Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning (MEL) Strategy 2026–2030

[bookmark: _Toc150949039]1. Introduction: Why MEL Matters for Gender Links
For over twenty years, Gender Links (GL) has championed women’s rights and gender justice across Southern Africa. From its headquarters in Johannesburg to its network of country offices and partners across the SADC region, GL has shaped policy frameworks, strengthened institutions, and touched the lives of thousands of women and girls. Our hallmark has been to make change visible – through advocacy, campaigns, training, research, and the lived stories of survivors and activists.

Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning (MEL) is not new to GL. In 2021–2025, MEL was embedded under the institutional effectiveness goal of Results for Change, which emphasised data-driven decision-making, accountability, and innovation. We invested in online surveys, scorecards, qualitative case studies, and digital data systems such as Alchemer and Google Data Studio. These helped us track outcomes, generate transparency, and strengthen our evidence base.

Yet MEL cannot remain static. The world around us is shifting. Funding is uncertain, civic space is contested, and backlash against women’s rights is intensifying. The COVID-19 pandemic showed how crises exacerbate inequalities; the climate crisis is doing the same. We must measure not just outputs, but transformations in power, attitudes, and agency.

That is why, for the 2026–2030 period, GL adopts a feminist MEL strategy. Inspired by the WOSSO project, we see MEL as more than a technical exercise. It is a political and ethical commitment to centre lived experiences of women, girls, and marginalised communities; to democratise knowledge; and to use evidence as a tool for empowerment and transformation.

2. Purpose of the MEL Strategy
The MEL Strategy 2026–2030 seeks to:
1. Strengthen evidence for change – ensure that our advocacy, programmes, and partnerships are guided by robust, reliable, and inclusive evidence.
2. Honour lived experiences – position women, girls, and marginalised groups not as research subjects but as knowledge holders and agents of change.
3. Build accountability – balance upward accountability to donors with downward accountability to communities and horizontal accountability to partners.
4. Embed learning loops – ensure that reflection, feedback, and adaptation are built into every stage of programming.
5. Position GL as a feminist MEL leader – contribute Southern African feminist approaches to regional and global debates on monitoring and evaluation.
By doing so, MEL becomes part of GL’s identity: not simply measuring change but making change meaningful.

3. Guiding Principles
Our MEL strategy is anchored in feminist principles that shape both what we measure and how we measure it:
1. Inclusive Participation
· MEL will engage women, men, youth, people with disabilities, LGBTIQ+ groups, sex workers, and other marginalised communities.
· Example: The Citizen Score Card will disaggregate feedback not only by sex and age, but also by disability status and other intersectional markers.
2. Transformative Change
· We go beyond outputs (workshops held, reports written) to examine shifts in power, norms, and agency.
· Example: In the Sunrise Campaign, we measured not only women trained but also whether participants reported reduced gender-based violence and improved decision-making power in households.
3. Robust Learning Mechanisms
· MEL is a cycle, not an event. Reflection sessions, summits, and learning reviews will be integral to programme design.
· Example: Annual Barometer learning events will not just present data but invite councils, media, and activists to debate findings and shape future advocacy.
4. Ownership of Knowledge
· Data will not only be collected by GL but also generated and used by partners and communities.
· Example: Local councils will be trained to run their own gender audits and use results for planning, not just donor reporting.
5. Decentralised Learning Agenda
· Priorities for research and evaluation will be shaped from the ground up. Local partners and activists will identify what matters in their contexts.
· Example: If rural women raise climate resilience as their top concern, MEL will prioritise capturing climate-gender indicators, even if not initially in donor logframes.
6. Intersectionality
· We recognise that gender inequality is compounded by race, class, disability, geography, and sexuality. Data will reflect these overlapping realities.
7. Accountability and Transparency
· Findings will be openly shared through dashboards, social media, and community dialogues. Evidence is not for donors alone—it belongs to the communities we serve.

4. Approach and Methodology
GL’s MEL approach blends the Results for Change framework with feminist methodologies:
· Quantitative tools: online surveys (gender attitudes, citizen scorecards), SRHR indicators in the #VoiceandChoice Barometer, media monitoring.
· Qualitative tools: “I Stories” (personal narratives of survivors), Drivers of Change profiles, participatory video, and Most Significant Change methods.
· Mixed-method approaches: triangulating data across surveys, case studies, policy analysis, and participatory workshops.
· Longitudinal tracking: following beneficiaries over time to capture sustained change, e.g., tracking Sunrise Campaign participants years after programme completion.
· Participatory research: communities and partners as co-researchers, not just respondents.
Innovations for 2026–2030 will include:
· Community dashboards where councils and women’s groups can view local gender indicators in real-time.
· AI-assisted data analysis for faster processing of large datasets, with human oversight to ensure ethical and feminist use.
· Expanded use of mobile data collection tools to reach remote areas cost-effectively.

5. The MEL Cycle: From Planning to Learning
1. Planning
· Each programme will start with a co-created Theory of Change (ToC).
· Partners and beneficiaries will define what change looks like in their contexts.
2. Monitoring
· Routine data collection using digital platforms (Alchemer, Google Data Studio, IATI).
· Disaggregated indicators across gender, age, disability, and geography.
3. Evaluation
· Independent evaluations for accountability.
· Participatory evaluations (peer reviews, feminist reflection sessions).
· Focus on transformative outcomes – e.g., changes in gender norms, power relations, or community agency.
4. Learning
· Annual Linking & Learning Summits bringing together partners, councils, media, and activists.
· Reflection sessions embedded in programme cycles.
5. Adaptation
· Findings will directly influence programme design, advocacy strategies, and donor reporting.
· Example: If citizen scorecards show declining trust in local councils, GL will adjust training priorities to focus on accountability mechanisms.

6. Using Evidence for Change
MEL evidence will be used at multiple levels so GL can be recognised not just as a women’s rights NGO, but as a knowledge hub driving feminist evidence in Southern Africa.
· Communities: accessible data formats (visual dashboards, community scorecards, storytelling workshops).
· Policymakers: barometers, gender audits, and policy briefs to hold governments accountable.
· Donors: robust, transparent reporting showing both impact and value for money.
· Partners: shared evidence for collective advocacy, coalition-building, and resource mobilisation.
· Public: creative knowledge products (infographics, podcasts, short videos) to amplify gender justice issues.
7. Institutionalisation of MEL
To sustain this vision, MEL will be institutionalised across GL:
· MEL Unit: responsible for standards, data integrity, and organisational learning.
· Country Offices: act as “learning nodes,” responsible for contextualised MEL.
· Partners and Councils: trained and resourced to collect and use their own data.
· Board and Governance: review MEL findings annually to ensure accountability.
· Capacity Building: continuous training on feminist MEL, digital tools, and participatory methods.

8. Learning and Dissemination
GL will amplify its role as a regional hub for feminist MEL through:
· Annual #VoiceandChoice Barometer, enhanced with feminist MEL insights.
· Regional learning summits showcasing best practices and stories of change.
· Digital platforms – real-time dashboards, social media campaigns, multimedia reports.
· Research publications – policy papers, academic collaborations, and global contributions to feminist MEL discourse.
9. Risks and Mitigation
1. Data quality risks → Mitigation: staff training, verification processes, triangulation.
2. Political backlash on sensitive issues (LGBTIQ, SRHR) → Mitigation: anonymous reporting, safeguarding, solidarity networks.
3. Funding constraints → Mitigation: integrate MEL into all funding proposals; promote MEL as a value-added service.
4. Digital exclusion → Mitigation: blended approaches combining tech tools with face-to-face data gathering in remote areas.

10. Looking Ahead: Commitments for 2026–2030
By 2030, GL commits to:
· Developing a feminist results framework linking impact, outcomes, outputs, and lived experiences.
· Ensuring all data is disaggregated by sex, gender identity, age, disability, and other intersectional markers.
· Expanding digital platforms for real-time, transparent reporting.
· Embedding participatory evaluations that empower communities to shape findings.
· Positioning GL as a Southern African thought leader on feminist MEL.

Gender Links Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning (MEL) Strategy 2026–2030

1. Background and Rationale
Gender Links (GL) has, since 2001, championed gender equality and justice across the Southern African Development Community (SADC). MEL has always been central to GL’s work, particularly under the Results for Change framework. Between 2021–2026, GL built strong digital tools (Alchemer, Google Data Studio), developed robust surveys, and scaled participatory storytelling approaches.
However, the changing global and regional landscape requires a shift from technical monitoring towards feminist, participatory MEL. Inspired by the WOSSO project, this strategy positions GL MEL as a tool for transformative change, empowerment, and accountability.

2. Purpose
The MEL Strategy 2026–2030 aims to:
· Strengthen evidence for advocacy and decision-making.
· Honour lived experiences of women, girls, and marginalised groups.
· Build accountability across all levels (donors, partners, communities).
· Foster organisational learning and adaptability.
· Position GL as a regional hub for feminist MEL practice.

3. Objectives
1. Establish feminist MEL processes aligned with GL’s Theory of Change.
2. Increase the quality and credibility of quantitative and qualitative data.
3. Embed learning loops that inform programme design and advocacy.
4. Enhance accessibility and transparency of evidence through digital platforms.
5. Strengthen partner and community capacity to generate and own data.

4. Guiding Principles
1. Inclusive Participation – broad engagement of diverse voices.
2. Transformative Change – focus on shifts in norms, power, and agency.
3. Ownership of Knowledge – partners and councils as co-creators.
4. Decentralised Learning Agenda – local priorities shape MEL.
5. Intersectionality – disaggregation by gender, age, disability, sexuality, geography.
6. Transparency and Accountability – open sharing of evidence with communities and donors.

5. Theory of Change Alignment
GL’s MEL system will operationalise the Theory of Change by:
· Linking activities → outputs → outcomes → impact.
· Capturing lived experiences alongside quantitative indicators.
· Using MEL findings to adapt pathways as contexts evolve.

6. MEL Processes
	Process
	Application

	Planning
	Co-created Theories of Change; participatory indicator setting.

	Monitoring
	Real-time digital data collection (Alchemer, dashboards); disaggregated tracking.

	Evaluation
	Independent external evaluations + participatory feminist evaluations.

	Learning
	Annual reflection sessions, summits, peer learning exchanges.

	Adaptation
	Evidence feeds directly into programme redesign, advocacy campaigns, donor reporting.



7. Results Framework (Illustrative)
Impact
An inclusive, equal and just society where women and girls in all their diversities exercise voice and choice.
Outcomes & Indicators (examples)
	Outcome
	Quantitative Indicators
	Qualitative Indicators

	Women and girls have greater agency over their bodies, voices, and choices.
	% women reporting reduced GBV (Sunrise surveys) # of SRHR-related policies influenced
	“I Stories” of survivors; case studies of policy influence

	Stronger women’s rights movements shape policy and accountability.
	# of laws/policies engaged by GL and partners # of regional/global advocacy spaces influenced
	Narratives from fellows/partners on how they shaped policy

	Local councils and partners institutionalise gender justice.
	# of councils conducting gender audits % of COEs sustaining programmes post-GL support
	Stories of councils using MEL evidence for budgeting and planning


Outputs & Indicators (examples)
	Output
	Indicators

	Training and advocacy initiatives delivered
	# workshops; # participants disaggregated by sex, age, disability

	Knowledge products produced
	# barometers, briefs, dashboards, podcasts

	Partner capacity strengthened
	# partners trained in MEL; % partners using MEL data in decision-making



8. Data Systems and Tools
· Digital Surveys: Alchemer, Survey Gizmo.
· Dashboards: Google Data Studio, IATI portal.
· Qualitative Tools: “I Stories,” Drivers of Change, Most Significant Change.
· Scorecards: Citizen scorecard, Gender attitude surveys, Council audits.
· Verification: Triangulation of quantitative and qualitative data.

9. Institutional Arrangements
· MEL Unit – oversight, standards, training, data verification.
· Programme Leads – integration of MEL into design/delivery.
· Country Offices – contextual data collection and partner support.
· Partners and Councils – implement MEL tools and report findings.
· Board – review MEL reports annually; ensure accountability.

10. Learning and Dissemination
· Annual #VoiceandChoice Barometer enriched with feminist MEL insights.
· Regional Learning Summits presenting evidence and stories of change.
· Digital Knowledge Products: dashboards, infographics, podcasts, videos.
· Policy Engagement: MEL findings feed into advocacy briefs for governments and donors.

11. Risks and Mitigation
	Risk
	Mitigation

	Data quality inconsistencies
	Staff/partner training, routine verification, triangulation

	Political backlash on sensitive issues (SRHR, LGBTIQ)
	Safeguards for confidentiality, solidarity networks

	Funding constraints for MEL
	Embed MEL in all proposals, promote MEL as a donor value-added service

	Digital exclusion in rural areas
	Blended tools (digital + face-to-face participatory methods)



12. Implementation Timeline & Resourcing
· 2026–2026: Consolidate feminist MEL framework; staff/partner training; pilot digital dashboards.
· 2027–2028: Scale participatory MEL approaches; strengthen local partner ownership.
· 2029–2030: Consolidate lessons; publish feminist MEL knowledge products; influence global debates.


Principles 
GL will apply the following feminist principles to its MEL work.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  This list is based on interviews with feminist evaluators and a literature review commissioned by the Gender Equality Team at Global Affairs Canada.  The Better Evaluation website has further resources on Feminist Evaluation, including D. Podems, “Feminist evaluation and gender approaches: There’s a difference?”  See also, AWID Briefing, https://www.awid.org/publications/strengthening-monitoring-and-evaluation-13-insights-womens-organizations; Batiliwala, S., & Pittman, A. (2010). Capturing Change in Women’s Realities: A Critical Overview of Current Monitoring & Evaluation Frameworks and Approaches. Toronto: Association for Women’s Rights in Development. Retrieved from http://www.awid.org/About-AWID/AWID-News/Capturing-Change-in-Women-s-Realities] 

· Inclusive participation: Incorporating feminist principles into MEL practices supports the active involvement of diverse, traditionally marginalised individuals in knowledge generation.
· Transformative Change Evaluation: Feminist-informed MEL enhances the assessment of transformative change, elevating the overall quality of monitoring and evaluation efforts.
· Robust Learning Mechanisms: Feminist principles contribute to effective learning for program improvement, knowledge sharing, and communication strategies within MEL.
· Stakeholder Engagement: Integration of feminist principles increases the utility and uptake of MEL information among various stakeholders, including Women's Rights Organizations (WROs).
· Decentralized Learning Agenda: WROs and activists play a central role in determining the learning agenda, aligning it with their specific contexts and local realities.
· Inclusive Knowledge Generation: The MEL system prioritizes methodologies fostering participation, empowerment, and inclusion, ensuring diverse perspectives are considered in knowledge generation.

[bookmark: _Toc150949041]Planning and Monitoring
The MEL plan is guided by the project GL Theory of Change (ToC) 
and logical framework (summarised in the table below):


The logical framework cascades into the Results Framework that brings together in one place a statement of all key aspects of the project in a systematic, concise, and coherent way; and
Provides a framework for monitoring and evaluation where planned and actual results can be compared.

[image: ]What we have achieved
· GL pioneered and over time has honed the concept of Results for Change, encompassing M&E, know ledge, innovation and learning. 
· We have developed 135 online surveys through Alchemer platform and 91 reports on Google Data Studio. At the output level, GL gathers information on the number of events and beneficiaries through online forms.
· At the outcome level, GL gathers quantitative data through three surveys: a gender attitudes quiz; a citizen score card where the public rate their governments performance on gender and a SADC Protocol on Gender and Develop knowledge quiz to ascertain how aware the public is of the instrument. 
· At every GL event, participant's fill in online evaluation forms that assists in assessing the quality of GL's work and areas that need improvement.
· GL gathers data on cost saving and in-kind support through online forms. 
· GL uses Alchemer for research on specific areas of work, for example the Gender Progress Score (GPS) or attitude survey and the Gender and Media Progress Study.
· The GL online tools facilitate easy data gathering. Participants can fill in surveys on smart phones, tablets and computers. The results are available in real time and analyses can be done rapidly because the data is stored in database. 
· Greater transparency and account ability - GL can provide robust evidence for all our actions and decisions to stakeholders, donors and beneficiaries. Additionally, the M&E data we produce helps donors weigh their funds' efficacy in funded projects, which influences their current and to define the scope of the project and design objectives that are relevant, measurable and achievable. 
· Over the last five years GL has invested in data visualisation and is making progress in producing research reports in multi-media formats.
October and March every year. This cycle of planning and monitoring contributes to: 

· Greater Transparency and Accountability: This transparency fosters trust and ensures that the project remains accountable to the empowerment goals of Women's Rights Organizations (WROs) and the communities they serve.
· Improved Project Performance: This insight helps define the project's scope, ensuring that objectives are not only relevant and measurable but also achievable. By clarifying processes and interventions that lead to outputs and deliverables, the project team can proactively identify progress and address gaps in a timely manner. This iterative approach ensures continuous improvement and aligns the project's performance with the evolving needs of the women and communities it aims to empower.
· Effective Resource Allocation: monitoring serves as a crucial tool for optimising resource allocation. Given the interdependence of project operations and budgets, monitoring facilitates efficient and effective financial management. The project team can align interventions, resource choices, and staffing levels with the available budget, ensuring that financial resources are utilized judiciously. This approach enhances the project's ability to achieve its objectives within specified financial constraints, maximizing the impact of funds allocated for women's empowerment initiatives.

Quantitative and qualitative indicators 
[bookmark: _Toc150949044][bookmark: _Toc150949043]Because of the emphasis on the “lived experiences” of women, GL has quantitative and qualitative indicators for almost all its indicators. 
Disaggregation of data: GL will collect inclusive data disaggregated by sex, gender identity, age, disability and other dimensions, for such measures such as the number of fellows; and number of people who attend GL events.  

Gathering sex and gender disaggregated data is a crucial component of feminist MEL as is the collection of diverse intersectional stories of change. 

Operationalisation of MEL 
Data for MEL purposes will be collected at various points throughout the project cycle using approaches that enhance the voices of women and girls from the Global South and be cognisant of intersectionality. Data collection tools will be informed and guided by women and girls in the global south with an emphasis on methodologies that allow for the sharing meaningful evidence in supportive (not extractive) ways. 

This data will be collated and analysed in order extract broader level learnings and impacts useful for learning and adjustment of the program and to advance the goal of the lived experience and voices of diverse women and girls from the Global South informing national, regional, and global agendas. 

Below is an outline of the sources of information for the indicators outlined. These sources will then be detailed into different formats based on the above-mentioned engagements. 



[image: C:\Users\Colleen Lowe Morna\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.MSO\857FA9DB.tmp]Evaluation 
Evaluation takes place at periodic intervals of the project life cycle. It looks at the bigger picture and project outcomes, impact and the overall goal and investigates their significance. In other words, GL evaluation utilises data to demonstrate the effectiveness of project design and implementation, as well as to learn from it? 

GL seeks to contribute to a world in which “they lived experience and voices of women and girls from the global south, in all our diversity, inform the decisions and policies that affect our lives.” The operative word is contributed. How do we measure our contribution? What of that change can be attributed to GL? The collection and gathering of evidence is a complex exercise. GL will be using the BOND principles of credible evidence that GL helped to develop as part of the PPA Learning Partnership: 

Voice and inclusion: We listen to Stakeholder`s perspectives on the effects of the intervention and can identify who has been affected and how.

Appropriateness: We use methods for data collection and analysis that are justifiable given the nature of the intervention and purpose of the assessment

Triangulation: We make conclusions about the intervention’s effects by using a mix of methods, data sources, and perspectives

Contribution: We show how change happened, explore a range of explanations for why it happened, test our theory of how we thought it would happen, and explain how we contributed

Transparency: We are open about the data sources and methods used, the results achieved, and the strengths and limitations of the evidence.



To evaluate its work, GL will:
· Conduct pre-assessments of regional challenges, post-assessments of tailored strategies, and create regional evaluation reports.
· Gather evidence that assists in making and communicating decisions about where and how best to intervene using our common tools. 
· Analyse qualitative evidence – gathering of personal accounts and testimonies of beneficiaries in follow up research is important
· Analyse data collected from various sources and surveys. GL will do further disaggregation of data to include aspects like poverty, indigenous communities, migrants and possibly people living with HIV/AIDS. 
· Track fellows longitudinally to establish baselines and end line change. 
· Contribute to knowledge creation through qualitative and quantitative data analysis generated throughout the project.


GL will review the strategy periodically and learn from the MEL process and post programme evaluation. These include active and summative evaluations, actionable recommendations, and an evaluation schedule. The periodic evaluations will address these aspects: results, performance assessment against log frame, intended and unintended effects (positive and negative changes) on poor and marginalised groups and civil society, relevance, representativeness, targeting, effectiveness, learning, innovation, partnership working, sustainability, efficiency, value for money assessment, and attributable impacts of funding on results. 

Learning
[image: C:\Users\Colleen Lowe Morna\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.MSO\EBB52D2E.tmp]
GL will prioritise peer-to-peer learning – as expressed by advocates themselves, advocacy is stronger if there are collective key messages/asks and if more than one person or organisation communicates with the same policymaker. Peers also gain confidence and skills for learning from each other and observing others’, more than participating in a training. By connecting, they build or strengthen their networks of trusted relationships, forging the way for stronger networks and partnerships. This type of learning cannot be taught, but safe spaces where peers can come together to learn can be facilitated and curated. GL will work to develop these learning spaces with grantees and fellows.

By creating learning hubs grantees/fellows will have the opportunity to link and learn about good practices and lessons learned through the actions implemented at national and local levels and how they are linked to the regional and global level advocacy efforts and outcomes. These spaces also function as knowledge and capacity enhancement opportunities on self-selected themes. These spaces serve as a strategising space where the fellows from the respective countries discuss and identify key advocacy spaces and processes at regional and global levels to advance national level advocacy. Might be useful to mention what platform or you think these might take, is it online? If so how and where?

[bookmark: _Toc150949050]GL will draw on its experience of leading the Southern Africa Learning Partnership as a PPA grantee to propose similar learning groups, as a means of fostering dynamic and ongoing learning communities in WOSSO. 

[image: C:\Users\Colleen Lowe Morna\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.MSO\989CCF78.tmp]Communicating results 
Communicating results is an important part of MEL. Data is only as good as it is disseminated to the beneficiaries and benefactors. In the trues spirit of accountability and transparency, GL shall be communicating its results via different platforms like IATI, interactive reports, website and the social media. Stakeholders and donors acquire the information needed for decision making through communicated results. A key aspect of the GL projects will be to create clear reporting and communication channels regarding progress. The reporting and communication plan will outline:
· Reporting Frequency: Specify how often reports will be generated.
· Target Audiences: Identify who the reports will be shared with.
· Report and Content: Outline the structure and content of reports.
· Feedback Mechanisms: Describe how feedback will be collected and incorporated.
· IATI Reporting of Projects: Explain how projects will be reported according to the International Aid Transparency Initiative.

Communicating results is a key aspect of the project as it seeks to utilise data to advance the overall project goal. To do this, communication (please see communication strategy for more information) will include the use of: 
· Colourful and accessible research reports in Google data studio.  
· Social media as a powerful platform to disseminate results. 
· Knowledge and lessons learned products produced after major research projects. 
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