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Abstract

This scoping review explores how Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) systems strengthening is de-
fined and conceptualized in scholarly and practitioner literature. It responds to the growing emphasis
among governments, development partners, and research institutions on building robust, sustainable
M&E systems that support evidence-informed policymaking and accountability. Across the literature
reviewed, M&E systems strengthening is predominantly characterized as a holistic, multi-level process
encompassing individual, institutional, and systemic capacity building. Core themes include the inte-
gration of M&E into national policy and budgeting processes, the institutionalization of M&E through
legal mandates and dedicated structures, and the creation of enabling environments supported by po-
litical will, financial investment, and stakeholder engagement. This synthesis follows a scoping-review
protocol grounded in JBI guidance, with reporting per PRISMA-ScR.

Key conceptual frameworks emphasize capacity building across three interconnected levels — individ-
ual, institutional, and country (system) — with individual and institutional capacities grouped at the
micro level and country-level capacity at the macro level. Institutionalization is identified as essential,
transforming M&E from isolated technical efforts into embedded governance functions. The review
also highlights the importance of aligning M&E with national priorities, avoiding donor-driven frag-
mentation, and building demand for evidence among policymakers and civil society.

Notable gaps include limited frameworks for assessing the long-term outcomes of M&E capaci-
ty-strengthening efforts and a persistent imbalance between monitoring and evaluation, with the lat-
ter often remaining peripheral. Emerging insights call for a shift toward outcome-based indicators, a
stronger evaluation culture, and a balanced supply-demand dynamic for M&E information. Ultimate-
ly, the review underscores that strengthening M&E systems requires more than technical inputs - it
demands strategic alignment, sustained political commitment, and structures that foster continuous
learning and use of evidence.

Introduction

How are M&E systems strengthening approaches defined and conceptualized in the literature? This
question has gained increasing prominence as governments, development partners, and research
institutions emphasize the importance of robust and sustainable monitoring and evaluation (M&E)
practices. Strengthening M&E systems goes beyond technical capacity alone: it involves fostering a
culture of evaluation, ensuring political support, and embedding M&E within policy and governance
processes to enhance accountability and evidence-based decision-making (CLEAR-AA, 2020, pp. 4, 15,
24). Given the heightened demand for reliable performance and outcomes data — especially in the con-
text of global development goals and public-sector reforms — a clear understanding of M&E systems
strengthening is vital to ensure interventions are both context-sensitive and durable.

This review is structured into four main sections. First, it offers a working definition of M&E systems
strengthening, drawing on key sources that explicitly address the term. Next, it examines core concep-
tual frameworks and approaches often discussed in the literature, organized under three themes: (1)
multi-level capacity building, (2) institutionalization and policy integration, and (3) enabling environ-
ments and contextual factors. Following that, the review explores gaps and emerging insights, shed-
ding light on unresolved challenges and notable shifts in practice. Finally, it concludes with a synthesis
of the main findings and reflections on future directions.



Conceptual Framework

This scoping review is one of a set of twenty scoping reviews commissioned to inform the Global Eval-
uation Initiative (GEI) 2.0 Strategy (FY2026-30).

The review set is organized around a conceptual framework that mirrors the nested structure of GEI's
theory of change and theory of action which addresses four analytical levels: country, decision-mak-
er/unit, evaluation/decision, and individual. At the country level, the focus is on the linkage between
stronger M&E ecosystems and development and governance outcomes. At the decision-maker/unit
level, the emphasis is on strengthening the culture and practice of evidence-informed decision-making
within specific ministries or units. At the evaluation/decision level, the focus is on how evaluations
or other evidence-generating activities can inform specific policy or program decisions. Finally, at
the individual level, the framework addresses how training, mentorship, peer exchange, and related
supports strengthen the skills, performance, and professional development of evaluators and other
evaluation actors. Within each level, the review set addresses five recurring sub-topics: how the focal
construct is defined and conceptualized; the primary theories of change linking the level's activities to
its intended outcomes; the metrics used to characterize status and change at that level; the empirical
evidence linking activities to outcomes; and the drivers that help explain success or failure. The result-
ing 4x5 matrix — four analytical levels by five recurring sub-topics — structures the review set into
twenty distinct but complementary scoping reviews.

The present review addresses the definition and conceptualization sub-topic at the decision-maker/unit
level.

Methods

Review design

This review was conducted as a scoping review following JBI guidance (Peters et al., 2020), with report-
ing per PRISMA-ScR (Tricco et al., 2018). A scoping format was appropriate because the research ques-
tion is definitional and required breadth across heterogeneous, multidisciplinary material — peer-re-
viewed scholarship, institutional strategy and guidance documents, and ECD framework documents.
Eligibility followed the JBI Population-Concept—Context (PCC) framing, with the review question and
inclusion criteria anchored primarily to the concept of M&E systems strengthening as a construct. Per
§11.1.1 of the JBI Manual, no formal critical appraisal or risk-of-bias assessment was applied.

The review followed the seven-stage human-in-the-loop workflow shown in Figure 1, beginning with
human-led specification of the research question and scope (Stage 1, Task 1.1). Across all stages, LLM
tools supported defined tasks under human-designed prompts; two human reviewers retained au-
thority over every inclusion, charting, mapping, and synthesis decision. Figure 1's five "collaborative
zones" mark groupings of paired human and GenAl tasks that operated on the same evolving artifact
through iterative cycles, with each actor's work shaping the other's next task.



Figure 1. GEI 2.0 Rapid Evidence Review (RER) Workflow
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Eligibility criteria

Sources were eligible if they defined, conceptualized, or offered an explicit framework for M&E sys-
tems strengthening — understood as deliberate interventions, approaches, or processes for building,
reforming, or improving M&E systems and the capacities that sustain them. The construct was treated
as encompassing its commonly used variants, including evaluation capacity development, evaluation
system reform, M&E capacity building, and national evaluation capacity development. Eligibility was
drawn tightly around sources engaging with how systems are built, changed, or strengthened, rather
than sources merely describing standing system features or evaluation practice without an explicit
strengthening lens. Eligible source types included peer-reviewed journal articles; institutional strate-
gy and guidance documents; ECD frameworks; systematic and scoping reviews of ECD definitions;
and doctoral theses. No a priori restriction was placed on earliest publication date, and no language
restriction was applied. Searching concluded in June 2025, which constitutes the publication cutoff
for inclusion. Included sources were entirely English-language. At full-text review, sources were
excluded for not engaging with the strengthening construct as a construct, falling outside the
review's scope, or not meeting the minimum quality threshold applied to their source type.

Two source-type-specific quality thresholds were applied. Peer-reviewed sources had to have been
issued through standard editorial peer-review processes. Grey-literature sources additionally had
to meet three criteria: (i) offer an explicit and defended definition, conceptualization, or framework
for M&E systems strengthening, rather than invoking the terminology in passing; (ii) a documented
evi-dence or reference base; and (iii) identifiable institutional quality control (verified pragmatically
by checking whether the source was published through an official institutional channel and bore
clear markers of institutional authorship, approval, or accountability).

Information sources and search strategy

Literature identification (Stage 2 of Figure 1) followed an iterative human-GenAlI cycle, beginning
with the human reviewer's definition of search parameters (Task 2.1). Because definitional sources
on M&E systems strengthening are disproportionately published as institutional guidance, strategy,
and frame-work documents rather than as journal articles, institutional registers and repositories
were central to this review's search architecture. Scopus and Web of Science Core Collection
provided peer-reviewed coverage, with Google Scholar searched as a complementary academic
search engine. Institutional re-positories systematically searched were the World Bank Open
Knowledge Repository, the UNEG Publi-cations Repository, the OECD iLibrary, Global Evaluation
Initiative (GEI) network publications, and the institutional publication channels of professional
evaluation associations (the American Evaluation Association and the International Development
Evaluation Association). Targeted searches of the pub-lication channels of regional evaluation
partnerships active in ECD work — including CLEAR Anglo-phone Africa and Twende Mbele —
were conducted as a structured supplementary stream. Coverage was further extended through
backward and forward citation chasing and expert recommendation.

Within the "build and validate search strategy" collaborative zone, the LLM generated
semantically equivalent query reformulations and drafted database- and repository-specific search
strings (Tasks 2.2-2.3), which the human reviewer audited and finalized (Task 2.4); a search log
archived run dates, applied limits, and result counts. Searches were executed under a pre-specified
stopping rule (Task 2.5): searching continued through successive results pages until three
consecutive pages yielded no further relevant records. Quality Check Gate (QCG) i required the
deduplicated candidate set to meet coverage and retrievability criteria; where it did not, reviewers
revised search parameters or strings and re-executed searches.

Source selection

Study selection (Stage 3) operated under a human-designed screening protocol (Task 3.1). A total of
168 records were identified through databases and registers (155 from databases; 13 from registers),
with a further 53 identified through backward and forward citation searching and expert
recommendation and known-source inclusion (Figure 2).



After deduplication and metadata-based screening to remove records of document types outside the
eligible scope, 127 records underwent title and abstract screen-ing: the LLM produced assistive first-
pass inclusion-likelihood labels (Task 3.2), and two independent human reviewers performed the
title and abstract screening (Task 3.3), informed but not bound by the LLM labels. Twenty-two
records advanced to full-text screening (Task 3.4); three could not be re-trieved, leaving 19 assessed,
of which eight were excluded with coded reasons. In parallel, 51 of the 53 supplementary-stream
records were retrieved and assessed (two were not retrievable), and 47 were excluded with coded

reasons. A total of 15 sources were included in the review.

QCG ii required the included studies set to satisfy protocol-specified eligibility coverage; where it
did not, the reviewers revised the screening protocol and re-screened the affected records.

Figure 2. PRISMA Flow Diagram
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Data extraction and mapping

Data extraction and mapping (Stage 4) proceeded under a human-designed extraction protocol (Task
4.1). A structured codebook captured bibliographic metadata; the definition or conceptualization of
strengthening offered; the framework advanced (where applicable); the components and dimensions
identified; the underlying theoretical lineage; and any stated limitations. Within the "extract and veri-
fy" collaborative zone, LLM-assisted extraction (Task 4.2) populated the codebook with page-anchored
quotations and paraphrases, with iterative spot-checks and prompt refinement (Task 4.3) used to
re-extract fields where verification flagged errors — including misattributions, unsupported state-
ments, hallucinated content, and conflation of proximate constructs. Reviewers verified all defini-
tional statements and framework attributions and a random 20% sample of remaining fields. Within
the "map and classify evidence" zone, a preliminary concept mapping produced under structured
prompts (Task 4.4) was then validated and finalized by the reviewers (Task 4.5), clustering the includ-
ed sources along two axes: the definitional contribution offered (definition only, framework advanced,
or boundary-condition clarification) and the conceptual lineage invoked.

QCG iii required the resulting evidence base and taxonomy to meet extraction-fidelity criteria — in-
cluding page-anchored support for every charted statement — before synthesis. Where these criteria
were not met, the process looped back to Task 4.1, where the reviewers revised the extraction protocol
before the affected fields were re-extracted.

Synthesis and reporting

Synthesis and reporting (Stage 5) proceeded through collaborative drafting cycles. A draft report
structure was proposed under structured prompts (Task 5.1) and refined by the reviewers (Task 5.2).
Within the "draft section narratives" collaborative zone, evidence was mapped to sections (Task 5.3),
section-level synthesis logic was designed under human direction (Task 5.4), and section narratives
were generated under human-designed prompts (Task 5.5) — producing, in this review, a three-part
analytical structure comprising an opening definitional discussion, a section on the principal frame-
works and approaches that have been advanced, and a closing section identifying gaps and emerging
insights. An integrative prompt designed by the reviewers (Task 5.6) was then used to produce the
integrated draft (Task 5.7).

A human verification of citation fidelity (Task 5.8) sampled a random 20% of cited claims and checked
each against its source. Where errors, misattributions, or hallucinations appeared in the sample, the
reviewer examined whether they were scattered across sections and sources or concentrated in one
section or source; based on that assessment, the process looped back to Task 5.4, where the section-lev-
el synthesis prompts were revised and the affected section narratives regenerated. Where the sample
was clean, the process advanced to QCG iv.

QCG iv assessed the structural and rhetorical quality of the integrated draft — whether the sections
were well tied together, built on one another, and formed a coherent whole with clear flow and con-
sistent framing. Where it did not, the reviewers revised the integrative synthesis prompt (Task 5.6) and
the LLM regenerated the integrated draft.

Quality assurance

Before finalization, the integrated draft was processed through a GenAl-assisted internal peer review
(Stage 6). The reviewer entered text-anchored marginal comments in the integrated draft (Task 6.1);
a VBA macro converted those comments into inline, LLM-ingestible comments embedded in the body
text (Task 6.2). The LLM then returned an iteratively revised draft with all changes shown in tracked
changes (Task 6.3), and the reviewer accepted or rejected each proposed revision (Task 6.4). QCG v
marked the point at which the model returned a revised draft requiring no further peer-review com-
ments; where further comments remained, the process looped back to Task 6.1 for another cycle.



Final audit and finalization (Stage 7) used a purpose-built claim-and-citation audit pipeline (Task 7.1)
within the "audit and verify" zone: the pipeline parsed every in-text citation, retrieved the correspond-
ing extracted source passage, and used an LLM under a structured rubric to classify each cited claim
as Supported, Partially Supported, or Not Supported. In the human audit and validation pass (Task
7.2), all Not Supported and Partially Supported claims were revised or removed, and a 10% random
sample of the remaining Supported claims was manually re-verified against source PDFs. The audit
was then re-run, with the cycle repeated until every cited claim returned a Supported verdict. A final
editorial pass (Task 7.3) covered coherence and flow, formatting against the publication template, ter-
minological consistency, and APA-compliance of the reference list.

Defining M&E Systems Strengthening

Although "M&E systems strengthening" can encompass various organizational, institutional, and na-
tional-level processes, the literature converges on a definition that emphasizes holistic capacity de-
velopment, integration into public policy, and sustained demand for evidence. CLEAR-AA (2020, p.
2) defines M&E capacity strengthening as "the process through which individuals, institutions and
countries develop, enhance and organise their M&E systems to effectively monitor the performance
and evaluate development interventions at both state and institutional (non-state/state) levels." This
definition underscores three essential dimensions: (a) the multi-tiered nature of capacity (individual,
institutional, systemic), (b) the importance of a cohesive, organized approach to M&E, and (c) the end
goal of facilitating better monitoring and evaluation of development outcomes.

Building on this multi-level framing, Chirau et al. (2022, p. 2) define a national M&E system, drawing
on their earlier work (Chirau et al., 2020), as "the collection of M&E frameworks that guide the commis-
sioning and undertaking of M&E and the individual and institutional M&E capacity to undertake and
use M&E information to inform development planning, policymaking and decision-making." Their
emphasis on both the conduct and use of M&E situates system strengthening as a process aimed at
enhancing "supply and demand" — ensuring that credible, high-quality data are produced (supply)
while fostering strong demand for such data among policymakers and stakeholders.

A closely related concept in the literature is the "institutionalization" of M&E, sometimes used syn-
onymously with M&E systems strengthening. Makadzange (2022, p. 3), for instance, adopts the Inter-
national Atlas of Evaluation Framework developed by Furubo, Rist, and Sandahl to assess the insti-
tutionalization of national M&E systems, establishing that for a system to be fully institutionalized, it
must fulfill multiple domains including pervasive M&E practice across the public sector, institutional
arrangements in parliament for M&E support, and policies or regulations that govern M&E practic-
es. Conceptualized in this way, M&E systems strengthening moves beyond sporadic or donor-driven
projects and becomes woven into the daily functioning of public-sector organizations. Lazaro (2015,
p. 16), drawing on the same Furubo and Sandahl tradition, offers a complementary, process-oriented
characterization: an evaluation system exists when evaluations are no longer commissioned on an ad
hoc basis but through permanent arrangements that guarantee both the supply of evaluative informa-
tion and its appropriate use. This framing foregrounds the dynamic, ongoing nature of institutional-
ization — it is not merely the presence of structures and regulations, but the establishment of routine,
sustained evaluation practice integrated into decision-making cycles.

In a complementary vein, Goldman et al. (2018), adapting Holvoet and Renard’s framework, identify
six characteristics of an effective national evaluation system: 1) policy, including an evaluation
plan, differentiation between monitoring and evaluation, evaluator autonomy and impartiality, and
links to use, planning, and budgeting; 2) methodology, including indicator selection, evaluation
prioritization, programme theory, methods, and data collection; 3) organisation, including
coordination across central, statistical, line-ministry, decentralised, and project levels; 4) capacity,
including recognition of capacity constraints and a capacity-building plan; 5) participation of
actors outside government, including Parliament, civil society, and donors; and 6) the quality and use



of evaluation products and processes. This operational framework moves the definition of a
strengthened M&E system beyond abstract principles toward a set of concrete institutional
characteristics.

Key Conceptual Frameworks and Approaches

Multi-Level Capacity Building

A prominent theme across sources is the notion that capacity building must occur at multiple inter-
connected levels—individual, institutional, and country (system)—to enable genuine and lasting M&E
systems strengthening. Both CLEAR-AA (2020, p. 2) and Masvaure and Chirau (2020, p. 2) conceptual-
ize M&E capacity as spanning these three levels, with individual and institutional capacities grouped
at the "micro" level and country-level capacity at the "macro" level.

At the individual level, building evaluators' and policymakers' technical skills is critical; however, as
Stewart (2015, pp. 549-550) argues, one-off trainings are not sufficient. Ongoing mentorship, specialist
support, and the development of peer-support systems cultivate sustained changes in how research
and evaluation evidence is used. Such sustained engagement facilitates "process use," where active
participation in evaluation activities leads to changes in individual thinking and shifts in organization-
al culture, thereby fostering broader organizational learning (Alkin & King, 2016, pp. 568, 575-576).

At the institutional level, capacity-building initiatives often include forming dedicated M&E units,
standardizing data collection processes, and clarifying roles and responsibilities. Several sources sug-
gest these structural investments must be accompanied by attention to relational dynamics: Alkin
and King (2017, pp. 445-446) highlight that evaluator credibility and the meaningful engagement of
stakeholders are essential determinants of whether evaluation findings are utilized, noting that the
development of rapport and a collaborative working relationship between evaluators and clients is
key to maximizing use over the long term. Where these processes are well-managed and transparent,
the likelihood of organizational ownership and continuous refinement of M&E grows.

At the system-wide level, the development of national M&E policy frameworks signals a government's
commitment to evaluation, while integrating M&E into budgeting and development planning process-
es is consistently emphasized as important for sustainability (Chirau et al., 2022, pp. 7, 9). For exam-
ple, Kanyamuna (2021) examines Zambia's whole-of-government monitoring and evaluation system,
focusing on the demand side and proposing a model for strengthening it. Country-led approaches fur-
ther emphasize that local contexts, rather than donor imperatives, should dictate the focus and struc-
ture of M&E system interventions; as Chirau et al. (2020, p. 2) note, each country programme should
be "owned, focused and led by the country itself," with local in-country partners who understand the
country's M&E context implementing interventions.

Institutionalization and Policy Integration

Another cornerstone of M&E systems strengthening lies in formalizing M&E within governance
structures, often referred to as "institutionalization." This process involves embedding M&E within
policy and planning systems so that government agencies not only collect data but also use it sys-
tematically in decision-making. Expanding on the framework introduced in the preceding sec-
tion, Makadzange (2022, p. 3) conceptualizes "fully institutionalised" national M&E systems through a
12-domain framework requiring M&E to be pervasive across the public sector, reinforced by nation-
al laws or regulations, and managed by permanent oversight bodies with established structures for
conducting and disseminating M&E work. However, the organizational form this institutionalization
takes varies considerably across governance contexts. Lazaro (2015, pp. 18, 111), synthesizing Jacob's
(2005) comparative analysis, identifies a typology of organizational configurations ranging from mo-



nopoly — where a single body dominates evaluation promotion and practice, typical of early-stage
systems — through centralized pluralism, where one coordinating body sets norms while multiple
agencies carry out evaluation, to fragmented concurrence, where no coordinating element exists and
evaluation proceeds unevenly. This typology suggests that M&E systems strengthening need not follow
a single institutional blueprint; rather, the appropriate configuration depends on a country's political
structure, administrative traditions, and stage of evaluation development.

Integration with budgeting processes is repeatedly cited as crucial for achieving this institutionaliza-
tion. Chirau et al. (2022, p. 9) identify the poor integration of planning, budgeting, and M&E as a com-
mon finding across multiple countries, while Kanyamuna et al. (2018, p. 81) argue that linking M&E
to the budget process creates powerful incentives for effective M&E across public agencies. When
M&E data inform resource allocations, it provides a tangible incentive for policymakers to value cred-
ible, timely information. In contrast, where M&E remains a peripheral activity—requested primarily
by donors or external partners—its potential impact on policy decisions is diminished. By linking M&E
to planning and budgeting processes, governments can work toward building what Kanyamuna (2021)
calls a "functional whole-of-government monitoring and evaluation system," signaling that evaluation
and monitoring are integral components of evidence-based governance rather than isolated tasks.

Policy integration also involves creating national M&E frameworks or strategies that guide govern-
ment institutions (CLEAR-AA, 2020, p. 12). Such frameworks typically outline standards, reporting
structures, and capacity-building plans. However, the content and orientation of these frameworks
matter as much as their existence. Masvaure and Fish (2022) identify a significant tension in how
M&E is practiced, noting that it is frequently treated as a compliance or audit function focused on
checking for errors rather than fostering institutional learning. Consequently, they argue that capac-
ity-strengthening efforts must transcend the monitoring of technical skills to prioritize deeper eval-
uation capacities that enable countries to meet their strategic development goals. Lazaro's (2015, pp.
66—68) comparative analysis of evaluation institutionalization in Europe and Latin America under-
scores this point: in cases where M&E obligations were introduced through top-down regulation —
particularly in Southern European contexts — they were frequently assimilated into existing control
and compliance functions, generating passive ritualistic adoption rather than genuine learning. The
implication is that legal mandates for M&E, while necessary, are insufficient if they operate within ad-
ministrative cultures unreceptive to the reflexive, learning-oriented use of evaluative evidence. When
laws and policies mandate not only data collection but also structured evaluation of outcomes, a more
genuine learning culture can emerge—helping shift the paradigm from accountability alone to both
accountability and continuous improvement.

Enabling Environments and Contextual Factors

The success of M&E systems strengthening depends on more than technical or policy mechanisms;
it also hinges on the broader political, cultural, and financial context. Drawing on Segone (2009), the
CLEAR-AA (2020) report notes that "an enabling environment which includes the appropriate policies,
legislation, power relations and social norms, is a prerequisite for strengthening M&E capacity at indi-
vidual, institutional and system level” (p. 2).

Political buy-in is particularly critical. Chirau et al. (2022, p. 7) argue that securing political and ad-
ministrative buy-in is crucial for making M&E a valued governance practice, and that high-ranking
leaders—commonly referred to as "M&E champions"—are strategically positioned to promote the
institutionalization of M&E in planning, budgeting, and decision-making. Conversely, weak demand
for evidence, frequent leadership changes, or minimal accountability structures can undermine even
well-designed initiatives. Lazaro (2015, pp. 20-21) offers a more granular taxonomy of contextual de-
terminants, drawn from comparative analysis across European and Latin American systems. They ar-
gue that evaluation's ability to take root depends on factors far broader than mere political will. These
include the strength of scientific traditions, the hybridization of academic and administrative cultures,



and the nature of the political system; they notes that majoritarian systems are often more hospitable
to evaluation than consociational ones based on power-sharing. Furthermore, exogenous drivers like
EU structural fund obligations or donor requirements play a pivotal role. Lazaro (2015, p. 107) con-
cludes that success relies less on technical or institutional shifts and more on a fundamental cultural
reorientation toward reflexive governance, continuous learning, and a tolerance for critical findings.

Resource allocation further shapes the enabling environment. Kanyamuna et al. (2018, pp. 80-81)
emphasize that for a sector M&E function to reach sustainable levels, it requires sufficient funding to
overcome chronic deficits, address high levels of understaffing and staff attrition, and improve poor
infrastructural capacity. Without sufficient budgets to hire qualified staff, establish reliable data man-
agement systems, or fund evaluation studies, M&E efforts risk remaining superficial. Donor-driven
fragmentation compounds this challenge: when multiple agencies fund unsystematic, short-term M&E
activities that are donor-centric rather than country-led, the result frequently fails to strengthen long-
term institutional M&E architecture (Chirau et al., 2020, p. 3).

Finally, stakeholder engagement and a strong evaluation culture are widely cited as enabling factors.
Professional evaluation associations facilitate shared learning through dialogue on ethics and stan-
dards, while academic programs in M&E expand the supply of trained experts required to sustain en-
abling environments for evaluation (Makadzange, 2022, pp. 3, 7-8). An absence of such communities
can exacerbate capacity gaps and create reliance on external consultants.

Gaps and Emerging Insights

A consistent gap in the literature concerns measuring the outcomes of M&E capacity-building activi-
ties. Both Masvaure and Chirau (2020, p. 2) and CLEAR-AA (2020, pp. v—vi) observe that measurement
of M&E capacity-strengthening initiatives remains nascent and largely confined to inputs, processes,
and outputs at the micro level, with few concrete frameworks for assessing whether such strategies
have strengthened systems in sustained ways. Masvaure and Fish (2022, p. 6) highlight a critical need
for outcome-based indicators that track changes in how data are generated, used, and integrated into
policy decisions. This measurement gap is compounded by a broader imbalance between monitoring
and evaluation. Chirau et al. (2022, p. 5) observe that M&E infrastructure in African countries re-
mains biased toward producing monitoring data, with evaluation remaining "on the periphery,” and
that the overemphasis on monitoring has led to excessive attention on inputs and activities without
attention to outcomes and impact. This imbalance can limit organizational learning and hamper the
broader objective of evidence-informed policymaking. Strengthening the evaluation function requires
stronger institutional and political commitment, not just technical know-how.

Lamarque (2023, p. 163) observes that most frameworks for assessing the institutionalization of evalu-
ation apply primarily to central government and do not account for subnational entities, a significant
omission given that the majority of public policies are implemented across multiple levels of govern-
ment. Beyond gaps in evaluative scope, many sources also point to fragmentation in M&E systems, es-
pecially in low- and middle-income countries where donor-funded projects proliferate. Because many
M&E systems are currently donor-driven rather than endogenous, they risk relying on discrete inter-
ventions that fail to achieve the systemic results necessary to ensure that findings are actually used to
inform decisions (Chirau et al., 2020, pp. 1, 3). The shift from short trainings to holistic, long-term strat-
egies — encompassing policy integration, alignment with national priorities, and robust local leader-
ship - is thus an emerging trend in how M&E systems strengthening is conceptualized in the literature.

A further central insight concerns the importance of balancing supply and demand for M&E informa-
tion. Chirau et al. (2022, p. 5) call for an equilibrium between the supply and demand of M&E infor-
mation across country M&E ecosystems, while Kanyamuna (2021, p. 84) argues that a functional na-
tional M&E system requires both the capacity to supply M&E information and the capacity to demand



and use it. Strengthening the "supply side" involves training evaluators, creating data infrastructure,
and establishing robust metrics. Yet the relationship between supply and demand is not merely
parallel. Kanyamuna et al. (2018) note that the demand side can affect the supply side of an M&E
system and that, when demand and utilization of information by key stakeholders are low, the M&E
function may come to be regarded as a bureaucratic burden and compliance with system
procedures may deteriorate — illustrating how demand-side weakness can undermine the
functioning of the system. Equally essential is en-ergizing the "demand side" by ensuring
policymakers and stakeholders actively seek out evaluation findings, value their utility, and
incorporate them into decisions. This balance underscores that M&E systems are not merely
technical apparatuses but social systems requiring buy-in from diverse actors.

Conclusion

In direct response to the research question — "How are M&E systems strengthening approaches
defined and conceptualized in the literature?" — the literature broadly characterizes M&E systems
strength-ening as a holistic, multi-level, and contextually embedded undertaking. Sources such as
CLEAR-AA (2020, p. 2) and Chirau et al. (2022, p. 7) emphasize capacity building across individual,
institutional, and country levels, while also highlighting the central role of institutionalizing M&E
within gover-nance structures to ensure it becomes a valued and embedded practice. Multiple
definitions converge on the notion that strengthened M&E systems are those which integrate
seamlessly with budgeting, policy formulation, and implementation, underpinned by political
support and robust legal frame-works. An enabling environment — encompassing political will,
financial investment, and stakeholder collaboration - is presented as supporting the continued
development of these systems and fostering a culture of evidence use. Thus, M&E strengthening is
not merely about technical skills or data collec-tion but about creating sustainable structures,
policies, and demand conditions that enable consistent, meaningful use of monitoring and evaluation
findings.

These findings suggest several implications for policymakers, practitioners, and researchers.
Policy integration emerges as a linchpin, suggesting that without legislative mandates and clear
policy link-ages, M&E systems may remain peripheral. Equally, capacity measurement stands out
as a critical gap, pointing to the need for innovative frameworks and indicators to assess long-term
effectiveness beyond counting trainings or short-term outputs. Future research could develop more
robust method-ologies for assessing how M&E influences government decisions at various levels, as
well as approaches for adapting capacity-building models to local contexts. Strengthening the
demand side of M&E - ensuring that policymakers, civil society, and citizens value and actively seek
evaluative evidence - also warrants further exploration, given that a balanced supply-demand
dynamic appears key to sustainability. Such efforts can help refine the conceptual understanding of
M&E systems strengthening and contribute to more evidence-informed governance in diverse
settings.
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