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Introduction
n the contemporary world, PM&E has received widespread recognition as a tool for
measuring the effectiveness and credibility of development interventions (see Sage
et al., 2021; Ruwa, 2016). In the context of food systems transformation, the concept
of participation has been increasingly recognised as a vital strategy, because of its
innovative methods of judging and learning from change that is more encompassing
and open to the desires and ambitions of the people who are directly affected (Loveleen
& Sukhdeep, 2019). In particular, the concept of PM&E deals with the meaningful
involvement of primary stakeholders to facilitate significant development across
societies (Rogito et al., 2020; Estrella & Gaventa, 1998). PM&E differs from traditional
M&E because it strives to meaningfully involve key programme stakeholders in
measuring and judging the progress of their programme - specifically the achievement
of outcomes (Mujuru, 2018; Chambers, 1997). Bamberger et al. (2010) argue that PM&E
focuses on the extent to which the programmes attain results.

Food systems transformation is imperative, mainly because of the multiplicity of
challenges confronting food systems in achieving equitable access to healthy, nutritious
food for all while paying attention to environmental sustainability and resilience
to shocks (Von Braun et al., 2021; Webb et al., 2020). For stakeholders advocating for
food systems transformation, the M&E process now demands innovative methods of
measuring and learning from change that are more flexible, inclusive and participatory.
Essentially, the argument is that conventional M&E is inappropriate for measuring
development interventions to end hunger and all forms of malnutrition by 2030, as
enshrined in Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 2 (Fan & Swinnen, 2020; Fanzo, 2019).
The rise and demand for PM&E in food systems transformation is a result of the need
to promote transparency and downward accountability, as well as to enhance the active
participation of the primary stakeholders of local beneficiaries and programme staff
members (Kropp et al., 2020; Masset & Haddad, 2015).

There is a shortage of systematic evidence about the effectiveness of PM&E in
transforming food systems. This study seeks to contribute toward addressing this gap.
It is hoped that the findings from this research will help policymakers and development
partners design and implement M&E systems for food systems interventions that can
actively promote the participation of all stakeholders and beneficiaries at the grassroots
level. The authors draw on lessons from Zimbabwe to understand the effectiveness of
PM&E in food systems transformation.

Conceptualising the role of PM&E in food systems transformation

The concept of food systems transformation and the argument for it stem from the

2017 United Nations High-Level Panel of Experts on Food Security (HLPE) Report on
Nutrition and Food Systems. This report argues that some radical changes are needed in
agriculture and food systems to achieve healthy, sustainable and equitable diets to meet
the SDGs (HLPE, 2017; Von Braun et al., 2021). However, as Caron et al. (2018) argue, for
food systems transformation to occur, food systems should:

e support every individual to follow a nutritious and healthy diet;

¢ demonstrate sustainable agricultural production and food value chains;

¢ deal with climate change and focus on building resilience; and

e promote the revitalisation of rural areas.
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Figure 1 shows the five key features required in food systems transformation that
are essential to address the challenges currently threatening local and global food
systems (Swinnen et al., 2021). For nations to achieve the SDGs by 2030, their leaders
must transform the food systems of these countries to ensure higher efficiency and the
private sector must be given much-needed incentives to accomplish this. The barriers
along the food supply chain (from production, transportation and food storage to food
consumption) must be removed (HLPE, 2017). Food systems also need to produce
healthy, nutritious and affordable foods while promoting their widespread consumption
and paying attention to food safety (Fanzo, 2019). To achieve meaningful transformation,
food systems must include smallholder farmers and traditionally excluded social groups
such as women, youth and the disabled in decision-making. Notably, these systems
should assist them in forming and strengthening their livelihood strategies (Fan &
Swinnen, 2020). Role-players in food systems must also increase their efforts toward
environmental sustainability by strengthening sub-national governance strategies. They
must also use regulations, digital technologies and innovations to conserve and protect
natural resources and biodiversity (Von Braun et al., 2021). Lastly, for food systems to
achieve transformation, they must be resilient. Resilient food systems must potentially
cushion or bounce back swiftly from shocks (FAO et al., 2020).

Figure 1: Food system transformation goals

Food System

Transformation
Goals

Source: Swinnen et al., 2021

With the drive towards promoting broad-based participation of all stakeholders
in the development process, it is imperative that M&E also needs to be participatory
(Guerra-Lopez & Hicks, 2015; Bamberger et al., 2010). The proponents of food systems
transformation advocate using participatory approaches in assessing and implementing
food and nutrition security interventions (Kosec & Resnick, 2019; Lartey et al., 2018).
Bamberger et al. (2010) define PM&E as a process through which all the stakeholders
at different levels participate in the monitoring or evaluation of a specific policy,
programme or project, share control of the activities, the process, and the outcomes of
the M&E practice, and take part in finding applicable solutions. The use of PM&E in
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food systems transformation entails the meaningful participation of local programme
stakeholders and beneficiaries. Furthermore, these role-players should be given the
opportunity to reflect on and learn from their practices (Rogito et al., 2020; Pereira et

al., 2020). PM&E permits the programme managers and field staff to better understand
different stakeholders’ perspectives and community members’” dynamics, which can
contribute to transforming food systems (Sage et al., 2021). In this way, PM&E increases
the capacity and confidence of local programme staff and community members to
articulate their priorities and criticisms of food systems transformation strategies,
contributing to the interventions’ sustainability and ownership (Masset & Haddad, 2015;
Chambers, 1997).

Method

Research design

This research is premised on document search and a mixed research methodology, which
used a survey and key informant interviews to determine the effectiveness of PM&E

in food systems transformation. One advantage of using mixed methods is that the
investigator can cover a relatively big sample size and gain insights into the population’s
attitudes, opinions, behaviours or characteristics (Creswell, 2014). The researchers
purposefully sampled 65 respondents, as shown in Table 1. Thirty were directly involved
in M&E programmes and projects related to food systems transformation within their
respective organisations; 20 respondents held managerial positions as either directors

or programme managers and a subset of 15 key informant interviews was purposively
selected from the total sample of 65 members representing different stakeholder groups
such as government, donors, civil society and community members. The researchers
chose the respondents carefully based on their qualifications and experience in M&E and
food systems transformation to ensure equal representation of all the stakeholder groups
and genders to get rich and credible data (Bernard, 2017).

Sample

Table 1: Distribution of respondents by organisation and gender
Category of Respondents Frequency Male Female
Government 15 1 4
Donors 12 7 ]
Civil Society 19 13 6
Community Members 19 5] 16
Total 65 34 31

Source: Responses from field survey, 2021
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Data-gathering instruments

Questionnaires were used to collect quantitative data, while unstructured key informant
interviews with different stakeholder groups enabled the researchers to understand

the practical issues affecting different groups using PM&E approaches in food systems
transformation.

Data collection procedures

Questionnaires were administered both face-to-face (mainly with community members)
and virtually (through emails) as a Covid-19 pandemic preventive measure and because
emails are usually fast, cost-effective and have a high response rate (Bernard, 2017). Each
interview lasted approximately 35 minutes. The interviews were recorded using a voice
recorder for transcription purposes.

Data analysis

Descriptive statistics were compiled using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS) Version 22 software to determine how effective PM&E is in building project
ownership, learning and empowering community members in the food systems
transformation process. In addition, the researchers thematically analysed qualitative
data from key informants and open-ended questions. The results from the analysis were
used to develop a proposed conceptual framework for strengthening PM&E in food
systems transformation in Zimbabwe.

Ethical issues

The researchers sought permission to research the individual organisations and their
staff members. The researchers obtained individual consent from the participants. It was
explained to the participants that they had the right to withdraw from the interview
process without being penalised. The researchers assured participants that the responses
would only be used for research purposes and that their confidentiality would be
respected.

Results
Data from the interviews and questionnaires reveal that participants cognise that PM&E
is integral in transforming food systems.

Through key informant interviews, 80% (n=12) of the respondents argue that
using PM&E in food systems transformation is still a comparatively new development
principle and practice in Zimbabwe.

Table 2: The purpose of PM&E in Zimbabwe’s food systems transformation

Purpose of PM&E Strongly Agree Undecid- Disagree Strongly
Agree ed Disagree
Building Project Ownership 1.4% 54.3% 18.6% 25.7% 0%
Enhancing Learning 2.9% 78.6% 18.6% 0% 0%
Empowering Beneficiaries 1.6% 78.6% 2.9% 0% 0%

Source: Responses from field survey, 2021
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The study showed that 55.7% of the respondents believe that PM&E increases
the project ownership of the beneficiaries at a community level. In addition, 81.5% of
the interviewees argued that PM&E enhances learning for project beneficiaries and
other food systems transformation stakeholders. Moreover, 80.2% of the respondents
acknowledged that PM&E empowers project beneficiaries through involvement in
and interaction with experienced food systems transformation and M&E practitioners
throughout the project life cycle.

How PM&E differs from the conventional expert-led approaches

Key informant interviews revealed that external experts have characteristically led

the M&E of food and nutrition security interventions. As a result, the assessment of
programme performance was done using pre-set indicators, techniques and planning
tools that exclude key stakeholders in the programme evaluation. The respondents
working for the government on M&E confirmed that outside experts often conduct
assessments. Beneficiaries were not allowed to participate in the decision-making on
issues that affect them actively. In Zimbabwe’s food systems transformation, questions
such as how to implement participatory approaches and which strategies work in which
settings are central to the theme of continuing discussions.

PM&E's approach to food systems transformation

A documentary search revealed that some stakeholders involved in Zimbabwe’s

food systems transformation using PM&E are doing so because of the pressure

from donor organisations or other development agencies. Local non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) mostly work as implementing agencies of large NGOs or donor
organisations. For example, at the initial stages of the project or programme, the
Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (donors) collaborates with different
stakeholders to design the programme to establish the M&E framework and the
indicators to be measured. In this way the process can be described as participatory
when it involves the government, external M&E consultants and many NGOs. However,
the primary beneficiaries at the grassroots level are usually not meaningfully represented
or involved in these initial stages of the M&E process. The following quotes are
illustrative:

While PM&E provides data for food systems transformation implementers and sponsors,
it is important to note that, in most cases, the primary beneficiaries are not involved in the
project design. Key informant 1

In this way, PM&E in food systems transformation results in increased project
ownership and accountability:

Once stakeholders agree on problems to be addressed, design interventions to manage
them, and agree on performance measurement of expected results, there is increased
ownership and accountability for achieving results. Government Director

This enables PM&E to form part of Results-Based Management, which plays a vital
role in achieving food systems transformation results:

PMG&E is a critical part of Results-Based Management, as stakeholders participate in
creating results to be achieved. They remain involved in measuring and monitoring these
results throughout the entire lifespan of a programme. Advisor, Zimbabwe Donor
Agency
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Participatory approaches can complement the traditional expert-led M&E, primarily
based on more rigorous data-gathering methodologies. PM&E has created opportunities
for various stakeholders at different levels to engage in dialogue. Community dialogue
has strengthened the community’s views and increased their engagement in programme
implementation. As one director of a Community Working Group on Agriculture
explained:

The use of PM&E in food systems transformation is practiced in the sub-national (ward,
village, district and provincial) food and nutrition security committees in Zimbabwe.
Director of a Community Working Group on Agriculture

While it is widely acknowledged that PM&E plays a key role in ensuring food
systems transformation in Zimbabwe, the PM&E process still faces several challenges.
As the following quote illustrates, most of the challenges facing PM&E are related to
capacity, sustainability and the extent of participation of all stakeholders:

Sometimes there are disagreements on indicators to measure or track a particular
programme within the food systems transformation process, and the order of ranking
priorities differs since different stakeholders have different agendas in every programme.
Chief of Social Policy

As one M&E specialist noted, the use of PM&E by many stakeholders involved in
food systems transformation in Zimbabwe suffers from a lack of specialised PM&E staff:

Implementing PM&E requires high-calibre local expertise that is not always available in
most organisations involved in food systems transformation and at the community level.
Since there is a limited number of local staff with an understanding of M&E techniques,
most organisations in food systems transformation rely on international assistance, thus
compromising local ownership, participation, data utilisation and sustainability. M&E
Specialist

According to the Chief of Research and Evaluation of a donor organisation
supporting food systems transformation in Zimbabwe, donors face several challenges in
the design and operationalisation of PM&E systems. There are harmonisation challenges,
including dealing with many stakeholders, grant management, data management
systems and reporting challenges. The other challenges include difficulties in reconciling
different stakeholder priorities and preferences, leadership and challenges relating to
capacity building in implementing PM&E in food systems transformation. Lack of M&E
experience also makes it difficult to establish who takes the lead and is accountable.

Donors supporting food systems transformation face challenges in designing and
implementing PM&E systems in low-resource countries such as Zimbabwe. This
is exacerbated by the lack of understanding about which stakeholders to include
and exclude in the process. The unavailability of national standard procedures for
implementing appropriate interventions also affects the data collection process.

This, coupled with methodological problems, may result in challenges in estimation
because of the variations in data collection procedures across implementing partners,
government departments and other relevant stakeholders. Donors also face ethical
challenges in implementing the PM&E approaches that emanate from collecting data on
sensitive areas like malnutrition, livelihoods, resilience strategies and health.
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Conceptual framework for strengthening PM&E in food systems transformation
Based on the results, the authors created a conceptual framework for strengthening
PM&E in food systems transformation in Zimbabwe, as presented in Figure 2.

Figure 2: Conceptual framework for strengthening participatory monitoring and
evaluation in food systems transformation in Zimbabwe
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Discussion

The study found that M&E is vital in Zimbabwe’s food systems transformation agenda,
as it strengthens programme management and enhances efficiency. In the absence of
effective M&E, it is often difficult to judge whether food systems transformation is going
in the right direction.

To strengthen the role of PM&E in food systems transformation, it is crucial to
enhance human and institutional capacity building. While the Zimbabwean government
has recently initiated the process of establishing M&E units in government ministries
and the departments responsible for agriculture, environment, health and social
protection, among others, there is a need to strengthen these institutions in coordinating
and facilitating PM&E processes in food systems transformation. This may involve
investing in training initiatives and exchange programmes to share best practices,
skills and knowledge on food systems transformation. For instance, participating in
international training programmes and capacity-building initiatives may facilitate
skills transfer on participatory data collection and management, M&E and food
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systems transformation to smallholder farmers, community leaders, extension workers,
researchers and policymakers.

Further, it is important to ensure the engagement, coordination and harmonisation
of diverse stakeholders involved in food systems transformation. Multisectoral
coordination and multistakeholder partnerships
between community members, farmer
groups, research organisations and think
tanks, government, donors, private sector and
development partners in the M&E process of
food system-related activities and initiatives
encourage active participation and engagement,
thereby reducing conflicts and duplication of
efforts. For instance, establishing participatory
mechanisms with regular consultations
with diverse stakeholders in assessing food
system-related projects and programmes
reduces conflicts and promotes inclusivity and
ownership.

It is vital to ensure policy integration of
PM&E into the national policy frameworks
that support food systems transformation.

This may entail aligning domestic, regional

and international policies, strategies and

programmes with participatory approaches

and practices as it relates to food systems

transformation. The active role of grassroots

role-players in policy processes needs to be

cultivated from policy planning to evaluation,

establishing mechanisms for feedback from

diverse stakeholders in the M&E process of

food systems transformation projects and

programmes. Involvement of diverse stakeholders, including grassroots role-players, in
the food systems transformation processes from planning safeguards against challenges
such as policy failure, policy missteps and policy inconsistencies because everyone is
involved in decision-making processes.

Countries that have made good progress in transforming food systems, particularly
those that are in developed nations, allocate substantial budgets to their government
ministries and departments spearheading M&E and food systems transformation.
Adequate budgetary support towards PM&E, as well as food systems transformation,
is hinged on the government'’s ability to mobilise both financial and technical resources
from domestic and international sources. Creating a favourable environment that allows
the active role of the private sector is also crucial in mobilising resources from private
institutions and organisations towards the development of innovations and startups that
promote PM&E of food systems transformation initiatives.

In supporting sustainable food systems transformation, it is crucial to foster
knowledge sharing through platforms such as workshops, conferences and networks
to facilitate peer-to-peer learning, and dissemination of experiences and best practices.
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Tapping into the effective role of indigenous knowledge sharing and learning is vital
in promoting participatory PM&E in food systems transformation as communities
have acquired profound insights into the knowledge of their local ecosystems,
traditional agricultural practices and biodiversity over the years. For example, tapping
into indigenous knowledge and learning practices in monitoring and evaluating

food systems transformation projects and programmes allows stakeholders to gain
insights into the practices that promote food system resilience and sustainability. The
mainstreaming of indigenous knowledge sharing and learning practices into PM&E of
food systems transformation initiatives promotes all-inclusive views and participation
of grassroots people in decision-making processes, highlighting the importance of their
traditional, social, cultural and ecological norms and practices.

Conclusion

PM&E forms an integral component of food systems transformation, and to successfully
implement it, it is crucial to promote the participation of diverse stakeholders in
decision-making processes. While no single formula or fixed guidelines explain

how PM&E is implemented, adequate budgetary support, capacity building, policy
integration, multistakeholder support and indigenous knowledge sharing and learning
practices are crucial elements in establishing strong and sustainable PM&E systems

in food systems transformation. The use of PM&E in food systems transformation
cannot be successful if it simply extends a traditional, top-down function of a project or
programme. Instead, food systems transformation actors need to design inclusive PM&E
approaches and systems that are flexible, all-encompassing and inclusive of the key
stakeholders, including the traditionally excluded stakeholder groups such as women,
youth and marginalised people, from programme design to termination. Finally, it is
imperative to mainstream and institutionalise PM&E systems throughout the entire food
systems transformation process.
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