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Delivering better evidence: MEL learning from UK Aid Match

About this brief

UK Aid Match Phase Il (UKAM) supported a diverse portfolio of civil society organisations working
across multiple sectors, geographies and delivery models. Over the lifetime of the fund (2018-2026),
approaches to monitoring, evaluation and learning (MEL) evolved significantly in response to both
practical delivery challenges and wider shifts within the sector, including localisation, adaptive
management and a growing emphasis on evidencing outcomes rather than activity.

This brief reflects on that evolution. It does not seek to provide a comprehensive review of UKAM's
MEL systems. Instead, it focuses on three key lessons that emerged from managing MEL across a
complex portfolio and considers their implications for future fund design and oversight.

Importantly, these lessons emerged within the context of a successful and mature fund. Across
multiple funding rounds, UKAM supported a highly diverse portfolio of civil society organisations
working across sectors, geographies and delivery models. Despite the inherent challenges of
measuring complex change, the fund generated substantial evidence, learning and results over its
lifetime. The reflections that follow should therefore be read not as a critique of the model, but as
insights from its continued evolution and improvement.

Several of the approaches described built on learning generated across previous FCDO challenge
funds, particularly UK Aid Direct, and were refined through experience in UKAM Phase .

The challenge: evidencing complex change

Like many challenge funds, UKAM faced a fundamental tension. The fund required enough
consistency to assess performance across a large and diverse portfolio, while also recognising that
meaningful development change is often complex, context-specific and difficult to measure through
standardised metrics alone.

Grant holders and delivery partners entered the fund with varying MEL capacity, systems and
experience. Projects worked across different thematic areas, delivery models and operating
environments. As CSOs increasingly adopted more localised delivery models, responsibility for
generating evidence moved closer to implementation, often towards local partners operating with
different levels of MEL resource and capability.

At fund level, there was also an ongoing challenge in balancing the need for simple, aggregate results
with the desire to understand the quality, sustainability and significance of change achieved. Metrics
such as reach provided important information about scale but were often less effective at describing
the nature of change taking place.
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These challenges were not unique to UKAM. However, they shaped how the fund's MEL approach
evolved over time.

What UK Aid Match learned

1. Partnership-based MEL delivers better evidence than compliance-based MEL

Early fund management approaches placed primary responsibility for MEL with grant holders,
supported through oversight and assurance processes. While this reflected the diversity of the
portfolio and respected organisational ownership of MEL systems, experience demonstrated that
stronger evidence was often generated when the fund manager played a more active facilitation and
support role.

Over time, UKAM increasingly adopted a partnership-based approach, reflecting both lessons
emerging from the portfolio and wider organisational learning around capacity strengthening,
adaptive management and evidence use. Rather than redesigning systems or imposing additional
requirements, the focus was on strengthening existing approaches: improving indicator quality,
baseline data, outcome measurement and the use of evidence for decision-making.

The fund manager increasingly acted as a critical friend, combining assurance and accountability with
capacity strengthening, challenge and support. This created opportunities for more honest discussion
about performance, evidence gaps and programme adaptation, while maintaining appropriate
oversight and accountability.

This evolution became particularly important as programmes became more localised. As responsibility
for evidence generation increasingly shifted towards in-country teams and partners, variations in MEL
capacity, systems and resourcing became more apparent.

The experience highlighted that devolving responsibility for delivery must be accompanied by
sufficient investment in MEL capability, support and accompaniment. Localisation is not simply about
transferring responsibility for delivery. It also requires funders, fund managers and CSOs to reconsider
how evidence is generated, assessed and used.

Partnership-based approaches that build on existing systems and co-design evidence and reporting
approaches are often more effective than expecting local partners to adapt to externally imposed
reporting frameworks. As responsibility moves closer to delivery, assurance becomes less about
checking compliance and more about strengthening the systems, skills and relationships that
underpin credible evidence.

A recurring learning from UKAM was that credible evidence depends on more than reporting systems
and technical tools. Much of the evidence generated by development programmes is necessarily self-
reported. Grant holders collect, analyse and present their own results, often drawing on complex
datasets generated across multiple partners, locations and time periods. While entirely appropriate,
this creates a risk that data is misunderstood, over-interpreted or presented without sufficient
challenge.
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Project visits, technical discussions and external reviews proved particularly valuable in this regard.
Their role was rarely to identify deliberate inaccuracies or non-compliance. More often, they helped
grant holders and fund managers reach a shared understanding of what the evidence was actually
saying. In many cases, challenge came through discussion rather than inspection: testing assumptions,
exploring anomalies, triangulating findings and questioning whether reported results were fully
supported by available evidence.

The effectiveness of this process depended heavily on relationships and trust. As partnerships
matured, grant holders increasingly viewed fund managers as part of the wider project team rather
than simply an oversight function. This created space for more open conversations about challenges,
uncertainty and evidence quality. In turn, these conversations often generated richer learning than
formal reporting processes alone.

The experience also highlighted limitations in relying heavily on baseline and endline evaluations as
the primary mechanisms for independent verification. While external evaluations provided important
challenge and scrutiny, they often happened too late to influence implementation. More regular
forms of technical review, particularly when linked to project visits, annual reviews and ongoing
dialogue between fund managers, grant holders and partners, frequently proved more effective in
strengthening evidence quality throughout programme delivery.

Maintaining both close grant-level engagement and portfolio-level oversight also proved important.
While grant managers developed detailed understanding of individual projects, portfolio
management functions provided a broader perspective, helping identify recurring issues, common
evidence challenges and learning that could be applied across multiple grants.

A key lesson for future funds is that effective MEL depends not only on technical frameworks, but also
on the quality of relationships between fund managers, grant holders and delivery partners. Many of
the improvements seen over time were driven not by new tools or requirements, but by more active
engagement around evidence, performance and learning.

This highlights an often-overlooked aspect of fund design. The effectiveness of MEL is shaped not only
by grant holder systems and capability, but also by the quality and intensity of fund management
support. Fund managers play an important role in challenging assumptions, strengthening evidence,
facilitating reflection and helping translate data into practical learning.

These functions require dedicated time, skills and resource. UKAM's experience suggests that
stronger evidence and more meaningful learning are often linked to more active forms of fund
management, rather than compliance-focused oversight alone.

2. Measuring change requires more than counting reach

One of the clearest lessons from UKAM was that what can be measured consistently is not always
what matters most.
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Fund-level reporting naturally favoured metrics that could be aggregated across a diverse portfolio.
Reach was valuable in demonstrating scale and coverage, but it often provided only a partial picture
of programme performance.

Reach also proved more complex to measure than is often assumed. Across a diverse portfolio,
projects varied significantly in how they defined and tracked participation, influence and exposure.
Delivery often took place over multiple years, with overlapping activities and repeated engagement
with the same and different groups, making it difficult to consistently measure unique beneficiaries
and increasing the risk of double counting. Questions of what constituted direct and indirect reach
were also highly context-dependent and not always comparable across different project types.

More fundamentally, reach alone says little about the nature or significance of change. A one-off
interaction with a project and a sustained shift in behaviour over many years may both be recorded as
‘reach’, despite representing fundamentally different levels of engagement and impact. While reach
remains an important measure of scale, it is often a poor proxy for the depth, quality or durability of
change achieved.

The experience highlighted a broader challenge for challenge funds: the indicators that are easiest to
aggregate at portfolio level are not always those that best capture meaningful change. Many of the
outcomes UKAM sought to support—including behaviour change, systems strengthening,
sustainability and inclusion—required richer forms of evidence and more nuanced assessment than
headline metrics alone could provide.

As a result, UKAM increasingly sought to strengthen outcome measurement and broaden how
performance was assessed. Composite scoring approaches helped ensure that outcomes,
sustainability and inclusion were considered alongside delivery metrics when assessing performance.
This reflected a wider recognition that strong performance should not be defined simply by achieving
targets, but by the ability to credibly evidence meaningful change.

The quality of external evaluations also became an increasingly important area of focus. Greater
engagement with evaluation design, terms of reference and review processes helped strengthen the
credibility of findings and provided a valuable source of triangulation alongside routine monitoring
data. Collectively, these changes contributed to a stronger and more credible evidence base across
the portfolio, although progress remained uneven across organisations and contexts.

Future funds should recognise that meaningful assessment of development performance requires a
balance between comparability and complexity. Aggregated metrics remain important, but should not
become substitutes for understanding change.

3. Learning comes from conversations, not templates

Throughout the life of UKAM, a range of learning and performance management mechanisms were
introduced alongside existing reporting requirements, including quarterly and annual reporting. These
included project design tools, collaborative learning plans, safeguarding and sustainability plans,
performance improvement processes, and communities of practice.
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These mechanisms often created useful opportunities for reflection and adaptation. However, they
also added to an already crowded reporting landscape and, in some cases, increased the burden
placed on grant holders. The experience highlighted that learning is not created simply by introducing
additional tools or requirements.

Perhaps the most important lesson was that the value did not primarily come from the tools
themselves.

Building on the critical friend relationships developed between fund managers, grant holders and
delivery partners, annual review discussions evolved from relatively compliance-focused processes
into deeper conversations about evidence, assumptions, performance and adaptation. Feedback
became increasingly targeted and evidence-led, helping grant holders move beyond reporting activity
towards reflecting on what was changing, why, and what this meant for programme delivery.

Over time, these discussions became some of the most valuable learning mechanisms within the
fund. They created structured opportunities to interrogate evidence, challenge assumptions, explore
emerging issues and identify practical improvements. In many cases, the learning generated through
discussion was more valuable than the completion of the associated tools or templates.

The most valuable learning mechanisms were not additional templates, but structured conversations
grounded in evidence.

This shift helped reposition MEL from a reporting requirement towards something more useful in
practice: a tool for reflection, decision-making and course correction. It also reinforced the
importance of creating dedicated space for learning within fund management processes, rather than
assuming that learning will emerge organically from routine reporting.

However, creating these opportunities for reflection required time, capacity and active facilitation.
Partnership-based MEL approaches are often more resource intensive than compliance-led models,
both for fund managers and grant holders.

The experience also highlighted that this does not necessarily require additional layers of reporting. In
some cases, greater value may be achieved by simplifying existing requirements and creating more
space for discussion, reflection and evidence review. For example, routine reporting functions could
potentially place greater emphasis on stories of change, learning discussions, video updates or
facilitated reflection, rather than relying primarily on increasingly detailed reporting templates.

Future funds should therefore consider not only how learning is created, but also how lower-value
compliance requirements can be reduced to make space for more meaningful engagement. The
challenge is not simply to invest more in MEL, but to invest differently.

Implications for future funds

UKAM's experience suggests several practical implications for future fund design and oversight.
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For donors and those designing future funds, this includes investing early in MEL systems, ensuring
sufficient resourcing, strengthening baseline development, and balancing accountability requirements
with realistic expectations around measurement.

For fund managers, it highlights the importance of partnership-based approaches that combine
assurance with support, create structured opportunities for reflection, and invest in the quality of
evidence rather than the proliferation of tools.

More broadly, three themes emerged consistently across the life of the fund.

First, stronger evidence was generated when MEL was approached as a partnership rather than a
compliance exercise. Second, meaningful assessment of performance required a broader
understanding of change than could be provided by headline metrics alone. Third, the most valuable
learning mechanisms were not additional templates, but structured conversations grounded in
evidence.

Together, these lessons suggest that effective MEL is not primarily a technical challenge. While
frameworks, indicators and reporting systems remain important, the greatest gains were achieved
through stronger relationships, better evidence and more meaningful conversations about change.

As the development sector continues to evolve towards more localised, partnership-based and locally
led approaches, these lessons are likely to become increasingly relevant. As responsibility for delivery,
decision-making and evidence generation shifts closer to communities and local partners, funders,
fund managers and CSOs will need to adapt how assurance, learning and accountability are
approached.

In this context, strong evidence is most likely to emerge when expectations, systems and approaches
are developed collaboratively, building on existing capacities and ways of working rather than
imposing parallel requirements. Effective fund management remains important, not simply as an
oversight function, but as a mechanism for connecting learning, providing technical challenge,
facilitating reflection and helping ensure that evidence remains both credible and useful across a
complex portfolio.

The challenge for future funds is not simply to invest more in MEL, but to invest differently; creating
space for the relationships, dialogue and shared problem-solving that underpin meaningful learning
and lasting change.
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