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Virtual MEL

A decade before COVID-19 forced a global pivot away from 
in-person programming, EnCompass was already 
integrating virtual approaches in its monitoring, 
evaluation, and learning (MEL) activities. Participatory 
virtual design, data collection, and learning sessions use 
resources efficiently and bring stakeholders together 
across geographies, including individuals who might not
be able to participate otherwise. 

Effective virtual engagement uses:

 Engaging facilitation techniques that ensure 
active participation

 The right technology for the study’s goals and 
context

 Detailed planning for meaningful virtual sessions



Benefits of Virtual MEL
 Avoid delays. Virtual MEL can continue in the face of travel restrictions, social distancing 

requirements, tight budgets, and other challenges that limit in-person engagements.

 Reduce cost and footprint. Virtual design, data collection, and validation sessions can cost 
less than face-to-face engagement. Organizations save on travel, lodging, printing, and 
venue expenses, while reducing the environmental impact of MEL activities.

 Achieve high coverage. Virtual sessions allow people from all over the globe to take part at 
a lower cost. Sessions can be replicated to support participation across time zones and with 
technology that facilitates engagement based on session the objectives and available 
bandwidth. 

 Enhance evaluation rigor. Virtual MEL allows more stakeholders to engage in the design and 
interpretation process, ensuring relevance and utility for the intended audience and 
offsetting interpretation bias. In data collection, virtual platforms facilitate the inclusion of 
geographically dispersed participants in secure and private ways that could lessen risk by 
obfuscating participation among peers and identities with data collectors.

“We were impressed with 
EnCompass’ use of 

technology to facilitate a 
series of critical, learning-

focused conversations 
about program strategy with 
staff co-located across two 

continents. ... In some ways, 
the tech platform enabled 

more fluid, substantive 
engagement from staff than 
an in-person session might 

have.”

—Joanna Cohen,
Senior Evaluation Officer



Virtual Design and Facilitation

EnCompass uses context-appropriate technology and cutting-edge virtual facilitation techniques to ensure meaningful 
stakeholder participation that parallels face-to-face engagement. This allows an organization to gain the insight into the 
progress and challenges facing a program—insight that is essential for MEL, even if MEL activities occur from a distance.

Experiential designs
Our virtual session designs use adult learning techniques 
that are proven to increase engagement, participation, and 
interactivity. This fosters a sense of community no matter 
where participants are located. 

Rigor, participation, and utilization 
Our virtual MEL approaches enable the same level of rigor 
as in-person approaches. They may even extend the 
possibilities for inclusion, cultural responsiveness, and 
dissemination of learning to stakeholders in varied 
geographies by easing logistical challenges and working 
with respondents’ schedules.



Virtual Evaluation 
Design Sessions 

Robust designs that integrate stakeholder input 
are essential in positioning an evaluation or 
assessment to be feasible and useful. EnCompass 
offers excellence in facilitating engaging, highly 
participatory virtual design sessions to produce 
utilization-focused, context-relevant designs. 



Virtual Evaluation Design Sessions

Technology for Virtual Design
We have enterprise-level licenses for Adobe 
Connect, the state of the art in technology for 
convening diverse stakeholders in dynamic, 
collaborative sessions. For lower-bandwidth 
settings, we use Zoom, Skype, and other tools 
to provide similar levels of engagement.

Adobe Connect meeting “rooms” feature pods 
that facilitators use to share multimedia content 
and engage participants in collaborative 
creation, brainstorming, and conversation. 
Rooms and pods are customized in advance of 
each virtual session.

Share area to show slides, 
images, and videos

Chat and Notes pods enable written commentary 
alongside spoken-word discussions.



Virtual Evaluation Design Sessions 

Technology for Virtual Design
All of these tools allow participants to speak to one another in 
plenary or use chat functions to share information and 
reflections. Depending on the focus and available bandwidth, 
some sessions have participants and facilitators on camera to 
encourage a sense of real-time connection. 

Whatever the platform, participants and facilitators convene in 
the virtual space, aided by a dedicated producer who manages 
the technology experience so the facilitator can fully engage 
with the participant group. 

Polls and voting generate instant 
feedback on a question for prioritization 
and ranking, or when anonymity is 
important within the participant group.

Breakout rooms are useful for virtual small 
group discussions (up to 20 breakout rooms 
for a single virtual session with up to 200 
participants).

Whiteboard and annotate functions allow 
anonymous responses on sensitive topics, or to 
generate or refine a theory of change that 
ensures the study design aligns with and is 
responsive to the intervention being evaluated.



Virtual Data 
Collection

EnCompass’ MEL teams are experts in using 
technology to collect qualitative and quantitative 
data from individuals and groups of informants.



Virtual Data Collection

Qualitative Methods
We capture data through a range of qualitative methods, applying 
methods such as Outcome Mapping. Our teams use a range of digital 
platforms to conduct virtual key informant interviews and focus group 
discussions. 

Interviews
Skype, Zoom, or WhatsApp—with their integrated video 
capabilities—are ideal for individual interviews. Video 
helps build the interpersonal rapport that can produce 
richer and higher-quality data. WhatsApp, or other 
messaging platforms with end-to-end encryption, afford 
longer-term engagement in a manner that fits 
respondents’ schedules and availability. 

Focus groups
Zoom helps create an in-person feel during focus groups, 
creating space for participants to engage with each other 
in a moderated discussion. If an evaluation objective is to 
gather feedback and reflections on audiovisual materials, 
Adobe Connect provides an effective platform to show 
those materials and collect participants’ input through 
polls/voting and anonymous whiteboard reflections. 



Virtual Data Collection

Quantitative Methods

EnCompass’ evaluation teams use SurveyMonkey and 
similar technology to circulate surveys to respondents who 
have email addresses. We then export these data to 
statistical analysis software for cleaning and analysis. 

When an evaluation utilizes secondary quantitative data 
owned by another entity, EnCompass utilizes Skype, Zoom, 
or even telephone and SMS to directly request, receive, 
and make inquiries about these data. 



Virtual Data Validation 
and Learning

EnCompass uses Adobe Connect, Zoom, and other 
platforms to validate findings, generate conclusions, 
and identify recommendations and next steps from 
monitoring, evaluation, and research activities. Our 
teams’ mastery in facilitating virtual evidence 
interpretation, validation, and synthesis sessions 
supports ownership and trust in the findings and 
fosters excitement and action-oriented thinking 
about adapting programs for greater success. 



Virtual Data Validation and Learning

Data Analysis, Integration,
and Synthesis

EnCompass has a rigorous process for bringing together 
disparate pieces of evidence—the Data Analysis, 
Integration, and Synthesis (DAIS) process. Through the 
DAIS, we convene evaluation team members (and other 
stakeholders, when appropriate) to discuss the data and 
generate emerging findings and conclusions, further 
enhancing rigor and mitigating interpretation bias. 

The DAIS process translates readily to virtual spaces that fit 
participants’ bandwidth constraints.

Translating in-person visual 
techniques to the virtual space



Virtual Data Validation and Learning

Convening Stakeholders for 
Data Validation and Learning

EnCompass applies participatory and appreciative approaches to validation 
and learning sessions to elicit feedback for the interpretation of evaluation 
findings and to generate conclusions, lessons, and recommendations. We 
design and facilitate these virtual sessions to convene audiences around the 
world, using technology that supports participation from remote areas, during 
travel restrictions, or when funds are lacking for in-person engagement. 

As with in-person sessions, we use discussion, experiential exercises, 
multimedia, and data visualizations that speak to the different ways adults 
learn and process information. Our facilitators offer cultural competence, 
language skills, and other expertise to foster rich engagement. 



Virtual Data Validation and Learning

Supporting Learning 
and Use of Evidence

Many of EnCompass’ clients are already leaders in knowledge management 
and Collaborating, Learning, and Adapting approaches for evidence 
dissemination and use, with established online portals that we leverage to 
connect practitioners working on similar challenges with the evidence and 
learning we generate through our MEL activities. 

We also use social messaging platforms such as WhatsApp to collect data and 
disseminate learning from research and evaluation to wider audiences. 



Strengthening
MEL Capacity

EnCompass works through communities housed on 
platforms like Thinkific and Moodle to support the 
development of best-practice databases for specific 
contexts, such as sharing or adapting evidence in 
fragile or non-permissive environments. 



EnCompass Can Provide

 Targeted resources and tools – Short e-courses, 
podcasts, or “explainer” videos synthesize difficult 
concepts and approaches, are accessible and shareable, 
and stimulate busy professionals.

 Topic-specific sessions or e-courses – These tools can 
introduce a new performance monitoring approach or 
tool to help staff prepare for an activity such as a mid-
course stocktaking event.

 Virtual instructor-led training, or vILT – Facilitated, 
interactive learning programs, often spaced over time, 
help participants work together in virtual breakout 
rooms, on whiteboards, through chats, and other 
exercises.

 Learning “bursts” – Visually or multimedia-rich 
communications deliver targeted content to groups of 
participants, often as a follow-up to training.

 Longer blended learning programs – These programs 
feature (when possible) face-to-face training on 
evaluation principles, along with e-modules and 
resources (job aids, learning bursts) that can be 
delivered to a cohort over time to build essential MEL 
competencies.

Targeted 
resources

Topic-
specific 
sessions

vILT Learning 
“bursts”

Blended 
learning

Strengthening MEL Capacity
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