
 Page 1 
 

UNDERSTANDING KEY 

M&E TERMS & CONCEPTS 
 

   Definition of Key M&E Terms 

Terms Definitions/explanations 

Activities  The collection of tasks to be carried out in 

order to achieve an output 

Assumptions Hypotheses about factors or risks which 

could affect the progress or success of a 

development intervention 

Attribution The ascription of a causal link between 

observed (or expected to be observed) 

changes and a specific intervention 

Baseline 

Information 

Information, usually consisting of facts and 

figures collected at the initial stages of a 

project that provides a basis for measuring 

progress towards achieving project 

objectives. 

Baseline survey/ 

study 

An analysis of the situation in a project area, 

including data on individual primary 

stakeholders prior to development 

intervention. Often used to assess actual 

progress (results and accomplishment) made 

against agreed targets. It also serves as an 

important reference for ex-post evaluation. 

Benchmark Reference point or standard against which 

performance or achievements can be 

compared. A benchmark might refer to what 

has been achieved in the past, by other 

comparable organizations or what reasonably 

could have been achieved under the 

circumstances 

Beneficiaries The individuals, groups or organisations 

who, in their own view and whether targeted 

or not, benefit directly or indirectly from the 

development intervention 

Cost-Benefit 

Analysis 

Analysis that compares project/ programme 

costs (typically in monetary terms) to all of 

its effects and impacts, both positive and 

negative 

Counterfactual The situation or condition which 

hypothetically may prevail for individuals, 

organizations, or groups where there is no 

development intervention 

Effectiveness The extent to which an intervention 

has or is likely to achieve its intended, 

immediate results 

Efficiency The extent to which results have been 

delivered in the least costly manner possible 

– a measure of how economically 

resources/inputs (funds, expertise, time, etc.) 

are converted to results 

Ex-ante evaluation An evaluation that is performed before 

implementation of a development 

intervention 

Ex-post evaluation Evaluation of a development intervention 

after it has been completed. It may be 

undertaken directly after or long after 

completion. The intention is to identify the 

factors for success or failure, to assess 

sustainability of results and impacts, and 

draw conclusions for other interventions 

Formative 

evaluation 

Evaluation conducted during project 

implementation to improve performance 

Summative 

evaluation 

A study conducted at the end of an 

intervention (or a phase of the intervention) 

to determine the extent to which anticipated 

outcomes were produced. Summative 

evaluation is intended to provide information 

about the worth of the program 

Impact evaluation An impact evaluation assesses changes in 

well-being of individuals, households, or 

communities that can be attributed to a 

particular project, program or policy. The 

central question is what would have 

happened if they had not received the 

program, using a counterfactual/comparison. 

Meta-evaluation The term is used for evaluations designed to 

aggregate findings from a series of 

evaluations. It can also be used to denote the 

evaluation of an evaluation to judge its 

quality and/or assess the performance of the 

evaluators 

Participatory 

evaluation 

A broad term for the involvement of primary 

and other stakeholders in evaluation.  

Indicator  A unit of measurement that helps determine 

what progress is being made towards the 

achievement of an intended result (objective) 

Goal/Objective The long-term, overarching result that an 

intervention seeks to achieve. 

Information 

Management 

System 

A system of inputting, collating and 

organising data that should provide selective 

data and reports to management to assist in 

monitoring and controlling the project 

organization, resources, activities and results 

Impact  The positive and negative, primary and 

secondary long-term effects produced by an 

intervention, directly or indirectly, intended 

or intended 

Outcome The primary results that lead to the 

achievement of the goal (most commonly in 

terms of the knowledge, attitudes or practices 

of the target group) 

Output The tangible products, goods and services 

and other immediate results of activities done 

that lead to the achievement of outcomes 

Input The financial, human and material resources 

needed to carry out activities 

Performance 

monitoring 

A continuous process of collecting and 

analyzing data to track how well a project, 

program, or policy is being implemented 

against expected targets 

Results The effects of an intervention which can be 

intended or unintended, positive or negative 

Results-Based 

Management 

(RBM) 

A management strategy focusing on 

performance and achievement of outcomes 

and impacts 

Sustainability The degree to which the benefits of an 

intervention are likely to continue once donor 

input has been withdrawn 

Terms of Reference Written document presenting the purpose and 

scope of an evaluation, the methods to be 

used, the standards against which 

performance is to be assessed or analyses are 

to be conducted, the resources and time 

allocated, and reporting requirements 
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Data Quality Considerations in M&E 

All projects are confronted with two basic “realities”, i.e. what 

happened in the field and how what happened in the field has 

been reported and recorded. The project results (i.e. what has 

been reported and recorded as project information system in the 

project data management system) must conform to data quality 

standards. Data quality refers to “the degree to which the data 

management system represents the facts on the ground.” High 

data quality allows programmes, projects and policies to be 

evidence-based, enhanced data use in decision-making and 

accountability to stakeholders. The following are the 

standards/dimensions of data quality: 

 Validity: data should clearly and adequately represent 

the intended result;  

 Integrity: data collected should have safeguards to 

minimize the risk of transcription error or data 

manipulation;  

 Precision: data should have a sufficient level of detail 

to permit management decision-making; e.g., the 

margin of error is less than the anticipated change;  

 Reliability: data should reflect stable and consistent 

data collection processes and analysis methods over 

time; and  

 Timeliness: data should be available at a useful 

frequency, should be current, and should be timely 

enough to influence management decision-making.  

 

The Data Quality Standards Pentagon 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The M&E System 

 

Definition: 

 The M&E system is defined as a ‘series of policies, 

practices and processes that enable the systematic and 

effective collection, analysis and use of monitoring and 

evaluation information’.  

 

 The M&E (Learning) System is the ‘set of planning, 

information gathering and synthesis, and reflection and 

reporting processes, along with the necessary 

supporting conditions and capacities required for the 

M&E outputs to make valuable contribution to project 

decision-making and learning 
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                        Key Steps in Setting up an M&E System 

8. Funding - Prepare the M&E budget – are 

there adequate funds available or allocated for 

M&E activities? 

7. Plan for M&E human resources and capacity 

building – Is there existing M&E expertise among the 
project, programme team, organisation? How does this 

match with M&E needs of the project/programme/ 

organisation? 

6. Plan for the necessary conditions and capacities – what 

is needed to ensure our M&E System actually works. 

5. Plan critical reflection processes and events – how will we 

make sense of the information gathered and use it to make 

improvements? 

4. Plan for quality communication and reporting – how and to 
whom do we want to communicate, about project activities and 

processes. 

3. Plan information gathering and organization – how will the required 
information be gathered and organized? 

2. Identify performance questions, information needs and indicators – 

what do we need to know to monitor and evaluate the project, and manage it 

well? 

1. Establish the purpose and scope – why do we need M&E and how 

comprehensive should our M&E System be? 
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