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Indicators to support effective capacity strengthening monitoring and evaluation 

In this bulletin, we present resources from the CCR for consideration when undertaking future monitoring and
evaluation efforts. In our first resource, we examine the lack of impact indicators and demonstrate where priority
focal areas have emerged. Secondly, we explore practical guidance for improving indicators and evaluations of
research capacity strengthening programmes, and how “ripple benefits” of research capacity strengthening
inevitably occur across the interfaces between individuals, institutions, and societies.

Measuring the outcome and impact of research capacity strengthening initiatives: 
A review of indicators used or described in the published and grey literature

• Development partners and research councils are increasingly investing in research capacity strengthening initiatives 
in low- and middle-income countries to support sustainable research systems. 

• However, there are few reported evaluations of research capacity strengthening initiatives and no agreed evaluation 
metrics.

• To advance progress towards a standardised set of outcome and impact indicators, we conducted a structured 
review of research capacity strengthening indicators described in the published and grey literature.

• We identified a total of 668 indicators of which 40% measured output, 59.5% outcome and 0.5% impact - only 1% of 
outcome and impact indicators met all four quality criteria applied. 

• A majority of reported outcome indicators clustered in four focal areas: research management and support, the 
attainment and application of new research skills and knowledge, research collaboration, and knowledge transfer.

• The review identified priority focal areas in which outcome and impact indicators could be developed as well as a 
small set of ‘candidate’ indicators that could form the basis of development efforts.
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Practical guidance for improving evaluations of research capacity strengthening programmes

• CCR collated evidence to informed guidance about how to improve evaluations of, and indicators for, research 
capacity strengthening (RCS) programmes in low and middle-income countries.

• The exercise addressed the linked problems of the lack of frameworks and robust indicators to determine the 
impact of RCS programmes, and the lack of a unifying, evidence-based approach to underpin funders’ 
substantial investments in RCS efforts.

• An RCS evaluation framework was drafted with indicators generic to diverse types of RCS programmes were 
mapped, guidance about how to design and conduct more rigorous RCS evaluations was developed, new RCS 
evaluation concepts were created and next steps in the process of testing and validating the framework and 
indicators were outlined. 

• Two new concepts emerged from the project:
i. the over-arching theory of change (which describes how the overall scheme will achieve impact) and the 

theories of change for each funded RCS project within a scheme, should all align; and
ii. funders of RCS programmes can maximise evaluations of impact by explicitly capturing the RCS ‘ripple 

benefits’ that inevitably occur across the interfaces between individuals, institutions and societies. 
• The RCS evaluation recommendations and resulting guidance should enable comparisons of RCS progress 

among projects and schemes, to facilitate real-time learning and tracking along a trajectory to achieve RCS 
impact.
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