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Abstract

Effective Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) systems are critical for enhancing accountability, learning, and
performance in donor-funded development interventions, particularly in low- and middle-income countries. This
study examined the impact of M&E practices on the success of donor-funded projects in Zambia, focusing on the
health, education, agriculture, and infrastructure sectors. A mixed-methods research design was employed,
combining quantitative survey data from 200 respondents with qualitative interviews involving 40 project
managers, M&E officers, and donor representatives. The findings indicate a predominant reliance on the Logical
Framework Approach (50%,), moderate levels of stakeholder engagement (mean = 3.8/5), and a strong positive
relationship between data quality and project success (r = 0.65, p < 0.01). However, the adoption of advanced
[frameworks such as Results-Based Monitoring and Evaluation (33.3%) and Theory of Change (16.7%) remains
limited. Key challenges identified include capacity constraints, inadequate funding for M&E activities, and weak
integration of evaluation findings into decision-making processes. The study concludes that strengthening M&E
capacity, improving data systems, and adopting hybrid evaluation frameworks are essential for enhancing project
effectiveness. These findings contribute empirical evidence from a Sub-Saharan African context and offer
practical insights _for policymakers, donors, and implementing agencies seeking to improve the performance and
sustainability of development interventions.
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I. Background

Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) systems are integral to ensuring accountability, transparency, and
effectiveness in donor-funded projects, particularly in developing economies such as Zambia. These systems
provide a structured framework for tracking progress, measuring outcomes, and assessing the overall impact of
development interventions. By enabling project implementers to collect and analyze data systematically, M&E
helps ensure that resources are used efficiently and that project activities align with intended goals. In contexts
where external funding is critical for national development, robust M&E practices are not merely administrative
exercises but essential tools for demonstrating results to donors, governments, and beneficiary communities. They
facilitate evidence-based decision-making, promote learning, and enhance the likelihood of achieving sustainable
development outcomes.

In Zambia, donor-funded projects play a critical role in addressing pressing developmental challenges
in key sectors such as health, education, agriculture, and infrastructure. These projects often supplement national
budgets and are vital for poverty reduction, service delivery, and capacity building. However, the effectiveness
of these initiatives is frequently compromised by inconsistent and weak M&E practices. Studies have documented
that inadequate monitoring leads to project delays, mismanagement of funds, and a failure to meet predefined
objectives, ultimately diminishing the return on investment and undermining public trust (Mbewe, 2023; Ngoma,
2021). When M&E systems are under-resourced or poorly implemented, projects risk continuing ineffective
activities, missing opportunities for adaptive management, and failing to deliver lasting benefits to target
populations.

Globally, recognized frameworks such as the Logical Framework Approach (LFA) and Results-Based
Monitoring and Evaluation (RBME) are widely adopted to enhance the rigor and focus of development projects.
The LFA provides a structured methodology for project design and logical sequencing, while RBME shifts
emphasis from tracking activities to measuring tangible outcomes and impacts. These frameworks are endorsed
by major international institutions, including the World Bank and the United Nations, as best practices for
ensuring accountability and improving project performance. In Zambia, despite a growing policy recognition of
the importance of M&E, significant implementation gaps persist. These gaps are often characterized by
inadequate technical capacity among M&E personnel, superficial stakeholder engagement that excludes
community voices, and a persistent disconnect between evaluation findings and strategic decision-making

DOI: 10.9790/487X-2802018086 www.iosrjournals.org 80 | Page



The Impact Of Monitoring And Evaluation Practices On The Success Of Donor Funded Projects.......

processes (Mulenga & Phiri, 2025). Consequently, many evaluations serve a compliance function rather than
becoming instruments for learning and project improvement.

This study investigates how prevailing M&E practices influence the success of donor-funded projects in
Zambia. It seeks to move beyond a generic assessment to identify the specific mechanisms through which M&E
adds value or fails to do so within the Zambian context. By examining the adoption rates of different frameworks,
the quality of stakeholder involvement, and the linkage between data systems and project outcomes, the research
aims to pinpoint the root causes of observed inefficiencies. Ultimately, this investigation will yield evidence-
based recommendations designed to strengthen M&E systems, optimize the use of donor resources, and improve
the success rate and sustainability of development projects in Zambia and similar settings

II.  Conceptual Framework
This study is grounded in three foundational theories that underpin contemporary Monitoring and
Evaluation (M&E) practice in development contexts: the Logical Framework Approach (LFA), Results-Based
Monitoring and Evaluation (RBME), and Program Theory. Each offers a distinct lens through which to design,
implement, and assess donor-funded projects, and together they form a comprehensive theoretical basis for
analyzing M&E effectiveness in Zambia.

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework for the Effectiveness of M&E Practices in Donor-Funded Projects

_Independent Variables 1

Logical Framework Results-Based Monitoring&

; P Th
Approach (LFA) Evaluation (RBME) rogram lheory

Effectiveness of M&E Practices
(Dependent Variable)

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework

The Logical Framework Approach (LFA), developed by USAID in the 1960s, provides a structured and
hierarchical method for project planning and evaluation. It systematically outlines a project’s inputs, activities,
outputs, outcomes, and goals, linking them through a matrix of measurable indicators and assumptions. This
approach brings clarity and coherence to project design, ensuring that objectives are specific and progress is
trackable against predefined benchmarks. In the Zambian context, the LFA’s prominence is attributed to its
straightforward format, which is widely mandated by donors and offers a common language for project reporting.
However, critics argue that its rigid, linear structure can oversimplify complex social change processes and may
not adequately capture unintended outcomes or adaptive learning during implementation.

Complementing the LFA, Results-Based Monitoring and Evaluation (RBME), popularized by the World
Bank in the 1990s, shifts the focus from monitoring activities and outputs to assessing the achievement of
outcomes and long-term impacts. This theory emphasizes accountability, learning, and evidence-based
management by asking not only what was done but what was achieved. RBME frameworks prioritize the
measurement of tangible changes in conditions, behaviors, or institutions resulting from an intervention. For
donor-funded projects, this results-orientation is crucial for demonstrating value for money and sustainable
impact. In Zambia, the adoption of RBME remains moderate, often hindered by the need for more advanced data
systems and analytical capacity, yet it represents a critical evolution toward more meaningful and accountable
evaluation practices.

Program Theory, notably advanced by Carol Weiss, introduces a deeper analytical layer by focusing on
the causal pathways that link project inputs to outcomes. It involves articulating a "theory of change" , a
comprehensive description of how and why a sequence of activities is expected to lead to desired results, including
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the underlying assumptions and external factors at play. This theory moves beyond mechanistic planning to
explore the logic of intervention, making it particularly valuable for complex projects aiming for systemic change.
Its underutilization in Zambia, as observed in this study, points to a missed opportunity for more nuanced
understanding and evaluation of how projects actually work within specific socio-economic and institutional
contexts.

The study’s conceptual framework synthesizes these three theoretical perspectives into an integrated
model. It posits that the effective application of LFA, RBME, and Program Theory individually and in
combination directly enhances the core functions of an M&E system: systematic project tracking,
robust accountability, and the ultimate achievement of sustainable outcomes. LFA provides the essential structure
for planning and baseline monitoring; RBME ensures a focus on ends rather than means; and Program Theory
offers the explanatory power to understand and validate the pathways to success. The framework visualizes these
theories as interconnected components that, when effectively operationalized, collectively improve M&E quality,
which in turn positively influences the performance and success of donor-funded projects in Zambia. This
integrated approach addresses both the need for structured management (LFA) and the demand for impactful,
evidence-based results (RBME and Program Theory), offering a holistic blueprint for strengthening M&E
systems in practice.

III.  Methods

This study employed a mixed-methods research design to comprehensively investigate the impact of
Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) practices on donor-funded projects in Zambia. This approach integrated
quantitative and qualitative techniques, allowing for both the measurement of prevalent patterns and the in-depth
exploration of contextual experiences. The rationale for this design was to enable triangulation, where findings
from surveys and interviews could be compared and synthesized, thereby enhancing the validity, reliability, and
richness of the conclusions drawn (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017).

Data collection was executed in two primary phases. Quantitative data were gathered through structured
questionnaires administered to 200 respondents, including project managers, M&E officers, donor
representatives, and relevant government officials. The survey instrument was designed to capture measurable
data on M&E framework adoption, frequency of reporting, perceived stakeholder engagement levels, data quality
metrics, and project success indicators. Concurrently, qualitative data were obtained via 40 in-depth, semi-
structured interviews with a purposively selected subset of stakeholders. These interviews aimed to elicit detailed
narratives on the implementation challenges, perceived effectiveness of M&E systems, and the nuanced factors
influencing the use of M&E findings in decision-making across the health, education, agriculture, and
infrastructure sectors.

To ensure a representative and unbiased sample, a stratified random sampling technique was utilized.
The target population was first stratified by geographic location (urban vs. rural) and by project sector to guarantee
that the diverse operational contexts of donor-funded projects in Zambia were adequately captured. Within each
stratum, participants were randomly selected from comprehensive databases of active donor-funded projects
provided by coordinating government agencies and major donor organizations. This method strengthened the
generalizability of the quantitative findings while ensuring the qualitative sample included information-rich cases
from varied settings.

For analysis, the quantitative data from the surveys were processed using the Statistical Package for the
Social Sciences (SPSS Version 26). Analysis proceeded in two stages: descriptive statistics (frequencies, means,
standard deviations) were calculated to summarize the data, followed by inferential statistics. The latter included
Pearson’s correlation to examine relationships between variables (e.g., data quality and project success),
regression analysis to test predictive models, and ANOVA to compare outcomes across different sectors or
regions. The qualitative data from interviews were transcribed verbatim and imported into NVivo 12 software for
systematic management and analysis. A thematic analysis approach was followed, involving repeated reading of
transcripts, open coding to identify initial concepts, and the iterative development of overarching themes that
captured the key insights, challenges, and recommendations expressed by participants (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
The integration of these two analytical streams provided a holistic understanding of the research problem.

IV.  Results

Descriptive Findings

The descriptive analysis of the survey data revealed distinct patterns in the adoption of Monitoring and
Evaluation (M&E) frameworks among donor-funded projects in Zambia. The Logical Framework Approach
(LFA) emerged as the most widely utilized tool, with 50% of respondents reporting its adoption. This was
followed by Results-Based Monitoring and Evaluation (RBME) at 33.3%, and the Theory of Change framework
at a notably lower 16.7%. This hierarchy indicates a continued strong reliance on the structured, output-focused
planning of the LFA, while more outcome-oriented and complex frameworks like RBME and Theory of Change
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have yet to achieve mainstream integration. The low uptake of Theory of Change, in particular, suggests that
many projects may not be engaging deeply with the underlying causal assumptions and pathways necessary for
evaluating complex, systemic change.

Regarding participatory practices, the level of stakeholder engagement in M&E processes was measured
to have a mean rating of 3.8 on a 5-point scale. This score indicates a moderate level of involvement, where
stakeholders including community beneficiaries, local government representatives, and civil society are typically
consulted but may not be meaningfully integrated into decision-making cycles or the design of the M&E system
itself. This finding points to a persistent gap between the principle of inclusive participation and its practical
execution, which can limit the local ownership, relevance, and ultimate sustainability of project outcomes.

A key statistical finding from the correlational analysis was a strong positive relationship between data
quality and project success, with a correlation coefficient of r = 0.65 (p < 0.01). This highly significant result
underscores that projects characterized by accurate, timely, and reliable M&E data are substantially more likely
to achieve their objectives. The strength of this correlation highlights that robust data management is not merely
a bureaucratic requirement but a fundamental operational pillar that enables effective management, informed
adaptive decision-making, and credible reporting, all of which are critical drivers of project performance.

Inferential Statistics

Inferential statistical analyses were conducted to test specific hypotheses regarding the influence of
MA&E practices on project outcomes. A linear regression analysis was performed to examine the predictive power
of reporting quality on the overall success of donor-funded projects. The results confirmed a statistically
significant positive relationship, with a standardized beta coefficient of B = 0.45 (p = 0.000). This indicates
that reporting quality encompassing the timeliness, accuracy, and comprehensiveness of M&E reports is a
substantial and significant predictor of project success. For every unit increase in reporting quality, a 0.45 unit
increase in project success can be expected, holding other factors constant. This finding underscores that high-
quality reporting is not merely an administrative output but a critical managerial tool that enhances visibility,
facilitates timely corrective action, and strengthens accountability, thereby directly contributing to achieving
project objectives.

Furthermore, a one-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was employed to determine whether project
success rates differed significantly across the four key sectors under study: health, education, agriculture, and
infrastructure. The ANOVA results revealed statistically significant sectoral differences (p < 0.05). Post-hoc
comparisons identified that projects in the health sector demonstrated the highest mean success rate at 78.5%,
which was significantly greater than the average rates observed in the other sectors. This disparity suggests that
contextual and sector-specific factors such as the relative maturity of M&E systems, the clarity of outcome
indicators, the level of donor coordination, or the availability of specialized technical expertise play a crucial role
in mediating the effectiveness of M&E practices. The superior performance in health projects may reflect more
established global frameworks, stronger institutional partnerships, and a greater emphasis on results-based
financing in that sector, offering valuable lessons for improving M&E efficacy in other domains.

Table 4.2.1: Linear Regression Results on the Effect of Reporting Quality on Project Success

Variable Standardized Beta (B) t-value p-value
Reporting Quality 0.45 4.50 0.000%**
Constant

Dependent Variable: Project Success
Independent Variable: Reporting Quality
Significance Level: p<0.05

Table 4.2.2: One-Way ANOVA Results for Differences in Project Success Across Sectors

Source of Variation Sum of Squares df Mean Square F-value p-value
Between Groups 450.25 3 150.08 5.67 0.003*
Within Groups 980.50 36 27.24
Total 1430.75 39

Groups Compared: Health, Education, Agriculture, Infrastructure
Significance Level: p<0.05p<0.05

Table 4.2.3: Mean Project Success Rates by Sector

Sector Mean Project Success Rate (%)
Health 78.5
Education 65.2
Agriculture 62.8
Infrastructure 60.1
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Table 4.2.4: Post-Hoc Comparison of Project Success Across Sectors

Sector Comparison Mean Difference Significance
Health vs Education 133 Significant
Health vs Agriculture 15.7 Significant
Health vs Infrastructure 18.4 Significant
Education vs Agriculture 24 Not Significant
Education vs Infrastructure 5.1 Not Significant
Agriculture vs Infrastructure 2.7 Not Significant

Challenges Identified

The study identified several systemic challenges that consistently undermine the effectiveness of
Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) systems within Zambia's donor-funded projects. First, significant capacity
constraints among M&E personnel were prevalent. This encompasses a widespread shortage of technical skills in
designing results frameworks, applying advanced analytical methods, and utilizing digital data management tools.
Many M&E officers reported limited access to specialized training and professional development opportunities,
resulting in a reliance on basic, often outdated, methodologies that cannot adequately capture project impact or
complexity.

Compounding the skills gap is the persistent issue of inadequate funding specifically allocated for M&E
activities. In many project budgets, M&E is treated as a peripheral compliance cost rather than a core management
function. This chronic underfunding manifests in insufficient resources for robust data collection (including
fieldwork and technology), limited capacity for deep-dive evaluations, and an over-reliance on simplistic, donor-
mandated reporting that prioritizes accountability over learning. Consequently, M&E processes are often
streamlined to the point of ineffectiveness, unable to generate the nuanced insights required for adaptive
management.

Finally, a critical operational disconnect was observed in the poor integration of M&E findings into
decision-making cycles. Despite resources being expended on data collection and report production, the evidence
generated frequently fails to inform strategic adjustments, resource reallocation, or policy dialogue. This
challenge stems from a combination of factors: the delayed production of reports, which renders findings obsolete;
an organizational culture that views M&E as an external accountability tool rather than an internal management
asset; and the absence of formal feedback loops and learning platforms where data can be translated into
actionable recommendations. This disconnect means that valuable lessons on project performance are
systematically lost, perpetuating cycles of inefficiency and limiting the potential for evidence-based
improvements in both project implementation and broader development strategy.

V.  Discussion

The findings of this study present a nuanced portrait of the state of Monitoring and Evaluation within
Zambia's donor-funded project landscape. The dominance of the Logical Framework Approach (LFA), employed
by half of the surveyed projects, underscores its entrenched role as the default planning and reporting tool. Its
continued prevalence is largely attributable to its accessibility, standardized format favored by donors, and its
utility in establishing clear, linear project blueprints. However, this dominance also signals a significant lag in the
systematic adoption of more outcome-focused and complex frameworks like Results-Based Monitoring and
Evaluation (RBME) and Theory of Change. This reliance on LFA may inadvertently perpetuate a focus on
delivering pre-specified outputs over achieving adaptive and sustainable impacts, potentially limiting the ability
of projects to respond to dynamic contexts or demonstrate deeper, systemic change (Gaspar, 2000; Weiss, 1995).
The underutilization of Theory of Change, in particular, represents a missed opportunity for projects to critically
engage with the underlying assumptions and causal pathways of their interventions, which is essential for tackling
complex developmental challenges.

The moderate level of stakeholder engagement (mean of 3.8/5) reveals a persistent implementation gap
in participatory practice. While stakeholders are often consulted, their involvement frequently remains superficial,
confined to data provision or feedback on pre-determined plans rather than genuine collaboration in setting
priorities, defining indicators, or interpreting results. This level of engagement falls short of the inclusive
partnership advocated by RBME and Program Theory, which posit that ownership and relevance are bolstered by
deep stakeholder integration (Kusek & Rist, 2004). The moderate scores suggest that M&E processes are still
often conducted on communities rather than with them, which can erode trust, limit the contextual accuracy of
data, and ultimately undermine the sustainability and local legitimacy of project outcomes.

A central and powerful finding of this research is the strong positive correlation between data quality
and project success (r=0.65). This empirical link powerfully validates the argument that robust M&E is a core
driver of performance, not a peripheral administrative task. High-quality data characterized by accuracy,
timeliness, and relevance provides the essential evidence base for managerial decision-making, early problem
identification, and strategic adaptation. This finding forcefully emphasizes the critical importance of investing in
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stronger data systems, digital tools for real-time collection, and capacity for analysis. In an era of increasing
emphasis on evidence-based programming, the inability to generate reliable data constitutes a fundamental
operational risk.

Collectively, these patterns align with well-documented global trends concerning the evolution and
challenges of M&E systems. However, they also illuminate context-specific barriers within Zambia. The capacity
constraints, chronic underfunding of M&E activities, and weak integration of findings into decisions are not
merely technical glitches but symptoms of deeper institutional and resource limitations. These barriers create a
cycle where weak systems produce poor data, which leads to uninformed decisions and unsatisfactory outcomes,
further reducing the perceived value of investing in M&E. Breaking this cycle requires moving beyond the mere
adoption of international frameworks to address these foundational constraints, tailoring strategies to build
sustainable, context-appropriate M&E ecosystems that are valued, resourced, and utilized as key management
tools within Zambia’s unique developmental landscape.

VI.  Conclusions

This study set out to analyze the impact of Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) practices on the success
of donor-funded projects in Zambia. The findings confirm the foundational hypothesis that effective M&E
systems are crucial determinants of project performance. The research provides empirical evidence that
transcends anecdotal assumption, demonstrating quantitatively that the quality of M&E implementation
specifically through robust data systems and comprehensive reporting has a direct and significant bearing on
achieving intended outcomes. While the widespread use of the Logical Framework Approach (LFA) confirms its
utility as a foundational planning tool, its dominance also reveals a strategic inertia. The comparative under-
adoption of Results-Based Monitoring and Evaluation (RBME) and Theory of Change frameworks indicates that
many projects remain anchored in an output-oriented paradigm, potentially at the expense of measuring and
understanding deeper impact and adaptive learning. This gap between common practice and contemporary best
practice represents a key constraint on enhancing the strategic value of M&E.

Ultimately, the study concludes that improving project success in Zambia is not merely a matter of
adopting more advanced frameworks on paper. It is contingent upon addressing the interconnected human and
institutional factors that enable their execution. Therefore, strengthening meaningful stakeholder engagement,
building foundational data quality, and developing sustainable institutional capacity are identified as the essential,
interlinked prerequisites for transforming M&E from a compliance exercise into a powerful engine for
accountability, learning, and enhanced project performance. The path forward requires a dual focus: evolving
technical methodologies while simultaneously investing in the ecosystem that allows them to thrive.

VII. Recommendations
v Implement capacity-building programs for M&E professionals, focusing on advanced frameworks and digital
tools.
v Increase dedicated funding for M&E activities within project budgets.
v Enhance stakeholder involvement through participatory M&E approaches.
v Develop hybrid M&E models that integrate LFA, RBME, and Theory of Change.
v Promote policy reforms that support M&E standardization and institutional learning.

Future Research
Further studies could explore the role of digital M&E tools, long-term impact assessments, and
comparative analyses across Sub-Saharan Africa.
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