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Use of external MEAL support
LÆRING 7 April 2025
LÆRING has commissioned a review of MEAL contracts. Up to now, no systematic information has been available about the experience of the MFA units with this type of contract.
Since 2011, various units of the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), both in Copenhagen and abroad, have signed contracts with consulting companies in order to procure support for their task of monitoring the development cooperation programmes of which they were in charge. 18 contracts in total have been signed, of which 7 were still ongoing in 2024.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Together, the 18 contracts amount to approx. DKK 154 million (at contract start), with values ranging from 1 to 29 million. 6 of the contracts are regional in scope and 12 are country-specific. The contract amounts as proportions of the programme budgets range from 0.12% up to 3.23%. The sample in this report comprises three regional (APP, CCDMP, Syria-Iraq) and three single-country (Mali, Ethiopia, Somalia) contracts, of which one (Somalia) was suspended after one year, three are finishing in 2024, and two (CCDMP and Syria-Iraq) will be ongoing for some years still.

] 

This review report contains very useful findings for reflections and follow-up (see more details in annex 1). LÆRING concurs with the overall recommendation that Terms of Reference (ToR) for future MEAL contracts should consider: focusing the contracts on a narrow and clearly defined set of regular tasks and make all other tasks (e.g. Value for Money studies, technical reviews, capacity development of partners) under the contracts optional and subject to particular requests from the contracting unit based on specific ToR. 
As part of the Keep It Simple (KIS) project, LÆRING is providing generic ToRs for contracting MEAL support (see annex 2). The intention is to ease the burden on contracting units. The ToR are for inspiration only, and should as a general rule be adapted to the needs identified in the specific project/programme. The needs will for example depend on the types of partners, context and whether the programme is managed from Copenhagen or in country.     



Review report findings 
MFA staff who have been or are involved in managing the contracts generally find that these do not deliver as expected and are overly resource-demanding and cumbersome to handle and carry a risk of weakening the relationship of the contracting unit with the programme partners; on the other hand, the contracts are deemed necessary in view of the human resource situation of the concerned MFA units, and the contracts do generally improve the monitoring and the reporting of the partners and provide the desk officers with time-saving and quality-enhancing support for their project-related work. The more successful tasks appear to be the most straight-forward ones at partner/project level, such as improvement of project documents’ results frameworks and quality assurance of partners’ progress reports for the benefit of desk officers.     
The report highlights a number of good practices that may enhance the benefits and mitigate the risks. First and foremost, consider carefully the cost-benefits of external MEAL support and whether it may be more optimal to perform the task in-house in order to retain learning and close dialogue with partners. If you go head contracting external support, it is important to form a clear and concrete idea about each single deliverable requested from the consultant. Secondly; for contracts to work smoothly and productively, there is need for the MFA units to play a continuous and active counterpart role vis-à-vis the consultants and maintain a close MFA dialogue with partners. 


 
Annex 1: Recommended reflections during the process of considering external MEAL support, preparing a MEAL contract, and managing its implementation
The following lists a number of considerations serving to reduce the above drawbacks and enhance the benefits for the contracting units. 
a. When considering external MEAL support: 
· Consider if the time the desk officers can save is worth the risk that their relationship with the partners gets less close – a risk arising if a long-term consultant inserts him/herself between the desk officer and the partner.  
· Consider the critical importance of playing an active counterpart role all along the duration of a long-term contract: Can this role be handled sufficiently well and regularly, and by whom?
· Consider the trade-off between engaging in a demanding EU tender process as against procuring smaller consultancy inputs over the course of the programme. 
· Take good note of the critical importance of the counterpart role that has to be played by the contracting unit vis-à-vis the consultants and consider carefully who in the contracting unit should play which roles in the relationship.  

b. When drafting the ToR for a long-term MEAL contract
· 
· Start early, spend time on the ToR, consult the ToRs drafted by LÆRING, consult colleagues with experience. Make sure to include those in the drafting, who will be practically involved in the implementation. 
· Focus the contract on a narrow set of easy-to-define regular tasks, and be as specific as possible when describing them: 
· Quality assurance of partners’ progress and results reports, thereby helping desk officers to identify issues for attention and dialogue with partners; 
· selective field checks on data quality; 
· possibly drafting of regular programme-wide status reports; 
· possibly delivery of readymade data for inputting into the RFI. 
· If relevant, add a few tasks for the initial phase of the contract: 
· Quality assurance of project results frameworks; 
· help with baselines; 
· capacity development of partners in monitoring and reporting.  
· Make other desirable tasks, if any, optional and subject to particular requests from the contracting unit, based on specific ToR (in whichever form). This could be lessons-learnt studies; value-for-money studies; outcome harvesting; training of the contracting unit’s own staff; communication etc.
· If including optional tasks: Budget restrictively for them (limited lumpsum) and formulate broadly which types of tasks are envisaged.

c. During implementation
· In the inception phase, make sure to discuss thoroughly with the consultant the contracting unit’s expectations in general, the nature of the individual deliverables and their purposes (with as much detail as possible), the respective roles of the consultant and the contracting unit, the modalities of communication between the two parties; among other things, seek to identify possible discrepancies between the ToR and the consultant’s tender and agree on a shared understanding.
· Make a continuous effort at playing an active counterpart role vis-à-vis the consultant: Provide quick feed-back to reports, work plans, and other documents, to questions, and to requests; hold regular meetings with the consultant to ensure smooth implementation; etc. And ensure, as far as possible, continuity in the contact with the consultant.   
· Repeat the exercise of aligning the expectations of the two parties after changes of staff in the contracting unit as well as after staff changes on the consultant’s side.
· In cases of requesting optional tasks: 
· Form a clear and concrete idea about each single deliverable before discussing and agreeing on it with the consultant. Make sure to formulate the task and its desired output in writing (formal ToR or other description) before start. 
· Consider carefully what external consultants can be expected to deliver adequately on.
· To reduce the risk of desk officers losing out in terms of their relationship with the partners; consider not to let the consultants meet regularly with the partners in the absence of the desk officers (with the likely exception of training, capacity development) or formulate and enforce other clear rules for the relationship desk officer/consultant/partner.


Annex 2: Generic Terms of Reference (ToRs) for MEAL contracts

1. Background Information (programme and context)

Brief introduction covering: 
a) contextual background/issues relevant to the programme,
b) presentation of the programme including if relevant the underlying projects 

2. Objective
Objective of the Consultant's contract
The objective of the contract is to support the Unit (the Client=Embassy or MFA Unit hereinafter entitled Unit) in responding to its MEAL responsibilities including strengthening its monitoring and reporting capacities.
3. Scope of the services to be provided by the Consultant
The Consultant will always perform the following tasks in the inception phase (suggested to be maximum 3 month): 
· Participate in an initial meeting called by the Unit to align expectations on the scope and deliverables of the assignment including the role of the Unit and the Consultant.
· Together with the Unit prepare and participate in a seminar for Programme stakeholders (the Unit, and implementing partners and/or others) to ensure a shared understanding of the MEAL process and the roles and responsibilities of all relevant actors.
· Together with the Unit define the number and types of field visits to partners.
· Based on the above, discuss and finalise the Consultant’s technical approach, methodology and process action plan and submit an inception report to the Unit. 
The following core tasks would normally be included in a MEAL contract: 
Refinement of result frameworks: 
· Based on the programme documentation and in consultation with the Unit and the partners, support the refinement of programme/projects results frameworks, theories of change, risk management and underlying assumptions and recommend amendments as appropriate. 
· Ensure that the result framework and indicators of the programme and those of the underlying projects are aligned.
· Advise programme/project managers on how to reflect the results frameworks in the Results Framework Interface (RFI), the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs' internal results reporting system. 
Reviewing of narrative reports from partners in the implementation phase:
· Provide feedback to implementing partners on their progress reports in relation to the context, objectives, theory of change, expected results, risk management and the challenges and solutions proposed in the reports before the reports are submitted by the implementing partners to the Unit. 
· As appropriate, discuss the reports with those responsible for project oversight within the Unit to reach a shared view on the current state and suggested solutions, and in doing so, suggest focus on improving staff knowledge and capacity with respect to MEAL.
Validation of information:  
· On a sample basis and X times annually, to be agreed in the inception phase, assist the Unit in validating and assessing the monitoring information included in partners’ reports through interaction with the concerned partners and sub-partners, including relevant field visits, disseminating findings and assessments to the partners and the Unit and, if relevant, suggest recommendations (note that these assessments focus on the substantive activities and results of the programme/projects, and not the financial aspects).
Annual report:    
· [bookmark: _Hlk64619920]An biannual basis, deliver to the Unit reports on the progress of the Programme (activities, outputs, outcome, impact, risk management, challenges and opportunities) using the progress reports received from partners and any other information obtained during the year. 
· As part of the annual report, synthesise the Consultant's assessments, conclusions and recommendations regarding the quality of the follow-up by the partners and the improvement of the monitoring and reporting of the programme/projects. 
· The above reports may be used by the Unit to produce Annual Stock Taking Reports and Annual Work Plans for the programme according to the MFA Aid Management Guidelines.
Completion reports:  
· Towards the end of the programme, analyse final reports produced by the partners, and if necessary and requested by the Unit, provide input an assistance for their improvement in collaboration with the partners and the Unit, and use them as the basis for the final annual report.
· After the end of the Programme, support the Unit in the drafting of the Final Results Report based on the final reports form the partners, the final report of the Consultant and other relevant reports and documentation.   

The following additional tasks can be included in a MEAL contract after carefully considering the needs of the Unit: 
Financial monitoring
· Monitoring of draft annual financial reporting from partners including validation visits to partners as agreed with the Unit. 
· Preparation of the bi-annual update of a financial performance table and assist the Unit in preparation of any plans necessary for successful execution of the budget.
Baseline data
· Finalise collection of baseline data at the programme (in collaboration with the Unit) and project level (in collaboration with partners).
Capacity development of partners
· Carry out a diagnostic mapping of the capacity of each partner and propose the way forward on how to work with each partner in accordance with their respective strengths and weaknesses. 
· Plan and facilitate an agreed number of training sessions for relevant partners on monitoring and reporting. 
· Facilitation of a number of workshops targeting the Unit and programme partners, and discuss findings, recommendations and lessons learnt from monitoring reports including from field missions in relevant geographical locations. 
Other optional Ad-hoc tasks 
In addition to the tasks above that will be specified in the ToRs for the, the Unit can include the possibility to request the Consultant to undertake additional activities. These activities, which may relate to various aspects of the MEAL assignment, will be agreed specifically as they arise.
Ad-hoc tasks related to MEAL may include: notes supporting learning, cross-project comparisons, annual case stories or analysis, thematic or technical and/or periodic reviews of the programme/projects, value-for-money assessments, drafting ToRs for studies and Mid-term reviews or assistance related to particular opportunities for communication activities. 
The reserve fund will be set aside for this purpose in the consultancy contract. The funds can only be spent at the discretion of the Unit after consultation with the Consultant. In such cases, the Unit and the Consultant will discuss the feasibility, including the financial and staff implications, and jointly determine the approach to be taken. The Consultant shall charge the same fee rates (for the same Key Staff and short-term experts, or for other specialists with equivalent qualifications and competence) and reimbursable expenses as specified in the budget. 
4. Two phases and opt out clause  
NB- It is recommended to divide the contract into two phases to give the Unit the possibility of opting out of the contract in case of underperformance by the Consultant. Remember that the contract can only run the length of the programme period.   
The list of Services above covers both Phase 1 and Phase 2 (optional to the Unit) and, apart from an inception period at the beginning of Phase 1, does not distinguish between them as the two phases are intended to form one single work process in case the Unit executes the option to continue the Agreement after Phase 1. 
Upon Phase 1 of 12 months will run from Q2 of 202X, and an optional Phase 2 of XX months (approximately) will run until month XX in year 202X.The signing of the contract by the Consultant therefore only guarantees Phase 1 but the price proposed by the Consultant must include both phases. Phase 1 will have a duration of X year upon the date of signature by both parties to the contract. 
The decision to activate the activate Phase 2 will be at the discretion of the Unit and will be made one month prior to the end of Phase 1. If not activated the contract will lapse by the end of phase 1.   
In case the Unit does not wish to execute the option for Phase 2, the Consultant must prepare an action plan (approximately of a duration of 2 months) outlining the steps by which the Consultant will bring the Assignment to a close after Phase 1.
5. Services provided by the provider's head office
The Consultant's headquarters will provide the following services included in the technical experts' contribution margin:
· General administration at headquarters and professional support;
· Quality Assurance (QA) of the services provided by the Consultant in accordance with the Consultant's general QA system. 
· A contract manager as the entry point for the Unit to contact and liaise with regard to the implementation of the contract. 
· The security means necessary to provide the services in question, taking into account the security situation described in section 14.
The Consultant will appoint at least one person, who will be responsible for QA at the head office and who has the necessary qualifications. The QA person should not be directly involved in the implementation of the engagements. The Consultant must submit the person's CV in his/her offer but it will not be evaluated. The person must have adequate skills to appreciate the work of experts. 
6. Budget and effort/work days
The Unit has a maximum budget of DKK XXX net of VAT for the performance of the Services in Phase 1 and in Phase 2, including the fixed budget of DKK XXX net of VAT for the financing of security (see section 13 below), and the option for an action plan for end of Assignment after Phase 1 (see section 7 above). The Consultant’s tender will be rejected if it exceeds this maximum budget.
In addition, the Unit has set aside a reserve fund of DKK XX net of VAT for the financing of optional tasks (see section 4 above).
The estimated number of working days to be worked is as follows:
	Resource
	Phase 1
	Phase 2

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	



The estimate of the number of days to be worked includes additional ad-hoc tasks. 
The maximum total contract amount is DKK XX (phase 1 and 2), including a provision of DKK XX for ad-hoc tasks.
7. Working days
A “working day” amounts to 8 hours. The daily fee rates for Key Staff, Section B, as well as for short-term experts who will be hired, shall cover 8 hours of work. 
Weekends and holidays – Danish and XXX (relevant country/ies if also considered leave day for the Unit), depending on the place of work, are not considered working days.
8. Management 
The Unit will not transfer any aspect of its responsibilities to the Consultant, and no activity or initiative of the Consultant will be undertaken without expressed approval by the Unit. Alignment of expectations between the two parties to be defined in more detail in the inception phase of the contract.
The Consultant shall assist the Unit by producing reliable and sufficient data for the monitoring and management of the programme/projects to ensure accountability and learning. This implies that the actual management, follow-up to monitoring, integration/insertion/reporting of results information etc. rests with the Unit, but that the Consultant shall ensure that the MEAL process is implemented in a manner that provides the Unit with relevant and timely information for these tasks. 
Consultation between the two parties throughout the duration of the contract is essential, as it is ensuring that the nature of this relationship is well understood by implementing partners and other stakeholders.
The Unit will designate a member of its staff as the liaison officer between the Unit and the Consultant to ensure one entry point for the Consultant and to facilitate collaboration.
The Consultant shall regularly, consult with the Unit on progress and challenges regarding the Consultant’s work plan, the consumption of resources, questions of staffing, etc and may participate from time to time, upon specific invitation, in internal Unit meetings related to the areas of MEAL and communication. 
9. [bookmark: _Ref51250003]Security (if relevant)
For this Assignment, the Consultant shall use the security company indicated by the Unit. The Consultant hence accepts and agrees to use the security company used for close protection by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark and accepts and agrees that this company will carry out protection to the full satisfaction of the Client. 
In Section XX the Unit has determined a fixed budget of DKK XXX net of VAT for the expense to be paid to the security company mentioned above. However, the Unit will reimburse the actual expense to be paid to the security company mentioned above, but the Consultant shall in a timely manner keep the Unit informed in case the expense exceeds the budgeted amount.
10. Technical approach and methodology 
The technical proposal must outline the proposed methodological approach, including the overall approach to data collection, analysis and reporting (MR) 
The Client will appreciate if the proposal… [examples on what may often be relevant, select and adjust as needed; the below are wishes, to assess technical proposals against]
- explains preliminary considerations on the results framework as it is currently presented, including assessment of and approach for further work. 
- explains how work on identifying indicators and setting targets will be carried out, including potential existing data sources, criteria and considerations behind targets and indicators, link to ToC etc. [can be more or less, as needed; in anything is expected re baseline, it should be made explicit]
- explains how sample selection for verification/validation will be done (rationale, selection criteria, sample size etc)
- explains preliminary considerations on methods and approaches to be applied in relation to collecting, validation and assessing the monitoring and data from partners.
- explains considerations on how to ensure that the role of the MEAL team vis a vis the unit and partners stays in tune with the expectations in the ToR, including an assessment of potential challenges and way to remedy them. 
Work Plan:
The technical proposal must include an overall work plan for the Assignment with outputs and tasks in accordance with the programme documents and the outline of the task in the ToR. (MR). 
The Client will appreciate if the work plan is elaborated with activities and sub-activities of the Assignment which explains and justifies how the different phases of the assignment as well as the regular activities indicated in the ToR will be planned, managed and implemented.
The Client will appreciate if preliminary considerations on any foreseen key challenges in relation to implementation of the work plan (timing, flexibility etc), are explained, together with explanation of foreseen mitigation.
Organisation:
Team: minimum of X members
The team must include a member with a minimum of X years experience w MEAL (MR, has to be specified)
The Client will appreciate if the team covers:
Expertise in [each relevant subject matter], including MEAL related aspects hereof
Substantial country/regional experience from X,Y and Z
Access to additional subject matter experts
Financial Monitoring
Knowledge of AMG of MFA of Denmark.
· ……..
NB: remember to include specific request for home-office quality assurance support.  
11. [bookmark: _Ref51232621]Annexes
Annex 1 – Programme/project documentation
Annex 2 - Preliminary assessment of partner monitoring capacities based on the Unit’s findings and experience
Other Annexes as needed……
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