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Preface
At Glocal (MA in International Development at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem),
we aim to support a new generation of development practitioners. We are lucky to
regularly engage with individuals who wish to see a better reality around them. It is a
privilege to explore together with them the theoretical knowledge along with the
practical tools and skills to strengthen communities around the world.
This guide was born after almost a decade of exchange, teaching and learning on the
topic of planning and assessing community development at the Glocal Program. Dr.
Nancy Strichman, an expert in strategic planning and evaluation for social change, and
author of the blog: “Spotlight on Civil Society” in The Times of Israel, offers us a
meaningful framework to approach project design, monitoring and evaluation.
And through our longstanding partnership with the co-founders of Amal-Tikva,
Meredith Mishkin Rothbart and Basheer Abu Baker, this guide is being used both by
the students in our classrooms and by practitioners in the field. Our ongoing
collaboration has led to a companion workbook on the topic of peacebuilding, with
detailed worksheets available in English, Hebrew and Arabic along with real-life case
studies and examples. All of these rich resources can be found at www.amaltikva.org/resources . We want to thank Meredith (a Glocal alumna!) along with her
team at Amal-Tikva for bringing these tools to the field and ensuring that we are
continually bridging theory with practice.
Thank you, Nancy, for your leadership, dedication, creativity, and attentiveness. We
also want to extend our greatest appreciation to Oso Bayo for her engaging graphic
design and to Dr. Ruba Simaan for her expertise in translating both the languages and
concepts into Hebrew and Arabic. And again to the team at Amal-Tikva, we are
grateful for the ongoing partnership and opportunity to continue building tools that
can be practically applied in the field.
We wish you great enjoyment in reading this guide and hope you will have many
opportunities to turn the lessons learnt here into practice. It is the students in our
classrooms and countless practitioners out there who continue to keep us inspired
and working toward positive social change.
Dr. Reut Barak Weekes
Academic Head, Glocal International Development Program
Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Israel
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Introduction
Let’s start with considering what makes a good conversationalist. Do we carefully
listen with an open mind? Do we take time to build rapport and ask questions that
signal interest? Or do we tend to rush through conversations, perhaps jumping in
too soon with our opinions or continually checking our phones?
If we stop and think about it, there are certain skills that we can cultivate to make
us better listeners. We can learn how to be more attentive and invite dialogue.
And in a sense, a good conversation is like a listening feedback loop - with each
participant checking in with the other, staying in sync, listening with purpose.
Essentially, this guide offers an approach to help civil society actors and nonprofit
practitioners create a listening feedback loop as part of their efforts to promote
social good. 1

Starting the conversation
We have all seen firsthand the spirit and passion required to take on some of the
biggest social challenges of our time - everything from poverty alleviation to
women’s empowerment, peacebuilding, youth development, environmental
sustainability and more. Such ambitious efforts require energy and boundless
commitment from so many individuals in the field.
What we are proposing in this guide is a way to ensure that we have an ongoing
conversation with those around us. We believe that strategic conversations held
on a regular basis with the support of monitoring and evaluation (M&E) can
advance our many varied efforts to make the world a better place.2
As we see it, being a good listener is more a mindset than just a checklist of do’s
and don’ts. You can train yourself to look and listen – to slow down and get some
help in making sense of things. We will be exploring in this guide how to approach
strategic planning and M&E in a way that enables you to listen more intently.
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Throughout this guide, you will frequently see an icon for
ways to start the conversation. Each time this appears, we will list
a variety of questions that you and your team can consider at each
stage of your work related to strategic thinking and M&E. This
offers you an opportunity to examine the variety of practices,
patterns and behaviors that together inform and shape your efforts.
Facilitating strategic conversations and employing the practice of M&E can strengthen
your work in the field at any stage of implementation, helping to ensure that your
efforts are relevant, responsive and in sync with your community. 3

Making the case for M&E
In the following pages we present a series of tools and templates in support of
efforts to continually engage in conversation with your community.
We see so many creative and innovative initiatives to address vast societal needs.
Yet with all of the surprises that life keeps throwing at us, we have to find a way to
continually stay apace with both expected and unexpected change.
Each time we implement a new project, even if it is designed well, we will always
want to monitor how it is working in practice. We have to take it as a given that we
will always be learning as we go, and that there are unanticipated problems and
circumstances that we will not be able to predict.
After all, we already know that we are unable to learn very much from our
conversations if we never take a breath from talking to actually listen to what
people are saying. We also know that if we make assumptions even before the
start of the conversation - thinking we already know everything about the people
we are talking to - it limits our ability to connect and to gain new insights.
We can think about how to systematically build conversations into how we do our
work, aware that we always need to be open to what gets discovered along the way.
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Throughout this guide we will be exploring ways to continually elicit
feedback, refine our efforts and strengthen our capacity to respond.
You will often see an icon for a toolkit. Each time, suggestions for
ways to connect to your stakeholders and target communities will
be presented.4 In reviewing the toolkit, we will be building a shared language
and skillset on the topics related to strategic planning and M&E.
We suggest structured processes and tools that can help your organization stay
curious and open to possibilities as you continually adapt your work. Organizations
develop these skills the same way people do, and it takes awareness, focus and
experience.5 Always make yourself available to listen.

Asking questions along the way
With so many great social causes to champion, we need all of the spirit,
commitment and optimism that so many talented individuals who we have met
bring to their work. And what else? We also need to ask big questions as we go.
These big questions guide the work. Each time that we make an investment of
time, energy and resources, we want to see what is feasible. Asking questions
encourages us to be aware of obstacles in our path and helps push us to adjust our
efforts as needed, nudging us to continually adapt to changing realities. 6
Asking questions is crucial in keeping us from becoming too complacent. And we
will be asking many questions! For example: What is the extent of the problem we
are seeking to address? Are we up to the challenge? What are the next steps down
the road and how will we measure progress along the way?
Why ask so many questions? Well, strategy is about making complex decisions under
great uncertainty with long-term consequences.7 Asking strategic questions can help
us understand the big picture, assess risk, challenge assumptions and define success.
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With so many questions, we will definitely need coffee here!
And you will see the coffee icon signaling a coffee break throughout.
You can take this opportunity to reflect, consider a different angle,
maybe approach a question differently. During the coffee breaks you
may want to hold up your plans to the light, play out various scenarios or
reimagine possibilities.
Our goal throughout this guide is to try to take lots of tools – many of which may
seem a bit too technical at first– and see if we can breathe some life into them. We
want to make them work for your organization in a way that only adds to all the
heart and soul that you have already brought to your work.
Our hope is that if you are able to do this, you can increase the likelihood of
bringing these ideas to your own community. When that happens, the prospect of
involving more individuals in championing your important social causes increases.

Shifting expectations – for ourselves, for the field
While we firmly believe in the potential for strategic thinking and M&E efforts to
strengthen your own work and engagement with your community, we would be
remiss if we did not address the broader, and often challenging context in which
this takes place.
In the past two decades, we have seen a multitude of factors that shape
expectations regarding the measurement of social impact - everything from the
social entrepreneurship movement to advances in technology.8
For example, now, within minutes, we can learn from the experiences of likeminded programs, access data collections tools and study research on best
practices in our field. And with social media and other tools, we can more easily
find ways to stay in touch with funders, board members and supporters all over
the world. We see more creativity than ever in terms of the possibilities.9
At the same time, it is very easy to become overwhelmed by too much
information, too much communication, and an expectation that we are always
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available. Organizations have to juggle such diverse stakeholder pressures, while
also getting the critical work done. It’s a formidable balancing act! And, needless to
say, this includes the expectations by stakeholders to prove social impact.
As we know, the funding community has greatly influenced expectations regarding
M&E over the years. 10 Nonprofits are now expected to have reliable data about
their programs. Yet, while we see that great energy, talent and commitment is
being brought to bear, we also see that too many organizations lack the expertise
to carry out the M&E process and tend not to be supported financially to expand
their capacities in measuring results.
And there is more… Taking on complex social topics, organizations are pressured to
show impact quickly and are often held to unrealistically high standards.11 To add
to this, many innovative nonprofits that do important work are already operating
in constant survival mode.12
Yet the need is still there. Funders often lack access to M&E data on which to make
informed decisions, and many organizations are not using rigorous data for
strategic decision-making.13 One of the many challenges to consider then is how to
make sure that reporting requirements contribute to organizational processes that
are meaningful for the work.14
Thankfully, more and more conversations on this topic are taking place in an effort
to strengthen the field as a whole, building more partnerships and encouraging
more openness regarding these challenges. 15
Our goal with this guide is to enable you to lead in these conversations. It is
essential for you to take ownership over this process, determine what you are
holding yourself accountable for and what you expect others to hold you
accountable for.
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As part of our encouragement for you to take a leading role in this
process, you will see tips offered throughout the guide. Our hope is
that the tips can help encourage you to reflect on the principles of
strategic thinking and M&E – as you build greater community
engagement, enhance your outreach and broaden the conversation you are
having.

Who is this guide for?
In designing your own process of M&E and use of strategic conversations – we
should all keep in mind that each organization will have to adapt to what fits its
own context.
Context matters. A lot. Expectations will be different depending on various factors,
such as how long you have been operating, and if your strategic focus emphasizes
advocacy, provision of social services, community development efforts or any
other type of intervention. Whatever the context, we hope to present
fundamental principles that can apply to each type of initiative you are engaged
with.16
For ease of use, we will be referring to ‘your organization’. We wish to emphasize,
however, that we are speaking to anyone who may find these practices relevant.
No matter if you are part of a nonprofit, a social initiative, community effort, or
consider yourself working in the social sector in the field of social entrepreneurship
or civil society, these principles apply. Likewise, whether you may refer to yourself
as an activist, social entrepreneur, nonprofit practitioner, an innovator or anything
else, we are speaking to you!

To sum up, what are a few key principles for us?
We want to note some major ideas underlying our work, and make sure that we
give you a sense of our thoughts throughout the guide.
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Practical M&E that fits your context and helps sharpen your strategic
thinking.
Use is a big thing here. Throughout the guide we want to continually
emphasize that you can adapt and adjust any of the tools in order to better
help you shape your own efforts.
Engaging with your team, your supporters and your target community
in a participatory way.
We will be offering opportunities to consider your ongoing conversations with
the individuals who matter most to enhancing your impact. We hope to
provide ongoing suggestions to signal this respect, better equipping you in
efforts to empower people to act, to influence and to ultimately become
champions of your work in its implementation and its ultimate success.
Cultural sensitivity that should be appreciated each step of the way.
In the work that you do, a keen cultural sensitivity is of paramount
importance. All throughout the strategic planning and in the M&E process,
such awareness is essential- from project design to implementation and
feedback. Our hope is to present a toolkit that can be adapted as needed.

An overview of this guide…
As you can see below, there are three parts to this guide with each part
highlighting the cycle of strategic planning and M&E process.
We will make every effort to simplify things as much as possible and make these
tools accessible and user-friendly. And since we are in our own learning feedback
loop as well, make sure that you let us know what you think. We look forward to
getting your feedback!
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Chapter 1: Setting Strategy
So, here we are - starting to figure out what we need to do in order to begin a M&E
process. In a sense, we are learning a new language and a new way of thinking.
We are presenting here both a tool kit and dictionary of terms. What matters most
though, all the jargon and templates aside, is how you assess your strategies, learn
from experience and continually improve on efforts to make a positive impact on
your community.

Getting started
In this chapter we will begin by exploring tools for articulating your strategies. This is
so important even though it is so much more tempting just to jump into the work.
And there is always so much to do!
But as you will see, often it will be very helpful to take a break, think carefully about
the problems you are trying to solve and reflect on the change that your organization
wishes to make.
Perhaps you feel confident that you can clearly articulate how your organization
works to create change and how you know whether your approach is successful. Yet,
what is essential is to make sure that every member of your team, as well as your
partners and supporters, also shares this same understanding.

Starting the conversation…
Do an early check- in with a few stakeholders (i.e. staff, volunteers,
funders, members of your target population, community partners).
You can ask questions such as:17
What changes do we hope to see? What are we trying to accomplish?
How would we describe the work of our organization? What do we do?
How can we be sure if we are making progress toward our goals?
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Essentially, we want to make sure that you and your team of supporters can
easily fill in the blanks here:18
Our organization hopes to achieve ________________.
So our organization does ___________________.
And these efforts are resulting in _____________.
We can measure if these efforts are leading to desired results because of _________.
What we are getting at here is your ability to outline what is the change that you
hope to see over time and how this is linked to your day to day efforts. You also want
to be able to articulate how you can track your progress toward achieving these
desired results.
All of this together helps you to learn from experience, sharpen your organizational
strategies and share your organizational story. For now, it is about spelling out your
strategy and carefully outlining how all of the work that your team does on a daily
basis will lead to your planned result. With this goal in mind, we will start by
introducing the strategic planning tool – theory of change.

Introducing a theory of change
So here we will be discussing a key term to help guide you in these efforts- theory of
change. Essentially you will be outlining the theory that underlies your work, the
change you seek to achieve.19 It is a strategic planning tool that helps you clarify how
you intend to create and measure change.
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Starting the conversation….
A few questions to consider when you begin to articulate your
theory of change:20
1. Who are you hoping to influence (target population)?
2. What are the specific results you are working to achieve (desired outcomes/
preconditions)?
3. When will you expect to achieve these results (time frame)?
4. Where and under what conditions will your efforts take place (context)?
5. How will you and your team make change happen (i.e., interventions,
resources, activities)?
And of course, we can’t forget the ‘why’:
6. Why do you think your activities will lead to the desired outcomes?
Here you will want to specify the assumptions and reasoning that are the basis
for your work.

It is just like when you hear a good story, you want to know about the who, what,
when, where, how and why. A theory of change, in essence, is a visual representation
of the answers to these questions and more.
We do want to emphasize that a theory of change, widely used for decades in the
field of community development, is flexible. It comes in all shapes and sizes. What is
important though, is that it illustrates your organization’s desired trajectory for
change in a visual way, such as in a diagram or chart.21
So while the visuals vary, what matters is the idea of using a single, simple
methodology to clarify your strategy.
By making this visible, the process of outlining theory of change can help guide you in
making educated decisions, sharpening the focus of your programs, communicating
your approach more clearly, and tracking the progress of your work.22
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And, don’t forget, as your work evolves, so should your theory of change. It can
illustrate any stage of the planning and implementation process and be updated as
needed to reflect any adaptations to ever-changing circumstances.

Beginning with a simple pathway of change
A pathway of change diagram is
one of the most recognizable
components of a theory of
change process.23 You can initially
start the process by considering
this one aspect of your theory
of change.
How do you begin? You want to
first describe the long-term
outcomes your organization seeks
to achieve. Then you will want to
set the intermediary outcomes
that should be considered as the
preconditions for reaching your
desired long-term impact.24 Lastly,
you will want to link your activities
(referred to here as interventions)
to the intermediary outcomes you
wish to produce.
By articulating this, you are able to
build a shared understanding that
links your work to the desired change you seek to effect.
To put it simply, you can consider how you complete the sentence- “if we do X, then
Y will change because…”25
Slowly, slowly, this will all begin to make sense, with each of the pieces gradually
fitting together.
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Outlining the building blocks that make up your theory of change
Once you have considered a simple pathway of change, you can begin to detail each
of the various elements along the way. It helps us to visualize and better explain our
trajectory, with all the messiness and surprises that will come our way.
Facilitating a discussion around this will help your organization think not only about
the who, what, when, where, but also about how and why you think change
happens.26
As we review the building blocks, keep in mind that there are many terms associated
with the theory of change, including some concepts that have more than one name.
A theory of change usually includes the following components:27
Long-term outcomes are linked to your organization’s mission
(more about this soon!). As the name suggests, they are broader
changes or impacts that your organization expects to see over
time.
Preconditions, also known as intermediate outcomes, describe
the necessary stepping stones to have in place in order to bring
about a desired impact.
Interventions/ Activities are what your organization does - the
service, product, or type of intervention - in order to advance
specific outcomes.
Indicators, help measure whether change has taken place. (We
will have a whole section later just on this topic).
Assumptions explain your reasoning as to why planned activities
should lead to desired outcomes.
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A pathway of change, as we addressed briefly above, helps to illustrate how each
component builds on the other. This diagram showing the connections is also
referred to as an outcomes map or theory of change diagram.28

Of course, we should note that there are a variety of options in a strategic planning
process that are similar to a theory of change, including the use of the logical
framework that we will address more in Chapter 5.
Whichever tool you may use, they all generally have the same purpose – to help you
think critically about the causal links between your efforts and the anticipated result.
As you begin to consider what this could look like for your work, you will want to
consider how your theory of change relates to everything else that you do.
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So let’s take a quick break from the theory of change and review some of the basic
tools often used in strategic planning. These are tools that help guide you in efforts
to clearly articulate your organizational identity and DNA- which is grounded in
your core values and history.29
This is an essential piece of any process because as we begin to advance
conversations about strategy, learning and evaluation, it will be important to be in
sync with any other designs or work plans.
And the added value here? Strategic discussions will help you create a shared
language and build consensus on how to approach your work. The cheerleaders of
your efforts will be better equipped to promote your organizational story and get
more individuals on board with your mission.

Let’s briefly review strategic planning tools such as your problem
statement, your vision statement and your mission statement…
As with any tools introduced in this guide, you will want to consider where your
organization is in terms of its readiness to carry out a strategic and organizational
process such as M&E.
Where you are depends on lots of things. Just for starters, you can consider your
previous experience with strategic planning, organizational capacities, openness to
learning, and engagement with key stakeholders in your community.30

Tip: Engage your stakeholders!
Staying connected to your community can only strengthen your
efforts. Doing so will help you keep in mind the big picture,
including issues related to the broader context in which you operate.
As you explore your organizational strategy, make sure to create various
opportunities to hear from different individuals who are informed about the kind
of work that you do. Those with a stake in your efforts include everyone from
community activists, local leaders, and researchers to governmental officials,
private sector representatives and funders.31
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As you explore these opportunities for strategic conversations, you will want to
consider both the content - the what, as well as the process-the how. How are you
engaging and building a community of support around your work? It will be an
ongoing question not only in this early phase of strategy development, but also at
a later stage when you begin to examine options for instituting a M&E process at
your organization.
For now, we can do a quick review of some of the strategic planning items that are
part of your toolbox.

What is the problem that you hope to solve?
In designing programs or implementing strategies, it is always essential to
understand what the problem is that your organization is taking on and the
complexities involved. This initial step in a strategic planning process helps to ensure
that you engage in more systematic thinking, and do not jump to conclusions or offer
solutions before gaining a thorough understanding of the problem32
This process of clarifying the problem is often
called a situational analysis or a problem
analysis.33 It helps to better focus your work. And
there are a variety of tools to help you do this
including problem tree analysis34 and force field
analysis.35
Essentially, you want to make sure that you are
properly defining the problem, situating it in the
broader context and addressing the most critical
challenge versus lower priority issues.
Following the logic of a problem tree analysis, you
address the root of the problem instead of one of
the symptoms. This process will help you map out
the causes (i.e. tree roots), as distinguished from
the effects (i.e. tree branches) of the problem.
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Starting the conversation…
Questions to consider when developing a problem statement
include:36
What are the economic, political and socio-cultural dimensions
to this problem? What are the opportunities as well as the obstacles in the
way?
What does the research or social science evidence tell us about this issue?
What are the relevant experiences of our target community?
What information can we learn from others engaged in this field? How likely
are they to support or oppose our efforts?
Are our existing assumptions reasonable?

Once you have identified the key problem, you will also want to carefully reflect on
who is affected by this problem. Any initiative carried out to address the issue should
of course engage the target population. As such, your problem statement should
reflect both the needs and the interests of those your organization wishes to serve.

Okay, let’s get to those vision and mission statements…
So, in addition to a problem statement, organizations are usually equipped with both a
vision and a mission statement that are reflective of their core values. We will briefly
review this topic here, and make sure that we can link both the vision and mission
statements to our theory of change and eventually to any M&E effort later on.
Essentially, you are asking the question of what is your vision for the future – what is
the change you want to see. To write a vision statement, imagine that your
organization has accomplished what it set out to do. In short, if your organization was
able to meet all its goals, what would the world look like?37
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Starting the conversation…
Be audacious here. It should pose a challenge. Building on
your problem statements, ask bold, aspirational questions:38
What would the world look like ideally if our problem was
solved? What are we striving to achieve?
What will be different long-term in our target population, community,
society if our organization realizes its goals?
Looking inward, ask:
What role will our organization play in creating that difference? What will our
organization be known for in three to five years? What makes us unique?39
What is our added public value?
And then ask:
Does our vision statement motivate us?
Will it inspire enthusiasm among our stakeholders and get more people on
board?
Answering these types of questions helps to build an understanding and shared
consensus on the exact nature of change you want to create in your community and
society at large.40
Keep it inspirational! This is your time to dream big, be bold, go beyond the present
reality and think of what might be possible.
Creating a vision statement helps to ensure that everyone involved in your work staff, board members, donors, program participants, volunteers and other
supporters - are working toward the same shared belief about what is possible.
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Tip: Take seriously the art of facilitation as you discuss
your organizational vision.
You will have to facilitate strategic conversations to take everything
into account! Your vision should build on your capabilities - who you are as an
organization, your organization’s core competencies, your history... 41
In facilitating these conversations, you will want to make sure to carefully
consider who your supporters are, to define your community base of support,
and to assess your strengths, as well as possible weaknesses and challenges.
After all, tools aren’t useful unless they are used in a meaningful way. Take
advantage of these discussions as real opportunities to engage with your
current stakeholders and with potential champions (as well as potential critics!)
of your work.

And remind me again about a mission statement?
So while a vision statement articulates the kind of future you want to create, a
mission statement focuses on what your organization will do every day to work
towards that vision.
A mission statement should give brief insight into the specifics of why you do what
you do. By outlining the fundamental reasons and rationale, it serves as an important
guide in developing your organization’s strategic approach.42
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Tip: Make sure that you bring the dynamic energy of your work
to your strategic planning tools.
As we know, your problem, vision and mission statements provide
clarity to both your external and internal stakeholders. For your tools to be
relevant and of use, they need to be up-to-date and reflect the ongoing
changes in your work.
In particular, a sharply focused mission statement will be especially important
in helping you determine what to do as well as what not to do. 43 A wellarticulated, compelling mission statement enables your organization to think
more strategically, prioritize your work, and engage only in those activities that
further your goals. Still, we don’t want to forget that nothing stays quite the
same for long!
Your mission statement communicates to the outside world the kind of specific
contribution that your organization is seeking to make and what sets you apart from
other like-minded organizations. Essentially, it describes why there is a need for what
you do and why people are committed to your organization.44

Starting the conversation….
Your mission statement, in short, should answer the question,
“What good, for whom?”45
Ask yourselves:46
Who are we? What is the purpose of our organization? What distinguishes
us as an organization. What defines our public value?
What are the assumptions that form the basis for our work? What are the
methods we use to accomplish our purpose?
And then, reflecting a bit, ask yourselves:
What does our mission statement say about who we are and what makes us
unique?
23

A mission statement should be concrete, compelling and simple enough to be easily
cited. If sharply focused and clear, your mission statement will help inspire
stakeholder engagement and guide your decision-making process. You want it to be
used in a way that makes it ‘live and breathe’ for your organization.
The balance here is important in how you articulate your mission statement. You will
not want your mission statement to define your efforts too narrowly as that may be
limiting. Yet, at the same time, you will want to make sure that your mission
statement is not too broad or vague. Otherwise this can lead to confusion or conflict
when you are formulating strategies.47
After all, you will want to be able to point to a planned set of actions that are
designed to achieve your mission. Your mission statement should help direct you
towards the programs and activities that serve your purpose, and away from those
that do not.

Let’s get values in here too. You don’t want to forget them!
Since you are engaged in advancing a social good, you know firsthand that values
form the basis of so much of your work. These core values underpin how you
function as an organization, shaping both your organization’s culture and its
priorities.48 Articulating those values is a critical piece in developing your
organizational strategies.
And because your values and guiding principles play a significant role in the life of
your organization, we encourage you to have conversations to make your
organizational values explicit. They should be discussed, debated and updated as
needed. After all, shared values have drawn individuals to your organization. It is
unlikely that people will be neutral on this topic.
Your mission statement and other strategic planning documents should be a
reflection of your values, and it’s a good idea for your organization’s board and team
to understand and affirm them.49
Making sure that these values are embedded in all aspects of your work only serves
to strengthen staff and stakeholders’ commitment and motivation. We all know that
24

there is often a very close correlation between personal values and the values of
the organization. It is often what makes the work so meaningful for all of us!

Starting the conversation…
It will most likely be a challenge (especially if it is the first time) for
key stakeholders to articulate the values that guide the organization
they support. And we can prepare for strong emotions to be
expressed when people are talking about something that is so important to them.
Ask yourselves questions such as:50
• What are the beliefs that individuals in our organization consider the most
important?
• What do we really care about? How do we want to conduct ourselves as an
organization?
• How do we want to treat each other and our external stakeholders such as
members of our target community and community partners?
• How should our values be reflected in our mission statement?
• How does the way we operate reflect our values? Is there anything else
that we should be doing to ensure that our values are put into action
in all aspects of our work?

Facilitating constructive conversations on this issue helps to support the alignment of
your programs and policies with the articulated values of the organization. As we
move to the topic of strategy development in the next section, keep in mind that
your organization will want to select strategies that are compatible with your
philosophy and values.

Building strategy for your work
Whatever strategic planning tools you decide to use, it will be valuable to consider
how they shape your work moving forward.
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Tools such as the theory of change, problem statements, and the articulation of
your vision, mission and core values will help you set your strategy. Doing so will
naturally encourage you to continually assess both your internal and external
environment which are always in flux.
Setting strategy is all about determining the right ‘fit’ for your organizational mission,
your organization’s capabilities and your external challenges and opportunities.51

Finding the fit for strategic development requires developing three kinds of strategies
that should be in sync- your organizational, programmatic and operational
strategies.52
Your organization strategy is what shapes how you define yourself as an organizationyour organizational identity, your DNA and is the first strategy to be considered.
Next is the programmatic strategy which represents the work that is carried out by
your organization in order to advance your mission in the most effective way.
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Generally, programmatic strategies include efforts such as: 1. the gaining of
knowledge to identify the scope of a problem, its causes, and potential solutions;
2. the provision of direct services; and 3. advocacy in public/private sectors to
change policies.53
Operational strategy is essentially how your organization functions on a daily basis
and how its infrastructure and systems support both your organizational and
programmatic strategies.54
These three kinds of strategies, which should be in alignment, may be conceptualized
as a pyramid. Yet, in contrast to the way a pyramid is built, you should start at the top
with your organizational strategy because everything else flows down from it.

Keeping track of your various strategies, and continually working on their alignment
is essential. You will want to make sure that the three types of strategies stay in sync.
You can especially keep watch for ‘mission drift’, which occurs when an organization
broadens the mission beyond its core capacities, competencies and interests.55
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Let’s take a break!
We can take time to reflect a bit more on ‘finding the fit’ within the
context of focusing your mission.56 With so many organizations facing severe
funding constraints, ‘mission drift’ can become all too possible.
And it’s not easy to resist! Philanthropic trends often inadvertently promote this
with constant pressure placed on organizations to innovate. Funding is often
geared towards targeted projects rather than general operating support.57
When reflecting on various opportunities, you will want to consider the degree
to which your organization may stray from key competencies, or possibly take a
detour from your core mission.

When you think strategically, you take care to consider each of the three levels of
your strategy and how the levels are interrelated. If they are aligned, then your
programmatic choices and organizational resources will fully support your
organizational strategy.
We all know that it is not possible to develop expertise in everything. So, each time
a new opportunity presents itself, you want to assess not only if you have the skills,
resources and management capabilities needed, but also whether this new
direction is consistent with your organizational strategy.
Exploring the relationship between each of these elements of your strategy is part of
the learning cycle that organizations engage in and is where strategic thinking and
M&E tools can be so helpful.
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Summing up
As we move forward with our toolbox, keep in mind that what you are essentially
building is a shared vocabulary. And as you do so, it will be important to ensure that
each of these components are aligned with each other and that each is developed in
participatory ways.
Your community will certainly be more likely to embrace your efforts if you involve
them in the development of the idea.58 Moreover, creating these tools in a
participatory manner will be most effective because you are more likely to come
closer to an accurate map of the environment in which you operate. And with
participatory efforts and community feedback built into the process, you are more
equipped to make whatever course corrections are needed along the way.
As you will see throughout, as tempting as it might be to create any of these tools on
your own, the tools will be more relevant, reflective of the work, and more
supported by your key stakeholders if you create an inclusive process.59
Once we begin to consider the strategic questions that are raised by such
conversations, we start to understand how we can articulate our direction,
determine what we are setting out to achieve, and track some type of progress
toward the desired change. (This is where the M&E comes in.)
Yes, we begin by first asking lots of questions. But it is in evaluating the answers to
these questions that we can better understand and direct our efforts for social good.
After all, it’s hard work to change the world! Explaining how we set about doing this
is a good place to start.
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Chapter 2: Facilitating a Theory of Change
So, now that we have an initial introduction to strategic planning tools, we will
examine various elements of the theory of change in greater detail. We will be
using the theory of change as the basis for us to begin outlining the M&E process.
Your theory of change, like many of the tools that we will be discussing
throughout, is designed to be used collaboratively. What does this mean? For
starters, you will keep hearing the word ‘participatory’ a lot!
Each time you facilitate a learning process, you are creating an opportunity for
individuals to sign up and be a part of your work. 60 By so doing you will be eliciting
feedback thereby making your work that much more meaningful and relevant.

Building in a feedback loop for learning
We are going to take it as a given now that your organization has done the work of
articulating an initial theory of change along with your vision, mission and core
organizational values.
Your long-term desired outcomes, as outlined in your theory of change, should be
entirely in sync with your vision and mission statements. And your theory of
change, of course, should incorporate all levels of your strategy- organizational,
programmatic and operational.
As we dive into the topic of M&E over the next few chapters, we will be examining
primarily how this plays out in terms of shaping your programmatic strategy. The
learning cycle at the level of programmatic strategy looks something like this:61
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Here we can gain a sense of a cyclical process when we design, implement and
build our programs with a constant feedback loop in place.62
Of course, we don’t only reassess and reconfigure projects upon their completion,
nor should we! We should continually learn from the feedback, improving and
adjusting as we go.63
So, before we move forward with the development of a theory of change and then
with the M&E process, we can discuss how to engage your organizational
stakeholders, a critical component of building an ongoing feedback loop.
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Community engagement as part of your feedback loop
Let’s talk about stakeholders in your community, those who have a stake in the
work that you do. You will want to be intentional about inviting perspectives from
both internal and external stakeholders to be part of your strategic
conversations.64
Internal stakeholders (i.e., board, staff and volunteers): Your internal stakeholders
are the individuals most familiar with the work of your organization. They are
especially equipped to share insights on the linkage between your present
strategies and current performance as an organization.
External stakeholders (i.e., members of your target population, community partners,
community leaders, funders): Nurturing a ‘proximity’ with the target community is
a critical piece in helping to ensure your effectiveness because so much of your
work depends on the strength of this partnership. This proximity can help your
organization to build and develop its network, while staying updated on new ideas
and insights in the field.65

Let’s take a break!
Where does our credibility come from? To whom are we most
accountable?
We can play a unique role as a convener for many varied interests. If
you are a nonprofit, you are probably negotiating with a wide range of
stakeholders.66 And with supporters of your work often located in different
countries, you are operating with multiple languages across multiple time
zones.67
With so much to navigate and so many stakeholders, we sometimes need a
reminder that our accountability is still first and foremost to members of our
target community.
Keep in mind how you are continually building a platform that is empowering
and inclusive, especially because so often we work with communities that may
have been disappointed by existing institutions or that have been marginalized
in some way. 68
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As organizations seeking to bring about social change, your legitimacy depends in
large part on your ability to create ongoing conversations with key stakeholders.
We have all too often heard of well-intentioned, but top-down decisions being
made ‘for the benefit of’ communities which wind up entirely backfiring. 69
Your community of supporters can help you to more effectively shape your
programs and ensure that you stay grounded in the long-terms goals that you
hope to achieve.

Mapping your stakeholders
As part of your many efforts to be ‘participatory’, we see community engagement
as an absolute necessity. One of the most common mistakes that organizations
make is failing to reach out to a wide range of individuals. Don’t miss this
opportunity!
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You can brainstorm all the likely players who could be affected by your work.
Make a list of them. Ask who cares and why?
Consider as possible stakeholders public and private representatives, spiritual and
community leaders. How about other nonprofit practitioners working on the
problems you are addressing? Grassroots activists? Or scholars or researchers who
have studied the issues for years?
You will also want to think about how to be inclusive and take into account factors
such as race, religion, gender, class, sexual preference, age, ethnicity, or profession
of possible stakeholders. 70 It is of the utmost importance that you invite diverse
members of your target community to be co-creators in your design.
Considering the insights and information that your stakeholders can offer is
essential. Even organizations that work hard to engage with their community
sometimes get this wrong, investing precious resources and often a good deal of
time only to have their efforts thwarted. 71

Let’s take a break!
Should we explore this idea of proximity just a bit more? 72
We purposely will avoid terms like ‘beneficiaries’ throughout this
guidebook for a reason. We want to talk about relationships based more on
equal footing, on partnerships.
We know that one of the ways that organizations can go off course is by losing
touch with the needs and desires of their target community. You will want to
keep finding ways to stay close to your community.
For example, look at your team, your board members and other key
stakeholders. Are there individuals directly involved in your efforts who have
themselves suffered from the social ills that you are trying to address? Think
carefully how you are involving members of your target community in your
organization (i.e., hiring program alumni, reserving board membership for
members of the community)…
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Social problems and their solutions are always more complex than initially
anticipated. And there are always surprises in the field. That is why we need to get
out there to share, test ideas and stay responsive.

Starting the conversation…
At all stages of your work, you will want to consider how you
actively engage your stakeholders. Ask yourselves the following
questions: 73
How are we opening up channels for ongoing feedback and communication
with our community? How are we using our platform to give voice to the
community?
Are we hearing different perspectives and soliciting new ideas while
reflecting on our work in the field?
Have we created a shared understanding of our organization’s current and
future direction? Is the rationale for our strategies apparent to those
individuals engaged in the program’s implementation?
What type of efforts do we have in place for building dialogue, strengthening
connections to our stakeholders and identifying possibilities for enhanced
collaboration?
What are the barriers to community participation? Have we considered what
might inhibit community stakeholders from expressing their needs and wishes?

As you can see, there is so much to ask, so much to consider… But there are no
simple answers here. Often you will have to sift through varying, even
contradictory responses from stakeholders. You may be forced to deal with the
fallout from having mutual stakeholders who strongly disagree with one another or
are even in active conflict.74
And this is just the beginning! You will have to continue to see how you address
the complexity in engaging your stakeholders. Either way, without this work on the
ground of building partnerships, there is little possibility of creating projects that
can effectively achieve change over time.
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Ideas for your Toolkit: Focus groups
One common tool for gathering insights about your programmatic
efforts is the focus group.75 Focus groups can be a useful way to
hold ‘strategic conversations’ - in the form of a group interviewwith key stakeholders.
You have an opportunity to talk to a number of people in a relatively short
period of time. In focus groups, small groups of people (usually 8-12) are
brought together to discuss specific topics under the guidance of a facilitator. 76
This way, you can engage with individuals who are knowledgeable or have a
valued perspective on your organization and its function in the community.
Participants are invited to freely express their views and reflect on issues that
are important to your work.
And a few quick guidelines? Each meeting should be held for
about 1 ½ hours… Make sure you offer refreshments if you are
meeting in person! Pay careful attention to engaging with
everyone and creating a space for the less vocal participants to
contribute. And make sure to note key discussion points with the
help of tools such as flip charts.

The essential role of facilitation
Talking about facilitation at this early stage? Yes! We have to get enthusiastic
about becoming facilitators of learning or else we will just get stuck. Then we could
soon find ourselves just filling out strategic planning documents on our own and
carrying out M&E as required, but with little engagement and less likelihood of
impact.
For the conversations about your organizational strategies and potential impact to
be meaningful, it is essential to bring a real sense of curiosity and openness to
these discussions. The role of a facilitator builds a supportive environment that
encourages participants to share their knowledge, ideas and concerns and learn
from one another.
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Starting the conversation…

such as:77

So many of the processes we address throughout this guide
depend on the role of the facilitator. And there is a lot to keep
track of during these conversations! If facilitating, ask questions

How are you making people feel comfortable? How are you managing group
dynamics, and how do you adapt if online versus in person?
What steps are you taking to encourage people to share? Are there options
for different ways to effectively communicate?
How are you making sure the conversation stays on target? What can be
done to keep it practical and relevant?
An agenda needs to be set for every meeting, and the facilitator needs to make
sure that the group stays on course, with conversations that remain focused on the
topic at hand. Recognize though, that this is not always easy, especially when
conversations become emotionally difficult for some participants.
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Ideas for your toolkit: Facilitating discussions
When you are facilitating conversations in person, remember
there are visual tools that can help guide your work and increase
engagement. These ideas can also work online with a little
creativity as well:78
Get out your poster paper or make sure to have board space with chalk. You
want to get important ideas down, on the record. Everyone can then see
the group’s thinking process and the insights that are being put forward.
Make sure you have markers and sticky notes on
hand to invite engagement. You want to make
sure that you able to easily encourage
participation with the use of flexible tools for
communication.
Provide different opportunities for feedback. You
can have participants prioritize ideas and give
feedback in a variety of ways. For example, you
can have them vote using stickers or checklists
that you place on the walls.

And, lastly, where do we find our facilitators? Should they be internal
or external?
With the importance of facilitating conversations at all stages of your work, the
question of who takes on this role will come up often in strategic planning and in
the M&E process.79
Having experienced outside facilitators guiding the process with your team can be
great. They are likely to be impartial and they have might have specialized
facilitation skills and training to gently lead challenging conversations. However,
unless you can find a volunteer or colleague to do this pro bono, it can be another
added expense. Because of this, it is worth seeing if you have skilled in-house
facilitators willing to engage with your team.
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Keep in mind though that any designated facilitator needs to be able to check
their biases at the door. And of course, existing organizational dynamics also need
to be taken into account. A supportive and receptive environment to critical
feedback has to be established.

Starting the conversation…
Perhaps you are considering facilitating the discussions yourself. If
so, ask questions such as: 80
What is your comfort level with all aspects of the strategic
planning and M&E tools? Make sure you do your homework.
What is the degree of trust that you have as a facilitator with your
colleagues? The ability to create a forum for dialogue and open inquiry is of
primary importance.
What is your experience in helping to create a supportive environment?
How on board is the organizational leadership in ensuring this? You need to
be able to help your colleagues and other stakeholders listen to each other and
provide a safe space.
Are you stepping into the role as a neutral facilitator? It will require you to
set aside your own ideas and beliefs about how your organization should work
during the discussion.

‘Sensemaking’ is what you are looking for here in building strategic conversations.81 It
is an essential step in your organization’s ability to think and act strategically, thereby
helping to ensure that collective learning and reflection can take place in M&E or any
other organizational process.
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And now, back to building a more detailed theory of change…
As we discussed in Chapter 1, your theory of change is one of the key strategic
planning and M&E tools to use for creating a feedback loop of organizational
learning. Given its importance, an ideal scenario moving forward would be to
designate a planning team to lead the process outlined below, one that involves your
leadership and program staff. You may also want to invite various external
stakeholders to join the
planning team or engage
them in other ways.
Ready to begin? Since you
have already developed an
initial draft of your theory of
change, this next step is to
broaden your feedback loop
and get more of your
stakeholders fully involved.
You can keep this diagram
in mind as we now walk
through the suggested
process for facilitating the
theory of change.

Here are the suggested steps for facilitating theory of change
discussions (see Anderson, 2008):
Step 1:
Step 2:
Step 3:
Step 4:
Step 5:
Step 6:
Step 1:

Articulate the long-term outcome(s)
Define your target population
Develop a pathway of change
Add indicators to your preconditions
Determine interventions
Explore assumptions
Articulate the long-term outcomes
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If you recall, your long-term outcomes are the specific, concrete changes that your
organization seeks to make. Why do you begin here? It’s a fair question, but here’s
the thing. There is a reason why the theory of change tool has become popular. It is
because it requires us to be much more precise about the type of change we want
to see. 82
We are always expected to be able to describe what we hope to achieve. What does
that actually look like in practice though? And that is why we start here first.
We need to come up with a clear definition of our long-term outcomes.
This is hard work! Our desired impact has to be specific enough to guide action and
instruct our work moving forward. If our audacious goals are too vague, too “fuzzy,”
it can lead to lots of misunderstandings or little prioritization of strategic decisions. 83
There is another reason why we start with defining our long-term outcomes. When
we are being strategic, it is essential to view current program choices and activities as
adaptable and flexible rather than static or permanent.84 While we tend to fall in love
with our solutions, we always want to remember to stay open to adapting our
interventions as needed.
And be prepared. You may be surprised to discover that even with regard to wellestablished programs, stakeholders can hold very different ideas about the ultimate
purpose of your work. It is only another reminder of the importance of crafting a
clear deﬁnition and shared consensus of the desired impact.
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Starting the conversation…
You can recall these questions from strategic planning discussions
suggested in Chapter 1 that are worth reviewing:85
What are the ultimate goals of this program? How will we determine its
success?
What are the expectations from all kinds of stakeholders? More specifically,
what do they expect to see come out of their engagement with this program?
If we are eventually successful, what will be different in our community in
the long-term?
This is just the beginning. As you go along, it will be important to consider this more
specifically. In the next step, you have to carefully determine your target population.
For now you can step back a little and see the bigger picture. You want to be able to
outline the steps that eventually will lead to the desired long-term results. You can
then more easily build a consensus about what is important in programming and in
allocating funds.
And of course, you are then better equipped to develop a M&E plan and to track
progress toward your long-term goals.

Step 2: What’s Next? Define your target population
Here you will want to devote time to carefully defining your target population, your
partners in the work. With limited time and even more limited resources, you are
more likely to produce a measurable, positive outcome if you carefully determine the
core group of individuals you are aiming to impact.
Your team should define this population as thoughtfully as possible, being sure to
consider factors such as age, gender, ethnicity, education, place of residence, family
status, interests, personal abilities, needs, goals, capacities, and resources.
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A question to consider is which factors among your target population are only
temporary and/or could be changed in time. Often referred to as ‘risk
characteristics’, these include situations such as unemployment, housing insecurity
and insufficient job skills.

Starting the conversation…
With the input of diverse representatives from your target
community consider the following questions:86
What kinds of individuals are involved in our activities? Where do they
come from? What are their needs? Are these the individuals we set out to
work with as determined in our mission statement?
How have the characteristics or needs of our participant/target population
changed over time?
After you have determined your target population, consider their direct link to
your desired long-term outcomes and ask:
What is the current status of our target population? What changes are we
hoping to see? What will indicate success with regard to our target
community?
How will we measure the success of our planned long-term outcomes? What
do we see as the time frame for progress on these outcomes?
Whew! Not easy stuff, we know! You will likely have many discussions and take a
bunch of needed coffee breaks- all the while managing the art of facilitation.
Next we move to putting all of this together in a pathway of change, which is in
essence, a visual representation of what needs to take place in order for you to
achieve the long-term outcomes you have projected for your target population.
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Step 3: Develop a pathway of change
Okay, this is a big one. Once you have outlined your long-term outcomes and target
population, you are ready to create your pathway of change- which means you will
want to specify how and why you expect change to happen. Outlining this pathway
will encourage you to reflect on how your big, ambitious, desired changes are
logically linked to the smaller changes that will occur as you progress with your
project.
What is being asked of you at this point is to make predictions knowing that you will
have uncertainty and surprises along the way. We will start at the end of the program
and go backwards, a process which appropriately is called ‘backwards mapping.’87
You will want to outline this for every single step so that you can determine the initial
and intermediate changes that need to take place in order to realize the desired
long-term outcome. These steppingstones can be thought of as ‘preconditions’,
which are required to occur in order to achieve social impact.

Let’s take a break!
Too much jargon! Yes, it is not easy, and it will take time to become
familiar with some key concepts.
We will have to become accustomed to new terminology. And you can already
see that there are different names for the same ideas, and often they are used
interchangeably. To add to this confusion, the terms used often depend on the
setting, context or stakeholder group.
Keeping this in mind, it is worth focusing on the concepts underlying each of the
terms, and to make sure you build a shared vocabulary with your key
stakeholders.
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Let’s first get used to the idea of preconditions, a key
component in a pathway of change. Each of the
preconditions which are short-term and intermediate
outcomes along the way, are all necessary to reach
results. Short-term outcomes are often the most
direct result of your work and tend to be expressed at
the individual level. They might be for example, a
change in a person’s knowledge, attitude, behavior,
skills or status.88
Intermediate outcomes usually build on the progress of short-term outcomes. The
shift often moves from the individual level to determining more broadly desired
effects that can take place over time - at the level of organizations, families,
communities. If these preconditions - the short and intermediate outcomes- are
accomplished, it will lead to the desired long-term outcome.89

Starting the conversation…
Questions to spark the discussion can include:
What are the necessary preconditions? What are the short term or
intermediate outcomes necessary to achieve your long-term outcomes?
If all of the preconditions you identify are satisfied, will that be enough to
achieve your long-term outcomes?

Step 4: Add indicators to your preconditions
If we thought things were already tough, hang in there. We have to tackle indicators.
Your indicator, simply put, is your ‘evidence’ of change.90 You can select a variety of
indicators to indicate that some type of change has occurred.
An indicator is the information that tells you whether or not your program is
achieving its intended outcomes. While often quantified by specific measures,
indicators can take many different forms.
45

Ideas for your toolkit: Break-out groups
Are you finding yourself in the middle of a difficult discussion about
indicators? Perhaps things are getting a bit tedious? You may find that
just like coffee breaks are a good idea, you may want to shake up
group discussion and break into smaller groups- especially effective if you are
facilitating a meeting online.
You can then take one of the topics at hand – for example- on indicators. Assign a
small group to the task of matching key short term outcomes to possible
indicators and give everyone ﬁfteen minutes to discuss. After this, each group
could report back to the larger group using the visual aids in the room such as
poster boards or a flip chart (or virtual aids on the computer screen) to post their
ideas and explain their rationale.
This type of activity encourages different interactions and important
conversations and is worth having in your facilitator’s toolkit.
These conversations with various stakeholders will promote reasonable expectations
about what can be achieved by your efforts. And with a shared understanding of how
to identify and track desired changes, you can make sure that there is a logical
connection between the selected indicators and what is being measured.

Starting the conversation….
In developing your indicators, it is helpful to ask:91
What does the short or intermediate outcome look like? At what level (i.e.,
individual, organizational, communal) does the change take place?
How will we know if the short term or intermediate outcome has occurred?
What will we be able to see? Who or what do we expect to change?
What is our timeline for each indicator?
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Another term that we often see used for indicator is ‘metric’. Essentially the purpose
of indicators is to help us understand how we will know we have created the
preconditions for the desired impact.92
We will be addressing
indicators further once
we discuss M& E plans.
For now, we can keep
in mind how indicators
help us to tell the story
by tracking progress at
each step of the way. As
such, they are a key
piece in outlining the
steppingstones toward
long-term outcomes
and ensuring that our
theory of change makes
sense.

Step 5: Determine the interventions
Okay! So yes, it’s been a lot. We are heading toward the end though, at least in
developing an initial theory of change.
After all of this preparatory work, now is the time to identify interventions- the
activities, products, or services that your organization will provide to produce your
preconditions.93 Hopefully you are now seeing how everything ties together.
All the work you have undertaken already in plotting your pathway of change should
be the starting point for this discussion about interventions. With that said, this is
often a very difficult stage - a sort of reality check for what can realistically be
implemented.
It is time to consider the fit between the strategies, the capacities and the existing
resources of your organization. Is your plan working to affect your long-term
outcomes? And what are the preconditions that your organization can do something
47

about and those that are beyond the reach of your work? The conversations with
your stakeholders may not always be easy.

You may find that existing programs no longer fully fit what you are now spelling out
as your primary strategic direction. Or it may turn out that there are major gaps in
your programmatic efforts. Or perhaps you have little capacity to act on each of the
designated preconditions, thus necessitating a new approach and/or a shift in
organizational resources.
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Starting the conversation…
As you determine your interventions, you can begin with questions
such as:94
• What types of activities do (or could) our organization offer that would likely
produce our preconditions, our short and intermediate outcomes?
• What may be outside of our control that will impact our ability to produce
these preconditions? And for those outcomes that we may have some
inﬂuence over, which type of intervention could be most effective?
• Is there a public policy change or shift in institutional practice that would be
required to bring about our preconditions?95
• Are there possible partnerships with other actors or institutions that have
similar views on the desired change?
As we mentioned, one of the difficulties may be managing your expectations at this
point. You may want to have critical conversations about the direction of your
programmatic strategy in light of new insights.

Step 6: Last Step! Explore assumptions
We are now at the last step of this process. Examining our assumptions is a built-in
part of the process. And that is a good thing.
Now that you have created some type of initial draft, you want to make your
assumptions explicit. So even after all of your hard work and investment in
articulating a theory about how long-term outcomes are to be achieved, you still
have to step back and reflect on everything. You have to take your theory of change
and see it for what it is - a theory!96
There are all kinds of assumptions to be aware of. Some are grounded in your values
and beliefs, others in knowledge and prior experience. Each of us brings our own
baggage to the table- our worldviews, mindset, experiences and how we believe
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things work in the world.97 Now is the time to reflect on how your assumptions have
played into the development of your theory of change.
Of course, this doesn’t mean that your assumptions are wrong! It just means that
you should be aware of what you have taken as a given, carefully consider those
assumptions and come to a shared understanding about them.

Starting the conversation….
As you articulate assumptions consider the following:98
What are our assumptions that come from our past experience and knowledge
of the field?
Which assumptions are grounded in ‘best practices’ noted in the field or in
previous research?
What are we taking for granted, and what are the potential risks in our
proposed pathway of change?
What assumptions are we making about our broader context or local
environment? Are we taking into account the possibility of uncertainty in our
external context that could upend our expectations about our operating
environment?

This whole process has likely been quite exhausting, and still more questions! But this
signifies an open-mindedness and readiness to challenge ‘group think’.
After all, planning is a leap of faith of sorts. You want to make sure that you openly
acknowledge this critical piece of your work and be certain to question assumptions
as needed.
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Let’s take a break!
We have been asked to make predictions, handle uncertainty and
the unknown, and now we’re pushed to keep asking questions!?
Well, yes. It’s our job. We have to stay curious, stay open. With all of our plans
and intentions, we need to have some humility as well. None of us can assume
we can predict the future or that we have it all figured out.
What is required of us is a constant curiosity and a determined willingness to
listen and redirect. It’s the responsibility of anyone who is taking on the tough
work of trying to improve the world.

Are we done yet? Summing up for now…
As discussed in the previous chapter, you are building up a skillset for strategic
conversations and a feedback loop for organizational learning.
For now, you have done significant work. Theories of change are challenging! A great
deal of hard thinking is required to clearly deﬁne long-term goals and every
precondition on the pathway of change.
With your theory of change in hand, your stakeholders have a better understanding
of what you all are trying to accomplish. It will now be much easier to build
consensus on how success is defined (and eventually measured).
In the next chapter, we will make that transition from planning to M&E, keeping in
mind of course, that the learning cycle and our strategic thinking are ongoing.
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Chapter 3: Moving from Strategic Planning to M&E
Wow, so much stuff to do! And we are only just starting Chapter 3. But let’s cheer
ourselves on a bit. If you have gotten this far, you are already starting to think
evaluatively. You are getting used to the idea of framing your efforts in terms of
desired change.
In this chapter, we are going to move forward in building a feedback loop for carrying
out M&E- setting yourselves up in a way that will enable you to shape programs in
a participatory way, engage with your community and monitor your progress in
addressing social problems.

Overlapping evaluative thinking with strategic thinking
Let’s now briefly address classic evaluation areas that are often explored in M&E relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, impact and sustainability- and show how they
are linked not only to your operational and programmatic strategy, but also to your
broader organizational strategy as well.99
How is this all connected together? We can consider the questions, for example, of
whether your project is relevant to the needs of your target community, is wellmanaged or is likely to make an impact that is sustainable. You certainly would not
want to wait for a long-term evaluation only to find out that you should have
addressed this topic much earlier in the process!
To avoid this, it is essential that you bring the rigor of both strategic and evaluative
thinking to your work exactly at the time that you are developing your projects. We
can review each of these five evaluation areas a bit more….

Relevance - How do you make sure that your work is relevant to the
field and to your target community?
What you are asking here is if your strategies and planned efforts make sense in
light of your target community’s main priorities. Have you checked the underlying
logic of your program with community stakeholders? Are you taking steps to
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ensure that your efforts fit into the current context and that you are adapting
to the changes that are taking place?100

Let’s take a break!
Aren’t we really asking more here? When you think of relevance you
also want to consider the degree to which you are grounded in your
community, as we have discussed in earlier chapters.
In the field of community development, you especially need to ask this
question again and again. Often, members of a target population have been
marginalized in some way or have actually been left out of the services
provided. So you will want to keep in mind how your work is changing this
dynamic- and how you are not only making sure to stay well-informed of their
primary concerns but also to help empower diverse stakeholders in your target
community.

Effectiveness - How do you ensure that you are working as
effectively as possible?
Here we are looking at the extent to which your interventions have the potential to
be carried out as planned and achieve their objectives.101 In reviewing your
planned implementation it is also important to identify factors that may present
obstacles to accomplishing your desired outcomes. 102
In assessing the implementation of your programmatic and operational strategies,
you want to make sure that they are creating a ‘sum of reactions’ that is aligned
with your organizational strategies and long-term goals.103
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Let’s take a break!
So before theory of change models became widely used in the field,
much of M&E was focused on the implementation of programs.
Years ago, organizations were primarily held accountable for carrying out their
work effectively and efficiently (operational and programmatic strategy
combined). 104
These days we don’t stop at just examining implementation, nor should we.
After all, you can pull off a project perfectly, but its positive impact can be
entirely unsustainable, with lots of unexpected negative effects added into the
mix. 105
Today there is more of a shift to focusing on outcomes to help ensure that we
are making strategic decisions that are actually geared toward desired positive
impact.

Efficiency - How do you check that you are most efficient in carrying
out your programs?
We always will need to know whether or not we are being efficient, especially with
limited resources and endless challenges facing us. It is here that you should
consider your operational strategy, time, resources and investment. Efficiency tells
you that input (i.e., money, hours, staff, equipment) is in line with output.
And what else? Tracking efficiency allows you to assess if you are following a
reasonable timetable for progress at an acceptable and sustainable cost.
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Impact - How are you assessing your progress and making sure
that you are moving towards your long-term impact?
Prioritizing impact keeps us continually focused on our long-term goals as
articulated in our organizational strategy. Examining impact tells us whether or not
we are making a difference with the problem we are addressing. In other words,
was our strategy useful? 106
Here we can consider if we have set up the programmatic and operational
strategies to support the desired impact. This is often the heart of what the M&E
process explores, as we seek to understand the negative or positive outcomes
produced, directly or indirectly, intended or unintended.

Let’s take a break!
We hear the term ‘impact’ used often, and of course, it is entirely
necessary to stay focused on results. Little else in the end matters.
But! Guidelines are needed. Impact takes time, as do the steps we take to
reach our desired changes.107
With the unrelenting pressure to prove impact, you will want to make sure that
you have notable markers that can indicate success along the way. Those
markers go right up there next to long-term outcomes in importance. At least
that is our vote on the topic.
Prior to any decisions on whether to scale up programs and/or replicate them
elsewhere, discussion among stakeholders on what makes sense in terms of
impact is essential.
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Sustainability - How are you designing your work to be
sustainable and to have results that are long-lasting?
As with each of the principles reviewed above, it is helpful early on to keep in mind
the idea of sustainability. How are you making sure that your work and its positive
results can be maintained?108
All of us know too well of abandoned projects, and of times when little was done
once funding was withdrawn and/or when organizations moved on to a different
community or priority. We want to examine the idea of sustainability from every
angle in our efforts.

Let’s take a break!
Sustainability can be defined in so many ways – from sustaining
resources to sustaining impact and everything in between.
One noteworthy shift that we have seen in the field in the past decade takes
on the challenge of sustainable organizational capacities. In response to this
concern, many international development organizations have sought to hire
only local staff.109 After too many years of expertise being ‘flown in’, there is a
movement to nurture the talent and capabilities of those who come from the
community being served.
We should consider how such an approach and other types of efforts can
strengthen and sustain desirable outcomes over time.

Overall, we can see how these key evaluation areas contribute to our ability to
apply both evaluative and strategic thinking.110 And we certainly can’t afford to be
complacent about too much these days…
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Getting your theory of change ready for M&E
M&E is all about measuring progress and learning as you go, so you want to make
sure to get ready for this! As we know, by preparing strategic planning tools such as a
theory of change, it will be easier for you to develop a meaningful feedback loop.
Yes, building your theory of change is tons of work, but you are then able to present,
in essence, the core of what you are trying to achieve. Both the visual diagram of a
theory of change and an accompanying narrative can be used to tell your story.
And since you have done the groundwork, as described in Chapter 2, you should
be ready to share a draft of your theory of change with stakeholders.
And while you should rightfully be proud of your initial theory of change, we do want
you to remember that this is the time to re-check assumptions, invite more
stakeholders into the mix and get feedback on your rationale and approach. Any
confusion will be revealed as you begin to converse with others, especially concerning
the relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, impact and sustainability of your efforts.

Broadening your audience, broadening your engagement
Moving towards M&E is also a process in which you are spelling out what you hope
to achieve. You can keep dreaming big, but at the same time, you want to manage
expectations- establishing an agreement among your diverse stakeholders as to what
you are holding your organization accountable for.
This is what helps to make the theory of change so useful. Once articulated, it
encourages important conversations about your strategic direction and efforts to
measure your progress.
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Tip: Make your theory of change accessible to all your diverse
stakeholders.

You may consider creating a few versions of your theory of change,
with some versions containing more detailed information or
different terminology depending on the audience. The basic requirement in
your graphic is to depict how your interventions are logically linked to
important preconditions and outcomes.
Either way you can keep it as straightforward as possible while also staying
flexible. And think creatively about how to communicate - everything from
short videos to simple drawings are possible options. 111

As part of this effort to communicate, you can develop along with your theory of
change, a narrative that accompanies your visual diagram. Doing so, can further
explain your understanding of how change is anticipated and you can throw in extra
material if needed.
Some additional material as highlighted below could include: an explanation of the
broader context, a reflection on your assumptions, a review of relevant research in
the field and an overview of your efforts at community engagement:112

Context. You may include broader social, political and economic factors about

the communities in which you operate, as well as more information about your
target population.

Assumptions. Assumptions provide your rationale for the causal links

between your interventions and desired outcomes. As we know, assumptions
play an important role in creating your theory of change, and it will be helpful to
make them explicit.

Research / Evaluation Findings. When available, you can cite research or

other forms of evidence that show how your activities are likely to achieve your
stated goals. After all, your interventions are hopefully based on best practices and
existing knowledge of what works in a particular field. This will only add more
legitimacy to your own efforts.
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Communal Engagement. An overview of your connection to the

community, and how you have built relationships and worked with your target
community can be outlined as well. This is often pivotal to a project’s success,
especially since progress is so often based on an ability to influence and engage with
individuals and groups.

Moving to M&E
As we move on to the topic of M&E with our theory of change ready to go, we can
review again the feedback loop, introduced in the previous chapter, that illustrates
the link between programmatic strategy and evaluative thinking.
And once we have a learning cycle in
place with M&E, your strategic
conversations become grounded in
data. You are able to establish a
mechanism to systematically capture
learning and experience over time.
This feedback loop also helps establish
a shared language to be able to both
design and improve your work to
meet the evolving needs of your
target community
In this next section we will begin to
explore the definition and distinctions between monitoring and evaluation.

So why M&E?
M&E helps you understand various aspects of your work and supports your ability to
make strategic, data-driven decisions when necessary.113
You can think of it as a puzzle. You are using M&E to help you find where all the
pieces go. Through data, you will be better able to put the pieces together by
collecting, managing and using information about your projects.
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Before we get started, let’s review a few important terms that are relevant to
the M&E process.

Monitoring. On a regular basis, monitoring is the collection and

analysis of information. It is done systematically and in a methodical
way.114 Monitoring is generally focused on helping to improve the
effectiveness of projects and the efficient use of resources.

Why is this so essential? It helps to keep your work on track and allows
you to monitor performance over time. You are able to see more about your
organization’s capacity to carry out the project- whether the resources you have are
sufficient and being properly used, and whether you are doing what you planned to
do.115
By helping you to make informed decisions, it becomes an invaluable tool for good
management. Monitoring also provides you with a useful base for evaluation.

Evaluation. Evaluation is used to help us gauge what we have set out
to do, what we have actually accomplished, and how we have done
so.116

We are evaluating our work in order to measure whether the project
activities have achieved the project’s objectives and how much the project’s
outcomes are directly linked to the project’s interventions. And while there are all
kinds of evaluation, often it helps us to see what the results are compared to what
our original projections were.117
Various types of evaluation can be used in a range of instances - from improving the
strategy and implementation of a project to gaining knowledge about best practices
from a completed project to better inform future programming.118
Together, we will refer to monitoring and evaluation as M&E. And while monitoring
and evaluation are related, nevertheless they are still distinct sets of organizational
activities.
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And there are two more terms that we will want to get used to as we move
forward to unpack our M&E toolkit.

Data. Data used for both monitoring and evaluation is the information
that we gather about our programs. We will discuss over the next few
chapters the range of options that you have to collect data, including
everything from surveys and interviews to community mapping and
observations.

Tip: Data sounds intimidating, but it doesn’t have to be!

We don’t want to give the impression that there is only one way to
collect data that fits each organization.
You have choices - all depending on your own context and target
community. Don’t forget that there are many creative ways to gain meaningful
insights into the work that you do. 119 You want to keep in mind that useful data
can come in all types of shapes and forms.

Bias. We are purposively using the word ‘bias’ in our discussion of

data. All of us have our own biases -a set of beliefs or expectations of
how people should behave, how the world should work or how our
projects will play out once implemented.120 What is noteworthy is that
biases, like our assumptions, are often not supported by data and may
undermine our effectiveness.

Summing Up…
Whether we’re talking about monitoring or evaluation, your overall approach is the
same. You are making an effort to collect facts and data to inform your decisions.
With limited resources and great social needs, you have to understand what works,
what doesn’t work, and why. In the next chapter, we begin to outline the many steps
in building a M&E plan to assess your own efforts.
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Chapter 4: Creating a M&E Plan
So what is the next step? Well, here we really need to gather our strength as we dive
into M&E. Since there are many factors to keep in mind when creating a M&E plan,
we recognize it will require you to invest both time and resources. In light of this, we
want to encourage you and help make sure that all your efforts are worth it!
Knowing what a challenge this is, we are going to first present the basic set of
principles and then we will consider how these principles can be adapted to suit
your own individual needs.

Tip: Start with one project, building capacity over time.

Over the years we have found that starting with an individual
project is a valuable way for an organization to begin building its
own evaluation capacity.
By focusing on one project at the start- and not all of your organization’s work
at once- your team then has the opportunity to get used to the shared
vocabulary, the toolkit and the practice of M&E. It makes it more doable and
builds up your skillset over time.
Over time, ideally as more and more individuals are able to see the value in the
process, M&E will be integrated into your organization’s operations from
project design to financing and fundraising. 121

In the following chapters, we will walk through the components of a M&E plan - a
set of documents that state which information you will collect, how it will be
collected, and what you will do with the information.

Again, what is the M and what is the E in M&E?
We are generally able to differentiate between monitoring and evaluation based on
the kinds of data that are explored, when the data are collected and what the data
are used for.122
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When we do the work of monitoring, we are collecting data - daily, weekly or
monthly - in order to use that information for the day-to-day management of our
work. It is a capacity that we develop within our organization to track progress and
make informed decisions.123
Evaluation, in all its various forms, usually involves the collection of data every few
months, once a year, or at the end of a project – and takes a more comprehensive
assessment of all the work that was done. Evaluation will often involve comparing the
findings to the original theory of change to gauge progress toward the stated goals.124

How to start distinguishing between monitoring and evaluation?

Monitoring

Evaluation

What are the kinds of
questions that our data
methods will answer for us?

How often
do we
gather
data?

What kinds
of data are
we hoping
to collect?

Who is
responsible
for carrying
out the
process?

How is the implementation
of our project going? Is our
project spending money and
resources efficiently?
How effectively are we
moving towards indicators that
we have established? Are we
making progress?
What types of difficulties
have come up in the
implementation? What signs of
success in the work have we
seen?

Regular
intervals:
daily,
weekly, or
monthly.

Data about
activities,
expenses
and shortterm
outcomes.
Tracking
project
performance
.

Members of
your team
who are
involved with
the project.

What difference has our
project made? Did our project
achieve what it planned on
achieving?
What has taken place that
was unplanned ? What have we
learned that was unexpected?
How sustainable are
outcomes and what are the
implications for the various
stakeholders?

Usually at
specific
times. May
be halfway
through, or
at the end
of the
project,
depending
on the
evaluation
purpose.

Data about
intermediary
outcomes
and longterm
outcomes.

An internal
or external
team of
evaluators,
or some kind
of
combination.
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For now, with so much to cover here, we will mostly focus on collecting data
for monitoring purposes. This is especially important for creating a participatory
process- your team will need to be on board!
How so? You will want to get your key stakeholders accustomed to the idea of
regularly collecting data as part of your efforts to set up a feedback loop of
learning and then adapting your work as needed. All of these combined efforts not
only help build your team’s readiness to articulate what is to be measured, but will
also eventually help strengthen their capacity to gather and analyze data for
ongoing decision-making.
And once you begin collecting data for monitoring, you begin to develop an
organizational infrastructure that will allow you to be better prepared for
evaluative processes.125
Information collected for monitoring your projects often serves as the basis for
evaluation- whether carried out by internal or external evaluators. With
mechanisms in place for tracking and measuring progress, your entire team
becomes much better equipped to effectively engage with evaluators about
setting long-term measures for success.

And tell me again why M&E is important?
As we go through this process, you will be encouraged to think carefully about how
you can develop M&E to serve your own organizational needs. M&E helps you to
know your projects better, to continually improve, to make the case for your work
and so much more.
Yes, the impetus for M&E often comes from funders, but if you are already putting
in all that effort, wouldn’t it be fabulous if first and foremost those efforts also
improved your work and empowered your team?
A well-prepared M&E plan will help your team better plan projects, set
expectations, coordinate roles and responsibilities and gain feedback. All the
knowledge and insights gained will then in turn impact on your decision-making
going forward.126
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Tip: Everyone on your team should get used to the
idea of M&E.
We know this gets tough. There is already so much that needs to get
done on a daily basis. And many of us are managing our organizations in way
too many languages. It is tempting to have much of the work related to M&E
written only in English for funders abroad and categorized only under the
fundraising ‘to do’ list.
But dear leadership team, we are speaking to you here! Take this on. You will
have to invest extra time in making sure that M&E is accessible to all members
of your team in order to shape your day-to day work.
Start with modest steps and then adapt the process to what makes sense for
your organization. Over time you will then be able to develop some kind of
feedback mechanism to ensure that your efforts are as effective as possible.

We need to think about how our conversations about strategy and evaluation fit
into the context of our organization, a necessity when we are part of this messy
and complicated space of trying to make the world a better place.
And we all know of too many times when good intentions were not enough- when
well-meaning efforts backfired, and when nonprofits did not learn from
experiences and failed to reach their potential for making real change.127
So how do we view our organization? What is our organizational DNA? What
contribution do we want to make to the field? What is our ethical duty? To whom
are we obligated?
Our integrity and character as an organization is not just about the amazing work
that we set out to do. It also includes the way that we do things - how we listen to
our target community, how we keep evolving and learning as we go. We can of
course do this without formal M&E plans in place, but M&E helps set up a
systematic way for us to keep having a conversation with our community.
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Ideas for your Toolkit: Observing the world around you
When we think about outreach to our community and eliciting
feedback, we tend to think first of surveys and interviews. But we
have such a broad range of other data collection tools that can be a part of
gaining insights into our work.
One of the tools we often forget is the power of observation.128 What happens
when you get out there and see what is happening in your community? What can
you learn from observation? And with your programs too, what can you see? All of
this can be a way of gaining insights, beginning more conversations, and setting the
stage to keep expanding your feedback loop.
Having an observation guide can be of great use. It provides
you with a list of specific topics to pay attention to, such as
the setting, the participants, the activities and interactions.129
As we jump in now to M&E, think about what value M&E will add to your work and
how you are going to use its findings. Of course, you will want to carefully consider
what the big fat questions are that you really need M&E to answer – and, as we
can see below, setting up an M&E plan is the first place to start.

Key components of a M&E plan
While there is a great deal of variation, most M&E plans contain the following steps
in some form:130

66

Together, these five steps indicate how you intend to collect, manage, analyze
and use data. Each of the next five chapters will tackle one of these steps. For now,
we will give a bit more of an overview.

Step 1: Articulate your pathway of change
As you know from our previous discussion on the topic, it is critical to
have a shared understanding of how and why you are taking a
particular approach to your work. Your M&E plan is a set of tools that
will help you measure progress toward the desired outcomes that you
have articulated in your theory of change.
We will explore further how to ensure that your theory of change can be used for
this purpose. We will also take your theory of change to develop a specific logical
framework, also known as a ‘logframe’.

Step 2: Select indicators
For your M&E plan, you will want to review and refine the indicators
that you selected during the process of articulating a theory of
change. You may find that your project indicators need to be either more varied or
more specific.
Again, your indicators are the evidence or information that you can use to show that
some type of change has occurred. While indicators are often quantified by specific
measures such as numbers or percentages, we want to keep in mind that your
indicators can come from many different sources and in a variety of forms.

Step 3: Develop the data collection process
At this stage it is the time to consider in more depth your selection of
data collection methodologies for your M&E and determine
guidelines for the data to be collected- when, how and by whom. Your
choice depends on a number of factors, including what type of data is
needed.
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You will also want to consider realistically what organizational resources are
available for data collection (and data analysis!). You want to select data collection
that will provide the most information with the least effort required.

Step 4: Outline the data analysis process
As ‘raw material’, your data needs to be interpreted and placed into a
context in order to inform your decision-making process.
Data analysis takes all the data that you have collected and organizes it
so you can reach conclusions. Your M&E plan should set out how the
data is to be analyzed, when, how and by whom. The scope and nature
of your data analysis, as with other aspects of your M&E plan, will depend on your
informational needs and your organizational resources.

Step 5: Determine how to use findings for strategic decisions
And at this stage of the M&E plan, you will have the challenge of
interpreting the data, communicating the findings and providing
useful information to inform the planning process and day-to-day
management.
After all, the success of any M&E effort should ultimately be measured by the
knowledge and action that takes place as a result. From the start, it is worthwhile to
consider how an M&E process can help enhance the decision-making process and
support action.

Should we talk a bit more here about the purpose and use of M&E?
We want to make sure that we get used to the idea of reframing how we see our
efforts in this challenging field of social change. Since it is difficult to understand the
causes of complex problems, or why some solutions don’t work, or why some
projects succeed while others do not, we have to set up a mechanism for capturing
these insights as they come up.
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And we can keep in mind that there are many stakeholders who will be thankful for
more a nuanced picture of how to make progress in light of so much need. After all,
understanding how best to invest limited resources is difficult for everyone -for those
who are working in the field and for those who are seeking to support these efforts.

Let’s take a break!
We see today that, with the growing use of M&E, a ‘culture of
inquiry’ and transparency about lessons learned is enhancing the
credibility of many organizations.131 In the past decade the field as a whole
has had a greater appreciation for the role of M&E. And more and more
stakeholders understand the inevitably of new insights as well as the
unexpected roadblocks that come up along the way in efforts to advance
social good.132
This acceptance is in part due to courageous organizations that began years
ago to publicly share their stories of experimentation and failure 133 They
helped push the social sector forward, reminding us all that failure is a vital
springboard to innovation and creative thinking.
In recent years, the use of M&E only continues to grow as part of an effort to
encourage more openness, more learning, and more effectiveness over time.
Yes, we know the civil society sector generally does not have the resources to invest
in R&D like the private sector does. And we already know that our version of venture
capital looks very different with few resources going to seed funding, testing and
development.134 But what we do have though, is strategic planning and M&E to
make sure that we explore and adapt ideas as needed.
So it is important to rigorously test, check implementation and handle setbacks
through the feedback loop of learning that M&E offers.135 And this has to be
accompanied by an acceptance on the part of key stakeholders not only of the
bumps along with way, but also of the recognition that mistakes and failures can very
well be the stimulus for more productive efforts. 136
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Tip: Take advantage of many resources on M&E!
In recent years, M&E has taken on a more significant role in
international development and nonprofit efforts. 137 In this guide we
will only be able to touch on some aspects of the work although we will provide
an extensive list of references at the end.
For each topic you may be addressing like youth leadership, peacebuilding,
poverty, environmental damage, human rights, women’s empowerment,
agriculture and more, there are research guides and evaluation tools that are
readily available.138
Make sure to check resources listed here and in many other places. You will
find that past evaluation reports, data collection tools and M&E guides on your
selected topic may be especially valuable.

Summing up…
As you know, this is a formal guide and we are going to use formal language here. It
will be part of your responsibility afterwards – as part of your efforts to build a
shared vocabulary - to translate these ideas to the rest of your team and supporters.
Ongoing communication and stakeholder engagement will help you avoid many pitfalls
- plans that don’t fit the context, that do not engage the team, that focus on issues of
low priority, or use inappropriate methods and measures. We could go on and on.
And without participatory efforts, there is little likelihood of creating a sense of
buy-in or trust in the value of the M&E process. We have to work hard at this, or
realistically, we really have to wonder if it is worth limited organizational resources.
We already have enough to do, thank you very much.
You will want to ask yourself what the added value is at each step of building a
M&E plan - stop, take a break, take stock, and then move forward. Checking in
along the way helps you build a meaningful process that will only serve to
strengthen the work that you do.
70

Chapter 5: Refining Your Project Design and Pathway
of Change for M&E
In this chapter we will be focusing on how to articulate a pathway of change for your
project, the first step of an M&E plan.
You will always want to start a M&E plan by outlining what are the desired outcomes
for your work and how you expect to get there. Our discussion will draw on many of
the ideas introduced in previous chapters, but now we will be diving into more of the
necessary specifics of program design.

Key steps of an M&E plan: Step 1

Should we review aspects of designing and planning your work?
In earlier discussions on building a shared consensus about your organization’s
strategic direction, we have suggested planning tools such as a theory of change to
outline your desired impact. As we now begin to build a M&E plan for a specific
project, you can further refine the design of your efforts with questions such as:
1. What are your project's desired outcomes?
2. What are your project's activities/ interventions?
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3. What are aspects of your project that will enhance the likelihood of its
success?
4. What are some potential problems that may arise?
Sound familiar? It should! Hopefully, you have already thought about these questions
in terms of both your programmatic and operational strategy, as well as your larger
vision of your organization. These are questions to ask at each stage of the process
with the help of M&E tools.

Getting used to the logical framework as well…
To ease into a M&E plan, we want to introduce another popular project design tool:
the logical framework- ‘logframe’ for short, also referred to as a logic model.139
Essentially what you are doing is zooming in on a specific pathway that is outlined in
your organization’s theory of change. And since the theory of change and logical
framework are commonly used in the field of community development, it is helpful
to have a comfort level and familiarity with both.
We want to re-emphasize here that all these planning tools will help you sharpen
your program theory - a theory about how and why your programs will work.
Each of these techniques offers a visual representation of what you are trying to
achieve, thereby enabling you to clearly outline and communicate the underlying
logic of your efforts in the field.140
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Let’s take a break!
More planning?! You may be asking this right now. Point well-taken.
And especially because we all know that social change can be so chaotic and
unpredictable. It is not always so simple to plan, let alone recognize and measure
success.
You may find, as with other tools suggested throughout, that these types of
planning diagrams do not fit your current way of working. Too much
structure…too much formality…and such linear ways of thinking! And some of
these tools may not seem especially user-friendly to your team and other
stakeholders.
These concerns are valid and should be taken into account.141 As such, we urge
flexibility and caution. You want to adapt these tools to suit your own context. And
you will also want to update them as needed. These planning diagrams should
always be seen as evolving, just as everything around us changes. We vote against
too much rigidity here and we want to remind our stakeholders of this as well.

In our experience we find that the theory of change is especially useful for broader
organizational strategic planning. When you are developing a M&E plan for a
particular project though, it can be helpful to be guided by the specificity of the
logical framework.
Of course, we can all keep in mind that life isn’t as neat and tidy as it looks when we
place it into the template of logical framework.
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What’s different about the logical framework?
As you can see, there is much overlap between the logical framework and the theory
of change. The theory of change leaves more room for conveying the messiness and
complexity of the work, yet the logical framework does have many of the similar
elements.142
We can review each of the components and see the link between these tools:

Long-term outcomes (also known as long-term goals, desired impact)- largescale, desirable change that you hope your project will create for the world.

Short-term and Intermediate outcomes (also referred to as preconditions) -

positive (or negative) effects of your project, - the steppingstones needed to achieve
desired changes as you go forward.

Activities (also known as interventions)- consist both of your inputs - resources

that go into your project and outputs - products or services that your project makes.
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Tip: Stay focused on the principles behind the labels.
We know, more jargon. This is so unfair! You will find though that
many of the concepts are the same, even if various tools use different titles or
labels.
What matters again is that you understand the principles underlying each of
the terms. Inevitably you will encounter various names for these templates and
tools depending on the country context and on your financial supporters. So we
purposefully are introducing the many possibilities for this reason. We have a
rationale for it, we promise!
For now, stay focused on examining the concepts here and how you will agree on
a shared vocabulary to use with key stakeholders.

Hopefully you are getting an initial sense of how a logical framework can be used to
articulate your pathway of change. We are going to continue exploring this more in
depth, but let’s take a quick break to see how this first step of our M&E plan fits into
the larger picture. We will introduce a template that can help provide a structure for
your M&E efforts.
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Suggested Template for your M&E Plan
A basic template can be helpful to guide discussions on designing your M&E plan.143
While it is an oversimplified version of what you will eventually develop, the
template provides a convenient way for you to begin conceptualizing some
fundamentals in your M&E plan.144
You can get an overview here of key elements that you will need to determine in
moving forward with M&E:

In brief, the template outlines:

Logical framework of your project - your planned activities and desired results.
Indicators -how you’ll measure progress. (discussed in chapter 6)
Data methodology - how you’ll collect the information for the indicators.

(discussed in chapter 7)

Assumptions and risks - factors that are linked to your logical framework to

help focus the inquiry process. (discussed at the end of this chapter)
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This M&E template reminds you to stay focused on questions that you already
are getting used to asking such as: What is the project going to achieve?
How will the planned activities be carried out? What resources, people, equipment
will you need? What potential problems might you come across? And how will the
progress and ultimate success of the project be measured?
You can see that the first column of the M&E template is essentially the first step of
the process, outlining your logical framework. That is where the project’s logical flow
(also known as pathway of change) is illustrated.
Let’s review more in depth the aspects of articulating a logical framework for your
project.

Outlining the elements of your logical framework for M&E
Step 1: Define Long-term Outcomes
As you are well-practiced in articulating a theory of change by now, you already know
to start first with long-term outcomes.
You haven’t forgotten (hopefully!) that impact is the most important part, the point
of all of your efforts. So start first by deciding your long-term outcomes, not your
activities. We do this in order to stay focused on what we are hoping to achieve and
to avoid designing interventions that will not lead to our desired results.
Makes sense, right? You then work backwards to determine your intended results your short and intermediate outcomes- followed by your planned activities.
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Your long-term outcomes, also referred to as expected impact or desired results,
are the ambitious goals that you set out to achieve as an organization.
Keeping in mind the alignment of your programmatic strategy with your operational
and organizational strategies, you want to make sure that your desired long-term
outcome(s) of a particular project are directly linked to your broader organizational
goals.
The articulated long-term outcomes for each of your individual projects are then, in
essence, the common denominator, a unifying theme that connects your
programmatic strategy to your organization’s overall vision.

Step 2: Define Short Term and Intermediate Outcomes
So far, we have discussed the long-term outcomes of your selected project. The next
step is to outline the preconditions, referred to here as your short and intermediate
outcomes.
You can think of these types of outcomes as a bridge between activities and impactthe steppingstones- that if achieved, will lead to your long-term outcomes.
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Step 3: Define Activities
And now that you have set your intended results, you are ready to design your
project’s activities.
In the logical framework, activities are made up of the inputs and outputs. Inputs are
what actually gets put into your project – your financial resources, rented space,
expertise of your team, etc. Outputs are what you plan to actually do- build houses,
offer loans, provide workshops, etc.

For our purposes, we will use the term ‘activities’ to include both inputs and outputs.
As such, your activities refer both to the needed inputs to get your project off the
ground and the outputs that will result.
As we move forward, you will want to make sure to keep track of the distinct
terminology used in your logical framework.
You can especially note the difference between outputs and outcomes. For example,
you may specify in your logical framework that your planned output is a training
workshop, but that does not guarantee the desired outcome - an acquired new
skillset for your participants- will necessarily be produced.
Keep in mind that there can be gaps between what you anticipate given a particular
output and what the actual outcome really is.
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Let’s take a break!
Outputs and outcomes sound too much alike. Aren’t they the same
thing?
All organizations, even those which have been doing this for a long time,
grapple with distinguishing between the outputs and outcomes. (And yes, to
add to the confusion, we often see varying definitions of outputs.)
In general, outputs are defined as the basic measurements of a project’s
activity, such as how many individuals attended workshops, used services or
received goods. While such statistics are vital measures, outputs are not
adequate indicators of actual impact on the lives of those involved in our
projects.
In recent decades, a significant shift in the field has led to a much greater focus
on measuring desired outcomes. 145 Recognizing this, we need to differentiate
between tracking outputs - the implementation of your activities - versus
tracking actual outcomes. It is the difference, for example, in how many people
undergo job training versus how many people remain employed upon
completion of the job training.
Okay, so you are getting the picture here. And we hope that you are getting more
comfortable with how to articulate your logical framework in a way that can
summarize concisely what your planned efforts are and what you wish to achieve.
By doing so, your stakeholders will be able to more readily see the logical flow that
links each stage in your project design thereby making the underlying logic explicit.
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Ideas for your toolkit: Interviewing individuals one on one
Of course, you won’t want to forget one of your key resources in
project design- your stakeholders. Remember that your data
collection from the field can take place at any phase of the project - from the early
stages of planning to the end when you are trying to understand your impact.
So perhaps during your project design you would like to have more one- on-one
conversations with stakeholders? Interviews can always be helpful here.146
And while you will want to keep the interviews conversational, it is helpful to
come equipped with some type of interview guide. Ideas for some open-ended
questions about project design include:147
• What is your understanding of what this project does?
• How do you see this project fitting into the work of other like-minded
initiatives out there?
• How do you define success for this project?
• And what are some of the possible obstacles it faces?
Remember, all of us can learn through practice how to collect data about our
work. Interviews can be a great place to start in helping your team get
accustomed to thinking about M&E and the toolkit available.
You are almost finished with Step 1 of a M&E plan! But there is one more thing- we
just want to make sure that as part of articulating your pathway of change, you also
outline your assumptions and your understanding of the risks associated with your
planned project.
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Let’s revisit assumptions (and add on risks)
As we know from our earlier discussions on the theory of change, assumptions are a
critical piece in explaining why you believe that your program can be successful.
Your assumptions are grounded in your beliefs, biases, opinions and experience. And
they can also, hopefully, be evidence- based. With so many organizations that openly
publicize their past experiences and insights, you are often able to corroborate and
substantiate your assumptions, and thus your logical framework, with data and/or
well-documented best practices.
And what about risks? This will also be the time when you want to add possible risks
to your discussion about project design. Since we are always in some type of
‘experiment mode’, even with the best -laid plans and years of experience, we want
to keep in mind all the things that may disrupt plans.
For each part of your logical framework - inputs, outputs, short and intermediate
outcomes, and long-term outcomes- you can ask these tough questions:148
• What are potential roadblocks to our project? What could go wrong? Is there
anything that might prevent us from carrying out our planned activities based
on the inputs we have allocated?
• Is it probable that the inputs invested in our project will lead to our projected
outputs?
• Lastly, what is the likelihood that our planned activities (inputs and outputs)
will, over time, result in the desired long-term outcomes?
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Let’s take a break!
A quick note on assumptions and risks… For the M&E plan you want to
be very specific about assumptions and biases, and you also want to
carefully articulate what are the risks associated with your project. As you can see,
there is a whole column devoted to this in the M&E template.
Why do we have to be so upfront about this? Well, we all know that as mentioned
before, a great project design does not guarantee a successful result. Many
factors could affect your success once you get started, including factors that you
can’t predict. We have to take it as a given that we will have to learn as we go and
so we need a way to monitor this.
Of course, we do want to try to anticipate potential problems and keep an eye
out for them in our M&E plan as well.

And you may recall the ‘if/then statements’ from Chapter 2. When you write your
project’s logical framework as a series of if/then statements, you will be better able
to identify assumptions and risks.149 As you do so, you can then add assumptions and
risks to the template that you are developing for your M&E plan.
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Assumptions and risks are good reminders for us - and it helps for us to always keep
in mind the capricious nature of our work in the field- with ever-changing variables
and unexpected detours that happen in real life.

Summing Up…
So you are already starting to think like an M&E expert! By now you can see that to
begin filling out a M&E template, you really need to understand the project’s
activities and intended effects.
In outlining your project’s logical framework/ theory of change, you hopefully have
come to better appreciate its use both as a project design tool and as a first step in
M&E. And in addition, you have probably become more aware of the importance of
identifying assumptions as well as risks as part of this process. There is certainly a
value in having lots of important information collected in one place and having it
visually represented as a logical flow.
In the next chapter, we will explore indicators, the next step in your M&E plan.
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Chapter 6: Selecting Indicators and Targets
‘Dashboard indicators,’ a common term used in the field, can provide us with an
overall picture of the most important information that we need to know for M&E
processes.150
As we go along, you can begin to think of your indicators like the dashboard of a car
that shows you the time, your speed and perhaps even your direction. It is not only
helpful to know where you are heading, but it is also important to have some
markers along the way indicating that you are going in the right direction.
Selecting these markers of progress for your M&E plan- your indicators- will be the
next step that we will take on in this chapter. We will discuss how they can be used
to track progress as you implement your project.

Key components of an M&E plan: Step 2

And while we highly recommend the use of indicators in your M&E work, we do want
to point out that there are alternative M&E processes that are ‘indicator-free’ (and
can be explored further in the additional resources provided in the appendices).151
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Yes, we are back to indicators
We were first introduced to the concept of indicators during our discussion of theory
of change. Now we will go into more depth on how they can spark more productive
conversations about how to gauge ongoing progress.
Too often, indicators are often set for us by individuals who may not have direct
engagement with our programs.152 But joint ownership over how we define and
measure our work is essential here. You want to make sure to develop relevant
indicators with primary stakeholders including your project team and members of
your target community.
The value of diving into this process in a participatory way enhances the likelihood
of being able to set more realistic and meaningful indicators.153 Doing so also helps
you to consider the various information needs as well as the viewpoints of your
diverse stakeholders on how to track change.
What you are doing is taking one of the trickiest elements of the M&E process –
determining indicators - and making that whole process accessible to many of your
stakeholders.
And why does this matter now? Because setting indicators with full participation by
key stakeholders will help better determine shared expectations of what you and
your organization will be accountable for now and in the future.
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Let’s take a break!
We know, so many conversations to have! Figuring out what social
change means to members of your target community can be
challenging. And creating participatory approaches to this work requires what we
have little of, namely time, resources and yes- maybe patience too.
After all, so much of how we assess our success is defined by some type of shift
in our target community - maybe in terms of status, attitudes, knowledge or
behavior. Consider the topics we address - everything from improved
agricultural methods to promoting immunizations, from encouraging safe sexual
practices to eliminating gender-based violence. We can’t move forward by
simply imposing our ideas in a top-down manner without real partners.
You won’t want to rush through this step. An investment now will help ensure
that your M&E process going forward is not perfunctory, but that it enables you
to carefully track your progress in a meaningful way.

So here’s the deal. Determining indicators may be one of the most difficult steps in
designing a M&E process, especially when you are trying to provide markers of
change in complex settings.
And exactly because indicators are used to monitor the performance of projects
and measure the impact of interventions, you want to embrace this part! Again,
without taking ownership on this, this task could end up being left to others who
may not fully understand the nature of your work.
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A few key terms for us…
For now we can present a quick overview of terms that we will address in this
chapter. In thinking about these ideas, we hope that the following discussion will
push you not to just settle for measuring what is easiest.
We want you to think about why and how change has happened, and how
important that change is to those affected by your projects. 154

Indicators

An indicator measures your progress toward desired outcomes.

Targets

Targets are the numbers or percentages that you would like to reach and
the dates by which you would like to reach them.

Quantitative Indicators

A quantitative indicator measures a number, percentage or ratio,
while answering questions such as ‘how much?’ or ‘how many?’

Qualitative Indicators

A qualitative indicator measures what people think, believe or feel.

Process indicators

Process indicators monitor the implementation of the activity and
relate both to the input and output.

Outcome indicators

Outcome indicators measure your project’s progress and are also
used to assess if the project’s desired results have been achieved.
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As you begin having conversations on these topics, you will likely gain greater
insight into how ideas about change may differ among your various stakeholders.
Remember to consider not only what is measured but also how it is measured and
who decides which indicators are important.
And of course, as we know, everything has limitations. Indicators are useful to
have, yet they will not give us everything we need to know.
Combining both quantitative and qualitative indicators (and the subsequent data
collected) can help compensate for this. And as we discuss further in next chapter,
the richness of incorporating both quantitative and qualitative data collection
methods in your M&E plan will help to ensure that you are able to gain as much
insight as possible into your efforts.155
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Let’s consider the distinctions between quantitative and qualitative
indicators156

Quantitative data

Qualitative data

Helps answer questions such as:

Helps answer questions such as:

To what extent has this occurred?
How much has taken place?
To what extent have our targets
been met?

Why has our project made a
difference?
Why has this change occurred?
How has this change occurred?

Expressed in numerical terms,
counted, or compared on a scale.

Usually presented in a narrative format

Includes survey data, attendance
numbers, and test scores.

Includes information collected from
observations, focus groups, or
interviews.

Answers questions such as “To what
extent has a change taken place?”

Answers questions such as “Why has
there been a change?”

Quantitative indicators

Qualitative indicators

Measures in numerical termsnumbers, percentage or ratio.

Measures what people think, feel or
believe.

Helps to assess if projects are
on track.

Helps us to assess how and why change
has occurred.
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What does this look like in practice? We might want to know, for example, how
many participants showed up to our training workshop, or how many of these
participants have passed the training exam at the end of the series of workshops.
We can track attendance and knowledge acquisition with quantitative indicators.
If, on the other hand, we are seeking to build community engagement through the
training, we may want qualitative indicators as well. Perhaps we want to know
about the quality of the relationships or the nature of the dialogue among
participants.
There is no doubt that quantitative indicators have advantages- starting with the
fact that they are often easier to both collect and interpret. 157 Yet often we find
that the most important indicators are the ones that are not quantifiable.

Tip: Keep in mind that you should check out pre-existing
indicators!
There are already lots of indicators readily available in various
fields of interest that could be helpful in your conversations on this topic.
With many different organizations sharing similar long-term goals, we can
learn a great deal from how progress is already being measured.
Not only will this save you time, but it will also ensure that the indicator you
have chosen has been tested. You certainly do not need to invent your own
indicators every time. But you do have to make sure they are appropriate for
your own particular context.

In considering each kind of quantitative and qualitative indicator, you will want to
make sure to select your indicators wisely, not choosing too many indicators for a
single project.
And while you are weighing criteria for selecting indicators, take into account the
idea of attribution by asking the question - ‘would the change that this indicator
measures have happened without the project?’158
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In the following section, we discuss how to fit various kinds of indicators, especially
process indicators and outcome indicators, into your M&E plan.

Linking indicators to your logical framework
We can return to our M&E template to help us consider how to develop specific
indicators for our projects. The indicators will help measure how well you are
providing inputs, creating outputs and bringing about short, intermediate, and longterm outcomes.

In general, indicators that measure inputs and outputs will help you with monitoring.
We often call these kinds of indicators - process indicators.159
Process indicators call tell you about your activities, such as if services are being
delivered, if participants are showing up, or if staff are being trained as needed. As
you can guess, monitoring this kind of information is a critical piece of your M&E
plan - you just have to define it first.
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Process indicators

monitor the implementation of the activity - relating to inputs and outputs.
Process indicators that
are related
to input include:
financial resources,
human resources,
administrative
resources, equipment
required.

Process indicators affiliated with outputs can
include:
# of participants, % of the target population
participating in the program, % of the participants
who attend or are involved, the dropout rate, # of
key stakeholders engaged.
Process indicators can also consider participant
satisfaction such as:
Do participants feel comfortable? Are the staff
approachable? Is the venue set-up appropriate to
the group activities? Is the project activity run at
convenient times? Do the topics covered meet the
project’s purposes? Are the topics taught in an
engaging way?
Process indicators also assess implementation
through indicators such as:
# of workshops conducted, # of activities
implemented, # of materials distributed, if materials
were easy to comprehend, if materials used were
appropriate for the target audience, etc.

.
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Tip: Keep in mind the diversity of your target community
In determining indicators, you want to remember that there is often
a great deal of variation in your target population.
For example, within your target community women and men may have
unequal status. And if so, this likely impacts men and women differently, not
only with regard to access to information, technology, education and
opportunity, but also in terms of the behavior and norms of each gender (for
example, a woman’s freedom of expression may be inhibited).
It is fair to assume then that ‘gender neutral’ indicators might not be
presenting an accurate picture of your target population.160 You may also want
to create specific indicators for other relevant personal characteristics such as
age, economic status or ethnic group.

Indicators that measure the various types of outcomes, as outlined in your logical
framework, are called outcome indicators, or alternatively, impact indicators.161
These outcomes are especially important in understanding the progress of your
project toward its desired results. In exploring the longer-term effects of your work,
these types of outcomes often include a range of topics such as behavior
modification, health status and quality of life.
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Outcome Indicators
monitor the intended results of the activity relating to short-term and long-term outcomes.

Intermediate / long-term outcome
indicators

Short term outcome indicators
Short-term outcome indicators monitor
your project’s progress. This usually
relates to some type of short-term
change.
Short-term outcome indicators may
include:

Intermediate and long-term
indicators, also known as impact
indicators, are used to assess if the
project’s goal has been achieved
(longer-term changes or changes
sustained over time).

• Changes in awareness, knowledge
and skills

Impact outcome indicators may
include:

• Changes in intended behavior

• Increased mental wellbeing

• Changes in individual capacity, i.e.,
confidence, self-esteem, social
skills, problem solving skills,
increased help-seeking behavior,
coping skills and optimism

• Increased physical wellbeing
• Community engagement
• Increased education
• Increased employment

• Increased confidence
• Increased social networks
• Improved relationships

In general, you will want to keep indicators manageable, making sure that you limit
the number to a reasonable amount. It is more useful to select a small number of
meaningful indicators that can be examined regularly rather than accumulating an
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extensive, complicated list of indicators that may be too time-consuming to
actually be of use. 162
Once you have selected your indicators, it will be much easier to track your project
targets if you have decided to also use these as part of your M&E plan.

Project targets
You may want to use project targets in conjunction with indicators for
better tracking and estimating your progress. Project targets state the
specific measure that your project will meet by a certain date.163 Essentially it is a
commitment that you are making in advance to reach certain results.
You will want to set project targets in tandem with your selected indicators.
Whereas indicators are how you will measure, targets are the goals that you plan
on reaching. And of course, whether you are deciding to set pre-determined
targets or not, you will still want to continually think about how you can consider
these issues with your stakeholders in a participatory way.
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Ideas for your toolkit: Community mapping
One way to reflect on possible indicators in a more accessible way is
to explore the idea of community mapping- a participatory approach
to gather insights from your stakeholders.164
Community mapping is a way to let individuals tell
their story and how they view aspects of their
community including everything from
infrastructure to basic services and existing
resources. Then together, you can build a shared
community map which will present a snapshot of
their perspectives.
Creating a community map is a helpful tool to build participatory engagement.165
The process itself introduces the idea of a baseline, (i.e., the current map of the
community), coupled with a look into the future). It asks: ‘This is where we are
now, but where do we want to be?’
The insights gained can eventually be translated into indicators for your project.
And you can have these types of conversations without once mentioning the
term ‘indicator’!

Let’s be thoughtful about this...
Indicators take time to figure out, and you will then have to determine how you
monitor whether you are making progress on your selected indicators. While it
would be wonderful to have all the needed data, it is important to remember that
collecting and analyzing the data takes time and resources. And, of course, there is
some information that will be too difficult or expensive to try to track down.
As we move forward, we want to make a plug for practicality. You will want to always
balance available measurements with realistic expectations.
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And one of the most practical considerations, of course, is to think about whether
your selected indicators will actually help you make better decisions. After all, M&E
helps us to adjust our plans as needed and improve the work as we go. It is always
useful to ask: is this indicator useful for making decisions about the project
implementation?

SMART and SPICED Indicators
So while there are no set rules in choosing indicators, there are guidelines that are
useful in the selection process. A common framework that is used is the ‘SMART’
framework, which helps keep particular characteristics in mind when setting
indicators.
SMART guidelines tend to be especially suitable for quantitative indicators.

You can ask the following questions about your indicators.

Questions to pose about your SMART Indicators:
Specific - From the way the indicator is phrased, is it clear what exactly

will be achieved?

Measurable - Are you sure that it is possible to collect data for such an

indicator? Do you have the expertise, time and staff to collect the required
data?
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Achievable - Is it realistic to expect the indicator’s targets to be achieved

with the time, staff and funding you have?

Relevant - Does the indicator capture the change described in your

inputs, outputs, and outcomes?

Time-bound - Is it clearly specified by when the indicator will be

achieved?

Another acronym that is especially useful while engaging in a participatory
approach to M&E is the ‘SPICED’ approach, which draws heavily on qualitative and
descriptive measures.
The SPICED approach offers a list of guidelines for the development of indicators
with stakeholders and encourages you to consider how to be inclusive in the
process. And this is with good reason - for it encourages and helps ensure that the
selection of indicators marking social or individual behavioral change will be most
relevant and important.

We should point out that this approach encourages much more involvement of
stakeholders to define indicators of social change and, as such, requires more time
and resources to facilitate. The following questions spark discussions about the
process as much as about the indicators themselves.
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Questions to pose about your SPICED Indicators:
Subjective - Are the indicators subjective-with the ability to capture an

individual’s unique insights (i.e., where the 'anecdotal' becomes critical
data because of the source’s value)?

Participatory - Are the indicators developed together with those persons

team)?

best able to assess them (i.e., members of target community, project

Interpreted and communicable - Do the indicators hold meaning, and

can their rationale be easily explained to other stakeholders?

Cross-checked and compared - Are the varying indicators and measures

of progress cross-checked by using different informants, methods, and
researchers?

Empowering - Has the process of setting and assessing indicators helped

to empower members of the target community to carefully reflect on
desired changes?

Diverse and disaggregated - Has there been an effort to seek out

specific indicators from different groups, including men and women
separately? In addition to the need for gender disaggregated data, is there
a way to analyze data on other important differences such as age or educational
level?
The SPICED approach can help you and your stakeholders in identifying the various
ways of defining and capturing change, marking progress along the way towards
your desired outcomes.

100

Summing up…
So we have a caveat here. We want to always keep in mind the limitations of
working with M&E tools. While M&E is primarily about improving your own work,
it would be remiss of us not to note the degree to which this process can become
messy - when for example, M&E issues get embroiled in some internal politics or
tied up with proving accountability due to funding requirements.
Since indicators are a way to measure progress on your projects, we have to be
cautious about them when considering the broader context of organizational
sensitivities. Indicators can be valuable tools, yet they may not always be able to
capture complex realities and relationships. And while we can use indicators to
measure some types of change, we may not be always be able to get enough
insight into the reasons behind that change.
Keeping all of this in mind, we can be reminded of the value of the extra effort
needed in this ongoing process to keep organizational stakeholders on board.
In this next chapter we will explore the ins and outs of the all-important step of
data collection.
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Chapter 7: Developing the Data Collection Plan
We are now ready to move on to data collection methods. As we explore in this
chapter the many kinds of data collection tools, you will want to consider the
methods that may be the most appropriate for your particular M&E plan.

Key components of an M&E plan: Step 3

The data collection and data analysis tools that we will be examining are often
referred to as research methods.166 We want to keep in mind though the distinction
between research methodology and M&E.
In carrying out M&E, your focus is on ‘practice’, with much less emphasis on ‘theory’.
You are not setting out to make a theoretical contribution to the field which you tend
to do in research studies.167 Instead, in your M&E efforts, you can use well-known
research methods to improve your own work and your chances of making a longterm impact.
So, checking back in with our M&E template, we are now at the data collection
methodology column.
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Below is a brief overview of both qualitative and quantitative data collection
methods that are commonly used in the M&E process.168 You can note that each of
these methods has variations and that this is certainly far from being a complete list
of all the many possibilities for data collection available in the field.
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A few different kinds of data collection methods used for M&E:
Interviews
Individual interviews allow you to achieve a greater understanding of how
your work is experienced by individuals who are affected by your programs. One on
one conversations, usually conducted with a list of prepared questions, can be done
face-to-face, by telephone or by video.169
Interviews can be in-depth, semi-structured or totally unstructured depending on the
information being sought.170 Talking to people is an especially useful data collection
instrument when you are interested in an individual’s perceptions, opinions, ideas,
experiences, and, of course, stories.

Potential benefits of
interviews include…

And limitations to
account for...
Sensitive issues may be challenging
to address in a conversation.

As a more natural form of information
sharing, interviews suit a wide range
of populations.

A good ‘fit’ between the interviewer
and interviewee is essential, as is
the need to create a welcoming
format for interviewees.

Individuals are more apt to express
themselves without being restricted
to pre-determined categories.

Interviews rely on language
communication and listening skillsproviding more of a challenge to
capture when translation is needed,
and as such requires skilled
interpreters.

Interviews provide rich information
with the opportunity for follow up for
clarification. As such, they offer an
opportunity to examine more complex
topics.
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Document Review
Documentation that you develop for your project can provide an ongoing
record of activities.171 This can come in the form of details about your participants in
informal feedback and/or in reflections through journals, diaries or progress reports.
Documents such as budgets, organizational policies, attendance sheets, workplans,
as well as existing records from external sources (also referred to as secondary data
sources) can also be valuable.

Potential benefits of using
documentation include…

And limitations to
account for...

Incorporating
documentation) into your everyday
work (i.e., intake forms, sign-up sheets)
is often essential, giving you the ability
to gather data about program
implementation and your target
population

In creating your own
documentation, you need to
carefully manage your
organizational infrastructure and
watch how you build upon existing
efforts. Otherwise you risk data
overload.

There is much creativity in how you
define ‘documents.’ For example,
taking pictures at events or videotaping
certain activities can be categorized as
documentation.

With documents from external
sources, you will have to take into
account issues of privacy and
accessibility.

Existing records from outside your
organization, if accessible, can also be
important data sources.
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Observations
Observations that are directly seen or captured on visuals such as through
photographs and videotapes, provide insight into what is actually happening in the
field.172
Data that can be gathered by 'seeing' include everything from physical surroundings
and ongoing activities to the behavior of individuals and their interactions.173
Generally, it is helpful for observers to be equipped with an observation guide that
serves as a checklist, which provides more uniformity in the data collection process.

Potential benefits of
observations include…

And limitations to
account for...

Data that is collected is based
on actual behavior that is observed (in
contrast to self-reported behavior that is
recorded either in interviews or in
questionnaires).
Observations take place in ‘real-time’
rather than retrospectively.
While there are variations in types of
observations (i.e., ‘unobtrusive’,
‘participant’ or ‘obtrusive’) - it is generally
non-intrusive and does not require active
participation of those who are part of the
M&E process.174
As such it is less burdensome than asking
individuals to fill out a questionnaire or
participate in an interview.
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There is potential for observer
bias. It is therefore helpful to
have a team of observers to
provide a more complete
picture of what is happening,
helping to counter any
individual biases.
Observations require sensitivity,
so as not to affect or disturb
those under observation.
‘Participant’ or ‘obtrusive’
observers have to be especially
careful to not be perceived as
disruptive to the setting.

Participatory Community Mapping
As a collective approach to data collection, community mapping a can help
you build a shared understanding by presenting a snapshot of how members of a
community currently perceive the present situation.175
Community mapping can be useful, for example, in the identification of
infrastructure and basic services, in identifying existing resources and in helping to
establish a baseline for data collection.176 It is a participatory process that affords
opportunities for group discussion and for building a rapport among participants.177

Potential benefits of
community mapping
include…

And limitations to
account for...
As with other participatory tools,
the results of a community
mapping process may be perceived
as less rigorous a source of data or
too unconventional.

Community mapping gives an
opportunity for
self-expression - where individuals can
represent themselves and their
understanding of the world around
them.

In a community setting, not all
participants may feel comfortable
(perhaps due to gender, power
dynamics etc.) to actively engage.

The process provides a way for
stakeholders to work together, thereby
encouraging relationship building.

Participants may also be less
inclined to raise negative or
dissenting views due to the
communal nature of the process.

By helping to increase everyone’s
understanding of the community or
whatever is being mapped, community
mapping often helps to identify issues
of concern and to generate discussions
about priorities.
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Creative Tools
Various creative approaches provide an alternative to the written word,
activities such as creating a play, an exhibition or a video.
Storytelling. Through writing and performance (play and/or dance), storytelling can
be used as a way to capture the personal and/or group experience. (We will talk
much more about storytelling and its importance in Chapter 10)
Dance and drama. Each of these methods can offer insights into how individuals
interpret their experience which can then be shared with a broader audience.
Impact Drawings. Illustrations can portray past, present or future situations, and can
be especially useful for encouraging reflection and showing change.
Other examples of self-expression include photo essays and collages.

Potential benefits of these
creative tools include…

And limitations to account
for...

Creative tools often enable participants
to reveal insights that they may not have
been able to articulate otherwise,
offering a distinct opportunity for selfexpression.
An arts-based approach can provide
data which could then be used to
supplement and enrich more traditional
data. It is an alternative approach that
might not have been accessed otherwise.
Creative tools can accommodate those
who learn in various ways and come from
diverse cultural backgrounds.
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Like other participatory tools, some
individuals may not feel 100%
comfortable if, for example, they are
not inclined to engage with art. It is
important to have a clear rationale for
the selected approach defined in
advance.
It is essential to convey a nonjudgmental attitude so that
participants are assured that they or
their efforts will not be judged.
A lack of familiarity with lessconventional tools may lead to
skepticism and even awkwardness
depending on the context.

Surveys
Questionnaires as a very common M&E tool, are helpful in gathering four
types of information about individuals: 1. Knowledge 2. Beliefs/ Attitudes/Opinions 3.
Behavior and 4. Attributes.178
Survey questions come in various forms, including closed questions, open-ended and
scaled questions, and multiple-choice questions.179
Closed questions are usually in the format of yes/no or true/false options. Openended questions, on the other hand, leave the answer entirely up to the respondent
and often provide a greater range of responses.180

And limitations to
account for...

Potential benefits of surveys
include…

Surveys tend to have a low
response rate when trying to reach
a wider audience and are limited
to target groups that are literate.

Surveys, which can be administered
online, by telephone, by mail or in
person, are practical for gathering a
large amount of data and thereby in
providing a broad perspective.

Based on self-reporting by
respondents, there is a possibility
that answers may be biased,
particularly if the issues involved
are sensitive.

If the same set of questions is asked at
the beginning (for baseline information),
at various intervals during and after your
program is completed, surveys can be
useful in tracking change over time.

Careful attention must be given to
the design of the survey as biased
and leading questions can skew
results. Pilot testing the survey on
a sample of your target group is
essential.

Questionnaires can be anonymous.
Respondents may therefore be more
inclined to honestly share their true
feelings.
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Focus Groups
Group interviews, or focus groups, give you an opportunity to talk to a
number of people in a relatively short period of time. In focus groups, a small number
of people, usually 6-12 individuals, are brought together to discuss specific topics
under the guidance of a facilitator.181
Equipped with a prepared set of interview questions, the facilitator leads the
discussion. Participants are encouraged to freely express their views and engage in a
dialogue with each other, often resulting in meaningful insights and perspectives.

Potential benefits of focus
groups include…

And limitations to
account for...

Focus groups provide rich
information, especially on how and why
individuals think in a particular way,
how they have experienced various
events or developments and what
particular beliefs and values they hold.

Skilled facilitation is required,
especially to create an inviting
environment, deal with possible
conflict, and ensure a balanced
discussion among all participants.
Focus groups risk discussions being
dominated by a few or the
possibility of ‘groupthink.’

Focus groups offer the opportunity to
engage with individuals who may not
have the reading or writing skills to
provide feedback through tools
requiring literacy.

Individuals might hold back without
the privacy or anonymity given in
other types of data collection tools.

The group setting lends itself to
examining complex issues and for
gaining deeper, collective insights. A
group context provides an alternative
to those who are less inclined to
engage in one-on-one interviews.

Homogeneity is preferable in focus
groups to encourage more free and
open discussion. To gain
perspectives from diverse groups,
several series of separate focus
groups is preferable.
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As you begin to select your methodology…
So many choices in data collection! And since there are a wide range of options to
choose from, it is essential to consider your context, needs, indicators, and
capacities.
You want to be strategic about this, as your M&E process is an organizational
investment in terms of time and resources. So just like you reflect on ‘the fit’ when
you are setting your strategic direction, you can do so in M&E by reflecting on your
capacities, what you most want to learn, and your particular context.182
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Selecting a data collection method
When you are determining which methods to use and developing your data
collection plan for M&E, ask yourself the following questions:

First ask…

And then ask…

What Data?

What kind of data will we
need in order to measure
our indicators?

Will the selected data
collection method(s)
provide the correct type of
information?

From whom?

Who are the individuals
who can provide the
needed data?

Are these selected data
collection methods
appropriate for the groups
of people from whom we
would like to collect data?

How often?

How often do we need to
collect these data?

Will we be able to use these
data collection methods as
often as we need to?

By whom?

Who will be collecting the
data? Who will be carrying
out the data analysis?

Are they qualified to use
these selected data
collection methods and the
subsequent data analysis?

Is it a possibility?

Will these data collection
tools be practical to use?

Do we have the time,
expertise and resources
needed to use these data
collection methods? Are
we able to properly address
any ethical concerns or
issues of confidentiality?
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Let’s review each of these questions more in detail…
What kind of data will you need to collect to measure your
indicator?
We definitely should consider this question carefully. As discussed in Chapter 6, keep
in mind the various types of data that you need depending on how you define your
indicators. The purpose of the data collection (and if relevant, process and outcome
indicators) will largely guide your decision-making process here.
Qualitative data and quantitative data together, often referred to as a mixed method
approach, is highly recommended in providing varying insights regarding your
project. You will want to see what types of data collection tools can complement one
another in giving you a broader understanding.

Tip: Make sure you always shake this up - in life and in
your data collection. Use mixed-methods!
You will find that it is preferable to use more than one method of
data collection or source of information (i.e., talking to both participants in
your project and non-participants). We have a name for this- ‘triangulation’.
And collecting data with different research methods and then comparing the
results helps to enhance the accuracy of your findings.
And don’t forget, combining data collection methods can also help you to
refine your data collection instruments. For example, you can use exploratory
interviews to help design a structured questionnaire. Then, upon analyzing
questionnaire findings, you can carry out a focus group to gain greater insight
into the findings.

Of the many considerations that will influence your selection of data methods, one to
particularly note is whether the data you are collecting is especially personal and/or
should be conveyed in a confidential manner.
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Group settings for data collection, in a focus group for example, may be too public a
forum if you would like to collect particularly sensitive information. In this type of
context, the use of questionnaires, with the built- in option of reporting on
perspectives in an anonymous fashion, might be more suitable.

Who are the individuals to provide the data for your indicator?
You want to consider here who offers you the needed data.
For example, if you take your selected indicators into account, do you need to collect
data from a large number of individuals in various locations or would reaching a few
key individuals suffice? Or for example, if you are running a youth program, should
you also be eliciting feedback from the parents and teachers of your participants as
well as the youth themselves?
You also want to think about the most suitable way to reach out to the individuals
who can provide key data.183 For example, would your respondents be willing to fill
out complex, written tools? Or would they prefer in-person conversation?
Alternatively, could you reasonably ask them to spend an hour in a one on one
interview? Do they have the time to spare? You always need be sensitive to how
much you are asking of people.
As you consider your options, keep in mind the value of participatory engagement.
Inviting participation into the M&E process signifies a real openness and willingness
on your part to create a feedback loop with your community.
Depending on a particular situation, the act of eliciting feedback can prove to be
empowering in and of itself, and is all the more so when your stakeholders see that
their voice matters.
And, at all stages, you want to consider cultural sensitivity in data collection methods
and in all aspects of M&E work.
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Let’s take a break...
When we are collecting data, just as with the entire M&E process, we
should remember that nothing is ‘culture-free’. We want to be 100%
conscious about how we approach these issues.
Culture affects everything, including how your data collections methods are
perceived and how individuals respond to your inquiries.
A definition of what culture entails is quite broad and includes everything from
nationality, ethnicity, religious affiliation to gender, age and more. You also want
to be cognizant of issues such as regional contexts, economic status, language,
sexual orientation, and organizational affiliation in the design of your M&E plan.

You don’t have to travel far to recognize the importance of cultural sensitivity. Even
within your own communities, you will always want to consider the need to work
with a bridge builder or cultural translator.
And what is a good start? Always pilot test your data collection tools! There are so
many reasons to do this, including the need to avoid common mistakes, such as the
assumption that particular concepts or terms mean the same to everyone.
Consulting with translators and/or interpreters and pilot testing your questions and
tools will hopefully avoid such pitfalls.

How often do you need to collect these data?
This is a good question. If you are using indicators, you can be guided by the timing
that you have set out for tracking progress. For example, whereas output indicators
are measured often (i.e., weekly or monthly), outcome indicators may only need to
be measured quarterly or annually.
In setting your timeline, you want to weigh your resources and capacities together
with the kind of data methods you are employing. For example, there are certain
tools, such as structured surveys, that may require a significant financial and time
investment to both design and administer.
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These methods might be worthwhile to use only once or twice a year.
Other methods, such as observations, are easier to do and can be used more
frequently if necessary. Whatever your timeline though, leave time to check your
instruments in advance.

Tip: Pilot test your forms, surveys or other ways you are
collecting data!
Why do we always have to pilot test? Well, for starters, it will help
you keep track of all the things that you may have forgotten or overlooked.184
So, for example, test out your focus group or observation guide with a few of
your more intrepid volunteers. Or select a few participants to test out your
questionnaire. You say it’s not possible to pre- test your tool in the real
world? Well, you can be creative. Find another member of your team to help
you (i.e., they could fill out the survey themselves). You also should pilot test
your data analysis as well.
Afterwards, you can ask such questions as:185 Was there any information
missing or any information that was unnecessary? Were certain words or
questions subject to misinterpretation? Were there any questions that did
not help measure the indicator? Was the tool used as expected?
Then you can revise your data collection tool if called for to avoid any slip-ups
or missteps.

And, one last point in figuring your timelines for data collection and pilot testing –
make sure you do not forget the natural calendars. You want to be respectful of
your target community and key stakeholders by checking such things as school
calendars, agricultural seasons, public and private celebrations, and various
religious and ethnic group holidays.
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Who will be collecting the data?
And then, who will be doing the analysis?
Here you will want to think carefully about the detailed process of data collection the use of tools, how they are administered, what happens to the data once
collected, and who is available to assist you.
With each data collection tool, ask who will be collecting (and then analyzing) the
data? Who is available with the experience in group facilitation or research methods?
Do they speak the same language as the individuals they will be communicating with,
or will we need to translate tools and guides into different languages?
In terms of preparing a M&E plan, much depends on your team’s experience and
comfort level with each of the suggested data collection tools.

Tip: Consider data collection as another way to engage
your stakeholders…
You should be creative here and think about how stakeholders can
enhance your capacities and save limited resources.
Perhaps you have volunteers who would like to become involved in a
different aspect of your organization, or a board member who would enjoy
gaining firsthand knowledge of your programs. Maybe there are students who
are interested in internships and looking for opportunities in applied
research?
In weighing possibilities, consider your key stakeholders as assets who can
also broaden your existing networks even further and widen your outreach.
Depending on varied skillsets, you want to see whether it is feasible to invite
stakeholders to become part of your data collection and analysis process. A word of
caution though…
Consider who is involved in your M&E work and your particular context. It may be
inappropriate or even unethical in certain circumstances to involve those outside
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of your team when sensitive or confidential information is being shared or when
the strictest privacy standards are required.
So while participatory efforts are encouraged throughout the M&E process, it isn’t
always easy to do so, nor does it work in every situation.

Do you have enough time, money, and expertise?
This can be a tough one. We tend to get ambitious about what types of data we can
collect and then lose steam midway. We know there is a wide variety of options in
your toolkit for data collection, ranging from simple and easily organized tools to
those that are complex and quite expensive to administer.
What adds to the challenge here is the discipline required to stay focused on only the
essential information. It can be so tempting to add a few more steps, a few more
data collection tools, a few more questions…
Then, before you know it, your tools can become too complicated or confusing. And
your entire process can become too unwieldy and time-consuming to be practically
implemented. So remember to keep things as simple as possible.

Let’s take a break!
Now is the time to think ahead. You don’t want to ‘drown in data’!186
We would be remiss not to acknowledge the degree to which the
pressure for better impact measurement and reporting has left many nonprofits
feeling entirely overwhelmed.
Make sure to plan in advance for what happens when all of the data are
collected. You want to think carefully about how to organize your own internal
data management in a way that makes sense for your work – and of course, so
that data collected not only meets a funder’s requirement, but can also be used
for better informed decision making.187 Not easy, we know!
One way to help is to consider in advance how to set up a reasonable and not too
ambitious data collection plan that fits your own situation.
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As we discussed, you want to be selective and keep your M&E template nearby.
If you are using indicators, choose only those that are most critical to track success.
Then select those data collection methods that have the best potential to produce
meaningful data.
You will also want to keep in mind what types of records are needed in the data
collection process for your M&E plan. Relevant information that explains how your
data was collected should be noted (i.e., the title of the tool, the version of the tool
used, who administered the tool, the location and date). Recording all of this will help
you track information back to its source if needed, and it can help ensure the quality
of data.

Completing your M&E template
So now we can return to the M&E template discussed in the past two chapters.
Review your logical framework and selected indicators and then choose a data
collection
method for
each of the
indicators
that is listed.
You want to
read through
your
completed
M&E
template as
you fill in the
section of ‘Data Collection Methodology.’ You can measure several indicators with
the same tool as long as those indicators have the same data collection method,
source, and frequency of collection. You can group indicators together in order to
reduce or eliminate unnecessary data collection efforts.
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Now that you have selected your data collection methods, it is time to
start designing the tools that you will use…
To review, ask what data, from whom, how often, by whom, and can it be done. So
here are some tips to keep in mind:
•
•
•
•
•

Carefully consider who will be using the tool and how.
Make sure that your team is trained and has instructions/ guidance as needed.
Pre-test your tool, pilot test everything!
Stay focused on gathering only the essential information.
Keep track of the details of data collection (who, what, when, where).

And to make just a few more suggestions…

Check out existing data collection tools:
As with the many existing indicators, there are already hundreds of data collection
tools that have been developed in a broad range of fields.188 Often it is possible, and
even preferable, to use a data collection tool that has already been developed.
Using a pre-existing tool can save a lot of time and resources, while having the added
advantage of having already been tested in the field.

Pay attention to ethical concerns in your data collection:
As with all your efforts, keep watch for the many potential ethical issues in M&E.189
Carefully consider the past experiences of individuals from whom you are collecting
data. Remember the broader context and make sure that your data collection efforts
do not cause any worry or discomfort to members of your target community or to
others.
For example, check that you are not creating a stressful or confusing experience that
takes up too much time or causes hardship in some way. You will need to check that
participants give their informed consent to collect and use their data, and that they
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understand exactly what they are agreeing to. And of course, when necessary,
ensure that participant data is kept anonymous and confidential.

Tailor your data collection tools to your own context:
Your data collection tools, just like your projects, should accommodate your
particular situation and target community.
Before you design a data collection tool, assess the cultural context, especially with
regard to language, technology, and literacy. Similarly, you will also want to consider
culturally preferred methods of communication (i.e., comfort level talking to strangers,
appropriateness for a person of one gender to interview a person of another gender).

Explore the option of sampling:
Depending on your specific M&E plan, you may need to incorporate an appropriate
sampling method. You can keep in mind that there are several sampling methods
available.
If you are only working with a small group of individuals, then you probably will not
have to use sampling. However, with larger projects, you will likely gather data from
a sample of the group.190
Who and how many you choose for your sample will have a large impact on the
validity of your data, as your sample should be representative of the larger group
under study.191

Summing Up….
With so many options for your data collection methodology and multiple
considerations and cautions to keep in mind, it is critical to think through many of these
issues ahead of time. Planning is essential. At the same time, it will also be important to
keep a built-in flexibility to respond to any unexpected surprises along the way.
And the next step? What do we do with all the data we are collecting? That’s the
fourth step of the M&E process, everything from data management and data analysis
to data presentation.
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Chapter 8: From Data Collection to Data Use
So, what are you going to do with all the data you’ve collected? Perhaps now you
have pages of transcripts from your focus groups, piles of photographs taken at
events, or endless amounts of survey questionnaires?
Whatever you have, you now need to interpret what everything means, decide how
to make it digestible and extract lessons from it all as you go forward.192 Of course,
hopefully, you have anticipated this prior to getting started and have thought about
how to take all this raw data and turn it into information for M&E.

Key components of an M&E plan: Step 4

In this chapter we examine the next phase of the process that follows data collection.
That step involves data management (how you store, organize and access data), data
analysis and data presentation. These steps help us transform collections of data into
something that eventually enables us to learn and improve our work which is of
course, the goal of our M&E process.
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Starting with data management
It is likely that you are already managing way too many documents at
your organization these days. And this is before the added difficulty of
managing data systems in multiple languages, as is the case for so many of us
working in the field of international development.
To handle all of this, your organization probably has some type of database. Whether
you have a file cabinet where documents are stored in different folders or a series of
digital folders on your computer, you likely have created some kind of system for
labeling and organizing documents. Otherwise it ends up being so difficult to find
whatever you are looking for!
With the M&E data you are now gathering, you want to be careful about setting up a
system- how your data will be stored in an organized and secure manner and who
will be given access to it. As with any data collection process, ethical concerns of
confidentiality and data quality are important considerations.193
You can anticipate this ahead of time, and as you do so, make sure that you do not
overcommit to a M&E plan that is beyond your organizational capacity.

Let’s already take a break? Yes, you’ve earned it!
We all have such high expectations for impact, the pressure is on... So
it will be important to keep managing expectations - both our own and
those of our stakeholders.
As you can imagine, it is easy to have unrealistic expectations about a M&E plan.
And one place that you really need to check yourselves is the collection of an
excessive amount of unnecessary data.
If there are too much data to properly manage, you may find yourself unable to
adhere to expected standards for data quality and confidentiality. And of course,
with too much data to unpack, your M&E process will not be useful in shaping
decision-making.
So you will want to coordinate expectations with particular stakeholders now,
moving forward only after there is a shared understanding of what your
organizational capabilities are to manage and analyze data.
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You will want to consider how you should train your team to use, modify and fix your
data management tools. And there is much to choose from with hundreds of digital
tools available.

Tip: Remember to keep in mind the advantages of
planning ahead!
Determining well in advance how you will manage your data will
save you a big headache later on and lots of premium time.
If this is done, the data are easier to find and there is less chance for data loss.
And of course, when you need to check data quality, with a system for
organizing in place, you are more apt to quickly locate and verify data.

And what about data format and data storage?
Data management requires you to make decisions about how data is formatted,
organized, stored and accessed. However, with all your variety of data (possible
audio recordings, videos, completed questionnaires, etc.), your team should follow a
few rules for data formatting and storage, record those rules in a single document
and share with anyone who manages data.
The same rules should be used for every single piece of data, and there should be an
established, recognizable pattern for the naming and recording of the rules. You also
need to take the appropriate measures to protect the privacy and identity of those
whose data you have collected.
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Tip: Be prepared for questions about data quality…
We will mention just a few aspects of data quality while including
here references for the many resources on the topic.
Keep in mind a number of considerations. For example, are you collecting valid
data that measures what you want and only what you want? Are your data
reliable and of the same quality over time? Are your data up-to-date and
complete (i.e., were you able to collect all that was needed) Is confidentiality
protected? Does your data have enough different details to present a fair
picture? And finally, are your data accurate and error-free?
As you can imagine, if your data are full of errors, inaccurate or incomplete, the
information you collect will not be useful for either your analyses or decisions.

In considering your data management, you also have to make sure that your findings
are accurately represented. And of course, you should be open about the limitations
of your M&E process, as it will never be possible to have perfect and complete data.
Some humility is called for.

Focusing in on data analysis…
The term ‘data analysis’ refers to the process and the tools for
interpreting data. As with other topics related to M&E, we are only able
to touch on this very complex issue.194
At each step, you can always circle back to the purpose of your M&E plan. Your data
need to be given meaning - interpreted and placed into a context in order to
inform the decision-making process.
As such, you will want to develop a plan for interpreting your data that provides a
consistent, yet flexible, structure for the analysis. Creating and ‘pilot testing’ the
data analysis process during these early stages will help ensure that it is realistic
and feasible.
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Data analysis includes the following steps:

 Code, enter,
‘clean’ your data
 Analyze
 Interpret
 Reflect

 What do these findings mean? What can we learn from
them?
 What conclusions can we draw? What are some other
interpretations of these findings?
 Are any of these findings surprising? What do these
findings confirm?
 What are the limitations of our analysis?
 What are some of the possible implications of these
findings?

Tip: Let’s balance inevitable limitations with learning.
We know that each data collection process and the subsequent
findings can be flawed in some way. There are so many possibilities from problems with the research sample and/or biased collection tools to
collecting reliable data once in the field. One or more of these problems might
become evident especially during the data analysis.
So should you get a free pass on this? Not so fast. Recognizing the limitations of
data collection doesn’t give any of us the luxury of giving up on the process
entirely. Just because it’s hard or not 100% precise, doesn’t mean that much of
the information collected shouldn’t offer important insights.
With all types of data analysis, you will generally want to begin by reviewing your
M&E questions and indicators. Then sort the data pertaining to each question by
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type, either quantitative and/or qualitative, and ‘clean’ the data to eliminate any
incomplete or incorrect data.
Depending on what you want to know and the type of data you have collected, you
should then determine the appropriate type of analysis you want to make.

Quantitative data analysis
Quantitative data analysis interprets data that can easily be
counted, measured and expressed with numbers. Sources of
quantitative data include surveys, sign-in sheets, health and
demographic data, census data and budget data.195
Depending on the indicators selected, quantitative data analysis helps us answer
questions about our projects such as:





What is the percent distribution?
How do participants rate the usefulness of the intervention?
How much variability is there in the data?
Are the results statistically significant?

Quantitative data analysis can consist of simple calculations yielding information on
topics such as attendance, usage, changes in performance, or changes in
knowledge (e.g., pre- and post-tests). Analysis can be done with the help of
spreadsheet software (e.g., Excel).
Quantitative data are analyzed with statistics- either descriptive statistics which are
used with census or non-random sample data or inferential statistics that are used
with random sample data. 196
Some examples of commonly used descriptive statistics include: frequencies
(numbers, a count of how many), percent (proportion) distributions, means
(average), medians (mid-point), and modes (the most frequent value).
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And qualitative data analysis…
We need to shift our mindset a bit as we move to qualitative data.
Whereas quantitative data analysis tends to be quite
mathematical, straightforward and precise, qualitative data requires much more
flexibility and effort during the process data interpretation.197 The sources of
qualitative data include text, images, and narrative (e.g., interview notes,
unstructured observations, open-ended questionnaires, focus group transcripts),
and visual data such as photographs and film/video). As such, analysis techniques
are based on reflection, categorization and interpretation. 198
What does this look like in practice? Qualitative data analysis helps answer
questions such as:





What are some of the difficulties faced by the team?
Why did some participants drop out early?
What is the experience like for participants?
Is there any unexpected impact on families and communities?

Qualitative data are especially useful when you are looking for a description of a
program, process, or experience or if you would like to understand the context of a
situation and/or understand perceptions.199 A suggested method for analyzing this
type of data is outlined as follows:

Five Steps of Qualitative Data Analysis (Taylor Powell & Renner, 2003)
Becoming well-acquainted with the data. Start by carefully reading,
watching or listening to your data.
Focusing the analysis (review your indicators/ M&E questions). You
can then move forward by examining a detailed analysis of a single
response and/or comparing responses - looking for connecting
themes, topics, ideas or events that show up in more than one
response.
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Categorize and code the information. Either using pre-defined
categories or coming up with them as you go, identify similar themes
and types of responses, and then sort the information accordingly.
Identify patterns and connections within and between categories.
With categories now assigned in your qualitative data, consider the
question of patterns, interesting themes or observations.
Interpret the information. You can begin to reflect on the larger
meaning of the data, exploring the broader insights and lessons that
come up along the way.

For qualitative data analysis, it is highly recommended that you have more than
one person do the ‘coding’ or ‘categorizing’. Bringing additional perspectives to
the analysis can offer valuable insights and help control for bias in analyzing
qualitative data.

And what does participatory data analysis look like?
As you can guess, we will always be coming back to your stakeholders. And while
participatory engagement is most common during the planning or implementing
stages of the M&E process, having key stakeholders analyze data together is an
opportunity that shouldn’t be missed. And keep in mind the possibility of
structuring different conversations for both your quantitative and qualitative data.
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Starting the conversation…
What are some ways to elicit stakeholder input with quantitative
data? You can start by presenting preliminary data from items such
as surveys and charts for their analysis and interpretation. 200
Examples of questions to guide your discussion can include:
 What surprises you about the data?
 What factors may explain some of the trends you are seeing?
 What do these findings confirm? What did you expect to see in these data,
but don’t?
 Does this lead you to raise new questions?

With qualitative data it’s a little different. The findings often do not lend
themselves to obvious interpretations, so discussions with your team and key
partners can be particularly valuable.

Starting the conversation…
And how do we elicit stakeholder input with qualitative data?
Examples of questions to guide discussion include:
 How does this information align with your experience and perceptions?
 What doesn’t fit? How so?
 Are there other interpretations of the data that are missing?
 Where would you add context to clarify or explain the findings?
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As data are collected, ask your key stakeholders what is most interesting,
illuminating, or important. By doing so, you are creating a process that helps to
ensure a rich interpretation of the data over time. Including multiple perspectives in
your analysis can allow for a more accurate portrayal of program implementation
and impact.
And what else? The process can increase stakeholder understanding of what
conclusions should be drawn from the data and eventually, to greater support for
findings and recommendations.

Tip: Be cognizant of the nuances with M&E, that nothing is
black and white.
M&E is sometimes driven by a desire to show that a project was
successful. Yet M&E will almost always show mixed results.
Being open to honest conversations about what the data have to convey will
enable you to go beyond claims of ‘success’ and ask: what specific changes are
taking place (both positive and negative, intended and unintended), how and
for whom?
The nuances and subtleties in the data often can teach a great deal about how
to fine tune your efforts, while also helping to spark meaningful strategic
conversations with key stakeholders.

And of course, we want to think about how we present
our data
While we have focused primarily on the kind of data that you are
organizing and analyzing, we now want to focus on options for
how you can present your data.
Data presentation is part of what needs to be a broader communication strategy to
ensure that your organization manages and disseminates information in a way that
promotes shared learning.

131

It’s worth repeating that with each step of the
M&E process, you want to select presentation
methods that fit your data and that are
targeted to meet the various needs of your
diverse stakeholders.201
You can keep in mind that individuals
‘consume’ information in different ways.
Your quantitative and qualitative data each have to be presented in an engaging,
distinct way.202

Qualitative Data

Quantitative Data

• Text
• Images
• Narrative

• Averages
• Comparisons
• Proportions

Graphics can help to simplify the M&E data and clarify the results. 203 You have lots
of options in conveying quantitative data like those below:

Tables

Bar Graphs

Pie Charts

Line Graphs

And certainly, you won’t want to forget possibilities for qualitative data in addition to
narrative text such as:

Photos

Videos

Community Maps
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Starting the Conversation…
In facilitating discussions about the preliminary results of the data,
make sure to consider various questions such as: 204
• What is the best way to communicate with this stakeholder or group of
stakeholders?
• Would an in-person/online meeting be the best way to reach them? An
email? A written report? A video clip? Or would a community meeting be
more effective?
And if it is a written report, ask:
• Are communications and reports presented in a clear, jargon-free style?
• Have tables and figures been used effectively to make information more
understandable?
• Does the format of each communication/report facilitate easy
interpretation of its content?

Summing up…
Each of these topics - data management, data analysis, and data presentation – is a
complex topic in and of itself that we have only touched on in this chapter. As with
other topics, we hope that you will continue to explore the many options available
and the references listed at the end of the guide.
So we are now heading towards the last stop of the M& E process! In the next
chapter, we tackle another important piece in this puzzle and that is how to translate
acquired insights into strategic action.
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Chapter 9: Moving from M&E back to Strategic Action
Now you’re at Step 5 in your M&E plan. Congratulations! You are ready to move to
data use - the last and most essential piece of your M&E plan (that is of course, until
you start the learning cycle again!)

Key components of an M&E plan: Step 5

During the M&E process- if you have focused primarily on monitoring data- your
team is better equipped to make decisions on how to allocate resources and
implement projects.
And if you have gathered evaluation data, you will probably be making weightier
decisions such as determining which projects may be the most effective to
implement.
We will discuss in this chapter the many ways that you can be purposeful about using
your M&E finding to make strategic decisions affecting all levels of your organization.
By doing so, you will be integrating the principles and the practice of M&E in all
aspects of your work.205
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Let’s review possible M&E questions that are posed throughout the
learning cycle:

Using data in strategic decision-making…
As we can see above, your organization can use M&E data to make good decisions at
any point.
Yes, our instincts can get us far. Yet while our intuition can lead us in the right
direction, over time, organizations that regularly use data will be able to make better
informed decisions.
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This again, is one of the main goals of M&E. We always want to make sure that we
focus on using data to translate our acquired knowledge into ‘know-how’ that affects
our everyday efforts.
And what happens when M&E becomes a part of how you do your work? Well, for
starters, it helps provide you with some evidence that you are heading in the right
direction as outlined in your theory of change. With discussions that are grounded in
data, you are also more likely to avoid being swayed by built-in assumptions and
biases that everyone has in making decisions.

Tip: As you make the case for using M&E data, you can remind
everyone of possible bias.
Just a few examples here of the most common types:
Confirmation bias. What happens -and this may not be too surprising to hear is that we tend to favor those ideas that confirm what we already believe.
In-group bias. In this case we are more likely to believe people who belong to
the same group we do (i.e., religious background, ethnicity or gender).
Bandwagon effect. Again, not a big surprise to hear this, but we are much more
likely to adopt the most popular opinion.
We love intuition and encourage you to follow it! But we also have to
appreciate the degree to which we have biases that can affect our decision
making -without us even realizing it.

As we jump into this topic of linking M&E with strategic development, we have to
keep in mind that our M&E data may not point to the findings that we may want to
see. Your findings may be a big surprise- positive or negative, encouraging or
discouraging.
And your conversations, even if now grounded in M&E results, will not always be
easy or tension free in determining your next course of action. But this is part of
building an organizational mindset that becomes accustomed to both evaluative and
strategic thinking processes.
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Building a culture around M&E
As we have discussed throughout, encouraging participatory engagement at each
step of M&E is of primary importance. One aspect of this is getting your team and
key stakeholders more acquainted with the idea of using data in strategic
conversations.206
Structured opportunities to reflect on the M&E findings will help to incorporate
this into your routine and underscore the value of data-driven decision making. 207
But how do you get everyone used to the idea of using M&E data? Well, it starts with
having accessible data that is available at regular intervals to key stakeholders and
then providing the opportunity for all to reflect on the data.208 By holding periodic
meetings that encourage your team to review data, you can get everyone
comfortable with the idea of grounding decisions in your M&E findings.

Starting the Conversation…
As your M&E data becomes available, you can facilitate discussions
with questions such as: 209
1. What did we plan for our project over the past six months? (or whichever
period of time you choose for reflection.)
2. What progress have we made? What did we achieve?
3. What can we now learn from the data? What does the data tell us? What
else do we need to know?
4. How are the data consistent with our own impressions and observations
of our work? What is worth exploring further?
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While facilitation skills, as always, will be
critical in making these conversations
meaningful, it will also be essential to
have the relevant data easily accessible to
those who are making decisions.
And whether you use an indicator
dashboard/data dashboard, stakeholder
reports or some other option, the idea is to
provide a current picture of how your
projects are moving forward. This is especially imperative when you are focusing on
monitoring your work
When tracking implementation of your projects, you want to create tools that not
only offer simple ways to understand progress, but that also can be regularly
updated.
An example of a visual tool that can work with all kinds of data, similar to a data
dashboard, is a ‘traffic light table.’ How does this work? Data indicating positive
results are colored in green; data which are neutral/no movement are colored in
yellow, and data showing less progress are colored in red.

Of course, depending on your data, your stakeholders and your capacities, you will
decide which tool is best for presenting data. Either way, to ensure that the M&E
data get used, you will have to invest time in helping your team familiarize
themselves with the idea of looking at findings and drawing conclusions. 210
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From M&E data to action
As you slowly begin to get used to relying on M&E data, it also becomes easier to
incorporate new insights into the decision-making process, and more importantly,
how you proceed moving forward.
Essentially, you are building a learning cycle that continues to shape the design,
implementation and assessment of the work. The five steps of the M&E plan start
over again each time...

Setting up a series of strategic conversations to accompany each phase of your
M&E plan will help build consensus on how to make ongoing adjustments to your
work.
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Starting the Conversation…
After key conclusions have been drawn from the M&E data, the
next step is to determine recommendations for action. Some of the
considerations are: 211
• What are we seeing in our M&E data that we did not expect? What issues
are we seeing come up again and again?
• What is going well in our projects? Why so? What does this mean for our
work moving forward? What are the next steps?
• What are the types of problems we are having? Why so? What does this
mean for our work in the future?
Selected recommendations will be much more acceptable to everyone if these
decisions are grounded in data and your key stakeholders can offer their input
along the way.212

And managing change? Not the easiest thing…
Not surprisingly, tension and conflict are possibilities at this critical stage. After all,
there is much passion and emotion here- as we all tend to be quite committed to
the work that we are carrying out to improve the world.
And we also are used to the status quo, accustomed to our routines and way of
operating.213 We may be working towards social change, but this doesn’t mean
that we always happily embrace change in our day-to-day work.
So as you revisit your theory of change and consider various aspects of your
organizational, programmatic and operational strategy in light of M&E findings,
keep in mind there very well might be forthcoming challenges.214 Any strategic
shift in the organization can understandably lead to fear or anxiety on the part of
your team and key stakeholders. 215
During these times of transition, it is vital to communicate with stakeholders in
order to maintain their commitment.
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Let’s take a break!
If you are using M&E over time, you are setting up a standard for
your projects and tracking progress. Your organizational stakeholders
become accustomed to the idea of continual experimentation and adaptation.
Still, M&E results may be disappointing and frustrating. Moreover, if it becomes
clear that significant change is needed, it will be more important than ever to
facilitate conversations that can move your organization forward.
And here again the key role of leadership comes in. After all, any decisions
taken in the end are implemented by your team and you will want to make sure
that everyone is on board with the overall strategic direction that is set.
As we know, your work can be very demanding, fast-paced and labor intensive. If
there is a need for strategic shifts, explore how members of your team are
rewarded for taking on new responsibilities, embracing new directions or
instituting new patterns of behavior.
Several options that should help in this regard include staff training, formal
mentoring opportunities, and improved supervisory practices and communication
protocols, especially if there is little flexibility in financial compensation.
During times of transition, additional staff support and guidance may be especially
welcomed. Sensitivity to all kinds of concerns regarding change in the daily work is
vital.

Tip: Keep in mind that change is not easy!
We all have stories of planned strategies that were not implemented
in the end. There are lots of reasons why change is so hard; it’s best
for us to keep this in mind as we move forward.216 After all, without a clear
incentive to change, we are likely to stay put, especially if we lack the resources
or support to change.
Remember, there needs to be specific steps to implement any change. It is
critical to consider how your current organizational infrastructure can be
adapted as needed. You want to have clarity about what is staying the same
and what is being altered in the day-to-day work.
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Once again, make a plan.
Any shift in strategy should be a choice that your team and key stakeholders are
easily able to imagine.
Your team and your board members should be able to envision their role in the
process and understand what actions are needed. To effectively address the
variety of possible obstacles you might encounter, update your strategic tools like
your theory of change and your new workplan with your team.217

Starting the Conversation…

•
•
•
•

Select just a few key strategic issues to work on versus doing
everything all at once. Here are a few sample questions to guide
the discussion: 218
• What is the particular kind of change that we would like to see?
What are the specific steps needed in order for us to bring about this
change?
Who is responsible for each step as outlined?
What is our timeline for completing each of these particular steps?
What are the exact resources needed (including financial, administrative
and needed expertise)?

By clearly outlining implementation guidelines, it facilitates the adaptations that
are needed in your day-to-day work.219 And drawing up a workplan together with a
budget helps ensure that sufficient resources are allocated in a way that
appropriately reflects any new organizational priorities.
Conceptually you want to make sure that through the use of tools such as your
theory of change or workplan, the strategy is clear and simple to grasp for all
involved. For your project team especially, a full understanding of what change
entails will be essential. And as you proceed, you will want to set aside time for the
development of new norms and routines if adjustments are required.
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Summing up…
Through your M&E efforts, you will be able to outline your strategic direction and
build a shared consensus on how to move forward. Doing so will not only reduce
the possibility of surprises and ambiguity but will likely enhance everyone’s
capacity to better implement decisions.
Of course, workplans will need to be modified over time to reflect changing
circumstances or new insights. As you know by now, your strategies will not stay
static; rather they will develop based on your organization’s experimentation and
experience.
In the next chapter - the last one! - we will address your communication efforts
and how sharing your story can be a very effective addition to the feedback loop
that you are creating with your community.
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Chapter 10: Communicating and Sharing Your Story
So this is it! You’re nearly at the finish line after having spent so much time with all
the challenging steps you’ve taken along the way.
Now it’s time to focus on this one last effort - how to communicate your
accomplishments to the field. After all, you won’t want to miss out on this critical
piece of M&E. If you have stories and data that can showcase your work, make
sure that you share them. You have earned the spotlight a bit, no?

Building a communications strategy
Hopefully you have had lots of practice actively involving your supporters and have
likely gained a certain comfort level in presenting information to diverse
stakeholders.220
Now is the time to decide how you will share your M&E findings and organizational
story with key audiences. And yes, you will probably be submitting reports to
funders…but how about writing up a briefing to news outlets? Or holding a
community meeting to discuss new learnings with members of your target
community? Perhaps you could use social media and make a short video? 221 There
are so many possibilities.…
Think about what steps you can take not only to increase community awareness
but also to make that presentation more engaging. And of course, you also want to
share your hard-earned insights with other like-minded organizations.

Adapting your communications as you go…
You know your audience best. Adapt your communication style and materials to
them, but always tell your story and share valuable insights.
Whatever you do, your M&E data will always need context. There is no scenario in
which you should simply be reciting the raw numbers on a page. You have to set
the stage for the findings, including articulating your theory of change. And you will
want to share how you have already used or plan to use the findings going
forward.
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Starting the conversation….

•
•
•
•

How to invite your diverse stakeholders in at this point? In
developing an approach to communicating with various audiences,
consider questions such as:
• How are you helping the audience to connect to the findings?
Are you explaining its relevance to their lives?
What should be the tone and style of your communications in this settinga formal, more respectful tone or a more simple, casual tone?
What is this audience most interested in learning about regarding your
project?
What are the key pieces of information or specific recommendations that
you should communicate?
Which type of data presentation is most appropriate in this setting?

Your stakeholders will find their own way to connect your data and make it useful.
Your job is to make sure to offer lots of options
for them to consider .(And we don’t
underestimate the work involved here in doing
that including the use of multiple languages!).
You can use your data to tell a compelling story
about why your programs are showing progress
and even more importantly, why this matters.

And a quick note on transparency
As we discussed earlier, ethical challenges arise in all stages of the work and in the
M&E process as well. We just want to add a reminder here for you to be cognizant of
these ethical parameters, including preserving anonymity and other concerns related
to data privacy in sharing your M&E findings.
Consider also how you are adhering to values of honesty, accuracy, and humility,
when presenting findings. It is important to detail the data collection methodology
and, as previously noted, outline the limitations of the process. You want to nurture
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this openness and transparency to allow your various stakeholders the opportunity
to fairly judge your work.
This also links us to the issue of accountability. We are well-aware of the pressure to
make lots of promises to our supporters. We tend to be ambitious when there is just
so much to be done!
But this may be the time to have frank conversations with your stakeholders about
what is actually possible moving forward.
In light of the M&E data, you may find that you need to adapt your day-to day efforts
to a new reality and adjust expectations accordingly. Having a shared understanding
of your next steps and future plans will serve you well.

Communicating your M&E data
Why is this important?

Some key ideas to keep in mind…

 Help primary stakeholders to
stay informed and to make data
driven decisions.
 Nurture trust with your
community and promote
greater transparency.
 Share your lessons learned with
the field.
 Raise community awareness
about your efforts.

 Explain the ‘so what’ of the information
to stakeholders, and why it matters.
 Select data presentation methods that
meet the needs of various audiences.
 Provide a needed context for your data
as part of a larger story.
 Engage your supporters as storytellers
and champions of your work.
 Think about how you are building
community and expanding your
outreach.
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And what about storytelling? Telling your organizational narrative
Now we get to the important topic of storytelling. Just like M&E should be
participatory, so should outreach and communication. 222 Stakeholders are your
ambassadors and cheerleaders. They are the ones who go out into the world, so
why not have them prepared to share your narrative?!
Your stakeholders need to feel comfortable sharing their personal stories of why
they are engaged in your work- why it is important to them and why it should be to
the rest of us.
After all, we already know that statistics, charts and quantitative data can go only
so far. It turns out that most of us are much more likely to respond to storieseither a story about an individual or a group of people.

Tips: Embrace storytelling with intent! How to encourage the
practice of storytelling?
Ask who are the ‘go to’ people of your organization. Is it always the
same individuals? Remember, you can find ambassadors
everywhere from participants of your programs, your team, volunteers, board
members, and others.
How well does everybody know your organizational history, about day-to- day
efforts, about what you have already accomplished and the impact you have
had?223
To encourage the practice of storytelling you can try, for example, storytelling
workshops or weekly check-ins to share stories about the work in the field.

While the emphasis in storytelling often focuses on an individual or a group, try to
link that story to the larger picture and to your M&E findings. To highlight this, you
may want to add quantitative data to your narrative as well.224
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Keep thinking about how you are building community
With all of the pressing social issues that we are championing every day, more
storytellers would be welcomed to bring these topics to the attention of the larger
public. And this would energize us as well and validate our efforts.
It also makes sense to share stories in a way that helps to include your audience in
the solution. Consider questions such as: What draws people to action? What
convinces them to listen, to make a tough decision?
Remember that you can look at this type of communication as a way to continue
reaching out, building your movement, and gaining more support for your efforts.
And make it personal! These are the ways that we connect to people.
Telling stories also reminds us that everything we are doing is about individuals
and communities. Stories can help in finding a way for them to take center stage.
We learn about this through the mantra – story of self, story of us, story of now.

What stories to tell? (Ganz, 2009)

The story of self

What is unique about
yourself?
What have you
overcome?
What have you learned?
Why are you connected
to the organization?
How has it affected your
life?

The story of us

What is a common
experience we share?
How are we each
affected by this issue?
Why is this topic of
relevance?
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The story of now

Why is this a problem of
urgency?
How can we become
ready to address it?
What can we hope to
achieve?
Which specific steps can
be of use?

Consider how you are issuing a call to action when you tell stories about your own
personal connection to a social cause. 225 Present it in a way that gives your
listeners a ready pathway into your world.

And as you get ready for your own moment in the spotlight…
Remember that storytelling should be part of your pursuit to bring about concrete
social change which involves a much broader mission than just courting potential
funders. 226 It’s everything you have been working hard to create. So get your
compelling message out there!
Here are lots of storytelling tips to keep in mind as you get started:

Tell the story of us, not just of you.
Getting from the ‘me’ to the ‘we’.
Moving from personal stories…
• Your audience will care about
your stories if they somehow
connect them back to their own
lives.
• While you are telling your story
and explaining why it matters to
you, you want to help others see
why it matters to them.

To articulating organizational stories
• Keep in mind both the value of
something personal and the appeal of
something universal.
• Consider how your story illustrates a
larger topic.
• Since everyone’s point of entry is
different, a good story offers many ways
for the audience to connect to your
efforts.
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Give us access and relevance.
Take bold ideas and make them into the everyday.
Moving from personal stories…
• We need to see the everyday in
stories.
• Shrink down any story topic so it
becomes manageable for others
to absorb. Take the big ideas and
make them digestible.

To articulating organizational stories
• Translate your organization’s ambitious
visions and bold ideas into common
experiences.
• Often it is those moments of
authenticity, vulnerability and universal
truths when the audience can see
themselves and the world around them.
• Make your organization’s story
accessible by also highlighting the small,
subtle moments

Stay Focused on the story, not an itinerary or a to do list.
Moving from personal stories…
• We are much more interested if
you sift through your experiences
first- just because it happened
does not necessarily make it
interesting.
• Share with us only the
meaningful insights of your
adventures.

To articulating organizational stories
• To connect with your story, we need to
understand the ‘why’.
• We want to understand the essence of
your work, not just what you do.
• The goal has to be focused on the
strategy- what you are seeking to
change.
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Talk with us, not at us
Moving from personal stories…
• Keep it conversational.
• This is not the time to go on a
rant or make a political speech,
nor is it a formal theatrical
performance.
• You also don’t want to be too
heavy-handed with your
message.

To articulating organizational stories
• Invite the audience into your
organizational experience as if you are in
a casual conversation.
• Keep in mind that no one wants to be
lectured to, and they certainly don’t
want to be told how to feel.
• Consider both your tone and tenor as
you seek to transport us in time and
place.

Keep asking yourself, what is this story about?
Share your point of view, one theme at a time.
Moving from personal stories…
• Drive one single story forward
with precision.
• Think in terms of a memoir
versus an autobiography. Not
everything you remember, nor
every family memory gets
to go in.
• Ask yourself, what is the
underlying theme?

To articulating organizational stories
• You will not want to present an
exhaustive ‘everything you wanted to
know’ about the organization.
• Decide on the perspective and share that
particular aspect of the work.
• Try to have an underlying theme in your
organizational stories- something that
holds the narrative together.
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Invite your audience in with context and try to be hospitable.
Moving from personal stories…
• We are looking for your take on
the world, but the challenge is
that you know it too well. You live
it every day.
• Consider how to transfer what is
obvious to you to your audience.
• We have to feel a part of it to go
along for the ride.

To articulating organizational stories
• Think about how you can invite your
audience in, and make sure no one feels
excluded.
• Don’t just show us data and expect us to
interpret it on our own. We won’t
connect to the statistics without context.
• If you want us to care, you have to work
to create some kind of shared experience
by giving us the needed background and
setting.

Getting from A to B or to C.
Either way, show us how you have evolved.
Moving from personal stories…
• Great story telling is always about
some kind of transformation. We
are fascinated by how people
change.
• The story needs to be about a
journey – some way that you
have been transformed or
enlightened.
• Create an arc for the story by
starting in one place and landing
in another.

To articulating organizational stories
• We want to hear how events have
shaped your organization, how you all
have moved through particular
experiences, how your work reflects
change of some kind.
• Use signposts to mark what has changed
and what are the desired changes in the
future.
• We will then feel like we are going
somewhere, immersed in the world you
are leading us to.
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Stay Real, you know that we always root for the underdogs.
Moving from personal stories…
• No one wants flawlessness in
storytellers - in fact, we will
reward you for being genuine
and vulnerable.
• We tend to smooth out our
rough edges, editing our
indiscretions. But in storytelling,
it is the quirks, the imperfections,
that are celebrated.

To articulating organizational stories
• We really don’t expect organizations to
be perfect- share with us the learning,
the transformation.
• Give us a realistic assessment of what is
possible to achieve, sharing the insights
that inevitably come along the way.
• Balance ambition with a dose of realism,
while throwing in reflection too.

Show us high stakes, high expectations, and we will be hooked.
Moving from personal stories…
To articulating organizational stories
• Stakes are the reason your
• Stakes are non-negotiable. And it’s not
audience wants to hear the next
only about making a story resonate with
sentence in your story.
your audience. Knowing what is at stake
signals where the story is headed.
• If the audience doesn’t know why
they’re listening to the story, or
• You want your audience asking questions
what’s to come, it’s easy to stop
like: What will happen next? How is the
listening.
story going to turn out?
• Stakes invite us to become invested in
the outcome.
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Bring us your perspective.
Keep asking who you are in the story.
Moving from personal stories…
To articulating organizational stories
• We want to see ourselves in your • This goes for your organization’s story as
story and be able to relate. But
well. Keep asking what is the essence of
we also want to see you. What’s
your organization.
your personality? Your
• How easily can you articulate your
perspective?
organizational DNA? How is it reflected
• We need for you to be a reliable
in the stories you tell? What keeps
narrator and reveal your inner
everyone motivated? What keeps the
monologue.
momentum going?

Knowing what you are as an organization, where you want to go, and how you are
getting there – these are the stories we want to hear. And we also want to hear
personal stories and the passion that is invested in your work.
Through the many tools referred to in these pages, through the stories you tell and
through the real impact your organization is making, you will motivate more
people to get involved with your important efforts.
Storytelling is just one aspect of your efforts, but it is an integral part in building
your community and advancing the change you seek. We can all be change
makers. We all have something to give. We just need to be encouraged and
equipped to take advantage of the opportunities to get on board.
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Summing up!!!
We move in the direction of the questions that we ask and in the direction of the
conversations that we have. This is one of the most significant benefits of an M&E
process as we see it. Truly, truly.
It is the result of the simple idea that you build the capacity of your organization
when you engage with your community and adapt your efforts as you go. With the
help of the many tools presented, you can help guide your organization and
enhance your team’s ability to plan, think and act strategically.
We once read that “the organization of hope is what makes hope reasonable.”227 It
seems that this is a perfectly apt quote with which to end. It reminds us to think
about the function of both M&E and strategic thinking that underpins our
organization. And it reminds us to stay optimistic with perhaps just a little dose of
skepticism thrown in along the way.
Both in your efforts to keep organizing hope and in bringing hope to others you are
making an impact - helping to bring about the meaningful social change that is so
needed in the world today. Know that we are always cheering you on in your
important work!
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