
1 
 

  

BRIDGE Monitoring & Evaluation Community of Practice 

Meeting held on 29 August 2019 at Tshikululu  

What can we learn from failures in an evaluation process? This was the theme for the third M&E CoP 

of 2019.  

 

This CoP continues to build on our 2019 Top Ten 

themes. Once again there were new members 

attending the CoP for the first time, so 

participants were reminded that they will find 

previous Meeting Highlights and presentations 

on the BRIDGE website. Go to 

http://www.bridge.org.za/knowledge-hub/, 

click on Find a Community of Practice and select 

M&E CoP.  

 

  

 PRESENTATION 

M&E Failures: What Have We Learned? Jennifer 

Bisgard, Khulisa Management Services  

Jennifer gave a brief background to Khulisa Management Services. 

It was established in 1993 as a data management and evaluation 

service entity with a learning and developmental orientation, and 

currently has offices in Zambia, Ethiopia, Eswatini (previously 

Swaziland), Washington and South Africa. Jennifer was herself one 

of the founding members of Khulisa, and also the founding Chair of 

the South African Monitoring & Evaluation Association (SAMEA).  

Jennifer’s presentation drew on discussions generated by 

‘Evaluation Failures: 22 Tales of Mistakes Made and Lessons 

Learned’. The idea for the book came about at an evaluation 

conference in the USA, in which Michael John Patton (a well-known 

evaluation expert) noted the need to be more open about what we 

can learn from our failures. Jennifer and her colleague Mary Pat 

Selvaggio contributed a chapter to the book, and Jennifer gave a 

CoP 1 Impact/  Return on Investment/  

Theory of Change  

CoP 2  Measurement/ Indicators/ Targets  

CoP 3 Failures/ Learnings  

CoP 4  Sustainability/ Context  

Cross-cutting themes  Timing/ Technology / Funding  

 

     

                

The Top Ten M&E Terms to Take Away for 2019  

 

“We learn more from what doesn’t work than we do from what has worked – but even though we might 

acknowledge this, we need to be more intentional about using these failures as an opportunity to learn, 

and to explore our evaluation practices.” [Margie Roper, CoP Facilitator] 

SAGE Publications, 2019 

http://www.bridge.org.za/knowledge-hub/
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brief outline of the ‘failure’ this case study represented and the lessons that were learned.  

This example dealt with a donor-commissioned evaluation of a programme aimed at improving the 

numbers of small black businesses appointed as providers by corporates. The funding recipient was 

an NGO that created a ‘membership’ list for corporates, to link them with black suppliers who had 

been through a quality assurance process for accreditation. At the time of the evaluation, there were 

4000 accredited suppliers. The aim of the evaluation was to assess whether there had been an 

increase in the amount that member corporates spent on accredited suppliers, compared to previous 

spending. The donor wanted quantitative and comparative data, and wanted this data to be derived 

from the corporate sources rather than from the NGO itself.  

In terms of evaluation processes there were several ‘red flags’ that the evaluators should have picked 

up. The first was that the donor held the inception meeting without the NGO present, which goes 

against acknowledged ‘good practice’ in terms of ensuring a good understanding of all the contextual 

factors that might affect an evaluation. When an inception meeting was held separately with the NGO, 

it was clear that there were concerns about being excluded from the scope of work, and anxieties 

about the continuation of their funding from their biggest donor. They also noted that they had 

experienced a data crash, and lost a lot of their historical data. This was another red flag that the 

evaluators should have recognised.  

Without historic data from the NGO, the reliance was on the corporates. The evaluators (and the 

donor) assumed that corporates would willingly share their spending data in relation to certified 

suppliers – but this proved to be wrong. Both had underestimated the sensitivity of procurement data. 

In addition, there had been a lack of buy-in from the corporates in general, and a lack of interest in 

giving up time to the evaluators. Although the NGO board was made up of members from the 

corporates, it appeared that these were there in a more individual and networking capacity rather 

than as the voice of the corporates. Ultimately the evaluators got data from six out of the twenty four 

corporates, and had to rely on this to answer evaluation questions as best they could.  

The key lesson learned was the need to check assumptions: if a preliminary assessment of the 

‘evaluability’ (including corporate buy-in and access to data) of this project had been done, the scope 

of work might have been designed 

differently.  

Jennifer then linked this story of failure to 

elements of M&E practice. The NGO should 

have had control of its data, and of its Board 

members; however, both these elements 

ended up in the Sphere of Influence (see 

slide) rather than in the sphere of control. 

This affected their ability to manage 

outcomes (i.e. by showing the value of their 

work with their beneficiaries to the 

corporates, which may have led to changes 

in behaviour) which in turn diluted the 

overall impact of the project. Jennifer noted that outcomes and impact are not the same thing, but 

exist on a continuum of change processes.  
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We also need to be clear that the allocation of time 

and budget needs to match the scope of the 

evaluation, or quality could be affected. Budget 

constraints can easily limit achievement of unrealistic 

outcomes. In the example discussed, more time could 

have been allocated to the collection of data, 

especially that which compared corporate spending 

with different suppliers.  

Another key issue is that the purpose of the intervention and the purpose of the evaluation are not 

the same. Evaluation makes a judgement on the success or otherwise of an intervention, which is why 

it is vital that the right questions are posed to the right people. Evaluations themselves can have 

different purposes: for example, is it a tick box or audit exercise to see if the programme or 

organisation (the evaluand) being evaluated has reached the targets it said it would? Is it a 

performance evaluation that will lead to changed activities? Is the evaluation trying to measure 

outcomes through an outcomes-harvesting process to clarify the nature of long term impact? Jennifer 

noted that performance evaluations can fall in the sphere of control, in that inputs and activities can 

then be adapted, while impact evaluations relate to systems-wide change. Impact should only be 

measured some time after the end of the programme to see if the outcomes have been sustained.  

These factors relate to the timing of the evaluation. Most complex projects in any case require at least 

a year to establish foundations and baselines for any significant intervention to take place. Funders 

who ask for evidence of impact after a short period of time are being unrealistic, as the project may 

not be mature enough to be evaluated. However, a developmental evaluation can take a snapshot of 

a project in order to give useful feedback to the implementers, and evaluation purposes such as 

accountability, learning or improvement can often be combined. It should also be noted that planning 

the evaluation itself also takes time, and there is spade work required to build an appropriate scope 

of work that will meet the needs of the evaluation commissioner and the programme implementer. 

Evaluation proposals cannot just be churned out on demand. The process also requires trust-building 

between the evaluator and the evaluand if it is to be successful. Khulisa’s approach is that of 

appreciative inquiry and critical friend, in that the evaluation looks for what’s working and helps the 

evaluand to reflect on what they might do differently.  

 

Jennifer ended by stressing that all evaluation 

mistakes or failures lead to learning, and we 

need to bounce back with increased insights.  

 

 

 

 

 

To see the whole 

presentation, click here. 

 

 

https://bit.ly/2lVVhEp
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DISCUSSION   

Here is a sample of observations made by participants:  

Internal monitoring:  

In respect of internal monitoring of an organisation’s own programmes, staff members themselves 

often don’t keep track of, or share, their own quantitative information as they are so focused on the 

task at hand. This appears to be a common problem. Organisations themselves need to be made aware 

that keeping track of their own data and being invested in their outcomes from an M&E point of view 

can help them improve their programmes and content. This often needs an explicit commitment to 

collecting data and using metrics, as these can also assist in future fundraising.  

Evaluation approaches  

It was noted that some evaluators don’t seem to understand the need for different approaches for 

different purposes, and simply apply a ‘cut and paste’ approach to all evaluations. For innovative 

programmes a developmental evaluation approach may be needed; where clear outcomes and targets 

exist an audit approach might be appropriate. However, the cost/time/scope/quality interactions 

need to be borne in mind.  

Evaluation conversations  

Sometimes funders themselves don’t seem to know what information they want. In general, it is vital 

that evaluators put energy into conversations with donors to ‘educate’ them about M&E. Internal buy-

in from the organisation being evaluated also needs quality conversations. It is also a challenge to 

make sure that evaluations are not an afterthought in terms of project planning. This links to the need 

for collaboration and cooperation between the M&E community, funders and implementers, getting 

people to ‘think evaluation’, though reflective questions.  

Data issues  

 Another challenge links to people’s fears about their own internal accountability; sometimes 

key informants (especially those in government) are concerned that information might 

reflect badly on their own work performance indicators. Evaluators then need to spend 

additional time either following complex protocols, or getting information from other 

sources.  

 Evaluators need to undertake ‘data quality assessments’ in relation to the scope of the 

evaluation they are committing to; that is, they need to look at data systems from source 

documents up the chain into systems analysis, understanding what gets reported on and 

how reports are used. Evaluators need to be sure that they can get the data they need; 

equally, however, don’t waste time collecting data that is not going to be used.   

 There should be feedback loops in an evaluation process. If as an evaluator you collect data 

from someone, you should first tell them what it is going to be used for, and then tell them 

what it means (for example, here is how you/your organisation is doing compared to others). 

If the data is not shown to have value, people might just make it up. In some instances, data 

is just collected randomly after the event. Jennifer shared an example of nurses ‘filling in’ data 

that they were asked for but had never recorded: if they had been told at the start what the 
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data needs were, and what it would be used for, they might have been more committed to 

collecting it.  

 Beneficiaries of a project (e.g. schools) should in any event get report backs from any 

evaluation of an intervention they have been part of.  

 Data reporting can be tricky. An example was shared of a project related to utilities usage. 

One of the indicators was progress towards a 20% target of reducing the cost of electricity 

connections to households, and reducing time it takes to get connected. The utility company 

had its own data against this indicator, but the evaluator would need to triangulate this data 

through a different means of verification, such as a phone survey, checking when people 

applied, how long it took and how much they paid. If discrepancies in the data from the 

different sources showed up, this result would need to be handled carefully.  

 

GROUP WORK  

Groups were given different chapters of the book Evaluation Failures to discuss. Each chapter contains 

a case study highlighting a particular evaluation mistake or challenge, with a set of Lessons Learned 

and Reflective Questions at the end. Participants were asked to respond to the Reflective Questions 

and report back on these.   

Discussions were wide ranging and based on detailed case studies. A few highlights from each group 

report-back are captured here.  

Group report backs on Chapter 5: That Alien Feeling: Engaging all stakeholders in the universe 

logic model 

The mistake or challenge 

This case study deals with the ongoing, three-year evaluation of ‘alternative’ innovative school. The 

evaluator formulated the stakeholder strategy as having three levels, with teachers and 

administrators being the ‘primary audience’ (as the implementers), parents the ‘secondary audience’, 

and district administrators and the public as the ‘tertiary audience’. In the report for Year 2 the 

evaluator noted a number of challenges along with successes. The Head of the Parent’s Council 

responded angrily to the listing of challenges, feeling that parents’ views on the success of the school 

had not been sufficiently incorporated. In addition, he read the categorisation of parents as 

‘secondary’ audience as implying that their views were less important than those of the educators.  

Reflection points on this case study include:  

 While categorising or ranking stakeholders might be useful to the evaluator in terms of 

matching responses to stakeholder roles, one has to be careful how these categorisations are 

shared (if at all) to the stakeholders. No level of stakeholder should feel excluded, or feel that 

their input is less valuable than that of others.  

 Make sure that there is a stakeholder communication plan in place to share different types of 

data inclusively and interactively throughout the process. This is where the ‘developmental 

evaluation’ approach is useful.  

Don’t use terms such as primary, secondary or tertiary levels when referring to groups of 

people.  
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Group report backs on Chapter 10 Case Study: A ‘failed’ logic model 

The mistake or challenge 

The initial draft Logic Model (setting out the relationships between resources, activities, outputs and 

outcomes) was rejected by the government funder, who was not happy with the programme 

outcomes listed. The funder had not been consulted in the drafting of the logic model, due to the 

evaluator’s perceptions/ assumptions about certain communication protocols.  

Reflection points on this case study include:  

 Ideally a logic model (also known as a log frame) should be developed from the beginning with 

all stakeholders. If this is not possible, use alternative ways to get input before presenting 

anything (e.g. sending a written draft beforehand and asking for feedback).  

 If a logic model is being developed by someone internal to the programme or organisation 

being evaluated, there is often a bias because of immersion in the programme; on the other 

hand, an external person developing a log frame might miss certain nuances understood by 

the implementing organisation. Ideally log frames should be developed collaboratively by all 

stakeholders.  

 Logic models serve many purposes. They are a map of who is doing what with whom, and 

when; while they guide the process and time frames of implementation, they also need to be 

dynamic and changing, responding to circumstances and contexts. The way to ensure that 

they remain relevant (and feasible in terms of reporting) is to have open communication with 

funders and implementers about adaptations to the log frame.   

 Logic models need to take local contexts into account. This is sometimes difficult with 

international funders.  

 Sometimes funders develop the logic models or log 

frames themselves, and insist that implementers 

adhere to these, rather than allowing a logic model 

to be developed in response to a Terms of 

Reference or in support of a proposal. This led to 

the comment quoted here.   

 Logic models or log frames portray a linear process, and are not the only tools or 

methodologies which can be used to map a project or an evaluation.  

 

Group report backs on Chapter 11 Case Study: Lost Without You  

The mistake or challenge:  

In a complex project with many different levels of actors and engagement, the evaluator created a 

‘systems map’ to illustrate these. While the process of creating the map gave her great insights, when 

she presented the finished product (a complex visual mind map with numerous arrows) to her 

committee they could not relate to it.  

Reflection points on this case study include:  

“A Logic Model can be an instrument of 

violence. It is rigid and implemented 

from the top down, without taking 

contextual or other dynamics into 

account.” (Group member)  
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 The evaluator’s own insights emerged from a process in which perspectives were built up, 

and could not be easily communicated to those who had not gone through the activity of 

mapping out various relationships.  

 There are other kinds of visual representations to convey relationships apart from a systems 

map. 

 Use simple language to get your ideas across.  

 Understanding complex projects requires a blend of different perspectives, which means 

that stakeholders need to be engaged in the process on a regular basis. Don’t do it alone.  

 One group linked the lessons learned from this case study to the evaluation cycle (planning, 

initiation, execution and termination), noting that a systems approach can be used here as 

well, as long as communications and feedback loops are clearly carried out.  

 

Group report backs on Chapter 20 Case Study: The Ripple that became a Splash   

The mistake or challenge:  

This related to a project with a central programme management team and a number of different sites. 

During the evaluation process, evaluators found that sites wanted more communication with central 

management, more frequently and about a greater range of issues. When this was relayed to the 

central team as one of the evaluation findings, it was badly received. The central team felt that their 

communication with sites was sufficient, and that their own contextual constraints in terms of time 

and budget had not been taken into account.  

Reflection points on this case study include:  

 All stakeholder contexts need to be understood and fed into interpretations of data. In this 

instance the evaluator had focused too much on the sites, to the exclusion of ‘bringing back’ 

these concerns to central management and hearing their perspective before presenting the 

communication issue as negative findings.  

 This case study illustrates the need for programmes to carry out regular monitoring to address 

needs as they arise. This would have helped with the development of a ‘quality improvement 

plan’ to address the challenges.  

 Through this case study the evaluator learned the importance of holding ‘data parties’ before 

presenting the final findings, so that all stakeholders have an opportunity discuss emerging 

data, both negative and positive, and to understand more constructive ways of addressing 

findings.  

 Noted that this links to the idea of establishing trust between evaluators and stakeholders, 

and mediating findings rather than just presenting them.  
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TOOLS AND RESOURCES 

Margie told the CoP about the Evaluation Flash Cards 

developed by Michael Quinn Patton in support of Utilization-

focused evaluation. These flash cards aim at presenting core 

concepts in a high level overview that can be assimilated ‘in a 

flash’. There are 25 concepts covered, which speak to this 

CoP’s Top Ten Evaluation Terms as well as many of the key 

issues often discussed in this CoP. These useful summaries 

help evaluators and implementers to apply M&E insights into 

our own projects and programmes. They are open education 

resources, and can be found on 

https://ottobremer.org/news_stories/evaluation-flash-cards/. 

 

 

CLOSING COMMENTS 

 Benter noted that the BRIDGE M&E CoP is currently being evaluated by its funder, Zenex, 

and CoP members are requested to respond to a Survey Questionnaire that they will receive.  

 Margie reminded CoP members about the SAMEA M&E Conference from 21st to 25th of 

October. Click here to see the conference brochure, and go to the SAMEA website 

https://www.samea.org.za/.  

 

 

 

 

M&E CoP members 

engage in group work.   

https://ottobremer.org/news_stories/evaluation-flash-cards/
http://www.bridge.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/7th_Biennial_Samea_Conference_2019_-__First_Announcement_km.pdf
https://www.samea.org.za/
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Edcan Mthimkhulu Funda Africa 

Edna Freicakel@gmail.com ReEducate  
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Irene Miya Izibuko Primary 
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Lerato Nkabinde Barloworld  

Melissa King  BRIDGE  

Margaret Roper Khulisa 

Marina Olivier Brain Wave Careers 

Moses Mashingaidze  
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Nkhensani Baloyi BRIDGE 

Nyaradzo Mutanha Tshikululu 

Pearl Phoolo Standard Bank 

Phindile Malinga Study Trust 
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