Framing information needs







Explanation of the diagram

The flow diagram shows how theoretical frameworks and practical considerations, including contextual constraints, help define information needs.  These needs are then translated into measurable indicators and eventually methods and tools.
"Theory" 

A number of references suggest questions to be posed and thus guide us in defining information needs:

· Conceptual frameworks present a theory of the causal hierarchy and inter-relationship of factors influencing a given issue or problem.  They include, for example, UNICEF Conceptual Framework on Nutrition.  Vulnerability/capacity analysis tools also represent a conceptual framework, as do programme logic models for specialised areas such as behaviour change/development, hygiene education, etc.  These conceptual frameworks are based on an accumulation of experience and empirical study. They are used in M&E to organise and analyse data that exists, point us to key information gaps and then frame questions to guide data collection.   They represent the likely or expected cause and effect relations that must be explored and tested in a given context.  (The work of actually adapting a conceptual framework based on analysis of data collected allows us to then build a “problem tree”.)   

· Standards and benchmarks provide a reference about the expected or desired conditions.  They help us to compare the current situation with other experiences, to measure the gravity of the situation, and thus take decisions about priority areas for intervention.  

· Previous experience helps us formulate probable issues, questions, problems that need to be explored.

· Checklists/existing tools are usually based on the above and also help determine what information might be needed in a given situation.

"Reality in the field"

Framing information needs is not an abstract exercise. Practical considerations also shape the choice of what data is needed.  These include: 

· The priority questions that programme managers at different levels need answered, either those on the overall situation that help shape the design of programmes or those on programme performance;

· The availability of information, internally and externally, including some consideration of the quality of that information;

· The capacities of our own organisation, partners and potential partners to contribute to data collection as well as the capacities of primary stakeholders in terms of time, interest and potential for active involvement.

The influence of contextual constraints

All contexts have additional practical constraints.  In stable contexts, even seasonal mobility will dictate the feasibility of field data collection. In crisis and unstable contexts, constraints include access, security, and time pressures.  Such constraints affect not only the extent but also the quality of what is available. Many more issues simply become too sensitive to allow collection of true data.  What is important to know — both based on theory and field reality — is eventually filtered according to what is possible to know.

Defining indicators and methods

Indicators are defined according to widely agreed criteria, so that measures are clear and credible and information is useful in the assessment, monitoring and evaluation process. Methods must be selected accordingly.



DATA COLLECTION CAPACITIES 





Ours and those of partners and primary stakeholders











EXISTING INFORMATION


What information do we have? What can others provide?








DECISION-MAKERS’ QUESTIONS…


What questions do users of M&E need to answer?





…VIS-À-VIS SITUATION…


What problems are there? How must we respond?





…or VIS-À-VIS PROGRAMME





PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE


Helps us foresee relevant questions
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ANALYSIS FRAMEWORKS:





Conceptual frameworks pointing to likely sequence of effects/causes


Vulnerability/capacity analysis highlighting potential and role of primary stakeholders
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CHECKLISTS/ EXISTING TOOLS


Guides (to be adapted) to formulate info requirements
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