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CHAPTER 1 - MEAL

Learning Objectives

By the end of this chapter, participants will be able to:

e Define Monitoring, Evaluation, Accountability e Explain the relationship between MEAL and
and Learning project management
e Explain the purpose of a MEAL system e |dentify ethical principles in MEAL
e Distinguish monitoring from evaluation e Understand participation and critical thinking in
MEAL

e Describe the five phases of the MEAL cycle
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[ CHAPTER 1 - MEAL

What is MEAL?

MEAL stands for:

©O 0 06 O

Monitoring Evaluation Accountability Learning

These four components work together to improve project quality, decision-making and results.
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CHAPTER 1 - MEAL

The MEAL Puzzle

Each component has a distinct purpose:

Component Main Purpose
Monitoring Tracks progress
Evaluation Assesses value and results
Accountability Responds to stakeholders
Learning Improves future decisions
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CHAPTER 1 - MEAL

Why MEAL Matters

Strong MEAL helps projects to:

e Track implementation progress

Demonstrate accountability

e Measure results and change Improve project quality

e |dentify problems early

Learn what works and what does not

e Make evidence-based decisions

Support adaptive management
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CHAPTER 1 - MEAL

MEAL and Project Success

MEAL supports project success by helping teams answer:

e Are we reaching the intended people? e What is working?
e Are activities being implemented as planned? e What needs to change?
e Are outputs being delivered? e What are stakeholders telling us?

Are outcomes being achieved?
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COMPONENT - MONITORING

What is Monitoring?

Definition Monitoring is the continual and systematic collection of information about project progress.

Monitoring tracks:

e |nputs e Beneficiary coverage
e Activities * Indicator performance
e Qutputs e Implementation challenges

e Budget use
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I} COMPONENT - MONITORING

Monitoring Questions

Monitoring commonly asks:

Project Coverage Project Results

e How many people were e Were activities completed on e Are indicators progressing
reached? time? toward targets?

e Which locations were e Were resources used e Are expected outputs being
covered? according to plan? delivered?

e Were target groups reached? e Were standards followed?
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I COMPONENT - EVALUATION

What is Evaluation?

Definition Evaluation is a systematic assessment of the design, implementation and results of an ongoing or
completed project.

Evaluation examines:

( ) ( ) (

® Relevance ® Coherence ® Effectiveness
g J . J g
( ) ( ) (

® Efficiency ® Impact ©® Sustainability
g J . J g

Dr Abenet Yohannes, Ph.D, JJU



I COMPONENT - EVALUATION

Evaluation Questions

Evaluation commonly asks:

Project Coverage Project Results

e Did the project reach those e Were time and resources used e What changes occurred?

with the greatest need? effectively? e Why did those changes occur?

e Were some groups excluded? e Were implementation

: e Were results different across
approaches appropriate?

groups?

e Are the results sustainable?
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COMPARISON

Monitoring versus Evaluation

Area

Purpose

Timing

Focus

Responsibility

Use
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Monitoring

Tracks progress

Continuous

Activities, outputs and indicators

Mainly project team

Immediate corrective action

Evaluation

Assesses merit and results

Periodic

Design, outcomes and impact

Internal or external evaluators

Strategic decisions and learning
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B comMPARISON

How Monitoring and Evaluation Work
Together

Monitoring information can: Evaluation findings can:

e Support evaluations e Improve monitoring systems
e |dentify issues requiring deeper assessment e Recommend new indicators
e Track implementation of evaluation ¢ |dentify gaps in project design

recommendations e Guide future implementation
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I} COMPONENT - ACCOUNTABILITY

What is Accountability?

Definition Accountability is the commitment to balance and respond to the needs of all stakeholders.

Stakeholders may include:

s

® Project participants

~

® Communities

® Donors

Government
agencies

® Partners

® Staff

® Management
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I} COMPONENT - ACCOUNTABILITY

Key Elements of Accountability

Accountable projects promote:

Transparency

Sharing relevant project information.

Responsiveness

Responding to feedback and complaints.
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Participation

Involving stakeholders in decisions.

Compliance

Following agreed standards and commitments.
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I} COMPONENT - ACCOUNTABILITY

Feedback and Response Mechanisms

?0 fnechamsm allows stakeholders SreeTie dhamna e S g

e Ask questions e Help desks

e Provide suggestions e Hotlines

e Report concerns e Suggestion boxes

e Submit complaints e Community meetings

e Report misconduct e Email

e Receive timely responses e Digital reporting platforms
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COMPONENT - LEARNING

What is Learning?

Definition Learning is the deliberate process of reflecting on evidence to make smarter decisions.

Learning asks:

e What is working? e What should be adapted?
e Whatis not working? e What should be repeated or scaled up?
e Why are results different from expectations? e What should be discontinued?
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COMPONENT - LEARNING

Building a Learning Culture

Projects strengthen learning by:

Encouraging curiosity e Documenting lessons learned

Challenging assumptions Sharing good practices

Holding reflection meetings Using evidence for adaptation

Conducting after-action reviews Rewarding learning and innovation
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I} COMPONENT - LEARNING

Adaptive Management

Adaptive management means using evidence to adjust project implementation.

6

Monitoring the

1 2 3 4 5

Data collection Analysis Reflection Decision Adaptation
change

A continuous loop: evidence feeds decisions, and each change is monitored in turn.
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B THE MEAL CYCLE

The Five Phases of the MEAL Cycle

The MEAL cycle includes:

Designing logic Planning MEAL
models activities
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Collecting MEAL
data

Analysing MEAL
data

Using MEAL data
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I MEAL CYCLE - PHASE 1

Phase 1 — Designing Logic Models

Logic models explain: Common logic models include:

e What change the project seeks e Theory of Change
e How change is expected to happen e Results Framework
e What assumptions must hold e Logical Framework

e How progress will be measured
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MEAL CYCLE - PHASE 2

Phase 2 — Planning MEAL Activities

MEAL planning includes:

e Indicators e Frequency e Learning activities

e Baselines and targets e Responsibilities e Evaluation plans

e Data sources e Analysis plans e MEAL budget and calendar

Data-collection methods Feedback mechanisms
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I MEAL CYCLE - PHASES 3 & 4

Phases 3 and 4 — Collecting and Analysing

Data

Data Collection Data Analysis

e Develop tools

e Select samples

e Train data collectors

e Collect ethical and high-quality data

e Store data securely
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Clean data

Summarize findings

Compare actual results with targets
Identify trends and differences

Interpret quantitative and qualitative evidence

22



MEAL CYCLE - PHASE 5

Phase 5 — Using MEAL Data

MEAL data should be used to:

e Improve implementation

Support accountability

e Make management decisions Identify lessons

¢ Inform communities

Revise project strategies

e Report to donors Strengthen future project design
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ETHICS IN MEAL

Ethical Standards in MEAL

MEAL activities should protect:

e Informed consent e Participant safety
e Voluntary participation e Representation of vulnerable
groups

e Privacy and confidentiality
e Responsible data use
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e Data minimization

e Secure storage

e Appropriate data retention and

disposal
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ETHICS IN MEAL

Informed Consent

Participants should understand:

Why data are being collected

What participation involves

How information will be used

Whether there are risks
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e That participation is voluntary
e That they may refuse or withdraw

e How confidentiality will be protected
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[ PARTICIPATION

Participation in MEAL

Stakeholders can participate in: Benefits include:

Defining indicators

Designing tools

Collecting data

Interpreting findings
Validating conclusions
Developing recommendations

Monitoring corrective actions
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Greater relevance
Increased ownership
Better local understanding
Improved communication

Stronger sustainability
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CRITICAL THINKING

Critical Thinking in MEAL

Critical thinking requires:

Questioning assumptions

Testing whether beliefs are supported

Asking thoughtful questions

Considering different perspectives
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e Reflecting on evidence
e Recognizing uncertainty

e Avoiding premature conclusions
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CRITICAL THINKING

Understanding Bias

Definition Bias is a systematic deviation from the true value.

Bias may occur through:

e Poor sampling e Selective reporting

e Leading questions e Confirmation bias

e Enumerator influence e Excluding certain groups
e Social desirability * Incorrect analysis
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ROLES & RESPONSIBILITIES

Who is Responsible for MEAL?

MEAL is a shared responsibility.

Senior management Governance and evidence use

Project manager Integrates MEAL into management

MEAL staff Technical leadership and quality assurance
Project officers Collect and use implementation evidence
Finance team Links expenditure with results

Partners Collect, validate and report data
Communities Provide feedback and interpret change
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B quAaLiTY

Characteristics of a Strong MEAL System

A strong MEAL system is:
( A ( A ( A (
® Relevant ® Practical ® Participatory ® Ethical
g J g J g J .
( 2\ ( 2\ ( 2\ (
® Timely ® Accurate ® Cost-effective ® Inclusive
g J g J g J .
( 2\ ( 2\ ( 2\
® Transparent ® Action-oriented ® Adapted to context
g J g J g J
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QUALITY

Common Weaknesses in MEAL Systems

Common problems include:

e Too many indicators
e Unclear indicator definitions
e \Weak baselines

e Poor-quality data
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Delayed reporting
Limited community participation
No feedback response

Data collected but not used

Weak learning processes
Insufficient MEAL budget

MEAL treated as a donor
requirement only
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Practical Group Exercise

Scenario

A project reports that it trained 1,000 young people in livelihood skills.

Discuss:

1. What monitoring questions should be asked?
What evaluation questions should be asked?
What accountability mechanisms are needed?

What should the project learn?

COE

What decisions could be made using the evidence?
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B wRrAP-uUP

Chapter Summary

In this chapter, we learned that:

0 MEAL combines monitoring, evaluation,
accountability and learning.

Monitoring tracks ongoing progress.

project.

Accountability requires transparency, participation
and responsiveness.

0 Evaluation assesses the quality and value of a
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Learning turns evidence into better decisions.

MEAL operates throughout the project life cycle.

Ethical standards, participation and critical
thinking are essential.

MEAL is the responsibility of the entire project
team.
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I ASSESSMENT

Knowledge Check

Test your understanding:

e What is the difference between monitoring and
evaluation?
What are the four components of MEAL?

What are the five phases of the MEAL cycle?

What does accountability require?
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e Why is critical thinking important?
e Who is responsible for MEAL?

e Why must MEAL data be used?
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THANK YOU

Questions and Discussion
Dr Abenet Yohannes, Ph.D

Email: abenetyohannes@gmail.com
Jigjiga University
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Strong MEAL is not only about measuring results. It is
about using evidence, listening to stakeholders and
continuously improving the project.
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