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Learning from each other 
 

We have the solutions lying within us (Lason Kapata, incoming Chair of the Southern Africa MEAL group) 
 
Speak the truth, because the truth will set you free (Gideon Cohen, Evidence and Knowledge Management 
Specialist, Southern Africa Sub-Region – referencing John 8:32) 
 
When walking in the forest, only the person in front sees the tree roots (Madagascan proverb) 

Our six commitments and agreements: 
 
1. We will increase the accuracy, 

completeness and timeliness of our PIIRS 
data → and → 
 

2. We will learn from each other, setting up 
the regional MEAL hub and expanding 
Country Office MEAL teams → 

 
3. We ask regional and country leadership to 

create safe spaces for honest conversations, 
in order to learn from failure, and make this 
a priority theme for the upcoming SALT 
meeting in Joburg → 

 
4. We will further develop our data 

visualization skills, to better communicate 
our results, for improving program quality, 
advocacy and resource mobilization → 

 
5. We will advance our country-specific MEL 

capacity strengthening priorities, and 
collectively advance two shared priorities in 
FY19 →. We will start applying the guidance 
on managing better quality evaluations → 

 
6. We will ensure much greater participation 

of women staff in future MEAL learning 
events (at least 40%) → 
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Introduction 
 
The 2018 MEAL workshop for the Southern Africa 
regional Impact Growth Strategy (IGS) brought 
together 32 participants from the region, with 5 
resource people from global and regional CARE 
teams (see agenda, and participant list in Annex 1).  
 
Building on the regional MEAL training in 2017, the 
meeting reviewed our existing impact data from 
CARE’s Project Information and Impact Reporting 
System (PIIRS). We discussed how to make sure this 
is more complete and accurate, including 
addressing issues of double-counting, and the links 
with systems for capturing data on Village Savings & 
Loans Associations (VSLAs). The group practiced 
using data, to communicate findings in more 
visually appealing ways to different audiences, and 
analysing data to develop action plans to improve 
performance. Groups reviewed and provided 
feedback on guidance to better manage 
evaluations, and discussed what to do to make sure 
we can learn from failure in the region. The meeting 
concluded with suggestions to strengthen our MEL 
capacities in the region, and agree on priorities for 
the next year.  
 
This summary report presents the highlights under 
each theme, with links to presentations and 
resource materials, as well as the agreements 
reached for follow-up action. 
 
 
1. Regional Impact/Outcome data 
 
To date, CARE in the Southern Africa region has 
contributed to nearly 4m people improving their 
Food & Nutrition Security and Climate Change 
Resilience (FNS & CCR), roughly 40% of CARE’s 
overall target of 10m for the Impact Growth 
Strategy.  
 
These cumulative impact figures include not only 
data from project evaluations and reports, 
submitted to PIIRS, but also two cases so far of 
Multiplying Impact, in Madagascar and Zimbabwe, 
documented using CARE’s new Advocacy & 
Influencing Impact Reporting (AIIR) Tool. 
 

 
 

Being able to capture and quantify such examples of 
our advocacy and influencing work involves a set of 
5 steps, from documenting a success, to being able 
to reasonably claim that CARE and partners have 
contributed to actual, rather than potential, impact:  
 
• Has the influencing win actually happened (e.g. 

has a policy been approved, or is it still draft)? 
• Was CARE's contribution significant? 
• Is there reasonable evidence to show that CARE 

contributed to the win? 
• Is the change actually being implemented? 
• Is there evidence of impact to show the change 

that is occurring? 
 
The different Multiplying Impact cases documented 
so far in the region, following the SALT 2017 
agreement to do this, are at various stages of that 
journey. 
 

 
 

http://careglobalmel.care2share.wikispaces.net/file/view/2018%20MEAL%20Workshop%20agenda%20-%20SA%20IGS%20-%20180330.docx/629910203/2018%20MEAL%20Workshop%20agenda%20-%20SA%20IGS%20-%20180330.docx
https://sites.google.com/site/piirstrainingmay2017/home
http://careglobalmel.care2share.wikispaces.net/file/view/Southern%20Africa%20IGS%20-%20FY16%20%26%20FY17%20PIIRS%20impact%20data%20-%20180513.pptx/629910201/Southern%20Africa%20IGS%20-%20FY16%20%26%20FY17%20PIIRS%20impact%20data%20-%20180513.pptx
http://careglobalmel.care2share.wikispaces.net/MEL%20for%20Advocacy%20-%20Influencing
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The region has performed much less positively, 
however, in terms of timeliness of PIIRS submissions 
last year (see the Slide of Shame, below).  
 

 
 

Country Office teams in the meeting committed to 
making sure we submit on time in the FY18 PIIRS 
campaign, to “go green”. A good start for this was 
made by participants completing a number of their 
PIIRS Impact forms from FY18, in preparation for 
and during the MEAL meeting. 
 
A number of opportunities to get more complete 
data were also discussed, such as: including figures 
on access to Water, Sanitation & Hygiene (WASH) 
and education under indicator 3 (access to 
services); including WASH impacts/outcomes within 
our regional FNS & CCR impact numbers, given the 
critical importance of WASH for nutrition; including 
access to HIV or other services (ECD, OVC, etc.) 
under indicator 3 (access to services); reporting 
numbers for a whole consortium, and not just the 
geographical area we are implementing, for those 
technical areas where we are providing support and 
leadership to all consortium partners (e.g. on VSLA 
in COVIDA in Mozambique); reporting the main 
quantitative indicators for which projects have 
evidence (even if these are not the official CARE 
indicators) in the “Other indicators” sections of the 
PIIRS impact form, at the end of each Outcome 
Area; systematically considering PIIRS indicators at 
design stage of projects; submitting PIIRS Impact 
forms throughout the year, as evaluations are 
completed, in order to get immediate review and 
feedback (as Madagascar and Mozambique have 
done during FY17).   
 

Other suggestions and conclusions, highlighted by 
teams at the end of Day 1 of the workshop, are 
noted on the flipcharts below: 
 

 

 
Actions: 
• CO MEAL Teams to review their impact data to 

date, to identify gaps to fill for FY18 (e.g. WASH, 
in Zambia);  

• CO teams to continue to submit PIIRS impact 
forms throughout year, as evaluations are 
finished; 

• CO teams to ensure completion of PIIRS forms is 
part of project close-out processes; 

• Jay & Gideon to provide regular PIIRS support 
service (“Dr. PIIRS”), to address questions; 

• Jay to send COs their lists of closed projects for 
which we do not yet have impact data; 

• CO teams to continue to document cases of 
Multiplying Impact, using the AIIR tool; 

• Jay to pass feedback from group, on need for 
some clearer instructions in Impact form, to 
Ximena, for inclusion in FY18 PIIRS forms. 

 
 
2. Dealing with double-counting 
 
Most countries have cases where more than one 
project works with the same communities and 
participants, sometimes towards the same outcome 
area (e.g. FNS & CCR), and sometimes for different 
outcomes. In these cases, we need to address the 
risk of double-counting of participants, to avoid 
overstating CARE’s overall reach or impact.  
 
Three options were outlined for dealing with this: 

https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiYzRlNTllNGItNjA5My00NTQ5LWIyM2YtYzU4YjE5MTk0MWM1IiwidCI6ImU4MzIzM2I3LTQ4MTMtNGZmNS04OTNmLWY2MGY0MDBiZmNiYSIsImMiOjh9
https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiYzRlNTllNGItNjA5My00NTQ5LWIyM2YtYzU4YjE5MTk0MWM1IiwidCI6ImU4MzIzM2I3LTQ4MTMtNGZmNS04OTNmLWY2MGY0MDBiZmNiYSIsImMiOjh9
http://careglobalmel.care2share.wikispaces.net/file/view/Dealing%20with%20Double%20Counting.pptx/629910175/Dealing%20with%20Double%20Counting.pptx
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1. Deducting: where 
two or more 
projects have a 
partial overlap, 
the overlapping 
participants are 
deducted from 
totals reported in 
one of the 
projects – but 
both projects send 
PIIRS forms;  

2. Umbrella: where a larger project has partial 
overlap with one or more smaller projects, the 
numbers are reported under just the larger, 
umbrella project. Forms are completed for the 
smaller projects, with 0 reported under 
overlapping sectors (unless there are unique 
sectors for those projects) – i.e. one PIIRS form 
with the overlapping numbers, and other PIIRS 
forms without; 

3. Grouping: where multiple projects work 
supporting the same overall impact population 
(e.g. a humanitarian response), these can be 
grouped and reported under one PIIRS form. 
The risk here is that the details of individual 
projects (donors and budgets, marker scoring, 
etc.) are rather lost within the overall group. 

 
All three options were considered relevant for the 
six COs, given different contexts of overlapping 
geographical and sectoral interventions. Specific 
tools for identifying overlaps, and how these are 
addressed in PIIRS, were shared, including an 
excellent example from Zimbabwe, below. It was 
recommended that projects should first compile 
their own specific data completely, before adjusting 
or deducting later at CO level. 
 

 
 

Actions: 
• CO teams to review details of overlapping 

projects, to identify best strategies for 

addressing double-counting, in preparation for 
FY18 PIIRS campaign. 

 
 
3. Capturing data on VSLAs 
 
The Access Africa team presented on CARE’s 
progress in expanding VSLAs to date (6.7m 
members across Africa), and their strategy to scale 
up towards 50m by 2030. For FY18, the previous 
parallel data collection processes by Access Africa 
and PIIRS will be brought together: new VSLA 
members in the FY will be captured in the PIIRS 
Reach form, while linkages and access to formal 
financial services will be captured in the PIIRS 
Impact form (under indicator 16b).  
 
Options for the future of the sector-wide VSLA 
information platform, SAVIX, were also shared. All 
COs are using SAVIX in the region, though not 
necessarily for all projects using VSLAs. But some 
COs have invested significantly in getting partners & 
government to use SAVIX, so continued demand for 
SAVIX in the region seems likely, despite the 
workload involved in completing data. Access Africa 
will take this feedback forward as they review the 
future of CARE’s engagement with SAVIX, and how 
this should be paid for. 
 
Actions: 
• COs to report VSLA membership in Reach forms 

for FY18 – and access to formal financial services 
in the IMPACT form; 

• Access Africa to keep region informed about 
future of SAVIX and CARE’s engagement; 

• Ask the regional Savings Led Financial Inclusion 
Hub to set up an email list for those working on 
use of ICTs for programming in the region.  

 
4. Communicating our data 
 
Communicating our regional, country or project 
data compellingly requires us to create clear 
visualizations (graphics or infographics, etc.). These 
need to be informative, engaging, and accessible.  
 

http://www.care.org/vslareach
http://www.care.org/vslareach
http://careglobalmel.care2share.wikispaces.net/file/view/Data%20Visualization%20Presentation.pptx/629910195/Data%20Visualization%20Presentation.pptx
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After seeing examples of different type of 
visualizations, from CARE and others, and links to 
free or low-cost tools that can be used to create 
them, participants worked on their own 
visualizations, on project or country-level data.  
 
This involved identifying: 
1. The key message; 
2. The audience & how to deliver the message; 
3. Sketching out the best chart type/infographic; 
4. Reviewing to sharpen, emphasize and clarify. 
 
The visualizations were then reviewed by 
participants, to check if the key messages were 
clear. The 3 visualizations teams voted to see in 
greater detail are presented in Annex 2.  
 

 

Actions: 
• CO teams to continue to develop their 

visualizations, sending to Korinne for feedback if 
desired; 

• Korinne to provide further Webex/Zoom 
sessions on use of specific visualization tools 
(Canva, Power Bi, etc.). 

 
 
5. Analysing and using PIIRS data  
 

Teams by country reviewed their FY17 PIIRS reach 
and program quality data, to identify what they 
were happy with, what they were worried about, 
and what actions they would propose to take to 
address these concerns.  
 

 
All teams highlighted the need to further integrate 
gender into programming, through more consistent 
use of the Gender Marker (and the Governance & 
Resilience markers). Some teams also highlighted 
advocacy, scaling up, innovation, and 
mainstreaming GBV, as areas of concern that 
needed addressing (see flipcharts, below). 
 

 

Other uses of PIIRS or evaluation data shared by 
country teams, included: involving government in 
designing and contracting evaluations, to ensure 
ownership of conclusions and to lay the ground for 
scale-up; analysing PIIRS data on reach, quality and 
impacts with ACDs, at the recent regional 

http://careglobalmel.care2share.wikispaces.net/file/view/PIIRS%20FY17%20CO%20regional%20%26%20project%20summaries%20180109.xlsb.xlsx/624719797/PIIRS%20FY17%20CO%20regional%20%26%20project%20summaries%20180109.xlsb.xlsx
http://careglobalmel.care2share.wikispaces.net/file/view/PIIRS%20FY17%20CO%20regional%20%26%20project%20summaries%20180109.xlsb.xlsx/624719797/PIIRS%20FY17%20CO%20regional%20%26%20project%20summaries%20180109.xlsb.xlsx
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conference, to identify common concerns, and 
actions to take in response at ECSA regional level; 
sharing findings on targeting methodologies with 
government and donors at country, regional and 
global levels, to influence their practice. 
 
Actions: 
• CO MEAL leads to share their analysis, 

conclusions and suggestions with CO Senior 
Leadership Teams.  

 
 
6. Managing better evaluations 
 
CARE’s evaluations are not of sufficient quality. A 
review of over 250 evaluations over the last 3 years 
shows an average quality score of 5.4 out of 10. 
Only 30% of evaluations disaggregate data by sex 
(and only 10% in Southern Africa), and “impact” 
only appears on average on page 13 of evaluation 
reports (which average 92 pages long!).  
 

Tools to help country and project teams better 
manage their evaluations were shared, including an 
overall 8 step process for managing and hiring an 
external evaluator, a template ToR for an evaluation 
consultant, and an Evaluation Report template. 
CARE Madagascar also shared their sample 
evaluation ToR, report template and evaluation 
consultant scoring sheet, in French. Teams then 
reviewed 
these tools 
in the light of 
upcoming 
evaluations, 
and provided 
detailed 
feedback 
(right). One 
suggestion 
was to 
include some 
Top Tips of 
what NOT to 
do, to avoid 
making 
common mistakes.  
  
Actions: 

• Korinne to incorporate feedback into revised 
version of Evaluation Tools and templates, 
including drawing from the Madagascar tools; 

• CO MEAL teams to start using the tools on 
upcoming evaluations, providing additional 
feedback to Korinne, based on experience; 

• CO MEAL leads to ensure all evaluations are 
submitted to http://careevalautions.org.   

 
 
7. Learning from failure 
 
Participants began by sharing a story of failure in 
their work at CARE, and what they learned from it, 
with a colleague from another team. This was a 
“safe space”, free from the fear or power dynamics 
within hierarchies that so often limit our ability to 
be honest about failure, and truly learn from it. 
Without leadership modelling the behaviour of 
acknowledging their own failures and what to learn 
from those, and creating an environment where 
people feel safe to have honest discussions without 
fear of losing their jobs or damaging their 
reputations, it is very difficult to get honest 
conversations on failure to occur.  
 
Yet being able to learn from failure is critical, in 
order to:  
• Improve our own work; 
• Help others avoid the same mistakes; 
• Avoid mistakes (problems won’t solve 

themselves!); 
• Be credible (you have to be honest); 
• Increase our impact (by doing more things that 

work, and less of what does not);  
• Innovate (trying new things will mean that 

some do not work – innovation requires a 
culture of accepting that, and learning from 
failure to adjust and try new things). 

 
When we don’t admit failures and learn from them, 
the problems get much bigger, often with real and 
negative impacts on the lives of those we serve. The 
problems Mozambique is facing with the e-
recording app for VSLA groups (unable to calculate 
share-outs correctly) could quite well have been 
avoided had learning from similar problems earlier 
in Kenya been shared widely. But while not being 
able to have accurate VSLA records or share-out 

http://careglobalmel.care2share.wikispaces.net/file/view/Evaluation%20Quality%20Report.pptx/629910193/Evaluation%20Quality%20Report.pptx
http://careglobalmel.care2share.wikispaces.net/file/view/Tools%20to%20Improve%20Evaluation%20Quality.pptx/629910189/Tools%20to%20Improve%20Evaluation%20Quality.pptx
http://careevalautions.org/
http://careglobalmel.care2share.wikispaces.net/file/view/Learning%20from%20Failure.pptx/629910447/Learning%20from%20Failure.pptx
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calculations is a problem for CARE’s project, it is 
catastrophic for VSLA members, whose trust in the 
system of collective, self-organized savings and 
loans (and in NGOs) will surely be affected. Learning 
from failure is, thus, essential. 
 

 
 

Strategies or practical approaches that can help us 
learn from failure include: presenting aggregate and 
anonymized data (such as the evaluations graphic, 
in the earlier section); talking to program 
participants about what is not going well or how to 
improve (see Niger example, above, where talking 
to the community helped identify a better Cash for 
Work solution that reduced costs by 80%); After 
Action Reviews to reflect on what was good, bad, 
and what to change; reviewing evaluations or other 
documents, to identify what didn’t work, and adjust 
strategies for new projects phases or periods; 
participant feedback mechanisms; and getting 
management to share their own failures and 
learnings, and give the space to others to do so as 
well (particularly when they own the mistakes 
themselves, rather than blame others).  
 
The group also shared examples from the region 
that were enabling learning from failure, including a 
WhatsApp group in Mozambique for a coaching 
initiative (where the ACD had started things with a 
story of her own experience of failure), or the post-
project evaluations in Malawi and Mozambique, or 
the open conversations (unrecorded and not noted) 
on the Gender Transformation Hub. Some projects 
had also included sessions on learning from failure 
in quarterly project review meetings. 
 
 

Suggestions from the groups included: 
incorporating learning from failure into the GO/NO 
GO process (to avoid projects that we know would 
be mistakes from start); exploring creating or using 
similar hotlines/reporting mechanisms for failure as 
are used for fraud; ensuring all COs create safe 

spaces, at HQ and field levels; having 
representatives of field staff in management or 
executive team meetings, to bring anonymized 
stories of failure and learning. 
 
Ultimately, Emily emphasized that maintaining an 
attitude of curiosity is critical to drown out the fear 
that sometimes limits us (humans can’t feel both 
curiosity and fear at the same time). This can be 
helped by asking ourselves how can we make our 
work better and have a greater impact, rather than 
focusing only on identifying what has gone wrong. 
 
Actions: 
• CO teams to document existing examples of 

learning from failure, and share with MEAL 
group; 

• CO leadership teams to analyse what it would 
take to enable a culture of open, safe and honest 
conversations about failure in their 
organizational context, and develop an action 
plan to put this into practice; 

• SALT to include a session on Learning from 
Failure in the September 2018 meeting agenda, 
including a prior communication from Country 
leadership on what actions they have taken to 
promote Failing with Honesty. 

 
 
8. Strengthening MEL capacities 
 
Drawing from a recent mapping of our MEL 
capacities in CARE, regional data was presented on 
the 34 staff from the region who responded to the 
survey. Amongst the main results that stood out, 
there are very few staff skilled in MEL for advocacy 
(2 skilled, 17 proficient), and capacities overall in 
qualitative aspects and tools seemed higher than 
for quantitative approaches. 
 

http://careglobalmel.care2share.wikispaces.net/file/view/MEL%20Capacity%20in%20Southern%20Africa.pptx/629910181/MEL%20Capacity%20in%20Southern%20Africa.pptx
http://careglobalmel.care2share.wikispaces.net/file/view/MEL%20Capacity%20in%20Southern%20Africa.pptx/629910181/MEL%20Capacity%20in%20Southern%20Africa.pptx
https://bit.ly/2GrD8ms
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Participants suggested data be checked again by 
teams, and that we list not only skilled staff, but 
also proficient (which means better than skilled, in 
Portuguese).  
 
Each CO identified their main priorities for 
strengthening MEL capacities, including: data 
analysis (quantitative and qualitative); survey and 
study design; data storage and management for 
whole CO (beyond project-specific MIS1); using new 
technologies for data collection (e.g. Kobo); and 
developing a learning system and agenda that 
includes failure. 
 
Actions: 
• CO teams to review their MEL capacity data, and 

communicate with Korinne if they would like to 
change anything;  

• Korinne to discuss feedback with Ximena, and 
how to keep the MEL capacity mapping up-to-
date, without over-burdening staff; 

• Participants who have not completed the MEL 
capacity assessment should do so; 

• Lason to expand the WhatsApp group for 
regional MEAL group, to include workshop 
participants;  

• CO teams to review their priorities, and take 
forward what they can. Regional MEAL group to 
prioritize areas for collective action.  

 
 

                                                            
1 CARE Zimbabwe will be developing their MIS in first quarter of 
FY19, so other COs wanting to develop something similar 
should connect, to learn from this experience. 

9. Final agreements 
 
The meeting concluded with some final 
recommendations and agreements. Following the 
meeting, the regional MEAL group met to prioritize 
follow-on actions.  
 
Discussions earlier in the week had also highlighted 
the need to address the gender imbalance in the 
group (5 women out of 37 participants). The 
capacity mapping data shows around 30% of MEL 
staff that have completed the mapping in the region 
are women, and teams agreed to discuss actions 
that they could take to address the current 
imbalance (such as increasing use of technology for 
data collection, to avoid the need for so much time 
by MEL staff away from home). Future meetings will 
have to have a better gender balance, to be true to 
CARE’s values and the spirit of putting gender 
equality at the heart of the IGS. 
 
Actions: 
• CO MEAL leads to expand and strengthen CO 

MEAL teams; 
• CO MEAL Leads to discuss with CO GED/Gender 

Teams, on actions to take to increase women’s 
participation in MEAL roles; 

• Regional team to ensure greater gender balance 
for future MEAL training events ; 

• Set up regional MEAL community as the “MEAL 
Hub” for the region, as a safe space for sharing 
and learning from each other. Lason to organize 
the first call, in the first half of June; 

• Each CO MEAL lead to share the main results 
from this meeting with their Senior Management 
Teams by Friday 25th May, highlighting positive 
and negative aspects from the meeting (and 
copying in Gideon and Lason); 

• MEAL group to focus for next few months on 
preparing for and executing a successful PIIRS 
FY18 campaign in the region – all COs to submit 
early, and “go green”; 

• After this, further shared priorities from the list 
of suggestions will be reviewed and put into 
action during FY19. 
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Annex 1: Participant list 
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Annex 2: Example visualizations 
 
1) The Mozambique team presents their sketched-out visualization, on “Life improved by Loans” 

 
 

2) The Impact of the SCALE project in Zambia, in 3 slides: 
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3) CARE’s impact, by country – sharpening an existing graphic: 

 

4) Other visualizations 
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