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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
WHY THIS RESEARCH?
Factoring monitoring results into the decision-making process is a challenge. Monitoring tends 
to focus on collecting and analysing information for use in internal and external reports, rather 
than to inform decision-making and contribute to learning. Yet if the International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC) used monitoring insights more effectively and strategically, it could improve 
programme quality; enhance accountability to people affected by armed conflict and other violence, 
as well as to the authorities, its partner organizations and staff members; contribute to a culture 
of learning within the organization; lay the groundwork for better multidisciplinary activities; and 
refine the methods used to measure multidisciplinary outcomes.

The aim of this research project was to identify the challenges and opportunities that ICRC staff 
members encountered in their efforts to incorporate monitoring findings into the process of  
evidence-based decision-making. The research was conducted in close conjunction with the ICRC’s 
Economic Security (EcoSec) field teams and delegation managers, including staff members who 
produce and consume monitoring insights.

HOW IS MONITORING USEFUL?
Thanks to various institutional changes, the ICRC has been making better use of evidence generated 
through monitoring exercises to improve its response. The staff members interviewed identified 
three ways in which monitoring has been useful: to make course corrections and assess programme 
relevance, to improve the longer-term strategy and to contribute to learning.

 • Making course corrections and assessing programme relevance: Monitoring is used to 
determine whether ongoing programmes are on track to achieve their objectives. Using 
feedback from beneficiaries, quick course corrections and adjustments are made in order to 
meet the milestones set out in the implementation plan. Monitoring insights also help staff to 
determine whether the programme is still relevant. The findings are then used to make broader 
programme changes and to enhance programme relevance. Programme changes can include 
increasing the quality and quantity of support; modifying the delivery process, timing, sites, 
and the targeting and beneficiary-selection process; reaching beneficiaries more effectively 
based on the community’s habits; and improving communications with communities.

 • Improving the longer-term strategy: Monitoring insights help staff to make longer-term 
programme-related decisions. They also allow for “more significant” programme changes 
based on evolving needs or changing circumstances. Interviewees reported that they use 
monitoring-based evidence to refine their strategies, link programmes and engage with ICRC 
managers or outside partners.

 • Contributing to learning: The learning process within the organization also benefits from 
monitoring. The insights generated from monitoring encourage staff to apply what they have 
learned in their daily work and to share their knowledge with others. They share knowledge  
by hosting learning workshops as well as discussions between community members and staff, 
for example, and they learn from past mistakes.

WHAT CHALLENGES AND AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT HAVE BEEN IDENTIFIED?
The interviewees commented on the various components of the monitoring process – planning  
and design, data collection, analysis and reporting, programme management, and planning and 
reporting – and identified the following challenges and areas for improvement :

 • Planning and design: For a monitoring exercise to produce useful outcomes, it must have 
carefully planned objectives. If the methodology is lacking and there is no plan for how the 
information will be used, then the monitoring data are of limited utility. The problem can be 
averted by creating the appropriate terms of reference and an analysis and evidence (A&E) plan 
and ensuring the A&E and programme teams work together closely during the programme design 
phase.
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 • Data collection: The data collection phase is imperative for gathering trustworthy information 
for decision-making. Any weaknesses in questionnaire design, testing, piloting, training and use 
can render the monitoring findings useless. Investing in well-tested quantitative and qualitative 
data collection tools and in enumerator training can increase data quality and trustworthiness.

 • Analysis and reporting: In the analysis and reporting stage, monitoring data are transformed 
into actionable insights. But this process faces several challenges: providing access to required 
information in a timely manner, creating a sense of ownership and buy-in when it comes 
to recommendations and ensuring the recommendations are followed up on. Monitoring 
findings are more likely to be used when they are accessible, when the reports are tailored 
to the decision makers’ needs and when staff members are held accountable for their use of 
monitoring recommendations.

 • Programme management: For monitoring recommendations to be implemented effectively,  
a number of departments must get involved. Logistical, administrative and financial challenges 
in programme management can prevent monitoring information from being fully exploited. 
The risk of this happening can be minimized by bringing programme support services into  
the programme design and analysis phases.

 • Planning and reporting: Gaps in an organization’s learning culture can result in decisions 
being made without monitoring findings being taken into account. This stems from 
shortcomings in the organization’s monitoring capacity and methodology and its planning 
cycle. Investing more in monitoring-related resources, in decision makers’ monitoring literacy 
and in results-based management (RBM) training would bolster the use of monitoring findings.

WHAT ARE THE CONCLUSIONS?
There are three key takeaways from this research project:

 • Monitoring increases accountability to affected people: The various examples from the field 
demonstrate the benefit of monitoring for our programmes.

 • Further investment is needed in A&E capacity in the field: A&E capacity at ICRC delegations 
comes up short in terms of staff numbers and skills.

 • A shift within the organization is needed: To make monitoring insights more useful, more 
global changes are needed within the organization. The ICRC’s programme, planning and 
reporting cycle, for example, should be carefully reviewed and assessed.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1 See for example: ALNAP (2019) Breaking the Mould: Alternative approaches to monitoring and evaluation and 
ICRC Analysis and Evidence week 2021, which offered a forum for humanitarian practitioners to exchange on 
opportunities and challenges on data usage and ensuring analytical work is actionable.

2 See for example: Economic Security Indicators Cookbook and Strengthening Evidence-Based Decision-Making 
in Delegations: Analysis and Evidence Planning Guidance.

3 See for example: ICRC Institutional Strategy 2019–2022, EcoSec Analysis & Evidence Strategy 2019–2022  
and Accountability to Affected People Institutional Framework.

The challenge of using monitoring insights in the decision-making process is an ongoing topic  
of discussion within the humanitarian sector.1 Until now, monitoring has tended to focus on  
collecting and analysing information for use in internal and external reports rather than to inform 
decision-making and contribute to learning.

In recent years, new guidance, tools and practices have been developed at the ICRC in an effort to 
strengthen data collection and analysis at the delegations, both for programme monitoring purposes 
and to capture beneficiaries’ perceptions and feedback.2 Various developments within the ICRC3 have 
taken into account the need to use monitoring-based evidence more effectively in fine-tuning the 
ICRC’s actions.

How monitoring findings can be used to improve programmes or the way the ICRC works with 
affected people, however, is not straightforward. The creation of better internal tools and guid-
ance on monitoring does not always appear to lead to a direct improvement in programme prac-
tices. There is therefore a need to dig more deeply into why that is the case. But there are also a 
number of best practices that work well and can serve as inspiration for other staff members – and 
these should be highlighted. This can help to avoid the risk that monitoring processes simply end up  
creating more data and lead to more analysis. The challenge is to ensure monitoring findings can help 
to strengthen decision-making.

By using monitoring results more effectively and strategically, the ICRC could improve the quality of 
its activities by putting greater emphasis on programme features and characteristics that meet the 
needs of beneficiaries. This approach would enhance accountability to affected people, the authorities 
and the ICRC’s partners and staff; contribute to a culture of learning within the organization; lay the 
groundwork for better multidisciplinary activities; and refine the methods used to measure both ICRC 
and multidisciplinary outcomes.

https://www.alnap.org/help-library/breaking-the-mould-alternative-approaches-to-monitoring-and-evaluation
https://www.icrc.org/en/event/analysis-data-then-what
https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4505-economic-security-indicators-cookbook
https://shop.icrc.org/strengthening-evidence-based-decision-making-in-delegations-analysis-and-evidence-planning-guidance-pdf-en.html
https://shop.icrc.org/strengthening-evidence-based-decision-making-in-delegations-analysis-and-evidence-planning-guidance-pdf-en.html
https://shop.icrc.org/icrc-strategy-2019-2022-print-en.html
https://shop.icrc.org/analysis-and-evidence-strategy-2019-2022-better-data-stronger-analysis-smarter-decisions-pdf-en.html
https://shop.icrc.org/accountability-to-affected-people-institutional-framework-pdf-en.html
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2. OBJECTIVES
The aim of this research project was to identify the challenges and opportunities that ICRC staff 
members encountered in their efforts to incorporate monitoring findings into the process of evi-
dence-based decision-making. The research was conducted in close conjunction with the ICRC’s 
EcoSec field teams and delegation managers, including staff members who produce and consume 
monitoring insights.

At the ICRC, programme monitoring refers to the ongoing process of tracking the progress of four 
aspects (situation, process, activity and results) as reflected in specific indicators. By tracking out-
puts, outcomes, budgets and compliance with procedures, staff members can make changes – and 
improvements – to ongoing programmes and plan future ones more effectively. Monitoring data are 
usually collected through post-distribution monitoring (PDM) or outcome monitoring exercises with 
individual or household-level surveys, or through focus group discussions (FGDs) and key informant 
interviews at the community level.

WHAT IS ANALYSIS & EVIDENCE?
A&E teams at ICRC delegations take the lead and provide advice on the development and 
implementation of assessment, analysis, monitoring and evaluation plans in line with ICRC 
standards, in order to generate quality evidence on affected people and their living condi-
tions. The insights generated are used to inform and adjust programme design, implemen-
tation and strategy. A&E teams provide programme staff with analytical support for their 
monitoring activities, helping them to manage impact evaluations and evaluative reviews. 
A&E teams work in close collaboration with colleagues who consume this information or 
make decisions based on it, such as programme staff, coordinators and managers.

Although this document focuses on only one component of A&E work, namely monitoring, 
lessons learnt from this research project can also be applied to any of the other phases of the 
programme cycle where A&E plays an active role, such as assessments, (impact) evaluations 
and evaluative reviews and learning exercises.

This document contains concrete suggestions on how to make monitoring useful. It may serve 
as a resource base for ICRC delegations’ planning or implementing monitoring exercises. It may 
also prove to be of use for the organization’s regional and headquarters staff, as well as for other 
humanitarian and development organizations that engage in monitoring exercises, such as the other 
components of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, the United Nations and 
national and international non-governmental organizations.
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3. METHODOLOGY
The lessons learnt were collected in the first half of 2022 from delegation from Africa, the Americas, 
Asia and the Pacific, Eurasia and Near and Middle East. They were captured through both interviews 
with staff members involved in producing or using monitoring insights and group discussions in a 
series of workshops.

Interviews were conducted with managers, EcoSec coordinators, EcoSec delegates, specialists and 
field officers, A&E advisers at the delegations and headquarters staff. Several workshops were run 
with EcoSec coordinators, delegates, field officers and A&E advisers. The document used to guide 
the interviews and workshops focused on three key questions:

 • How are monitoring insights useful?

 • What challenges do you face in making monitoring insights useful?

 • What can be improved to make monitoring insights more useful?

The interviewees were instructed to focus on the usefulness of insights captured through monitor-
ing, while considering not only the data collection process but also how data are analysed, organ-
ized, contextualized and interpreted to generate practical insights. The experiences shared by the 
interviewees may also improve the ICRC’s understanding of the challenges and opportunities that 
staff members encounter in their effort to make use of information gathered in other ways, e.g. 
assessments, lessons learnt, reviews and evaluations.

Transcripts of each interview and workshop were organized by theme and topic in a summary report, 
which was delivered to interviewees and workshop participants for feedback. Key findings were then 
presented and discussed at the annual A&E workshop in mid-2022. The findings convey the views 
of the interviewees and cannot be considered representative of the entire organization. These find-
ings pertain specifically to practices and challenges encountered in the EcoSec Unit. In addition, the 
report contains insights and recommendations gathered from the field teams that were interviewed. 
As such, it is not meant to be an exhaustive account of all the actions that should be undertaken to 
make monitoring more useful across the organization.

This report consists of nine parts. The first three present an overview of the research project plus its 
objectives and methodology. Section 4 presents three ways in which monitoring insights are used 
in delegations. Sections 5 through 9 then focus on five main challenges that interviewees face in 
their quest to make monitoring insights useful, along with best practices and solutions to overcome 
these challenges. Quotes from interviewees are used as titles of grouped findings to summarize and 
emphasize various issues and solutions.

J.
 B

ar
ry

/IC
RC



7

4. HOW ARE MONITORING INSIGHTS USEFUL?
Interviewees identified three ways in which monitoring can be used in delegations: to make course 
corrections and ensure the given programme remains relevant, to inform the longer-term strategy; 
and to contribute to learning.

4.1 MAKING COURSE CORRECTIONS AND ENSURING PROGRAMME RELEVANCE
Monitoring is used to determine whether ongoing programmes are on track to achieve their objec-
tives. Using feedback from beneficiaries, quick course corrections and adjustments are made in order 
to meet the milestones set out in the implementation plan. Monitoring insights also help staff to 
determine whether the programme is still relevant. The findings are then used to make broader pro-
gramme changes and to enhance programme relevance. Programme changes can include increasing 
the quality and quantity of support; modifying the delivery process, timing, sites and the targeting 
and beneficiary-selection process; reaching beneficiaries more effectively based on the community’s 
habits; and improving communications with communities.

“We use monitoring to adjust the quality of support”
Monitoring-based findings can be used to make changes to the items being distributed. Numerous 
interviewees mentioned that, based on monitoring results, items included in a food parcel are often 
replaced with a different brand or type of product. This may be because the beneficiaries are dissat-
isfied with the quality of the original items or because the items are not part of their food culture. 
“We found out beneficiaries did not appreciate rice because it was not part of their standard diet. We replaced 

it with buckwheat, a more common food staple.”
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Interviewees involved in agriculture and livestock programmes shared their experience in addressing  
quality issues in distributions. “Beneficiaries of our home gardening support project were not happy 

with the quality of seeds in the vegetable kit that we were distributing. Based on this feedback, we allowed  

beneficiaries to source their own seeds instead.”

Beneficiary feedback also helps to address concerns with the type of items delivered. In many cases, 
interviewees mentioned changing the composition of food parcels in view of beneficiary feedback. 
“The monitoring results helped us to understand that beneficiaries had limited access to gas for boiling food. 

We switched from chickpeas and beans in the food parcel to pasta, because it was easier for them to cook.”

Monitoring insights can also prove useful in identifying when a shift in the type of aid being provided 
is necessary. “By monitoring the beneficiaries of food and hygiene parcels, we learned that their preference 

had shifted to cash voucher assistance. As a result, voucher interventions were piloted in a subsequent round 

of distributions.” Interviewees also shared examples in which monitoring findings led to a shift from 
cash to in-kind assistance. “While monitoring a cash programme, we consulted beneficiaries on their pref-

erence between cash and in-kind assistance. Surprisingly, many beneficiaries chose in-kind assistance because 

items are not easily available in the market. The next round of distributions took this choice into account.”

“Monitoring helps us to deliver the right level of support”
Monitoring-based findings are useful in determining the appropriate amount for cash distributions. 
“By monitoring our cash distributions, our staff determined whether beneficiaries can meet their essential 

needs. When the cost of living increased, or household composition or size changed, we adapted the size of the 

cash distribution accordingly.”

Monitoring helps teams to adjust when the beneficiaries’ situation changes. “During the COVID-19 

lockdowns, when people’s movements were restricted, the monitoring of beneficiaries who received a cash 

grant to start a business provided insights into the pandemic’s economic impact on them. Based on evidence 

from monitoring exercises, we provided additional relief through cash grants to help people keep running 

their businesses.”

The interviewees also highlighted ways to address dissatisfaction with the quantity of in-kind items 
provided. “Findings from our monitoring indicated that the fodder we distributed was not enough to meet 

long-term needs. We then provided the beneficiaries with hydroponics as a more sustainable solution for 

fodder production.”

Monitoring can help to address structural problems with the delivered items. “Monitoring-based feed-

back from our irrigation project showed that the solar panels being distributed did not function in the morning 

and therefore could not be counted on to supply water to the land. Acting on that feedback, we started providing 

water reservoirs for night-shift irrigation, thus securing the water supply when beneficiaries needed it most.” 

Lastly, feedback from monitoring can help to ensure the items provided are in keeping with cultural 
norms and preferences. “We used monitoring to pinpoint which materials were best suited for local weather 

conditions. We found that thermal blankets were not appropriate for the warm climate. We also began to dis-

tribute larger blankets, because our target population was taller than average.”

“We use monitoring data to adjust the process used to deliver assistance”
Beneficiary perceptions can improve the process through which assistance is delivered. “After mon-

itoring Hawala cash distributions carried out through a digital system that uses the mobile phone network, 

we found that, in some areas, a lack of network coverage restricts the use of digital solutions. Beneficiaries 

were being charged for a system they could not use. So we changed the programme, incorporating a tradi-

tional Hawala approach using direct cash distributions. This allowed beneficiaries in areas with bad network 

coverage to get the assistance.”

Some interviewees reported how monitoring insights help to resolve packaging-related problems. 
“Items in the food parcel were reportedly spoiled during or shortly after the distribution. So we improved how 

food parcels were packaged to preserve the food for a longer period of time.”
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Monitoring-related information can be used to make programmes more user-friendly. “Beneficiaries 

felt that the application process for our livelihood grants was complex. That led us to simplify the application 

form, making that process more user-friendly.”

Likewise, beneficiary feedback helps to improve deliveries at distribution sites. “During our hydro-

ponic kit distributions, the kits were usually spread on the floor for the beneficiaries to collect. But the benefi-

ciaries said it was difficult to carry the trays when collecting them. We acknowledged this and included a stand 

with the kit, which allowed beneficiaries to carry the trays.”

Monitoring-based data can also help to optimize the delivery planning process. “For our land reclama-

tion project, we teamed up with the affected community and authorities. We expected a high level of involve-

ment from the community to clean up and prepare the land for the planting season. Staff members assumed 

that the community had the available human resources and machines. During the monitoring process, we 

found that mobilizing people for the project was a challenge, and that not enough people got involved. In the 

next round, we invested more time at the beginning of the project to compile a list of potential participants. We 

also developed a workplan together with the community to ensure that people were available when required.”  

“We use monitoring information to deliver support at the right time”
Evidence gathered through monitoring helps to improve the timing of the support provided. 
“By monitoring our seed distribution, we discovered that beneficiaries received their vegetable kits too 

late in the season. Farmers could not plant the seeds at the right time and had to wait for the following  

season. We acted on this information, moving the distribution dates in the next round to earlier in the season.  

This allowed farmers to plant the seeds when they needed to.”

“We use monitoring to find the best distribution sites”
Collecting monitoring information at distribution sites helps to identify where distributions should 
take place. “We learned from the monitoring findings that beneficiaries travelled a long way to the distribu-

tion site. And once there, they had to wait a long time to receive the distributed items. So the next time around, 

we put the distribution sites closer to the beneficiaries and organized them differently.”

The monitoring feedback can be used to identify better target locations for future distributions. 
“Post-harvest monitoring provided us with information on sites where the seed distribution was successful. 

We learned in which areas farmers were able to plant seeds and grow crops. The monitoring results showed 

that rain-fed farming did not work in drought-affected areas. The following year, this information was used 

to better target where the seeds would be distributed.”

“We use monitoring information to adjust targeting criteria”
Insights gained from monitoring help to improve targeting criteria. “By monitoring our fodder pro-

duction project, we saw that the inputs we provided were only suitable for livestock owners with cattle. The 

fodder helped to increase milk production and reduce overall expenditures. In the next distribution round, we 

targeted low-income cattle-owners for the project.”

Some interviewees reported that the monitoring results can be used to inform target groups of the 
next planning cycle. “Assessment and monitoring data revealed that the proportion of internally displaced 

persons and returnees in our relief programmes was decreasing. If our beneficiaries are mostly long-term res-

idents, sustainable income-generating activities are more helpful. We used this information to justify changes 

to our target groups and to the activities included in the next planning cycle.”

“Monitoring exercises enhance our understanding of the community’s habits  
and lead to beneficiaries being reached more effectively”

Monitoring feedback can provide useful information on community habits and help to ensure bene-
ficiaries receive and make better use of the distributed items. “Monitoring after cash distributions gave 

us insight into beneficiaries’ spending patterns. Half the beneficiaries spend the cash grant within a week. 

And some households spend cash on ‘less preferred’ items. We used this information to discuss spending habits 

with communities and ensure the programme still had its desired outcome. By disaggregating the data, we 

found it easier to identify specific groups of households to engage with.”
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The monitoring process and the resulting evidence are used by several departments in the dele-
gation to learn more about the community. “In our delegation, the monitoring process ensures we have 

a presence in the community and enhances our interaction with community members, which is particularly 

important when acceptance is low. For example, livelihood and livestock projects demand close interaction 

with the community. Monitoring helps the delegation to learn about the people and their particular circum-

stances, because we are on site and in contact with people. We discuss these insights at the delegation, as they 

offer a way for other departments to get involved in the community.”

“We use monitoring information to improve our communications  
with the communities”

The monitoring process can be used to assess the community’s awareness of how to contact the 
ICRC, and it is an opportunity to improve beneficiary feedback mechanisms. “Through monitoring, we 

learned how people contact the ICRC when needed. We used these results to set up the community call centre 

to collect beneficiary feedback more effectively.”

4.2 USING MONITORING TO STRENGTHEN THE LONGER-TERM STRATEGY
Monitoring-based results can help staff to make longer-term programme decisions and allow for 
broader programme changes based on evolving needs or circumstances. Interviewees reported that 
they use the results to improve their strategy, link programmes and engage with their managers or 
outside partner organizations.

 “We use monitoring to inform our strategy” 
Monitoring information is useful when conducted with a specific objective in mind, such as to 
develop a strategy or plan. “In ‘routine’ monitoring exercises, staff members spend less time reflecting on 

what information they would like to get out of it. However, when the team needs to decide whether to continue 

or end a programme, or to develop a strategy, the monitoring objectives become clear. This helps staff with 

data collection, ensuring they get the information they need and can use it for a specific purpose.”

“Monitoring data helps us to link programmes”
Monitoring information can be used to identify potential benefits from linking existing programmes. 
“When we monitored our livestock programme, we found that the livestock we distributed would benefit from 

artificial insemination. So we linked that programme to our support project for veterinary clinics. This resulted 

in the beneficiaries’ livestock having more calves, and it increased the beneficiaries’ assets and income.”

“Monitoring-based information helps us a lot when we engage with our managers”
Evidence gathered from monitoring can be leveraged to influence decisions that go beyond the scope 
of a particular project as well as to negotiate with other stakeholders within the delegation. “We 

distributed cash grants that households can use for construction materials to improve their living conditions. 

The team used the dwelling adherence indicator to monitor our effort to increase the proportion of households 

living in dwellings that meet Sphere Minimum Standards. The indicator looks at different components such 

as dwelling height, size and occupancy. Having an evidence base that showed our project’s positive outcomes 

helped us convince the delegation management to continue the project.”

“We use monitoring findings in our discussions with partners”
Information learnt from monitoring can help to generate an evidence base for use in discussions 
with outside partners. “The Cash Working Group wanted to lower the minimum expenditure basket (MEB) 

for the country. This meant we had to reduce the amount of our cash distributions. So we used information 

from our monitoring exercises to show that people’s purchasing power had decreased in the past year. If we 

lowered the transfer value, our beneficiaries wouldn’t be able to cover their essential needs. Thanks to our 

evidence, we were able to negotiate an extra round of cash distributions. Our beneficiaries could thus continue 

to meet their essential needs.”



11

4.3 USING MONITORING INFORMATION TO ENHANCE LEARNING
Monitoring-based insights contribute to the organization’s culture of learning. Staff can use these 
insights to apply what they learn in their daily work and share their knowledge with others through 
workshops and gatherings with community members. Staff also learn from their mistakes.

“We use monitoring-based evidence in our learning workshops”
Learning workshops are run to ensure that lessons learnt from the monitoring process are taken 
into account in the future. “After each project, we put together a learning workshop with the team and 

the subdelegation’s managers. We review all steps of project implementation and look at the assessment and 

monitoring information to find out what worked well and what didn’t work well, and we use that to improve 

our programme. The programme teams have the autonomy to make changes, plan accordingly and develop 

recommendations.”

“We bring the community and staff together to learn”
Monitoring-based findings and lessons learnt exercises are useful for bringing the community and 
staff members together to identify best practices. “We constructed a technically excellent drinking water 

network for the community to use instead of water from the river. When we conducted a lessons learnt anal-

ysis, however, we discovered that people were still drinking water from the river. Community members felt 

that water from the network had a chemical taste. We learned from this that when we try to change people’s 

behaviour, we need to include an educational component from the beginning. The programme team could 

have identified problems and taken action at an earlier stage if they had engaged in regular monitoring.”

“Learning from failure is an important component of monitoring”
Teams can learn from the results of monitoring, particularly if things did not work out as planned. 
“We ran a hydroponic fodder pilot project at our delegation. We assumed hydroponics were an innovative and 

climate-friendly way of helping beneficiaries to produce low-cost animal feed. The post-project monitoring 

and review process showed that this method of producing livestock feed wasn’t very useful to families in need 

of low-cost solutions. We shared the lessons we learned from the pilot project’s failure with other delegations 

in the region, so they wouldn’t attempt the same type of project.”
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5. MAKING MONITORING INSIGHTS USEFUL: 
PLANNING AND DESIGN

To make use of monitoring insights, the objectives of the monitoring exercise itself must be carefully 
planned in advance. If the data collection step lacks a solid methodology and there is no plan for how 
to use the findings, then the monitoring results will be of limited utility.
 
5.1 CHALLENGES AT THE PLANNING LEVEL
Some interviewees noted that the monitoring results are not always used because of certain chal-
lenges staff members face in the planning and design stages: there is no big-picture view of the 
programmes and the monitoring process, the programmes lack a logical framework and the data are 
collected without a clear purpose.

“There’s no big-picture view of the programmes or the monitoring process”
Various interviewees reported that all the programmes and the related monitoring activities and 
requirements in the delegation lacked a general overview. When monitoring exercises are not built 
into the overall strategy, the right monitoring data cannot be collected at the right time. This 
reduces the utility of the evidence generated through monitoring.

This lack of a big-picture view is the result of regular changes within both programmes and teams. 
It limits managers’ ability to properly allocate human resources and track monitoring exercises. For 
example, investing extensive resources in routine PDM exercises comes at the expense of inform-
ative outcome monitoring. In addition, roles and responsibilities are often ill-defined, leading to 
duplication of work. These problems disconnect the process of monitoring data collection from other 
evidence-generating processes, such as baseline assessments, learning workshops, evaluations 
and evaluative reviews. Some interviewees also noted that lessons learnt are not shared effectively 
within a given delegation when staff across the subdelegations are unaware of their colleagues’ 
projects and monitoring activities.
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“It has been observed that when monitoring is regarded by team members as a routine exercise, they don’t 

invest enough time in the planning stage to make it useful. Before going to the field, it’s important that the 

team review the questionnaire and make any needed changes, especially if the field trip faces time limita-

tions. In multidisciplinary field trips, the time allocated to each participating department is often reduced to a 

minimum. In order to achieve the monitoring objectives, we need to make the most of the field trip, and that 

includes identifying ahead of time which information should be collected.”

If the monitoring exercise is not properly planned, monitoring-related information will only be 
collected for specific projects and will not add to the bigger picture. “We have two ongoing pro-

jects: livestock vaccination campaigns and the rehabilitation of animal shelters. Both projects are designed to 

improve beneficiaries’ livelihoods and increase their income. We don’t know which of the two projects is more 

effective in supporting our beneficiaries. If monitoring were a part of the impact evaluation, that would help 

us to decide which of the projects to continue, change or stop.”

“The programmes lack a logical framework”
A well-developed logical framework or theory of change is often missing from programmes, or 
not shared, which makes it difficult for staff members to collect relevant and useful monitoring 
information. Without defined programme objectives and an outline of how the various activities 
help to achieve them, it is impossible to identify progress indicators. Some interviewees noted that 
this prevents them from collecting useful monitoring information that could help teams to increase 
programme quality and bolster the lessons learnt component. The absence of a detailed logical 
framework, particularly in multidisciplinary programmes, makes it hard for staff to identify and 
measure how each department contributes to the outcome. This leads to monitoring results that do 
not capture the full scope of the programme.

Monitoring exercises are no substitute for an upstream needs analysis that takes local circumstances 
into account. It makes no sense, for example, to distribute rice when that food is not part of the 
community’s diet, or to run a rain-fed farming programme in a region prone to drought. These are 
core programme challenges that should be addressed through a well-informed needs and feasibility 
assessment rather than through a monitoring exercise.

“We collect monitoring data that are not useful”
If the necessary time is not taken to plan the monitoring process, then relevant monitoring data will 
not be collected, analysed, interpreted, reported or used to inform decisions. Interviewees noted that 
the data collected are not always relevant to the monitoring exercise. “Data are collected because ‘they 

might be interesting to know’ or ‘to tick the box’. Staff tend to rush into new monitoring exercises, without 

considering the information that’s already available.”

Staff members do not always know why certain institutional reporting indicators are calculated for 
certain projects. If programme staff members are not involved in selecting the reporting indicators 
from the start, they will not understand the purpose of the indicators, and the monitoring findings 
will ultimately go to waste. “Institutional reporting indicators are selected by coordinators. Subdelegation 

staff are not aware of any responsibilities they may have with regard to these indicators, or of how they can 

use them.”

5.2 IMPROVING THE PLANNING PROCESS TO MAKE MONITORING INSIGHTS 
USEFUL

The field teams have identified several best practices and insights that can be used to improve the 
planning phase of monitoring. That will, in turn, make the data that are subsequently generated 
more useful. Their ideas include using the A&E plan and developing a terms of reference (ToR) 
for each activity, working with programme teams during the design phase and ensuring A&E and 
programme teams work together closely in the planning and follow-up stages of the monitoring 
exercise
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“Plan for A&E to make monitoring useful”
Using monitoring information effectively means first setting clear monitoring objectives. Using a 
ToR to spell out what a monitoring exercise should measure makes it easier to collect useful evi-
dence. Various interviewees believed that monitoring exercises should be based on a methodology 
that includes detailed research questions linked to indicators and to the questions in the question-
naire. An analytical framework could be used to ensure data are collected, analysed and used in a 
coherent manner. Information will therefore be gathered for a specific purpose, such as to answer a 
research question or to feed into a monitoring framework. This approach would reduce unnecessary 
data collection.

Monitoring exercises, alongside other data collection exercises, should be built into the broader 
programme framework. An A&E plan would be useful for this, and for identifying the roles and 
responsibilities of different staff members in various stages of the programme.

“Planning the analysis stage in advance increases the usefulness of monitoring”
Some advance planning would help in the task of analysing how results and experiences differ across 
groups. And it means the information collected can be used for more targeted adjustments. “For 

our agriculture projects, we use common vulnerability and selection criteria for beneficiaries such as female-

headed households and households with disabled members. I wish the monitoring were better at showing 

whether women have less access to income-generating activities than men, because that information could 

help us to improve our selection criteria.”

“Monitoring results are more useful when A&E and programme teams work 
together from the start”

Close collaboration between A&E and programme teams is essential to ensuring the monitoring 
information can be put to good use. Interviewees noted that this collaboration should begin at the 
start of the programme cycle, not in the monitoring phase. While the programme team is responsi-
ble for drafting the project proposal, the A&E team provides the technical expertise needed both to 
ensure the proposal is backed by a solid needs assessment and to identify a good targeting approach. 
The programme team initiates the development of a logical framework, theory of change or moni-
toring framework, which the A&E team then further develops and translates into concrete indicators, 
survey tools and methodologies.

“A&E and programme-team working groups help to make monitoring useful”
The A&E and programme teams work effectively together when there are set platforms for these 
teams to interact. Some delegations have been piloting working groups that consist of pro-
gramme-specific focal points from different subdelegations together with A&E staff. These working 
groups meet on a regular basis (e.g. monthly) to discuss programme planning and implementation, 
monitoring indicators and forms, as well as monitoring findings. These groups have proven to be 
an effective coordination and planning mechanism, to promote methodological consistency across 
a given delegation and to ensure the monitoring findings are in fact used.

WHAT A&E PLANNING-RELATED RESOURCES ARE AVAILABLE?
Strengthening Evidence-Based Decision-Making in Delegations: Analysis and Evidence Plan-
ning Guidance, Analysis & Evidence Plan template (internal ICRC document), Analysis &  Evi-
dence Activity Planning Guidance (internal ICRC document) and Analysis & Evidence Activity 
Planning ToR (internal ICRC document).

https://shop.icrc.org/strengthening-evidence-based-decision-making-in-delegations-analysis-and-evidence-planning-guidance-pdf-en.html
https://shop.icrc.org/strengthening-evidence-based-decision-making-in-delegations-analysis-and-evidence-planning-guidance-pdf-en.html
https://collab.ext.icrc.org/sites/TS_ASSIST/_layouts/15/DocIdRedir.aspx?ID=TSASSIST-38496930-30417
https://collab.ext.icrc.org/sites/TS_ASSIST/_layouts/15/DocIdRedir.aspx?ID=TSASSIST-38496930-31396
https://collab.ext.icrc.org/sites/TS_ASSIST/_layouts/15/DocIdRedir.aspx?ID=TSASSIST-38496930-31396
https://collab.ext.icrc.org/sites/TS_ASSIST/_layouts/15/DocIdRedir.aspx?ID=TSASSIST-38496930-31395
https://collab.ext.icrc.org/sites/TS_ASSIST/_layouts/15/DocIdRedir.aspx?ID=TSASSIST-38496930-31395
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6. MAKING MONITORING INSIGHTS USEFUL: 
DATA COLLECTION

The data collection phase is crucial for gathering trustworthy information for subsequent deci-
sion-making. The findings show many challenges that field teams encounter in collecting the nec-
essary data. An underlying problem is that there are not enough qualified staff who understand how 
essential this is. To make good use of monitoring information, the organization needs to invest in 
the capacities and resources required by the delegations.
 
6.1 DATA COLLECTION CHALLENGES
The field teams noted various challenges they encounter in collecting monitoring data that they can 
use to improve their programmes. The challenges fall into four categories: questionnaire design, 
testing, piloting and training. In the field, various operational challenges can interfere with proper 
data collection.

“A lack of baseline information makes it hard to use monitoring information”
Monitoring-based evidence is less useful when information on the beneficiaries’ status is not col-
lected before the project starts. “It is commonly believed that monitoring starts after implementation, and 

we forget the importance of being aware of the starting point. This means that many of the programmes do 

not have a baseline, which makes it difficult for us to concretely show how our contribution has changed things 

and therefore to take credit for the scale of some outcomes.”

“Bias within our monitoring information makes it challenging to use”
Monitoring data, just like any other data collected for analysis, are subject to a degree of bias. And 
when bias affects the credibility of those data, it affects how they can be used. A number of inter-
viewees shared examples of programme teams monitoring their own projects, and of the (uninten-
tional) bias that occurs when collecting and analysing information on a project that the staff have 
a stake in. In such cases, successes could be played up and failures and lessons learnt played down. 
“Far from being intentional, it may simply be attributed to a lack of human resources. The ICRC has been 

keeping up with donors’ accountability requirements, but that increased responsibility should be accompa-

nied by a boost in the organization’s HR capacity (budgets, a proper A&E structure in delegations, and skills 

development).”
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Similarly, respondents have a stake in the answers they provide to monitoring surveys. Various 
interviewees also mentioned operational challenges inherent in monitoring exercises, which lead to 
findings that are not fully representative of the target population.

One interviewee highlighted a challenging professional environment in which rumours were com-
mon. “This makes it hard for staff to filter facts from ‘false information’. What is a general complaint, an 

individual opinion, a rumour and information that is representative of the actual situation?” It can be diffi-
cult for staff to analyse the situation, particularly when monitoring information is collected through 
qualitative approaches or an informal feedback process.

“Insufficient training affects monitoring quality and use”
When enumerators are not properly trained, the information gathered may not form a suitable basis 
for decision-making. Interviewees noted that third-party enumerators, if not well-trained, may 
not understand the survey questions or be familiar with the software used. Workload and resource 
limitations may result in the questions, testing process and tasks not being fully explained to the 
enumerators. Also, feedback from past enumerators and beneficiaries is not incorporated into sub-
sequent trainings. At times, cursory training may be provided just before the enumerators travel 
to the field, which means they do not have a full understanding of the methodology and of the 
questions being used. When working with outside enumerators, the people provided for these data 
collection tasks frequently change, which further complicates the ability to strengthen capacities 
consistently. In areas where the ICRC does not have access, there are some, albeit limited, ways of 
training enumerators remotely.

“We don’t always ask the questions that will make the monitoring  
information useful”

The monitoring information may be of limited use if the right monitoring questions are not asked. 
This occurs when insufficient attention is paid to the objectives and to how the monitoring informa-
tion will be employed. “When we ask beneficiaries what they would like to change in the latest kits that they 

received, we don’t assess whether this type of assistance is appropriate for these beneficiaries or if another 

type would be more suitable.” Interviewees reported that quantitative monitoring surveys are rigid and 
only ask about issues that were identified when the questionnaire was designed. Qualitative infor-
mation or issues that were not thought of when the questionnaire was designed are not addressed. 
Beneficiaries are rarely asked what they feel is important to include in the monitoring exercise.

Assumptions of how beneficiaries perceive the situation can actually prevent the right monitoring 
information from being collected. “Staff members often assume that beneficiaries feel safe, because they 

are not aware of any safety issues. Hence, we neglect to ask if beneficiaries feel safe travelling to and from the 

distribution point. In reality, we don’t know if there are safety concerns or if different demographic groups 

perceive the situation differently.”

“Recall challenges for beneficiaries limit the usefulness of monitoring information”
Even when we ask the right questions, if beneficiaries are not able to recall the information, their 
answers lack credibility and cannot be used. For instance, when monitoring data are collected long 
after a project is completed, beneficiaries may not be able to remember what happened so far in the 
past. To answer questions accurately, beneficiaries have to memorize monthly spending or produc-
tion numbers. But if they are not properly instructed by the enumerators or are not give enough 
time, their answers may be inaccurate. “Our agriculture project helped beneficiaries to grow more in their 

garden or greenhouse. Beneficiaries weren’t, however, equipped to report their production figures, and they 

weren’t used to keeping records. The monitoring exercise had to rely on the enumerators’ estimates. But these 

estimates didn’t provide the level of detail needed to analyse the programme outcomes.”

“Translation challenges affect the quality and use of monitoring data”
Questionnaires use monitoring-related concepts and jargon as if they were widely understood 
by beneficiaries, and sufficient attention is not always paid to translating and interpreting these 
ideas and terms correctly. When planning for and implementing monitoring exercises, not enough 
resources are invested in translating either the questionnaires or the responses. An underlying 
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issue is that not enough (qualified) staff members are available to understand how important this 
is. If there are doubts about the reliability of answers, they tend to be discarded. At times, the 
English-language version of questionnaires are used, with a quick translation taking place “on the 
spot”. This leads to inconsistent data collection and can cause respondents to misunderstand the 
questions and the answers they can choose from.

“Remote data collection affects monitoring quality and use”
Since the COVID-19 crisis, when staff members could not travel to the field, more monitoring 
exercises are conducted remotely by phone. Some interviewees reported that teams do not always 
think about the impact of remote data collection on data quality. When the monitoring results are 
received, the data are often not good enough to be used. “Our questionnaires are not always suitable for 

remote data collection. Sometimes the questions are too complex to ask over the phone or the questionnaire 

is too long for a phone call.”

“We find it challenging to use monitoring information in relief activities”
Monitoring-based evidence from short or one-off relief activities is not always useful. When a dis-
tribution is not expected to be repeated, for example, not enough thought is put into which informa-
tion would be helpful in terms of beneficiary accountability and which would be helpful in pursuit of 
learning objectives. Staff members also struggle to grasp what sort of outcomes could be monitored 
in the context of relief activities. Lastly, interviewees also highlighted the challenge of conducting a 
comprehensive analysis of both the monitoring data and the information collected from beneficiaries 
through the community contact centre.

“Information must be received from various beneficiary groups to be useful”
Monitoring-based information cannot be used if it fails to capture the perceptions and outcomes of 
a variety of beneficiary groups. To disaggregate findings by gender, for example, perceptions from 
female beneficiaries are needed. This is challenging in places where females are not able to travel 
alone or to spend the night away from home. Subdelegations must take this into account through 
careful planning, so that they are able to collect the required information. In addition, it is often 
difficult to call women because only the phone numbers of male beneficiaries are available.

The composition of the monitoring team can influence the quality of the information collected. 
“We work with two female community-based animal health workers (CAHWs) who carry out treatment and 

vaccination campaigns in far-flung villages in the company of more than 20 male CAHWs. It’s crucial that 

the ICRC understand the challenges faced by these female CAHWs. However, the subdelegation’s veterinarian 

team has no female staff members with whom they can speak and freely discuss their experience. The same 

situation exists with other monitoring activities, where the needs and views of specific vulnerable groups are 

not properly accounted for.”

6.2 STRENGTHENING DATA COLLECTION TO MAKE MONITORING INSIGHTS USEFUL
The field teams submitted various proposals to improve data collection so that the resulting data 
and analysis will be considered reliable. These include: investing resources in the design, testing and 
piloting of questionnaires and in training enumerators; and hiring specialized staff members whose 
task is to generate monitoring findings that are actionable.

“Invest in well-tested data collection tools to make monitoring information useful”
The data collection phase is crucial when it comes to ensuring monitoring-based evidence is used in 
decision-making. The data collection tools, including the questions asked, should be developed in 
view of the data collection objectives. “More investment is required to develop simple and contextualized 

data collection tools for both beneficiaries and enumerators.” Before data collection begins, the question-
naire should be translated and tested, a pilot should be run and the enumerators should be trained. 
Input from field staff and the community should also be gathered at this point.
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“Harmonized tools can help make monitoring information useful”
When the data collection tools are harmonized, it is clear to all what information needs to be col-
lected. This leads to the better use of monitoring information. “Harmonized tools across delegations 

and subdelegations help us to prioritize key information to be collected and speed up the analysis process.” 
Standard data collection forms can be further contextualized by field teams. They can also be linked 
to standard dashboards, so teams do not have to re-invent the wheel with every data collection exer-
cise. This also means that teams can have timely access to collected data for use in their analyses.

“Emphasize baselines to make monitoring information useful”
To make good use of monitoring evidence, information on beneficiary status must be collected more 
effectively before the data collection phase begins. Some field teams noted that having such base-
line information is crucial before project implementation. It is needed to measure the situation and 
analyse the project outcomes for beneficiaries.

“Gather qualitative data more systematically to make monitoring  
information useful”

More systematically capturing informal and qualitative feedback shared by beneficiaries could help 
to ensure high-quality monitoring-based evidence is produced. Qualitative information can be used 
to inform, complement or validate quantitative data collected. Field teams are present during pro-
gramme implementation and interact with the community on a regular basis. As such, they can 
capture feedback on what works well and what can be improved. “We organize ‘tea and talk’ sessions, 

in which community members are invited to the office so we can hear their opinions. We are trying to put 

a process in place to systematically record the information we receive from the daily visits by community  

members, including women, and use this as a learning opportunity.”

“Invest in enumerator training to make monitoring information useful”
Investing more resources in training enumerators is a key priority to ensure high-quality informa-
tion is collected for use in decision-making. Training helps enumerators to understand the method-
ology and to ask questions properly. When working with a third-party provider, training can also be 
used as a way of selecting individual enumerators based on their performance during the training. 
Facilitator training should be conducted in particular for qualitative data collection exercises such 
as FGDs. 

Training and capacity-building investments should not be limited to the task of data collection. For 
example, better collaboration can be sought with relevant third parties and their monitoring teams 
to strengthen their capacity to develop and implement monitoring exercises themselves. This could 
be a prelude to future coordinated or joint monitoring exercises.

“We should collect information on our targeting decisions”
One potential benefit of monitoring-based evidence is when it captures information on the ICRC’s 
targeting approach (e.g. to determine whether the ICRC’s services are reaching the people who need 
them most). To generate this type of information, monitoring evidence collected from beneficiar-
ies should be combined with perceptions from affected people who are not included in the ICRC’s 
programmes.

WHAT A&E RESOURCES ON DATA COLLECTION ARE AVAILABLE?
Economic Security Indicators Cookbook, Remote Data Collection for Food Security and 
Economic Vulnerability: PART 1, Remote Data Collection for Food Security and Economic 
Vulnerability: PART 2 – Implementation Guidelines, Third Party Monitoring: Desk Review 
and Implementation Guidelines, Standard monitoring forms (internal ICRC document) and  
Planning data collection in the field - A Step-by-Step Guidance (internal ICRC document).

https://shop.icrc.org/economic-security-indicators-cookbook-pdf-en.html
https://shop.icrc.org/remote-data-collection-for-food-security-and-economic-vulnerability-part-1-desk-review-pdf-en.html
https://shop.icrc.org/remote-data-collection-for-food-security-and-economic-vulnerability-part-1-desk-review-pdf-en.html
https://shop.icrc.org/remote-data-collection-for-food-security-and-economic-vulnerability-part-2-implementation-guidelines-pdf-en.html
https://shop.icrc.org/remote-data-collection-for-food-security-and-economic-vulnerability-part-2-implementation-guidelines-pdf-en.html
https://shop.icrc.org/third-party-monitoring-desk-review-and-implementation-guidelines-pdf-en.html
https://shop.icrc.org/third-party-monitoring-desk-review-and-implementation-guidelines-pdf-en.html
https://collab.ext.icrc.org/sites/TS_ASSIST/_layouts/15/DocIdRedir.aspx?ID=TSASSIST-38496930-32074
https://collab.ext.icrc.org/sites/TS_ASSIST/_layouts/15/DocIdRedir.aspx?ID=TSASSIST-38496930-38964
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7. MAKING MONITORING INSIGHTS USEFUL: 
ANALYSIS AND REPORTING

In the analysis and reporting phase, monitoring-based information is transformed into actionable 
insights. Field teams reported several challenges and proposed various ideas on how the analysis and 
reporting steps can be improved to ensure monitoring findings are actionable.
 
7.1 ANALYSIS AND MONITORING CHALLENGES
The interviewees reported a number of challenges in the analysis phase of the monitoring process. 
These include gaining access to required information in a timely manner, creating ownership and 
buy-in on recommendations and ensuring appropriate follow-up.

“Ambiguity in roles and responsibilities hampers the use of monitoring”
Making good use of monitoring information through actionable recommendations is more difficult if 
there is any ambiguity in roles and responsibilities during the monitoring process. Some interview-
ees mentioned uncertainty among staff members on what is expected from them during the analysis 
and reporting phase. “How radical can our recommendations be? How detailed do the results have to be for 

us to change the programme in a small or more radical way?”
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Monitoring information arrives too late to be used”
When monitoring-based information, including the related analysis, report and recommendations, 
do not become available in a timely matter, it loses its practical value. Delays in the completion of 
monitoring reports can mean that decisions are made without all the evidence. Occasionally, mon-
itoring reports are received after the programme for the following year has been designed, and they 
are therefore of limited use.

“Limited access to monitoring data hampers their use”
Staff members interested in using monitoring information sometimes have trouble getting their 
hands on it. Interviewees reported that folders containing a comprehensive overview of monitor-
ing reports, recommendations, survey tools, dashboards and the methodologies used are often not 
shared. As a result, staff in different subdelegations or departments do not have access to this infor-
mation, and this interferes with the learning process across the delegation. Some teams reported 
being frustrated when monitoring reports were not shared with either the coordinator or the wider 
coordination team.

“Limited analysis of different beneficiary groups affects the usefulness  
of monitoring information”

In the analysis phase, teams often struggle to identify how programme outcomes differ by benefi-
ciary group. “What tends to happen is that a lot of decision-making happens around assumptions of what 

we expect the impact and outcomes to be. The analysis often fails to look closely at one specific subset of our 

beneficiaries to understand how their experience or the effect on them is different.”

Interviewees mentioned that simply disaggregating monitoring data is usually not enough to pro-
duce a meaningful analysis. “Many of our project beneficiaries are male, but project outcomes are also 

beneficial for any females and children in the household. But we don’t check to see whether, for example, a 

farmer we supported who was able to increase his income can now also employ his daughter or send his son 

to school. These complexities are not captured in our standard datasets.”

“Failing to follow up on recommendations reduces the usefulness  
of monitoring information”

Decision makers, such as coordinators and both delegation and headquarters managers, do not have 
an overview of the monitoring recommendations or of the follow-up actions that were undertaken. 
“It is hard to digest the large number of monitoring reports landing in my inbox. These reports aren’t produced 

with me in mind as a reader. They have different formats and are of varying quality. I have trouble under-

standing which recommendations have been followed up on, who is responsible for what, etc.” Frequently, 
the link between the monitoring results and the subsequent recommendation is not explicit, and the 
person actually responsible for following up on the recommendation within a certain timeframe is 
not clear. It is also not apparent which recommendations have been endorsed or prioritized by the 
decision makers. Conversely, decision makers often fail to engage with the monitoring reports or to 
provide programme teams with feedback on them.

“Without a change-management process in place, the use of monitoring is limited”
Change management is difficult and can complicate efforts to make good use of monitoring data. 
Monitoring-based findings sometimes have major implications in terms of how teams are expected 
to work or how a programme is to be implemented. Without a change-management process in place, 
it can be hard to get staff members or outside partners to buy into recommendations because they 
may feel a sense of ownership over an existing project or because they are used to a certain way of 
working.

7.2 STRENGTHENING ANALYSIS AND REPORTING TO MAKE MONITORING 
INSIGHTS USEFUL

Field teams identified the following three actions that can help to improve the results of monitoring 
exercises: providing access to required information in a timely manner, creating ownership and 
buy-in for recommendations and ensuring appropriate follow-up.
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“Access to information helps to make monitoring information useful”
Access to the right monitoring information at the right time helps people to make better use of 
monitoring information. “The data and analysis components have to be open to everyone. Programme 

staff from all departments need to have access to monitoring information, as this stimulates learning and 

promotes multidisciplinary work.” The monitoring results should be accessible across subdelegations 
and departments so they can be used in the decision-making process. This can be done, for exam-
ple, by having a shared repository for monitoring-based information and by proactively sharing key 
results and recommendations.

“Tailoring the reports to the readers helps to make monitoring information useful”
Improved information-sharing is not the only way for staff to make better use of monitoring infor-
mation. The information must also be presented as effectively as possible in the reports. While 
dashboards with monitoring findings are relevant for technical teams as part of the analysis process, 
they are less appropriate for decision makers, who cannot easily extract the information they need. 
For this latter group of readers, summary reports with key findings and recommendations, and the 
ability to track implementation of the recommendations, are more useful.

“Joint analyses make monitoring information useful”
Monitoring-based information tends to be more useful when programme teams (delegates, field 
officers, etc.) and A&E teams work together on data collection and analysis. A&E and programme 
teams should team up when interpreting the data and analysing its implications. In addition, an 
effort should be made to involve coordinators and managers more extensively. “Our A&E team pre-

sents the findings to managers and coordinators. In these meetings, the analysis is discussed by everyone and 

the recommendations are developed jointly. Bringing all stakeholders together strengthens ownership and 

collective responsibility.”

“Trend analysis makes monitoring information useful”
Consistent data collection processes and monitoring indicators help staff to make better use of the 
information collected in the analysis and reporting phase. This can involve, for example, identifying 
trends by comparing indicators before and after project implementation, across programmes and 
locations, and over time. An indicator collected at only one point in time does not provide teams 
with actionable information. This links back to the planning phase, where a plan needs to be devel-
oped to ensure these indicators are compiled consistently.

“Analysis and reporting skills make monitoring information useful”
Monitoring-based evidence is useful when staff can perform the technical steps required to analyse, 
visualize and, most importantly, interpret the information. This includes the ability to translate the 
analysis into simple language, using persuasive arguments and storytelling techniques.

WHAT A&E RESOURCES ON MONITORING ANALYSIS AND REPORTING  
ARE AVAILABLE?
Economic Security Indicators Cookbook, Global Post Distribution Monitering Dashboard  
Overview (internal ICRC document), Post Distribution Monitoring Report Template (internal ICRC  
document) and Post-harvest Assessment Report Template (internal ICRC document).

https://shop.icrc.org/economic-security-indicators-cookbook-pdf-en.html
https://bifet.ext.icrc.org/#/views/GlobalOverview-PostDistributionMonitoringPDM/MasterPDMLandingpage?:iid=1
https://bifet.ext.icrc.org/#/views/GlobalOverview-PostDistributionMonitoringPDM/MasterPDMLandingpage?:iid=1
https://collab.ext.icrc.org/sites/TS_ASSIST/_layouts/15/DocIdRedir.aspx?ID=TSASSIST-38496930-40627
https://collab.ext.icrc.org/sites/TS_ASSIST/_layouts/15/DocIdRedir.aspx?ID=TSASSIST-38496930-42394
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8. MAKING MONITORING INSIGHTS USEFUL: 
PROGRAMME-MANAGEMENT PROCESSES

For monitoring findings to be used effectively, they must be factored into programme-management 
processes. However, the field teams highlighted several challenges in this regard, including the fact 
that a variety of departments must work together to act on recommendations. Those teams also 
proposed solutions aimed at making good use of monitoring findings.

8.1 PROCESS CHALLENGES IN PROGRAMME MANAGEMENT
In some cases, programme managers are prevented from implementing monitoring recommenda-
tions by logistical, administrative and financial hurdles. Too often, the ICRC’s processes are not agile 
enough to take monitoring results into account in a timely manner.

“Programme processes are too lengthy for monitoring results to be factored in”
The length of time that programme-management processes take can make it harder for field teams 
to act on monitoring information. “The monitoring of our food distributions led to concrete and actionable 

recommendations. But it then took a year to change the actual contents of the food parcels. The need to comply 

with rules and regulations is actually undermining our accountability to beneficiaries. I find it very stressful 

to have to travel to the field and explain to beneficiaries why promised changes in the programme have not 

yet been implemented.”
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“The inability to customize distributions limits the use of monitoring”
In widely implemented relief programmes, distributed parcels are usually standardized, particularly 
when numerous organizations are involved. This approach offers important economies of scale: 
purchasing and logistics are easier, bulk purchases are possible and the packaging process can be 
more efficient. Yet this means that monitoring findings that show behavioural differences from one 
location or demographic group to the next cannot be used to customize the parcels. “We distributed 

standard kits with essential household items, which included plates and forks. Monitoring showed that these 

items were of no use to our beneficiaries, who normally eat from a common plate without forks. However, staff 

members weren’t able to make changes to these kits.”

“Supply challenges impede the use of monitoring”
Sometimes monitoring recommendations are not put into practice because they are not feasible. For 
example, swapping out one item for another may not happen as a result of logistical challenges or 
because the desired items are not available in the market or approved by the authorities. “Beneficiar-

ies told us they preferred to receive wheat flour, and the team tried to accommodate them. But wheat flour can 

spoil quickly, and we weren’t able to store the wheat.” Supplier-related constraints can also come into 
play. “Our monitoring exercise found that the distribution site was too far away from the beneficiaries. But 

we could not move the site because of the supplier’s limited operations in the country.”

8.2  STRENGTHENING PROGRAMME-MANAGEMENT PROCESSES
One way of making monitoring results more useful, according to the field teams, would be to get 
the logistical, administrative and financial programme-management teams involved in the process 
early on.

“Involve programme support services from the beginning”
Bringing staff from the logistics, finance and administration departments into the monitoring pro-
cess at the start can make a difference. Not only can they offer a useful perspective on what sort of 
information should be collected, but they will be more likely to buy into the monitoring findings and 
adapt to any resulting changes to the programme. This increases the usefulness of the monitoring 
evidence.

“We can gain a shared understanding of the project’s objective, scale and scope, and resolve potential prob-

lems in advance. For example, if we’re planning or making changes to a sheep distribution, we might discover 

that the market is actually 20 km away. By brainstorming together, we can try to find alternative solutions.”

“Involve programme support services in the analysis phase”
In the analysis phase, the monitoring findings should be discussed with programme support services 
so as to develop joint recommendations. The usefulness of the findings can be enhanced by those 
teams’ expertise, such as when it comes to using data from financial service providers to determine 
how long a distribution lasted and who received the assistance. Programme support staff could also 
be included in field trips so that they can better understand how a given programme works on the 
ground. It helps for programme support teams to understand programme constraints, beneficiaries’ 
perceptions and why certain things do not work.
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9. MAKING MONITORING INSIGHTS USEFUL: 
ORGANIZATIONAL PLANNING  
AND REPORTING PROCESSES

Effective planning and reporting processes within the organization are essential for making good 
use of monitoring results. Gaps in these processes can result in monitoring information not being 
taken into account by decision makers.
  
9.1 PLANNING AND REPORTING PROCESS CHALLENGES
The field teams noted that the annual planning cycle, together with varying monitoring capacities 
and approaches within the organization, made it more difficult for them to incorporate monitoring 
data into their decision-making.

“The timing of the planning cycle is an obstacle to making use  
of monitoring information”

The structure of the annual planning cycle can make it difficult for ICRC teams to factor monitoring  
information into their plans for the next cycle. “Usually, planning for the following year takes place 

halfway through the current year. However, the cycle of individual projects usually finishes at the end of 

the current year. And so the results of monitoring exercises are only available after the programmes for the  

following year have already been planned out. That means that we have to plan future work without  

knowing how effective our current projects are. At best we have an idea of what type of interventions we need 

to run and for how many people. But we cannot use monitoring information to make evidence-based decisions,  

and that’s a problem for programmes that are based on past experience.”
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“Budget restrictions limit the use of monitoring information”
Monitoring-based findings may not be used if there is not enough money in the budget to imple-
ment the recommended changes or if the programme budget does not include funds earmarked for 
monitoring. “Budget decisions are not driven by monitoring results or beneficiary feedback. Often, priorities 

are set at headquarters without taking into account evidence from the field.” Budget limitations can also 
make it difficult to adapt the quality and quantity of distributed items. “Our monitoring exercise 

showed that our beneficiaries’ households are larger than the national average. That’s important because the 

size of cash grants is based on household size. But due to budget inflexibility, the cash grants for these bene-

ficiaries could not be adjusted. If recommendations can only be followed in an ideal world, this undermines 

the relevance of PDM.”

“Our limited human resources hamper the use of monitoring information”
A lack of resources allocated to monitoring can limit the opportunity to use the findings for evidence- 
based decision-making. Various teams shared the frustration of not having enough staff available 
to conduct or support monitoring exercises. And it can be difficult to recruit staff with the skills and 
experience needed to take the lead on monitoring work.

“Limited appreciation of programme quality limits the use  
of monitoring information”

Implementation rates, rather than programme quality, are used as a key performance indicator at 
delegation level. This means that monitoring-based evidence is not central to programme imple-
mentation. “Although managers are supportive of monitoring, the tendency is to prioritize implementation. 

High-quality programmes based in part on sound monitoring-based feedback are not seen as a priority. The 

underlying fear is that the implementation rate will decline.”

“A lack of accountability limits the use of monitoring information”
A lack of accountability for monitoring responsibilities can hinder the generation of evidence. “I’m 

not being held accountable for monitoring. If I say that an indicator is not available when the report is pre-

pared, nobody questions me.” Interviewees are dissatisfied with the fact that different departments 
have different monitoring requirements. “The way monitoring is conducted and the results reported dif-

fers from one department to the next. Some departments monitor outcomes for direct beneficiaries at the 

individual or household level. Other departments monitor outcomes at the facility level or by catchment area. 

Yet other departments monitor outcomes at the output level.”

“We don’t have a mechanism to use monitoring information  
for multidisciplinary outcomes”

In multidisciplinary programmes, various departments support beneficiary groups with different 
activities. There is no mechanism to guide departments on how to measure the multidisciplinary 
outcomes of these activities. “With all these departments involved in our multidisciplinary programmes, 

how can we assess the relevance of what we’re doing? We lack a multidisciplinary monitoring framework and 

common, measurable objectives. Responsibility for monitoring often ends up at the department that has the 

most experience in conducting monitoring exercises, but there is no shared ownership.”

“Monitoring results are used to judge and not to learn” 
The absence of a culture of learning within the organization can be a barrier, such as when a pro-
gramme’s technical teams are not prepared for negative findings (i.e. findings that reveal mistakes, 
or potential improvements, in programme implementation). These teams may also not be prepared 
for these findings to be shared at different levels of the ICRC.

“When monitoring results are shared within the delegation, the environment is tense. Especially if there are 

negative findings, as monitoring is perceived as an audit. What’s more, negative findings have been used to 

judge the work of colleagues, even in their performance reviews. Because of this, the delegation has had to 

emphasize at all levels that the purpose of monitoring is to learn lessons for the sake of the programmes, and 

that it’s okay to have negative findings so long as we learn from them and seek to correct or improve things 

in the future.”
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9.2 STRENGTHENING THE PLANNING AND REPORTING PROCESSES
Improved planning and reporting processes within the organization would lead to the increased use 
of monitoring information. Interviewees submitted several ideas that could aid this process.

“Increasing decision makers’ monitoring literacy would make  
monitoring information useful”

The ability of decision makers to read, understand, create and communicate monitoring information 
stands to be improved. That is important because monitoring is more useful when decision makers 
are familiar with how the process works and do not see it as a tick-the-box exercise that gets in the 
way of programme implementation. Decision makers also benefit from a better understanding of 
how monitoring can be used to improve both programme quality and strategic planning. This could 
be achieved by more effectively engaging decision makers during the planning stages of monitor-
ing, such as in developing the objectives. In addition, staff members who produce monitoring data 
should keep their various groups of readers in mind when developing their analyses and reports. 
That could mean, for example, keeping management reports short and using easy-to-interpret 
visuals.

“Invest in results-based management training to make monitoring  
information useful”

Within the organization, a capacity-strengthening initiative that integrates principles of RBM in 
staff members’ day-to-day work could help to improve the use of monitoring-based findings. RBM 
principles should be included in the Staff Integration Programme, the Humanitarian Leadership 
and Management School and specific department trainings. These various forms of training help to 
make staff aware of the steps in the project cycle and of the fact that making programme changes 
based on monitoring results is both normal and recommended. When staff members recognize that 
challenges and mistakes are a normal part of programme implementation, they are able to learn 
more from them.

“Enhance accountability for outcomes to make monitoring information useful”
Enhancing accountability within the organization for programme outcomes strengthens the moni-
toring process. Decision makers should be required to accept responsibility for programme quality 
and outcomes. As such, they will ensure that the monitoring process assesses programme effective-
ness in terms of overall outcomes and that each department’s role in the process is clear
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10. CONCLUSION
This research project shed light on the challenges inherent in the use of monitoring findings in the 
decision-making process. At the same time, it confirmed that when the planning, data collection 
and analysis phases are carried out properly, monitoring can have huge benefits for programme 
beneficiaries. Three key takeaways have been identified:

 • Monitoring increases accountability to our beneficiaries: Various examples from the field 
demonstrate how monitoring can boost our programmes. It helps field teams to give a voice 
to our beneficiaries so that they can share their perceptions of the assistance and support 
that they receive. It also gives field teams the insights they need to adapt their projects and 
programmes in keeping with the beneficiaries’ specific needs. EcoSec’s decision to invest in 
an A&E team in 2018 has helped that department use monitoring findings more effectively. 
That is an example of a best practice, which led to higher programme quality and increased 
accountability to beneficiaries.

 • Further investment in A&E capacity in the field is needed: Good monitoring practices offer 
substantial benefits at delegations, yet the A&E capacity there is lacking. Field teams face a 
wide variety of challenges in their efforts to make good use of monitoring. The main problem 
lies in a shortage of A&E-specific staff members. Field teams are expected to increase the 
ICRC’s accountability to affected populations, donors, staff and authorities, yet these teams 
are frustrated by the fact that they have no staff dedicated to this task. This complicates their 
ability to plan out A&E work, to collect data properly and to develop meaningful analyses and 
recommendations. As a result, a greater effort is required to ensure a sufficient number of A&E 
experts are employed in the field and regions and at HQ, and to bolster the A&E capacity of 
existing staff members.

 • A shift within the organization is needed: Making monitoring more useful will entail changes 
within the organization that go beyond the A&E teams. The ICRC’s programme, planning 
and reporting cycle must be carefully reviewed and assessed, and RBM practices should be 
incorporated across the organization. Field teams feel that the organization is not currently 
agile enough to make proper use of their monitoring findings, and they see in this a missed 
opportunity to improve planning and programme quality.

The ICRC’s decision in mid-2022 to invest in a Transversal Analysis & Evidence Unit, which works 
with all programme units at the ICRC – not just EcoSec – is a step in the right direction. In addition, 
field teams can find specific ideas in this document on how to incorporate monitoring findings into 
evidence-based decision-making more effectively, and lessons learnt from monitoring exercises 
can be applied to all programmes. Finally, investing in A&E teams within delegations will stream-
line monitoring and improve its relevance for decision-making. Once the necessary monitoring 
resources are available in the field, that will mean that the ICRC has shifted from an ad hoc approach 
of applying best practices to a more systematic and organization-wide culture focused on quality 
programmes, accountability and learning.
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