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Abstract: This paper provides a structured description and analysis of the develop-
ment and implementation of a community of practice (CoP) framework for moni-
toring, evaluation, and learning (MEL) within women’s funds (WF) around the
world, particularly members of the Prospera International Network of Women’s
Funds (Prospera-INWE). The Prospera-INWF is the global hub of women’s funds
that advocates for resource justice within philanthropy. It supports its 44 members
in strengthening institutional capacity that is critical for women’s funds to be resi-
lient and transform the world for women, girls, trans, intersex, and non-binary
people and their communities. Co-authors are three members of the Prospera-
INWEF Secretariat Team, one representative of a multi-regional fund, and two
technical consultants who were involved in the CoP development process. Consid-
erations for how feminist principles strengthened the design and implementation
of the CoP are discussed. Emergent key learnings of applying feminist principles to
develop a CoP that focuses on feminist MEL practice are detailed, including CoPs
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as a critical, transformative methodology (and not merely a technical strategy).
While learnings are gleaned through the specific Prospera-INWF CoP, they may
provide useful insights for researchers and practitioners of MEL, adult learning,
and evaluation capacity building (ECB), particularly those aiming to engage fem-
inist principles in their work.

Keywords: communities of practice, evaluation capacity building, feminist eva-
luation, global evaluation, organizational learning

Résumé : Larticle présente une analyse et une description structurées de I'élabora-
tion et de la mise en ceuvre d’'un cadre de communauté de pratique pour le suivi,
Pévaluation et lapprentissage au sein de fonds destinés aux femmes de partout
dans le monde, particuliérement en ce qui concerne les membres du Prospera
International Network of Women’s Funds (Prospera-INWEF). Prospera-INWF est
un carrefour global de fonds destinés aux femmes qui milite en faveur de la justice
des ressources dans le domaine de la philanthropie. L’organisation appuie ses 44
membres dans le renforcement des capacités institutionnelles cruciales pour la rési-
lience des fonds destinés aux femmes, en vue de transformer le monde pour les
femmes et les filles, ainsi que les personnes trans, intersexuées et non binaires, et
pour leurs communautés. Les coauteures sont trois membres de 'équipe du secré-
tariat de Prospera-INWEF, une représentante d'un fonds multirégional et deux
expertes-conseils techniques qui ont participé au processus d’élaboration de la
communauté de pratique. Il est question de la facon dont des principes féministes
ont sous-tendu la conception et la mise en ceuvre de la communauté de pratique.
On décrit les apprentissages clés de Papplication de principes féministes a 'élabora-
tion d’une communauté de pratique axée sur la pratique féministe de suivi, d’éva-
luation et d’apprentissage, notamment en ce qui concerne les communautés
de pratique comme méthodologie critique et transformative (et non seulement
comme simple stratégie technique). Les apprentissages sont tirés de la communauté
de pratique particuliére de Prospera-INWEF, mais ils peuvent donner de U'informa-
tion utile pour les chercheurs/chercheuses et praticien.ne.s dans le domaine du
suivi, de Pévaluation et de lapprentissage; de la formation pour adultes; et de
Pamélioration de la capacité d’évaluation, particuliérement pour ces personnes qui
visent a appliquer des principes féministes dans le cadre de leur travail.

Mots clés : communautés de pratique, amélioration de la capacité d’évaluation,
évaluation féministe, évaluation mondiale, apprentissage organisationnel

INTRODUCTION

Women’s funds (WF) are pushing the bounds of feminist monitoring, evalua-
tion, and learning (MEL) by representing organizations that engage in and need
feminist MEL to be able to do their work. This paper provides a description
and analysis of the development and implementation of a feminist community
of practice (CoP) framework for MEL in WFs around the world, particularly
members of the Prospera International Network of Women’s Funds (hereafter
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referred to as the Prospera-INWE). The Prospera-INWF is the global hub of
women’s and feminist funds. It collectively advocates for gender and resource
justice and supports its 44 members in strengthening their institutional resili-
ence, which is critical for them to transform the world for women, girls, trans,
intersex, and non-binary people and their communities. Co-authors of this
paper were all involved in the CoP development process and include members
of the Prospera-INWF Secretariat Team (who are the core team responsible for
the strategic coordination and administration of the network by facilitating and
connecting its membership to influence philanthropy collectively for resourcing
feminist movements), one international women’s fund member of Prospera-
INWF, and two technical consultants.

The paper details how feminist principles and values were applied to develop
and implement a CoP that focuses on feminist MEL practice and highlights the
importance of documenting collective processes for a learning community. This
CoP aimed to advance feminist MEL practices and the capacity to grow, learn, and
evaluate through a feminist-values anchored learning and practice framework.

The content addresses noted gaps in the practical applications of feminist
values in the development of a learning framework for evaluation in the global
South, especially from critical, political, and engaged perspectives (English &
Irving, 2015). Lessons learned and future considerations are detailed for practi-
tioner and researcher audiences, and for women’s and feminist funds everywhere.

PLACING FEMINIST PRINCIPLES IN MONITORING,
EVALUATION, AND LEARNING (MEL)

Monitoring, evaluation, and learning (MEL) is increasingly considered a central
component of organizational processes, yet many organizations, particularly in
the not-for-profit sector, are understaffed in this area (Hardlife & Zhou, 1980;
Rahn-Tiemeyer, 2015). A MEL system is often premised on three key points:
(a) organizational culture and context, (b) a theory of change, and (c) practical
learning and adaptation moments (Ojok, 2018). In a global network, MEL can
promote key understandings across areas of work including activities, quality,
learning, and innovation (Browne, 2022). While MEL can be useful for scaling
key insights and lessons learned, limited capacity can result in insufficient oppor-
tunities for critical analysis, reflection, sharing, and learning amongst organiza-
tional teams (Ahmad, 2021; Bowman & Sweetman, 2014). As more organizations
commit to centring learning in their ways of working, it is important to share
examples of how MEL practice can be prioritized and strengthened in a colla-
borative way, even within historically under-resourced groups like grassroots
feminist organizations (Batliwala & Pittman, 2010).

Feminist MEL is an ongoing, emerging process based on feminist and social
justice principles. Feminist MEL intentionally challenges and shifts power to
democratize learning, ensuring all have access to information and decision-
making (Bowman & Sweetman, 2014). It is a political act that centres analysis and
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accountability bidirectionally. It also places emphasis on the gender inequities
that lead to injustice and assumes these to be structural and systemic problems
(Batliwala & Pittman, 2010); considers the evaluator as an equal partner that
brings awareness, sensitivity, and experience; and engages all stakeholders in a
participatory process, particularly disadvantaged women (Cabria, 2013). Feminist
MEL also focuses on learning from and with stakeholders (in this case, the femin-
ist funds community) and prioritizes sharing knowledge and results with and
between them. However, there is a lack of literature guiding practical institutional
capacity building to develop and evolve MEL capacity, specifically feminist MEL
practice. Feminist evaluation literature has documented theoretical grounding
and participatory, empowering, and social justice-focused agendas (Bowman &
Sweetman, 2014). While this literature provides attention to theory, vast opportu-
nities exist to articulate feminist tenets in action, particularly in global contexts.
Women’s funds emerged from feminist and women’s movements with the
purpose of resourcing those movements with financial and other resources (Chang
& Ramdas, 2005; Murray, 2006; Ploumen, 2001). Feminist principles, values, and
practice guide women’s funds’ internal operations and grantmaking programs.
While MEL is essential to the functioning of women’s funds, traditional MEL fra-
meworks and practice do not reflect their values and principles (Podems, 2010).
Rather, frameworks often lack attention to power, positionality, collaboration, and
collective decision-making (Angeles, 2011). Extra time and space are needed to
incorporate critical elements of feminist philanthropy—including learning, analy-
sis, and reflection—into Feminist MEL. This time and space also demands atten-
tion to power dynamics between funders, grantee partners, and their employees.

Conducting MEL capacity needs assessment

Women’s funds are seeking ways to define how MEL can be adapted for their pur-
poses and how it can be shaped to align with their feminist values. Recognizing the
growing need for and interest in feminist MEL among women’s funds, Prospera-
INWF conducted a needs assessment with 23 of its 42 members to understand bet-
ter their MEL practices and related challenges in 2017. The needs assessment
found that while member funds significantly improved their MEL capacities since
the founding of Prospera-INWF in 2001, several challenges with MEL cut across
the membership. The most important challenge was the recognition of the need to
interrogate power dynamics in their relationships with each other as funds, vis-a-
vis their grantee partners, and with the wider philanthropic ecosystem. How to
evaluate and learn in order to grow and become stronger was key. The findings
highlighted the opportunity for collective strengthening of MEL capacities and a
shared purpose in making MEL systems more tailored to women’s funds’ experi-
ences and models. Members cited interest in learning new ways to adapt existing
approaches and to explore opportunities for innovation in methodologies and
tools specific to the contexts of women’s funds. In addition, members noted that
significant MEL expertise already exists within the network but that structure(s) to
promote collaboration, learning, adaptation, and innovation are lacking.
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The CoP was considered a solution to the findings of the internal needs
assessment. Prospera-INWF members described interest in and dedication to the
concept of reframing and developing MEL tools and systems, but they did not
always have the necessary resources or capacity to support this work. The idea to
develop a MEL CoP was particularly well-suited because of the crosscutting chal-
lenges across women’s funds, the alignment with the values-based approach, and
the belief that stronger systems emerge from working and thinking together. The
CoP provides a support model to advance the Prospera-INWF community to
meet their learning and development needs more effectively. Prospera-INWF set
out to design a CoP to define, implement, and evolve what feminist MEL means
in practice for women’s funds.

Communities of practice to address MEL capacity needs

The Prospera-INWF team chose communities of practice (CoP) as the methodo-
logical framework to respond to the needs and opportunities identified in the
assessment. CoPs promote collaborative learning by amplifying information and
resources within and across a network through a variety of modalities. CoPs are
increasingly used to promote evaluation learning and knowledge management
across the globe (Meessen et al., 2011). CoPs consist of three core elements:
domain, community, and practice, all of which are adapted and defined for each
CoP. The domain refers to the topic of focus, the community to the membership
and interactions, and the practice to the “shared repertoire of knowledge and
resources”’—highlighting the foundational roles of co-creation and accessibility
of knowledge amongst all members (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002).

Prospera-INWF’s MEL CoP aimed to support women’s funds MEL staff
in personal, social, and professional development areas in order to ultimately
strengthen women’s funds as institutions, promote innovation, and transform
their operations and functions. Leveraging CoPs is critical to encourage and sus-
tain enhanced organizational and individual capacity, capabilities, and profes-
sional development. For Prospera-INWF, the CoP framework matched the need
to support many of the key documented purposes of CoPs, including supporting
a like-minded, values-aligned community of MEL staff to promote knowledge
sharing; encourage innovation and improvements; address multi-site issues;
share promising practices; enhance evaluation skills; and support engagement,
retention, and sustainability (Lesser & Everest, 2001; Probst & Borzillo, 2008;
Wenger & Snyder, 2000). Since Prospera-INWF is a politically aligned network
committed to action and growth, the CoP model was particularly well-suited to
be co-developed within an existing learning community.

DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

Grounding values and principles

The CoP design included various steps in the consideration, development, and
launch phases. Each phase is detailed below, highlighting how the collective
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design process was as important for Prospera-INWF members as the ultimate
results. All phases of CoP conceptualization and implementation were anchored
in a discussion of values. The values shown and defined in Table 1 are rooted in
critical adult education (Brookfield, 1995). Prospera-INWF drew on these values
to link to feminist principles to inform the design and implementation of the
feminist MEL CoP, as shown in the third column.

A transformative approach to power relations, a key tenant of feminist
praxis, guided the work. While the Prospera-INWF Secretariat Team facilitated
and hosted the CoP, it was a member-designed, owned, and managed space. The
secretariat held a “host” role in providing the spaces and channels for learning
and exchange, but members determined the direction and owned all of its out-
comes. At a secretariat and system level, this role involved enacting the above
principles with shared understanding and constant, vigilant examination of
power.

Formation of a Steering Committee

Prospera-INWF member funds nominated representatives to serve on the Steer-
ing Committee, fostering a member-led CoP from the outset and ensuring
representation of the diverse membership in the development and planning pro-
cesses. The Steering Committee included seven individuals representing the dif-
ferent Prospera-INWF regional clusters: Latin America, Europe, Asia, Africa,
and multi-regional (i.e., working globally across three or more regions). Consid-
eration was also given to having diverse size and scope of women’s funds repre-
sented in the Steering Committee, such as national, sub-regional, and regional
funds. Individuals self-nominated to serve or were nominated by their institu-
tion to represent the fund in the co-creation process. Their responsibilities
included providing technical inputs to guide the development and 18-months
pilot of the MEL CoP, troubleshooting challenges that affected CoP operations,
coordinating the monitoring and evaluation of the CoP, supporting documenta-
tion of MEL CoP pilot experiences, and convening regularly to ensure CoP plans
were being carried out (and making decisions as needed).

Multi-day in-person training

To launch the CoP development process, the Prospera-INWF team and two
technical consultants developed a 3-day in-person training for the Steering
Committee members in December 2017. This training was grounded in critical
adult education and communities of practice principles and literature. The inter-
active training provided foundational knowledge in theory and models of adult
learning and education, culminating in the participatory development of a con-
crete plan for implementing Prospera-INWFs MEL CoP.

The final day focused on developing the core elements of the MEL CoP.
This collective process was based on feminist principles and values. Drawing on
the principles of the CoP (see Table 1), facilitators led the Steering Committee
through activities to align the needs and values of the membership with the
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Table 1. Feminist principles guiding MEL work

Principles Definition Prospera-INWF'’s translation or
adaptation
Voluntary Adults engage in learningasa  Members sign up on their own

participation

Mutual respect

Collaborative
spirit

Action and
reflection

result of their own volition.

Effective practice is

characterized by a respect
among participants for each
other’s self-worth and
determination.

Facilitation, decision-making,

and communication are
collaborative processes.

Praxis anchors the process

where learners and facilitators
are engaged in a continual
process of activity, reflection
upon activity, collaborative
analysis of activity, movement
to a new activity, further
reflection, and ongoing
collaborative analysis.

and can choose which sub-
themes with which to engage.
Members are encouraged to
share resources collectively
and equitably.

Members offer what they can,
listen respectfully, and ask for
what they need. Members
treat others with respect and
value their contributions.

All members and leadership
participate in decision-making
processes. Decision-making is
shared amongst the members.
Members step up to take on
different roles and
responsibilities to ensure the
functioning of the CoP.

All members are engaged in
ongoing and systematic action
and reflection. The Steering
Committee meets on a
quarterly basis to review,
analyze, reflect, and plan for
future activities. The sub-
theme groups hold reflection
sessions every 6 months to see
what is working or not
working and incorporate the
feedback. The Prospera-INWF
Secretariat Team and sub-
theme group leaders meet
monthly to reflect on progress
and challenges for revision of
work plans.

Critical thinking Facilitation aims to foster a spirit All members are invited to

of critical self-reflection in
adults.

engage in critical thinking
within their individual and
teamwork activities and in
their organization. Issues of
importance are considered
and addressed in a timely
fashion.

©2024 CJPE 39.2,218-240
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Table 1. (Continued)

Principles Definition Prospera-INWF'’s translation or
adaptation
Self-direction  Facilitation aims to nurture self- All members are welcome to join
directed, self-determined as they desire. Groups can
adults. form to respond to self-

identified needs. Groups can
revise activities and timelines
as they see fit.

overarching objectives, key strategies, core COP elements (i.e., domain, commu-
nity, and practice), and roles and responsibilities for the COP. These concepts
and elements were documented in the COP “Blueprint,” which served as a
detailed action plan to link the vision and objectives with key principles and
functions, as shown in Table 2.

CoP roles and responsibilities established

The Steering Committee and Prospera-INWF Secretariat Team documented
roles and responsibilities for the operation of the MEL CoP, facilitated the
groups, and hosted the gatherings. Figure 1 details the structure of the Pros-
pera-INWF MEL CoP Operation, including the Steering Committee, subgroup
facilitators, MEL officers, executive directors, and other staff from women’s
funds.

CoP launch meeting hosted

The CoP Steering Committee prioritized holding an in-person meeting to
launch the CoP in response to the needs assessment finding that many of the
women’s funds MEL staff felt isolated and disconnected from the broader Pros-
pera-INWF community. While other members of women’s funds, such as
executive directors and programs team members, regularly interact in person
and engage in learning exchange with other women’s funds, such opportunities
rarely exist for the MEL staff. Accordingly, the Steering Committee designed a
3-day in-person launch meeting focusing on skills development, community-
building, mentorship and support, and self-care. The opportunity to meet in
person was seen as critical to fostering trust and collaboration to support the rea-
lization of the CoP.

The July 2018 meeting brought together over 50 participants representing
29 women’s funds to achieve the following four objectives:

1. Strategize and finalize the operations of the CoP subgroups, including

deciding on learning outcomes, schedule of co-facilitation, work plans,
and budgets.
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Table 2. CoP conceptual framework

Objectives and strategies

Overarching Support women's funds’ MEL staff to improve their

objectives understanding, confidence, and skills on monitoring,
evaluation, and learning.
Create a collective platform for the membership to strategize
and resolve common monitoring, evaluation, and learning
challenges and difficulties.
Facilitate opportunities for women'’s funds to innovate and
experiment on monitoring, evaluation, and learning
strategies to improve the collection, analysis, and use of data
for communicating impact.
Improve cross-network interactions and relationships
amongst women's funds’ MEL staff.

Key strategies Structure exchange and sharing of knowledge and resources.
Create an empowering space to strengthen solidarity and
inspiration.

Foster MEL collaboration.

CoP core elements (Wenger, 2004)

Domain The domain, or focus area of the CoP, was developed and
further specified through participatory processes. Based on
the findings of the needs assessment conducted in 2017
(with input from the broader membership of Prospera-
INWF), the Steering Committee proposed four thematic
subgroups for the CoP, each of which defined its own
objectives and operational plans:

Databases and analysis tools

Common indicators

Strategic plans and theories of change

Visualizing and communicating impact

The committee decided that two additional subgroups
would be selected by members through a participatory
process, thus creating opportunities to respond to the
emerging and evolving needs of members.

Community Membership in the CoP was open to all Prospera-INWF
members, with priority given to MEL-focused staff within the
funds. Members could choose to join subgroups based on
their own interests and needs. Members could also choose
to engage or disengage at any time. There was no restriction
in the number of subgroups in which an individual could
participate as long as they were able to commit the time to
engage actively in these subgroups. Each subgroup was
coordinated by two volunteer facilitators, with a 3-month
rotation to foster leadership of the CoP by all members.

(Continued)
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Table 2. (Continued)

Objectives and strategies

Practice Several communication platforms supported the CoP. Slack
and Zoom served as the foundational platforms. Slack was
used as the routine information-sharing and communication
tool, with 10 active channels throughout the 4 years, while
Zoom was used as a complement for video conferencing and
calls. The use of Slack for the CoP was piloted by the Steering
Committee for their coordination and collaboration before
launching the platform with the broader CoP membership.
Different Slack channels were created for each subgroup,
subgroup facilitators, and the Steering Committee. CoP
members developed guidelines for the use of Slack for the
CoP to ensure productive utilization and prevent information
overload and over-communication.

2. Connect and build a sisterhood amongst MEL staff from women’s
funds and create opportunities as well as processes to address self-care
needs.

3. Support MEL staff from women’s funds with tools and technical inputs
to conduct self-diagnosis of MEL needs and priorities that could be
addressed through the CoP and through linking to other resources.

4. Provide technical sessions on key MEL issues to strengthen capacity of
MEL staff from women’s funds.

COP IMPLEMENTATION

The CoP ran from 2017 to 2021, including a mid-term multiple-method evalua-
tion and subsequent implementation of learnings. The full CoP met in person
three times during the 4 years. These meetings were critical for building relation-
ships and keeping the community engaged. Throughout the process, most of the
CoP activities were entirely remote. During COVID-19, the shift in context
meant that members had less capacity to participate in CoP activities as they
needed time and capacity to adapt to the new reality, including responding to
grantee needs and building new internal systems and structures. At the end of
2021, the CoP came together for a final (virtual) meeting to reflect on achieve-
ments, lessons learned, and ongoing opportunities. All CoP programmatic activ-
ities paused in 2022 to focus on Prospera-INWF’s year-long, membership-
driven, and fully participatory strategic framework process. Various process
monitoring and evaluation data had been collected since the initial development
process, and they guided the process use-orientation to learning amongst the
team, which considered the impacts of engaging in these activities (Patton,
1998). Some of the key achievements from the implementation are shown in
Table 3.
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Table 3. Key achievements of CoP since implementation

Key achievement Description

Increased membership 36% increase in CoP members in 4 years. In Malaysia,
51 individuals registered and attended the
meeting, a number which increased to 72 by the
end of the 18-month pilot period and 84 by the end
of 2021. We note that the decision to travel does
not reflect on the participant’s desire to engage.

Development of topic- Six different subgroups were created during the MEL

specific subgroups CoP, with active engagement throughout
achievements including the following: monitoring
and evaluating theories of change and strategies,
MEL databases and tools, and knowledge and
learning products; communicating results; feminist
MEL; common indicators; data security; and the
Strategic Thinking and Impact Fellowship, which
focused on theory of change and the Feminist Fund
Database Collaborative.

Knowledge creation and 40 learning and sharing presentations, and learning

dissemination circles conducted on different MEL themes,
including 14 webinars.
120 reports, infographics, guides, and other
materials were created for and by Prospera-INWF
MEL CoP members. Examples include a Prospera-
INWF MEL CoP database guide, a feminist MEL
planning toolkit, a guide to emergent planning, and
a facilitating a feminist theory of change process.

Newsletter The CoP launched a monthly digest to summarize
activities and news from different subgroups so
that subscribers could register for activities and
revisit content. Subscribers included CoP members
and other staff of women'’s funds. The digest also
featured well-being content from Slack, interviews
with CoP members, and information about projects
that formed organically from the CoP.

A total of 12 newsletters with an average of 60%
open rate was shared.

Fund-to-fund learning 37 Funds in the Prospera-INWF shared learnings from
their individual and institutional MEL practices
within the CoP.

(Continued)
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Table 3. (Continued)

Key achievement Description

MEL database development Two key tools were developed:
A MEL database guide based on the experiences of
women'’s funds in using different database
applications
A compendium of methodologies used by women'’s
funds for monitoring and evaluating strategic plans
and theories of change

Common indicators tracking A tracking tool was developed for the common

tool indicators for use of the whole membership, and

common indicators were included in women’s
funds’ own strategic plans and theories of change
work.

DESCRIPTION OF KEY LEARNINGS

This section provides the team’s analysis of key learnings about the CoP devel-
opment and launch process. Table 4 illustrates the framework of Prospera-
INWE assumptions, practices, learning, and adaptation action. The learnings
centre on three area of focus: (a) how to promote organizational learning, (b)
how to engage individual participants, and (c) how to imbue feminist principles
in the CoP and MEL practices.

These learnings were generated as a community focused on learning and evol-
ving feminist MEL. The learnings were harnessed through weekly, monthly, and
ongoing structured and rapid dialogue amongst team members. While these learn-
ings are gleaned through the specific Prospera-INWF CoP, they may provide useful
insights for researchers and practitioners of MEL and adult learning, particularly
those aiming to engage feminist principles in their work. Our attention to adaptive
actions invites consideration for the roles that critical and collective reflective prac-
tice can play in the practice of evaluation amongst individual and teams (Neubauer,
McBride, Guajardo, Casillas, & Hall, 2020; Symonette, 2009; Tovey & Skolits,
2022). Table 4 illustrates the assumptions, practices, learning, and adaptive action.

IMPLICATIONS FOR EVALUATION PRACTICE, THEORY,
AND RESEARCH

Centring feminist values and principles

Centring feminist values when strengthening evaluative capacity is critical for phi-
lanthropic and development fields in order to transform what is considered
impact and what is getting evaluated. In addition, this approach includes examin-
ing what is transforming, how are learnings being captured, how are learnings
being shared, what is done with those learnings, who is benefitting from them,
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and how is this knowledge being used. Centring feminist values in evaluation
demands that (often overlooked) attention is paid to social location, power, reci-
procity, and sustainability in the planning and practice of evaluation. Burnout was
a main barrier to CoP participation; given this problem, a focus on well-being and
self-care was central to this work and served as a strategy for engagement. In this
whole-person way, evaluation can better serve the social and political objectives.

Limited evaluation literature exists that explores the use of CoPs in evalua-
tion or the use of CoPs in feminist MEL (Christie & Klein, 2009; Garcia, Kee,
Arnold, Oliva, & Losey, 2024; Neubauer & Archibald, 2015;; Preskill & Boyle,
2008). Evaluation literature has detailed CoPs as a strategy for multidisciplinary
evaluation capacity building (ECB) (Preskill & Boyle, 2008), and Bourgeois,
Lemire, Fierro, Castleman, and Cho’s (2023) 20-year review of ECB suggested
that CoPs did not occur often as an ECB strategy, a finding which might suggest
that they are occurring but are not being documented in the literature. Neubauer
(2016) cited the Local Affiliate Collaborative (LAC) of the American Evaluation
Association (AEA) as a critical example of a CoP since it both supported local
affiliate of the AEA and served to advance the organizational and social stature
of AEA’s local affiliates (approximately 33 in number) in the larger association.
This team collectively understood that the CoP would be more than a technical
function or ECB strategy; rather, it would invite the embodiment of criticality,
shared values, and transformation to advance women’s funds globally.

The Prospera-INWF experience highlights how the CoP framework is
uniquely positioned to develop and implement feminist MEL frameworks and
practice with the application of key feminist principles while at the same time sur-
facing a critical analysis of MEL. Learning was anchored in resilience and consid-
eration of ways to implement and transform MEL practices that reflect feminist
values in the Prospera-INWF community. It was deliberately focused on the pro-
cess of women’s funds members who were creating and implementing the CoP
within Prospera-INWE. Learning through the process is critical to creating new
MEL practices and expanding capacity to realize them not only for women’s funds
within Prospera-INWF but also for other practitioners and researchers as well.

Interconnectedness of the CoP and feminist praxis

The Prospera-INWF community of women’s funds is already a politically
aligned learning community in which knowledge building through exchange is
highly valued, although it is not always possible due to limitations on people’s
time. With this basis, the MEL CoP provided critical infrastructure through
which members could determine their own level and focus of engagement and
identify learning needs and strategies to meet them. Within the CoP framework,
the diversity of women’s funds within the Prospera-INWF supported complex
discussion and design processes in a nascent field. Feminist facilitation of the
CoP was essential to developing new MEL practices through exchange, main-
taining participation of diverse members, and surfacing and addressing tensions.
Most importantly, the feminist perspective with which this CoP was co-
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designed, implemented, and evaluated kept the central questions of whom this is
benefiting, for what, and what transformative power does it have, as central to
its process. The centrality of these questions served as a values-anchored, foun-
dational touchstone for all action. It also took significant time and effort to
build, reflect on, and practice a new way of working together without set prac-
tices to follow. This approach allowed for an emergent feminist praxis through-
out the CoP. Through the building and refining of the CoP, members were able
to question, design, and test new feminist MEL practices together. This process
bolstered their ability to transform MEL itself; refocus its intentions, benefici-
aries, and transformative power; and strengthen the community of women’s
funds within Prospera-INWF as well as the network itself. The engagement in
the CoP fostered simultaneous individual and collective learning.

Balancing work demands with collective and self-care

However, limited capacity of women’s funds remained a key obstacle for partici-
pation in the CoP on many levels. First, it was a challenge for participants to
balance “external” and additional activities in parallel to individual funds” work.
Second, individual staff sometimes struggled to bring CoP learnings to fruition
and institutionalize them within their own funds. Finally, the work to collabora-
tively reinvent and create new MEL practices (i.e., transform theory into
practice) takes significant time and effort, regularly requiring interrogation,
experimentation, and reflection against ongoing pressure to “get things done.”
Given these capacity constraints, it became important to address and support
care and well-being in different CoP spaces, as well as to bring the results and
processes of the CoP to the Prospera-INWF (and its executive directors) as a
whole. Taking time to check in, share well-being practices, and give enough time
and support for activities helped members navigate these capacity challenges
and maintain engagement and participation in the CoP. As the Prospera-INWF
community values attention to collective care and well-being, these capacity
challenges remain important to address.

Transforming MEL practice, persons, and the collective

Through the MEL CoP, the women’s funds worked to build feminist evaluation
practices that redefine impact and learning to reflect the realities of the commu-
nities they support with the values they seek to realize, including accountability,
attention to power, and co-creation. It expanded the ability of women’s funds to
create and implement new feminist MEL practices as they were able to workshop
and refine key challenges and solutions. Among these practices, questioning of
the origins of MEL systems themselves as Western-imposed and Western-domi-
nated systems gave way to the creation of flexible and context-specific tools for
designing MEL frameworks in deeply political feminist ways, thus challenging
hegemonic systems. The CoP helped members think together about how to cen-
tre their grantee partners’ experiences, perspectives, and needs in their MEL
journeys. They worked together to build feminist MEL practices that do not
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burden their partners but support their own learning and work. Realizing these
practices remains a challenge for many women’s funds because of their own fun-
der’s requirements, and (as stated previously) ongoing capacity restraints. With
greater support for this work, Prospera’s women’s funds members could lead the
broader philanthropic community in transforming MEL practice towards fem-
inist-centred approaches through greater internal investment, feminist partici-
patory and documentation processes, and Prospera-INWF’s creation of
additional learning communities in service of its membership. The evolving
dynamics of the who, how, what, and why of creation emerge as important con-
siderations for this work.

Linking methods with paradigms for transformation

This collective work demonstrates not only the extensive effort needed to create
different evaluation methods (in this case, feminist MEL), but also that the
method for designing new practices is as important as the result. Christie and
Klein (2009) utilized a CoP framework to support an environment attuned to
every aspect of the evaluation, where the “evaluation team collectively enhanced
their knowledge of evaluation (as a process and as specific methodologies), the
college, teaching and learning, faculty, students, and one another” (p. 368).
While their evaluation team was charged with facilitating a participatory evalua-
tion in an educational setting, they were also enriching their own evaluator
learning throughout the process. As a co-author collective, we consciously
sought to design this work in stark contrast to capacity-building and capacity-
development approaches that are often hierarchal, power-imbalanced, mechan-
istic, and Westernized (Eade, 2007; Kaplan, 2000). Here, the feminist values-dri-
ven intentionality applied to CoP design provided a systematic approach to
conceptualize and promote individual/organizational learning and capacity
development simultaneously. A learning framework that links feminist princi-
ples and the CoP framework is a critical and relevant approach to enhancing
learning and growth for social transformation; we also note that the “learning” is
as intrinsic as the activities to enrich capacities in others (Eade, 2007). We hope
this article will encourage further support and interest in supporting MEL infra-
structure and development and invite further attention to the role of commu-
nities of practice (CoP) in both advancing and sustaining evaluation capacity
and development endeavors.

NOTE

1. Fadekemi Akinfaderin and Leah C. Neubauer are co-first authors of this work.
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