& ChatGPT

Learning Agenda & MEL Basics

Executive Summary

NGOs operate in an increasingly complex world of "cascading and connected global crises" - from conflict
to climate change - which demand adaptive and evidence-informed responses ' 2 . In this context,
effective Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning (MEL) has become more critical than ever for non-
governmental organizations. MEL is not just a donor compliance exercise; when done right, it becomes a
continuous learning process that guides strategic decisions and improves program impact 3 . In fact,
nonprofits that "measure to learn" often achieve greater impact, adapting programs faster and allocating
resources more effectively 4 .

This guide explains the basics of MEL and how to develop a learning agenda to drive program
improvements. A learning agenda is essentially a set of priority learning questions addressing key
knowledge gaps, coupled with plans to answer those questions through data collection and analysis > . By
focusing on the right questions, NGOs ensure that monitoring and evaluation efforts produce actionable
insights rather than just reports. The ultimate goal is to create a feedback loop where data and evidence
lead to learning, and learning informs better decisions and adaptations in the field.

Key principles highlighted include starting with clear goals and a theory of change, engaging stakeholders
at every step, and fostering an organizational culture that values inquiry and reflection. Rather than
measuring everything, successful NGOs prioritize a few meaningful indicators and regularly pause to ask,
"What are we learning, and how should we adapt?" This proactive learning mindset helps organizations
navigate uncertainty and continually improve services for their communities. 4 6 As one recent case
showed, identifying and answering a critical learning question can lead to concrete gains - for example, a
scholarship program in Pakistan doubled its female participation rate after evaluating barriers and
adjusting its design in response 7 .

In the following sections, we provide an evidence summary of MELs benefits, a step-by-step framework to
develop a learning agenda, practical tools and templates, real-world case vignettes, example metrics,
common risks with mitigations, a readiness checklist, and a glossary of key terms. Taken together, these
resources will help NGO practitioners establish MEL systems that not only track progress but also enable
continuous learning and adaptive management for greater impact.

Evidence Table

The table below summarizes key findings from recent research and practice on learning agendas and MEL,
the strength of evidence supporting each, and what they imply for NGO programming:
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Key Finding

Strength of Evidence

Implications for NGOs

Using MEL as a tool for learning
(not just reporting) leads to
greater program impact and
adaptability 4 .

Involving diverse stakeholders in
setting questions and reviewing
data produces more relevant
insights and trust in findings 8 .

Focusing on a few meaningful
metrics is more effective than
tracking dozens of indicators 9 .

Defining clear learning questions
before choosing metrics ensures
monitoring efforts stay aligned
with strategic needs 10 .

A well-defined learning agenda
can directly improve programs by
identifying needed changes (e.g.,
addressing barriers doubled
female scholarship uptake) 7 .

Conventional, top-down M&E
focused only on donor
accountability often fails to foster
local learning 11 .

Step-by-Step Framework

Strong (seen across
many nonprofits
globally in practice and
case studies).

Strong (widely
recommended;
examples in multiple
agencies).

Moderate (common
expert advice and
organizational
experience).

Moderate (expert
testimony and NGO
experiences).

Moderate (documented
in specific program
evaluations).

Emerging (thought
leadership and
critiques in recent
literature).

Emphasize learning in MEL processes
to enable faster course-correction
and improved outcomes.

Co-create the learning agenda with
staff, partners, and community
members to ensure buy-in and use of
results.

Prioritize key indicators aligned to
core goals; avoid data overload so
staff can concentrate on what
matters most.

Start MEL planning by asking "What
do we need to learn?" so that data
collection is purposeful and
actionable.

Tackle critical learning questions
through evaluations or studies; apply
the findings to refine interventions
for better results.

Design MEL systems that balance
upward accountability with learning
and downward accountability to
communities 12 13, ensuring local
knowledge is valued and used.

Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning is best implemented as a continuous cycle. In simple terms,
organizations must decide what to track, gather and analyze information, and then learn and adapt based on
the findings. This cycle is illustrated in the figure below, which shows three core MEL stages (defining
metrics, collecting data, and improving) and emphasizes engaging stakeholders at each stage. In practice,
we can break this into a six-step process tailored for NGOs:

Step 1: Clarify Goals and Context

Begin by grounding the learning agenda in your organization's context and goals. Review your program’s
theory of change or development hypothesis - the causal pathway of how your activities lead to outcomes

14 . Ensure the learning effort is aligned with the broader strategy or project objectives 15 . At this stage,
spell out what success looks like (intended outcomes/impact) and any assumptions or uncertainties.
Engaging team members and partners in this discussion will surface different perspectives on what needs
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to be learned. By the end of Step 1, you should have a clear statement of the problem or goal, and an
understanding of where knowledge gaps exist in achieving it.

Step 2: Develop Priority Learning Questions

Next, articulate specific questions whose answers would help improve decision-making and program
effectiveness. Be intentionally curious - ask what you don’t know but need to know about your intervention

6 . Good learning questions often target points of uncertainty in the theory of change (e.g., "Which
approach works better to reach marginalized groups?") or upcoming decisions (e.g., "What training model is
most cost-effective?"). Prioritize a handful of questions that are most critical. It's important to formulate
these questions before rushing to select metrics or data sources 17 . For example, the nonprofit Upstream
USA realized they first had to ask, “What is it we want to learn?” before jumping into data collection 10 . Well-
crafted learning questions will drive the rest of the MEL plan.

Step 3: Plan MEL Activities and Indicators

With questions in hand, design a Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning plan to answer them. Decide what
data is needed: define a small set of indicators or metrics aligned to each learning question. Include both
quantitative indicators (e.g., % increase in income) and qualitative information (e.g., community feedback)
as appropriate. Establish baselines for key indicators at the start, and set targets if relevant. Also determine
how you will gather the data - routine monitoring systems, surveys, interviews, case studies, or special
evaluations. Assign responsibilities to staff for data collection and analysis, and set a realistic timeline/
frequency (e.g., monthly monitoring reports, mid-term evaluation). Importantly, plan for regular feedback
loops, such as meetings with stakeholders to review monitoring data 18 .

Document all this in a concise MEL plan or matrix. Remember to be practical: NGOs often have limited MEL
capacity, so focus resources on methods that will best answer the priority questions 19 .

Step 4: Collect and Manage Data

Now implement the plan by gathering data continuously (monitoring) and at key points (evaluations). Train
staff and partners on data collection tools - for example, using mobile survey apps or standard reporting
forms - to ensure quality and consistency. As data comes in, organize it using an appropriate system (even
a simple spreadsheet or dashboard) so that it can be easily accessed and analyzed. During implementation,
maintain the feedback loops: for instance, hold brief check-ins or community meetings to share preliminary
findings and validate data, which can reveal context changes or new issues. Also monitor assumptions and
external factors; if conditions shift (e.g., a policy change affecting your project), adjust your data collection
or questions accordingly. The goal in this step is to reliably capture the information needed to answer your
learning questions.

Step 5: Analyze and Reflect on Findings

Once sufficient data is collected, dedicate time for analysis and reflection. This could involve computing
indicators (e.g., comparing pre- and post-intervention values), looking for trends or differences between
groups, and interpreting qualitative feedback. Make sure the analysis circles back to your learning
questions: what answers or insights are emerging? It often helps to convene a reflection session with your
team - or even with beneficiaries or partners - to discuss results. Tools like After Action Reviews or periodic
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learning workshops can facilitate candid discussion of “what happened versus expected and why” 20 .
Document the key findings, lessons learned, and any unintended outcomes (positive or negative). At this
stage, it's crucial to maintain a curious, non-blaming atmosphere. If something didn't work as hoped, treat it
as valuable learning rather than failure. By the end of Step 5, you should have evidence-based answers
(fully or partial) to your priority questions, and a set of learnings ready to inform decisions.

Step 6: Apply Learning and Adapt

Closing the loop, take action based on what you learned. This means feeding the results into decision-
making: adjust project strategies, refine activities, or even redesign aspects of the program as needed. For
example, if an evaluation reveals that one approach is more inclusive, an NGO can scale up that approach
immediately. Ensure that the learning reaches key decision-makers in your organization - share a brief
learning report or presentation with management and field staff. It's also beneficial to disseminate findings
to stakeholders and donors, demonstrating accountability and transparency. This step often requires
creating a concrete action plan for changes and assigning responsibility for follow-up. Additionally, consider
how the learning agenda itself might be updated: new questions may arise from this cycle, leading to the
next iteration of MEL. A good practice is to incorporate learning into regular planning cycles (e.g., annual
strategy reviews). By applying lessons and continually questioning "How can we do better?", NGOs can
foster an adaptive management approach where projects evolve and improve over time 21 .

Tools / Templates

* Theory of Change & Logic Model: Frameworks to map out program objectives, activities, and
intended results. These tools clarify assumptions and outcomes, providing a foundation for
identifying what to monitor and evaluate.

* Learning Agenda Template: A structured template to document your learning questions, why they
matter, and how you plan to answer them. (USAID's learning agenda guide includes an editable
template for this purpose 22 .) Such templates ensure learning activities are planned and aligned
with decisions.

« MEL Plan Matrix: A simple table or spreadsheet listing each indicator, its definition, data source,
collection frequency, and responsible person. This serves as a roadmap for the MEL system and is
often required by donors. Many NGOs adapt generic M&E plan templates to suit their projects.

+ Indicator Tracking Table (ITT): A live data table (often in Excel or a database) where monitoring
data is entered and tracked against targets over time. The ITT helps visualize progress and flags
areas off-track so that staff can take action.

+ Data Collection & Management Tools: Practical instruments for gathering data. Examples include
mobile survey apps (e.g. KoboToolbox or ODK) for field surveys, cloud databases for storing
monitoring data, and standardized interview or focus group guides. Choosing the right tool (digital
or paper-based) improves data quality and efficiency.

+ Reflection and Learning Mechanisms: Formats to facilitate learning from data. These range from
After Action Review templates (to systematically discuss what worked and what didn’t) to learning
journals or online collaboration platforms where staff can document and share lessons regularly.
Establishing a regular "pause and reflect" meeting template, for instance, encourages continuous
learning.
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Case Vignettes

Case 1: Using a Learning Agenda to Improve Scholarship Access in Pakistan

USAID Merit & Needs-Based Scholarship Program (Pakistan) - This higher education program noticed that far
fewer women were availing scholarships compared to men. In response, the team established a learning
agenda focused on understanding the barriers preventing women from applying and benefiting. They first
conducted a program evaluation, and then a follow-up special study that included literature review,
interviews, and focus groups with female students 23 . The findings revealed several obstacles (e.g. limited
fields of study and universities that women found accessible). Armed with this evidence, the program made
targeted changes: expanding the range of eligible fields and partner universities to those more attractive or
convenient for women 24 . Within a year of implementing these adaptations, the female scholarship
recipient rate jumped from 23% to 50% 7 . The success of this learning-driven adjustment was so
convincing that Pakistan's Higher Education Commission adopted similar changes nationwide to boost
women's participation.

Case 2: Learning-Driven Innovation in Community Water Supply (Honduras)

CARE Honduras - PROSADE Project - In drought-prone rural Honduras, CARE set out to address chronic water
shortages for marginalized communities. Instead of sticking to one predetermined solution, the project
embraced a learning agenda to find the most effective approach. They prioritized the core problem (access
to safe water in the “dry corridor”) and explored multiple innovations. One promising idea was a rainwater
harvesting system using a geomembrane bag, developed in partnership with a private company (which
donated an initial prototype) and local experts 25 . CARE piloted this technology in schools and villages,
gathering feedback and improving the design through an iterative process. They also invested in local
capacity - for example, training women as community plumbers to maintain the new systems 26 . Over
time, the evidence from these pilots demonstrated the solution’s effectiveness, providing a strong case for
scaling up. The project formed new partnerships (with government agencies, academia, and other NGOs) to
roll out the water harvesting model more broadly. As a result, what started with around 300 households
was scaled to reach 1,300 households, significantly expanding water access 27 . The learning-oriented
approach not only produced a technological innovation tailored to local needs, but also built local
ownership and skills, paving the way for sustainable adoption at a national level.

Metrics / KPIs

Common metrics (Key Performance Indicators) used in MEL include both outcome measures and indicators
of the MEL process itself. Here are a few examples:

Metric / KPI Definition / Example

Percentage of beneficiaries who achieve a defined outcome due to the

Outcome success rate ) . L
program (e.g., % of trainees who gain employment within 6 months).

Quantitative count of goods or services delivered by the project (e.g.,

Output deliver
P y number of water pumps installed, number of people trained).
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Metric / KPI Definition / Example

Evaluation Proportion of evaluation or audit recommendations that have been
recommendation implemented by the program (e.g., 80% of recommendations acted upon
uptake within one year).

Learning events Count of formal learning activities conducted in a period (e.g., 4 quarterly
conducted reflection workshops held this year).

Percentage of projects or initiatives that have a complete MEL plan in

MEL plan coverage
P 9 place from the start (e.g., 100% of new projects with MEL plans).

Risks & Mitigations

+ Risk: MEL is treated purely as a reporting requirement, leading staff to hide problems or avoid
critical analysis (no true learning culture). Mitigation: Leadership should foster a safe, inquisitive
culture where failures and challenges can be openly discussed. Encourage “critical reflection” at all
levels and frame MEL as a tool for improvement, not judgment 28 29 .

Risk: Limited resources or capacity for MEL (small NGOs may lack dedicated M&E staff or funds).
Mitigation: Start simple and prioritize. Focus on a few key metrics and use low-cost methods (e.qg.,
piggyback on existing data or use digital tools). Build staff skills gradually through training or
partnerships. Even with modest means, organizations can effectively measure and learn by being
strategic 19 .

Risk: Too many indicators with too much data collected, resulting in analysis paralysis (data is not
used). Mitigation: Resist the urge to measure everything. Select the vital few indicators aligned to
your theory of change, and periodically trim the rest 9 . Ensure each collected data point has a
purpose. Less can be more - a focused set of data is more likely to be analyzed and acted upon.
Risk: Poor data quality or lack of baseline data undermines confidence in findings. Mitigation:
Integrate quality checks into data collection (training enumerators, supervising surveys, verifying
samples). Try to establish a baseline at project start for comparison. If a true baseline is impossible,
use recall methods or secondary data as proxies to approximate initial conditions.

Risk: Lack of stakeholder buy-in - staff, partners, or community see MEL as burdensome or
irrelevant. Mitigation: Engage stakeholders in the MEL process early. Co-design indicators and
learning questions with those who implement and those affected 30 . Show value by sharing back
findings in an accessible way. When people see their input valued and see improvements made from
MEL, they become supporters of it.

Risk: Findings and lessons are not used for decision-making (“evaluation report sits on a shelf”).
Mitigation: Plan for utilization. Schedule post-evaluation meetings to discuss results with decision-
makers and program teams. Translate insights into clear action items. Assign responsibility to
implement changes and follow up. Embedding regular learning review sessions in management
routines will ensure insights are acted on 31 .
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Checklist

Before launching or during implementation, use this checklist to ensure all MEL and learning agenda
elements are in place:

[ 1 Goals & Theory of Change: Project goals, intended impacts, and a theory of change are clearly
defined and agreed upon.

[ ] Learning Questions Set: A concise learning agenda (key questions the team wants to answer)
has been developed and prioritized.

+ [ ] Stakeholder Engagement: Relevant stakeholders (e.g., field staff, community members,
partners) have been involved in formulating outcomes and learning questions.

* [ ] MEL Plan Documented: A written MEL plan or matrix exists, detailing indicators, data sources,
collection frequency, and responsible persons.

+ [ 1 Baseline & Targets: Baseline data for key indicators is collected (or a plan to collect it early on)
and realistic targets are established.

+ [ ] Data Collection Tools Ready: Tools and methods for gathering data are prepared
(questionnaires, databases, etc.), and staff are trained in their use.

* [ 1 Regular Review Scheduled: Time is earmarked for periodic reflection (e.g., quarterly learning
meetings) to review data and discuss implications.

+ [ ] Utilization Plan: There is a process to ensure findings will be used (e.g., management will receive
summary reports and action items from evaluations).

« [ 1 Documentation & Sharing: A system is in place to document lessons learned and share them
with the wider team and stakeholders.

Glossary

* Monitoring: The routine tracking of program activities and outputs to assess whether things are
being implemented as planned. Monitoring often involves collecting data on predefined indicators
on a regular basis (e.g., monthly, quarterly).

+ Evaluation: A systematic assessment of a project or program, typically conducted at mid-term or
end, to determine its effectiveness, relevance, and impact. Evaluations use data (from monitoring
and other sources) to answer deeper questions about what changed and why.

+ Learning (in MEL): The process of reflecting on data and experiences to gain insights, and then
using those insights to improve decisions and actions. In MEL, 'learning' emphasizes continuous
improvement and adaptation based on evidence, rather than just reporting results.

* Learning Agenda: A set of priority questions that an organization wants to answer to fill knowledge
gaps and improve its work, along with a plan for how to answer those questions 5 . Alearning
agenda guides what will be monitored or evaluated and ensures the focus stays on actionable
insights.

+ Indicator: A specific, measurable variable that indicates progress or performance of an aspect of a
program. Indicators can be quantitative (numbers, percentages) or qualitative. For example,
'number of households with access to clean water' is an indicator.

+ Baseline: Data that describe the situation or condition before a project begins, used as a point of
comparison for later measurements. For instance, a baseline survey might show 40% literacy rate
before an education project, to be compared with literacy rates after the project.
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« Output: The immediate results of program activities - typically tangible goods or services delivered.
Outputs are within the direct control of the program (e.g., workshops conducted, seedlings
distributed).

* Outcome: The short- to medium-term changes that result from program outputs. Outcomes are
usually changes in behavior, knowledge, or condition of beneficiaries (e.g., farmers adopting new
practices, increased income). They occur due to outputs, but may also be influenced by external
factors.

« Impact: The long-term, broader changes attributable (at least in part) to the program. Impacts are
often at the population or societal level (e.g., reduction in disease prevalence, improved quality of
life). They typically take longer to manifest and can be harder to directly attribute to the program.

« Adaptive Management: An approach to managing projects that emphasizes flexibility and learning.
It means adjusting strategies and activities in response to new information and changes in context.
In practice, this often involves iteratively using MEL findings to 'learn and adapt' throughout the
project lifecycle.

* Downward Accountability: Accountability to the people and communities that an organization
serves (beneficiaries), as opposed to only upward accountability to donors or authorities. It involves
being transparent and responsive to local stakeholders’ needs, feedback, and concerns.
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