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Background: Since 2015, the Centre for Learning on Evaluation and Results-Anglophone
Africa (CLEAR-AA) has implemented more than seven diagnostic tools to better understand
monitoring and evaluation (M&E) systems in the region. Through the process of adapting
global tools to make them more appropriate to an African context, CLEAR-AA has learned
several lessons about contextually relevant definitions and boundaries of M&E systems.
Objectives: This article aims to share lessons learned from adapting and implementing a range
of global tools in an African context, and puts forward certain key criteria for a ‘Made in
Africa’ tool to better understand M&E systems in the region.
Method: This article reviews CLEAR-AA’s diagnostic tools, as well as global good practice
diagnostic tools, and compares the strengths and weaknesses of each approach. It further
looks at the implementation of specific tools in context and proposes components on the basis
of these lessons.
Results: This review has found that most M&E tools have a heavy focus on the technical and
contextual aspects of M&E but very few do a thorough job of accommodating the institutional
factors. Furthermore, the relationship between the technical elements, the institutional
elements and the organisational culture elements has not been made apparent.
Conclusion: A contextually relevant diagnostic tool for M&E systems will balance technical
considerations of capacity, institutional factors and issues of organisational culture. Drawing
on approaches from organisational change may be of help to strengthen our tool development
endeavours.

Introduction
A familiar adage of evaluators is that it matters what you measure. While evaluators may have
applied this in various ways in their work, it is often forgotten when measuring monitoring and
evaluation (M&E) systems themselves. Monitoring and evaluation diagnostic tools are important in
providing an analytical framework to assess an institution’s capacity and willingness to monitor and
evaluate its goals. Embedded in these tools are signals about what an evaluator believes constitutes
the purpose of M&E, and the functions through which this purpose can be achieved. This research
contributes to a discussion of how M&E is understood, by developing a diagnostic tool that can be
used to determine whether prerequisites are in place to build a results based M&E system.
A frequent critique by M&E practitioners in developing countries is that the literature on M&E
systems has generally emerged from contexts of strong institutional capacity. This means that
many of the tools and methods are inappropriate for local evaluators. Initially, a shift away from
a strictly technical measurement of M&E systems, and towards a more contextualised definition
that looks at how the system functions in practice, was welcome. However, it is also possible for
the discourse to shift in the direction of governance and context in environments where there
are very real limitations on human resources, budget and technical capacity. Perhaps, most
importantly, the mechanisms for change between technical, institutional and cultural components
are often ignored. As a result, it is particularly difficult to study the application of these tools in
context rigorously, because they hide any assumptions about mechanisms of change. By bringing
in principles of organisational change, the discussion in this article will help to contribute to filling
of the gap.
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While this article does not claim to bring a perfect tool to help us understand M&E systems
in Africa, it should be possible to move towards a better fit than we have at the moment. None
of the frequently cited methods for defining M&E systems include all of the following: robust
measurements of the technical monitoring components with a strong consideration of how
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evaluation feeds into governance, or what evidence use looks
like in practice with enough consideration of context that
it is possible to identify some of the internal and external
constraining and enabling factors.

Background
The Centre for Learning on Evaluation and Results-Anglophone
Africa (CLEAR-AA) has carried out, engaged with or designed
diagnostic tools to understand and measure the M&E systems
of complex institutions at the national, provincial and municipal
levels of government in South Africa, as well as other public
and private sector institutions in the region. Each diagnostic
tool was developed to respond to the specific needs of the
programme of work, which led to fit-for-purpose results.
However, with the different tools that have been developed
and applied in various contexts, we now have a range of lessons
about the principles of diagnostic design, and a much better
understanding of the implications that different tools have for
the diagnostic findings.
The purpose of this article is the development of a diagnostic
tool which will be applicable to an African governance and
management context, drawing from the lessons and best
practices of the diagnostic tools that the centre has engaged
with empirically. An overview of global diagnostic tools is
outlined as well, to look at where the emphases lie in global
norms and standards.
The result of this article will be the proposal of a model
for defining M&E systems that is relevant to an African
institutional context, with some indicative suggestion of a
range of dimensions that could be included in each section of
the model. As the debate continues around M&E tools and
approaches that are most relevant to the continent, this tool
will then be available for trialling and evolution as various
dimensions are tested, and the implications of the local
institutional context are better understood.
Kusek and Rist (2004) have pointed out that measures of
M&E system effectiveness have historically tended to focus
disproportionately on technical issues of individual skills and
data collection and management. This has resulted in relatively
little emphasis being placed on political, organisational and
cultural factors, as well as on purpose and context in designing
of M&E systems. Since Kusek and Rist raised this issue over
a decade ago, the pendulum has swung in the opposite
direction, with much focus in the M&E focusing on context and
complexity (Patton 2011). While this has contributed a great
deal to contexts where institutional strength and resourcing can
be taken for granted, it has left behind many evaluators in
Africa who know the danger of making assumptions about
institutional strength, or a strongly rationalised bureaucracy.
Furthermore, tools with either an overly technical or an overly
contextual measurement of M&E embed a range of assumptions
about the way technical, institutional and cultural dimensions
of organisations are connected with one another, and how the
transitions take place between them. These assumptions do not
always hold in an African context.
http://www.aejonline.org
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This article addresses the aforementioned issues by reviewing
tools from a range of viewpoints in the M&E field, and
looking at the strengths and weaknesses each bring when
applied in an African context. In the article, we then
recommend a tool that balances technical, institutional and
contextual factors that affect the design of M&E systems, as
will be discussed below.

Methodology and study design
As a multidisciplinary field, evaluators have been engaging
with the challenges of building cohesive conceptual
frameworks for evaluations that draw on mixed-methods
approaches, and also theoretical frameworks and practices that
are embedded in different disciplines. Greene, Caracelli and
Graham (1989) tackled this by laying out some of the various
ways in which approaches are integrated in evaluation practice.
This article draws on these lessons to look at M&E systems
themselves, which, similar to mixed-methods evaluations,
emerge from a range of organisational contexts and theoretical
approaches which inform how the units of analysis are defined,
and how various levels of M&E systems come together.
A systematic review was conducted for this research which
involved collecting and summarising empirical evidence
from diagnostic tools that CLEAR-AA has developed, tested
and implemented. In addition to this, a desktop analysis of
global diagnostic tools and approaches was also conducted.
The various dimensions and components of each tool were
collated and compared to provide a synthesised view of
existing tools. Certain core components were then piloted
through four different CLEAR-AA research projects, and the
results of this are discussed and applied to the tool proposed.

Literature review
To analyse the various diagnostic tools, this article draws on a
range of disciplines to help define both M&E systems and
their various components. Gorges (2001) has pointed to the
difficulty of finding a theoretical framework that helps explain
institutional change, owing to the lack of cohesion the varied
theoretical perspectives bring. Even so, this article will begin
to merge a range of literatures that consider how systems
are defined, how they act in practice and how they change.
Emergent literature from systems theory has demonstrated
the interlinkages between different elements of M&E systems,
and why it is important to acknowledge them as a whole.
This is particularly important in Africa, where processes that
are considered M&E systems, upon further inspection, do
not always contain evaluative components. Then, we use
institutionalist literature to understand how the M&E systems
are embedded within organisations. Lastly, it will draw on
theories of organisational change to help explain the need for
components of M&E systems to connect to each other. Finally,
the article concludes by engaging with the literature from the
field of M&E and discussing the role of context and purpose
to M&E systems.
Critical systems theory points to the need to carefully
define what is included, and what is excluded when
Open Access
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defining M&E systems. In addition, it helps us understand
how various interconnected systems may be embedded
within organisations, and while they will certainly interact,
defining them carefully will help us better understand
the multiplicity of non-linear relationships, and feedback
loops, which are critical to understanding how we measure
the capacity of a system (Bammer 2003).
In keeping with CLEAR-AA’s experience studying M&E
systems, the new institutionalist theory as put forward by
Walter, Powell and DiMaggio (2012) takes a sociological
approach to explore how people within organisations operate
according to the various policies and processes in place
within to create institutional behaviour. Coming from a
sociological standing, they argue that these laws are not only
a complex reflection of a range of hard and soft rules,
including formalised policies, but also organisational culture
and norms. They look at how these institutions can be
influenced by contextual factors such as power, incentive
systems and constraints, which need to be considered when
designing and implementing M&E systems (Bamberger et al.
2011; Compton 2002). This is important, first to acknowledge
that what is formalised as an M&E system does not always
capture the full range of practices through which evidence
gets used within organisations, but also because it helps
us understand the drivers of institutional practice. Many
M&E tools and approaches are insufficiently rigorous in
considering how the data, mechanisms and policies fit into a
context of power and the contestation thereof. Particularly in
Africa, where M&E has often been externally imposed by
donor organisations for accountability, it plays an integral
part in these power dynamics, and this contestation must be
explored more, rather than ignored (Cloete 2009).
Theoretically, this article finds its grounding in the institutional
and critical systems bodies of literature. These theories embed
the understanding of M&E systems within organisations as
part of organisational structure which legitimises organisations
and improves their performance. On the contrary, M&E systems
within organisations do not operate in linear or straightforward
forms; M&E systems are more complex and ‘circular’, hence
systematic thinking can aid in bringing an understanding of
the exterior factors or contextual factors that impinge on
functional M&E systems.
Finally, a central gap identified by our review of the ways
M&E systems are defined is in the realm of organisational
change. Dimensions of M&E systems are often seen as made
up of discreet components; even if interconnections are
acknowledged, the mechanisms through which they influence
each other are poorly understood (Seasons 2008). This is
another realm where evaluation can contribute, as professional
associations are grappling with how change is created in the
evaluation field (Greenwood, Suddaby & Hinings 2002).
Feldman and Pentland point to the importance of norms
and practice in helping define organisational processes
(Feldman & Pentland 2003). This research is still an early step
in integrating principles of organisational change in the way
M&E systems’ capacity is understood (Tarsilla 2014). This is
http://www.aejonline.org
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particularly important, given a regional emphasis in research
on mechanisms of coordination. As the Made in Africa research
agenda expands, this will be one of the critical focus areas.
Evaluation capacity developers in the region have faced
the limitations of individual training and skills development,
and are confronted with the limitations of practice without
engaging with institutions, and an enabling environment,
which can include coordinated consensus on competencies
and skills.
Foundational literature on M&E systems focuses strongly
on the technical components or capacity for measuring
implementation. Some of the first framings of M&E systems
came from results based management approaches and
focused strongly on monitoring (Kusek & Rist 2004). By the
late 1990s, evaluation was emerging as a priority, but systems
for evaluation were still nascent. Evaluation systems linked
to some of the more political elements of governance much
more strongly than monitoring, and it brought into focus
the importance of considering both context and purpose,
in addition to technical capacity, when measuring M&E
systems (Kusek & Rist 2001). This happened in parallel with
developments in the evaluation literature itself looking at
how to address complexity in social systems.

Global tools and approaches
This section will provide a brief overview of some of the
key, commonly referred to, global diagnostic tools for M&E
systems. An outline of each, ending with an overview
analysis of the key elements used in each tool follows. The
section will conclude with a discussion on its relevance and
appropriateness in an African context.

Global EvalAgenda 2016–2020
The Global EvalAgenda outlines the priorities for evaluation
during the 2016–2020 timeline (Eval Agenda 2020). The
Eval Agenda outlines four essential dimensions of evaluation
systems. These are (1) an enabling environment for evaluation,
(2) institutional capacities, (3) individual capacities for
evaluation and (4) interlinkages among the three dimensions.
These overall dimensions are quite strong, and they meet
CLEAR-AA’s initial need for an approach that balances
technical and contextual approaches, and maintains a focus
on institutions. Furthermore, an explicit consideration of the
linkages among the dimensions is welcome.
To take one example of a dimension from this agenda to
discuss, the components of strong institutional capacities are
as follows:
• Institutions generating and sharing relevant data to
develop and support evaluations.
• Institutions capable of appreciating and facilitating
evaluations.
• Institutions skilled at collaborating with others.
• Institutions able to resource quality data generation and
evaluation ensuring information accessibility.
Open Access
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• Continuous evolvement and development of institutions
as the evaluation field advances.
• Academic institutions having the capacity to carry out
evaluation research and run professional courses on
evaluation.
While these components are all strong and relevant, they
have a few limitations in an African context. One is that they
still place institutions as strongly aligned to the technical
functions of data generation, evaluation management and so
on, at the expense of data use and decision-making. While
the language of institutions is the right one, it is not apparent
that the concepts are serving the relevant purpose in an
African context, which would help embed the systemic
components of evaluation and contribute to changing of
norms and strengthening of technical capacity.
Furthermore, while the focus on interlinkages is welcome, it
still misses a component of organisational change. The Eval
Agenda was designed aiming to mainly focus on nationallevel issues, making it difficult to adapt some components,
particularly that of interlinkages, to an organisational or
systemic level. Soon, we will need a tool that allows us to
engage with the mechanisms of change around cultures of
evaluation use because that is a critical driver of technical
capacity and vice versa.

The World Bank evaluation capacity
development
The World Bank developed a guide to assist governments and
development agencies in the development of their national
and subnational evaluation systems which can be adapted and
tailored for other contexts accordingly (Development Bank of
Southern Africa, African Development Bank & World Bank
2000). The guide states the different dimensions that must
be developed to achieve a robust evaluation system as being
demand and supply of evaluations as well as information
infrastructure.
Mackay (1998) notes that the main barriers to building
evaluation systems in developing countries have included:
lack of genuine demand and ownership in countries; lack of a
modern culture of fact-based accountability; lack of evaluation,
accounting or auditing skills; poor quality of financial and
other performance information, and of accounting/auditing
standards and systems; lack of evaluation feedback mechanisms
on decision-making processes; and the lack of critical mass
needed to develop sustainable evaluation systems. The guide
was thus developed to address these barriers (Mackay 1998).
The guide then outlines a process for considering issues
around evaluation capacity in the global South. While the
process is quite exhaustive, the market-based framing that is
taken around understanding supply and demand fails to fully
take into account the drivers of supply and demand within
different contextual considerations. For this, it is important
to understand the environment mediating the relationship
between supply and demand.
http://www.aejonline.org
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A framework for understanding monitoring,
evaluation and learning systems
This framework was set out to provide guidance on the
sort of M&E system appropriate for grantees of a range of
UK-based donor organisations. Bond, Comic Relied, NIDOS
and the Big Lottery study developed the framework based
on the following assumptions: (1) Effective and appropriate
monitoring, evaluation and learning (MEL) systems require
data to be collected, stored, analysed and used; (2)
organisational culture impacts on whether NGOs use MEL
systems beyond donor reporting and (3) effective and
appropriate MEL systems allow NGOs to assess, manage
and demonstrate their effectiveness.
The framework has a significant technical focus with emphasis
on data, that is, who collects data in organisations, data
organisation systems, the extent to which there is a flow
between the data that are collected with decision-making in
organisations and the resources available for maintaining a
MEL system. Leadership buy-in and involvement in evaluation
activities is also taken account of. However, this framework
does not pay attention to the institutional and contextual
factors that could affect these technical elements such as the
internal and external policy environment which does affect
MEL systems functionality.

United Nations Evaluation Group norms and
standards for evaluation
The United Nations Evaluation Group (UNEG) standards
for evaluation adopted in 2005 and last updated in 2016 are
set to guide the establishment of the institutional framework,
management and conduct of evaluations. These present a fairly
strong focus on institutional and technical factors of M&E
systems. Management support for evaluations is also seen as
an essential ingredient towards maintaining these systems.
Institutionally, the importance of organisations possessing an
adequate institutional framework for the effective management
of its evaluation function is seen as key. These include
management understanding and support for evaluation
functions, resources available, partnerships and cooperation
on evaluation, evaluation policies and guidelines that are
periodically reviewed and updated. This further involves
having structures and guidelines in place that ensure that
information obtained from evaluations is used for decisionmaking.
Governance is also crucial as UNEG outlines the essentiality
of taking ownership and lead from evaluation head(s) of
upholding and championing standards and guidelines set
out for evaluations.
This framework further includes the importance of inclusivity
of human rights–based approach and gender mainstreaming
issues which are contextual issues that ought to be taken into
consideration from the diagnostic stages of evaluations to
maintain developmental impact as well as gender equity of
projects.
Open Access
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TABLE 1: Summary of the dimensions and components of four widely used global tools to understand monitoring and evaluation systems.
Tools

Technical components

Global Eval Agenda

¸
¸
¸
¸

¸

udget allocation for conducting
B
evaluations

¸

-

¸
¸

ata systems, data collection, is
D
the data used for decision-making
Information infrastructure – who

uses the data what is it used for
and what is the flow of data like
(is it hierarchical)
Resources (money, people)

Skills, staff time


¸
¸
¸
¸
¸

esources, skills, competencies
R
Capacity development initiatives

Timely, valid, reliable information

Rigorous evaluation methodology

Quality control for evaluation


¸
¸

¸
¸
World Bank Evaluation
Capacity Development
Report

¸

Bond et al. Framework
for MEL

¸

UNEG Evaluation
Norms and Standards

Institutional components

esources
R
Data systems, data generation

Data quality

Readily accessible evaluations

information
Evaluation skills and capacities

Enough people to conduct

evaluations

¸

¸
¸
¸
¸

Governance
¸
¸

L
eadership
Ownership of evaluations


¸
¸

ey stakeholders, incentives structure,
K
national policies and laws for evaluations

¸

T
he process of decision-making
in the organisation
Willingness from national

government for evaluations

-

L
eadership and management
buy-in
Leadership involvement in

evaluations

-

anagement support for
M
evaluations
Evaluations head should

provide leadership and
oversight

¸

¸
¸
¸

¸
¸

Contextual

ollaborating between relevant M&E
C
institutions
M&E Policies

Stakeholders involvement in evaluations

Professionalisation of evaluations

Other institutions playing a role in

developing and supporting evaluations

E
valuation policies reviewed and updated ¸
Involvement and engagement of

stakeholders
¸
Clear evaluation guidelines and ethics

Terms of reference for evaluation


Discussion of the relevance and appropriateness
of global tools
As highlighted in Table 1, global diagnostic tools have
acknowledged the need to include components of both
technical capacity and governance, but they are still struggling
to find a way of integrating these two seemingly different
functions. Institutional and contextual dimensions have
made an effort at filling in this gap, but they remain relatively
weak. It is still difficult to find a tool that looks at the
relationship between context, institutions, and culture in a
way that indicates some of the mechanisms of organisational
change. The Eval Agenda and UNEG are more comprehensive
in this regard as they look at evaluation culture, the
understanding of the value of evaluations that relate to
internal and external context of evaluations, (Global
Evaluation Agenda 2016-2020) as well as consideration of
human rights–based approach and gender mainstreaming
which relate to both internal and external contexts; these
aspects are essential for effective M&E systems.
The next section looks at the previous diagnostic tools that
CLEAR-AA has used. In relation to the best practices from
these as well as the key global tools studied and outlined
above, this article will end by presenting a recommended
diagnostic tool which can be tested and further developed in
the African context.

Overview of Centre for Learning on
Evaluation and Results - Anglophone
Africa’s diagnostic tools
Since its inception, CLEAR-AA has used a number of different
diagnostic tools to help better understand M&E systems in
the region. The following diagnostic tools or approaches that
CLEAR-AA has applied empirically will be the focus of this
study:
• The 12 components of an M&E system
• The complexity framework
http://www.aejonline.org

¸

E
valuation culture
Understanding the

value of evaluations

ender
G
mainstreaming
Human rights–based

approach

• Twende Mbele gender diagnostic tool
• Six spheres diagnostic tool
Each tool was used for an individual project, ranging from a
diagnostic of the City of Johannesburg’s M&E system, to a
study on the gender responsiveness of the national evaluation
systems of Benin, Uganda and South Africa. What has
emerged is a body of knowledge around how we are defining
M&E systems, and what each definition means for how we
understand its effectiveness in context.

City of Johannesburg’s monitoring and
evaluation support and capacity building
The Centre for Learning on Evaluation and Results-AA has
been involved in conducting a diagnostic exercise in the City
of Johannesburg which aimed to assess the current state of
M&E practices in the city. The purpose was to understand the
various factors that shape M&E practices and to provide
recommendations towards addressing some of the challenges
in the city.

The 12 components of a functional monitoring
and evaluation system
The components provide an outline of the necessary
elements for an M&E system to function efficiently and
effectively. These components outlined and briefly described
below partly formed the basis of the online survey and
workshops that assessed the City of Johannesburg’s M&E
system, as well as identified the needs to further develop
the system.
The components in three broad categories are as follows:
People partnerships and planning: These encompass structure
and organisational alignment, human capacity, partnerships,
costed M&E work plans as well as advocacy, communication
and culture. These elements directly relate to whether or not an
environment is conducive or enabling for an M&E system.
Data collection, capturing and verification: These are the
data mechanisms in place to ensure a functional M&E system
Open Access
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(accessibility of data that can be used as evidence to inform
decisions.) This involves conducting routine monitoring, periodic
surveys, databases, supportive supervision and data auditing as
well as evaluation evidence.
Data analysis, dissemination and information use: These involve
the use of information that is produced through M&E systems in
order to improve results.

The components outlined in the tool above include key
elements of an organisation’s M&E technical capacity, and
provided a good assessment of the city’s technical M&E
system.

The complexity framework
The Centre for Learning on Evaluation and Results-AA
working with the City of Johannesburg further adopted the
five dimensions of complexity model (Bamberger et al. 2015)
for a diagnostic evaluation of the city’s implementation of its
existing M&E framework. The framework was utilised to
understand the elements of the existing M&E models within
the city and how they could be better coordinated. The
complexity framework provided useful guidance throughout
the city’s diagnostic exercise which drew on desktop research,
an online survey, in depth interviews and workshops.
The five dimensions of complexity consist of: (1) the nature
of the intervention; (2) the interactions between different
institutions and the stakeholders involved; (3) the context in
which the intervention is embedded; (4) the nature of the
context of change and causality; and (5) the nature of the
evaluation process.
The nature of the intervention: looks at complexity of the
objectives, project size, stability of programme design,
implementation procedures, number of services/components,
technical complexity, social complexity, project duration and
whether or not the programme design is well tested.
The interactions between different institutions and stakeholders:
examine if the budget is well defined, number of funding and
implementing agencies, number of stakeholders and similarity of
interests taking note that the greater the number of the interactions,
the more complex the intervention will be.
Embeddedness and the nature of the system: examine the
independence of the programme at a wider context and the
complexity of the process of behavioural change.
Causality and change: encompass the nature of causal pathways
(simple, complex, non-linear), degree of certainty of outcomes and
the level of agreement on appropriate actions to address problems.
The evaluation process: assesses the purpose of the evaluation; the
time, data and resources affecting the design and implementation
of the evaluation; stakeholders involved; and the values and ethics
surrounding that.

Dimensions in the model are interrelated, that is, a change in
one dimension can create change in another. For an effective
M&E system, all blocks within the complexity model have to
be equally balancing each other. Each dimension has to be
studied to ascertain which blocks are more dominant than
others or creating an imbalance between blocks.
http://www.aejonline.org
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The complexity framework offered a good basis to
understanding the COJ’S M&E system in terms of the five
components described above. However, the tool on its
own did not provide explicit means to understanding the
technical issues that could be affecting the system, these
being inclusive of the skill set, the systems and people
capacitated in the right means to sustain this system.
Hence, for this, the 12 components and 6 spheres tool
(also described in this article proved useful used in
coordination)
Furthermore, noteworthy is that not all M&E systems or
interventions may be complex, hence the framework may
work best in some contexts than others (encompassing
more complex M&E systems). The framework may hence
be pre-assuming; also noteworthy is that systems that look
complex may not be so.

Twende Mbele Gender diagnostic tool
The Africa Gender and Development Evaluator’s Network
(AGDEN) was commissioned by The Regional Centre
for Learning on Evaluation and Results-AA to conduct a
diagnostic study to assess the gender responsiveness of the
National Monitoring and Evaluation Systems of South
Africa, Uganda and Benin. This exercise was part of a multicountry collaboration of the Twende Mbele Programme that
aims to strengthen the national M&E systems of the three
countries.
The assessment used a diagnostic matrix that consisted of
three main dimensions – National M&E Policy, National
M&E System and Advocacy. The framework to assess gender
responsiveness in the three countries responded to the
following six criteria:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Gender equality
Participation
Decision-making
Gender budgeting
Evaluability, review, and revision, and
Sustainability

The tool further assessed any advocacy present to support
gender responsive national evaluation policies. Each of the
criteria are discussed in more detail by Jansen van Rensburg
and Blaser Mapitsa (2017).

The six spheres diagnostic tool
The six sphere framework has been used and discussed by
Crawley (2017) and used by CLEAR-AA. The tool has been
used widely in the centre’s East African dialogues as a
discussion tool to understand the challenges that legislators
face with regard to using evidence for oversight. The
framework consists of six spheres laid out hierarchically
and moving progressively from one sphere to the other as
follows: logistical, technical, contextual, social, political and
ideological.
Open Access
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Logistical: This includes availability of time and resources to
generate and engage with M&E data.
Technical: This sphere relates to the technical capacity of
both evaluators to produce the right kind of evidence and
of users of evidence to understand the evidence. The sphere
also involves the tools and systems that are in place for M&E
information.
Contextual: This involves the structure or hierarchy within an
organisation that has an impact on the production and use of M&E
information. This sphere also involves linkages and networks
(institutional arrangements) between M&E coordinating bodies
which affect flow of evidence within an institution, as well as
assessment of the evaluation culture within an organisation.
Social/relational: This sphere involves looking at trust and
collaboration between evaluation stakeholders which also has an
impact on how evaluation information flows within organisations.
Political: This relates to whether or not there is any leadership or
buy-in for change within the M&E system which is essential for
sustainability of the system within an organisation.

Original Research

components, there is the environment that each pillar lives
within, and includes external policy and regulatory frameworks;
capacity development structures; causal change mechanisms;
other stakeholder interests, expectations, capacity and so on.
These are further elaborated on in the following section.

Figure 2 is a representation of measuring the CLEAR-AA
empirically tested diagnostic tools against these three broad
categories of technical, institutional and governance aspects.
As is shown, tools thus far have not provided a fair balance
between the key diagnostic elements. Focus has largely been
on technical aspects and institutional elements, with little
emphasis being placed on governance issues. The centre has
thus used its experiences from the previous tools to come
up with a more comprehensive tool (outlined in Figure 3)
attempting to bring in all the key elements of conducting a
diagnostic study and also showing interconnectedness
between parts of the system.

This tool encompasses conventional diagnostic and readiness
tools in considering technical and institutional elements of
M&E systems. Its strengths lie in extending to considerations
of the political environment, trust and collaboration between
key stakeholders and principles and values around M&E in
an organisation.

While the pillars of the components themselves are reasonably
well articulated across various tools CLEAR has used, the
linkages between them have often fallen through the cracks,
and this has been a constraint to our understanding of M&E
in the region. Bamberger’s complexity framework has placed
itself solidly in this space, and this was a valuable framework
of analysis in the City of Johannesburg diagnostic. However,
owing to the limitations on the technical capacity of the
system within the municipality, it was not possible for that to
be a stand-alone tool.

Experience implementing tools in context

Discussion of tool components

Of the tools discussed above, all were implemented in a
complex, African public-sector institution. While there may
be no perfect tool, a lesson that emerged strongly from our
experience conducting these diagnostics is that the tool must
both include a balanced spectrum of technical, institutional
and political perspectives of an M&E system, and that it must
also build in an understanding of how organisational change
takes place.

The Centre for Learning on Evaluation and Result’s
experience in the field, international best practice and social
science theory all point to a need for an M&E systems tool
that uses varied data collection processes to better define
both the components of the M&E system, and the
environment in which it operates. Most tools developed to
measure M&E systems look exclusively at the system’s
components themselves. With an increasing focus in the
field of M&E to evaluating complex programmes, or
transformative change, there is a recent shift to focus on
context and results of the system as well. However, in the
region, a tool is needed that serves both purposes.

Ideological/value system: This involves the extent to which use
of evaluations evidence is part of an organisation’s core value
system and is at the heart of the organisation.

For the purposes of this article, we are delineating three broad
components of M&E systems. This delineation was chosen to
be aligned with CLEAR-AA’s theory of change, and definition
of the problem of using evidence to strengthen policies and
programmes for equitable development. Global approaches
to M&E systems have also typically included these key
elements as shown in Figure 1 which further demonstrates
their significance.
These three areas are:
Governance: This includes the culture, values and leadership
which promote learning and use of evidence in decision-making.
Institutions: They include the planning, learning and management
systems; internal policy frameworks; as well as evaluative
processes that transform monitoring into evidence use.
Technical resources: They include data, research, human and
financial resources. In addition to these three interrelated
http://www.aejonline.org

This is in keeping with both CLEAR’s experience in
implementing the tools that exist, but also emerging research
on indigenous knowledge systems, and regionally adapting
tools to the epistemological belief system.
What is presented below is an outline of the key pillars of
M&E systems, paired with some of the contextual and
environmental factors that drive these components of the
system. It is particularly in these areas that CLEAR needs to
focus research efforts, as it is our experience that these are
often the areas that are more important for M&E capacity
development, and that they are often poorly understood in
context.
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Embeddedness & nature
of the system
• Historical, economic,
polical, sociocultural,
administrave,
organisaonal, legal &
regulatory context
• Norms & beliefs
• Interconnectedness,
boundaries, path
dependence & shocks

Casuality & change

Instuons &
stakeholders

Intervenon

• Governance, Funding,
coordinaon,
implementaon system
• Number & diversityof
stake holders
• Stakeholder expectaons
• Conflict, cooperaon &
evaluaon culture

• Design & purpose
• Size & scope (e.g. types
of inter venons, acvies,
levels of intervenon)
• Data coverage, quality &
accessibility

• Casuality e.g. feedback
loops, non-linear, mulple
pathways
• Aribuon & contribuon
• Theories, mechanisms &
models of behavioural
change
• Implementaon
• Direct/indirect/intended/
unintended, +/-effects

Challenges in delimitaon,
sense-making, consensus
seeking, design,
implementaon & use of
evaluaon

Evaluaon
• Purpose
• Time, Resources, data
• Methodology
• Parcipaon & Process
• Values & Ethics

Source: Bamberger, M., Vaessen, J. & Raimondo, E. (eds.), 2015, Dealing with complexity in development evaluation: A practical approach, Sage, Thousand Oaks.

FIGURE 1: The five dimensions of complexity.

Governance elements
Instuonal elements

Elements of M&E
system design

Technical elements

COJ 12
Components

COJ
Complexity
Framework

Twende
Gender
Diagnosc

6 Spheres
Diagnosc

Diagnos c studies
COJ, City of Johannesburg; M&E, monitoring and evaluation.

FIGURE 2: Comparing the elements of monitoring and evaluation systems reflected
in Centre for Learning on Evaluation and Results - Anglophone Africa’s tools.
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Steps to design a diagnostic tool
Figure 3 illustrates key components of a diagnostic tool,
which outlines both the pillars of an M&E system, as well
as some of the causal mechanisms for change between
each category. However, its proposal is a first step to a tool
which will be tested and improved in complex African
institutions.
Figure 3 shows the proposed diagnostic tool which consists
of three main categories: technical, institutional and governance
aspects. These arms are broken down but not limited to the
following sub-components.
The technical category consists of data systems and information
infrastructure, research, human and financial resources, time
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Technical

• Data systems
• Research and informa on
• Human and financial resources
• Time commitment
• ECD ini a ons
• Quality control for M&E

Instuonal

• M&E policies
• Internal opera onal system
• Organisa onal planning system
• Stakeholders and collabor on

Governance

• Leadership capability
• Culture of M&E
• Accountability and transparency
• Oversight
• Par cipa on and representa on

Empowerment,
effec ve and
efficient
implementa on

Advocacy,
Collabora on, an
Outcomes based
M&E system

M&E, monitoring and evaluation.

FIGURE 3: A balanced model for understanding monitoring and evaluation
capacity in Africa.

commitment to M&E activities, M&E capacity/skills and
capacity building initiatives existent as well as quality control
for M&E information. The institutional category consists of
national M&E policies, internal policies and operational
systems, organisational planning systems, stakeholders and
collaboration with other institutions to meet demand and
supply of evaluations as well as the professionalisation of
M&E. Lastly, the governance category involves leadership
capability, leadership buy-in and involvement in M&E
activities, accountability, transparency, leadership oversight,
participation and representation.
In-between these key categories are structures that are in place
facilitating organisational change as well as the contextual
and/or environmental factors that operate between all three
arms and affecting the functioning of an M&E system. This
demonstrates the non-linear structure of what drives an M&E
system. This draws back to the institutional theory thesis as
discussed above. In addition to structures and processes set
out by organisations’ M&E systems, organisations are equally
exposed to other contextual factors that may include
organisational culture, incentives structure which equally
have to be understood when designing M&E systems. The
recommended diagnostic tool that this article provides is
designed with this in mind ensuring that one is cognizant of
both the technical and the contextual elements that affect
M&E systems as in line with critical systems thinking which
allows us to better understand complex phenomena such as
that of designing M&E systems that are regionally effective.
Different contextual factors contribute to bringing about
organisational change. For instance, within the technical arm,
organisations ought to move beyond solely providing capacity
building through training as an intervention for developing
M&E systems and also look at other environmental factors that
may affect technical functioning. These may involve issues

http://www.aejonline.org
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around understanding organisational mandates, organisational
culture and communication systems. An organisation could
have skilled personnel, budget and time (adequate resources)
set apart to conduct M&E, but other factors such as
organisational culture and a weak/non-existent incentives
structure(s) could affect performance through not clearly
defined roles and responsibilities.
In practice, for organisations, having strong institutions
involves moving beyond internal and external policy issues,
procedures and standards, stakeholders and planning to
consideration of other contextual factors and interventions
that may affect organisational change in that area. These
may include shifting focus towards outcomes-based M&E,
advocacy and organisational shared vision for M&E. Similarly,
governance within an organisation is further affected by other
contextual factors such as the external policy environment,
political willingness as well as the development context which
may impact on leadership buy-in and championship to M&E
activities in an organisation.
Noteworthy, the elements of the tool are interrelated, that is,
connectedness which entails recognising that one part of the
system can affect another and hence the need for an assessment
of each ‘arm’ for an effective M&E system. For instance, an
organisation could have skilled M&E people to support a
system but may not have effective accountability systems
within the organisation, thereby affecting the functionality
of the system. This is in line with critical systems thinking
which allows viewing of a problem situation from a holistic
perspective, hence one element of an M&E system cannot be
looked at in isolation to the other in order to ensure effective
organisational change; the interrelatedness of the different
categories of organisational change is crucial.

Conclusion
In CLEAR’s recent experience, there may be no one size fits
all tool to measure M&E systems in different contexts.
However, there can be a trade-off between a diagnostic tool
so contextualised that it can only be used once in response to
a specific capacity development need of one organisation
versus using one tool in a variety of contexts to build a body
of knowledge, test assumptions and improve it with time.
Both theoretical and real-world demands are pushing CLEAR
in the direction of some degree of standardisation in the tools
that we use. However, in this process, we need to be acutely
aware of maintaining a research agenda that will allow for us
to reflect on the results of this tool, and adapt it with more
experience of testing the tool.
The Centre for Learning on Evaluation and Results has
already developed two methodological reflection papers;
the first on the gender diagnostic study of Twende (Jansen
van Rensburg & Blaser Mapitsa 2017) and then on the two
different tools employed as part of the City of Johannesburg
diagnostic (Blaser Mapitsa & Korth 2017), and we need to
continue this line of enquiry. In addition to this, Twende
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Mbele is working on a survey of performance management
culture in Benin, Uganda and South Africa, which targets
one of the components of this diagnostic tool. We need to
ensure further research continues to target the causal linkages
between different elements of M&E systems. This will allow
us to build an evidence base that can strengthen our theory of
change around evaluation capacity development.
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