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This webinar is part of the American Evaluation Association’s weekly Coffee Break Webinars program. Normally available for AEA members only, this special four-part series co-sponsored by Catholic Relief Services, American Red Cross/Red Crescent, United States Agency for International Development, and AEA’s International and Cross Cultural Topical Interest Group is available to the public on AEA’s YouTube Channel.

 In this webinar, Scott Chaplowe provides concise guidance to develop and implement a Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) system for project planning, implementation, and evaluation. The webinar covers the key components of an M&E system that trace a logical train of thought from the project's theory of change to the specific objectives needed for these changes, methods for measuring change, and protocols for collecting and analyzing data and information.


Transcript:

Stephanie: Today’s presentation is based on a module developed by Catholic Relief Services and American Red Cross’s funding from USAID. So those two organizations, together with the American Evaluation Association International and Cross Cultural Topical Interest Group, are the cosponsors of this webinar series which is running every Thursday this month.
Today’s webinar is Monitoring and Evaluation Planning for Projects and Programs. And our presenter is Scott Chaplowe. Scott’s a M&E Senior Officer at the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent  Society. So let’s go ahead and get started. We’ll hand things over to Scott now.

Scott: Okay, am I there? I guess I am.

Stephanie: You are.

Scott: I am. Okay. My name is Scott Chaplowe and I’m a Senior M&E Officer at IFRC. And as Stephanie said, my presentation is based on a module. I authored the module, but a lot of people contributed to it, so it was a group effort. Before I begin, I always want to say that the title of the presentation is Monitoring and Evaluation Planning for Projects and Programs, but the principles that I’ll discuss applies for both projects and programs but it’s understood that programs are typically larger in scope and may consist of multiple projects.
I’ll be talking about six key components of M&E Planning. This is not a blueprint. There are many valid ways to approach M&E Planning, but this is how I’ve organized the discussion today. Each topic can be a university course in itself, so I’ll have to be very brief. And I’ll start off by saying when to begin M&E Planning. And my answer is very early. You want to give sufficient time to arrange for resources and personnel. And it’s also very important to involve key stakeholders to build understanding and ownership of the M&E system. This would include not just the project manager, but the project team, target population, local partners, donors, etc.

The first component that I want to discuss is the causal analysis. And this is based on relationships between the identified problems or needs, the causes to them, and the likely solutions. It helps to lead to a theory of change that the program or project would like to try to arrive at. And it can involve multiple different approaches from stakeholder analysis, SWOT analysis, feasibility studies, community mapping.
The next slide here shows an example of what we can call a Problem Tree for a problem of food shortage. And when they’re working with a problem tree, it’s important to ask why is that a problem, what’s causing it? If you go down from the middle you can see maybe one of the reasons is that there’s a fall in income. Why is there a fall in income? There’s less jobs. There’s more people looking for jobs. Or it can be one of the causes of the food shortage can be a poor harvest. Why? Due to reduced crop fertility. Access to crops can be difficult. And you can use your problem tree to help you identify what are the problems and then what can be the potential solutions?

The second component that I want to discuss is your project design. And there are many ways of doing project design. Here we have an example of log frame, which is a table that summarizes the project design. Your project design is based on your causal analysis and it’s really going to inform what you monitor and evaluate. You can see that there are four columns in the log frame. And the objectives column, or the results column, tracks a logical chain of intended results. So in this example, we’re looking at building a bridge. And you need labor and cement, steel beams, inputs for your activities. And your activities might be drafting a plan, laying a foundation, building a structure, and then your output is actually the bridge itself connecting two different towns. And then that can lead to an outcome, which is a usually harder result to measure- changes in knowledge, attitudes, or practice. Here one example is an increase in trade between two towns. And then your goal is often a result that can even be bigger or larger than your project itself. Here it’s to improve the economy in the region. And you can have other projects, like a microfinance or a microenterprise project or program that can also contribute to this goal. So this is a very simple example- the bridge example- that I often use in training people. But of course, programs and projects can be more complicated than this. 

Your second column is your indicators, which measures the performance towards the objectives. Your third column in the log frame is your means of verification, which is your sources and methods to measure the indicators. And then your fourth column is your assumptions, which are the key conditions to monitor for the project’s success. I think a lot of people are familiar with logic models, so I can’t go into it deeply. But I would like to know that there are some concerns with logic models. They’re only one way of doing project design. There are other frameworks or approaches for doing project design, such as results frameworks or outcome mapping. A common critique of log frames is that it’s a linear logic, it can be technocentric, and sometimes it can alienate local understanding, participation and ownership. But log frames have become an industry norm for many organizations. And with this, you sometimes have some hectic wars between organizations using different terminology for a log frame- particularly the hierarchy of results, that left column. And generally what I recommend to people is to make sure that the terminology is consistent with your organization and that the logic holds.

The next component that I’d like to discuss is the data collection and analysis. And this is informed by the log frame, and I have an example table that we’re going to work with. And you can use this table for indicators, but also assumptions. And many times, a log frame is cooked up or designed in an office by one or two people while they’re doing the proposal for a project or program but there’s not really a reality check with what’s going on in the field where the program or project will happen. And your data collection and analysis plan can really be that reality check.

Here we have an example of an outcome level indicator for community disaster response project measuring the percentage of successful community disaster drills. That’s the first column. Your second column is your definitions column and here you can see if you take our indicator, you have communities that successfully conduct a disaster drill. Well, success can be defined differently by different people measuring that, particularly if the project is happening over a large scope of different communities. So what your definitions column does is it helps to ensure that there’s a consistent understanding and measurement of the indicator. Here success is being defined as the drill must be unannounced to an early warning system, the response time must be under 15 minutes, the disaster response team must assemble fully equipped, etc. So also nice to put in a numerator and denominator for percentage indicators in your definition column.
Your next column in your data collection and analysis plan is your data collection source and method. And this really details the log frame’s means of verification column. Here you can see that observation of the actual communities will be one of the sources and methods. And there’s an observation checklist to rate the communities. And after the drills, in this example, there are post-disaster drills focus group discussions with the community.

Your next column in this example plan is the frequency column. And this measures how often an indicator, or assumption, will be measured and reported on. Data collection for this one is on a rolling basis, because if you have multiple communities they can be doing the disaster drills at different times. But it will be reported on a quarterly basis.

And your next column in the plan is responsibilities. And this is who will collect and analyze the data. And if there’s more than one person collecting it, it’s most important to list the person who’s responsible for the team collecting the data. And I also like to list not just the position title but also the specific person’s name, which encourages accountable and it also motivates the person as well.

And then your last column in your data collection and analysis plan is your information use and audience. And in this example, we have an indicator that will inform project monitoring, evaluation, uphold accountability, and we also list the stakeholder groups that will be reported to on this indicator.

So this is an example plan, and there are many ways of doing a data collection and analysis plan. This is just one way. In this particular plan, you can add other columns, a column for budget for example, to record the amount of money it costs to measure specific indicators. Or you can separate the responsibilities column for people responsible for data collection versus data analysis.

Another important part of data collection and analysis is the data management and how you record the data. Here I have an example of an indicator tracking table, which records indicator performance for the baseline and then on a quarterly or period basis, and annually. And if the program or project is over one year, many years, for life of project. And it’s important here- this table can encourage not just the recording of data but the critical analysis. Here we’re not just recording the actual values, but we’re setting target in the table, which allows us to look at the percentage of target that’s been achieved and then think about variance, which is the difference between the identified targets and the actual results.

Your next component of your M&E system is the information reporting and utilization. It’s important to design the M&E reporting based on real information needs and uses. As the cartoon says, if it’s not really going to help people, the reports aren’t going to be used. It’s important to identify the frequency of data reporting needs. Will it be on a daily, weekly, month, quarterly basis? And to tailor the reporting formats to the intended audience. A donor sitting in a capital city, in a headquarters office, might have a different format from reporting back to a community for example. And it’s also important to identify appropriate outlets and media channels for different audiences. Whether you’re working with people that have access to a computer or they don’t, is it a literate population or is it not? These are considerations to think about.

Your next component is your M&E staffing and capacity building. And here you want to be thinking about what is your project’s capacity for M&E? Is there any existing M&E experience on the team or with partners that you’re working with? And what is the extent of local participation? There are pros, but there are also cons to local participation in your M&E system. And what extent do you need outside expertise? Are you doing a household survey for which there will be statistical analysis and you might need a statistician to assist you? And then you want to plan any capacity building for project, team, and local partners. Maybe you don’t have a lot of capacity but you feel you can build it up through trainings. So you need to plan for that. An important part is to define the roles and responsibilities for the M&E system. Be very clear with that. And sometimes a matrix or table can help with that.

And your last component for planning your M&E system is budgeting for M&E. Here it’s important to itemize your M&E budget needs- staff, training, baseline studies, surveys, evaluations, even equipment, maybe vehicles. And you want to incorporate these M&E costs into the project and program budget. Don’t assume just because the cost might be covered, that the cost might be covered by the overall organization implementing the program and project. And it’s important to review any- not just donor budget requirements but also donor contributions.
I also like to plan for contingency costs. These are unanticipated costs like inflation, or currency devaluation, or equipment theft, things that arise that you don’t anticipate. And then people often ask me what percentage of project budget should M&E be? And it really varies. There’s no answer and it varies from context to context. I’ve seen the industry norm here in between 3-10%. And it really depends on the scale and scope of the project. A general rule of thumb is that the M&E budget should not be so small as to compromise the accuracy and credibility, nor should it divert project resources or impair programming. 
So those are the six components that I’m sharing with you today. How much time does it take to do M&E planning really depends on the project context and experience. And it’s important to periodically update and revise your M&E plan.

I want to just leave you with a couple messages. One message is that M&E should serve and not burden programs. M&E specialists often think M&E is the center of the universe, and I like to remind myself and others who are M&E people that the program and project is there to serve people and M&E is there to help the program and project do that. And lastly, M&E information is useful only if it’s used. So just like you want to build your evaluations to be useful, you should build your M&E systems to be useful as well. And hopefully I covered everything and I guess that’s it. And I would like to, I guess open it up for questions.

Stephanie: Great. Thanks so much, Scott. Folks, go ahead and type your questions in now. I see you already have a bunch of them listed here. I do want to add one thing, you’re going to get an email from me in about an hour that will have a link to the module that this webinar was based on. And Scott, correct me if I wrong but won’t it have the tables and things that you showed today?

Scott: Yes. Well, the actual PowerPoint— the modules have variations of the table but I’ve timed the presentation for a PowerPoint. So the tables will look a little bit different and the examples have evolved and been refined since the actual module.

Stephanie: Great. And the slides will also— there will be a link to the slides in that handout as well.

Scott: Right.

Stephanie: And the location where the recording will be held once that’s ready. Okay, let’s move on to the questions. How would you describe the difference between monitoring and evaluation?
Scott: Well, monitoring is something that happens more regularly. And when you get monitoring data you’re more tracking what’s happening, whereas evaluation is more periodic. It’s more of an event. And there’s more of an element of making a judgment about the program or project. So you might be getting monitoring data every day or every week. And sure, you’re thinking about it and you might be making small judgments. But with an evaluation you’re purposefully stepping back and looking at the program or project to make an assessment about certain criteria that you’ve identified are important to make a judgment about.

Stephanie: Okay. We have a couple of questions here about developing good indicators. Can you offer some advice about helping staff do that, and finding indicators that are meaningful and measurable?

Scott: Well, my first advice for developing indicators is see if there are any industry standard indicators already out there. And I think that’s really important because if there are industry standard indicators, then you can consider- you can better compare measurements across time and location. Another important thing, I think, with indicators is that they will depend on the level of results you’re trying to measure. Often times, programs and projects will have a lot of indicators for output level- how many bridges have been built. But the outcome level indicators, which can be a little bit more challenging to measure, are very important to measure. So I like to try to remind people not to get too bogged down with just counts of what’s being done but also counts of what’s making a difference. So those are a couple important things. Another acronym that’s used when developing indicators is SMART indicators. And SMART is S M A R T. And what SMART means is that you want to design your indicators so it’s Specific, Measurable, often times we use A for- it can be used for Area-bound or Accurate, R can be for Relevant, and T can be for time-bound. So it’s important to drill your indicator down so it’s specific and it could be measured.

Stephanie: Great. Well, thanks so much, Scott. I know we have a lot of questions here but we’re out of time. So we won’t be able to get to all of them. If you have a burning question that we weren’t able to get to, please send Scott an email. You’ll get his contact information in just a little while. And again, a reminder to keep an eye out for that survey that’s about to appear in your browser window. We hope you’ll join us for the next webinar in this series. It’s next Thursday. We’ll have Alice Willard here talking about Evaluation Jitters Part One- Planning for an Evaluation, extending some of the things that Scott talked about today. Scott, thanks so much for being with us.
Scott: Thank you.

Stephanie: Alright, so bye.

Scott: Bye bye.

