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MEL Plan  
and Indicators

This resource provides a high-level overview of 
the Internet Society Foundation’s guidance on the 
elements of a monitoring, evaluation, and learning 
(MEL) Plan—including indicators—that are most 
relevant when developing a grant application.
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While applications may not ask for a MEL Plan or 
indicators directly, at the time of the application you 
should be able to briefly describe what your overall 
process and approach will be for regularly collecting, 
analyzing, and sharing data.  Planning these details will 
help you measure progress toward project objectives, 
collect evidence about the changes your project is 
contributing to, and learn what is or is not working. 

When thinking about your MEL Plan, you may wish to 
refer to the Foundation’s sample MEL Plan template. 
While organizations are not required to submit this 
file with their application, filling out the template can 
help you plan your MEL processes and indicators, 
making it easier to summarize that information in your 
application and ensure all associated costs are built 
into your budget.

https://www.isocfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/08/ISOC-Foundation-Grant-Application-Guidance-Annex-11-MEL-Plan-template.xlsx
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Indicators 

Indicators measure if change is occurring. An indicator is a variable (something that changes over 
time) that is measurable, defined before project activities begin, and designed to reflect changes 
connected to an activity. It is a sign of progress in the implementation of a project or a sign that 
results have been achieved. 

For example:

	‣ A project aiming to help improve small business owners’ digital safety practices could track the 
number of small business owners who participate in trainings, in order to ensure the project is 
delivering trainings at the scale planned. 

	‣ The project could also develop an indicator to measure whether the small business owners 
then go on to put into practice what they learned from the training by tracking the percentage 
of individuals trained who implement a new online safety behavior (such as enabling two-
factor authentication on their accounts) within 30 days of completing the training. 

	‣ Then, to supplement the indicators with additional details that help paint a more complete 
picture of project results, the project’s final report could include additional descriptions of the 
various ways training participants’ daily online practices have changed since the training.

Tips for Designing Indicators

Indicators should be clear, specific, connected to results, and realistic to measure. As you develop 
indicators, think not only about what you want to measure, but also about how you will collect 
the information. Consider the data collection methods and tools that are most appropriate for 
your target audience and project activities. Depending on your context, you may use online or 
paper surveys, online registration forms or sign-in sheets, interviews, observations, focus group 
discussions, etc. Choosing realistic data collection methods early will make implementation and 
reporting much easier. When developing indicators, it is also important to understand your starting 
point (i.e., baseline) and set realistic targets.

Choosing the number of indicators for a project requires striking a balance. Relying on only one 
or two indicators will not adequately tell the whole story of the project’s results, but having too 
many indicators can quickly become burdensome on staff and require more resources than initially 
planned. A good balance of indicators covers all of your project’s most important results while 
measuring each key change with a single indicator that is feasible to collect. 
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Types of Indicators

In many cases, the Foundation asks grantees to report on a set of “standard” indicators. These required 
indicators ensure similar indicators are tracked consistently across projects and help the Foundation 
understand overall impact. However, as they may not capture everything that is important about a 
project’s results, organizations are encouraged to track additional indicators that reflect the project’s 
specific objectives and to include these indicators in the application (and, later, in narrative reporting). 
Including custom indicators specific to your project is useful not only for holistically telling the story 
of what was achieved, but for ongoing adaptation and learning.

When determining a set of indicators for your project, the Foundation recommends including indicators 
that measure outputs along with indicators that measure outcomes.

	‣ Output indicators measure what the project delivers immediately through activities—such 
as the number of workshops conducted, the number of participants who attended training, 
the number of schools participating in the project, or the percentage of trainings delivered 
according to a set of pre-determined quality standards.

	‣ Outcome indicators measure the change that results from those activities—such as the 
number of training participants who demonstrate increased knowledge, the percentage of 
training participants who adopt safer online practices, the number of teachers that have access 
to the Internet as a result of the project and are actively using it in their teaching, or examples 
of changes in government policy.

While projects have a fairly high level of control over the results for output indicators, outcome 
indicators measure changes that are usually outside of the direct control of the project. Collecting 
data for outcome indicators typically requires following up with participants, communities, or 
stakeholders after an activity has ended.
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Monitoring

Monitoring is the regular collection of information and results about a particular activity, event, 
or training. You use this data to measure progress against the targets you set and determine if 
progress is happening as planned. Monitoring shows whether your project is on track to reach its 
targets and overall objective. It helps you spot trends and patterns as they emerge so that you can 
respond to them before the project is over. 

Evaluation

Evaluation is an effort to systematically collect and analyze information about a project, often 
to assess its overall impact or effectiveness, with a focus on what is different after the project 
compared to before.

Evaluations can vary significantly in type, size, scale, rigor, and formality. Formal evaluations seeking 
a higher level of objectivity in their analysis are typically led by an external evaluator/consultant or 
evaluation firm. However, organizations can also choose to conduct evaluations themselves as an 
exercise focused on learning. 

Why Conduct an Evaluation?

Evaluation can have many purposes. The Foundation encourages grantees to engage in evaluative 
activities that support learning and decision-making by helping staff understand what worked, what 
did not work as expected, and how future efforts can be strengthened. Evaluations are a time to 
pause and look at your data systematically and holistically to understand what lessons can inform 
future work. The Foundation’s final report templates are designed to capture this type of analysis 
and reflection through questions about lessons learned, opportunities to share stories, and/or other 
questions that help you look back on the project and share how it went.

Tips for Planning an Evaluation 

The level of change that can be measured through an evaluation depends on the project’s scope, 
duration, and resources. Smaller or shorter-term projects are often better positioned to assess early 
outcomes or signs of change, while measuring longer-term changes such as broader societal or 
policy effects typically requires longer timeframes, larger budgets, and more intensive evaluation 
approaches.
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All evaluations should draw on multiple sources of data, such as monitoring data, participant 
feedback, interviews, surveys, and other evidence collected throughout implementation or 
through follow-up activities planned specifically as part of the evaluation. Strong evaluations use 
a combination of quantitative data (e.g., numerical survey results or participation statistics) and 
qualitative data (e.g., stories shared in interviews, observations, written feedback); both provide 
valuable evidence when the data are relevant and of high quality. 

Types of Evaluations

Evaluation can happen at different stages of a project and focus on different things. Final 
evaluations or end-of-project reflections occur in the last months of the project and tend to 
assess project outcomes, effectiveness, and lessons learned. Mid-term evaluations and “process 
evaluations” happen earlier in the project and prioritize assessing things like early outcomes, lessons 
learned, how smoothly the project operates, and if any adjustments should be made. 

Some evaluations attempt to demonstrate long-term impact or prove attribution (i.e., that a change 
happened only because of the project.) Such evaluations require rigorous evaluation designs and 
methods (such as using comparison groups) and significant resources to devote to the evaluation. In 
contrast, evaluations that take place within the scope of a typical Foundation grant typically focus 
on understanding outcomes achieved during the project, identifying early signs of potential longer-
term changes, and assessing contribution (i.e., if and how the project plausibly helped bring about 
the observed changes, and what evidence supports that conclusion). By combining monitoring data, 
participant feedback, stories of change, follow-up surveys and/or interviews, and other sources of 
evidence, organizations can build a credible case that their work contributed to positive outcomes.

A note on the term “impact”: The term “impact” is used in different ways across organizations and 
sectors. Within the context of evaluations, “impact evaluations” scientifically measure causal effect 
that can be attributed specifically to a project. They are more intensive and less common, typically 
requiring additional resources and more specialized expertise.
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Learning 
Learning is the process of taking what you have found through monitoring, evaluation, and overall 
implementation and using that information to inform your current project and future projects. 
Learning helps test assumptions; understand what works, for whom, and under what conditions; 
and identify any aspects of the project or your approach that are not working as envisioned and 
should be adjusted.

To structure learning in your project, a good practice is to identify at the start of the project a few 
learning questions that you would like to answer by the end. For example, if your project aims to 
improve digital skills, you may want to understand not only how many participants gained skills or 
applied new skills, but also how they used those skills in their daily lives, education, work—and any 
challenges or opportunities they encountered. 

Learning questions can help you better understand what worked well, what could be improved, 
and what lessons may be useful for future projects. Hosting periodic reflection/discussion 
sessions with relevant team members is a helpful way of ensuring you answer these questions 
over the course of your project. It may be a good idea to include partners that support project 
implementation. Circulate the discussion questions in advance so that participants have some 
time to think about them. During the meeting, start off by reviewing any recent information that 
is relevant to answering the questions, such as indicator data, staff observations/reports, and 
feedback from participants and partners. Then ask the group to discuss each learning question one 
by one, documenting the discussion with notes. 

Example learning questions include:

	‣ Is the project meeting the targets we set for indicators? How do we know? What factors are 
either helping or hindering our progress towards achieving targets? 

	‣ Are there other important parts of our story to tell that are not captured in the indicators?

	‣ What kinds of changes are occurring in our project? What evidence tells us that these changes 
are occurring? 

	‣ Based on recent monitoring or evaluation results, what parts of implementation have gone well, 
and what could be improved? What parts of our project have been most successful, and why?

	‣ Did we encounter any recent challenges in our project activities? How did we adjust? What 
did we learn? What did the results tell us about our approach?  Should we try something new?

	‣ What lessons from this project can we apply to other projects we are implementing or will 
implement in the future? 

	‣ How can we share the lessons we have learned with a broader audience? (if relevant)
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In conclusion

No matter what type of monitoring, evaluation, and learning activities you choose to include when 
designing your project, good overall MEL practices include:

	‣ Consistently collecting throughout implementation data related to the changes your project 
hopes to see

	‣ Combining quantitative and qualitative evidence

	‣ Providing specific examples when describing changes that have occurred

	‣ Reflecting on results and lessons learned before the project ends, throughout implementation

	‣ Documenting outcomes (both expected and unexpected), challenges, and adaptations

	‣ Using findings to improve future projects and decision-making
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