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“With the complex challenges facing us as a global community, 
the time to act is now. MSPs are proving a clear way for us to 

pool expertise, resources, ambitions, to address a common 
goal. Continuously learning from our experiences and 

demonstrating value are challenging to do, but essential to 
building better partnerships that affect greater change. As a 

member of any community, practitioner or not, this essential 
tool provides a clear, easy to follow path to understanding, 

strengthening and communicating the value that the 
partnership creates.”

Georgie Passalaris, Head of Impact Measurement & 
Management, World Economic Forum



Welcome.
Never before has our need to collaborate been so 
important.

Joining forces, sharing risks, pooling resources, 
and combining our talents and skills, are 
fundamental if we are to truly care for our global 
goods, and address the complex challenges of our 
time. The future of our peoples, our places and 
our planet depends on it.  

The call to action has been heard – around the 
world, actors from across different sectors of 
society and geographies, each with their own 
needs and interests, are finding ways to work 
together in the pursuit of shared goals and 
objectives.  

Multi-stakeholder platforms and partnerships 
have emerged as critical vehicles for bringing 
these actors together. As their number, reach 
and ambitions grow, many within and external to 
these MSPs are seeking to know more about what 
works, for whom and why. How do we measure 
and report what our MSP is doing, and what it has 
achieved?  

In essence, how do we evaluate and learn about 
our MSPs?  

This document is designed to respond to this 
question. It is primarily for those working in 
MSPs, particularly those with a focus on impact, 
outcomes and/or performance. It’s also for those 
with interests in learning and evaluation as they 
relate to platforms and partnerships.  

It combines theory and practice, gained from our 
work in the field over the past 15 years, and 
proposes 5 Key Ingredients for embedding 
learning and evaluation within MSPs. We hope it is 
easy to digest, relatable and practical.  

Throughout, it includes examples, questions and 
links to useful resources at dayfourprojects.com. 
It is intended as a primer- a kick starter, a 
thought-provoker, something to read, re-read and 
share with your colleagues.  

And as you evaluate and learn more about your 
MSPs, we encourage you to share your insights 
with those around you who are interested and 
committed to better platforms, partnerships and 
collaborative outcomes. 
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Multi-stakeholder Platforms and Partnerships 
(MSPs) are becoming increasingly popular for 
addressing the world’s most complex problems. 
Encouraged by high level institutions and 
initiatives, such as the United Nation’s Sustainable 
Development Goals, MSPs have emerged 
as important vehicles for bringing together 
diverse actors, from across multiple sectors, to 
collaborate toward shared ambitions and goals.  

Today, myriad of MSPs at global, regional and 
local levels exist – operating in varied content 
domains, and seeking to bring about change 
through a range of pathways.  

Clear definitions that distinguish partnerships 
from platforms have remained elusive, often 
leading to interchangeable use of the terms. We 
consider multi-stakeholder platforms as one part 
of the broader multi-stakeholder partnership 
landscape, defined as: 

Multi-stakeholder partnerships involve organisations 
from different societal sectors working together, 
sharing risks and combining their unique resources 
and competencies in ways that can generate and 
maximise value towards shared partnership and 
individual partner objectives, often through more 
innovative, more sustainable, more efficient and / or 
more systemic approaches.1  

Within this definition are a range of platform 
types (described on the following page), as well 
as those partnerships governed by legally binding 
contractual relationships among partners.  

While who they engage, what they do, and how 
they are goverened may differ, all partnerships 
and platforms share a belief and commitment to 
the collaborative advantage2: that more can be 
achieved by working together, than by working 
alone.  

1The Partnering Initiative (https://thepartneringinitiative.org/) 
2 Kanter, R. M. (1994). Collaborative Advantage: The Art of Alliances. Harvard Business Review. 72 (4): 96–108.

Strengthening platforms and partnerships 
through continuous learning and evaluation 
Multi-Stakeholder Platforms and Partnerships 
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Multi-stakeholder Platform Typology

3Hummelbrunner (2011). Systems thinking and 
evaluation. Evaluation. 17(4): 395-403.

Knowledge Exchange Platforms

These platforms often include dedicated 
knowledge exchange functions that 
promote the ongoing sharing of 
experiences, practices and solutions 
among members, sometimes through 
thematically orqanised Communities of 
Practice.

Reporting and Standard Setting 
Platforms

These platforms extend the work of 
Dialogue and Knowledge Exchange 
platforms by creating new norms and 
standards, often including a shared 
agenda for change, that members 
report progress against. This requires 
commitments from members to a set of 
agreed principles and directions.

Dialogue Platforms

These platforms provide opportunities 
for stakeholders from a diversity of 
sectors to discuss and interrogate 
complex issues (including policy 
issues) through showcasing practice, 
workshops and facilitated discussions.

Transformative Platforms

Transformative platforms aim to 
fundamentally shift the systems that 
influence complex problems, primarily 
through fostering and launching new 
partnerships among key stakeholders. 
To do so, these platforms involve a 
range of functions, including dialogue, 
exchange, partnership brokering, and 
investment.

Tackling complex problems requires effective 
collaborations. Such problems are characterised 
by high uncertainty and (often) disagreement 
among stakeholders about possible pathways to 
change; unclear relationships between causes 
and effects; and emergent behaviours that aren’t 
always easy or possible to predict.3 

MSPs provide a mechanism for responding to 
this complexity. To do so, MSPs may perform a 
range of activities, some described in Figure 1, 
which often involve convening, facilitating, and 
coordinating functions.  This doesn’t mean that all 
MSPs are the same: what an MSP does, how it is 
structured and who is part of it depends on what 
it aims to achieve and the context in which it is 
situated. 

MSPs and complex problems

Four types of MSPs

The Partnering Initiative (TPI) 
has proposed a typology of four 
MSPs. While some platforms 
are likely to blend features of 2 
or more of these ‘types’, it is a 
useful structure for beginning to 
understand the broad landscape 
of MSPs. 

3



Figure 1: MSP Activities

Advocating
Advocating on behalf 
of stakeholders 

Funding
Securing funding for 
platform activities, 
projects and initiatives 

Coordinating
Coordinating action  
among stakeholders

Negotiating
Negotiating and 
agreeing shared 

ambitions and goals

Convening
Bringing together diverse 

stakeholders

Facilitating
Discussions and dialogues  

among stakeholders

Visioning
Creating a shared 
vision for change

Catalysing
Catalysing new 

thoughts and activities

Knowledge and Evidence
Curating, synthesizing and 
exchanging knowledge and 
evidence 

Accountability

Holding stakeholders 
to account 
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Building healthy MSPs
Healthy MSPs that foster productive and effective 
collaborative action carry a range of features. 
These features, sometimes termed critical success 
factors, have been variably described to include 
those below. 

Critical Success 
Factors for MSPs

Reciprocity

Exchange for mutual and 
agreed benefit.

Distributed Leadership

Leadership responsibility 
shared among those with skills 
and expertise.

Governance and Structure

The formal distribution of 
authority and decision making.

Accountability and 
Commitment

Stakeholders commit to a set 
of agreements and hold each 
other to account.

A shared vision and 
mission

A collective understanding of 
the purpose and direction of 
the MSP.

Trust and Goodwill

Strong, respectful and 
honest relationships among 
stakeholders.

Inclusivity

All stakeholder voices are heard 
and respected.

Financial strength

The MSP has sufficient financial 
resources to deliver its 
objectives.

Continuous Learning and 
Evaluation

Evidence and insights are used 
to inform decisions about the 
MSP.

Mutual Benefits

Agreed benefits are realized by 
all stakeholders.



Partnering Phases

Evolutionary cycle of partnering

As noted by TPI, partnerships move through 
different stages and phases, from scoping and 
building through to sustaining outcomes, or 
dissolving. 

Learning and 
evaluation for 
healthy MSPs

  4Sterman J (1994). Learning in and about complex systems. Systems Dynamics Review 10; (2-3): 291-330.

Scoping and 
Building

Managing and 
Maintaining

Reviewing 
and Revising

Sustaining 
Outcomes

Learning is a process through which “we 
receive information feedback about the 
world and revise the decisions we make 

and the mental models that motivate 
those decisions.”4 Evaluation provides 

an important input into our learning 
processes for MSPs – allowing us to define, 
gather and value evidence about the work 

of an MSP, in ways that support decision 
making, accountability and improvement. 

Figure 2 describes at a high level a cycle of 
learning for an MSP. 
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Learning Cycle for MSPS

Continuous learning and evaluation recognises 
that the contexts in which MSPs operate 
continually change, and as they do, so must our 
knowledge and skills. Continuous learning and 
evaluation is improvement oriented, challenging 
us to expand our horizons to new ways of 
knowing and doing. This does not mean learning 
about everything: for those working in MSPs, 
continuous learning is strategic and structured, 
and used to help understand where we’ve come 
from, and make choices about where we’re going.  

Continuous learning and evaluation is rarely 
the norm – in organizations or in MSPs. Data 
collection and evaluation activities are often 
sporadic, reactive, output rather than outcome 
focused, and driven by external demands, 
including particularly loud and dominant voices. 
Evaluation, regardless of its strategic value, still 
takes time, money, energy and know-how – in 
designing evaluations, collecting data, analysing 
data and making sense of them for internal and 
external stakeholders. 

Continuous learning and evaluation is therefore 
essential if an MSP is to remain relevant and 
meaningful to the complex, and continually 
shifting context in which it operates. Continuous 
learning and evaluation offers a chance to 
experiment with new approaches, learn 
about what works and doesn’t, and support 
the continued evolution of platforms and 
partnerships.

MSP adaptation, 
refinement and 
improvement

Ongoing efforts to evolve 
your MSP in line with your 
learning, accountability 
and decision making 
objectives. 

Learning and 
Improvement 

Cycle

Questions and Needs

What aspects of your MSP 
do you and others need, 
or would like, to explore?

Data and evidence

Gathering meaningful 
and useful information in 
relation to your questions 
and needs.

Learning, Accountability 
and Decision Making

Applying data and evidence to 
what you do, and how you do it.  
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Continuous Learning 
and Evaluation For MSPs

Despite the benefits of continuous learning and 
evaluation for MSPs, the reality is that many 
evaluative efforts, including those grounded in 
results based accountability, struggle to provide 
meaningful and useful data for understanding 
and improving MSPs. The reasons for this are 
varied, but often include: 

y Traditional notions of causality, that specify
clear cause and effect relationships, are rarely
the case in MSPs. Instead, MSPs contribute
to outcomes through multiple pathways and
combinations of activities.

y The effects or possible results of MSPs aren’t
always clear at the start, and may take a
long time to accrue – a strategic dialogue,
for example, may spark new ideas among
participants, leading to unanticipated and
unplanned for activities, that generate results
for unknown benefactors. Results such
as these, along with new ways of knowing
and doing, are often difficult to define,
and challenging to measure. Learning and
evaluation needs to preserve space for these
emergent and sometimes intangible results.

y MSPs are rarely fixed- they adapt and change
over time as stakeholders come and go;
contexts shift; funding increases or decreases;
and directions change. Rigid adherence
to pre-specified measures of success will
underestimate the value of a platform.

y There are often no natural comparators or
counterfactuals: what would have happened
without the MSP? The value of learning and
evaluation systems for MSPs needs to be
established through different mechanisms
than what many are used to.

Given these challenges, how can those 
working in MSPs build continuous 
learning and evaluation into the 
fabric of their MSP? As a way forward, 
we propose five key ingredients for 
strengthening MSPs through continuous 
learning and evaluation. 
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Five ingredients for Continuous 
Learning and Evaluation

Five ingredients are essential for building and 
embedding continuous learning and evaluation 
in MSPs. While each can be viewed individually, 
their value comes when combined – creating an 
environment where learning and improvement 
are at the heart of an MSP. Figure 3 opposite 
outlines the five ingredients, and the sections 
that follow provide a more detailed description, 
including practical suggestions for how to make 
progress with each. Additional resources, 
including templates and exercises can be found 
at  www.dayfourprojects.com.

1. A culture of inquiry that supports learning

2. A clear and shared vision for change and the
MSP’s unique contribution

3. A set of agreed indicators for assessing
progress

4.  A practical plan for gathering, analysing and
using data

5. A clear approach for sharing, reporting and
communicating insights

While there is a sequence to using the five 
ingredients, we recognise that MSPs will be at 
different stages in their learning and evaluation 
activities. Some will be very early in their 
experience, while others will have years of 
gathering data and insights. Start where it makes 
sense for you and your MSP, and be open to gaps 
and opportunities as they emerge. 
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A Culture of Inquiry

A culture that supports learning 
and curiosity. 

A Clear and Shared Vision

A clear vision for the MSP and it’s 
unique contribution.

Agreed Indicators

A set of agreed indicators 
for assessing progress.

Data Collection Plan

A practical plan for gathering 
and analysing data. 

Sharing, Reporting and 
Communications Plan

A clear approach for sharing evidence 
and insights.

Five  
Key Ingredients 11

Figure 3



1. A culture of
inquiry that supports
learning: promote a
need for evidence
and learning.
A culture of inquiry is one that encourages and 
supports curiosity, experimentation and risk 
taking. It requires trust among those involved and 
a tolerance for failure. A culture of inquiry is not 
easy to create - many MSPs struggle with creating 
these conditions, which are not always supported 
by the broader systems in which MSPs are placed. 
Examining the structures, functions and outcomes 
of an MSP requires a willingness to unearth 
mistakes, poor decisions, false assumptions and 
ineffective investments – as well as successes and 
achievements. Trust, resolve and co-ownership 
of wins and losses are therefore at the heart of a 
inquisitive culture for MSPs. 

Building a culture of inquiry requires support and 
stewardship from distributed leadership – which 
means both top down and bottom up leadership. 
This includes those within the secretariat, MSP 
working groups and committees, and other MSP 
members: all of whom need to be encouraged 
to ask questions about the MSP and the work 
it does. When done well, this results in an 
environment where learning is a part of what 
everyone does, and what they are expected to do.

Options for creating a culture of inquiry

In practice, fostering a culture of inquiry requires 
dedicated space and time for reflection, dialogue, 
asking questions, identifying and challenging 
assumptions, and sharing insights about what 
works, for whom and why. There are a range of 
ways that those within MSPs can support building, 
promoting and nurturing a culture of inquiry, 
including:

Look out:

y Build relationships with other MSPs. Find
out about their approaches to learning and
evaluation – what are their strategic learning
needs, objectives and questions; what are they
measuring and how; what about this approach
works and what doesn’t?

Read and listen: 

y There’s a wealth of information and experience
on effective platforms and partnerships.
Conducting environmental scans and rapid
reviews, and participating in online webinars,
conferences, workshops and training, are
great ways to connect with the MSP knowledge
base, particularly that focused on learning and
evaluation in MSPs.

Look back: 

y Encourage regular reflections on where
your MSP has come from, and explore the
conditions and factors that enabled your MSP
and how those same factors are at play now.

Encourage experimentation and 
calculated risk: 

y Identify those aspects or features of your MSP
that are open to change and those that are
less movable. Encourage MSP teams, groups,
committees and leaders to explore what can
shift about who is part of the MSP, what the
MSP does, and how it goes about its work.
Promote groups to consider their own ideas, as
well as explore what others have done.

Ask questions: 

y Encourage stakeholders, including those
in a secretariat, to ask questions of your
MSP- its goals and ambitions, its structure,
its key functions, its core attributes, the inter-
relationships it fosters, the limits of its reach
and influence, and the unique perspectives
that it includes and those it excludes.

y Host roundtables with MSP stakeholders that
promote exploration and questioning: bring
different combinations of members together
(in-person or virtually) to find out what
interests they have in relation to the MSP –
promote divergent thinking, as well as building
consensus for strategic learning objectives.  In
doing so, consider and incorporate the needs
and requirements of donors and funders.

Build a team that is interested in 
learning: 

y Recruit people who are inquisitive and
curious; build learning into the roles and
responsibilities of the team; incentivise sharing
of insights and information; and promote
collegiality through formal and informal
knowledge sharing mechanisms.

Make time for inquiry

y Carve out dedicated time to pause, reflect and
consider what you need and want to learn
about;

y Preserve time alone and together where
learning and evaluation are front and centre
– commit to this time together, whether it be
short or long, and keep each other to account.
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Wellcome 
Trust
Over the last 4 years, the Wellcome Trust has 
made concerted efforts to place evidence and 
learning at the heart of all that we do. With 
the recent introduction of a new strategy and 
organisational restructure, Wellcome has made 
significant steps to engaging staff as producers 
and users of evidence. An immediate benefit from 
this approach has been a stronger connection 
between evidence and decision making, which is 
helping us identify evidence-informed directions 
and priorities. 

The shift is significant, and the following elements 
have been central to success:

y Senior stakeholders as champions: asking
"what evidence is there of Impact" and "what
have we learned?", creating demand and
incentives for progress.

y  Investing in expert evaluation and learning
staff with suitable capabilities and experience,
that can deliver transformation. I have been
able to build an expert team of 4 and tap into
programmatic budget to commission a series
of theory-based evaluations. Spurred on by
the success of this investment, other teams
started to invest in their own capabilities and
to allocate budget for evaluations.

y A bottom up approach to generating a critical
mass of allies and champions below executive
levels. We did that by demonstrating the value
of evidence and learning to a diverse range
of teams/functions across Wellcome. They
were then better able to create demand within
their ranks and explain better what difference
engaging in evidence generation and learning
had made to their work. This was crucial to
continue embedding the work initially, when
lacking leadership support.

y  Partner with key functions to mainstream new
practice. Working with finance and planning
teams we incorporated evaluation and learning
into modifications of our annual planning
template. The change pushed all teams to
link their plans with an organisational-wide
framework and supported challenge during
revision, towards a greater strategic focus.

One of the initiatives within Wellcome we support 
is a multi-sectoral partnership programme – Drug 
Resistant Infections (DRI) with c. £175million 
budget. After limited success introducing 
theory of change and evidence plans to track 
progress and assess impact, I joined a meeting 
with programme staff, where a global Anti-
Microbial Resistance (AMR) partnership was being 
discussed. I proposed the evidence and learning 
team could support in assessing what had worked 
well or could be improved in relation to initial 
coalition building.  This was the first time our team 
provided such services. We engaged all partners 
in the after action review (AAR), which produced a 
series of insights and recommendations that echo 
the critical success factors presented in this guide. 

In addition to ongoing support with subsequent 
AAR efforts, a request was made for us to 
commission and manage a summative evaluation 
for the DRI programme - resulting in further 
embedding of evidence and learning practice. 
As well, a detailed theory of change was used to 
flesh out a new strategy, to guide implementation 
and improve an evidence plan culminating in the 
creation of team-level and individual performance 
objectives linked to these outputs.

Most recently, we gained organisational support 
to commission a developmental evaluation 
for a new global coalition linked to our climate 
change programme. This Is the first of its kind at 
Wellcome, and means that the programme will 
be accompanied by evaluators from design and 
development phase through to closure - ensuring 
evidence is gathered and used to drive practice, 
continuous improvement and provide credible 
insights into action. 

Yulye Jessica Romo Ramos is Evaluation and Learning Manager at Wellcome Trust. In this case study, she describes some of the practical experiences of developing a 
culture of inquiry.
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2. A clear and
shared vision for
change and the
MSP’s unique
contribution
MSPs play important roles in responding to 
complex problems, and do so through a variety of 
mechanisms. Page 3 of this guide describes a 
number of different types of MSPs, such as those 
focused on exchanging knowledge among 
stakeholders; developing and monitoring new 
standards and norms; and launching new 
strategic initiatives that seek to change systems. 

Before becoming too fixed on the functional label 
or type of MSP, it’s important to describe why an 
MSP is an appropriate solution, and the outcomes, 
activities and inputs that will be necessary for it to 
make an effective contribution.

Options for crafting a clear and shared 
vision for MSP

There are no fixed processes for generating a 
clear vision for an MSP or it’s pathway of change. 
Consulting and engaging stakeholders through 
individual or group-based proceses is central to 
this work. Options that promote this engagement, 
and assist stakeholders in developing a shared 
understanding include: 

y Identifying key stakeholders and their
interrelationships: Stakeholder maps
provide a visual representation of the people
and groups of relevance to an MSP, and
their interconnections (see Miro and Better
Evaluation). Stakeholder Mapping is useful
for MSPs at various stages of development,
including in the early stages of planning and
designing an MSP; when seeking to expand the
reach of an MSP to include new and different
perspectives; or when starting a new initiative
or project of the MSP. Stakeholder maps bring
clarity to the distribution of power, influence
and interest within the MSP and its broader
context – helping to inform MSP membership,
strategic directions, and areas for action (see
dayfourprojects.com for further resources
related to stakeholder mapping).

y Mapping the system in which an MSP is
embedded: A system is defined as a “group of
interacting, interrelated, and interdependent
components that form a complex and unified
whole” . There are multiple ways of mapping
these components and their interrelationships,
including issue maps and causal loop diagrams
– both of which are considered as system
mapping approaches. Mapping systems helps
those within an MSP learn about what drives
the systems their MSP is in, and in doing
so, options for what an MSP can do to help
promote change.

y Co-creating an MSP-specific Theory of
Change: Theory of Change offers an outline
of desired changes and the actions necessary
to bring about such change. When developed
through a quality process, it supports strategy
development, adaptive management and
stakeholder engagement. In the context of
MSPs, it is typical to expect that a complex
set of activities will contribute to desired
change, and that the catalysing effects of
MSP activities will lead to long-term results.
This is a departure from other ToCs where
linkages between activities and outcomes
are often more readily apparent. Spending
time exploring the different pathways
by which MSPs contribute to change,
and the assumptions that underlie these
pathways, is useful and important work (see
dayfourprojects.com for further resources
related to theory of change exercises for
MSPs).
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Global Plastic 
Action Partnership

Indicators for MSPs 
– the Global Plastic
Action Partnership
The Global Plastic Action Partnership (GPAP) is a 
multistakeholder platform at the World Economic 
Forum that aims to shape a more sustainable 
and inclusive world through the eradication of 
plastic pollution. Through its impartial global and 
national platforms, GPAP is uniquely equipped 
to bring together policymakers, businesses, civil 
society advocates, and entrepreneurs to develop 
joint solutions to the plastic pollution crisis that 
are both pragmatic and ambitious. 

While GPAP invested significant effort into 
defining a strategic vision and theory of change 
shortly after its inception in 2018, one of the 
platform’s largest donors challenged the team 
to establish a comprehensive logic model and 
associated performance management framework 
in 2020. The team quickly recognized how 
challenging it is to use a framework traditionally 
dedicated to implementation projects to 
design indicators for a platform that thrives on 
influencing diverse actors and contributing to 
collaborative success. 

A relevant set of indicators must be directly tied 
to the clearly defined structures, processes, 
and outcomes that the partnership hopes to 
achieve. The team found it fairly straightforward 
to craft indicators at the structure and process 
levels, because the format and activities of GPAP 
are well defined. For example, GPAP measures 
the number of governance body members, the 
number of knowledge products produced by 
the platform, and the number of contributors 
to a given knowledge product, disaggregated by 
gender and sector. When it came to outcomes, 
however, the extent of GPAP’s role and scope 
became more ambiguous. 

GPAP needed to get tangible about the people 
and processes it aims to influence through 
its work, as well as how that change could 
occur. Through an iterative exercise of defining 
immediate changes in a succinct and measurable 
way, the team identified key signals of success, 
like the number of global financial institutions 
engaged or the percentage of presented options 
considered gender-responsive. Ultimately, 
GPAP’s primary sphere of influence is through 
its collaborators, so the team chose to focus on 
how the platform has impacted its members 
and people who are directly involved in GPAP’s 
projects. 

It could have been easy to intellectualize and 
refine the indicator framework indefinitely, yet 
by moving forward to collect data with the best 
available knowledge, GPAP hosted engaging 
conversations with partners and explored aspects 
of the platform it wasn’t already familiar with. 
Leveraging insights gathered through the lens of 
indicators, GPAP is now able to reflect on both 
the platform’s progress and the assumptions 
the team made about how the platform makes 
progress. Both perspectives are crucial for 
effective and evolving collaboration. 

Ruth McLachlin is Impact Management and Measurement, Inclusivity and Communications Specialist at World Economic Forum. In this case study, she outlines some of 
the ways in which partnerships are approaching the selection of indicators.
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3. A set of agreed
indicators for
assessing progress
A shared understanding of the MSP’s vision for 
change and unique contributions, documented in 
a MSP theory of change, provides the foundations 
for developing indicators of change.

Indicators are probes or tools for understanding 
if change has taken place, and if so, in what 
direction. Indicators can help to simplify complex 
concepts and constructs (e.g. public beliefs, 
community awareness, trust), providing insights 
that can be tracked, shared and learned from. 
Indicators allow comparisons to be made, such as 
between countries, organizations (or even MSPs), 
over time, or against one or more standards.

Importantly, indicators may be developed for all 
aspects of an MSP – how it is structured, what 
it does (i.e. processes), and what it achieves (i.e 
outcomes). Figure 4 summarises commonly used 
indicators of potential relevance to MSPs.

Spending time developing shared indicators can 
be detailed, but useful work. It is often through 
discussing and considering indicators that teams 
within MSPs move from conceptual ideas, to 
concrete measures. In doing so, these discussions 
help to uncover shared beliefs, differences of 
opinion, and assumptions on the destination 
an MSP is headed towards, as well as varied 
expectations stakeholders have of an MSP’s 
structure, processes and pathways for change. It 
requires a certain amount of looking in at what 
and how your MSP might measure, and a certain 
amount of looking out at what and how others in 
your sector are measuring and tracking.

Features of good indicators are common across 
all types of work and investigation, as they will be 
relevant to the ways indicators are used in the 
measurement of change.

These features are often translated into criteria 
and will be communicated in different ways. 
Common features include:

y Specific: they are focused, defined and at
relevant levels of measurement

y Valid: they measure what they say they will
measure

y Reliable: they consistently generate the same 
results

y Feasible: they are possible to collect with 
available resources

y Timely: they provide information when it is 
most useful

y Meaningful: they hold value for those who are 
interpreting and using them

It is rare that an indicator of change or a way of 
thinking about measuring change won’t have 
existed in someone else’s work before. There is 
much work and attention given to the validation, 
standardization and consideration of indicators.

If your work is focused on changing energy policy, 
you may be tempted to focus on the content 
of the particular policy you are interested in, in 
this case - energy. This specialist lens can be a 
help and a hinderance when seeking to identify 
indicators.

If we imagine that there are other interested 
parties who have been seeking to make change 
in energy polic(ies), then they have probably 
identified two types of indicators already: 
indicators about energy, and indicators about 
policy change.

Options to begin identifying and 
developing indicators for MSPs

Developing or selecting indicators for an MSP can 
be complicated. Options that may support the 
process include:

y Look out: Review what others are measuring,
and find out what gets attention.

y Look in: Revisit your Theory of Change and
consider what features of it you need to
measure, and what features you’d like to
measure (they aren’t always the same). For
outcomes and impacts, consider what you
might see, hear or read about if that outcome
or impact became a reality.

y Consolidate: begin developing a library or
repository of potentially relevant indicators
for your MSP – these may relate to how an
MSP is structured, what an MSP does (i.e. it’s
processes), or what results it seeks (i.e. its
outcomes and impacts).

y Make it shared: what you’ll consider an
important and feasible indicator (for example)
may be different from another member of your
MSP. Invest in processes that allow groups
and teams to review, interrogate and refine
your MSP’s indicators, which may be through
discussion, debate and rating activities.
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Case 
Study

Roundtable on 
Sustainable Palm Oil
The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) 
is a multi-stakeholder platform that brings 
together stakeholders from across the palm oil 
industry, including those from public, private and 
civil society, and from local, national, regional 
and global levels. The vision of the RSPO is to 
“transform the markets by making sustainable 
palm oil the norm”. In pursuit of this vision, 
the RSPO invests in seven core strategic areas: 
innovating standards and benchmarks; credible 
certification, verification and grievance processes; 
a participatory approach for smallholders; 
jurisdictionally specific approaches; generating 
demand, commitments and uptake; matching 
supply with demand; and engaging and 
supporting the sector. 

RSPO invests in a robust monitoring and 
evaluation system, designed to capture and 
communicate progress in relation to key outputs, 
intermediate outcomes, long-term outcomes 
and ultimate impacts of the platform on people, 
their prosperity and the planet. Data related to 
these domains are collected and analysed using 
a three tiered approach. Tier 1 involves annual 
collection of data from certified units, new 
planting procedures, and data from the Annual 
Communications of Progress; tier 2 captures 
additional data from a sample of certified units; 
and tier 3 relates to data captured through in-
depth, independent studies.

Insights from these data are shared by the 
RSPO in a number of ways. The RSPO generates 
a biannual Impact Report, an Impact Update 
every other year, and an Impact Brochure. 
These reporting products are consistent 
with recommendations by the International 
Social and Environmental Accreditation and 
Labelling (ISEAL) Alliance, and collectively seek 
to demonstrate progress against key elements 
of the platform’s Theory of Change. Output and 
Outcome indicators are presented in easy to read 
formats, and disaggregated into meaningful 
categories including those related to geography, 
sector, and time. These reporting products clearly 
communicate the platform’s achievements over 
time, and highlight ‘on-the-ground’ changes that 
are taking place for people, their prosperity and 
the planet. Data included are both quantitative 
and qualitative, and incorporate a range of visual 
elements to improve accessibility, such as graphs, 
photographs, maps, timelines, and videos. 

The formal reporting products from the RSPO are 
complemented through a range of news articles, 
press releases and announcements featured 
on the RSPO website. These materials help to 
increase the visibility and accessibility of the 
platform’s impact reports, and build awareness 
among existing and new audiences of the 
platform’s progress toward impact. 

Simultaneously, RSPO is investing in research that 
fosters a shared understanding of the platform’s 
contribution toward a sustainable palm oil 
industry. This research includes commissioned 
and independently conducted projects, peer-
reviewed and grey-literature publications, which 
are fully accessible through a searchable online 
library. 

The RSPO’s commitment to transparent and 
informative impact reporting ensures the platform 
is kept account to its 4000 members, that it 
gathers data and insights that support its clear 
learning objective, and that it uses evidence to 
inform it’s decision making – leading to a strong, 
vibrant and continuously relevant platform. 
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Figure 4: Example Indicators 
For Multi-Stakeholder Platforms

Structural Indicators

1. Number of MSP members;
growth in MSP members;

2. Proportion of target sectors,
industries, or geographies
represented by MSP members;

3. Levels of self-reported trust
among members;

4. Proportion of planned
governance meetings held and
attendance;

5. MSP income and expenditure

Process Indicators

1. Number and details of strategic
dialogues held;

2. Proportion of members attending and
participating in MSP meetings or events;

3. Number and details of knowledge
products created by the MSP;

4. Citations of MSP materials and products;

5. Number of in-bound inquiries made to
the MSP;

6. Number and details of new partnerships,
platforms or other innovations
launched.

Outcome Indicators

1. Proportion of public reporting a shift
in perceptions or attitudes toward
an issue (e.g. sustainability, poverty,
equity);

2. Number and details of new laws,
regulations or policies passed by
governing bodies;

3. Number and details of new standards
and practices adopted by influential
stakeholders;
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4. A practical
plan for gathering,
analysing and using
data
Like MSPs themselves, continuous learning and 
evaluation requires ongoing adaptation as people, 
problems and priorities change. Implementation 
plans for continuous learning and evaluation 
provide clarity around what will be needed to 
gather information, analyse and understand that 
information, and evolve a learning approach. It 
is unlikely that all the data you require will be 
available or accessible in the first instance – which 
means starting with what is available, makes 
good sense. Gathering data that are available 
(and understanding their limitations and bias), 
developing case studies that bring concepts to 
life, generating an initial ‘product’ using these 
data, and encouraging early reflections, are 
all important steps in promoting the value of 
continuous learning. 

Options for early implementation of 
a continuous learning and evaluation 
approach are:

y Review past learning and evaluation work: 
as part of designing a continuous learning and 
evaluation approach, it’s useful to consider 
what work your MSP has completed in the past. 
A review can help identify past priorities, 
unmet needs and areas of interest, which can 
provide important starting points for future 
work.

y Increase interest and appetite through
an initial ‘product’: a tangible and visible 
product is a useful way for bringing continuous 
learning to life. Products may be many and 
varied, including reports, briefs, videos, 
presentations, papers, or social media stories. 
For incentivising interest in continuous learning 
and evaluation, consider if there is an 
interesting story or angle, what data you have 
available, and what near-term opportunities 
exist for sharing the work of the MSP. Making 
learning visible is also an important step 
toward a culture of inquiry.

y Develop an Implementation Plan: an
implementation plan provides a practical
complement to strategic documentation
for the MSP. An implementation plan for
continuous learning and evaluation in your
MSP will include the key steps and materials
needed for getting your learning system up
and running. Often it will describe resources
required, roles and responsibilities, data
collection tools and schedules, data analysis
plans, and a reporting or communications
plan.
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5. A clear approach
for sharing, reporting
and communicating
insights
Continuous learning and evaluation is intended 
to be useful, particularly for informing the 
decisions we make about an MSP. Internal 
audiences, including MSP leaders, working groups, 
and stakeholders will have specific needs and 
interests, while those external to the platform 
will have others. Learning and evaluation help to 
generate momentum and further interest in the 
work of the MSP, attract new members, increase 
investment in the MSP’s work, and publicly 
disseminate results from its activities.

Options for sharing insights

As part of developing an implementation plan, we 
suggest putting some efforts into the following:

y Map potential audiences and information
needs: consistent with other stakeholder
mapping activity, systematically identifying
and documenting the key audiences for your
reporting work will ensure tailored content and
useful material.

y Identify information needs: those interested
in your MSP are likely to have different
information needs and requirements. Spend
time examining what these needs and
drivers are or might be, which may include
information about the issue being tackled by
the MSP, the outcomes or changes the MSP
seeks to influence, what the MSP does in
pursuit of those outcomes, and the health or
vibrancy of the platform.

y Select suitable channels and formats:
Different channels for reaching the specified
audiences will have differing levels of success.
Some channels will be relatively fixed (e.g. a
structured report for a donor), while others will
have a high degree of flexibility (e.g. blog posts,
social media posts etc.).

Sharing insights into the platform through 
effective channels, is another way of increasing 
demand for learning and evaluation. When 
done well, this helps to support a culture of 
inquiry, where knowledge about the platform is 
shared among its members and supporters, and 
continually challenged and improved. 

20



Conclusions.
Multi-stakeholder platforms and partnerships are 
increasingly being used to address some the 
world’s most complex problems. The preceding 
sections illustrate some of the benefits and value 
of adopting Continuous Learning and Evaluation 
Systems within multi-stakeholder collaborations. 

Learning about what works, and what does not is 
valuable for many reasons. Sharing knowledge 
and resources with others tackling similar 
complex problems is part of myriad solutions we 
can all adopt in our roles within partnerships and 
platforms. 

We, and others, continue to grapple with how to 
develop and build useful learning and evaluation 
systems. The case studies provided are from 
leading practitioners within the field and highlight 
some of the strategies that have worked within 
their contexts. The five key ingredients outlined 
within this primer as essential to Continuous 
Learning and Evaluation are offered with probes, 
prompts and practical exercises. 

We recognise the ongoing evolution of this field 
and encourage a shared pursuit of common 

language and terms that will enable effective 
sharing of knowledge with others who are facing 
similar challenges. 

There is much to be learned from collaborative 
initiatives, and by adopting thoughtful planning 
and integration of the five key ingredients 
outlined in this primer, we will begin to uncover 
the insights and evidence that are needed for our 
MSPs to contribute to a sustainable future.  
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