have established processes and systems, and the lessons learned typically result in micro-adjustments. Evaluation, meanwhile, is like taking your child to the doctor for periodic check-ups: it requires extra time, money, and willingness to accept bad news; it’s especially critical early in life, and the lessons learned sometimes result in major adjustments. Because monitoring and evaluation revolve around different activities and data, the only way to have “great M&E” is to separately have “great M” and “great E”. 

Some pillars for great monitoring and evaluation we have come up with:
1. Sound strategy: The first step to a strong bottom line is defining a sound Theory of Change and Logical Framework, along with SMART indicators that will provide an objective sense of success or failure.

TIP: Good frameworks clearly define outputs (tracking scale/reach) and outcomes (tracking depth/effect), stemming from a program’s activities and connected to its overarching goal(s).

2. Appropriate Tools/Methods: Whether for daily attendance tracking or three-year outcome evaluations, we need suitable, consistent instruments for collecting data on our defined outputs and outcomes. When measuring effects, we need to use appropriate methods that minimise selection and information bias and suit the level of evidence we seek to generate.

3. Strong Systems: Once tools are developed and standardized, we need processes and a platform to manage day-to-day data flow and analyse results. Our systems need to evolve as our programs evolve, so flexibility is paramount.

4. Sufficient Capacity: We need people with the right skills and sufficient time to collect, capture, manage, analyse, and utilise data effectively. 

Types of Evaluation 

Types of evaluation

	
	Formative
	Summative

	Type of Evaluation
	Proactive
	Clarificative
	Interactive
	Monitoring
	Outcome

	When to use
	Pre-project
	Project development
	Project implementation
	Project implementation
	Project implementation and post-project

	Why use it?
	To understand or clarify the need for the project
	To make clear the theory of change that the project is based on
	To improve the project’s design (continual improvement) as it is rolled out
	To ensure that the project activities are being delivered efficiently and effectively
	To assess whether the project has met its goals, whether there were any unintended consequences, what were the learnings, and how to improve


Some questions to ask when evaluating: 

	Type of evaluation
	Evaluation question

	Process
	How well was the project designed and implemented (i.e. its quality)

	Outcome
	Did the project meet the overall needs?

Was any change significant and was it attributable to the project?

How valuable are the outcomes to the organisation, other stakeholders, and participants?

	Learnings
	What worked and what did not?

What were unintended consequences?

What were emergent properties?

	Investment
	Was the project cost effective?

Was there another alternative that may have represented a better investment?

	What next
	Can the project be scaled up?

Can the project be replicated elsewhere?

Is the change self-sustaining or does it require continued intervention?

	Theory of change
	Does the project have a theory of change?

Is the theory of change reflected in the program logic?

How can the program logic inform the research questions?


The focus of evaluation can be:

	Focus of the Evaluation
	Evaluation question

	Relevance
	Does the workshop topic and contents meet the information needs of the target group?

To what extent is the intervention goal in line with the needs and priorities of the community?

	Efficiency
	Did the engagement method used in this project lead to similar numbers of participants as previous or other programs at a comparable or lesser cost?

Have the more expensive engagement approaches led to better results than the less expensive engagement approaches?

	Effectiveness
	To what extent did the workshops lead to increased community support for action to tackle climate change?

To what extent was did the engagement method encourage the target group to take part in the project?

	Outcome
	To what extent has the project led to more sustainable behaviours in the target group?

Were there any other unintended positive or negative outcomes from the project?

	Sustainability
	To what extent has the project led to the long-term behaviour change?
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