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Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning in 
Complex Socio-Ecological Systems

Drawing on Rhodes ELRC and Environmental Science , 
AWARD, INR, Dept of Environmental Affairs
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Treasury (Auditor-General, Dept of 
Planning, Monitoring & Evaluation 

Donors such as USAID)

National Department of 
Environmental Affairs, SANBI

Regional DEA, Working for Wetlands, Working 
for Water, Working for Ecosystems, Working on 

Fire

Researchers,  Facilitators, Trainers & 
Evaluators – working in and with complex 
(adaptive) S-E systems

Citizens in the Catchment
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Outputs (Person Days & Training Days)

• Currently monitored by DEA

Quality and Sustainability

• Nomfundiso Giqwa PhD, Kath Fourie M.Ed.

Effectiveness & Impact

• Indicators of social impact – Hanli Human

Process

• Learning and Reporting – Vhutshilo Mudau

• Citizen monitors – Nosiseko Mtati
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Under-labouring M&E with a critical realist philosophy

From Andrew Sayer, 

Methods in Social 

Science: A Realist 

Approach 

(1984/1992/2010)

Abstract 

evaluation: 

Ongoing 

refinement of 

Programme 

Logic: 

Theory of 

Change



Your experiences with M&E for Learning 
in complex SES

1. What are you working on? What is your role or interest in 
MERL?

2. What has motivated the need for MEL in your context?

3. What have you tried, methodologically and conceptually?

4. What worked / didn’t work?

5. Who learned what and how?
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“Places to Intervene in a System” – Donella Meadows, 1997; Abson et al., Ambio, 2016)
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Under-labouring evaluation with a critical realist philosophy

• Critical realism as a service to the sciences

• Allows for congruence in social and natural sciences

• A better explanation for how we do science

• Layered ontology (reality occurs in layers) allows for / requires multiple 

ways of knowing / researching / evaluating …

• Deepening beyond what can be measured … 

• … But tested for reality congruence (avoiding relativism of ‘any 

perception counts’)



M&E in a SETA Environment

Project led by Prof Eureta Rosenberg

with the Dept of Higher Education and Training, BANKSETA and ServiceSETA
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National Treasury and Dept of 
Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation

Dept of Higher Education and 
Training

National Skills Authority

Sector Education 
and Training 
Authorities (SETAs)

Education and Training Providers: 
Universities and Colleges

Employers across Sectors: Banking, Services, 

Engineering, Mining, Chemicals, Water and Energy, 

Conservation, Health and Welfare, …
Society 

including 

Learners
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Overall M&E

Performance

Governance

Mandatory 
Grants

Tracking 
learners

Costs vs 
Benefits

Discretionary 
Grants

Projects

Capacity 
Building

21 

SETAs



Evaluation of Education for Sustainable Development

Project led by Rob O’Donoghue



Source: Rob O’Donoghue, 2017








