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Introduction
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Evaluating information management (IM)

aspects of programmes is crucial for

understanding their contribution to results, for

incremental improvement and for

accountability. Evaluating IM components is

atypical and involves some specific

considerations which mark it out as unique

compared to the evaluation of other

programme areas. IM in programmes is often

blurry and evaluators rarely have expertise in

the field. Many organisations may not have tried

to specifically evaluate IM components of

programmes.

To help understand the difference which IM

components make, and how they enable wider

programme results, this short guide offers

suggestions for purposes of evaluating IM

elements, approaches which can be taken

and specific considerations when conducting

evaluations.

A checklist to guide planning and delivery of

evaluating IM components of programmes is

included, adapted from the Better Evaluation

Rainbow Framework.

This guide was made possible through the

“Strengthening CSOs' Information Management”

programme implemented by CartONG since early

2020. This aims to support French-speaking NGOs

in the use and implementation of methods, tools

and processes related to the different stages of the

data analysis chain.

https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/rainbow_framework


What do we mean by Information Management?
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"IM is the systematic process for the 
collection, collation, storage, processing, 

verification, and analysis of data and 
information from one or more sources, and 

the dissemination of relevant data and 
information to sector participants, to 
support effective and timely action. It 

enables situational understanding, 
coordination, strategic and operational 

decision making, accountability, advocacy, 
and fundraising. It also allows sense-making 

and the production of knowledge“ 

- IASC Task Force on IM

In this project, we have opted to limit our
approach to information management to
program data: i.e. to data collected by CSOs
in the context of their interventions.

Illustration from CartONG, Program Data: The silver bullet of the humanitarian and 
development sectors? Panorama of the practices and needs of francophone CSOs

The IM Lifecycle

https://www.im-portal.org/program-data-silver-bullet-humanitarian-development-sectors-panorama-needs-csos
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Examples of IM components in programmes

IM components can span a wide range of different things in different programmes. These all relate to the systematic process of

creating, identifying, collecting, organizing, sharing, adapting, and using information necessary for a project or programme of

work. Information management is a process for identifying all the information programme stakeholders need to make informed

decisions.

There are a wide range of possible IM components of a programme. Examples of change include:
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• New data repositories

• Moving to digital solutions for data collection

• Revised data collection instruments and processes

• Adoption of new tools for data analysis

• New dashboards and ways to communicate data analysis

• Roll out of responsible data management frameworks

• Improved data analysis

• Refined ethical data management frameworks

• New standard operating procedures for programme IM

• Scaling up changes to IM approaches

• Improved data flows from collection to usage

• New databases for storage and retrieval

• Updated file storage systems and structures

• New or improved data visualization, infographics,

geospatial visualisation and mapping

• Upgraded IT systems and processes

• Conducting data preparation and preposition / anticipatory

sourcing of relevant data

• New data sharing platforms

• New digital, IM and data roles within programme staff

• Training to grow the IM and data literacy skills of

programme staff



How to ensure IM components are evaluated
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Start early

The earlier the evaluation of IM components of programmes is considered the better. Making clear the expected outcomes of IM
components early on in the programme will also help when it comes time to conduct an evaluation.

Link to the wider programme

If it is possible to agree to include evaluation/s of IM components in the programme design or early delivery, this can help secure
resources and commitment, build consensus to conduct an evaluation, clarify intended outcomes of IM aspects and steer
collection of evidence though the programme to contribute to later assessment.

Advocate

It may be necessary to advocate for evaluating an IM component and explain clearly the benefits, be they evidence for impact
and future funding, quality improvement, better accountability.

Get people together

To concretely start the evaluation, hold conversations with the main people involved in the IM aspect of the programme and
related programme areas so people agree:

• Why the evaluation is needed (the purpose)

• What it will be used for

• When it will be done

• If it links to wider evaluation or programme plans

• Who will deliver it and how it will be resourced

Decisions from the conversations will form 
the basis for the evaluation planning 

documents (described in the checklist). 



Purposes of evaluating IM components of programmes (1/2)
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Clarifying the purpose of evaluating IM components of
programmes is a crucial early step. The purpose will inform -
and be informed by - the evaluation timelines, resources, who
is involved and choice of evaluation approaches to understand
results, as well as the practicalities and scope.

It is important key stakeholders agree on the main purpose or
purposes of evaluating IM aspects. Ideally this is done
collaboratively, with a range of those involved.

Broadly, there are three common purposes:

1. To learn what is and is not working well in the design and
performance of an ongoing programme (learning).

2. To generate insights about good practices (learning).

3. To make an overall judgment about the effectiveness of a
completed programme (often to ensure accountability).

For example, the purpose of evaluating the IM component
could be to document lessons and knowledge about what has
enabled it to be effective, to help similar future components of
programmes. Alternatively the purpose may be to objectively
assess results to promote grant accountability, to share with
donors and programme supporters what has been achieved as
a result of the IM component.

When the purpose is clear, specific evaluation questions about
the IM component can be developed and then addressed by
the evaluation.

The purpose of evaluating the IM component of a programme
needs to be agreed by all those involved and impacted by this
aspect.

Factors to cater in:
• The agreed purpose 

• What is required / wished for by different stakeholders.
• Key questions to be addressed.

• Wider planned evaluation activities.
• Practicalities around resources, timings, programme design 

and clarity of intended outcomes, evaluator skills and 
experience.



Purposes of evaluating IM components of programmes (2/2)
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Evaluating IM components for learning:

• Be clear about who will be learning about what and through
what means.

• Will it support ongoing learning for incremental improvements
or learn about 'what works' or 'what works for whom in what
circumstances' to inform future IM activities and programme
elements?

• For example, an evaluation may find that significant time needs
to be allocated by IM focal points for scoping and a thorough
review of current data systems is needed, before being able to
determine appropriate new solutions.

Evaluating IM components for accountability:

• Be clear about who will be held accountable, to whom for
what and through what means.

• Be clear about whether accountability will be upwards (e.g.
funders, policymakers), downwards (e.g. to intended
beneficiaries of the wider programme) or horizontal (e.g. to
colleagues and partners).

• For example, an evaluation may produce evidence for donors
and programme managers that a move to digital data collection
throughout a programme has been achieved but ensuring
compatibility with existing data storage systems needed more
work and resource than originally expected.

Evaluation findings may be used for:

• Informing decisions for improvement (formative evaluations)
confirming, expanding, adapting or changing IM practices and
approaches.

• Informing decisions about selecting, continuing or ceasing
particular IM components in programmes (summative
evaluations) and understanding value for money.

• Accountability and advocacy, justifying expenditure and
showing achievements.

• Growing the evidence base around the role of IM in
programme results, to inform future policy and practice by
others.

It may be possible to address several purposes in a 
single evaluation design but often there needs to be 

a choice about where resources will be primarily 
focused
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Example scenarios and approaches

Scenario: The intended results of a new
database with risk and hazard data, affected
population data and geospatial data were less
concrete at the start of the programme.

Approach: Exploratory outcome gathering.

For example, Outcome Harvesting, where
results are identified retrospectively by collecting
evidence of what has changed and, then,
working backwards, determining whether and
how the existence and use of new database has
contributed to these changes.

Scenario: Throughout the life of a programme,
it is important to learn how useful decision
makers find new tools for data analysis and a
new dashboard showing programme results, to
guide iteration and adaptation.

Approach: Developmental Evaluations, Action
Learning Sets, Mini-evaluations or Mid-Term
Evaluations.

For example, using evaluation approaches
which are designed to support ongoing learning
and adaptation, through iterative, embedded
evaluation and application.

Scenario: There is limited evaluation resource
and a small IM component (within a wider
programme) which aimed to improve the data
literacy skills of the programme staff.

Approach: Peer led internal evaluation.

For example, Horizontal Evaluation aimed at
learning and improvement, combining self-
assessment by programme participants and
external review by peers. Or Innovation History,
to develop collectively an agreed description of
how approach to data literacy skills was
developed, to inform future efforts.

Scenario: The intended results of a new
programme information management system
were well defined and there is an interest in how
effective this has been for aiding programme
oversight.

Approach: Assessment of the extent intended
outcomes have been achieved and associated
lessons about this change.

For example, approaches based on
independent and expert and stakeholder review
of evidence for change, outcome metrics and
conclusions.

Scenario: The purpose is to understand the
extent to which new approaches to sharing
programme data across organisations and
corresponding SOPs has enabled change in the
wider programme.

Approach: Theory based evaluation, such as
Contribution Analysis or Outcome Mapping.

For example, an evaluation approach which
iteratively maps available evidence against a
theory of change, then identifies and addresses
challenges to causal inference.

Scenario: Stakeholders are interested in the
quality of data collection for baseline and
midline, beneficiary feedback, output tracking
and reach monitoring within a programme,
following a move to digital data collection.

Approach: Assessment of the delivery of the
digital data collection component and results
against the digital principles framework.

For example, approaches which evaluate the
move to digital in the programme against the
nine digital principles and explore enablers and
blockers to adhering to these.

See the INTRAC M&E Universe for more detail: https://www.intrac.org/resources/me-universe/
These scenarios, approaches and examples are not exhaustive nor mutually exclusive!

https://www.intrac.org/resources/me-universe/


Specific considerations for evaluating IM components (1/2)
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Consideration: What it means for evaluating an IM component:

An IM scoping or self assessment exercise
may have been conducted

Results may provide a baseline against which an assessment of change in IM
practice can be included as part of the evaluation.

IM evaluation may not be a priority area Early planning to evaluate IM aspects, advocate for inclusion in wider
evaluations, be realistic about available resources.

Digital principles framework may be
relevant

The framework for digitally-enabled programmes may be incorporated into
the evaluation of IM components.

IM components may be seen as tools for
the functionality of programmes

Include in the programme evaluation an assessment of how IM solutions
have furthered programme results.

IM results / objectives may be different
from other programme areas

Clarify early in the programme design (or evaluation process if necessary)
intended results so these are clear to the evaluation team.



Specific considerations for evaluating IM components (2/2)
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Consideration: What it means for evaluating an IM component:

Stakeholders impacted by IM components
may be different to those for other
programme areas

Push for inclusion of these stakeholders in evaluation exercises. Consider if
a "quick and good enough" approach for those who are less invested is
most pragmatic.

IM outcomes may not be well defined,
implementers of an IM project may not be
clear about the results they seek

Determine expected outcomes of IM components early, or select an
approach which is suitable for less defined outcomes. Consider a theory
based approach - where a model about how the IM component creates
change, and enables the wider programme, is used to guide the evaluation.

IM indicators may not have been developed
at the start of the programme

There may be differences between technical
evaluation (tools, specs etc.) and holistic
evaluation (change in processes, impact on
work, enabling programme outcomes)

Be pragmatic and use the purpose, key questions and approach to prioritise
the focus of the evaluation and ensure the right evaluator skills to deliver.

IM links to other programme areas and is
typically an enabling factor

Where possible, investigate the difference IM components have made to
programme results as an aspect of wider programme evaluations. Plan
early. If evaluating IM components is justified as an important aspect to
evaluate, consider (also) approaches to internal evaluations.
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Key evaluation questions – examples

The key questions are designed to be broad and answered by an evaluation – they are not the specific questions used for data 
collection.

EXAMPLE KEY EVALUATION QUESTION WHEN THIS WOULD BE USEFUL TYPE

“What is different now, as a result of the IM element of the programme?”
When indented results are undefined, when the evaluation is 
exploratory. 

Outcome

“To what extent have the intended outcomes of the IM element been 
achieved?” 

When indented results are defined, when evaluation purpose 
need to include accountability.

Outcome

“In which ways have IM deliverables enabled the achievement of other 
programme outcomes?” 

When investigating wider influence of IM and effectiveness. Outcome

“What were the enablers and blockers to delivering quality IM elements 
during the programme?”

Learning, quality, when insights can be captured to guide 
future IM work.

Process

“Which features of the programme context influenced the success of the 
IM aspect of the programme?” 

When learning about external factors which impact upon the 
IM work.

Process 

“What could have improved the delivery of the IM element of the 
programme?”

When interested in the factors influencing progress on IM 
components.

Process 

“To what extent did the IM component adhere to the digital principles 
framework?”

When interested in the quality of IM aspects.
Quality 

“How has the IM environment changed throughout the life of the 
programme?”

When interested in how well IM aspects have translated into 
tangible differences.

Quality 

“What is the change in the quality of the IM processes and what has 
contributed to improvements seen?”

When interested in what influences changes in IM quality. Quality
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Checklist for evaluating IM components of 
programmes 

Adapted from: https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/rainbow_framework

https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/rainbow_framework


1. How to start

14

Action What it means for evaluating IM components 

 Include an evaluation in the programme design
Where possible, build in commitments to evaluate IM components
of the programmes as part of the wider programme monitoring and
evaluation approach.

 Advocate for an evaluation of the IM component
If there are not planned evaluations of IM components, negotiate
for these to be included in the scope of other evaluations or as
stand alone pieces.

 Identify stakeholders
Determine who is interested in the evaluation of the IM aspect and
whose interests need to be prioritised. Ensure their engagement
throughout the evaluation.

 Convene discussions to agree the evaluation

Bring together stakeholders to discuss the purpose of evaluating of
the IM aspect of the programme, the outputs, uses and benefits,
when this will happen and how it will be resourced. Refer back to
the original goal of the IM component in this discussion.

 Document the agreed plan for the evaluation
Make note of the agreed purpose, the outputs, uses and benefits,
timings and resourcing of the evaluation for consensus and the
basis of the ToR or ToR element for the IM part of the programme.



2. Evaluation planning and set-up

15

Action What it means for evaluating IM components 

 Agree management and decision making
Specify how decisions will be made about the evaluation of the IM
component. Who will manage this (part of) the evaluation, who will
provide advice, make recommendations?

 Decide who will conduct the evaluation

Determine if an evaluation of IM components fits within planned
wider programme evaluations. Clarify who will deliver the
evaluation of IM aspects. This might include people who are
involved in the IM element, an internal or external evaluator, or a
combination.

 Determine and secure resources

Identify resources needed and available for the evaluation of the IM
dimension. Determine whether sufficient resources for evaluating
the IM component exist in wider evaluation resources. Is advocacy
for inclusion of the IM component needed?

 Define ethical and quality evaluation standards
Clarify what will be considered appropriate quality and ethical
standards for the evaluation and what will need to be done to
ensure these standards are achieved.



3. Define, frame and prepare the evaluation 
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Action What it means for evaluating IM components 


Decide the purpose/s of
evaluating the IM aspect

Finalise the purpose and intended use of the evaluation. Is it to support learning and
improvement, for accountability, for knowledge? If there are several purposes, decide
how to weight these.


Specify the key evaluation
questions

Create one or two broad questions to guide the evaluation of the IM component. These
may compliment other evaluation questions if part of a wider programme evaluation.

 Develop initial description
Describe which IM aspects are to be evaluated, to ensure agreement about the scope
and expected insights from the evaluation.


Develop formal planning
documents

Create or contribute to the documents needed, including a brief and a ToR. Make note

of the original goal of the IM component. If the IM component is being evaluated within

a wider programme evaluation, specify the evaluation questions explicitly in the ToR. Be

clear what success looks like.


Identify primary intended
users

Clarify who will use the results. Be specific and identify people (for instance IM staff
within the programme, funders with an interest in IM projects).



Reference or develop a theory
of change for the IM
component

Make explicit how IM activities are understood to contribute to intended outcomes*. If
IM components do not have clear outcomes and/ or where there is interest in how IM
aspects enable wider programme outcomes developing this logic will be helpful.

* While useful for many evaluations this is not always needed, such 
as for evaluations of the quality of IM products.



4. Determine the approach, collect and manage the data
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Action What it means for evaluating IM components 

 Agree evaluation approach
Decide which evaluation methodology is most appropriate considering the resources,
evaluation context, timing, and purpose.

 Select sample
Decide sampling units (e.g. key informants, organisations, time periods) relevant to the
IM dimension of the programme, so that inferences can be drawn about the results.


Consider using measures,
indicators or metrics

Choose or develop measures, indicators or metrics of interest, such as quality, usage or
perceptions and examples of IM as an enabling factor. This is useful for many
evaluations but in cases rubrics to interpret qualitative information can be used.

 Collect data Develop tools and collect or retrieve data to answer the evaluation questions.

 Manage data
Establish processes for managing data during the evaluation, including storing,
organising and cleaning data.



5. Sense making and generate insights
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Action What it means for evaluating IM components 


Analyse and visualise the
data

Analyse the data collected or retrieved in order to answer the evaluation questions.
Visualise the data to bring clarity during analysis and/or to communicate findings.



Check the results are
consistent with causal
contribution

Check that the findings are consistent with what would be expected if the IM component
of the programme has contributed to producing the observed changes. Identify other
factors which might have caused the results and see if it is possible to rule them out.


Compare results to the key
evaluation questions

What does the evaluation evidence and data mean in relation to the key questions
about the IM aspect of the programme? What are the implications and lessons
associated with the results? What do the results mean in relation to the original goal of
the IM component?

 Synthesise data
Decide how data will be combined in terms of the evaluation questions to produce an
overall judgement about the IM component.


Agree the “so what” and
actions

Collaboratively agree what the results, and positive and negative outcomes, mean
regarding the IM aspect of the programme. Decide which actions which should be taken,
by who. Agree recommendations such as how the IM element can be improved, how
risk of failure can be reduced or whether the IM component of the programme should
continue.

These steps can be done in collaboration with the evaluation team.



6. Use and share the evaluation findings
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Action What it means for evaluating IM components


Identify reporting
requirements

Determine the reporting needs of the primary users. Consider their decision-making
timelines. A brief communications plan can help to share insights effectively.

 Develop reporting collateral

Consider appropriate written, visual, and/or verbal products to communicate the
findings of the evaluation of the IM component of the programme. This may be
captured within wider evaluation collateral or be better as a stand alone product. Make
sure they are accessible, including for those with limited time and disabilities.

 Support use
Support primary users to make decisions and take action based on the findings. Explain
how findings from this evaluation might be more generally applied or translated into IM
components of new programmes and contexts.

 Review the evaluation
Make time to review the evaluation process, to increase engagement and ensure
efficacy of future evaluations of IM components.

These steps can be done in collaboration with the evaluation team.



Sources and further information

Source Link

• Independent Evaluation Group - Terms of 
reference and planning

https://www.fsnnetwork.org/sites/default/files/e
cd_writing_tors.pdf

• Bond - Terms of Reference and planning https://www.bond.org.uk/resources/bond-tips-
evaluation-terms-of-reference

• Better Evaluation - Evaluation Framework https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/rainbow_fr
amework

• Better evaluation - Key Evaluation Questions https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/rainbow_fr
amework/frame/specify_key_evaluation_questio
ns

• Monitoring and Evaluation NEWS - Evaluation 
Questions Checklist

https://mande.co.uk/special-issues/evaluation-
questions-checklists/

• INRTAC - M&E Universe https://www.intrac.org/resources/me-universe/

• Digital Principles Toolkit https://digitalprinciples.org/

20

Below are some useful sources and references included in the guide

https://www.fsnnetwork.org/sites/default/files/ecd_writing_tors.pdf
https://www.bond.org.uk/resources/bond-tips-evaluation-terms-of-reference
https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/rainbow_framework
https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/rainbow_framework/frame/specify_key_evaluation_questions
https://mande.co.uk/special-issues/evaluation-questions-checklists/
https://www.intrac.org/resources/me-universe/
https://digitalprinciples.org/


How the tool was developed
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This guide was made possible through the

“Strengthening French-speaking CSOs' Information

Management” programme implemented by

CartONG since early 2020.

In 2022, CartONG and MapAction (a partner in the

initiative) worked to determine unique factors

when considering IM component of

programmes and the key content areas of the

tool.

A rough version of the tool was developed, by

drawing on and refining existing thinking about

evaluation good practice and placing this in the

context of IM aspects.

It was shared with francophone NGO programme

representatives during an exchange day in

September 2022 - to understand from example

users what they found useful and how they may

apply the tool – and improved accordingly with

the feedback received. The final version

complimented the Learning Corner materials

already available on the IM Resource Portal:

https://www.im-portal.org/learning-corner .

Many thanks go to the team at CartONG and

MapAction for coordinating the development of the

tool and for all those who made time to provide

their thoughts and feedback.

This guide remains a working document on which

we welcome inputs and recommendations- you

can share them through Feedback@mapaction.org

and/or renforcement-osc@cartong.org.

https://www.im-portal.org/learning-corner
mailto:Feedback@mapaction.org

