
 

Box 1: Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning: A summary 
 
Monitoring is the routine collection and analysis of information to track progress against planned 
targets and milestones. Monitoring is critical to a project’s success. If monitoring data is analysed 
periodically and used effectively to inform decisions, it can mean the difference between a well-
managed and a poorly managed project. With good monitoring, issues can be corrected before 
they become problems and opportunities can be maximised during the life of the project.  When 
the project has been completed, performance cannot be proven without a final analysis that is 
based on information gained through monitoring processes.   

Evaluations are assessments, as systematic and objective as possible, of a project, programme or 
policy, its design, implementation and results. Evaluations are essential for accountability and 
learning purposes. Evaluations for accountability show the extent to which objectives have been 
met, results have been achieved and performance has been positive.  Evaluations for learning 
identify how and why different aspects of a project have or have not worked, and what others 
could learn from this. Evaluations also commonly assess effectiveness, efficiency, and 
sustainability; asses impact; recommend improvements and facilitate better decision making;  
and support advocacy to stakeholders, beneficiaries and donors. 

Learning is the process through which experience and reflection lead to changes in behaviour or 
the acquisition of new abilities. ALNAP also  defines  three types of learning: Single loop learning 
leads to changes that correct mismatches and errors based on existing practices, policies and 
norms; Double loop learning changes practices, policies and norms; and Triple loop learning 
changes organisational rationale, strategy and context. 
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1. Introduction 

This document is intended to provide guidance for people applying to and receiving funding through 
the large grants funding facility of the HIF. 

The paper aims to: 

i. Outline what ‘performance’ means in the context of a HIF grant 
ii. Provide a set of suggested questions that will help grantees to develop their monitoring, 

evaluation and learning plans  

iii. Set out some general principles to consider while collecting and analysing information to 
assess the performance of an innovation 

This document is not a technical ‘how to’ guide for evaluating innovation: it does not specify tools or 
required processes for applicants. If guidelines for a step-by-step monitoring and evaluation process 
are needed, Action Against Hunger (ACF International) have written a guide (ACF 2011) which is 
accessible here. ALNAP have also written the Evaluation of Humanitarian Action Pilot Guide (ALNAP 
2013) available here.  Finally, the IFRC have published a Project/programme monitoring and 
evaluation (M&E) Guide (IFRC 2013), available here.  
 
 
2. What is Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning? 
 
The three guides listed above have contributed to the definitions in Box 1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.actionagainsthunger.org/publication/food-security-and-livelihoods-monitoring-and-evaluation-guidelines
http://www.alnap.org/eha
http://www.ifrc.org/Global/Publications/monitoring/IFRC-ME-Guide-8-2011.pdf
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3. Evidence and Performance with the HIF 

Key for the HIF is the ability of every project to build evidence that demonstrates the performance of 
their innovation. There must be evidence of the success or failure (or the partial successes and 
failures) of the innovation for the HIF project to be completed. This evidence will most often be 
based on data and information that are collected, analysed and assessed as part of the project’s 
monitoring and evaluation plan. 

It is important to monitor, evaluate and report on performance for a several reasons.  

• There is a requirement to report on the HIF grant; 

• The requirement to collect and analyse information helps project teams to pay attention to 
what is happening as the project progresses, and this in turn makes the innovation more likely 
to succeed; 

• A good evidence base helps build a case for the innovation, and supports the successful 
diffusion of innovations; 

• Finally, where innovations fail, the information collected can help explain what did and didn’t 
work and allow future initiatives to build on success while avoiding the pitfalls.  

We expect that different projects will require different approaches to monitoring and evaluating the 
performance of their innovation.  Some of the information that projects will be expected to collect 
will be set out as part of the standard reporting required by the grant: these requirements will be 
found in the project contract. In addition, projects might use existing organisational guidelines for 
monitoring and evaluation; the most common tool in humanitarian use is the logframe (logical 
framework), which is often supported by a Theory of Change (ToC) diagram and a workplan.  Others 
might develop new approaches based on established monitoring and evaluation practice, and others 
may favour research methodologies resulting in peer-reviewed publications.  

No matter how it is done, the MEL plan for each project must consider how best to produce evidence 
of the performance of the innovation. This may mean that, for example, it is important to include 
targets and outcomes related to performance in the project’s M&E plan; second, it is necessary to 
adopt tools that support the collection and analysis of performance related information; and finally, 
that evaluation methods used must provide clear evidence of performance.   
 
In order to undertake a comprehensive evaluation, additional research or data gathered and 
analysed by other stakeholders may be used by the project team; data collected before the project 
begins may be adopted as a baseline – this may include government information and statistics; and 
during the course of the project, different data and knowledge may be found that can be utilised 
dynamically by an evaluation at the end. This may occur when, for example, an understanding of the 
humanitarian context of the project is a key cause of success or failure, and the context is changing 
constantly; or when a project team seeks to understand how their innovation may impact the 
humanitarian system as a whole.  
 
 
4. Performance criteria for innovations  

All projects should be able to ultimately demonstrate how they will contribute to improving the 
effectiveness of humanitarian aid, and have clear and practical ways to measure this. As part of the 
grant selection process, the HIF Grant’s panel will pay particular attention to the approach that a 
project takes to monitor and evaluate performance. The first step of any MEL approach is to identify 
key aims, which may be defined by a project team variously through targets (and target milestones), 
outcomes or objectives. We will refer generically to targets in this document. We will also use the 
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term criteria to mean the aspects of the project which are important to measure with specific 
targets. 

In particular, the HIF considers the following criteria as central to measuring performance:1  

• Effectiveness is concerned with the degree to which the project achieves its stated targets on 
time.  

• Efficiency is a measure of the quality and/or number of outputs compared to the inputs 
(often money or time) required. The more efficient the project, the more and/or better the 
outputs created with the same amount of inputs, or the fewer inputs used (OECD 2011).   

• Coverage measures the degree to which the project reaches the highest proportion of those 
who need it, and ensures that priority of access based on needs (so that particular groups are 
not excluded)  

• Relevance and appropriateness are concerned with assessing whether an intervention is in 
line with the needs and priorities of the intended end-users/beneficiaries.   

Impact may also be included in these criteria for some projects. It looks at the wider effects of the 
project – social, economic, technical, environmental – on individuals, gender- and age-groups, 
communities and institutions. Impacts can be intended and unintended, positive and negative, macro 
(sector) and micro (household)’ (ALNAP: 2006, p.56). Measurements of impact look at whether the 
project outcomes led to overall goals being achieved, but also look at the effects of the project 
beyond those that were originally planned for. For more information on defining and measuring 
impact, please refer to the HIF Impact Guidelines, available on the HIF website here. 

These criteria are considered the most relevant to demonstrating the performance of innovations, 
however, other criteria such as connectedness (the link between the short-term emergency and the 
longer-term context) or coordination may be relevant depending on the innovation. Not all criteria 
will be suitable in all cases – grantees should choose the most suitable criteria for their innovation.  

Annexe 1 suggests a series of questions that might help applicants develop their strategies and 
targets in order to monitor, evaluate and produce evidence of the performance of their innovation 
according to each of the five criteria above. These questions can help to decide: what exactly the 
project hopes to achieve and what kind of targets need to be set; what kind of monitoring and 
evaluation system needs to be designed in order appropriately evaluate the innovation and report on 
evidence; and what other agencies will need to know in order to learn from this project.  

 
5. Principles for Evidence, Evaluation and Learning in the HIF 

Whichever approach and tools are used, certain principles should be recognised in relation to 
demonstrating the performance of the innovation. The principles have been drawn from different 
streams of literature and action-oriented research on evaluation and analysis of innovation in 
different sectors; we do not expect projects to invent new project monitoring tools for the sake of it.  

 

a) Evidence is crucial to successful innovation 

No one method or approach will be suitable for all projects, but evidence is nonetheless fundamental 
to the ability to draw valid conclusions about the performance of an innovation. All projects should 
seek to find appropriate, feasible and robust ways to generate evidence that is both valid and 
                                                             
1 These criteria are taken from established measures for the evaluation of humanitarian action. Full descriptions and 

explanations can be found in the ALNAP Guide to Evaluating Humanitarian Action using the OECD-DAC criteria (Beck: 
2008). The guide outlines seven criteria, of which the HIF prioritises five. 

 

http://www.humanitarianinnovation.org/
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reliable. Evidence should be integral to the project design and the rationale for choosing particular 
methods should be clearly articulated. 

As has already been emphasised, while developing proposals, grantees should consider a range of 
methods and find those most appropriate for testing their innovation. The primary consideration 
should be to produce evidence to inform decision making and ongoing project adjustment, and to 
draw conclusions around the innovation. Beyond this, the challenges and the feasibility of different 
approaches, the resources available and the time scale of the project should all be considered. 

 

b) Demonstrating success is about making relevant comparisons 

One challenge facing innovation in humanitarian settings, particularly radical or transformational 
innovations, is the lack of comparability with existing approaches. However, the impetus is on 
innovators to show how their innovation improves on existing practice; being able to demonstrate 
the degree to which a given innovation advances effectiveness in comparison to alternatives is 
fundamental to demonstrating its success.  

Projects funded by the HIF should seek to measure and monitor relevant outputs and targets, and 
clearly demonstrate the anticipated and actual differences between the innovation and standard 
practice. For many innovations there will be a range of different measures (for instance derived from 
the criteria above) which can be used to make comparisons with existing practice, and which could 
individually or collectively inform conclusions about an innovation.2  

In other cases, where such direct comparisons may not be possible, reference should be made to 
how the project team has built on current practice and current standards, and sought to draw on 
previous experience and knowledge, as opposed to attempting to develop techniques in isolation.  

 

c) Innovators must embrace, analyse and learn from failure 

Failure is an inevitable part of the innovation cycle – without it, innovation would be impossible. 
Moreover, successful innovations often occur after a series of failures have allowed the innovator to 
adapt and improve an idea (Perrin: 2001, p16).  Therefore, the HIF has a high tolerance for failure in 
relation to innovations. However, failures large and small are  only productive if the evidence of 
failure is clear and comprehensive, and if the project can capture, discuss and diffuse ‘lessons learnt’ 
in order to  influence future practice.,  

Therefore, monitoring systems should be designed with the possibility of failure in mind. At the very 
least, good monitoring data can provide an understanding of an innovation’s failure which will 
increase the knowledge base around a particular area of practice. Evaluations should help analyse 
and identify the causes of failure, and contribute to documenting and sharing experience. For 
innovators, the only unacceptable failure is the failure to learn from mistakes. 

 

d) Projects should be ready for the unexpected 

In an innovation process, learning often comes from the unexpected, and unanticipated results may 
function as a spring board for further innovation. A well-functioning project monitoring system, 
which goes beyond simply recording predetermined outputs, is thus essential. 

HIF projects should look to identify and document the entire range of emerging results triggered by 
their innovation, irrespective of whether these results are in line with original intentions. Exceptions, 

                                                             
2 A real-world example is the comparisons of Community Therapeutic Care to in-patient are for treating Severe 

Acute Malnutrition in emergencies.  
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discontinuities, unexpected results and side effects are valuable sources of information on 
innovation, and should be used to develop and refine thinking during the project. They can provide 
useful clues; for example regarding relevant internal/external changes and newly emerging 
challenges, which can help to improve ongoing implementation (Williams and Imam: 2006, p168).  

 

e) ‘Open’ innovation will be key to achieving scale-up 

The HIF aims to encourage collaboration and effective partnerships for innovation. This emphasis 
stems from open innovation approaches that recognise that collaboration often underpins successful 
innovation and knowledge creation. The relationships that exist around an innovation – within and 
between agencies, with local and national actors, and significantly with recipients and other users – 
are fundamental to a project’s success or otherwise. Projects should seek to develop appropriate 
collaborations in order to increase an innovation’s responsiveness and relevance, and to improve the 
chances of successful implementation. Particularly important are efforts to engage with stakeholders 
who have been unable to contribute to project design.  

In addition to a commitment to collaboration and openness within projects, the HIF also aims to 
promote knowledge sharing across the humanitarian system, in order to facilitate ongoing 
development of innovations beyond the grant period. Innovation rarely occurs in isolation. We hope 
that the HIF will contribute to creating a more favourable environment and culture for innovation 
within the wider humanitarian system; by documenting and sharing project information and results, 
and making data sets and evidence open and accessible, HIF projects can directly contribute to this 
change. Such an approach is important in securing the maximum impact for innovations beyond the 
scope of HIF grant.  
 
 
6. Further Support 

Given the central importance of research and evidence to testing and demonstrating innovation, the 
HIF team is available to work with grantees and provide projects with support at different stages; for 
example once a project contract has been signed projects will receive additional support to review 
and refine their monitoring and evaluation plans and ensure they have appropriate mechanisms in 
place to document performance at project outset.  They will also be available for advice and support 
throughout the lifespan of a project. 

The HIF team will revisit and update this guidance note periodically on the basis of experiences, 
learning and best practice that emerges from the HIF grants. For comments please contact Kim 
Scriven (k.scriven@savethechildren.org.uk).  
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Annexe 1 

These questions are a ‘starting point’; they will not be relevant in all settings and should be adapted 
to the specific innovation. Each project should be designed to ensure that information collected over 
the life of the project will ultimately provide an answer to these or similar questions.  

Effectiveness: 

• To what extent did the project achieve its stated objectives?  
• What contributed to or hindered the achievement of these objectives, and how did the 

project team react to this?  
• What assumptions were made around the achievement of objectives? Were these 

assumptions correct? 
• Were the project objectives achieved in a timely fashion?  
• Did the project succeed in demonstrating the innovation’s potential for improving the 

effectiveness of humanitarian action in similar contexts? 
 

Efficiency: 

• How did the project plan ensure that the project outputs where delivered to the highest 
quality at the lowest cost? 

• To what degree was this achieved, and what factors contributed to this? 
• Where the approaches used in the project more efficient than existing practice? How was 

this measured?  
• How might the efficiency of the innovation be affected if taking the approach to scale? 
 

Coverage: 

• How did the project identify the number, location and ‘profile’ of target recipients? 
• What measures did the project put in place to ensure that particularly vulnerable or hard to 

reach groups were not excluded, and were these successful? 
• To what degree was the project successful in reaching the planned number and type of 

recipient/user?  
• What evidence is there that, if more widely applied, the innovation would help the 

humanitarian community meet the needs of more people, or more effectively target 
humanitarian services on the basis of need? 

 

Relevance and appropriateness: 

• How did the project take account of and respond to the needs of recipients, both at the 
design stage and during implementation? 

• How successful was the project in taking these needs into account? 
• In what ways, if taken to scale, might the innovation improve the relevance of humanitarian 

work for the affected population?  
• Will the innovation be relevant in other humanitarian contexts? What adjustments will need 

to be made? 
 

Impact: 

• What have been the wider effects, positive or negative, of the project in the area(s) of 
operation? How have these been measured? 

• To what extent do the observed impacts of the project match those expected in project 
plans? If they differ, what explanation might there be for this? 
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• What can the evidence collected through the project tell us about the potential impact of the 
innovation on wider humanitarian performance?  

• Were the project outcomes dependent on the context, and how might this effect the 
replication of impact in other situations? 
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