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Introduction

All too often programs do not reach their full potential 
in terms of outreach, outcomes, and impact. (1Further-
more, populations’ needs for education, protection, and 
social service support far exceed available resources in 
both humanitarian and development settings, highlight-
ing the importance of more strategic programming.2,3 
However, a lack of data and effective data use hinders 
strategic learning and engagement and can even inad-
vertently increase the marginalization of already vulner-
able groups (i.e., subgroups of program participants).4

The use of program data can help improve programs’ 
outreach, outcomes, impact, cost-efficiency, and eq-
uity to enable programs to support more participants, 
more effectively, even given limited resources. Unfor-
tunately, program staff often lack frameworks, guid-
ance, resources, and incentives to enhance the use of 
monitoring and evaluation data for learning and pro-
gram improvement.5 As a result, most data that pro-
grams collect are not used in a timely manner or are 
only used for accountability rather than for program 
improvement.6 In short, increasing the use of data to 
improve programs can help us achieve more with less. 

Current data-related frameworks focus on individual 
data collection and evaluation elements needed for 
improving program implementation quality (PIQ) rather 
than on the multiple interrelated supporting systems. 
For example, a typical monitoring, evaluation, account-
ability, and learning (MEAL) framework may show how 
to link data to log frames and a general data life-cycle, 
but may lack details on the use of data for continuous 
program improvement.7 Other frameworks, such as 
the Utilization-Focused Evaluation Model,8 prioritize 
the use of evaluation data for program improvement, 
but largely ignore how existing program and monitor-
ing data could be used internally and continuously for 
PIQ. In addition, high-level frameworks for data use 
in EiE do not provide the necessary details for aiding 
PIQ within individual programs.9

How can we better link data and its use to improve our 
programs’ outreach, outcomes, impact, and cost effi-
ciency? This document seeks to address this question 
by providing a program implementation quality (PIQ) 
framework, examples, and practical tools for program 
managers and other staff to enhance the use of data 
for program improvement. This framework and toolkit 
are designed to help programs reach their full impact 
potential by providing guidance on how to employ 
quality improvement decision making in low-resource 
and conflict-affected educational contexts.

We present a framework to enhance the use of data 
for improving program quality. This model has been 
developed based on a review of the literature on data 
use,10 evaluation use,11 research mobilization,12 and 
data-informed decision making,13 and three case 
studies situated at the intersection of humanitarian and 
development work, specifically International Rescue 
Committee (IRC) programs in Nigeria, Pakistan, and 
Sierra Leone.14

This framework is presented in four sections; for each 
section of the framework, we provide a summary state-
ment, a brief explanation, common challenges, and a 
table with links to relevant questions, templates, and 
examples. The intended audiences are program man-
agers, technical support staff, program staff, and staff in 
charge of monitoring, evaluation, and learning (MEAL).

The reader may choose to use this PIQ guidance in 
one of the following three ways: 

1.	 Reading the framework in its entirety without 
engaging with the linked resources; 

2.	 Engaging with the resources linked throughout 
the document while reading and saving those of 
interest for future reference; or 

3.	 Navigating to a section of interest to explore 
linked resources further in-depth.

https://rescue.app.box.com/file/1084893425408?s=v7wq1qul5rpn2ncpbc2azdzf750sruj3
https://cutt.ly/IRC_MEAL
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What Is Program Implementation Quality (PIQ)?

Program implementation quality (PIQ) considers the align-
ment of what is being implemented with how well it is being 
carried out to achieve the goals and purpose of a program. 
Implementation quality is the “discrepancy between what 
is planned and what is actually delivered.”15 Rather than 
using the outputs as the starting point for determining the 
quality of a program, PIQ emphasizes examining critical 
elements of a program and the way these work together.

To examine program quality, a program must be tied to a 
theoretical underpinning that clearly identifies the mech-
anisms of change. Beyond the program model, it is vital 
to understand the corresponding support systems that 
uphold the mechanisms of change.

In educational settings, it is not uncommon for a pro-
gram to drift away from intended outputs and outcomes 
via the program model and the supporting systems.16 

Although quality of program implementation has been 
shown to improve outcomes for participants,17 it is often 
overlooked, while attention and resources are directed 
towards outputs and outcomes.18 Without attention 
to improving PIQ, a program will not achieve its full-
est potential and will likely remain stagnant rather than 
evolving to more effectively meet the originally intend-
ed goals. In some cases, poor implementation quality, 
poor alignment of activities and context, and poor con-
flict sensitivity in education programs can also cause 
harm.19 Although central to learning, projects often face 
challenges in devoting the required resources, employ-
ing appropriate measures, and developing effective 
processes to continuously improve and ensure a high 
PIQ. This is especially true when a donor focuses uni-
laterally on outputs, or when program staff direct efforts 
primarily toward activity completion and outreach. 

How Do We Use Data To Improve PIQ?: A Conceptual Framework

This document presents a holistic framework that con-
siders the use of data for PIQ. We use a wind turbine to 
illustrate this framework graphically (see Figure 1, page 
5). The figure provides a visual metaphor to illustrate the 
combination of elements that need to be in place to sup-
port data use for program improvement. Each element 
needs to function properly in order to generate data-in-
formed decisions and actions that lead to improved pro-
grams. The idea is that when all the elements are in place, 
working together, they will generate the “energy” needed 
to power program improvements, but when one or several 
of the elements are not running well, the entire system is 
affected and can inhibit the use of data for improving PIQ.

The elements of the wind turbine are the foundation, the 
engine, and the blades, with the wind moving the blades. 
The foundation represents the Theory of Change (ToC) 
of a program and is made up of a clear purpose that spe- 
cifies a problem, inputs and activities, outputs, outcomes, 

and impacts. The engine represents the measurement, 
evaluation, accountability, and learning (MEAL) system, 
which is at the center, driving the use of data for program 
improvement, and should be conceptualized holistically. 
The MEAL system contains a log frame that operation-
alizes the ToC into targets and indicators assessed by 
specific measures, as well as a set of procedures that 
are necessary for designing, collecting, processing,  
interpreting, and using qualitative and quantitative data. 
The blades represent the technical, human, financial/ 
temporal resources needed to carry out MEAL processes 
that support the use of data for PIQ. Finally, the wind 
represents a culture of learning that will move the blades 
and generate the energy for program improvement. 

We explore each section of the framework in further 
depth below, identifying common challenges that could 
cause the system to fail and what is needed for the 
system to work.

https://cutt.ly/IRC_03
https://cutt.ly/IRC_MEAL
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Figure 1: Data Use for Program Improvement Framework
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Table 1: Guidance and Tools on Developing a Theory of Change

Topic Questions To Ask Resources Examples

Theory of 
Change 

Do you have a Theory of Change (ToC) 
that helps you link your program purpose 
to your activities and collect data on these 
linkages? 

At which strategic points will you revisit 
your ToC to determine if data suggest a 
change to the ToC is needed?

How do existing data from your context 
support your ToC? 

Tips for Developing a ToC

Guidance on Creating a ToC  
and Running a ToC Workshop  
with Stakeholders

Theory of Change Explanation  
and Examples

Practical Guidance on Developing  
a Theory of Change

INEE Tip Sheets to Navigate  
Existing EiE Data

Example ToC from PRP

Example ToC from 
EAGER

Example ToCs from 
FCDO/DFID23

https://cutt.ly/IRC_04
https://cutt.ly/IRC_05
https://cutt.ly/IRC_05
https://cutt.ly/IRC_05
https://cutt.ly/IRC_06
https://cutt.ly/IRC_06
https://cutt.ly/IRC_07
https://cutt.ly/IRC_07
https://cutt.ly/IRC_08
https://cutt.ly/IRC_08
https://cutt.ly/IRC_09
https://cutt.ly/IRC_10
https://cutt.ly/IRC_10
https://cutt.ly/IRC_11
https://cutt.ly/IRC_11
http://�
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All program staff should share an understanding of 
and commitment to the program’s purpose and the 
path to achieving that purpose. Developing an evi-
dence-informed ToC is essential to the process of 
connecting program activities to the overall program 
goals regarding outcomes and impacts.

The ToC provides the framework for understanding 
how activities connect to reach the program’s intend-
ed impacts and how data helps track the quality and 
assumptions that underlie that causal chain. This is 
a necessary condition for interpreting data in a way 
that allows for course-corrective actions that sup-
port achieving the overall purpose of the program.21 

Each program must develop a comprehensive ToC 
that provides the conceptual links between inputs, 
activities, outputs, outcomes, impacts, and the un-
derlying assumptions that enable each of these to 
be achieved with quality.22 Ideally, a ToC should be 
evidence-informed, meaning that it should be devel-
oped by drawing explicitly from the best available 
evidence-informed theories, practitioner expertise, 
participant preferences, and contextual conditions. 

Refer to the call-out box for common challenges in 
developing a theory of change that sets a strong 
foundation to use data for program improvement. 
The questions, resources, and examples provided 
can guide a more strategic approach to developing a 
theory of change (see Table 1).

SECTION 1. The Foundation: A Clear Theory of Change

Staff must have a deep understanding of the program’s Theory of Change to set the foundation  
for using data for program improvement.

Common Challenges in Developing  
a Theory of Change (ToC)20 

1.	 Understanding (or misunderstanding) 
what a ToC is, the purpose it serves,  
and how to develop it

2.	 Ensuring that the ToC is linked to a 
theoretical understanding of what will 
facilitate change within the program 

3.	 Developing a comprehensive ToC 
that covers all key elements of the 
project while still being concise, 
understandable, and practical enough 
to convert into a tool for MEAL

4.	 Having sufficient data from the 
program context at the start of a 
program to inform the ToC 

5.	 Engaging all relevant stakeholders to 
contribute to the ToC

6.	 Dedicating sufficient time to 
developing a ToC
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SECTION 2. The Engine: A Well-Designed MEAL System

A MEAL system operationalizes the ToC. It is captured with a log frame and a set of processes that 
specify how a project will track and assess progress toward targets. 

A project monitoring, evaluation, accountability, and 
learning (MEAL) system covers all the work carried 
out during a project to define, select, collect, ana-
lyze and use the information to track program prog-
ress, assess outcomes, demonstrate accountabili-
ty to stakeholders, and improve current and future 
program delivery (Lawday & Kindler, 2021). A MEAL 
system is the place where a project operationalizes 
a ToC in a log frame with targets and indicators; it 
is tied to a specific set of processes and resources 
(including measurement tools) to track activities, out-
puts, outcomes, and impacts. 

To support PIQ, it is essential that staff responsible 
for MEAL, program delivery, and overall management 
understand that one of the primary purposes of the 
MEAL system and its data is to identify opportunities 
to improve, learn, and course correct during the pro-
gram to better achieve the overall purpose of the pro-
gram. This priority of learning from MEAL data needs 
to be given equal weight compared to data that are 
required for evaluation, budgeting, and accountability. 

Refer to the call-out box for common challenges 
in developing a MEAL system for improving PIQ. 
Questions, resources, and examples provided can 
support a program in developing a well-functioning 
engine to drive processes for using data for program 
improvement (see Table 2). 

Logical Framework 

A logical framework (log frame) aligns program inputs, 
activities, outputs, outcomes, and impacts from 
the ToC with timelines, indicators, assumptions, 
and means of verification.25 A log frame converts 
the key elements of the program into concrete and 
measurable indicators that can facilitate planning 
and tracking implementation. In order to facilitate 
PIQ, a log frame should be aligned with the ToC. A 
log frame’s data and indicators should be based on  
valid, reliable, and feasible indicators and data 
sources. In order to support PIQ, log frames should 
also consider indicators related to the implemen-
tation of activities that explicitly support the use of 
data for improved PIQ (see Section 3 below for 
more details). 

Common Challenges in Developing a 
MEAL System for Improving PIQ24

1.	 Aligning the log frame, related indica-
tors, and tools with the ToC

2.	 Paying consistent attention to important 
indicators related to the use of data for PIQ

3.	 Building capacity to use the MEAL systems 
prior to the launch of program activities

4.	 Establishing clear data processes from 
the design phase and planning for their 
development and integration into the 
implementation phase

5.	 Creating regular feedback loops that 
allow for ongoing learning at regular 
project intervals at all levels 

6.	 Establishing processes that align with 
contextual challenges and limitations

https://cutt.ly/IRC_12
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•	 Ensure that the MEAL plan balances data that 
will be collected and processed for program 
improvement uses as well as other more common 
uses (e.g., monitoring, budgeting, accountability, 
evaluation). For more information, refer to the Liket, 
Rey-Garcia, and Maas (2014) data use framework 
and the INTRAC resources on data use.

•	 Align the data and program life cycles so that they 
can inform each other. For example, if programs 
are implemented in cohorts, ensure firstly that data 
from one cohort are ready to inform improvements 
for the next cohort and secondly that there is 
sufficient time between cohorts to enact changes. 

•	 Engage program staff, technical experts, and 
community members when developing the MEAL 
plan to ensure that indicators and data collection 
tools are aligned with needs, capacities, contex-
tual constraints, and data user expectations. 

•	 Use existing data and tools whenever possible 
and contextualize them. You can use this Measure 
Guidance on contextualizing educational measures. 
Consult with program staff about what data 
will be generated automatically during activities 
and consult the existing database of tools for 
collecting data. You can find existing tools and 
databanks of indicators from the INEE Minimum 
Standards Indicator Framework, the INEE 
Measurement Library, and the UNRWA Indicator 
Harmonization Process.

•	 Ensure your MEAL indicators are Specific,  
Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, and Time-bound. 
See the Global Education Cluster two-page 
guidance note on defining indicators.

•	 Only collect data that you plan to use in support 
of the program’s purpose in a manner aligned with 
the Theory of Change (see Section 1 above).30 

•	 Tools to support more participatory approaches 
to MEAL can be found at SAS and guidance on 
designing MEAL systems that consider children’s 
participation can be found at Plan International. 

•	 Put in place routine interactions between MEAL 
and program staff at each level of a program and 
across levels. Because MEAL and program staff 
can quickly pinpoint context-specific issues and 

Processes

Organizational processes and routines should be set 
up to enable people to engage with data and each 
other in order to make decisions that lead to pro-
gram improvement. At each stage of the data process— 
design, planning/start-up, implementation, and project  
closure26—considerations should be made to ensure 
data is useful for improving program implementation 
quality.27 Each part of this framework is linked to the 
MEAL system as indicated by its central role within 
the framework imagery (see Figure 1). 

Design

In the design phase, a theory of change and a log frame 
are developed based on data, evidence, and learning. 
Requirements, costs, and staffing for monitoring, evalu-
ation, accountability, and learning are defined in project 
proposals. 

•	 Use existing data to inform program design includ-
ing the purpose, theory of change, and budget. 

•	 Review existing Humanitarian Needs Overviews 
and Education Cluster member needs assess-
ments before conducting a needs assessment.28 
For tips on navigating existing EiE data, see the 
INEE EiE data tip sheets.

•	 Plan for the people, processes, and specific budget 
line items that support the use of data for program im-
provement as outlined in Section 3 of this framework. 

Planning/Start-up

In the planning and start-up phase, a monitoring, evaluation, 
accountability, and learning plan is created to guide the 
collection, management, and use of data. The program’s 
data collection and management system are established 
using high-quality and contextually appropriate tools 
with proven validity and reliability. 

•	 Design a MEAL plan that aligns data collection to 
each element of the theory of change in order to 
track progress or identify challenges. See the IRC 
MEAL Handbook and Framework and the Save 
the Children MEAL Framework29 as examples.

https://cutt.ly/IRC_13
https://cutt.ly/IRC_14
https://cutt.ly/IRC_21
https://cutt.ly/IRC_21
https://cutt.ly/IRC_22
https://cutt.ly/IRC_22
https://cutt.ly/IRC_23
https://cutt.ly/IRC_23
https://cutt.ly/IRC_24
https://cutt.ly/IRC_25
https://cutt.ly/IRC_26
https://cutt.ly/IRC_27
https://cutt.ly/IRC_08
https://cutt.ly/IRC_Handbook
https://cutt.ly/IRC_Handbook
https://cutt.ly/IRC_MEAL
https://cutt.ly/IRC_01
https://cutt.ly/IRC_01
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as part of the MEAL system rather than relying 
primarily on data collection systems that are dis-
connected from implementation.34 

•	 Consider ways to efficiently disseminate qual-
itative data that might be more useful for deci-
sion-making along certain program dimensions.35 

•	 Consider what changes are feasible at each 
point in time and prioritize the analysis of that 
data. For example, data on improvements to 
teacher learning circles or teacher coaching 
could be analyzed regularly to improve deliv-
ery while data on curricula or teacher training 
material could be analyzed periodically prior to 
curricula re-prints or refresher trainings. 

•	 The primary portion of the MEAL system should 
be maintained internally and should not be out-
sourced unless necessary36, 37 

Project Closure38

•	 At project closure, findings and resulting adap-
tations are captured, stored, and shared to max-
imize learning and to provide evidence for past, 
current, and future programming decisions. 

•	 When designing a final evaluation, consider doing so 
within a framework that prioritizes how the evaluation 
will be used, such as Utilization-Focused. This will 
help design an evaluation that links to subsequent 
actions, such as informing scale-up or disseminating 
best practices to other development and government 
partners for sustainability. Learn more about 
evaluation with this UNICEF online training.

•	 Compile and share data along with lessons 
learned that would support the continuation of 
aspects of the program by local government, 
civil society, and private sector partners. 

•	 Ensure that there is sufficient time between the 
end of data collection and the budgetary end of 
the program so that insights from relevant data 
can be compiled and shared.

The MEAL system drives the use of data for pro-
gram improvement, but to do so, it must be con-
nected to the people, processes, and resources 
within the program (see Section 3).

take direct actions to course-correct localized 
operational issues, often the most fruitful interac-
tions between MEAL data and program implemen-
tation staff happen at the lowest geographic unit 
of implementation.31 Such routinized interactions 
can take the form of explicit meetings on data use 
that include both MEAL and program staff; regular 
program implementation meetings that include a 
MEAL representation to share data-related inputs; 
regular MEAL meetings that include a program 
representative; or even one-on-one interactions be-
tween MEAL team members and supervisors who 
are responsible for validating/interpreting data. 

•	 Ensure that processes are in place for man-
agement to periodically review internal program 
data and identify challenges that may prevent 
achieving the program’s purpose. This should 
be done on a regular basis internally to ensure 
that the project is on pace to achieve outcomes 
and that any findings from the external midline 
and endline evaluations are not a surprise. 

Implementation

During the implementation phase, data are collected 
ethically using the appropriate disaggregation and 
methodologies, and processes are in place to en-
sure high quality of data. Data are also analyzed and 
shared for the project team to better understand per-
formance, make decisions, and adapt programming. 

•	 Capture data related to the quality of a program’s 
inputs, activities, and outputs and their supporting 
assumptions—not simply their occurrence.32 

•	 Track program implementation fidelity and bal-
ance fidelity with data-driven decisions to adapt 
implementation. See the Guidance on balancing 
program fidelity and adaptation from the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin.

•	 Determine who will use each type of data and 
ensure a system is put in place to process, 
interpret, and present that data in a way that key 
users can engage with in an efficient manner.33

•	 Look for opportunities to use data generated 
through the course of daily program operations 

https://www.evalforward.org/sites/default/files/2020-03/Utilization%20focused%20evaluation.pdf
https://cutt.ly/IRC_29
https://cutt.ly/IRC_28
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Table 2: Guidance and Tools for Developing a PIQ MEAL System 

Topic Questions To Ask Resources Examples

Log Frame

Establish the 
Purpose of Data 

Does the log frame align with and establish 
measurable indicators for the stages and 
assumptions that underlie the program 
ToC?

Does each step in the project’s ToC have at 
least one indicator in the log frame that you 
plan to use for program improvement?

Do you know how you will gather that data 
and who is responsible for taking action 
based on that data?

Guidance on developing log frames 
from IRC and Itad

Framework for considering different 
purposes of data, ensuring a 
balance between data for program 
improvement and other uses

The Utilization-Focused Evaluation 
Primer provides a framework for 
thinking about data use and users 
(e.g., user identification pp. 24-30)

PRP Log Frame

EAGER Log Frame 

Example of an Application 
of UFE in an international 
development education 
program

MEAL Design

Conceptualize a Data 
Journey 

How can you use existing data and needs 
assessments to inform the design of your 
program and MEAL? 

What data is being collected by other 
cluster members and what data gaps exist? 

How and who will use what data over the 
life-cycle of the program? 

How would you visualize or summarize this 
data-use journey?

Global Education Cluster Needs 
Assessment Guidance

For data journey visualization 
examples, see pp. 28-2939

Course by SMC for building 
MEAL capacity of humanitarian 
professionals

North-East Nigeria 
Joint Education Needs 
Assessment Example

MEAL Planning

Create Opportunities 
and Strengthen 
Capacities for Data-
Based Decision 
Making

How does your MEAL plan balance data 
for program quality improvement with other 
data uses?

How can you facilitate regular reflections 
on the use of data for decision making? 

What workflows can support the interaction 
of MEAL staff, program staff, and 
management in their day-to-day work? 

Does your MEAL budget include costs 
related to processing, presenting, 
discussing, and enacting program 
improvements based on data?

MEAL design frameworks from  
IRC and Save the Children  
(pp. 187-190) 

Data/Evaluation Use Framework

Consider establishing a learning 
agenda (see USAID’s Learning 
Agenda Guide and Template

Strengthen staff capacity for the 
analysis and interpretation of data 
for learning and decision making. 
See IRC’s Guide for Engaging 
Staff in Critical Thinking in Data 
Use, Analysis, and Interpretation 
and an IRC Tool for Analysis and 
Interpretation for Learning and 
Decision-Making 

Consider the elements of a 
supportive data ecosystem—
especially at the governance level. 
See a model of a data ecosystem 
and an adaptation of the model for 
humanitarian settings40 

PRP MEAL plan 

In the EAGER case, the 
use of program staff 
for data collection and 
the supervision of data 
validation by program 
managers ensured data 
users were extremely 
familiar with data.

https://cutt.ly/IRC_Handbook
https://cutt.ly/IRC_20
https://cutt.ly/IRC_13
https://cutt.ly/IRC_85
https://cutt.ly/IRC_85
https://cutt.ly/IRC_30
https://cutt.ly/IRC_80
https://cutt.ly/IRC_33
https://cutt.ly/IRC_33
https://cutt.ly/IRC_33
https://cutt.ly/IRC_33
https://cutt.ly/IRC_34
https://cutt.ly/IRC_34
https://cutt.ly/IRC_35
https://cutt.ly/IRC_35
https://cutt.ly/IRC_36
https://cutt.ly/IRC_37
https://cutt.ly/IRC_37
https://cutt.ly/IRC_37
https://cutt.ly/IRC_MEAL
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/pdf/sc_eie-toolkit_version2_2017-12-18-pdf.pdf/
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/pdf/sc_eie-toolkit_version2_2017-12-18-pdf.pdf/
https://cutt.ly/IRC_13
https://cutt.ly/IRC_38
https://cutt.ly/IRC_38
https://cutt.ly/IRC_39
https://cutt.ly/IRC_39
https://cutt.ly/IRC_39
https://cutt.ly/IRC_40
https://cutt.ly/IRC_40
https://cutt.ly/IRC_40
https://www.dropbox.com/s/kzq6g9jbd9m3xnb/Haak_et_al_2018_Extracts.docx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/kzq6g9jbd9m3xnb/Haak_et_al_2018_Extracts.docx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/kzq6g9jbd9m3xnb/Haak_et_al_2018_Extracts.docx?dl=0
https://cutt.ly/IRC_41
https://cutt.ly/IRC_41
https://cutt.ly/IRC_41
https://cutt.ly/IRC_42
https://cutt.ly/IRC_EAGERCase 
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MEAL 
Implementation41

Create regular 
spaces for MEAL 
and program staff 
to discuss lessons 
learned and 
actions for program 
improvement.

How regularly are MEAL and program staff 
meeting to consider how data can inform 
program improvement?

Do you need different regularities of 
meetings at different phases of the program 
and at different levels of implementation?

How are they involved in data collection, 
processing, interpretation, and use? 

MEAL RACI Chart

Develop regular Project Learning 
Meetings (see IRC’s facilitation slide 
templates on Facilitating Project 
Learning Meetings)

Consider model meeting schedules, 
participants, and levels from PRP as 
an example. 

Data journey example 
from WASH

EAGER Monitoring Tools 
Guide that distinguishes 
personnel involved for 
each tool

Guide for EAGER data 
review meetings with 
partners

The PRP and the EAGER 
cases demonstrate the 
establishment of routine 
spaces for MEAL staff 
and program staff to 
discuss data for program 
improvement. In both 
cases, meetings close 
to local implementation 
(operational data for 
decision making) were 
more frequent than 
strategic meetings 
at the national and 
organizational level.

For further information on the data and MEAL process, refer to INTRAC’s M&E Universe with short papers on a 
variety of related topics.

https://cutt.ly/IRC_43
https://rescue.box.com/s/fkpi434gatzf4it7x3z2n9w1eslnetyu
https://rescue.box.com/s/fkpi434gatzf4it7x3z2n9w1eslnetyu
https://cutt.ly/IRC_44
https://cutt.ly/IRC_44
https://cutt.ly/IRC_44
https://cutt.ly/IRC_45
https://cutt.ly/IRC_45
https://cutt.ly/IRC_45
https://cutt.ly/IRC_35
https://cutt.ly/IRC_35
https://cutt.ly/IRC_46
https://cutt.ly/IRC_46
https://cutt.ly/IRC_78
https://cutt.ly/IRC_78
https://cutt.ly/IRC_78
https://cutt.ly/IRC_EAGERCase
https://cutt.ly/IRC_18 
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SECTION 3. The Blades: The Technical, Human, and Financial/
Temporal Resources Needed To Carry Out the MEAL Plan

Technical Resources

providing real-time data that enables course correc-
tions that are time-sensitive. The use of such technical 
solutions always has implications for capacity strength-
ening to ensure both MEAL teams and program teams 
can effectively populate, use, and interpret them. There-
fore, such technical systems should be co-developed, 
and follow design principles that engage their users 
early in the process to ensure the technical solutions 
are actually used.42 When possible, teams should use 
existing solutions rather than creating new tools that 
are susceptible to delays and errors. 

Measures should be used to collect data that are im-
portant for understanding the implementation quality 
of elements of the ToC. An instrument should capture 
key constructs and align with the ToC, be contextual-
ized for the target population and context, and have 
evidence of validity and reliability for the target pop-
ulation and context. Find existing tools with validity 
and reliability established for a variety of populations 
and contexts in the INEE measurement library. To 
contextualize measures that have not yet been used 
with the relevant target population/context, refer to 
this Measure Guidance.

Refer to the call-out box for a list of common chal-
lenges in aligning technical resources with improving 
PIQ. The questions, resources, and examples below 
support a strong blade that can resist damage that 
would inhibit the flow of data for program improve-
ment (see Table 3). 

Common Challenges in Aligning Technical 
Resources with Improving PIQ

1.	 Identifying valid and reliable measures 
that are fit for purpose and/or deciding 
when to develop new measures or 
adjust existing ones, balancing previous 
validation work with contextual and 
project needs 

2.	 Systematizing tools across 
implementing partners while allowing 
flexibility to capture multiple types of 
data for triangulation

3.	 Leveraging electronic data collection 
technology while ensuring data collection 
methods account for the capacities 
of staff and logistical constraints (e.g., 
electricity, internet, safety concerns) 

4.	 Maintaining timely and relevant data 
dashboard/visualizations in ways 
that all various relevant stakeholders 
can access, understand, and make 
decisions on, according to their roles.

Technical resources—including data collection and 
processing dashboards/platforms—are particularly 
important for enabling decision making by simplifying 
complex data with a visual representation and/or by 

https://cutt.ly/IRC_23
https://cutt.ly/IRC_21
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Common Challenges in Aligning Human Resources with Improving PIQ

Table 3: Guidance and Tools for Aligning Technical Resources with Improving PIQ

Topic Questions To Ask Resources Examples
Technical  
Resources/
Tools

What technical data collection, analysis, 
and presentation tools (and methods) 
will be most useful for your program and 
the users of the data (given the project 
scope, budget, and timeline)? 

How can you use data dashboards to 
show the highest priority data for deci-
sion making?

KOBO quick start guide  
(public) and Data for  
Development training

Microsoft Power BI training

Excel dashboard creation 
guide

Pivot table creations  
(Excel) guide

PRP dashboard explanation

Measures Do you have measures that capture key 
constructs and align with the ToC? 

Are your measures contextualized for the 
target population/context?

Is there evidence of validity and reliability 
for the target population/context?

Do you have multiple types of data, includ-
ing both qualitative and quantitative?43 

Find existing tools and data-
banks of indicators from the 
INEE Minimum Standards 
Indicator Framework, the INEE 
Measurement Library, and the 
UNRWA indicator harmoniza-
tion process.

Measure Guidance on 
contextualizing educational 
measures. 

As one of many examples, 
the EAGER team devel-
oped a tool to measure 
girls’ learning in basic 
literacy and numeracy (see 
p. 56-64) to help provide 
data on activities under the 
Learning output from the 
ToC or Output 2 from the 
Log Frame. 

1.	 Putting in place scaffolded capacity- 
strengthening at multiple touch-points  
related to data collection, analysis,  
interpretation, and use, and avoiding  
relying on a single MEAL training for all

2.	 Troubleshooting insufficient routines and  
procedures that facilitate collaboration 
between MEAL staff and program staff to 
ensure that data are relevant and used for PIQ

3.	 Minimizing barriers to the alignment of data  
collection, analysis, and action across part-
ners in programs that have more than one  
implementing partner

4.	 Defining clear roles and responsibilities 
with staff and partners, to ensure both 
MEAL and program implementation staff 
feel responsible for using data for PIQ

5.	 Balancing the need to train staff on higher- 
tech tools and more intricate processes  
with the contextual challenges on  
the ground

6.	 Ensuring staff have incentives to gather 
high-quality data and use data for program  
improvement and that incentives align with  
their motivation styles 

Human Resources 

All staff should consider it their role to use data to improve the program, should be provided  
with the necessary capacity strengthening for that role, and should be given incentives that  
align with their motivations. 

https://cutt.ly/IRC_47
https://cutt.ly/IRC_48
https://cutt.ly/IRC_48
https://cutt.ly/IRC_50
https://cutt.ly/IRC_51
https://cutt.ly/IRC_51
https://cutt.ly/IRC_52
https://cutt.ly/IRC_52
https://cutt.ly/IRC_84
https://cutt.ly/IRC_22
https://cutt.ly/IRC_22
https://cutt.ly/IRC_23
https://cutt.ly/IRC_23
https://cutt.ly/IRC_24
https://cutt.ly/IRC_21
https://rescue.app.box.com/s/qq8ily7ht2e1ysh0hc12izdw9rng6iwe
https://cutt.ly/IRC_46
https://cutt.ly/IRC_46
https://cutt.ly/IRC_46
https://cutt.ly/IRC_46
https://cutt.ly/IRC_10
https://cutt.ly/IRC_80


14DATA USE FOR PROGRAM IMPROVEMENT: A FRAMEWORK AND TOOLKIT

The successful use of data for program improvement 
is a social process. To be achieved, programs need 
to identify and address the roles, capacities, and in-
centives of the people involved in data collection, 
decision making, and program delivery. 

First, consider roles; barriers between data collection, 
analysis, and use need to be minimized. To achieve 
this, it is important to consider building teams that 
include both MEAL and program staff, understand-
ing the tradeoff of assigning program delivery staff to 
data collection,44 and ensuring all staff consider the 
use of data for program improvement to be a funda-
mental part of their roles and responsibilities for which 
both program and MEAL staff are held accountable.45 
When hiring staff, keep in mind particular skills that 
are vital to ensuring all stages of date use for PIQ can 
unfold smoothly. These skills may be spread among 
various staff members and may include managing the 
overall data process and personnel; data collection 
and staff training46; data organization and protection; 
quantitative and qualitative data analysis47; communi-
cation of data findings to meet different stakeholder 
and staff levels, needs, and interests; data visualization 
skills (such as the ability to build dashboards, work 
with PowerBI or similar systems).48 Finally, remember 
that the MEAL team must include strong skills in com-
munication, facilitation, and relationship management 
in order to successfully collect data and ensure that it 
is useful for improving PIQ. The lack of such interper-
sonal skills among highly technical teams can cause 
problems in data collection and use. 

Second, consider capacities; it is important that 
programs continuously assess and support the 
strengthening of staff capacities at all levels of the 
data-use life cycle.49 Capacity constraints often hin-
der data use in humanitarian settings.50 Those col-
lecting and analyzing data need to be provided with 
staff development workshops over time that include 
both data collection and the data’s purpose. It is also 
important that program implementation and manage-

ment staff are provided with development opportuni-
ties on how data can inform their work and support 
a culture of learning.51 When designing measures 
it is necessary to engage community members and 
data collectors to ensure the measurement tools are 
adapted to your context and the capacities of data 
collectors and respondents (e.g., measures requir-
ing reading or writing will not work in contexts where 
data collectors or respondents have low-literacy or 
electronic methods may be difficult to deploy if data 
teams lack familiarity with computers or other tech-
nology). Staff development should be done regularly 
with training on different aspects spread out to pro-
gressively improve capacities, this is especially im-
portant for long or complex projects. 

Third, consider incentives; it is important to align 
incentives with individuals’ motivations for engage-
ment. Some will be motivated by direct financial 
incentives, others will be motivated through collab-
orative engagement and social recognition (e.g., cer-
tificates), and others will be motivated by hierarchical 
accountability structures and the recognition of su-
pervisors.52 Carefully consider which incentives will 
work for whom. The misalignment of incentives can 
backfire; for example, using financial incentives for 
those who want to be treated as collaborative equals 
may reduce their motivation for high-quality data 
collection and use. When there are no incentives 
(neither financial, social, nor personal) connected to 
using data for PIQ, then data will likely be poorly col-
lected and poorly used, and instead, staff will focus 
on completing activities and will view data as an ex-
ternally motivated reporting requirement. 

Refer to the call-out box for a list of common chal-
lenges in aligning human resources with improving 
PIQ. The questions, resources, and examples below 
support a well-connected blade that can resist the 
detachment of roles and capacities from existing 
processes that would interrupt the flow of data for 
program improvement (see Table 4). 
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Table 4: Guidance and Tools for Aligning Human Resources with Improving PIQ

Topic Questions To Ask Resources Examples
Roles How can you ensure that both 

MEAL and program staff have 
the skills for and feel that the use 
of data for program improvement 
is part of their role? 

MEAL RACI Chart

Consult Evaluation organizations 
for expertise or advice, such as the 
African Evaluation Association, Better 
Evaluation or the American Evaluation 
Association

Quantitative data analysis software:  
R, Stata, MatLab, SAS, or SPSS

Qualitative data analysis software: 
Dedoose, NVivo, or atlas.ti 

UNICEF online courses: Information 
Visualization and Evaluation

Viz for Social Good—an organization 
that provides data visualization support

See EAGER Session 
Observation and Coaching 
Tool facilitating staff to use 
the data to immediately 
provide effective feedback 
(see pages 38-47)

MEAL 
Capacity 
Develop-ment 
Workshops

How will you develop the 
capacity of the MEAL staff and 
the program staff regarding data 
collection, analysis, and use? 

USAID’s toolkits on  
Monitoring and Evaluation

MEAL Model and Guide Humanitarian 
Global Service Actors

The Kaya platform also provides 
training resources, such as the FIELD 
Program

EAGER trainings for staff on 
using monitoring tools 
See the Training of Trainers 
presentation and the 
subsequent Step-Down 
Training presentation with an 
accompanying Step-Down 
Training Supplementary 
Guide

Incentives How will you motivate high-
quality data collection, analysis, 
and the timely use of data for 
program improvement? 

Who is motivated by social 
means (engagement or 
recognition), financial means 
(pay or penalty), or by authority 
(directives by supervisors)? 

How are you using financial and 
non-financial incentives? 

Typology of Sources of Motivation In the EAGER case, 
staff demonstrate social 
motivation to use data to 
improve programming as 
they interact simultaneously 
with data collection tools 
and the people they manage 
such as when they conduct 
session observations and 
immediately use their 
data findings to guide 
conversations

https://cutt.ly/IRC_43
https://cutt.ly/IRC_58
https://cutt.ly/IRC_59
https://cutt.ly/IRC_59
https://cutt.ly/IRC_60
https://cutt.ly/IRC_60
https://www.r-project.org/
https://www.stata.com/
https://www.mathworks.com/products/matlab.html
https://www.sas.com/en_us/software/stat.html
https://www.ibm.com/spss
https://www.dedoose.com/
https://support.qsrinternational.com/s/
https://atlasti.com/
https://cutt.ly/IRC_61
https://cutt.ly/IRC_61
https://cutt.ly/IRC_62
https://cutt.ly/IRC_63
https://cutt.ly/IRC_46
https://cutt.ly/IRC_46
https://cutt.ly/IRC_46
https://cutt.ly/IRC_16
https://cutt.ly/IRC_20
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https://cutt.ly/IRC_67
https://cutt.ly/IRC_68
https://cutt.ly/IRC_68
https://cutt.ly/IRC_68
https://cutt.ly/IRC_69
https://cutt.ly/IRC_EAGERCase 
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Financial and Temporal Resources

The use of data for program improvement requires the dedication of financial and temporal resources to 
activities explicitly related to the interpretation, use, decision-making, and course correction of data. 

As noted above, the MEAL plan should be outlined 
in the program work plan with sufficient dedicated 
budget-line allocations linked to MEAL activities to 
ensure that they are sufficiently funded. As part of this 
it is important to include the financial resources that are 
required to cover the staff time, travel, and meeting 
facilities to be used when teams meet to consider 

how to use data to inform program improvements. 
Financial resources may also be needed for specific 
data follow-up activities to confirm if a certain course 
correction is indeed justified. 

Moreover, program teams need to deliberately allocate 
sufficient temporal resources. Program and manage-
ment staff should dedicate regular time to engage 
with data in a meaningful way that can inform practice. 
MEAL teams must also allocate time to engage with 
program staff to understand their needs and concerns 
regarding data. Many programs fail to incorporate  
data-informed program improvements simply because 
they have not systematically dedicated time to doing 
so—often due to overly ambitious implementation 
plans. The program work plan also needs to deliber-
ately allocate time to learn and course correct based 
on data, for example, by preserving sufficient time to 
adjust the program between the periods of different 
cohorts of participants, such as between school years 
or between training cohorts.

The idea of course correction and program improve-
ment requires change. Such changes are likely to have 
ramifications throughout the data and program systems. 
Therefore, each element of this framework must be 
flexible, including a flexible budget.

Refer to the call-out box for common challenges 
related to aligning financial and temporal resources 
with improving PIQ. The questions, resources, and 
examples can be used to maintain a resistant blade 
that will consist of flexible financial and temporal fibers 
that can adjust to various conditions and maintain 
the flow of data for PIQ (see Table 5). 

Common Challenges in Aligning Financial 
and Temporal Resources with Improving PIQ

1.	 Interfacing with donors regarding 
budget flexibility to allow for program 
improvement 

2.	 Facing insufficient funds and time  
allocated to support activities and capacity 
development specifically focused on  
the use of data for improved PIQ

3.	 Ensuring sufficient flexibility in  
implementation activities and overall  
program funds to make adjustments 
needed to implement data use for PIQ

4.	 Being sure to schedule explicitly for 
periods of program adjustment (e.g., 
gaps between trainings or cohorts of 
students to enable changes to program 
design based on data for PIQ)

5.	 Avoiding delayed program start-up 
phases that compress timelines  
and reduce the ability to develop  
good MEAL systems for PIQ and  
to subsequently make adjustments



17DATA USE FOR PROGRAM IMPROVEMENT: A FRAMEWORK AND TOOLKIT

Table 5: Guidance and Tools for Aligning Financial and Temporal Resources for Improving PIQ

What Questions to ask Resources Examples
Include budget 
set-asides for 
course correction

Do you have sufficient budget for 
the MEAL plan?

Does the budget include 
necessary line items to 
support data use for program 
improvement? 

Are there flexible budget lines or 
is there a clear process for budget 
revision? 

MEAL template with a budget 
section

EAGER MEAL budget  
(see tab Overall.M.E. on the 
document)

Financial flexibility Do staff know what parts of the 
budget are flexible and are their 
time-sensitive processes for 
reallocating financial or physical 
resources? 

As a rule of thumb, consider 
having a portion of the budget 
as a flexible set-aside and 
increasing this percentage in 
highly volatile settings.

Ensure program management 
knows the timeline and 
procedures for requesting 
budget changes with funders.

The PRP case provides 
an example of how data-
informed decisions to 
reallocate project resources 
including training support 
and physical materials.

Temporal Are there more efficient and 
effective ways for you to track 
staff time allocated to various 
activities? 

Consider including the use of 
data for program improvement 
into the tracking of staff time, staff 
planning, and staff assessments 
to ensure that spending time 
on data use for program 
improvement is prioritized. 

Consider this USAID Guidance 
on developing a culture of 
learning.

The PRP Workplan guided 
the level of effort for staff

https://cutt.ly/IRC_70
https://cutt.ly/IRC_70
https://cutt.ly/IRC_71
https://cutt.ly/IRC_73
https://cutt.ly/IRC_72


18DATA USE FOR PROGRAM IMPROVEMENT: A FRAMEWORK AND TOOLKIT

use for learning and program improvement.57 USAID 
has also developed a set of resources to support a 
culture of learning, including a 45-minute course, a 
toolkit, and a tool for self-assessing the current state 
of “collaborating, learning and adapting” (CLA) in your 
program or organization.58 

Assumptions To Consider 

In order for data to be used systematically for program 
improvement two main assumptions must be fulfilled. 

•	 These findings have been derived from long-term 
programs. It may be difficult to institute many 
large data-informed program improvements if the 
timeline of a program is less than a year. 

•	 The bulk of the MEAL system should be oper-
ated in-house by program staff and its program 
partners (not outsourced to short-term consul-
tants) to facilitate close and sustained collabo-
ration between MEAL and program staff. 

SECTION 4. The Wind: Cultivating and Strengthening  
a Culture of Learning

Even when a program has assembled all the parts 
(foundation, engine, blades, stem) for supporting the 
use of data for improving program implementation 
quality, change will only happen if the initiative and 
organization are cultivating a culture of learning. A 
culture of learning provides the wind that moves the 
blades of the wind turbine. Organizational culture is 
a common barrier to evidence-informed practices 
within civil society organizations.53 The presence or 
absence of a culture of learning and adaptation has 
been shown to influence the adoption of improve-
ments and data use in humanitarian settings.54

Although there is general agreement that a culture of 
organizational learning is important, there is uncertainty  
about how to practically improve it.55 The broader lit-
erature on organizational culture and learning does 
provide some guidance. For example, David Waller 
recommends ten steps to creating a data-driven  
culture.56 INTRAC has documented five areas that often 
need to be strengthened to support a culture of data 

Conclusion

This program implementation quality conceptual frame-
work addressed the question of how we can better link 
data and its use to improve program implementation 
quality in humanitarian educational contexts. We have 
presented a holistic framework, illustrated by a wind 
turbine, demonstrating the use of data for PIQ as a 
multi-layered system involving the interaction of key el-
ements of the program. With a solid foundation (Theory 
of Change), a strong engine (MEAL system), well-func-
tioning blades (resources: technical, human, and finan-
cial/temporal), and wind (culture of learning), effective 
data-informed actions can be generated for program 

improvement. However, when one or several of the el-
ements are not functioning well, the entire system is 
affected and can inhibit the use of data for improving 
PIQ. Attention to each element is essential to ensuring 
the use of data for program improvement. Throughout, 
we have identified related challenges, examples, and 
practical tools for program managers and other staff to 
enhance the use of data for program improvement. It is 
intended that this framework is used among program 
managers, technical support staff, program staff, and 
staff in charge of monitoring, evaluation, and learning 
(MEAL), for the improvement of PIQ. 

https://cutt.ly/IRC_76
https://cutt.ly/IRC_76
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