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Stay connected 
If you want to stay engaged on this work and be connected to a global community 
of practitioners, be sure to create a free profile here. A global platform where you 
can find inspiring stories, tools, organisations, events and jobs in the field of holistic 
and business driven landscape restoration. 

  

https://4returns.earth/account/
https://www.facebook.com/commonland4returns/
https://www.instagram.com/commonland4returns/
https://twitter.com/Commonland
https://www.linkedin.com/company/commonland/
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Purpose of this guide 
This guide helps you find your way in how to monitor and show long-term 4 Returns 
impacts in holistic landscape restoration. By reading this guide, you will get the 
basic information you need to set up your monitoring systems, structures, and 
processes for 4 Returns landscape restoration.  
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Part 1. Introducing the 4 Returns, 3 zones, 20 years 
approach 
In the growing restoration movement, Commonland works together with 
landscape partners to tackle widespread land degradation occurring at a global 
scale. Commonland’s “4 Returns, 3 zones, 20 years” restoration approach works to 
reverse this trend by focussing on a holistic, integrated, and long-term approach.  

 
Figure 1.1 – the 4 Returns 

 
We start at the root cause: degradation of ecosystems results in job loss, economic 
loss, biodiversity loss, and the loss of meaningfulness [1]. Our framework of the 4 
Returns then focuses on how properly designed landscape restoration can change 
these 4 losses into the 4 Returns: inspiration, social capital, natural capital, and 
financial capital (Figure 1.1). 

Figure 1.2 – the 3 zones 
 

To complement this, to better enable the realization of the 4 Returns, the landscape 
is theoretically divided into 3 zones: a natural zone, a combined zone, and an 
economic zone, as detailed in Figure 1.2. 
 
Finally, a long-term approach is important, as we have found that it takes 
approximately 20 years – or one generation – to restore a landscape. As such, with 
these three concepts combined, we focus on this ‘4 Returns, 3 zones, 20 years’ 
approach (4R/3Z/20Y in shorthand). This is only a quick overview, please see this 
publication “4 Returns from Landscape Restoration: A systemic and practical 

https://www.commonland.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Commonland-Publication.pdf
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approach to restore degraded landscapes” and 4returns.earth for more 
information. 

https://www.commonland.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Commonland-Publication.pdf
https://4returns.earth/4returns/
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Part 2. Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning – why, what 
where, who & how 
 
2.1 Why 
The reasons for performing MEL and impact reporting can differ per organization or 
business with a specific vision and mission. Most often it is about measuring, 
understanding, sharing and learning from your MEL for more impact. At 
Commonland, our vision and mission are: 
 

Vision 
We see a world where restoring ecosystems has become the new norm and 
we are re-connected to ourselves, each other and our landscapes.  
 
Mission: 
To achieve this, we turn degraded and poorly managed landscapes into 
thriving ecosystems, local economies and communities. 

 
In this particular case, Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning (MEL) will help provide 
the evidence to demonstrate the potential of holistic and business driven 
landscape restoration using a 4 returns, 3 zones, 20 years approach.  More directly, 
we conduct MEL for several reasons: 
 
Learning & Impact 

1. Understand the effects and progress of our work to support adaptive 
strategic management and continuously improve our approaches. For 
example, by integrating regular learning loops and impact deep-dives into 
your daily operations to reflect and adapt based on the data and 
intelligence that is collected or present.  

2. Develop a common language and understanding for the concepts we use, 
aiding us to share with and learn from each other.  

3. Add to the knowledge base of landscape restoration, taking into 
consideration the different opportunities given by the use of data, 
information, knowledge, and/or stories. 

Stakeholders & impact 
4. Show we can be held accountable to our stakeholders. 
5. Empower those we work with and others across the landscape restoration 

world. 
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6. Attract investors and demonstrate that investment into our projects delivers 
(4) returns, which will allow us to better support and scale up landscape 
restoration initiatives. 

 
2.2 What 
MEL is undertaken so that you can understand, improve, and communicate the 
impact of your work. Monitoring involves collecting data to provide information, 
evaluation is an assessment of how the work is going, and learning allows you to 
make sense from what is happening and thus continually improve. Due to your aims 
and to the complex nature of the landscape work, learning at and across different 
levels (individual, group, organisational, and societal) is a key focus. For concise 
definitions of Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning, see Appendix A. 
 
2.3 Where 
MEL can occur at three different levels: within the landscapes (“tractor level”), across 
landscapes (“helicopter level”), and more widely across global networks (“satellite 
level”). This means that MEL is occurring all over the globe and could ultimately be 
a part of all facets of your work, depending on which level you operate. 
 
2.4 Who 
For the most part, on-the-ground landscape parties carry out monitoring within 
their landscapes. Some of these monitoring data might come from other sources 
that are available, such as from other non-profits/organizations, knowledge 
institutes, universities, government bodies, companies, or partnering local 
communities and farms. Within the Commonland network, for example,  landscape 
partners also participate in the global cross-landscape Impact Team where each 
landscape is represented by a MEL colleague. We have regular meetings, aid 
collaboration and cross-learning.  
 
2.5 How 
How to go about MEL for 4 Returns landscape restoration is the topic of this very 
guidebook and will be covered in the subsequent sections. Creating a co-creative 
space for collaboration on MEL has been critical within our network & beyond. It has 
helped open up the “black box” of MEL and continuously learn and improve as we 
go. Also, note that the “how” is a topic of continued discussion and one of the 
focuses of our Impact Team meetings. As such, this guidebook is a write-up of the 
experience gained within the Impact Team including the following organizations: 

• Living lands, South Africa 
• Grounded, South Africa 

https://4returns.earth/organisation/living-lands/
https://4returns.earth/organisation/grounded/
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• Wide Open Agriculture, Australia 
• Wij.land, The Netherlands 
• AlVelAl, Spain 
• Commonland, Global 

 

https://4returns.earth/organisation/wide-open-agriculture/
https://4returns.earth/organisation/wij-land/
https://4returns.earth/organisation/alvelal-2/
https://www.commonland.com/


 
 

  
 

 

 

   
   
 

9 

Part 3. 4 Returns MEL Framework: Monitoring 
 
Within the 4 Returns network, we have developed a Results Framework to help 
demonstrate impact from 4 Returns landscape restoration. This is an on-going 
process and we are learning by doing, so this framework will continue to be 
updated, and any feedback is much appreciated.  
 
A Results Framework is a tool commonly used  by many organizations, ranging from 
the UN to smaller NGOs, as a planning and learning tool. It can help guide planning 
and implementation and helps link resources to results. The framework helps you 
keep focus and overview of where you are aiming to go within a project, program, 
or strategy, and how you are currently taking steps to get there.  
 
The main consideration of our framework, detailed further in Part 5, is that we hope 
to promote a united approach to 4 Returns MEL, while still allowing for the intricacies 
of local context-specific realities. We want to stimulate cross-landscape 
collaboration on 4 Returns MEL to be able to learn together and create a shared 4 
Returns impact story at a global level. We believe a shared understanding of the 
potential impact of 4 Returns landscape restoration further propels the restoration 
movement. 
 
This 4 Returns monitoring framework was developed through several consultation 
rounds with local landscape teams and the Commonland Foundation. An indicator 
inventory of other M&E frameworks from impact investing and similar organizations 
was also used, with their indicators rated by relevance, measurability, and cost 
(such as those from IRIS, GRI, EcoAgriculture Partners, Eco-enterprises Fund, and The 
Green Choice Living Farms Framework). 
 
3.1. First things first: theory of change 
In case you want to set up your own 4 Returns landscape project, it is wise to sit 
down with your team and develop a shared and long-term pathway of change for 
your landscape. This is also known as a theory of change. 
 
A Theory of Change is essentially a comprehensive description and illustration of 
how and why the desired change is expected to happen within a particular context. 
It is focused in particular on mapping out or “filling in” what has been described as 
the “missing middle” between what a program or change initiative does (its 
activities or interventions) and how these lead to desired goals being achieved.  
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It does this by first identifying the desired long-term goals and then working back 
from these to identify all the conditions (outcomes) that must be in place (and how 
these related to one another causally) for the goals to occur. See Appendix B for 
helpful tools to set up a Theory of Change. 
 

 
 
 Figure 3.1 – General simplified example 4 Returns Theory of Change showcasing a general pathway 
of change in a 4 Returns landscape based on our experience with partners in 4 core landscapes. 
 

 
3.2. The 4 Returns MEL Framework: “The house”  
Once you have a common understanding of your theory of change, including your 
intended impact, you can start to build out the underlying outcomes, outputs and 
activities to understand which activities can contribute to which change over time.  
 
The “house” (see Figure 3.2) was created to visualise the different components of a 
monitoring framework within the specific 4 Returns context. If you choose to do so, 
you can also translate the below outline into a more detailed logframe. 
 
The house contains the following building blocks: 
 

• «Inputs» are the resources required to undertake «actions» (or activities). 
• These actions are carried out to produce «outputs», which are desired 

products, goods, services, and/or changes. 
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https://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2015/aug/17/how-to-write-a-logframe-a-beginners-guide
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• The outputs feed into fulfilling different «domains», the effects of one’s 
intervention. 

• These domains are part of fulfilling our «4 Returns outcomes», i.e. the intended 
results we wish to achieve. 

• These “4 Returns” work towards achieving the broader desired «impact» of 
holistic large-scale landscape restoration. 

• Not shown in the diagram are the «indicators» which allow us to measure 
and track our output and wider progress towards achieving our aims. The 
indicators come from actions and outputs but are measured at the outcome 
level. 

 
Note that these MEL component interpretations are based on OECD definitions [2]. 
 

Figure 3.2 – the 4 Returns MEL Framework, «the house» 

 
3.3. Measuring across different landscapes 
As mentioned previously, we understand that local contexts cause different on-
the-ground realities and, as such, need to be measured in a tailor-fit manner. 
Therefore, we have decided to make a responsibility ‘split’ where the indicators feed 
into the domains to allow for local specificity in MEL while staying connected to the 
collective 4 Returns impact that we are trying to capture over time. The joint 4 
Returns measuring and reporting from the domains can be seen on the next pages 
and downloaded here. 
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3.4. Measuring across time 
We believe that the work of restoring a landscape takes approximately 20 years. As 
such, the endpoint that we hope to reach can seem very distant. Even though this 
appears to be a long time, there is a lot of work to do. We believe it works much 
better to set up concrete intermediate aims, ambitions or goals. They are meant as 
helpful parameters guiding you in the right direction of travel. 
 
However, to prevent these aims and goals from becoming an end in itself, we 
promote the common language found below, instead of only prescriptive ‘targets’ 
or ‘goals’.  
 
This is because landscape restoration is not a straight path, rather it is a non-linear 
journey that has twists, turns, bumps, ups, and downs. Sometimes you do hit a 
barrier and need to double back in order to move forward. Sometimes you need to 
focus on the trees and sometimes you need to see the forest. This is all part of the 
process and worth sharing and learning from.  
 

Theoretical M&E frameworks tend to assume that what needs to be done is known 
from the start (linear process). As such, they do not take into account that 
understanding of the real nature of the problem may emerge along the way! 
Landscape restoration requires long, open-ended processes rooted in trust 
development and you need to feel comfortable with uncertainty.   
 

 
 

“You can’t put a 
deadline on 
building trust” 
Roderick Juba, Knowledge broker at 
Living Lands, South Africa 
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A landscape restoration journey:  
o 20 years – what is the horizon that 
you have set your sights on? This is the 
positive future you’re envisioning, there will 
always be more work, but this is where you 
are heading. This can be formulated as 
your Mission Statement or Landscape 
Vision. 
o at 5, 10, and 15 years – what 
milestones do you hope to reach? These 
may change with time, new insights, and 
new directions, but having them in place 
serves as a compass for the here and now. 
o All along the way – we put down 
cairns, or trail-markings, which represent 
learning moments, directions we decided 
on, and how we moved forward. These 
allow us to acknowledge and learn from 
not just the achievements, but also the 
nitty-gritty work of forging a path.  

Figure 3.4. A landscape restoration journey 
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MEL Lessons from the field 

 
             Photo: Living Lands 
 
Failing forward lessons from Living Lands, South Africa 
“One of the biggest lessons learnt for practically implementing MEL is to actually implement it on the ground. 
This sounds obvious, but we consistently find that it is one thing to develop a framework and a list of things we 
(or partners) might like to measure - taking measurements in the field is a whole different story. Getting the 
equipment, knowing how to use it, logistically getting into the field and systematically taking measurements in 
between other tasks happening is the reality that gets forgotten when planning MEL. Starting with a key indicator 
and building from there is a good approach to taking MEL from framework to the ground. “ 
 

 
 
Failing forward lessons from Wij.land, The Netherlands 
In 2019, Wij.land had a few insightful ‘failing forward’ learning moments. Twice the soil pilot reference plots 
weren’t put in place before the soil treatments, showing the need to better define such responsibilities. 
Reference plots are essential in measuring the impact of soil treatments. Another learning moment was when 
our expansion of the ‘Van Pachter naar Partner’ project to another area did not receive enough potential 
participating farmers. Wrong assumptions were that this was an easy way to attract new farmers. Wij.land 
learned the most logical way to attract new farmers is actually first-hand experience of neighbouring or 
acquainted farmers. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

  
 

 

 

   
   
 

18 

Part 4. How is it being done? How and where to situate 
MEL 
 
Our 4 Returns approach means that we focus on holistic landscape restoration, 
which means that the actions we undertake, and which domain or 4 Returns 
outcome they relate to, can get complicated. Particularly as the number of 
landscape partners grow and extend their reach and operations, this complexity 
can increase.  We developed 5 phases, 7 intervention areas and 2 lenses to better 
understand the actions which we carry out when and why.  
 
4.1 Phases  
In general, the iterative process steps that can be identified in initiating, setting up, 
implementing, learning and adapting in your landscape approach boil down to the 
5 iterative phases. Through our collective journey as a 4 Returns network we have 
learned that however much we plan and strategize ahead, we understand that 
iterative learning loops, reflection, and redesigning through cocreation and 
collaboration continue to be central to achieving change. 
 

 
Figure 4.1. Iterative phases of implementing holistic landscape restoration initiatives. 

 
4.2 Intervention areas 
In Australia, Spain, South Africa and the Netherlands our local partners are on the 
frontlines of implementing holistic landscape restoration creating change through 
close collaboration with farmers, land owners, nature organizations, businesses, 
governments and others willing to be part of the transition. Our joint experience so 
far has shown that changing a system is often non-linear, complex and ever 
changing and that we cannot take risks without making mistakes. Nevertheless, we 
can firmly say that our direction of travel of using business cases and long-term 
partnerships as a leverage toward achieving regenerated and restored 
landscapes is promising.  
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Commonland refers to partnerships as ‘4 Returns landscape restoration 
partnerships’[1]. They require the long timeframe mentioned, combined with the 
flexibility to constantly develop creative solutions to combat complex stakeholder 
challenges. Restoration should be based on integrating purpose in a landscape 
restoration business model designed by the partnership [1, 3]. The approach is 
tailor-made for each location with the underlying focus being optimization of 4 
Returns in a landscape.  
 

 
Figure 4.2. 7 intervention areas/topics and 2 lenses (zooming in and zooming out). 

 

 
4.3 Two lenses: zooming in and zooming out 
Landscape Orchestration (zooming out) and Project Management (zooming in) 
includes a combination of big picture visioning and strategizing and zoomed in and 
project-specific project management. To support and deepen the learnings and, 
more importantly, inform adaptive management on the land, a MEL process needs 
to be in place. In that way, your day-to-day strategy as well as long term impacts 
and progress can be made sense of with help from pre-defined indicators, 
milestones and lessons learned along the way to adapt and achieve the full returns.  
 
4.4 Enabling 
Mobilising people and stakeholder management plays a very important role in the 
whole process and especially in the first phase of scouting and initiating and the 
second phase of co-designing and co-developing. The first step in landscape 
restoration is co-creating a common vision for the landscape.  
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At Commonland, we often use a process based on Theory U as developed by the 
Presencing Institute. These landscape vision quests with farmers, landowners, local 
NGO’s, governments, and entrepreneurs raise awareness amongst all in a way that 
allow them to see their own blind spots and opens their minds, hearts and efforts. It 
provides the relevant touch points needed throughout the years to identify and 
prioritize activities and realise long lasting landscape restoration partnerships. 
 

Knowledge systems and learning together is key for levering transformation. There 
is a need to address knowledge gaps, connect with knowledge 
institutions and experts to fill the knowledge gaps and better understand the 
landscape throughout the lifetime of the initiative. 
 
Financial resources and investments need to be secured (Finding funds). This 
includes covering the funding of projects, businesses and specific activities as well 
as the structuring of investments and fundraising. 
 
4.5 Vehicles 
‘Doing business’ points to the ongoing process of scouting, identifying, testing, 
trialing and developing of successful 4 Returns business cases. Some are 
successful, some are not. But in the end it is the learning around business 
development which ultimately helps build the best business case. 
 
The quality of your Landscape restoration partnerships (Partnering) depends on the 
depth and breadth of your previous landscape mobilization work. By their complex 
nature, a degraded landscape poses us with a wicked problem. Finding solutions to 
restore and rehabilitate these landscapes requires an integrated and multi-
stakeholder approach that can be ensured through forming long-term 
partnerships.  
 
Landscape partnerships are long-lasting partnerships with a common long-term 
vision, having an eye for each other’s interests, and the cohesion between several 
goals and returns. The partnership is the outcome of your earlier mobilization and 
alignment of stakeholders process and consists of a coalition of key stakeholders 
committed to design and enable the development of a joint landscape strategy. 
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4.6 Action on the ground 
 
‘The proof is in the pudding’ and actually creating traction and change on the 
ground is ultimately what it is all about. To us, the 4 returns are inherent to 
landscape restoration and provide a concept that everyone can understand. Local 
teams can further specify the 4 returns by identifying the spaces for these returns 
to materialize on the ground - a natural zone with forest and nature restoration; a 
combined zone with mixed agriculture and nature; and an economic zone with 
sustainable production. 
 
The 4 returns, 3 zones, 20 years framework is a practical approach developed to 
help restore degraded landscapes. Guided or inspired by this framework, 
Commonland enables and supports local partners that work with local farmers, 
land users and other stakeholders to develop landscape restoration companies 
and programs which can be implemented at scale and generate 4 returns: return 
of inspiration, return of social capital, return of natural capital and return of financial 
capital. 
 
Broadly speaking, ‘Restoring nature, regenerating farms’ points to all activities, 
projects and programs connected to coordinated restoration, rehabilitation and 
regeneration of the land across three zones. This happens in close collaboration 
with local farmers, land users and other stakeholders. Restoration can range from 
large-scale rehabilitation of degraded hillsides in the natural zone, to facilitating a 
transition towards regenerative agriculture in the combined or economic zones.  
 
‘Inspiring community’ refer to all the energy, time and passion that goes into 
continuously (re)establishing local relationships through local events, gatherings, 
workshops, working on the land and inclusive business activities. Community 
actions help revive the social fabric and network in the landscape.   
 
Most landscape teams experimentally kick off in the co-initiation and co-design 
phase and fully take off in the implementation phase.  Detailed (yet adaptive) 
action plans are developed to pilot the landscape interventions that were designed 
earlier. The assessment of the progress of these activities is also connected to the 
project management and MEL systems in your landscape. 
 
Tip: In case you would like to dig a bit deeper on this we also recommend following 
our free Massive Open Online Course (week 4 refers to the phases & intervention 
areas). 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/bmi-sustainable-landscape-restoration/home/welcome
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Part 5. Evaluation & Learning 
 
As stated before, we believe in the importance of viewing landscape restoration as 
a journey. As such, there is no top-down evaluation of progress occurring. Of course, 
our donors and our partners’ donors may evaluate us based off of their funding 
requirements.  In such a case, we do our best to take funders and investors with us 
on a journey of monitoring, evaluating, and learning together. Evaluation within the 
4 Returns MEL framework is not just about monitoring, but even more so about self-
evaluation, reflection and deep learning to move from tactical thinking toward 
strategic thinking. 
 
We ask the question: In this journey, are we on the right trail?  
 
Some questions to help with self-evaluation, from Kusters’ Making evaluations 
matter: A practical guide for evaluators [4]: 
 
Impact – What changes have resulted? 
Relevance – Are we doing the right things? 
Effectiveness – Are we doing things right?  
Sustainability – Will changes last? 
Efficiency – Is it worthwhile? 
Efficacy – Is it working? 
 
Going between (and beyond) the above questions is also an iterative process. We 
particularly need to move back and forth between asking ourselves “are we doing 
things right” (tactical) and “are we doing the right things” (strategic)? 
 
The true aim of self-evaluation is all 
about learning – being able to look at the 
past, understand it, and improve going 
forward. Learning is noted to be 
particularly important in work that has a 
social component – where social 
change is key, like ours.  
 
We place a special focus on learning, 
seeing it as the lever which allows 
change to occur.  

Figure 5. – Learning processes & change 
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We will now go into some ‘options’ to guide you with regards to reflective learning: 
1. Most significant change stories 
2. Sensemaking made practical 
3. Outcome mapping 
4. Impact pathways 

 
5.1 Most Significant Change stories 

While numerical data is important to show measurable and transparent progress, 
it must be accompanied by descriptions (generating information) and context 
(creating knowledge). Otherwise it is not useful. Qualitative data may not include 
numbers but should include the same analysis of what it demonstrates by 
providing more descriptive and contextual information. In this way, both 
quantitative and qualitative data can be understood and used to chart progress 
toward the 4 Returns.   
 
Furthermore, we hope that our emphasis on also capturing stories allows for further 
knowledge creation, as well as the sharing of wisdom. The next section will go into 
story capture. 
 
The most significant change (MSC) method is a form of participatory monitoring 
and evaluation performed through story capture. The method ideally involves 
many project stakeholders and is carried out throughout the program cycle. The 
MSC method is put forward as useful for programs that are complex, diverse, and/or 
focused on social change. The method is particularly focused on learning and has 
the additional benefit of being able to capture unexpected changes. The steps are 
summarised below, but for a further breakdown of the 10 steps involved, see 
Appendix C. For more information on the MSC method, see Rick Davies and Jess 
Dart's (2005) "The Most Significant Changes (MSC) Technique: A Guide to its Use".  
 
In an ideal scenario, stories are collected, discussed, and selected in a group form 
to learn as a team and deciding which of these accounts is the most significant – 
and why. The basic steps include: 
 

1. Scope of stories – 1 group session  
In practice, this means jointly deciding the types of stories that should be 
collected, often focused around ‘changes’ (stories about what - for example, 
about landscape changes, practice changes, health outcomes, or 
empowerment). 
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2. Collect & select – 1 long group session 
In practice, this means collecting the top 1-3 stories and jointly determining which 
stories are the ‘most significant’ (both interviews and written stories can be 
collected). 
 
3. Share the stories with your stakeholders – 1 wider group session 
In practice, this means sharing the stories and facilitating a feedback discussion of 
values with stakeholders and contributors so that learning about what is valued 
occurs. 
 

5.2 Sensemaking made practical  
Sensemaking can be defined as “how people make sense out of their experience in 
the world.” Moreover, Sensemaking is ‘a motivated, continuous effort to understand 
connections (which can be among people, places, and events) to anticipate their 
trajectories and act effectively’. [5] 
 
A moment of reflection with your team and partners can be useful to put 
Sensemaking into practice. You can easily build in moments in time where you sit 
together and reflect, learn and adapt. 
 
Zooming out and Zooming in 
Finding this balance across the 4 Returns in monitoring, is supported by the 
Zooming out and Zooming in techniques that the landscape team as a whole 
applies throughout the process. Zooming in to focus on day-to-day concrete 
project management and zooming out to understand how this relates to the larger 
landscape puzzle you are trying to solve.  

 
Reflection meeting options 
How, where and what monitoring entails requires an interactive team effort, as the 
lessons and results can best be derived from the experience of the people in the 
team. Having regular evaluation check-ins with your landscape team helps in 
jointly identifying which results and achievements matter and why.  
 
Reflection and learning is an on-going process. Reflective moments, in which to ask 
such questions as above, could be built into various types of meetings. They are 
important to include in planning and strategizing meetings. It helps to first look back 
at what happened, why it was relevant and what it means going forward.  
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Learning can be individual, but also collaborative. Learning together within the 
organization can be supported by simple meeting formats:  
 

• A retrospect is a team meeting set up to allow in-depth reflection on a 
project, experiment, initiative, or work-path where considering what was 
learned and analysing what is still not known, are priorities.  

 
• A critical reflection is similar, but focuses specifically on the actions that were 

taken, lessons learned, and what worked and did not work. 
  

• A debrief is a one-on-one (or small group) who have worked closely on a 
topic to reflect and make sense of the outcomes of the project. Such 
meetings could be implemented at any time. 
 

• A learning loop is an organizational learning process based on a ‘theory of 
action’. It is helpful to take the above evaluative categories/questions, further 
with loop learning during your reflection [6]. They detail what you examine to 
determine whether or not, and how, to change your actions.  

 

 
Figure 5.2. – Learning loops 

 
As can be seen from the diagram: 

• Single-loop learning only examines the results 
o Are we doing things right? 

• Double-loop learning also examines our operating assumptions 
o Are we doing the right things? 

• Triple-loop learning additionally examines the context 
o How do we decide what is right? Is what we’re doing worthwhile? What 

haven’t we thought of? 
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The more loops, the deeper the reflection and learning. 
 
And make sure to capture, store, and share those learnings! Capture through 
meeting notes, short briefs, recordings, illustrations, reflections, After Action Reviews, 
or any other way that makes sense to you. Store them in a central space. And share 
them with your colleagues and partners, during Impact Team meetings, at 
pertinent Community of Practice sessions or webinars, in your public 
communications, and wherever else! 
 

5.3 Outcome Mapping 
Outcome mapping is an approach that, not surprisingly, focuses on outcomes, as 
attribution of impact is very difficult to claim. A key innovation of outcome mapping 
focused on changes in behaviour, relationships, or actions of the people, groups 
and/or organisations which the program works with as key results. Outcome 
mapping is preferably a participatory process and consists of three stages: 
intentional design, outcome and performance monitoring, and evaluation 
planning. Each stage encompasses various steps where different tools are used, 
such as strategy maps, performance journals, and evaluation plans. For more 
information, visit the Outcome Mapping online learning community.  
 

5.4 Impact Pathways 
A slightly different approach focuses on impact pathways, which are typically 
developed through the Participatory Impact Pathway Analysis (PIPA) approach. 
PIPA is a practical process for both planning and monitoring, evaluation & learning 
development for complex programs, often research-for-development ones.  The 
focus of PIPA is stakeholder involvement through participatory workshops to map 
out project impact pathways through outlining together the theory of change. 
Participatory workshops usually incorporate developing, discussing, and deciding 
on the problem trees, visioning, and network perspectives of the project area 
across the diverse stakeholders. Ultimately, an outcomes logic model, considering 
different actors, changes, and strategies necessary, is developed. You can find a 
short guide from the CGIAR here. 

https://www.outcomemapping.ca/start-here
https://cgspace.cgiar.org/bitstream/handle/10568/33649/11.5%20Participatory%20impact%20pathway%20analysis.pdf?sequence=1
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Part 6.  Three key principles  
From our partners’ landscape experiences in Australia, Spain, the Netherlands and 
South Africa, we were able to distill some key principles that underpin 4 Returns 
monitoring. 
 

Key principles 4 returns MEL 
 
1. We are united in the 4r/3z/20yrs approach, while respecting context. 
  

In practice, this means we are united at the outcome level, while working with 
differentiated indicators in each landscape. 

  
2. Stories matter. 
  

In practice, this means that monitoring and reporting on 4 Returns progress always 
involves a combination of qualitative and quantitative monitoring and reporting. Story 
gathering and interviews allow for qualitative data and information to help show some 
of the change you are trying to achieve. 

 
3. Holistic approach requires finding balance. 

 
In practice, this means that monitoring and reporting on 4 Returns impacts requires 
balancing the relative importance of the results on each of the 4 Returns in a holistic 
way. 
  

 
Figure 6 – the three key principles 
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1. United by the 4 Returns while respecting context 

This monitoring approach gives guidance to practitioners working on holistic 
landscape restoration that are united in applying the 4 Returns, 3 zones and 20 
years approach. In general, we can expect each of the landscapes to be 
characterized by similar interventions connected to the 4 Returns approach, as 
detailed previously. This ranges from Stakeholder Mobilization to Enterprise 
Development and Knowledge Brokering. 
 
Despite their similarities, though, it is virtually impossible to apply detailed indicators 
across landscapes given the differences in context and bio-physical elements. 
Therefore, the 4 Returns Monitoring framework provides overarching outcome 
domains that apply across the landscapes, while context-specific actions and 
outputs are localized per landscape. 
 

2. Stories matter 
As previously mentioned, stories matter. Stories allow us to gather information and 
convey knowledge even outside of our figures and facts. Wisdom, the most difficult, 
and most valuable, component of learning can also be captured and shared 
through stories. Collecting stories on the landscape can be performed in a variety 
of different ways and shared through different types of media. In this guidebook, we 
focus on the Most Significant Change (MSC) method as one option for capturing 
stories which is particularly well-suited for MEL. 

This is the main reason why we try to stimulate a group process around the 
gathering and discussion of most significant change stories. See Part 4. Evaluation 
& Learning’ to read more about the MSC approach. 
 

3. A holistic approach requires finding balance 
No return is more important than the other. Over time, for example, it can be that 
the landscape-specific theory of change/intervention model requires a need to 
focus more strongly on creating financial return and sparking inspiration in order 
to enable a positive change on return of social and natural capital over time.  
 
For example, promoting farmers to transition to more regenerative farming may 
require us to demonstrate that they can obtain a better price if they market 
regenerative/4 Returns products (financial capital). Parallel to this process, or as a 
result, these farmers may become more inspired (return of inspiration) and decide 
to further improve their skills (social capital), while regenerating their soils (natural 
capital). In the end, all of these components are important, but sometimes focusing 
on one return aids with leveraging impact on all four returns. 
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A Short Conclusion 
 
Overall, this monitoring framework, guide on learning, and linked key principles 
should simply provide some guidance on how to set up and carry out Monitoring, 
Evaluation and Learning for 4 Returns practice (i.e. holistic landscape 
management). It also demonstrates what we find to be important in MEL, given the 
research performed into more progressive-oriented MEL theories, our experience, 
and the wider context of the restoration economy we hope to build. We hope you 
find it useful, and please feel free to provide us feedback.  
 
This is also a living document which will be updated regularly as we also continue 
to learn. 
 
As a summary: 
We began with the 4 Returns, 3 zones, 20 years concept which provides the 
foundation for all of our efforts. Then we explored what MEL, in general, is and what 
it encompasses.  
 
From there, we touched on the need to have a Theory of Change and detailed our 
own 4 Returns MEL framework. First we focused on monitoring by showcasing our 
‘house’ set-up and detailing how the 4 Returns outcomes and their domains 
showcase progress across the landscapes. We touched on the non-linear nature 
of holistic landscape restoration approach. We then gave a short summary of how 
and where MEL can be situated in this iterative long-term process characterized by 
5 phases, 7 intervention areas and 2 lenses.  
 
In the next part, we focused on evaluation (which for us, is more about reflection) 
and the crucial importance of learning, then providing some tools to guide these 
processes and an answer to the question of timing and meeting options that could 
help you along the journey. We stressed the need for qualitative information to be 
able to deepen your understanding of the perceived change supported by the 
collection and reflection based on stories. 
 
Our final section focused on our three key principles for us in regards to 4 Returns 
MEL: our united, yet context-specific, approach; the importance of stories; and that 
there is a balance to the holistic approach. 
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Glossary 
 
Direct and indirect jobs created or supported 
Direct jobs are the jobs provided directly by the 4 Returns partner organizations or 
the 4 Returns businesses that are being set up in the landscape. This includes 
tracking of permanent and part time jobs to get a sense of the employment 
dynamics over time for both the landscape initiative as well as the businesses 
developed. Indirect jobs relate to jobs that are indirectly positively influenced 
through the initiative. Consider farmers that are getting entrepreneurial skill-set 
support through the landscape initiative. We use the wording created or supported 
to also capture jobs positively influenced, not exclusively new jobs. 
 
Direct and indirect hectares 
Direct hectares under improved management are the hectares under direct 
rehabilitation, regeneration or restoration by the involved landscape parties. 
This includes land owned or managed by the 4 Returns businesses and land under 
holistically planned 4 Returns restoration by organizations/people connected to 
the landscape initiative. Indirect hectares relate to restoration, regeneration or 
rehabilitation initiatives that have been inspired by but are not under direct 
influence of the 4 Returns landscape parties. The latter is harder to track or have a 
case for partial attribution on your part, but interesting for reaching scale and 
creating ripple effects. 
 
Hectares under improved management 
(needs further refinement based on more advanced 3 zones discussions) The unit 
of measure that we ask you to report on, is the total number of hectares under 
direct and indirect improved land management: 
o The work in the natural zones results in direct positive effects on the land (in ha) 

by means of reforestation, rehabilitation and natural restoration of ecological 
functions in the identified natural zones.  

o The work in the combined and economic zones also deliver 
restoration/regeneration of the land as well as some ecosystem functions by 
means of sustainable land management and restoration/regeneration 
(agroforestry/agricultural) practices in the combined zone, and innovative 
regenerative or sustainable/organic agricultural businesses in the economic 
zone.  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Direct and (in)direct funding leveraged   
Direct funding flows include grant/donor money for project implementation as well 
as commercial grants/investments for business development. Indirect funding 
flows refer to how direct funding has helped leverage or de-risk additional funding 
(e.g. de-risking other investments in the landscape, matching funds for a pilot fund 
etc.).   
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Appendix A. Basic definitions of MEL 
 
Monitoring:  
“A continuing function that uses systematic collection of data on specified 
indicators to provide management and the main stakeholders of an on-going 
development intervention with indications of the extent of progress and 
achievement of objectives and progress in the use of allocated funds” (OECD, 2002) 
 
Evaluation:  
“The systematic and objective assessment of an on-going or completed project, 
programme or policy, its design, implementation and results. The aim is to 
determine the relevance and fulfilment of objectives, development efficiency, 
effectiveness, impact and sustainability” (OECD, 2002) 
 
Learning:  
“This is about creating an environment where learning takes place at the individual, 
group, organizational and societal levels. This includes not only understanding, but 
also sense-making to inform strategic and operational decision-making” (Kusters, 
et al. 2017). 
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Appendix B. DIY Theory of Change examples 

Source: https://diytoolkit.org/tools/theory-of-change/ 

https://diytoolkit.org/tools/theory-of-change/
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Source: MacArthur Foundation, see also this webinar: https://commonland.sharepoint.com/:f:/s/scienceandeducation/Ek-
zF82c7RNLjVDKcZg6OFAB4YrHcsRZAdkM30RUdSiG5A?e=Wr7OCC 

Theory of Change

3

Desired change/ 
long term  goal

Interm ediate 

outcom es

Strategies

Assum ptions

Assum ptions

Assum ption Assum ption Assum ption

Assum ption Assum ption Assum ption

https://commonland.sharepoint.com/:f:/s/scienceandeducation/Ek-zF82c7RNLjVDKcZg6OFAB4YrHcsRZAdkM30RUdSiG5A?e=Wr7OCC
https://commonland.sharepoint.com/:f:/s/scienceandeducation/Ek-zF82c7RNLjVDKcZg6OFAB4YrHcsRZAdkM30RUdSiG5A?e=Wr7OCC
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A 4returns-adapted Theory of Chance template, see also here.

https://4returns.earth/tools/4-returns-theory-of-change-template/
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Appendix C. MSC method steps 
10 Steps for MSC Implementation:  
 

Steps Questions (if applicable) 
1. Raise interest amongst key 
stakeholders and get their 
commitment to participate 

 

2. Define the domains of change What has broadly changed in 
people’s lives? 

3. Determine the reporting period – 
over the past year, six months, three 
months etc. 

 

4. Collect the significant change 
stories from participants 

During the last six months, in your 
opinion, what was the most 
significant change that took place for 
participants in this program? 

5. Select the most significant stories. 
Every time stories are selected, record 
criteria used to select them. 

From among the stories selected, 
what do you think was the most 
significant change of all? 

6. Feedback the results of the 
selection process. Include 
stakeholders to review the process, 
stories selected and assess the 
domains of stories 

From among the stories selected 
what do you think was the most 
significant change of all? 

7. Verify the stories Who told the story? Who captured the 
results? When and where did the story 
take place? 

8. Quantify the results  
9. Conduct a secondary or meta-
monitoring analysis 

 

10. Revise the system based upon 
lessons learned 

When and When Not to use MSC 

Source: http://mande.co.uk/docs/MSCGuide.pdf 

 
  

http://mande.co.uk/docs/MSCGuide.pdf


 
 

   
 

Appendix D. Inspiration & Social Capital deep-dives 
 
In case you would like to read more about the Return of Inspiration and Return 
of Social Capital we recommend reading the following briefs: 
 

o Inspiration  
o Social Capital

https://4returns.earth/tools/inspiration-deep-dive/
https://4returns.earth/tools/social-capital-deep-dive/
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