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Preparing Action Plans

A
central theme of this volume is that there is no “best” model of what

a government or sectoral M&E system should look like. Countries dif-

fer substantially in the emphasis they choose to give to the different

purposes of an M&E system—such as to support budget decision making or

ongoing management of activities, or for accountability purposes. 

And each country is unique in terms of its M&E

activities, functions, and systems and in terms of

its public sector culture and environment. Thus,

an action plan to create or strengthen an existing

government system for M&E has to be tailored

closely to country circumstances. This is why it is

so important to conduct a diagnosis of a country’s

M&E strengths and weaknesses as a basis for de-

veloping an action plan (chapter 12). 

Vision for the Future System
A diagnosis might ideally lead to a clear state-

ment of what the M&E system would desirably

look like at some time in the future. The dimen-

sions of the system—its architecture—would in-

clude, in particular, the following elements:

1. Which of the four possible uses of M&E infor-

mation will be the objectives of the system, rec-

ognizing the trade-offs between them: to

support budget decision making or national

planning; to help ministries in policy formu-

lation, policy analysis, and program develop-

ment; to support ministries and agencies in

managing their activities; or to strengthen ac-

countability relationships (chapter 3).

2. The formal roles and responsibilities of the

key stakeholders of the M&E system—those

who would be expected to produce monitor-

ing information and evaluations and to make

use of them. It is important to locate respon-

sibility for management or oversight in a pow-

erful ministry, committee, or other entity.

3. Whether a whole-of-government system, in-

cluding all central ministries, sector ministries,

and agencies, is to be developed or if the sys-

tem is to be more narrowly focused on indi-

vidual sectors or agencies. Some governments

develop an M&E system only for donor-funded

operations in their country.1

4. The levels of government at which the M&E sys-

tem will be developed: central, state/provincial,

or local.
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5. The range of M&E tools on which the system

will focus: performance indicators, rapid eval-

uations, rigorous impact evaluations, and so

forth. It is possible to create a reliable per-

formance monitoring system without con-

ducting any evaluations; however, conducting

evaluations requires good performance infor-

mation, either from a monitoring system or

from special surveys, or both.

Implementation Issues
Once the vision of the fully functioning M&E

system has been formulated, it is possible to

develop an action plan to achieve it. This action

plan should draw on the international lessons

from building country M&E systems (chapter 10).

Of course, it would not make sense to develop an

action plan unless there is already some sub-

stantive demand for M&E within the government. 

An action plan can also be designed to strengthen

demand, for example, by ensuring that all key

stakeholders play some substantive part in plan-

ning or managing the M&E system, such as

through their involvement in an oversight or plan-

ning committee. Particular incentives might need

to be created to further strengthen demand; these

incentives could involve a mixture of carrots, sticks,

and sermons (chapter 11). In other words, it would

be a mistake to create an action plan that focused

purely on technocratic, supply-side issues. 

Strengthening an existing M&E system or building

an entirely new one can be approached in many

ways. Implementation issues that need to be ad-

dressed in an action plan include the following:

• The extent to which there will be a focus on

strengthening what already exists: improving

financial management information systems 

(to track budget appropriations and actual

spending) or improving ministries’ monitoring

systems, especially administrative data on gov-

ernment activities, beneficiaries, and outputs

(note that these data are typically collected at

the facility level).

• Whether new approaches should be piloted,

with a view to their subsequent mainstream-

ing if successful. These could include the im-

plementation of new, formal requirements for

M&E in pilot ministries or agencies, for exam-

ple, where there already exists a strong com-

mitment to conducting and using M&E and

where there is already some successful track

record. Pilots could be developed at other lev-

els, such as in individual states or municipali-

ties. Pilots such as rapid evaluations or rigorous

impact evaluations could also be envisaged

for particular evaluation tools if there is little

or no experience with them in the country.

• When and how quickly mainstreaming should

occur. In Chile, for example, particular M&E

tools were mainstreamed in a sequential man-

ner: performance indicators in 1994, rapid re-

views in 1996, rigorous impact evaluations in

2001, and comprehensive spending reviews in

2002 (chapter 6). Mexico is planning to main-

stream its new, whole-of-government M&E

system over a three-year period (2007–09)

(Hernandez 2007).

The speed of implementation of an action plan is

clearly very important. There is an issue here of

“digestibility”—how much M&E change or re-

form ministries and agencies can absorb, and

how quickly. We have learned from countries that

have successfully created an M&E system that it

is a long-haul effort requiring patience and per-

sistence (chapter 10); M&E champions in gov-

ernment, in contrast, tend to be impatient when

reforming their M&E systems. Another lesson is

to institutionalize an M&E system as rapidly as pos-

sible before the champion(s) eventually depart.

As emphasized in chapter 10, it is helpful to reg-

ularly monitor and evaluate the M&E system itself,

to identify how successfully its various compo-

nents are being implemented. This provides a

sound basis for any needed changes to the nature,

scale, and timing of implementation of the action

plan. And this is obviously important if a pilot

approach has been adopted. 

Action plans may focus on some or all of the fol-

lowing stakeholders: government ministries and

officials, such as central and sectoral ministries

and agencies; subnational governments at the

state, province, or district levels; the Parliament or

Congress, including elected representatives, com-

mittees, and their staff; and civil society groups, in-
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cluding universities, research institutes, and NGOs.

Commonly adopted actions could include, for ex-

ample, providing M&E training; promulgating any

necessary laws, decrees, and regulations; prepar-

ing M&E guidelines and standards; strengthen-

ing and harmonizing monitoring systems; and

conducting a range of types of evaluation, such as

rapid reviews and rigorous impact evaluations. 

Trade-Offs
There are many issues and trade-offs to consider

when developing an action plan. One is that a

whole-of-government M&E system that is managed

by the finance ministry for purposes of perform-

ance budgeting would need to ensure broad cov-

erage of all programs. One way to achieve breadth

of coverage is to rely on performance indicators;

their drawback, however, is that they usually pro-

vide little information on the reasons results have

been achieved or not—in other words, the causes

of good or bad performance. 

Rapid reviews can provide some insights into

causality, and as they are cheaper than some other

evaluation methods, they can also provide rel-

atively broader coverage of government pro-

grams. The most reliable evaluation findings can

come from a rigorous impact evaluation, although

these can be very expensive to conduct, so it is

harder for a finance ministry to use them to eval-

uate a broad range of programs (chapter 2). There

is often a trade-off between choice of M&E tools

and the desired uses of M&E information.

Another trade-off is between who commissions

evaluations and who is meant to use them. Chile’s

finance ministry commissions a range of types of

evaluation and uses them effectively for its own

purposes; but sector ministries and agencies are

highly resistant to using these evaluations for

their own, internal purposes—the entities do not

“own” the evaluation findings (chapter 6). It can

be difficult for a centrally imposed M&E system

to be accepted by sector ministries. 

Australia’s finance department endeavored to ad-

dress this by leaving to sector ministries the prime

responsibility of planning and conducting evalu-

ations—this ensured they had a high ownership

of evaluation findings (chapter 8). However, this

ownership had a cost: up to one-third of the eval-

uations suffered from some kind of method-

ological weakness.2 This is indicative of another

trade-off: internally conducted evaluations may

have high ownership, but external evaluations

may be more likely to be rigorous and objective. 

A simple results chain for building an M&E system

is shown in figure 13.1. This provides a simplified

representation of how an action plan would be ex-

pected to lead to various kinds of output, such as

the number of officials trained in M&E, the num-

ber of evaluations conducted, and so on. These

outputs in turn would be expected to lead to in-

termediate outcomes such as strengthened gov-

ernment demand for M&E, and to final outcomes,

including the utilization of monitoring informa-

tion and evaluation findings by government and

others. It would be hoped that these outcomes

would help lead to final impacts, including im-

proved government performance, improved de-

velopment effectiveness, improved service

provision, and poverty reduction.

Menu of Actions to Improve M&E
Table 13.1 presents a menu of possible actions to

achieve improvements in the demand for and

supply of M&E. This menu is far from compre-

hensive. Rather, it illustrates the range and nature

of actions that can be taken to build or to

strengthen systems for monitoring and evaluation.

One example of an action plan, which follows di-

rectly from a diagnosis of M&E in a country, is

shown in box 9.2 for Uganda. 

Another example is the World Bank project de-

veloped to help the government of Colombia

strengthen its national M&E system, SINERGIA

(chapter 7; annex B). This $14 million project has

four components: (1) support better monitoring

of government spending at the regional and local

levels; (2) consolidate the institutionalization of SIN-

ERGIA within the government; (3) support the

development of regional and local M&E systems,

partly through a pilot approach; and (4) establish

mechanisms to improve the quality, relevance,

and cost-effectiveness of public information. This

project is based on the Bank’s diagnosis of SIN-

ERGIA (annex B). This project also includes a large
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Figure 13.1: A Results Chain for Building a Government M&E System

Impact

Final
outcomes

Intermediate
outcomes

Outputs

Activities

Government Parliament Civil society

    

M&E used for: government decision making on policies, plans, and budget resource allocation; implementation and
management of government activities; monitoring of activities, accounting of expenditures, evaluation of programs
and projects; government analysis and policy review; government accountability.

The action plan leads to the production of a range of outputs, such as number of officials trained in M&E; 
harmonized data systems; improved quality and focus of available monitoring indicators; improved quality and
range of evaluations completed; strengthened incentives for ministries to conduct and use M&E.

A package of activities to strengthen country M&E functions is undertaken by the government and donors, such as
national seminars on country M&E systems; diagnoses of national/sectoral M&E functions; audits of data systems;
provision of M&E training—including trainer training—or scholarships to officials, NGOs, universities/research
institutes, parliamentary staff; various types of evaluation are conducted on pilot/demonstration basis.

Formal M&E framework or system is established by government, leading to the systematic planning, conduct,
reporting, and use of monitoring information and evaluation findings.

Improved service provision, economic growth, and poverty reduction

Improved development effectiveness

Improvements in government performance

M&E information directly
supports budget balancing,
national planning, and 
policy formulation.

Strengthened
supply of M&E
and M&E skills
in government.

Strengthened
government
M&E systems.

Strengthened demand
for M&E in Parliament;
strengthened M&E
skills of parliamentary
staff.

Strengthened demand
for M&E in civil society;
strengthened supply
of M&E and skills
in civil society.

M&E information directly
supports ongoing
management of government
activities.

Parliament assesses
and debates
government
performance.

Civil society assesses
government performance
and inputs freely to
policy debates.

➩
➩

 
➩

 
➔

➔
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Strengthened
demand for
M&E in
government.
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number of planned diagnoses of more detailed,

specific issues:

• A review of existing institutional arrangements,

particularly the extent to which M&E infor-

mation from SINERGIA has been used to sup-

port national planning and budget decision

making. This review will recommend increas-

ing the government’s level of utilization of

M&E information.

• A review of M&E structures, institutional

arrangements, and capabilities in two line min-

istries. This will help establish M&E quality

standards, which will be required of all min-

istries and agencies.

• An assessment of the M&E capabilities of the

unit in the DNP that manages SINERGIA and

provides technical assistance to other min-

istries and agencies.

• A review of existing laws, decrees, and regula-

tions relating to M&E.

• A review of the cost, quality, and cost-

effectiveness of the various evaluation tools

and techniques currently used in the SINERGIA

system.

• A diagnosis of the capacities needed to estab-

lish PBB.

• A diagnosis of the quality and utilization of

performance information and of information

systems in two pilot municipalities.

• An assessment of mechanisms for local account-

ability in some good practice municipalities.

• An assessment of the methodology currently

used by the DNP to assess the performance of

all 1,100 municipalities in Colombia.

• A review of data quality and the extent of data

harmonization among the main monitoring

systems in Colombia’s central government.

• An assessment of the quality, relevance, and use

of the DNP’s main system for monitoring gov-

ernment performance.

Conclusions
A useful strategy for building a government sys-

tem for M&E is to start with a diagnosis of current

M&E activities within the government. At the

same time, a vision of what a well-functioning

system would look like should be developed.

These basic building blocks naturally lead to the

development of an action plan, including a phased

approach to its implementation. 

By now it should be abundantly clear that it would

not make sense to attempt to apply a standardized,

“cookie-cutter” approach to developing a gov-

ernment M&E system. The action plan for build-

ing a government M&E system needs to be tailored

closely to each country’s individual circumstances

and to the government’s particular vision of the

future system. This vision would encompass the

specific uses to which it intends to put monitor-

ing information and evaluation findings, whether

that is to be a whole-of-government system or an

individual ministry or agency, the levels of gov-

ernment to which it will apply, the particular range

of M&E tools to be adopted, and so on. 

There are many possible dimensions to an M&E

system, and there are many trade-offs to be con-

sidered carefully. An action plan for building an

M&E system does not have to be enormously

complex, although there is always the danger

that the desired system will be overdesigned and

thus much harder to achieve; it is very much the

case that less is more. A similar danger is that the

speed with which a system can be built will be

overestimated.

A concrete action plan provides a focus for key

stakeholders in the government and for donors.

It also provides a yardstick against which actual

progress toward the vision of the future M&E

system can be gauged—by regular M&E of both

the system and the action plan. This will not only

facilitate identification of emerging opportuni-

ties; it will also enable any implementation diffi-

culties to be identified early and addressed. The

emergence of roadblocks and opportunities ex-

plains the experience of many countries: because

of these challenges, government M&E systems are

usually not developed in a linear, predictable

manner (chapter 10).

The international community is still accumulating

experience on how best to strengthen government

M&E systems—which approaches and systems

are most effective and in which types of country,

such as in middle-income countries or in poor

countries with very weak capacities. This under-

lines the importance of further building the body

of evidence concerning how best to institution-

alize an M&E system. These and other frontier is-

sues are considered in Part V.
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