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1. About this
companion guide

1.3 How the guide relates to the Oxfam Common
Approach to MEL and Social Accountability (CAMSA)
The guide should be used alongside the CAMSA standards. It is not a substitute for
the requirements set out in the CAMSA; rather it aims to complement and enrich the

1.1 Purpose of the guide
This companion guide accompanies The Future is a Choice: The Oxfam
Framework and Guidance for Resilient Development, providing practical guidance
on how to design and implement resilience-sensitive monitoring, evaluation,
accountability and learning (MEAL) systems within our interventions that aim to
strengthen resilience. It is of use to all development, humanitarian or campaigns
practitioners, as all content can be applied and adapted to all forms of intervention.

CAMSA with specific guidance on meeting the minimum requirements while applying
a resilience approach. For example, if you are evaluating a project from a resilience
perspective, you would need to look at the CAMSA requirements for evaluation and
find out what tools are available to develop a good-quality Terms of Reference and
manage the evaluation. This companion guide can assist you in formulating the key
questions and approaches to assess resilience.

The guide focuses on how to assess progress on enhancing resilience capacities

1.4 Structure of the guide

and resilient development. It provides practitioners with guiding principles to

The guide has three sections:

enable the design and implementation of MEAL systems that can better address

Following section 1, the introductory section, section 2 explains the three

the need to manage projects adaptively and foster learning to achieve resilient

specific requirements of resilience programming that MEAL systems should

development impact. The guide does not provide a specific methodology for

respond to. Section 3 provides specific guidance by proposing Areas of Change

measuring resilience or a list of standard, ready-to-use resilience indicators, as

to consider when assessing progress towards resilience, and ten guiding principles

these will be context-specific and should relate to each project’s individual Theory

for resilience-sensitive MEAL systems. The Annexes provide additional tools and

of Change.

resources on MEAL for resilience programming.

1.2 How the guide was developed

1.5 How to use the guide

The companion guide has been developed in response to requests from Oxfam

You can use this guide in several ways according to your needs, as it is not step-by-

staff, with the support of the Resilience Knowledge Hub and its MEAL for

step guidance. Areas of change in Section 3 will help you to define the domains

Resilience Learning group. The group supported an iterative process of face-to-

of change related to resilience that you can include in the Theory of Change and in

face meetings, online discussions, consultations with key people in the Oxfam

the MEAL framework of your intervention; use the examples of resilience indicators

network of resilience practitioners and external experts, and carried out an

in Annex 2 to think about context-specific indicators for your programme. If your

extensive literature review to make this guide possible. This is a live document

interest is to improve the quality of your MEAL system by making sure it is adapted

and will be updated with new learning on MEAL for resilience as it emerges from

for the needs of resilience, you can go directly to the 10 guiding principles for

our practice.

resilience-sensitive MEAL systems and explore the tools and resources provided
throughout section 3 and in Annexes 1 and 3. You can use the navigation menu
on the bottom of the page to go directly to the section you need.

1 About

2 Requirements

3.1 Areas of Change

3.2 Principles

4 Annexes

MEAL for Resilience - a compagnion guide

3

2. Three requirements
for MEAL systems
Are we on the resilience pathway?
Dealing with development issues in rapidly evolving and unpredictable contexts
requires recognizing uncertainty as a key factor influencing all programmes
throughout the programme cycle. This includes uncertainty about how the context
will evolve and when, and uncertainty about how change may come about in
the specific context. We need to recognize this uncertainty and manage our
programmes in an adaptive way to keep our interventions on track to build
resilience.
Moreover, as resilience deals with complex social change processes, resilient
solutions are not straightforward, simple and clear from the beginning of our
intervention. Social change does not follow a linear and predictable trajectory;
there is uncertainty beforehand about the impact of the intervention and the most
1

effective routes or ‘pathways’ to resilience. Therefore, we need to discover
resilience pathways as we go along, and must be able to quickly adapt our
interventions to maximize our impact. MEAL systems can help us to achieve this
by fostering learning and the generation of timely and relevant information. This
can enable the programme’s stakeholders to better understand what change is
happening and how it is happening in the context, and thus make decisions to
adapt the intervention as needed.
Throughout this guide, we refer frequently to “systems”, as adopting a systemthinking approach is needed to address the causes of multiple risks, fragility
2

and vulnerability, without causing new risks and vulnerabilities. When we say
“systems”, we refer to social, environmental and political systems. These systems
interact and are made up of multiple inter-linked parts and actors that influence
each other (e.g. formal and informal institutions, natural processes, people and
3

behaviours). See in Annex 1 a guide on Systems thinking to find out more.
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We can summarize the three specific requirements of MEAL for resilience programming as follows:

Requirement 1

Requirement 2

Understand how change happens
in a given context

Learn better and faster

Requirement 3
Assess progress on resilience
building

Learning iteratively: throughout the

How interventions are contributing to

What are the system´s capacities needed

whole programme cycle

change?

to proactively and positively manage

Learning with others: bringing other

What others factors and actors are

perspectives and knowledge to learning

influencing Change (positively or

How an to what extent are interventions

negatively)?

strenghtening those capacities at different

Shorter learning loops: so we can

change?

levels?

detect in early stages the strategies and

How context dynamics (political,

actions that do not work, and stop them or

economic, social, etc.), shocks and

How an to what extent do resilience

improve them (“failing fast”)

stresses affect change (positively or

capacities lead to improve wellbeing and

negatively)?

realization of the rights of women, men,

Learning by doing: learning continously

boys and girls despite shocks, stresses

as we implement the programme

and uncertainty?

Learning into action: making
decisions based on new knowledge
and lessons learnt; putting learning into
practice to improve programme during
implementation

Section 3 provides insights about how MEAL systems and practices can address these three specific requirements of resilience programming.
Specifically, we propose that MEAL should consider Areas of Change and adhere to 10 guiding principles.
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3. MEAL for resilience programming
3.1. Assessing progress on resilience: where and how is change happening?
Oxfam defines resilience as: ‘The ability of women and men to realize their rights and improve their wellbeing despite shocks, stresses and uncertainty.’
4

The Oxfam Framework and Guidance for Resilient Development proposes a broad Theory of Change to enable our programmes to strengthen this ability,
which will ultimately result in ‘resilient development outcomes’ – i.e. women and men can realize their rights and enjoy enhanced wellbeing, over time,
despite shocks, stresses and uncertainty.
Figure 1 below recasts Oxfam’s resilience framework in the form of a ‘change logic’. It identifies three Areas of Change and one Focus Area which our MEAL systems
should consider:

Oxfam's Framework for Resilient Development

Area of Change 1
Resilience pathways:
multi-stakeholder social
change processes

Pathways to Resilient Development

Context analysis

Sequence, layer and integrate
building blocks and multi stakeholder
social change processes

Changing nature
of risks, shocks
and uncertainties
Global and local
drivers of
vulnerability

Women,
men, girls
and boys

6

Community

Social foundation,
environmental
limits

Focus Area
Changing context

ange proc
l ch
es
cia
se
so

Informing

Forward,
flexible
planning

Adaptive
challenge

Justice
challenge

Civil
society

Gender justice
and
empowerment

Learning
and
innovation

State local
to national

Humanitarian
challenge

Absorptive
capacity
Donors

Securing &
enhancing
livelihood

Area of Change 2
Resilience outcomes:
absorptive, adaptive and
transformative capacities

Transformative
capacity
Adaptive
capacity

Private
sector

Accountable
governing

Oxfam vision

Three capacities
responding to new
challenges and
opportunities over time

s

Existing capacities,
new opportunities

Resilience outcomes

Resilient
development
Resilient OSP

Area of Change 3
Wellbeing and rights over
time

Resilience
outcomes
Regional
&internat.
institutions

Specific
development
outcomes

Iterative learning and adaptive management (MEAL)

Figure 1: Areas of Change in relation to Oxfam’s framework for resilient development
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Area of Change 1

Area of Change 2

Resilience pathways:
Multi-stakeholder social
change processes

Community

Private
sector

ANGE PRO
L CH
CE
SS
CIA
SO
Accountable
governing

Informing

Forward,
flexible
planning

Civil
society

Gender justice
and
empowerment

Learning
and
innovation

Adaptive
capacity

ES

6

Women,
men, girls
and boys

Resilience outcomes:
Capacities

Situation
characterized
by flexibility

Donors

Wellbeing and rights
over time

Transformative
capacity
Situation
characterized by
structural change

Absorptive
capacity

Securing &
enhancing
livelihood

Situation
characterized
by stability

Regional
&internat.
institutions

State local
to national

How are social
change processes
happening in
order to reinforce
resilience
capacities?

Area of Change 3

How and to what extent are resilience capacities enhanced
during chronic stress effectively leading to a positive resilience
response of people and systems when a crisis occurs?

How are
multi-stakeholder
collaborations
happening in order
to enhance those
processes?

Chronic stress
situation

Crisis situation

Are women’s,
men’s, girls’ and
boys’ wellbeing and
rights improving
over time in spite
of shocks, stresses
and uncertainties?

How and to what extent are resilience capacities enhanced
during crisis situations enabling people and systems to
positively manage change during periods of chronic stress?

FOCUS AREA

Changing context
How changing context influences processes, capacities and wellbeing
Figure 2: Areas of Change to assess progress on resilience
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Consideration of these four areas will enable MEAL systems to assess progress

As shown in Figure 2 above, these four areas are related and interconnected, so they

on resilience building and foster learning to adapt our interventions.

need to be seen and analysed in a systemic way.
Focusing the MEAL system on these four areas will also help us to test the main

Area of Change 1 sheds light on how resilience pathways are being formed
and whether these pathways are on the ‘right track’ to improve resilience

assumptions of Oxfam’s Framework and Guidance for Resilient Development,
namely:

capacities. It focuses on assessing earlier signs of change in the six social
Is working with multi-stakeholder social change processes leading to

5

change processes that build the resilience capacities of a system.

improvement of resilience capacities? How and for whom? Under what

Area of Change 2 assesses progress in resilience-building outcomes,

contexts and circumstances?

i.e. the extent to which resilience capacities have been reinforced and how

Are improved resilience capacities leading to proactive and positive

the intervention has contributed to this. It is about assessing key changes in

responses of the system in the event of shocks, stresses and

institutions, communities, households, individuals, environment, etc. in the area

uncertainties? To what kind of shocks, stresses and uncertainties?

of intervention, which together and in relation to each other will make the system

To what extent are more positive resilience responses leading to

better able to positively manage change.

improved wellbeing and fulfilment of the rights of women, men, boys and
girls over time?

Area of Change 3 goes a step further, assessing whether resilience

How are the evolving context and changing circumstances affecting

capacities that have been strengthened, are effectively leading to women’s, men’s,

– fostering or constraining – social change processes, capacities and

boys’ and girls’ improved wellbeing and fulfilment of rights over time despite the

wellbeing?

occurrence of shocks, stresses and uncertainties. It focuses on the final long-term
development outcomes that can be seen in specific changes in people’s lives.

Focus Area: Changing context

is critical to understanding changes

The following pages provide insights on how to consider each of these areas.

in the three Areas of Change, as resilience can only be fully understood in the

We provide a description of the Areas of Change/Focus Area, propose some key

context of shocks, stresses and uncertainties. It is about continuously tracking

questions to be addressed, and suggest how the areas can be embedded in MEAL

changes in context and understanding the impacts of shocks and stresses, when

systems.

they occur, on processes of social change, resilience capacities, and the wellbeing
and fulfilment of rights of women, men, girls and boys.
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Area of Change 1

‘Processes are ongoing in
any community, institution
or system and will continue
after we have left and into
the future.’

Resilience pathways: multi-stakeholder social change processes
‘Processes are ongoing in any community, institution or system and will
6

continue after we have left and into the future.’
Oxfam’s hypothesis is that resilience

Community

capacities are strengthened by enhancing

Private
sector

collaborative ways of working across levels,

ANGE PRO
L CH
CE
SS
CIA
SO
Accountable
governing

Informing

Gender justice
and
empowerment

Forward,
flexible
planning

Securing &
enhancing
livelihood

Civil
society

Learning
and
innovation

sectors and actors, and by deliberately

ES

6

Women,
men, girls
and boys

Donors

engaging with others in fostering the six
social change processes. The first Area

Regional
&internat.
institutions

State local
to national

of Change is about monitoring, evaluating
and learning about the pathways of social
change that will enhance resilience
capacities.

Key questions for this Area of Change are:
To what extent are the six social change processes enhancing
resilience capacities? How are our interventions contributing to
this? What other factors and actors are facilitating or constraining
change?
How are multi-stakeholder collaborations enhancing these
processes? How are our interventions fostering collaborations,
dialogue, relationships and networks among actors?
To what degree have power relations between men and women and/
or between their respective (or mixed) social organisations shifted in
a way that enhances their capacity to manage change? How have
the interventions contributed to those changes?
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How you can embed this Area of Change in your MEAL system:
Define a Theory of Change that shows which key social change processes
the intervention will intentionally support, and with whom you will work
to foster those. Which alliances, collaborations or relationships will your
intervention promote to advance these social change processes that will

Suggested tools and resources:

ultimately strengthen resilience capacities in the system? See Annex 3:
Embedding Areas of Change in Theory of Change.

Outcome harvesting and Outcome Mapping

7

Use progress markers corresponding to the stages of the change
pathway you expect to see, so that you can closely track progress towards
desired outcomes of these social change processes. These progress
markers can be either facts or perceptions, and can be qualitative and/or
quantitative. During implementation, use information about progress markers
to reflect continuously about progress on social change processes and to
consider whether and how the intervention needs to be adapted.
Track process indicators on the quality of collaborations, dialogues
and relationships among actors (e.g. participation, inclusion, trust,

(see an example of use in this video)
Tracking areas of change:
an example of applying outcome mapping (BRACED)
Most Significant Change approach
NetMapping tool and Social network analysis to assess
changes in networks and relationships between actors
Tool to track multi-stakeholder collaborations and dialogues:

leadership, power dynamics, fostering learning, etc. ).

monitoring quality of multi-stakeholder dialogues (CLI)

Be attentive to emergent and unexpected processes of change, by

Spider web tool:

ensuring your MEAL system includes methodologies to identify these

monitoring dimensions of resilience by communities

8

(e.g. Outcome Harvesting, Most Significant Change, etc.). Being aware
of unexpected changes during implementation can help you to identify
alternative causes of change and pathways to reinforce resilience capacities
that you might not have considered at the beginning.
Be realistic about your capacities, financial resources and time when

Real Time Review guidance:
keeping on track to strengthen resilience in humanitarian
responses
You can find more resources here.

defining the most appropriate ways to track resilience pathways. For
example, you might focus on the more critical or uncertain social change
processes that your intervention supports.
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Area of Change 2

‘Resilience is about
enhancing the capacity to
proactively and positively
manage change in ways that
contribute to “a just world
without poverty”.’

Resilience outcomes:
absorptive, adaptive and transformative capacities
‘Resilience is about enhancing the capacity to proactively and positively
manage change in ways that contribute to “a just world without poverty”.’

9

This Area of Change relates to the

Transformative
capacity
Adaptive
capacity
Absorptive
capacity

intermediate resilience outcomes
referred to as the capacities that
people and systems should have in
order to achieve resilient development
outcomes (i.e. the wellbeing and
realization of rights of people over
time despite shocks, stresses and
uncertainty).

These capacities are defined as absorptive, adaptive and transformative
capacities. They are interconnected, mutually reinforcing and exist at multiple
levels of a system, i.e. individual, household, community, local to national
governmental institutions, organizations, enterprises, etc. This means that
resilience capacities of one part of the system (such as individuals, households,
etc.) are interconnected with the capacities of other parts of the system (such as
institutions, organizations, markets, ecosystems, etc.).
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Table 1: Overview of resilience capacities

10

Absorptive capacity

Adaptive capacity

Transformative capacity

The capacity to take intentional protective

The capacity to make intentional

The capacity to make intentional change

action and to cope with known shocks and

incremental adjustments in anticipation of or

to stop or reduce the causes of risk,

stresses

in response to change, in ways that create

vulnerability, poverty and inequality, and to

more flexibility in the future

ensure the more equitable sharing of risk

Definition

so it is not unfairly borne by people living in
poverty or suffering from discrimination or
marginalization

Aim
Typology
of shocks

Stability

Flexibility

Deep change

Addresses specific, known, short-term

Addresses medium- to long-term

Addresses structural or root causes of risk

shocks and stresses

uncertainties and stresses; can be specific

and vulnerability, and how risk is shared
within societies

Time horizon to
apply capacity
What the
capacity involves

Short term

Medium to long term

Long term

Intentionally anticipating, planning for,

Intentionally making incremental changes

Intentionally generating and engaging

coping with and recovering from short-term

on an ongoing basis through a process

in deep ongoing change that addresses

shocks and stresses

of continuous adjusting, learning and

the root causes of poverty and injustice,

innovation

vulnerability and risk

Please refer to Oxfam (2017) Absorb, Adapt, Transform: Resilience Capacities for more detailed information on resilience capacities.
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To assess resilience capacities, we need to ‘train our eyes’ to detect changes at
different levels and how they relate to each other. From a MEAL perspective, we
need to differentiate between two different types of situation in which to assess
resilience capacities: a chronic situation where sustained stresses, change and
uncertainty are affecting people and systems; and a crisis scenario where a
shock has occurred.

Situation 2: Crisis scenario (slow or rapid-onset crisis following a
specific shock or stress)
When assessing the three resilience capacities after a shock
(e.g. extreme weather event, political turmoil, etc.), we do so
in the context of an acute situation where people and systems
have to survive, usually with very little support or resources.

Situation 1: Chronic stress situation

This will give us important information about the thresholds

People living in poverty are exposed to and responding to
chronic stresses, uncertainty and change all the time. We
therefore need to assess whether or not our interventions
are contributing to enhance resilience capacities in this
situation of chronic stress. We do this by developing and
tracking indicators for the three resilience capacities that
are relevant to the intervention and context in this situation
of chronic stress. Evidence about what factors contribute
to resilience capacities, for whom and under what contexts,
is limited. We therefore need to develop indicators based
not only on available evidence but also on the knowledge
of stakeholders, including women and men we work with.
We need to listen to what they believe is important for their
resilience, and always be mindful of the need to challenge
our assumptions. Indicators of resilience capacities in
a chronic stress situation might refer to intermediate

or limits of resilience capacities in systems and people, and
will help us understand if the capacities developed during the
chronic stress situation (i.e. before the crisis) have helped people
11

and systems to deal with the acute crisis when it occurs. Both
humanitarian interventions and long-term programming in fragile
and vulnerable contexts generate information about resilience
capacity in acute crises; sharing of data and learning by
humanitarian and development teams working in the same area
will increase our understanding of resilience.
We should not assume that people primarily use absorptive capacity at a time of a
shock. People may also be adapting and possibly even transforming, and we need
indicators and methodologies that help us to ‘see’ these changes. Absorptive capacity
may be easier to assess, whereas longer periods are required to see effective
adaptive and transformative changes taking place. We need to be aware of small
changes that may indicate progress towards adaptation and transformation.

outcomes related to the six social change processes that
enhance resilience capacities. This assessment will be
ongoing, and will generate information that should be
fed into our learning and adaptive management of the
intervention.
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Indicators related to social change processes in the specific

Key questions for this Area of Change are:

context: think about the programme’s specific context and the
How and to what extent are our interventions strengthening

social change processes that your intervention is willing to promote

resilience capacities in chronic and acute situations, and what

in order to increase resilience capacities according your theory of

indicators are we using?

change. You can organize the indicators around these social change

How and to what extent are the resilience capacities enhanced
during periods of chronic stress leading to positive resilience
responses of people and systems when an acute crisis occurs?

processes.
The same indicator can report more than one capacity: the three
resilience capacities overlap and reinforce each other; this is also the

How and to what extent are people’s and system’s responses to

case for the six social change processes that build those capacities.

the crisis enhancing their resilience capacities for better managing

This means that when defining indicators, the same indicators can

change in long-term chronic stress situations (after the crisis)?

refer to improvement in more than one capacity. Do not spend too

What differences do we see (if any) between men and women in
their resilience capacities? To what degree has the development of
resilience capacities affected women’s rights?

much time discussing the categorization of indicators by capacities,
but rather try to understand how a specific indicator will help you to
see progress on how people and systems are better able to manage
change.

How you can embed this Area of Change in your MEAL system:
When identifying indicators for resilience capacities, keep in mind the
following:

13

Indicators might track changes across different levels:

resilience capacities refer to the system’s capacities; thus, having a
systemic view is important when assessing progress on resilience.
Resilience-building interventions, which address vulnerability and

12

14

Indicators at outcome-level changes: to have evidence of

wellbeing from a multi-level perspective, may target changes across

increased resilience, we should move from output or short-term

different levels (e.g. local and national governance levels). Thus,

indicators (e.g. access to early warning system) to intermediate

indicators for resilience capacities can refer to changes at higher

outcome indicators (e.g. effective use of early warning system).

levels and not just to changes at household or community levels.

However, as resilience building is a long-term process, you should
define realistic indicators of the change that you can reasonably
expect to see during the intervention lifespan.

1 About

2 Requirements

3.1 Areas of Change

3.2 Principles

4 Annexes

MEAL for Resilience - a compagnion guide

14

Indicators are needed for resilience capacities in chronic

In the crisis scenario, when humanitarian teams are operating, collecting

stress situations and acute crises: for interventions that

data on how people are affected by, responding to and recovering

take place in the context of chronic stress and recurrent crises,

from shocks, and what are the system’s capacities for preparing and

indicators for both situations should be planned from the outset.

responding to shocks, can provide valuable insights on resilience capacities

This means that when a shock hits you are ready to rapidly collect

in crisis situations. Humanitarian and development teams should share this

data on the resilience response of the system in the crisis scenario.

information so that it can be used to enrich resilience-building interventions and

Collaboration between humanitarian and development teams will

improve assessment of resilience capacities.

be essential for data collection and analysis.

15

Be attentive to capture unintended and possible negative consequences of

Indicators should acknowledge that women and men have
different perceptions of risk, may face different risks, and
that building resilience capacities may mean different things
for them: consider differences between women’s and men’s
vulnerabilities, exposure to and perceptions of risk, as well as their

interventions that might undermine, rather than reinforce resilience capacities
and create new risks for specific groups or the ecological environment. Your
MEAL system should include ways to identify and inform stakeholders about
these negative effects, in order that protective measures can be adopted and
programme strategies adapted in a timely manner to avoid them.

differentiated resilience capacities, to identify gender-responsive

Strategies to strengthen resilience capacities, and especially for transformative

indicators as appropriate. Bear in mind that gender may interact

capacity, will include influencing work as a way to address deep changes in

with other power dynamics, such as ethnicity or class, in ways

structures and power dynamics that cause or increase vulnerability and risk.

that may affect people’s resilience capacities. Indicators should be

Ensure that evidence and learning from MEAL is used to inform your influencing

sensitive to such power dynamics.

work. When using influencing strategies you should refer to MEAL for
influencing resources available at Oxfam. See in Annex 1 Tools and resources.

Baselines and endlines for the project’s context-specific indicators for
resilience capacities should consider seasonality and, when relevant,
different situations (chronic stress or crisis). This might imply that the

Suggested tools and resources:

process to establish the baseline should collect data at different periods and
should not only report on indicators but also on contextual factors, to be able
to contextualize the level of capacities (see Focus Area: Changing context).

Excel Spreadsheet with examples of broad indicators for
resilience capacities
Resilience indicators search tool: to see how Oxfam and others
have used indicators to assess progress on resilience
Both resources can help you to define your programme’s
context-specific indicators. You can find more resources here.
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Area of change 3

‘Being more or less resilient
is not simply about being
above or below a threshold
of wellbeing – it is also about
one’s ability to remain there.’

Wellbeing and rights of people over time
‘Being more or less resilient is not simply about being above or below a
threshold of wellbeing – it is also about one’s ability to remain there.’

16

This Area of Change is about whether
the system’s strengthened resilience
capacities are supporting the improvement
of wellbeing and realization of rights for
women, men, boys and girls over time and
despite the occurrence of shocks, stresses
and uncertainties.
It relates to the final long-term development outcomes – i.e. the specific
changes in peoples’ lives (such as improved food security and nutrition, health,
education, gender equality, access to water and sanitation, etc.). In other words, it
is about assessing development gains.
If a person has been able to realize his or her rights and improve his/her wellbeing
over time, even while suffering from shocks, stresses or uncertainty, then we can
say that resilience capacities of the system are in place and functioning. It might
seem that measuring resilience is therefore simply a case of finding indicators to
measure realization of rights or improvements in wellbeing over time. However,
there are several problems with this approach. Evaluations are conducted during
projects or programmes or shortly after they have ended – and because our
interventions have short time frames, possibilities to track wellbeing over long
periods are limited. In addition, if shocks and stresses have not affected the target
population during implementation, then it is impossible to know whether wellbeing
would still have improved and rights would still have been realized had these
potential risks occurred.
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Finally, assessing resilience only in terms of final impact drastically restricts the
learning that may emanate from M&E. We want to know whether our projects and
programmes are enhancing resilience and how this was achieved. This is why it is
important to also capture the earlier steps of change (i.e. Areas of Change 1 and 2)
rather than only focusing on monitoring the evolution of wellbeing outcomes over
time.
How you can embed this Area of Change in your MEAL system:

Key questions for this Area of Change are:

When working for long period (i.e. five to ten years) in the same area and/
or with the same populations (e.g. geographically located programmes of

Are women’s and men’s wellbeing and fulfilment of rights improving

Oxfam country strategies) you might define key wellbeing outcomes to

over time in spite of shocks, stresses and uncertainties?

monitor consistently in all projects that you will be implementing. For

Are there any groups being left behind?

example, if possible, collect data from the same groups or individuals over
time about key wellbeing indicators. Consider collaborating with local
authorities and other NGOs working in the same area to agree on key
wellbeing indicators that all intervening actors might collect data on and
share with stakeholders, even during emergencies. Also, consider looking
at secondary data on development indicators within a region or country.
Ensure that baselines for wellbeing indicators capture contextual
elements on shocks, stresses and uncertainties (see Focus Area: changing
context) to better interpret success of building resilience. In some cases, it
is possible that wellbeing diminishes over a period even though resilience
capacities have actually improved, because shocks and stresses have
become more acute in comparison to the baseline.
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Focus area

‘The context in which the
individual lives is very much
part of the resilience story
we are trying to understand
and measure.’

Changing context
‘The context in which the individual lives is very much part of the resilience
story we are trying to understand and measure.’

17

‘Analysis of programming designed to strengthen resilience cannot be done
without assessing the shocks and stressors that affect people’s lives.’

18

Resilience can only be fully understood with the occurrence of shocks, stresses and
uncertainties.
While interventions aiming to build resilience seek to influence change in the three
Areas of Change, this Focus Area is about continually tracking and monitoring
the impact of shocks, stresses and other changes in contextual factors that can
positively or negatively influence these Areas of Change.
MEAL systems need to continually collect information on the evolving context to
ensure that programme strategies and activities are relevant and effective. Timely
information about the context, including measures for shocks and stresses that
might have occurred during implementation, is essential to interpreting whether
your intervention has been ‘successful’ in building resilience. It is critical to account
for this, because when referring to resilience your intervention’s ‘success’ may
not necessarily be considered in terms of improvement, but rather in terms of the
overall situation being less bad than it could have been without the intervention.19
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Key questions for this Area of Change are:

Gathering historical data on shocks and stresses is important as it enables
you to analyse trends and dynamics in shocks and stresses. As appropriate to
20

How are changing context, shocks and stresses positively

your intervention, when available use secondary data at macro-level and at

or negatively affecting social change processes (including

regional or national levels (e.g. national early warning system) for information

empowerment and Gender Justice processes), resilience capacities

on context and shocks/stresses trends and dynamics. During implementation,

of the system and people’s wellbeing?

collect data locally through periodic data collection exercises (e.g. surveys,

How are shocks and stresses differently affecting women’s and men’s
wellbeing and fulfilment of rights?
To what extent are shocks, stresses and changes in context limiting
or enhancing women’s rights?
Under what circumstances is resilience more evident? Resilience to
what type of shocks and stresses?

community discussions, key informant interviews) to gather information on
shock and stresses in your intervention communities.
When a humanitarian response is required due to the severity and impact of
a shock or stress, humanitarian and development teams should share
information and data collected around shocks and stresses to enrich their
understanding of context and shocks dynamics, and their impact on the shared
intervention area.

How you can embed this Area of Change in your MEAL system:

Make sure that information about the evolution of the context is fed into
reflection and learning meetings to allow stakeholders to better interpret

In terms of shocks and stresses, the MEAL system should consider, as

results and learn about what works/doesn’t work in which circumstances, and to

appropriate to the intervention, collecting information about:

what extent building capacities is effective for which types of shocks or stresses.

Shocks and stresses affecting target areas over time: severity,
duration, frequency and scope.
Perceptions of women and men (and other relevant groups)
about such shocks and stresses.
Impact of shocks and stresses on individuals (women, men, boys
and girls), households, communities, institutions, markets, etc.

In baseline and endline exercises, in addition to collecting information
on indicators, make sure that specific information on the context is
reported, including information about how shocks and stresses are
differently affecting women, men, boys and girls (in terms of perception,
severity, etc). Including contextual elements in the baseline will help you to
better monitor both contextual factors and indicators throughout the project’s

Suggested tools and resources:
Oxfam emergencies Sitreps for information on changing context
in crises situations
Oxfam Vulnerability and Risk Assessment (VRA) methodology
for multi-stakeholder and inclusive context analysis of risk and
vulnerability
You can find more resources here.

implementation.

1 About

2 Requirements

3.1 Areas of Change

3.2 Principles

4 Annexes

MEAL for Resilience - a compagnion guide

19

Area of Change 1

Area of Change 2

Resilience pathways:
Multi-stakeholder social
change processes

Area of Change 3

Resilience outcomes:
Capacities

Situation 1:
Capacities in
chronic stress
situation

Wellbeing and rights
over time

Situation 2:
Capacities in
crisis situation

A Theory of Change about how your intervention will enhance resilience capacities to improve people’s wellbeing
and rights despite shocks, stresses and uncertainties in a given context.

How:

Progress markers
Process indicators on quality
of collaborations
Identifying unexpected changes

Intermediate-outcome
indicators on resilience
capacities in chronic
stress situation

Indicators on positive
resilience responses
during crisis situation

Outcome-level indicators on wellbeing / rights

At different levels

Individual level

Where:

At different levels

At different levels

When:

Throughout implementation for
managing adaptively

Baseline
Monitoring indicators

When a shock occurs

Endline

Household level
Baseline and endline
Long-period data for the same groups or individuals

FOCUS AREA: Changing context
How:

Context-specific information on baseline
and endline; monitoring context and
risks

Where:

In the geographical scope of your
intervention

When:

Assess severity, duration, frequency
of shocks and stresses, including
perceptions (women’s and men’s)

Baseline and endline
Throughout implementation for managing
adaptively
When a shock/stress occurs

Collect historical data on shocks and
stresses
Figure 3: Summary of Areas of Change and how to embed them in MEAL systems
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3.2. Ten guiding principles for designing and implementing resilience-sensitive MEAL systems
We propose 10 guiding principles that can help you to design and implement resilience-sensitive MEAL systems. These principles of good practice have been identified from the
21

22

work of resilience practitioners in Oxfam and other like-minded organizations working on resilience, as well as an extensive literature review of resilience MEAL practice across
the sector. Figure 4 provides a snapshot of the 10 principles, which are explained in the following pages.

PRINCIPLE 10

Include accountability
mechanisms and adapt them to
different stakeholders to build trust
and foster adaptive programming

PRINCIPLE 2

Use a Theory of Change

PRINCIPLE 1
Place learning at the
centre

PRINCIPLE 3

Allow and plan for flexibility

PRINCIPLE 9

Include perspectives of local
stakeholders in MEAL, using
participatory methods

PRINCIPLE 8

PRINCIPLE 4

Ensure that your MEAL system is
gender sensitive

Track and understand processes

PRINCIPLE 5

Assess resilience capacities at
multiple levels

PRINCIPLE 7
PRINCIPLE 6

Ensure timely and frequent
data collection

Collect and make sense of
different types of data

Figure 4: Ten guiding principles for resilience-sensitive MEAL systems
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PRINCIPLE 1
23
Place learning at the centre

PRINCIPLE 2
Use a Theory of Change to support systems
thinking and make explicit your assumptions26

‘There is no simple answer on “how to build resilience”. That means that
we have to place strong emphasis on learning, so that we are constantly
improving our work.’

24

‘Theory of Change is simply an ongoing process of reflection to explore change
and how it happens – and what that means for the part you play in a particular
context and programme.’ 27

Because of the complexity of social change and the evolving context in which
our resilience programming is taking place, we need to place a strong emphasis

Theories of Change support the type of systemic and adaptive thinking that is

on iterative programme learning that enables adjustments to be made at

required for programmes aiming to enhance resilient development. In complex,

25

operational and strategic levels, both in the short and the longer term. This

changing and uncertain environments, a Theory of Change can help us navigate

goes beyond asking ‘are we doing things right?’ and asks ‘are the right things

the changing environment and stay on a resilience pathway, acknowledging

being done?’. It even asks us to question our beliefs, values and assumptions,

that our initial theory is just our best guess about the future and will probably

including those underpinning our perceptions of the problem and strategies

require modification over time. Reviewing, questioning and updating a project or

designed to address it. Evidence from M&E, as well as from research, should

programme Theory of Change should therefore take place throughout the entire

inform this learning. At the same time, we need to embrace rapid and flexible

programme cycle. Logframes used in projects – and usually required by donors –

learning processes and tools. We also need to develop our own and primary

should be seen as management tools that simplify our Theory of Change (or part

stakeholders’ and partners’ learning and reflection skills and think creatively

of it). We need to ensure that the project logframe is rooted in the project Theory

about different ways to foster programme learning to ensure inclusion (e.g.

of Change, and that MEAL plans and processes are designed and implemented to

illiterate women). Planning how learning will be done from the beginning and

reflect on and adapt the Theory of Change. See Annex 1 for some resources on

promoting an enabling environment for learning, are fundamental requirements of

developing and using Theories of Change.

26

30

31

resilience programmes. Adequate resources for learning activities are essential;
our experience indicates that learning focused MEAL systems requires up to
27

10-13% of project budget . See Annex 1 for some resources on learning.
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PRINCIPLE 3
32
Allow and plan for flexibility

PRINCIPLE 4
Track and understand processes, don’t just
measure outcomes

‘There is a need for M&E frameworks that are flexible and adaptive to
local contexts and constantly changing circumstances and concerns
of stakeholders.’
Pathways to change are unstable and shift throughout any initiative as multiple
actors and events contribute to change. MEAL systems need to facilitate
iterative programme re-planning and re-design processes to ensure
programme relevance and impact over time. As programmes strategies adapt to
take account of learning and changing situations (which may include changing
strategies, activities, outputs and even outcomes), MEAL systems and plans
also need to adapt accordingly. Moreover, MEAL systems should respond and
adapt to changes in context, including the occurrence of shocks or stresses
during implementation and new learning needs of stakeholders. They need

33

‘In order to support adaptive management and learning, a shift in focus to
process-based indicators is required in order to allow for holistic monitoring and
evaluation that gain deeper understanding of the adaptation process.’

34

M&E plans often focus on measuring the outputs and changes that they produce
(outcomes). This outcome-oriented approach is limited in terms of enabling us to
understand how the outcomes (intended and unintended) have been achieved;
it needs to be complemented by a process-oriented approach that focuses on
monitoring, evaluating and learning from the implementation processes. Having
more information on the ‘how’ will allow us to better understand what works, and
how to build resilience.

to be flexible enough to assess capacities deployed if a shock is affecting the
programme area. Finally, our initial MEAL system and plan should be reviewed
and adapted as we learn through implementing it, in order to improve MEAL
processes, methods and tools and only keep the ones that work best. Thus, we
need to plan specific moments when our MEAL system and plan will be reviewed
and adapted to keep it relevant and useful. Being flexible and adaptive is not
straightforward and requires programme and organizational readiness for these
shifts. See Annex 1 for some resources about M&E for adaptive management.
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PRINCIPLE 5
Assess resilience capacities at multiple levels
and explore connections between them

PRINCIPLE 6
Ensure timely and frequent data collection that is
sensitive to resilience dynamics

‘Resilience is likely to be influenced by the interactions of different
processes at different levels and scales.’

‘Resilience measurement requires timely, frequent and targeted analysis that
35

does not conform to conventional monitoring and evaluation systems.’

Resilience assessment does not only operate at household or community level.

M&E data needs to be dynamic in order to capture the reality of evolving events and

When referring to resilience capacities, we refer to the capacity of the ‘system’ to

changing circumstances. Collecting data at specific points in time that are sensitive

absorb, adapt and transform in order to ensure wellbeing and realization of rights

to resilience dynamics (e.g. before, during and after a shock or stress) will enable

of women and men despite shocks, stresses and uncertainty. This requires that

us to visualize changes over time in both context and resilience outcomes,

resilience capacities can be assessed at a multiple levels (e.g. global, regional,

which will help us to better interpret ‘success’ in building resilience. Resilience

country, community or household, individual). Different types of interventions

capacities should be assessed at different levels, and some levels will require a

might focus on building resilience capacities at different (or multiple) levels of the

higher frequency of measurements than others; for example, food security related

system; this has implications for the type of outcomes for resilience capacities and

behaviour at individual or household levels will change more rapidly (and require

thus the choice of indicators. Different levels are interconnected, e.g. household

more frequent measurements) than the institutions and systems of governance on

and community resilience are both dependent on the wider agro-ecological and

which food security may depend. 40

36

39

37

socio-economic systems at local to national levels, while state fragility can lead to
38

local conflicts over land.
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PRINCIPLE 7
39
Collect and make sense of different types of data

PRINCIPLE 8
46
Ensure that your MEAL system is gender sensitive

‘Resilience measures may include a selection of quantitative and

‘To build resilience, we therefore need to ensure that we understand

qualitative, objective and subjective data, thereby generating the data

the gender differentiation.’

needed to examine relationships and to describe local contexts in detail.’

47

40

In resilience programming, adopting a gender-sensitive MEAL is not simply an

The multi-dimensional nature of resilience makes assessing the impact of a

issue of ‘programme quality’. Evidence shows that women, men, girls and boys

programme on the resilience capacities of people, communities and systems

are exposed to the same risks in different ways, and exposed to different risks,

a complex challenge. Even so, there is a demand for universal measures

determining their differentiated vulnerability. Therefore, M&E data should provide

that can quickly and accurately capture impact and identify evidence-based

relevant gender-disaggregated and differentiated information that captures

48

43

recommendations in policy-relevant ways. However, while constructing a

women’s and men’s different experiences and perceptions of risks, shocks and

‘resilience index’ might seem a straightforward way to capture the complex and

stresses, and their different resilience capacities, accounting for other intersecting

multi-dimensional nature of resilience, relying exclusively on quantitative data

factors such as ethnicity, age or class according to the context. Ensuring a gender-

44

would provide an incomplete picture and may lead to the wrong conclusions. It

sensitive MEAL system is not limited to including gender-sensitive indicators. It

is also difficult to take account of and give full meaning to subjective experiences

also means using gender-sensitive methodologies and methods – which might

of resilience through the reporting of qualitative information only. Therefore,

entail rethinking and adapting existing tools by unpacking the units of analysis (e.g.

assessment of resilience capacities needs to combine quantitative and

household, community) in a gender-differentiated and disaggregated way, using

45

qualitative sources of information, both objective and subjective.

gender sensitivity to determine which people should be on the teams that
conduct MEAL activities, and tracking progress towards gender justice goals,
including relevant intermediate outcomes.
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PRINCIPLE 9
Include perspectives of local stakeholders in MEAL,
49
using participatory methods
‘Resilience is highly contextual and pathways to enhancing it vary
greatly from one location to the next.’ 50
What determines how resilience capacities are built in a given context will depend
on environmental, socio-economic and cultural factors, and the particular moment
in the history of any given location, all of which is best known by local actors. Our
MEAL systems therefore need to involve local actors to be able to capture
the local specificity and ensure that local perspectives are considered
in M&E and learning processes, while empowering the communities,
women and men who participate in them. MEAL systems should allow us to
be accountable about which women and men are included, have a voice, are
participating and benefiting from the intervention. Participatory M&E processes are
more likely to be able to support flexibility and adaptability to the local context, and

PRINCIPLE 10
Include accountability mechanisms and adapt them
to different stakeholders to build trust and foster
adaptive programming
A resilience approach implies working with multiple stakeholders to bring about
change, including communities, CSOs, women’s and youth organizations, local,
national or regional government institutions, private sector, donors, etc. Our
accountability mechanisms need to be adapted to consider these different
actors, using appropriate methods to share information and allow for their
participation in the programme M&E and learning activities. We also need to
keep different stakeholders regularly informed – by formal and informal means –
about the programme’s progress and the evolution of the relationship with different
actors but also about its learning, the challenges we face and the changing context.
This will enhance openness, trust and common understanding among different
programme stakeholders, fostering flexibility and adaptive programming.

to address the needs and concerns of local stakeholders.51
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3.3. MEAL for resilience in a nutshell
How do we talk about progress in resilience?
How do we develop a resilience sensitive MEAL system?
Resilience-sensitive MEAL enables us to better understand and capture
positive change towards resilience and continually improve our interventions’
effectiveness and impact.
It has 3 specific requirements:
1. Learn better and faster
2. Understand how change happens in a given context
3. Assess progress on resilience-building
To meet these 3 requirements, MEAL systems need to:
Consider 3 Areas of Change:
Area of change 1. Resilience pathways: actors and processes of change
Area of change 2. Resilience outcomes: resilience capacities
Area of change 3. Wellbeing and rights of people over time
and 1 Focus Area to better interpret changes in these areas:
Focus Area: changing context
In considering these Areas of Change, we need to follow 10 guiding principles
to design and implement resilience-sensitive MEAL systems

1 About

2 Requirements

3.1 Areas of Change

3.2 Principles

4 Annexes

MEAL for Resilience - a compagnion guide

27

4. Annexes
and references

Tools and resources on adaptive management:
Managing to Adapt: Analyzing Adaptive Management for Planning,
Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning

4.1 Annexes

Tools and resources on evaluation in resilience programming:

Annex 1
Additional tools and resources for MEAL in resilience programming

Evaluating Complexity: Propositions for Improving Practice (FSG)
Theory-based Approaches to Evaluation: Concepts and Practices

Tools and resources on Theory of Change:

(BetterEvaluation website); methods include Process Tracing, Contribution

System thinking: an introduction to Oxfam programme staff (Oxfam)

Analysis, Realist Evaluation and Utilization-Focused Evaluation

Developing a Theory of Change: A Facilitator’s Guide (Oxfam)

Contribution to Change Methodology (Practical Action Publishing)

Theory of Change Thinking in Practice (Hivos)

You can explore more resources here.

The Dialogic Change Model to plan how to develop multi-stakeholder
partnerships and collaborations (Collective Leadership Institute)
CAMSA resources on using Theory of Change (Oxfam)

Annex 2
Example of resilience indicators
Open the Excel spreadsheet to see examples of broad resilience indicators
that you can use to help define your programme’s context-specific indicators.

Tools and resources on learning:
Programme Learning for impact (Oxfam COMPASS Community)

You can also find more examples of resilience indicators exploring the
Resilience Indicators Search Tool

Guide for Resilience Learning Events (Oxfam)
Good Practice Guide to Workshops and Learning Events (Oxfam)
Tools for Knowledge and Learning (ODI)
CLA (Collaborating, Learning and Adapting) Toolkit (USAID)
Annual Impact Reflections guidance and video (Oxfam America)
Oxfam Real Time Review (RTR) guidelines
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Annex 3
Embedding Areas of Change in Theory of Change

FOCUS
AREA:

Area of Change 3

Changing context

Wellbeing and rights
over time

Informed
by context:
Risk and
vulnerability
Short- and long-term
risks, their causes
and impacts.
Inequality in
distribution of risks

Resilience outcomes:
absorptive, adaptive and
transformative capacities

(Your indirect sphere
of influence)

(Your direct sphere
of influence)

A

Intervention
strategy

Actors
With power to
influence change

INTERMEDIATE
CHANGES FOR
DIFFERENT
TARGET GROUPS

IMMEDIATE
CHANGES
FOR DIFFERENT
TARGET GROUPS

r

R e
m es a o
ul ili
t
e f
ch i-st nc C
an ak e ha
ge eh pa n
pr old thw ge
oc er a
es so ys 1
se ci :
s al

Factors
Socio-economic,
political,
environmental,
technological,
at different scales
and levels

Area of Change 2

(you control)

Long-term changes in
people’s lives (long-term
development outcomes
despite shocks, stresses
and uncertainties)

Changes for target
groups (people,
communities,
institutions, etc.)
in capacities to
positively manage
change (resilience
capacities)

Take-up and
involvement by
these stakeholder
groups to foster
social change
processes

What you do with
key stakeholders
To foster which
social processes

Existing
capacities
of people,
communities,
institutions, etc.

DEEPER LASTING
CHANGES FOR
WOMEN, MEN,
BOYS AND GIRLS

Through which
building blocks
(i.e. areas of practice)

Opportunities
for change

Key questions:
How do changes link with
and support each other?
Who/what else helps or
hinders progress?
What assumptions are we
making?

Source: Adapted from Developing a Theory of Change. The basics: Pick up and Go Pack. Developed by INTRAC for Oxfam International, 2014
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