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Indicators, Baselines & Targets

Executive Summary

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) rely on clear indicators, baseline data, and well-defined targets to
design, monitor, and evaluate programs effectively. Indicators are measurable signs of progress toward a
program’s outcomes, while a baseline is the starting value of those indicators before activities begin, and a
target is the specific result an organization aims to achieve within a timeframe. Establishing robust
baselines and realistic targets is critical - as one USAID guide notes, “solid baselines and ambitious yet
achievable targets are essential for effective project management and evaluation of results” 1 . Baseline data
provides a point of reference to assess change; without it, organizations cannot confidently measure
outcomes or demonstrate impact 2 . Clear, well-chosen indicators (often vetted using the SMART criteria -
Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, Time-bound) help NGOs focus on meaningful results and signal
whether progress is on track. Realistic targets motivate teams and stakeholders by setting shared
expectations for success 3 4 . This guide outlines a step-by-step framework to develop strong indicators,
gather baseline information (or find alternatives if a new baseline cannot be conducted), and set targets
informed by evidence. It provides practical tools and templates, real-world case vignettes, example metrics,
and tips on managing risks (such as perverse incentives from poorly designed metrics 5 ). By following
these practices, NGOs can improve performance management, enhance accountability, and ultimately
achieve greater impact for the communities they serve 6 .
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Key Finding

Strength of Evidence

Implications for NGOs

Stakeholder participation in
defining indicators increases
relevance. Involving community
and partner input (e.g. using
participatory approaches like
SPICED indicators) yields measures
that are meaningful to those
affected 10 11,
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Set targets based on evidence and
context. Research past projects or
benchmarks to choose achievable
targets. If a target is mandated high
(e.g. by donors), document
assumptions and plan mid-term
reviews to adjust if needed 4 .

Use a mix of indicators and
qualitative information. Monitor for
unintended consequences (e.g. staff
focusing only on target numbers).
Foster a learning culture where
meeting targets is balanced with
genuine impact, to avoid gaming
the system 5 13,

Step-by-Step Framework

Overview: The following steps guide NGOs through developing indicators, establishing baselines, and
setting targets as part of a results-focused Monitoring & Evaluation (M&E) plan. This iterative process
should be integrated early in project design and refined as needed.

1. Clarify objectives and results: Begin with a clear understanding of your project's logic model or
theory of change. Identify the specific outputs and outcomes the project intends to achieve. Clear
objectives are the foundation for meaningful indicators 14 . Engage stakeholders (staff, partners,
community members) to verify that the intended results address real needs and that there is
consensus on what success looks like.
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2. Select performance indicators: For each key result (output or outcome), choose one or more
indicators that will signal progress toward that result. Good indicators are directly related to the
result, feasible to measure with available resources, and provide meaningful information 15 16,
Aim to involve stakeholders in this selection to improve relevance - for example, participatory
approaches allow community members to define indicators of change that matter to them 10 .
Check that each indicator meets the “SMART" criteria: Specific (precisely defined), Measurable
(quantifiable or objectively verifiable), Achievable (practical given the context), Relevant (linked to the
result in question), and Time-bound (includes a timeframe or deadline) 8 . It can also be helpful to
review standard indicators used in your sector (for instance, education or health sectors often have
well-defined indicators) to ensure comparability and build on established definitions 17 . Keep the
overall number of indicators per project manageable - it's better to track a few high-quality
indicators well than to spread effort too thin monitoring dozens 12 .

3. Define each indicator in detail: Once indicators are selected, write a clear definition and profile for
each. This should include exactly what is being measured and how. Define the unit of measurement
(e.g. “percentage of households with access to clean water”), the numerator/denominator if
applicable, and any important terms. Also determine the data source and collection method: how
will you get the data for this indicator (surveys, program records, government statistics, etc.) and
who will collect it, how often 18 . Many organizations use an Indicator Reference Sheet template to
capture these details (including indicator definition, rationale, data source, frequency, responsible
person, etc.). By specifying this information up front, you ensure consistency over time - the same
method must be used at baseline, midline, and endline to be comparable 19 . For example, if an
indicator is “% of children under 5 underweight,” you would define how “underweight” is assessed
(perhaps using a standard growth chart or z-score), and plan to use the same measurement
approach at baseline and end. Clear definitions prevent confusion later and make sure everyone
interprets the indicator the same way 20 .

4. Establish baseline values: Before or at the start of the project, collect data for each indicator to
determine the baseline value - i.e. the status of your metric before interventions begin 21 . This
might involve conducting a baseline survey or assessment in the target area. In some cases,
baseline data can be obtained from secondary sources: for example, government data,
Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS), or prior research might provide the starting figures for your
indicators 22 . Ensure that any secondary data aligns with your indicator definitions (e.g. if your
indicator is defined a certain way, verify that the existing data was gathered using a similar
definition) 23 . If no prior data exists and a new baseline study is not feasible (such as in a sudden
emergency response), you can use creative alternatives to reconstruct baseline information. Options
include community recall (asking participants to remember conditions before the project - though
memory can be unreliable) and key informant interviews, or using proxy baseline figures from
similar areas as an interim reference 24 . However, whenever possible, do establish a baseline -
“adequate assessment of baseline conditions is essential when planning programs” 22 . Baseline data not
only allows you to measure change; it often reveals important needs and context that inform project
planning. For instance, an NGO's baseline survey on water access might find that only 30% of
households had year-round clean water - a critical insight for program design and for setting a
meaningful target. Document the baseline values for each indicator, along with the date and method
of data collection.
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5. Set realistic targets for each indicator: With baseline values in hand, determine what change you
aim to achieve for each indicator and by when. Targets should be ambitious yet attainable specific
values or percentages to reach by a certain date (e.g. “increase clean water access from 30% to 60%
of households by 2025"). To set realistic targets, consider evidence and benchmarks. Research what
level of change is plausible given the project scope and duration - for example, review past projects
or published studies for similar interventions. If industry benchmarks or standards exist, use them
for guidance 25 . In some sectors, “benchmarking” can help; a benchmark is an external standard
used for comparison 25 . For instance, the Sphere standards in humanitarian work state minimum
service levels (such as a recommended liters of water per person per day). Your target might be
influenced by such a standard (see Case Study 1 below). Avoid setting targets arbitrarily or based
solely on optimism - a common pitfall is to choose a target without evidence, which can lead to
disappointment or perverse incentives. One project leader recalls a health program initially targeting
a 25% reduction in child mortality in just 12 months, a figure that proved unrealistic when even
the best programs showed only 10-20% reduction over five years 4 . A more evidence-based target
was later adopted. Thus, do your homework: review baseline findings and consult technical experts
or community stakeholders on what change is feasible. It can also help to distinguish short-term and
long-term targets (milestones). For example, set annual or mid-term targets that lead up to the end-
of-project goal. Once decided, document the target values and timeframes alongside the baseline
for each indicator. Ensure targets are communicated and agreed with the team and donors, as they
set mutual expectations 3 . Remember, targets are not static if circumstances change - build in
flexibility to revisit targets if a major context shift occurs (see Step 7).

6. Monitor progress and collect data: Implement your project with M&E in mind - continuously
gather data on your indicators according to the plan (e.g. via monthly monitoring reports, quarterly
surveys, etc.). Compare ongoing results to the baseline and targets. An Indicator Tracking Table
(ITT) is a useful tool: it lists each indicator with its baseline, periodic targets, and actual values
achieved over time. This makes it easy to see if you are on track. For example, if the target for Year 1
is 50% of farmers adopting a new technique (baseline 10%), but monitoring shows only 30% by
year’s end, this flags a shortfall that the team should investigate. Regular monitoring allows you to
manage adaptively - if progress is lagging, inquire why and adjust tactics. It's important to also
document any external factors affecting results. In our example, perhaps a drought inhibited
farmers' adoption that year. Such context notes are vital when interpreting data. During
implementation, ensure data quality through training and supervision - a common challenge is that
baseline data might not be strictly comparable to later data if collection methods drift or if
definitions are interpreted differently. Prevent this by using the same tools and definitions defined in
Step 3 and conducting refresher trainings for enumerators. As data comes in, share it with team
members and stakeholders so everyone sees progress (or lack thereof) and can celebrate
achievements or act on shortfalls. Monitoring is not just for accountability, but for learning and
decision-making.

7. Review, reflect, and refine: Finally, incorporate periodic reviews of your indicators, baselines, and
targets. At mid-term or annually, convene the team (and potentially community representatives) to
examine the M&E data. Evaluate whether the chosen indicators are still the right ones - are they
providing useful information, or do you need to adjust definitions or add a qualitative indicator to
capture an unexpected outcome? Likewise, assess your targets: are they on track? If targets are
consistently exceeded or not reached due to unanticipated changes, you might adjust them (in
consultation with donors) to remain realistic. For instance, if an economic downturn impacts a
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livelihoods project, the income increase target might be adjusted to a more modest level. It's better
to acknowledge reality and update the performance framework than to cling to a target that no
longer makes sense. Also, use the review to derive insights: what factors helped or hindered
progress toward targets? This reflection can improve not only the current program but future project
designs. In sum, treat your M&E framework as a living tool - keep it aligned with on-the-ground
reality. Document any changes (revised targets, indicator tweaks) so that by the end of the project,
you have a clear record of what was measured and aimed for, and how those metrics evolved. This
step ensures that indicators, baselines, and targets fulfill their ultimate purpose: informing learning
and demonstrating impact.

By following these steps, NGOs can create a strong backbone for their M&E system that links efforts to
results. Indicators translate broad goals into measurable evidence; baselines ground the ambition in reality;
and targets chart the course forward. Together, they enable organizations to manage development
programs with greater transparency, accountability, and effectiveness.

Tools / Templates

NGOs do not have to start from scratch - a variety of tools and templates are available to support the
development of indicators, baselines, and targets:

* Results Framework / M&E Plan Templates: Many organizations use a standard table or
spreadsheet to summarize each project’s indicators, along with their baselines, targets, data
sources, and responsible persons. For example, tools4dev offers a simple M&E framework
template that includes columns for the program objective, indicator, baseline value, target, data
source, and reporting frequency '8 26 . Adapting such templates can save time and ensure you
don't miss key information. Likewise, donor agencies often have required formats (e.g. USAID's
Performance Management Plan or the logframe matrix used by various donors) - always check if a
funder provides a template for reporting indicators, and use it to guide your internal tracking as
well.

Indicator Reference Sheet (IRS/PIRS): A Performance Indicator Reference Sheet (PIRS) is a
commonly used tool (especially in USAID-funded projects) to document the full definition and meta-
data for each indicator. It typically captures: the indicator's name and definition, the purpose/
rationale, unit of measure, data source, method of data collection, frequency of collection,
responsible team member, baseline value (with date), and target values. Using an IRS for each
indicator is a good practice to maintain consistency. Even if your NGO doesn't require it, creating a
one-page reference for each indicator helps orient new team members and evaluators to how your
data is defined. Templates for PIRS are available in many M&E toolkits and can be customized.

Digital Data Collection Tools: When conducting baseline surveys or routine monitoring, consider
using mobile data collection apps to improve efficiency and data quality. Free/open-source tools like
KoboToolbox (based on ODK - Open Data Kit), CommCare, or SurveyCTO allow you to design digital
surveys that field staff can carry on smartphones or tablets. These tools can enforce skip logic,
required fields, and data range checks, which reduces errors compared to paper surveys. They also
timestamp and geo-tag data, providing additional verification of when and where baseline
information was collected. Using digital tools means baseline results can be analyzed faster (often
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dashboards can be built in real-time) and stored securely for later comparison with midline or
endline data.

Standard Indicator Lists and Libraries: Depending on your sector, there may be existing libraries
of indicators you can draw from. For instance, humanitarian NGOs often refer to the Sphere
Handbook, which contains core indicators and minimum standards for sectors like Water/Sanitation,
Nutrition, Shelter, etc. Similarly, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) global indicator
framework offers standardized definitions for outcome indicators (e.g. how to measure school
completion or maternal mortality). Some donors maintain indicator handbooks or databases (e.g.
the U.S. State Department’s Standard Foreign Assistance Indicators, or USAID’s indicator lists for
specific initiatives). These resources can inspire relevant indicators and provide well-vetted
definitions. Tip: If you use a standard indicator, be sure to adhere to its definition and data collection
method so your results are comparable with others.

Baseline Survey Planning Checklists: Planning and executing a baseline study can be complex.
Tools like the IFRC’s Baseline Basics guide provide step-by-step checklists for baseline planning 27

28 | Key considerations include defining the baseline’s purpose, selecting indicators to measure,
choosing the methodology (sampling strategy, qualitative or quantitative methods, etc.), budgeting
and staffing, and timing (e.g. avoiding seasonal biases). Templates for Baseline Terms of Reference
(ToR) can also be useful if hiring external consultants to conduct a baseline - a ToR outlines the
scope, questions, methods, and deliverables expected. Utilizing such checklists and templates
ensures you cover all necessary aspects, from community entry (e.g. getting local permission to
survey) to data analysis plans.

Indicator and Data Quality Checklists: To maintain high data quality, NGOs can use simple
checklists during data collection and reporting. For example, an Indicator Data Quality
Assessment (DQA) checklist might include items like: “Is the indicator clearly defined with all
terms? Are data collection instruments in place and used consistently? Are there verification
procedures for the data?” Some donor M&E frameworks provide DQA checklists that organizations
can adopt to periodically self-audit their indicator data. This is a tool to catch issues like inconsistent
interpretation or missing records before they undermine your baseline or target measurements.

Project Management Software: If your NGO uses project management or M&E software (such as
DevResults, LogAlto, or even Excel-based dashboards), leverage their features for indicator tracking.
Many platforms allow you to enter baseline and target values and then update actuals over time,
automatically generating charts or RAG (red-amber-green) status lights to signal if you are meeting
targets. While not a physical “template,” these systems can serve as a centralized tool to keep your
team aligned on M&E metrics. Even a basic spreadsheet with formulas to calculate % progress
toward targets can be a powerful visual aid.

Using these tools and templates helps standardize the approach to indicators, baselines, and targets, which
is especially valuable in larger NGOs where multiple projects need to be aggregated. They also prevent the
“reinvention of the wheel,” allowing staff to focus on the content (which indicators to choose, what targets
are suitable) rather than format. Always adapt templates to fit your context - they are starting points, not
one-size-fits-all solutions.


https://www.ifrc.org/sites/default/files/2024-07/Baseline_Basics.pdf#:~:text=The%20following%20checklist%20summarizes%20six,However%2C%20it%20is
https://www.ifrc.org/sites/default/files/2024-07/Baseline_Basics.pdf#:~:text=%EF%82%A3%20Provide%20clear%20justification%20for,the%20baseline%20will%20ultimately%20be

Case Vignettes

Case Study 1: Baseline and Targets in a Rural Water Project

Background: A small NGO launched a rural water and sanitation project in a drought-prone district. The
objective was to increase the community's access to safe drinking water. An initial baseline survey was
conducted in three villages, revealing that on average, each person had access to only 0.5 liters of safe
water per day - far below the internationally recommended minimum. The team referenced the Sphere
humanitarian standard, which suggests about 1.5 liters per person per day as a survival level for drinking
water 29 (and 15 liters/day for all uses).

Using Baseline Data: Armed with this stark baseline, the NGO engaged the community and local authorities
to set a realistic but ambitious target: within 12 months, increase average safe water access to 1.5 liters/
person/day in the target villages. This target was clearly defined and time-bound, aligning with the Sphere
benchmark to ensure it met an established standard 25 . They planned interventions including drilling two
new boreholes, rehabilitating existing wells, and establishing a water committee for maintenance.

Progress and Outcomes: Throughout the year, the NGO monitored water access monthly. Six months in, an
interim survey showed water availability had risen to about 1.0 liter/person/day - a significant
improvement, though still short of the end goal. This data was shared in community meetings, which
motivated the water committee to further improve distribution efficiency. By month 12, when the final
survey was conducted, the average had reached ~1.3 liters/person/day. Result: The target of 1.5 liters
wasn't fully met in all villages by the deadline, but one village hit the mark, and others made substantial
gains. Instead of viewing it as a failure, the NGO framed it as progress: hundreds more people now had
reliable water, and the baseline-target exercise highlighted what factors were still limiting access (e.g. one
borehole yielded less water than expected, which was a learning to drill deeper or in a different location
next time). The clear baseline also proved invaluable for evaluation: when an external evaluator reviewed
the project, they noted the 160% increase from 0.5 to 1.3 liters/person/day as evidence of impact, even
though the ultimate target wasn't 100% achieved. The evaluator commended the NGO for using the Sphere
benchmark to set a needs-based target and for transparently monitoring progress 30 . In community
feedback sessions, residents expressed that they too appreciated knowing the starting point and goal - it
made them more invested in reaching the target. This case shows how a well-measured baseline and a clear
target (tied to a global standard) can drive action and allow meaningful assessment of outcomes.

Case Study 2: Reconstructing a Baseline from Public Data

Background: A health NGO in Southeast Asia received funding for a maternal and child health project in
remote provinces. Due to budget and time constraints, they did not conduct a large baseline survey of their
own at project start. Instead, they leveraged an innovative approach under an initiative called “MaxData" -
using existing public data to approximate baseline conditions 31 . Researchers identified that a recent
national Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) had collected data on key health indicators (like
maternal healthcare access and child nutrition) in the year just before the project began.

Approach: The NGO extracted data from the MICS report for the specific regions overlapping with their
project area. For example, MICS showed that in the project's province, 58% of births were attended by a
skilled health worker (this figure became the proxy baseline for their indicator on safe delivery). Similarly,
the baseline for child stunting was estimated at 35% from the public data. The NGO's team recognized that
the MICS data wasn't a perfect baseline - the survey year was one year prior to project launch and covered a
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slightly larger area than their target villages. However, it provided a reasonable starting benchmark at no
extra cost.

Challenges and Adjustments: During implementation, the NGO collected its own monitoring data from health
clinics and community visits. When they later compared their midline figures to the MICS-derived baselines,
some discrepancies emerged. For instance, after two years, their monitoring suggested skilled birth
attendance in their specific target communities rose to about 70%. But comparing this to the baseline 58%
(province-wide) was tricky: was the improvement due to the project, or were initial conditions in the target
communities different from the provincial average? To triangulate, they conducted focus groups and
learned that their target communities actually had fewer health services to begin with than the province
average, implying their baseline might have been lower than 58%. This validated that a gain to 70% was
indeed a strong achievement. In another area, the NGO had set a target to reduce child stunting from 35%
to 30%. At endline, a smaller survey in their villages found stunting at 32%. While they narrowly missed the
target, using the public baseline helped demonstrate a positive trend.

Outcomes: The NGO documented in its reports how it used publicly available data to establish baselines,
noting cost and time savings 3" 32 . Donors appreciated the innovative use of secondary data, especially
since it was accompanied by frank discussion of its limitations. The case also provided a caution: it
highlighted the importance of aligning definitions (the NGO had to ensure their definition of “skilled birth
attendant” matched the MICS definition exactly) and considering differences in population. This vignette
illustrates that when a traditional baseline survey isn't feasible, NGOs can still create a baseline picture by
smartly mining existing data sources. The key is to be transparent about methods and to complement
secondary data with targeted validation (even small-scale) in the project area. In the end, the NGO was able
to tell a credible performance story - e.g., “Skilled attendance at birth increased roughly from the high-50s
to around 70% in our areas” - thanks to the combination of public baseline data and project monitoring.
This approach maximized resources while still enabling the NGO to set targets and measure change,
fulfilling the intent of baseline-target practice in a non-traditional way 22 .

Metrics / KPIs

The following table provides examples of indicators (KPIs - Key Performance Indicators) that an NGO might
use, along with hypothetical baseline and target values to illustrate how they are documented. These
examples span different sectors. In practice, each indicator would include a specific timeframe for the
target and a data source for measurement.

Indicator (KPI) Baseline Target Notes / Measurement

Households with access 250 50% Baseline from initial survey of target villages;

to clean drinking water ° ° target in two years. Measured via household
(2023) (2025) .

(%) water quality tests and surveys.

Under-5 child mortality National statistics used for baseline; target

rate (per 1,000 live 45 (2020) 36 (2025) aligns with a 20% reduction in 5 years. Data

births) from clinic records and Vital Registration.
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Indicator (KPI) Baseline Target Notes / Measurement

Baseline from school records in project area.
Girls completing primary  60% 75% Target set to significantly improve gender
school (%) (2022) (2025) parity in education. Measured annually via

school enrollment and graduation data.

This output indicator starts at zero. Target

New latrines 120 (b
. 0 (start of (by based on project plan to build 120 latrines.
constructed and in use ) end of . .
project) Tracked through project construction logs and
(number) Year 1)

community verification of usage.

) , Baseline: 2 of 10 committee seats held by
Women in leadership

ositions in communit 2/10 5/10 women. Target: 5 of 10 (50% representation).
P . y (2021) (2024) Measured through committee membership
committees (# out of 10) records

Baseline from satellite imagery analysis. Target
1,000 ha 1,200 ha reflects 20% increase in forest cover over 5
(2019) (2024) years. Measured via annual GIS mapping of
forest area.

Tree coverage in
reforestation area
(hectares)

How to read this table: Each row is a performance indicator with its baseline value and target value. For
example, the first row's indicator is the percentage of households with clean drinking water access. The
baseline survey in 2023 found 25% of households met that criterion. The NGO set a target of 50% by 2025,
aiming to double the coverage in two years. Progress toward this would be measured by repeating similar
surveys or tests in 2024 and 2025. The “Notes” column clarifies how the metric is measured or any
important context (here, that the baseline came from an initial survey and that the measure involves water
quality testing). Using such tables in an M&E plan helps stakeholders quickly see the intended trajectory of
change from baseline to target for each key metric.

Risks & Mitigations

Even with a solid plan for indicators, baselines, and targets, NGOs should be mindful of common risks that
can jeopardize the effectiveness of their M&E efforts. Below are several key risks along with suggested
mitigations:

* Risk: Poorly defined indicators leading to confusion. If indicators are vague or interpreted
differently by team members, data will be inconsistent or meaningless.
Mitigation: Develop precise definitions and document them (using tools like indicator reference
sheets). Conduct training for all staff and partners who collect or report data to ensure a shared
understanding. Pilot test indicators on a small scale - for example, have different people collect a
week of data and compare results to confirm the definition is clear.

* Risk: Baseline data of low quality or non-comparable methods. A rushed or unrepresentative
baseline (or changes in data collection methods later) can invalidate comparisons over time.
Mitigation: Invest in a robust baseline study design - use proper sampling, skilled enumerators, and
quality controls (spot-checks, data cleaning). Where possible, keep the same methodology at



baseline and endline. If you must change (say you switch from paper surveys at baseline to digital at
endline), do a parallel run or calibration to ensure the results remain comparable. Always record
when and how baseline data was collected, so it's clear under what conditions future data should be
gathered.

Risk: Setting unrealistic targets that demoralize staff or incentivize bad practices. Overly
ambitious targets might never be met, causing frustration, or might push staff to manipulate data or
focus only on "hitting the number” at the expense of actual impact (a manifestation of perverse
incentives) 5 .

Mitigation: Ground targets in evidence. Use baseline data, past trends, or research to justify targets.
Include the team in target-setting discussions so they feel targets are attainable. If a target is
imposed externally and clearly unattainable, document assumptions and communicate proactively
with the donor about what is realistic. Emphasize learning over punishment; for example, if a target
is missed, analyze why and adjust rather than assigning blame. Consider setting a target range or
minimum threshold (e.g. “achieve 70-80% vaccination rate”) to acknowledge uncertainty in
forecasting.

Risk: Tunnel vision on targets to the detriment of broader goals. Sometimes hitting numeric
targets becomes the sole focus, and qualitative aspects or unanticipated outcomes (positive or
negative) are overlooked. Projects might meet all their targets yet still not achieve the desired
change, or worse, create side effects that aren’t measured by the indicators.

Mitigation: Use a mix of indicators (including qualitative ones or process indicators) to get a fuller
picture. Regularly ask “What are we not capturing?” in team reflection meetings. Incorporate
beneficiary feedback and field observations into performance reviews, not just indicator data. This
helps catch issues like “we built the latrines (target met) but are people actually using them and
satisfied?” Additionally, set some learning objectives alongside targets - for instance, a target to
test a new approach and document lessons, even if it's not tied to a numeric metric.

Risk: External factors disrupting baseline or target assumptions. Projects operate in dynamic
environments - natural disasters, economic crises, pandemics, or political changes can render your
baseline quickly outdated or make targets unattainable through no fault of the project.

Mitigation: Identify key assumptions during project design (e.g. “no major drought” for an
agriculture project) and monitor them. If an external shock occurs, be willing to re-baseline or
adjust targets. This might mean conducting a new baseline survey post-disruption, or revising the
logframe in agreement with stakeholders. Build flexibility into your M&E plan: for instance, schedule
a mid-term evaluation explicitly tasked with reviewing whether targets are still realistic given current
context. Scenario planning can also help - consider “if-then” scenarios (if drought hits, then our
target yields will be X instead of Y).

Risk: Data mismanagement and loss. Baseline datasets or monitoring records could be lost,
corrupted, or not properly organized, making it impossible to compare over time. Small NGOs might
keep data on one laptop, risking loss if that device fails.

Mitigation: Establish good data management practices. Store baseline and monitoring data in at
least two secure locations (cloud storage, external drive, etc.). Use consistent file naming and version
control (e.g. “BaselineSurvey_rawdata_2024.xIsx"). If using paper, archive originals safely and digitize
the data promptly. Also, document data analysis processes - e.g., if someone calculated an indicator

10


https://www.climatecentre.org/1101/a-what-does-not-get-measured-cannot-be-manageda/#:~:text=Particularly%20worrisome%20is%20the%20fact,very%20different%20from%20those%20intended

value from raw data, save the calculation sheet or syntax so it can be replicated at endline. Basically,
treat data as an asset that needs safeguarding.

By anticipating these risks and others, NGOs can take proactive steps to ensure their indicators, baselines,
and targets remain credible and useful throughout the project cycle. This kind of risk-aware approach to
M&E helps maintain trust with donors and communities, as it shows the organization is not just setting
targets and hoping for the best, but actively managing and adapting to reality.

Checklist

Use this simple checklist to verify that your project’s indicators, baselines, and targets are set up for success:

+ [1Clear linkage to objectives: Every indicator is directly tied to a specific project outcome or
output. (Ask: “Does this indicator clearly measure progress toward one of our stated objectives?”)

+ [ 1 SMART indicators: Indicators have been reviewed for Specificity, Measurability, Achievability,
Relevance, and Time-frame. They are unambiguous and feasible to collect with available resources

8

[ ]1 Baseline established: Baseline values for all indicators have been determined and recorded
(through a baseline study or reliable secondary data). The baseline data collection methods are
documented and consistent with how future data will be collected.

+ [ ] Target set for each indicator: Each indicator has one or more time-bound targets (e.g. annual
targets, end-of-project target). Targets are realistic given the baseline and the length of the project,
and were validated with team or sector benchmarks 4 .

* [1Indicator definitions documented: There is a reference sheet or documentation for each
indicator detailing its definition, unit of measure, data source, collection frequency, and who is
responsible for data collection.

+ [ 1 Data collection tools ready: Survey questionnaires, monitoring forms, or data systems needed to
track the indicators are prepared and tested. Staff are trained in their use, and data quality check
procedures are in place (spot checks, supervision, etc.).

* [ 1 Monitoring schedule set: A timetable exists for when indicator data will be collected (e.g.
monthly activity reports, quarterly surveys, mid-term evaluation, final evaluation). This schedule
aligns with reporting deadlines and decision-making moments.

* [ 1Responsibility assigned: Specific team members (or partners) are designated to collect, analyze,
and report each indicator. Everyone knows who is doing what, and there are backups in case of staff
turnover.

« [ 1 Data management in place: Baseline data and subsequent data are stored securely and
organized (files named properly, versions dated). Plans for analyzing data (software, skills) are in
place.

+ [ 1 Review points planned: There are set points (e.g. quarterly meetings, mid-term review) to discuss
progress on indicators versus targets. The team will use these to reflect and adapt.

« [ ] Flexibility for change: The project design includes contingency thinking - if initial targets prove
too high/low or context changes, there is a process (with donor agreement if needed) to modify
indicators or targets.

[ 1 Documentation for accountability: The indicator tracking table or M&E plan is up-to-date with
baselines and targets, and will be kept updated with actual values. This document can be shared
with stakeholders to demonstrate performance transparently.
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Before rolling out the project's M&E plan, go through this checklist. Addressing any unchecked items will
strengthen your ability to measure and achieve results. Essentially, this ensures nothing falls through the
cracks - from the clarity of indicators to the practicality of gathering data - and that the whole team is
aligned on the path from baseline to target.

Glossary

Baseline: A measurement of key conditions or metrics at the start of a project, before activities begin. The
baseline provides a starting value for indicators, so that changes and progress can be assessed over time

2 . For example, if an education project wants to improve literacy rates, the baseline might be “45% adult
literacy in the community” as measured by a pre-project survey. All future progress (midline, endline) will be
compared against this baseline figure to determine what change occurred.

Benchmark: In the context of indicators and targets, a benchmark is a reference point or standard against
which performance can be compared 25 . Benchmarks often come from industry standards, research, or
best practices rather than the project’s own data. For instance, the Sphere Handbook’s standard of 15 liters
of water per person/day in emergencies can serve as a benchmark. A project might use that benchmark to
help set its target (e.g. aiming for 15 L/p/day), or to judge its results against an external norm.

Indicator (Performance Indicator): A quantitative or qualitative variable that provides evidence of
progress or change 33 . Indicators are essentially measures of project performance. Good indicators
“indicate” whether desired outcomes are being achieved. For example, an indicator for a health outcome
might be “% of children immunized with all basic vaccines.” Indicators translate broad goals into observable,
countable units. They can be expressed as numbers, percentages, indices, or categories (e.g. policy
implemented: yes/no).

KPI (Key Performance Indicator): A KPI is a critical indicator that the organization or project has identified
as most important to track success. In NGOs, KPIs are often the top-level outcome or impact indicators that
align with strategic goals. For example, a livelihoods NGO might set a KPI of “number of beneficiary
households above the poverty line after 2 years.” Essentially, all KPIs are indicators, but they are the priority
indicators management focuses on (often used in dashboards or high-level reports). Typically, KPIs are
fewer in number and closely tied to mission-critical results.

Logical Framework (Logframe): A planning and monitoring tool (usually a matrix) that outlines the
project’s hierarchy of objectives (overall goal, outcomes, outputs, activities) and the accompanying
indicators, baselines, targets, and means of verification for each level. In a logframe matrix, indicators,
baselines, and targets are core components that specify how each objective will be measured and what is
expected. The logframe also lists assumptions/risks. It's essentially a summary of the project's theory of
change with measurable milestones.

Means of Verification (MoV): The data source or method used to verify an indicator’s value. In logframes
or M&E plans, for each indicator you typically note the MoV - i.e. where or how will you get the data?
Examples: project records, clinic registers, survey questionnaires, government reports, direct observation.
The MoV ensures that for every indicator and target, there is a clear plan for obtaining evidence. It answers
the question: “How will we know?" For instance, if your indicator is “farmers adopting new practice,” the
MoV might be a farm survey or field observations.
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Outcome: In results terminology, an outcome is the medium-term result or change that comes about from
the project’s outputs. Outcomes are typically changes in behavior, skills, practices, or conditions for
beneficiaries. They lie in between outputs and impact. For example, an output might be “training workshops
delivered to 100 farmers” (the immediate product of activities), while the corresponding outcome could be
“increased adoption of improved farming techniques by trained farmers,” which is a change in practice.
Outcomes are what the project ultimately wants to achieve through the delivery of outputs, and they are
what outcome indicators measure (e.g. % of farmers using new techniques).

Output: The direct products or deliverables of project activities. Outputs are usually within the immediate
control of the project. They are often tangible goods or services delivered, or certain numbers achieved. For
example: number of wells built, number of people trained, pamphlets distributed, or workshops held.
Outputs are necessary to achieve outcomes, but on their own, they are just the deliverables. Indicators at
the output level measure these (e.g. “# of wells constructed” with baseline 0 and target 10). It's important to
set indicators and targets for outputs to monitor implementation, but remember that achieving outputs
doesn't guarantee outcomes - outcomes require behavior change or uptake of outputs.

Target: A specific planned level of result to be achieved for an indicator within a defined timeframe 34 . The
target is essentially the goal or milestone you're aiming for on that indicator. It is usually numeric (or at
least states a desired condition) and includes a deadline or time period. For example, a target could be “80%
vaccination coverage by Year 3” or “500 new businesses started by end of project.” Targets are used to keep
track of whether the project is on course to achieve its objectives - they set the expected value against
which actual performance will be compared. A well-set target is achievable but challenging, and is informed
by baseline data (e.g. if baseline is 50%, a target might be 70% rather than 95%, depending on context) 35 .

Theory of Change: (Although not explicitly asked, this term often comes up in relation to indicators/
baselines/targets.) It is the conceptual model that explains how the project’s activities and outputs will lead
to outcomes and impact. A theory of change lays out the cause-and-effect pathways and assumptions. Why
this matters here: your indicators, baselines, and targets should align with your theory of change. They
measure whether the change you hypothesized is happening at each step. If your theory of change is well
articulated, it helps identify the right indicators at outcome and output levels.

Each of these terms plays a distinct role in project planning and M&E. Understanding them clearly is crucial:
for instance, confusing outputs with outcomes can lead to wrong indicators or targets (like setting a target
for something not truly in your control). This glossary can be referenced whenever clarity is needed on the
terminology while using the guide.
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