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The What and Why of MEAL

Monitoring, evaluation, accountability and learning, or MEAL, is especially valuable in
uncertain and rapidly changing environments where tracking, evaluating and learning
are critical. MEAL helps to steer projects and ensure that the lessons learned from
evaluations are applied to future projects. If your work involves accountability to
populations, MEAL is more than just helpful, it is essential, because it integrates
transparency and accountability throughout the project cycle. This ensures that efforts
remain responsive to those you aim to support.

MEAL supports evidence-based decisions, which improves our focus and our
effectiveness. It supports adaptability and responsive management. And MEAL
supports transparency, building trust and responsiveness to beneficiary needs. MEAL
also supports continuous learning, turning insights into actionable improvements.

In this session, we will explore the core components of monitoring, evaluation,
accountability and learning and its critical role in humanitarian and development
projects. So, by the end of this session, you will have a solid understanding of MEAL, its
value in project success and how it is applied in practice.

First, let's focus on defining MEAL and why it matters in the context of relief,
humanitarian and development work. MEAL stands for Monitoring, Evaluation,
Accountability and Learning and it is an approach that strengthens project
effectiveness, transparency and sustainability through systematic tracking,
assessment, stakeholder engagement and adaptation. So, MEAL helps implement
projects effectively and helps keep them relevant, adaptive and driven by continuous
learning, ensuring that projects adapt to changing needs and are consistently improved
upon.
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How Does MEAL Fit Together?

How does MEAL fit together? Monitoring ensures that daily project activities are on
track, giving us real-time insights. Evaluation helps us to understand whether the
project has achieved its goals, why certain outcomes occurred and how these insights
can inform future planning and scaling. Accountability means that our stakeholders are
informed, involved and heard. This creates a feedback loop that fosters transparency
and supports project responsiveness. And learning transforms data and feedback into
actionable knowledge that guides future projects. It helps to prevent repeating mistakes
and builds on successful strategies, leading to better outcomes over time.

Monitoring

Let's turn to Monitoring. Monitoring is the ongoing, continuous assessment of project
activities to ensure that they are being conducted as planned and that we are using
resources efficiently. Monitoring gives us regular data, so we understand if activities are
on track and if objectives are being met in real time. Monitoring is vital for tracking the
delivery of project goods and services. This makes it possible to spot issues early and
adjust the project where needed so we can meet targets.

For example, in a relief aid distribution program, monitoring involves continuously
tracking the movement of supplies such as food or hygiene kits. Are these supplies
reaching the intended beneficiaries? Are we delivering the expected quantities? Are we
delivering these goods and services on time? This involves collecting data on the
number of families that have received aid, how long it took to distribute it and any
logistical barriers that we face. So, if there are delays in distribution, monitoring helps
us flag this early so we can take corrective action before it disrupts the overall
operation.

Evaluation

Evaluation is the systematic assessment of a project's outcomes, its effectiveness and
its overall impact. So, it is done at specific stages such as mid-term or at the end of the
project, to understand whether the project's aims have been met and what lessons can
be learned for future projects. So, evaluation allows project teams to reflect on what
has been achieved, to understand what worked well and why and to highlight areas for
improvement. It gives us essential insights for future planning and for scaling
interventions.

For example, in a health intervention aimed at reducing malaria, an evaluation would
look at data over time to assess how effective the intervention has been in reducing
malaria cases. Has the number of cases decreased in the target communities? Are
there areas that might have been overlooked or underestimated during the intervention?
Evaluations can use both quantitative data, such as the number of people treated or
provided with mosquito nets, as well as qualitative data, such as interviews with health
workers and community members about their experiences of the intervention, so that
we get a full picture of the project's impact.
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Accountability

Accountability means that the organization or project is responsible and transparent to
all its stakeholders, especially the communities it aims to serve. It is about creating
systems and mechanisms to give feedback and hold us accountable for our
commitments. Accountability builds trust with stakeholders; it increases transparency,
and it ensures that projects are responsive to the actual needs of beneficiaries.

For example, in a food distribution program, accountability mechanisms might involve
setting up community feedback systems, things like suggestion boxes or hotlines or
community meetings. These platforms let beneficiaries voice their concerns. Perhaps
some families did not receive enough food or there are issues with the quality, or the
type of goods distributed. By actively listening to these concerns and acting on them,
the project ensures that it is responsive to the needs of the community, and it can
adjust its operations as needed to resolve those issues and improve services.

Learning

Learning is about systematically capturing insights and lessons from the monitoring and
evaluation processes and using these to inform and improve future project design and
implementation. Learning emphasizes the importance of reflection and adaptation, and
it helps organizations evolve and refine their approaches based on evidence. Learning
ensures that projects do not work in isolation. It means that projects should be
informed by past experiences and existing knowledge.

So, instead of repeating mistakes or missing opportunities for improvement, learning
draws insights from earlier projects to refine strategies and improve current and future
efforts. This way, each project benefits from the lessons learned before, helping the
organization stay responsive, effective and innovative. In an emergency response,
lessons learned from past interventions, such as challenges in coordinating with local
authorities or improving community engagement, can be invaluable. When we analyze
what worked well and what didn’t in previous responses, we can adjust our strategies
for future emergencies.

For instance, if we discovered that distributing aid through centralized locations led to

overcrowding and long waiting times, future interventions could shift to decentralized
door-to-door distribution to reduce stress and increase efficiency.
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Why MEAL Matters

MEAL helps projects to be more effective, more transparent and more adaptable. It’s
not just about checking boxes, it’s about making a real difference by learning from past
experiences, staying accountable to the communities that we serve and constantly
improving our approach. Monitoring, evaluation, accountability and learning is broad
reaching and plays a crucial role in making our projects successful on multiple levels.
It’s essential for making sure our projects are effective, impactful, responsive and
adaptive to the needs of the people we serve.

MEAL enhances project effectiveness. MEAL systems give us a structured way to track
progress towards objectives. We can use real-time data to spot any deviations from the
plan early. This helps project teams to make informed and timely adjustments. This
ensures that resources are being used effectively and that interventions remain aligned
with the project goals.

And MEAL ensures accountability. MEAL systems don’t just mean that we meet donor
requirements, they also prioritize accountability to beneficiaries. When we implement
mechanisms like feedback channels, community consultations or participatory
reviews, MEAL helps ensure that the people we serve can voice their concerns and see
tangible responses.

Learning from what’s working and what is not is central to MEAL. It helps us to foster
continuous improvement. By analyzing data and feedback, teams can adapt strategies,
refine activities and make data-driven decisions that improve project performance. And
MEAL captures lessons learned. It ensures that key lessons from each project phase are
captured systematically and shared both internally and externally. This not only helps to
refine future interventions, but it also contributes to sector-wide learning, enabling
other organizations to build on proven strategies.

In humanitarian and development work, projects often face changing conditions and
unforeseen challenges. MEAL gives us a structured approach to navigate these
complexities. It ensures that resources are used effectively, projects are delivered as
promised and the real needs of beneficiaries are met. By systematically tracking
progress, assessing impact and engaging stakeholders and refining strategies, MEAL
ensures that projects remain impactful, sustainable and accountable.

Reflection Questions

1. How can you integrate MEAL principles into your current projects to improve
transparency and responsiveness to beneficiary needs?

2. What specific monitoring or feedback mechanisms could you implement to
ensure early detection of issues in your work?

3. Canyou identify a past project where lessons learned could have been better
captured and applied to improve future outcomes?
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MEAL in Action

Let us illustrate the practical application of MEAL components in a real-world scenario.
So here we have a project aimed at the prevention or the reduction of malaria in sub-
Saharan Africa.

The project was implemented in a rural community where malaria was a significant
health concern, and the main goal was to reduce malarial incidents through two primary
interventions. Firstly, the distribution of insecticide-treated mosquito nets, and
secondly, through community education on malaria prevention.

Monitoring

Let us look at the monitoring component of MEAL. The first step was the distribution of
mosquito nets to households. This activity aimed to ensure that every household
received at least one insecticide-treated mosquito net. To track the distribution
coverage, they conducted household surveys, and these surveys involved visiting each
household to confirm receipt of the mosquito nets and gather data on distribution
efficiency.

As a result of the monitoring efforts, they found that 90% of households in the targeted
area received those mosquito nets, and this high coverage rate was crucial for the
success of the intervention, as it meant that most of the population was protected.

Evaluation

The evaluation focused on assessing the impact of the intervention by comparing
malaria incidence rates before and after the project. So, they utilized health facility
records from community health workers to gather data on malaria cases, and by
analyzing this data, they were able to measure the changes in the incidence over time.
The evaluation revealed a significant reduction - 40%, of malaria cases within six
months of the intervention. This substantial decrease demonstrated the effectiveness
of distributing mosquito nets and conducting community education on malaria
prevention.

Accountability

Ensuring accountability was a key aspect of the project. They held community feedback
sessions to involve beneficiaries in this process. These sessions included focus group
discussions and suggestion boxes placed in accessible locations. This allowed
community members to voice their concerns, offer feedback, and to suggest
improvements.

Through these accountability mechanisms, the project identified issues with net usage,
such as improper installation or inconsistent use. They also pinpointed areas where
additional education was needed, so this feedback was essential for refining the
intervention.
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The learning component involved reviewing and adapting the intervention strategies
based on the feedback and monitoring data collected. They conducted a thorough

analysis of community feedback and monitoring data to identify areas for improvement.
This continuing process allowed them to make informed adjustments to the project.

One significant outcome was an increased focus on educating households about the
proper usage of mosquito nets. This led to higher compliance and greater effectiveness
of the intervention, further reducing the incidence of malaria.

Conclusion

This case study demonstrates how MEAL can be effectively integrated into a health
intervention project. By systematically applying MEAL, the project achieved practical
benefits and improved outcomes. The success of this project highlights the importance
of a comprehensive MEAL approach in ensuring the effectiveness and sustainability of
humanitarian and development interventions.

Each aspect of the MEAL framework played a key role in this health intervention.
Monitoring ensured that 90% of households received the mosquito nets. Evaluation
revealed this significant reduction in malaria cases in the first 6 months. Accountability
was maintained through community feedback sessions helping identify issues and
areas where more education was needed. Learning guided adjustments improved
household compliance with mosquito net use, increasing the intervention’s overall

effectiveness.

FRAMEWORK ACTIVITY METHOD OUTCOME
ASPECT
MONITORING DISTRIBUTION OF HOUSEHOLD 90% OF HOUSEHOLDS
MOSQUITONETSTO | SURVEYSTOTRACK | RECEIVED MOSQUITO
HOUSEHOLDS DISTRIBUTION NETS
COVERAGE
EVALUATION ASSESSING MALARIA | HEALTH FACILITY 40% REDUCTION IN
INCIDENCE RATES RECORDS AND MALARIA CASES WITHIN
BEFORE AND AFTER | COMMUNITY SIX MONTHS
INTERVENTION HEALTH WORKER
REPORTS
ACCOUNTABILITY | COMMUNITY FOCUS GROUP IDENTIFIED ISSUES WITH

LEARNING

FEEDBACK SESSIONS

REVIEW AND ADAPT
INTERVENTION
STRATEGIES

Meal in Action: Malaria Prevention

DISCUSSIONS AND
SUGGESTION BOXES

ANALYSIS OF
FEEDBACK AND
MONITORING DATA
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NET USAGE AND AREAS
NEEDING ADDITIONAL
EDUCATION
INCREASED FOCUS ON
EDUCATING
HOUSEHOLDS ABOUT
PROPER NET USAGE,
LEADING TO HIGHER
COMPLIANCE AND
EFFECTIVENESS
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Reflecting on MEAL: Why It Matters

As we reflect on the key components of monitoring, evaluation, accountability and
learning, let us take a moment to think about why each of these components is
important in the humanitarian and development contexts. MEAL isn’t just a checklist; it
is an essential part of ensuring that our projects are effective, that we are accountable
to the communities we serve, and that we are constantly learning and improving.

Think about how these components - monitoring, evaluation, accountability and
learning - are integral to your project success. How does each one contribute to better
results? Maybe it’s the monitoring that keeps your project on track by providing real-
time data. Perhaps it’s accountability mechanisms that ensure transparency and build
trust with your communities. Or is it the learning element that helps your team improve
with every project?

Take this reflection a step further. How can you apply or better apply the principles of
MEAL to your work to ensure continuous improvement? How can you better incorporate
stakeholder feedback and focus on achieving measurable outcomes? Think about how
you could integrate MEAL at every stage, from initial planning right through to final
evaluation.

Facing Real-World Challenges

Reflect on the real-world challenges. What challenges might you face in adopting MEAL
in your specific context? Maybe you have limited resources. Perhaps you have
encountered resistance to change within your organization before. Yes, there will be
challenges, but at the same time, think about the potential benefits: improved
accountability, stronger project results, and a better understanding of what is working
and what is not.

Ultimately, MEAL is about making your work more effective and impactful. It is a process

that requires commitment, but the rewards are clear: better outcomes for the
communities you serve and a stronger foundation for continuous improvement.
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Key Takeaways: What MEAL Stands For
Let us recap the key takeaways and what MEAL really stands for:

¢ Monitoring: Regular tracking of project activities and outputs to make sure
everything stays on track.

e Evaluation: Systematic assessment of whether the project has achieved its
intended outcomes and made an impact.

¢ Accountability: Ensuring transparency and responsiveness to stakeholders,
especially the communities we serve. We can do this through community
feedback mechanisms like suggestion boxes or focus group discussions -
whatever it takes to give beneficiaries a voice in the project, allowing for course
corrections when needed.

e Learning: We draw lessons from our successes and challenges and then apply
those insights to future projects.

MEAL is essential. It ensures that projects are effective, accountable, and adaptable. It
enhances project effectiveness through systematic monitoring and evaluation. This
means we can adjust and ensure that projects achieve their objectives. MEAL ensures
accountability. Accountability mechanisms like community consultations and
transparent reporting ensure that stakeholders are informed and involved, especially
our beneficiaries. And it fosters continuous improvement, learning from both successes
and challenges to help us refine strategies, making projects more effective and
sustainable.

When we fully integrate MEAL, our projects become more adaptive, more responsive,
and better capable of achieving lasting impacts for the communities we serve.
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Integrating MEAL into Project Design

MEAL Across the Project Lifecycle

We are now going to explore how MEAL integrates into the project lifecycle from
planning to closeout. This will give you an understanding of how MEAL practices are
integrated at different stages of a project to enhance effectiveness, accountability, and
sustainability. When we talk about integrating monitoring, evaluation, accountability,
and learning into project design, we mean embedding it from the beginning. We don’t
want to create a project plan and then add M&E later as an afterthought. Instead, we
build the MEAL principles into the planning phase itself. This ensures that the projectis
set up to be monitored, evaluated, accountable, and adaptable from the start.

Aligning Objectives with MEAL

The first step is to ensure that the project objectives are as specific, measurable,
achievable, relevant, and time-bound - or SMART - as possible. This makes it easier to
track progress and evaluate the results. Indicators should be aligned with these
objectives so that we have concrete ways to measure success. For example, in a food
security project, an objective might be to increase the nutritional intake of children
under 5 by 20%. Indicators could include the percentage of children meeting daily
nutritional requirements.

Identifying MEAL Strategies

Next, we plan for data collection, analysis, and use from the beginning. This step
involves outlining broad strategies for how monitoring data will be gathered, analyzed,
and used for adaptive management. We need to establish the types of data to be
collected, whether they are quantitative or qualitative, and identify the methods such as
surveys, interviews, and focus groups, and determine how frequently that data will be
collected. For example, in a water sanitation and hygiene project, MEAL strategies might
include household surveys for water access, community meetings to discuss hygiene
practices, and regular water quality testing.

Involving Stakeholders

Next, we aim to involve stakeholders in shaping the project. Engaging stakeholders early
ensures that their perspectives are incorporated, and this fosters buy-in and makes the
project more responsive. Stakeholders could include community members, local
authorities, donors, and implementing partners. Involving them in planning makes the
project more aligned with real needs and increases accountability. For instance, in an
education project, community members might be involved in identifying barriers to
school attendance and suggesting practical solutions. Their insights can help shape
outreach activities and educational materials.
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MEAL in Action: Maternal Health Project Example

Let’s take a closer look at how MEAL is integrated into project design using this more
extended maternal health project example. As you can see, the table shows four
components: objectives, indicators, MEAL planning strategies, and a column for
stakeholder engagement.

OBJECTIVES INDICATORS MEAL PLANNING STAKEHOLDER
STRATEGIES ENGAGEMENT
REDUCE - MATERNAL DEVELOP MEAL ENGAGE LOCAL
MATERNAL MORTALITY RATE STRATEGIES TO TRACK HEALTH WORKERS,
MORTALITY MATERNAL HEALTH COMMUNITY LEADERS,
RATES BY 20% TRENDS THROUGH AND MOTHERS IN DATA
SURVEYS, CLINIC COLLECTION AND
RECORDS, AND PLANNING
COMMUNITY FEEDBACK
MECHANISMS
INCREASE - NUMBER OF DESIGN MEAL-FOCUSED | INVOLVE LOCAL NGOS,
ANTENATAL ANTENATAL CARE | OUTREACH PROGRAMS HEALTH VOLUNTEERS,
CARE VISITS THAT INCLUDE AND REGIONAL
COVERAGE BY - EARLY MONITORING HEALTH DEPARTMENTS
30% PREGNANCY ANTENATAL VISIT RATES | IN OUTREACH DESIGN
DETECTION RATE AND EVALUATING AND MONITORING
OUTREACH
EFFECTIVENESS
IMPROVE - PERCENTAGE OF | ESTABLISH TRAINING COLLABORATE WITH
SKILLED BIRTH BIRTHS ATTENDED | PROGRAMS FOR MIDWIFERY TRAINING
ATTENDANCE BY SKILLED MIDWIVES AND HEALTH | SCHOOLS, LOCAL
BY 50% PERSONNEL PERSONNEL, HEALTH CENTERS, AND
INCLUDING HOSPITALS TO
MECHANISMS FOR ENHANCE SKILLS AND
MONITORING TRAINING | TRACK PROGRESS
OUTCOMES
ENHANCE - POSTPARTUM SET UP MOBILE CLINICS | WORKWITH
POSTPARTUM FOLLOW-UP AND ESTABLISHA COMMUNITY HEALTH
CARE ACCESS VISITS SYSTEM TO MONITOR WORKERS, MATERNAL
BY 40% - MATERNAL POSTPARTUM VISITS, HEALTH ADVOCATES,
COMPLICATION USING COMMUNITY AND MOBILE CLINIC
RATES FEEDBACK TO ADAPT PROVIDERS TO
SERVICE DELIVERY SUPPORT SERVICE
DELIVERY

www.eldtraining.com
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Objectives and Indicators

First, we set clear objectives that define what we aim to achieve. In this case, some of
our objectives include reducing maternal mortality, increasing antenatal care coverage,
and improving the rate of skilled birth attendance. Each of these is paired with specific
indicators that allow us to measure progress. For example, to reduce maternal
mortality, we are directly measuring the maternal mortality rate. For antenatal care, we
use indicators like the number of antenatal visits and the early pregnancy detection
rate. This step ensures that our monitoring and evaluation efforts are well aligned with
the project goals from the outset.

MEAL Planning Strategies

Moving on to MEAL planning strategies, the planning column outlines the initial
strategies to integrate MEAL into the project. For reducing maternal mortality, we are
not just tracking numbers; we are developing a comprehensive MEAL plan to
systematically collect and analyze maternal health data through surveys, clinic records,
and community feedback. When it comes to increasing antenatal care, we design
outreach programs that monitor antenatal visits and adapt strategies based on findings.
For example, if we find lower participation in remote areas, we can expand our outreach
to improve access. And to improve skilled birth attendance, not only do we train
midwives, but also create systems to track the training effectiveness and ensure these
skills are applied during births. And for enhancing postpartum care, we plan for mobile
clinics that make care accessible in rural areas. This setup includes mechanisms to
monitor postpartum follow-ups and gather feedback to refine services. These steps set
the stage for data collection, analysis, and adaptive management throughout the
project cycle.

Stakeholder Engagement

Now let’s look at stakeholder engagement, which is integrated across all objectives.
Local health workers, community leaders, and mothers play an active role, not just as
recipients of services, but as partners in planning and implementation. For example,
during the rollout of mobile clinics, we engage community health workers to identify
suitable locations and assess community needs, making service delivery more
responsive.

To design projects this way, MEAL isn’t just an afterthought. Instead, it drives how we

plan, measure, adapt, and engage. As you can see, integrating MEAL from the start will
help our project become more effective, more accountable, and more sustainable.
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MEAL during Implementation and Close-out

We’ve looked at MEAL at the planning stage, but what about during implementation and
when we close out the project? Integrating MEAL during the implementation and
closeout phases means that projects are continuously monitored, evaluated, and
improved. This improves our accountability, enables more adaptive management, and
leads to better outcomes. At these stages, we see MEAL practices in action. The plans
created during the design phase are implemented, and we continue to refine them
based on real-time monitoring and evaluation data. Let’s look at how MEAL unfolds
during these phases.

Ongoing Monitoring Activities

Implementation begins with ongoing monitoring. This monitoring is essential for tracking
progress to ensure our activities are on target. For example, in a school feeding
program, our monitoring involves regularly checking attendance and the nutritional
status of students to confirm the program is running smoothly and on track to achieve
its goals. The key here is real-time feedback. This data isn’t just collected and filed
away. It is actively used to make necessary adjustments. If attendance drops or
nutritional requirements aren’t met, the project team can quickly respond and adapt
their strategy.

Mid-Term Evaluations

Mid-term evaluations give us a more structured opportunity to assess how well the
project is working at a key milestone in its lifecycle. This phase helps us determine what
has been effective and what needs improvement, making it an essential tool for course
correction and adaptive management. For example, in a livelihoods and vocational
training project, a mid-term evaluation might reveal that some training modules are
more effective than others. With this knowledge, we can adjust the curriculum and
redirect resources to improve the overall training effectiveness.

Adaptive Management

Data collected from ongoing monitoring as well as mid-term evaluations drives adaptive
management. Adjustments are made to keep the project relevant and impactful. For
example, in a health intervention, if monitoring shows that attendance at health clinics
is low, strategies can be adjusted to focus more on community outreach and education
to encourage clinic visits.

Final Evaluations

As the project reaches the closeout phase, final evaluations come into play. These
evaluations aim to assess the project’s overall impact and measure whether objectives
were met and what broader effects were achieved. For example, final evaluationsin a
disaster response project may look at improvements in community health,
infrastructure recovery, or living conditions. The insights gained are then shared with
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stakeholders, including donors, beneficiaries, and partners, to ensure accountability
and transparency.

Case Study: Disaster Response Project

Let us illustrate this with an example. In a disaster response project, ongoing monitoring
involves tracking relief supply distribution and monitoring affected communities’

access to immediate needs. This evaluation assesses the effectiveness of the response
so far and helps fine-tune the project’s approach to ensure more equitable and effective

relief. The final evaluation focuses on the longer-term impacts, documenting what
worked, what didn’t, and how future disaster responses can be improved.

Each MEAL component is integrated at different stages during implementation and
closeout:

Ongoing Monitoring: This is about tracking and checking progress in real-time.
In disaster response, we monitor the distribution of supplies and the
communities’ access to resources like food and healthcare. Monitoring helps us
identify issues early, allowing us to modify our distribution strategy immediately.

Final Evaluation: This occurs at the project’s closeout and is about assessing
the broader long-term impact. Have we improved community health or rebuilt

infrastructure effectively?

STAGE MONITORING ASSESSMENT FOCUS ADJUSTMENTS &
REPORTING
ONGOING TRACK - ONGOING DATA - USE DATA TO MAKE
MONITORING | DISTRIBUTION OF | COLLECTIONTO REAL-TIME ADJUSTMENTS
RELIEF SUPPLIES | ADDRESS IMMEDIATE - REGULAR REPORTS TO
MONITOR THE NEEDS FIELD TEAMS
CONDITION OF
AFFECTED
COMMUNITIES
MID-TERM ANALYZE - ASSESS GAPS - ADJUST STRATEGIES
EVALUATION | EFFECTIVENESS AND BASED
OF RESPONSE CHALLENGES - REFOCUS
EFFORTS - IDENTIFY AREAS EFFORTS
FOR - SHARE FINDINGS
IMPROVEMENT WITH LOCAL
AUTHORITIES
AND
STAKEHOLDERS
FINAL MEASURE LONG- - COMPREHENSIVE - REPORTEDTO
EVALUATION | TERM OUTCOMES EVALUATION OF ALL
OVERALL IMPACT - FINAL

- LESSONS ACCOUNTABILITY
LEARNED FOR AND LEARNING,
FUTURE - INFORM FUTURE
PREPAREDNESS PROJECTS
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MEAL and Sustainability

Sustainable projects are those that continue to deliver benefits long after the initial
implementation phase has ended. How does MEAL contribute to project sustainability?
To ensure long-term impact, we incorporate sustainability considerations into the MEAL
framework from the beginning. This means designing interventions that address the root
causes of problems and have the potential for lasting change.

For example, in a water, sanitation, and hygiene project, sustainable impactis achieved
by integrating hygiene education programs alongside infrastructure development -
training communities in hygiene practices and infrastructure maintenance. Behaviors
supporting clean water usage continue beyond project completion.

Building Local Capacity

Building the capacity of local stakeholders is essential for sustainability. This includes
training community members, local organizations, and government officials in MEAL
practices. When we empower local stakeholders to take ownership of MEAL activities,
those projects are more likely to continue delivering benefits after external support has
ended. For example, in a gender-based violence prevention program, MEAL can focus
on training local women’s organizations to conduct ongoing monitoring and evaluation
of safety initiatives. By building this local capacity, communities can better ensure
prevention efforts and support survivors even after the program ends.

Institutionalizing MEAL Practices

Institutionalizing MEAL practices within local organizations and government agencies
helps ensure that these practices are sustained. This can involve developing policies
and procedures for MEAL, providing ongoing training and support, and integrating MEAL
into regular planning and reporting processes. For example, in a nutrition intervention
targeting malnutrition, institutionalizing MEAL could involve integrating nutrition
monitoring into the current local healthcare system. This means that tracking of
malnutrition rates continues and helps maintain and improve child nutrition after the
projectis over.

Documenting and Sharing Lessons Learned

Documenting and sharing lessons learned is a key part of sustainability. This involves
systematically capturing insights and experiences from the project and sharing them
with other stakeholders and future projects. This can improve the effectiveness of future
interventions and contribute to the broader knowledge base. Taking the example of a
maternal health project, documenting the approaches that worked in antenatal care -
like the importance of mobile clinics in remote areas - and then sharing these findings
with other healthcare providers helps replicate successful strategies in similar
contexts.
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Case Study: Women’s Livelihood Project in South Asia

Let’s take the example of a women’s livelihood project in a rural region of South Asia.
The project was launched with the goal of empowering women through skills training,
access to microfinance, and entrepreneurship support. The project aimed to enhance
women’s financial independence, boost household income, and promote gender
equality. To ensure sustainability, the project emphasized integrating MEAL practices at
every stage with a particular focus on long-term outcomes, capacity building,
institutionalization, and knowledge sharing.

Ensuring Long-Term Impact: The first focus is equipping women with skills in
business management, financial literacy, and market linkages. By giving them
comprehensive training, the women are better prepared to run businesses
independently and adapt to changing market demands. The outcome is that the
women’s enhanced skills translate into ongoing income generation and
economic empowerment, even after the project has ended. This contributes to
long-term financial independence and household well-being.

Strengthening Local Women’s Groups: Training in cooperative management
and leadership empowers women to manage resources together and advocate
for their rights. When women manage activities collectively, they build a network
of support; this increases confidence, ownership, and, crucially, sustainability.
This capacity building strengthens the community as a whole.

Institutionalizing Practices: The training emphasizes the importance of
ongoing monitoring and evaluation. Women’s groups learn to track business
progress, gather feedback, and assess their outcomes regularly; this allows for
timely adjustments and continued growth. By integrating MEAL into regular
operations, it helps ensure that businesses are responsive to challenges,
maintain accountability, and keep women involved in key decision-making
processes. This approach supports sustainability as well as local governance.

Knowledge Sharing: Participants are guided to document both their successes
and challenges in growing their businesses. These insights can be shared with
other women'’s groups, creating a network of knowledge that promotes a
broader impact. By sharing their experiences and the strategies they used, the
women help spread effective practices across neighboring communities. This
fosters replication of the model and creates a cycle of continuous improvement
and innovation.
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By integrating MEAL into this women’s livelihoods project, we see how it contributes to
sustaining project outcomes over time.

KEY FOCUS AREA

TRAINING CONTRIBUTION

SUSTAINABILITY OUTCOME

ENSURING LONG-TERM
IMPACT

BUILDING LOCAL
CAPACITY

INSTITUTIONALIZING
MEAL PRACTICES

DOCUMENTING AND
SHARING LESSONS
LEARNED

EQUIP WOMEN WITH
BUSINESS MANAGEMENT
SKILLS, FINANCIAL LITERACY,
AND MARKET LINKAGES

TRAIN LOCAL WOMEN’S
GROUPS IN COOPERATIVE
MANAGEMENT AND
LEADERSHIP SKILLS

TEACH WOMEN’S GROUPS
HOW TO CONDUCT
ONGOING MONITORING OF
THEIR ENTERPRISES,
COLLECT FEEDBACK, AND
EVALUATE IMPACT

GUIDE PARTICIPANTS TO
DOCUMENT SUCCESSFUL
STRATEGIES AND
CHALLENGES FACED IN
BUSINESS GROWTH AND
SHARE FINDINGS WITH
OTHER GROUPS

MEAL Across the Project Cycle

WOMEN CAN INDEPENDENTLY
RUN BUSINESSES AND ADAPT
TO MARKET DEMANDS,
LEADING TO SUSTAINED
INCOME GROWTH AND
ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT

WOMEN’S GROUPS CAN
COLLECTIVELY MANAGE
RESOURCES, PLAN ACTIVITIES,
AND ADVOCATE FOR BROADER
SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC
RIGHTS

REGULAR MEAL PRACTICES
ENSURE BUSINESS
IMPROVEMENTS AND
ACCOUNTABILITY, WITH
WOMEN TAKING ACTIVE ROLES
IN DECISION-MAKING

KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER
SUPPORTS REPLICATION OF
SUCCESSFUL MODELS ACROSS
NEIGHBORING COMMUNITIES,
CREATING WIDER IMPACT

Integrating MEAL across the entire project cycle - from planning to implementation, to
closeout and sustainability - means we create a holistic approach that drives long-term
impact. During MEAL planning, it establishes clear objectives, strategies, and
stakeholder roles, giving us a strong foundation. In implementation, it ensures that
projects are monitored and adjusted in real time to meet community needs. At
closeout, it evaluates the outcomes and captures the lessons learned. And finally,
MEAL contributes to sustainability by embedding local capacity, accountability, and
systems for continuous learning.

Integrating MEAL into every stage doesn’t just improve outcomes; it makes projects
more resilient, more adaptable, and more capable of driving lasting change across

different contexts.
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The Meal Framework

As we conclude the first part of our MEAL training, it’s a good time to reflect on the core
concepts we have covered and how they serve as a foundation for successful project
management, especially in humanitarian and development work. MEAL stands for
Monitoring, Evaluation, Accountability, and Learning. These components work together
to give us a holistic approach to project management.

Monitoring

Monitoring gives us the day-to-day tracking of project activities and progress. Think of it
as our early warning system. It allows us to spot potential issues before they become
bigger problems and ensures that our resources are used efficiently. Monitoring tells us
whatis happening.

Evaluation

But evaluation goes a step further. It helps us understand whether we are really making
a difference. Did the training program improve employment rates in the community? Did
our water and sanitation project reduce disease outbreaks? Evaluation helps us answer
these critical questions by digging into why something worked or didn’t. It uncovers
barriers - like transportation challenges - that need to be addressed.

Accountability

Accountability is where transparency and responsiveness come into play. MEAL is not
simply about reporting to donors; it’s about being accountable to the communities we
serve. It allows beneficiaries to raise their voice, share concerns, and offer suggestions.
For example, in a refugee camp, feedback channels can reveal if certain groups are not
getting enough support, and then the project team can act.

Learning

Learning is about making sure that every lesson, whether from successes or mistakes,
is applied to the next project and makes it even better. Future projects can adopt this
approach to improve outcomes. Learning about the effectiveness of teaching methods
can directly inform how the second phase is structured, which means better outcomes
for students.

Why MEAL Matters

MEAL ensures that projects are not just delivered, but that they are delivered well. By
monitoring progress and evaluating impact, we can make sure our projects stay aligned
with their goals and are adaptable when challenges arise. It allows the team to quickly
pivot and find alternative solutions to continue delivering aid effectively. This can mean
adjusting a healthcare project’s outreach strategy based on feedback, which highlights
gaps in service delivery.
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MEAL builds trust, whether with donors, partners, or communities. And perhaps one of
its greatest strengths is its focus on learning and adaptation. To sum up, MEAL is not
just a framework; it’s an approach that enhances project effectiveness, strengthens
accountability, and fosters continuous learning and improvement. When we integrate
these components, our work has a greater impact, is more flexible and adaptable, and

more aligned with community needs.
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