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ABSTRACT 

Increasingly, development projects suffer from a paradox; drowning in data while starving for actionable 

information. In an era characterized by unprecedented volumes of digital data generated through 

monitoring, evaluation and reporting systems, decision makers paradoxically struggle to transform this 

information abundance into meaningful knowledge and actionable information. Leveraging on 

organizational theory, information processing theory and organizational learning frameworks, the goal of 

this study is to examine the socio technical issues including organizational culture, staff competencies, 

donor reporting requirements, and system design - that create and perpetuate this paradox. Drawing on the 

frameworks proposed by Laudon and Laudon (2013) and Siles (2004), this study contends that the 

paradox stems from structural fragmentation, misaligned incentives, inadequate analytical capacity, 

premature technology adoption, and donor-driven reporting which emphasizes compliance over learning. 

The study explores these three questions: What organizational and technical barriers prevent effective 

data-to-information conversion? How do donor requirements influence the balance between 

accountability and learning? What intervention strategies can help bridge the gap between data generation 

and information utilization, to convert data into learning and performance improvement? 

Keywords: Paradox, Data, Abundance, Information, Scarcity, Development,  Projects 
 

INTRODUCTION  

The contemporary development sector operates in an increasingly data-rich environment. Technological 

advances, donor accountability demands, and the results-based management paradigm have collectively 

driven a proliferation of monitoring and evaluation (M&E) systems across development projects 

(Bamberger, Rugh, & Mabry, 2012). Organizations collect unprecedented volumes of data on project 

activities, outputs, outcomes, and impacts which Project managers, donors and stakeholders rely on. Yet 

paradoxically, these stakeholders frequently report being "information poor" despite this data abundance 

(Siles, 2004). This phenomenon - abundant data coupled with scarce actionable information - represents a 

critical challenge undermining project effectiveness, organizational learning, and adaptive management in 

the development sector, leading to inefficiency and reduced accountability. 

The paradox manifests in several ways. Projects dedicate substantial human and financial resources to 

data collection activities, yet struggle to convert this data into insights that inform decision-making 

(Holvoet & Renard, 2007). Monitoring systems generate extensive reports that accumulate in filing 

cabinets or digital repositories, which are rarely consulted for strategic purposes (Bakewell & Garbutt, 

2005). Field staffs are made to spend considerable time completing forms and surveys whose purposes 

they barely understand, leading to cynicism about M&E activities (Guijt, 2008). Meanwhile, donors 

receive compliance-oriented reports that document activities but provide limited evidence of learning or 

adaptive management (Eyben, 2013). 

When information systems fail to support decision-making, projects lose opportunities for course 

correction, risk management, and performance improvement (Kusek & Rist, 2004). It thus becomes 

difficult for organizations to learn from immediate and past project experience when project knowledge 

remains trapped in unusable data formats (Siles, 2004). Resources invested in non-functional information 

systems represent opportunity costs - funds that could support direct service delivery or capacity building 

(Binnendijk, 2000). 

Problem Statement 

Despite substantial investments in monitoring and evaluation systems, development projects consistently 

fail to transform collected data into information that supports adaptive management and organizational 

learning. This creates a paradox: too much data, yet not enough meaningful information. The persistence 

of this paradox suggests that underlying systemic factors - beyond simple technical solutions - prevent 

effective data-to-information conversion in development contexts. 

While research has noted this paradox, it rarely explores its underlying causes or offers holistic solutions. 

Most studies break the issue into separate technical, organizational, or cultural parts without looking at 

how they interact (Patton, 2008). Most fixes emphasize adopting new technologies but ignore 
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fundamental gaps in processes and skills (Heeks, 2002). Consequently, information systems keep failing 

and the development sector's effectiveness continues to be hampered 

Research Objectives 

This paper pursues three primary objectives: 

1. To examine and theorize the data abundance-information scarcity paradox in development project 

management, articulating its manifestations, consequences, and underlying mechanisms through 

appropriate theoretical lenses. 

2. To analyze systematically the socio-technical factors - including organizational culture, staff 

competencies, donor relationships, technology choices, and system design - that create and 

perpetuate this paradox in development contexts. 

3. To identify and evaluate intervention strategies that can bridge the gap between data generation 

and information utilization, enabling development projects to transform monitoring systems from 

compliance burdens into learning assets. 

Research Questions 

This study addresses three central research questions: 

1. What organizational and technical barriers prevent effective data-to-information conversion in 

development project monitoring and evaluation systems? 

2. How do donor reporting requirements and accountability relationships influence the balance 

between data collection practices and internal learning needs in development projects? 

3. What intervention strategies, policies, and practices can bridge the gap between data generation 

and information utilization to support adaptive management in project contexts? 

Significance of the Study 

This research contributes to both theory and practice in a number of ways. On the theory side, it combines 

ideas from how organizations handle information, learn, and follow rules to explain why information 

systems often fail in development work. By bringing these ideas together. This integration addresses the 

fragmentation in past research and offers a clearer view of the problem. 

For practice, this study offers useful insight for project managers, monitoring and evaluation specialists, 

and organizational leaders who want to make their information systems function better. Instead of just 

treating surface problems, it looks at deeper causes and suggests broad changes that can boost both 

learning and accountability. For donors and policymakers, it shows how to design reporting rules that 

support - rather than block - good information use. 

Scope 

This study focuses specifically on development projects implemented by international non-governmental 

organizations (INGOs) and similar development agencies. While the paradox likely exists in other sectors 

and projects, the development context presents unique characteristics - including donor relationships, 

resource constraints, cultural complexity, and beneficiary dynamics - that warrant focused attention. 

The research focuses on monitoring and evaluation information systems as the primary subject and unit of 

analysis, though findings may also apply to how organizations manage information more broadly. The 

study looks closely at the transformation process from data to information rather than the subsequent 

knowledge management and organizational learning processes, though these boundaries are 

acknowledged as permeable. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Theoretical Framework 

This study integrates three complementary theoretical perspectives: information processing theory from 

organizational studies, organizational learning theory, and institutional theory. Together, these 

frameworks provide analytical tools to examine why development projects may struggle to convert data 

into actionable information despite substantial investments in monitoring systems. 

Information Processing Theory 

Information processing theory, with its origin in cognitive psychology helps to provide a foundation for 

understanding how organizations acquire, process, store, and utilize information (Galbraith, 1974). It 
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argues that organizations face information processing requirements stemming from uncertainty, and that 

organizational structures and systems must possess adequate information processing capacity to meet 

these requirements or reduce the need for information (Tushman & Nadler, 1978). 

Galbraith's (1974) work recognized that  

 When things are uncertain, organizations need more information to make good decisions. 

 They can either reduce the need for information (by simplifying tasks, investing in vertical 

information systems or adding buffers) or increase their ability to process it (by improving 

communication or using better technology). 

In development projects, information processing theory helps explain why data abundance does not 

automatically mean reduced uncertainty or improved decision-making; if teams lack the time, skills, or 

systems to analyze it, the data stays unused. Projects may collect extensive data (raw, unprocessed 

signals) without possessing the processing capacity - analytical skills, time allocation, appropriate systems 

- to convert the data into information (processed, meaningful data) relevant to decision contexts (Eggers 

& Singh, 2009). 

Daft and Lengel's (1986) extended the theory through their media richness theory, basically that 

Organizations should match the richness of the media to the complexity of the task. They argue that 

information processing involves both reducing uncertainty (acquiring answers to explicit questions) and 

reducing equivocality (making sense of ambiguous situations). Development projects face high 

equivocality (due to complex social systems, unpredictable contexts, multiple stakeholder perspectives), 

yet often rely more on "lean" media like standardized forms and reports that cannot adequately process 

such complexity. 

Organizational Learning Theory 

Organizational learning theory examines how organizations create, retain, and transfer knowledge -

convert experience into knowledge (Argote & Miron-Spektor, 2011). This theory differentiates between 

single-loop learning (adjusting actions to fix errors without questioning the underlying assumptions) and 

double-loop learning (reflecting on and changing the underlying beliefs or strategies) (Argyris & Schön, 

1978). Double loop learning is deeper and more transformative. Development projects apparently aim to 

adapt strategies based on evidence (double-loop learning), yet their information systems often support 

only single-loop monitoring of predetermined indicators. 

Nonaka and Takeuchi's (1995) knowledge creation theory provides valuable concepts for understanding 

information utilization. They distinguish between explicit knowledge (documented, easily shared 

information, like manuals and databases) and tacit knowledge (personal, experience-based, and difficult to 

articulate, such as intuition or skills gained through practice). Knowledge creation involves continuous 

interaction between these two forms through four processes: socialization (tacit to tacit), externalization 

(tacit to explicit), combination (explicit to explicit), and internalization (explicit to tacit). Development 

project M&E systems typically emphasize a combination - combining explicit data into more complex 

sets - while neglecting the other modes, particularly externalization of field staff's tacit insights 

(transforming tacit knowledge into explicit concepts). 

The concept of absorptive capacity, as introduced by Cohen and Levinthal (1990), explains organizations' 

ability to recognize the value of new, external information, assimilate it into their existing knowledge, and 

apply it for commercial or strategic ends. Absorptive capacity depends on prior related knowledge; 

organizations cannot effectively use information for which they lack contextual understanding and the 

right analytical frameworks. Development projects often collect data without ensuring that information 

users possess the absorptive capacity - technical skills, contextual knowledge, analytical frameworks - to 

interpret and apply it meaningfully. 

Levitt and March (1988) point out several problems that can block real learning in organizations. One is 

superstitious learning, where people wrongly assume cause-and-effect based on unclear experiences. 

Another is the competency trap, where teams get good at doing things the wrong way. A third is role-

constrained learning, where the organization’s structure limits who gets to learn or analyze information. In 

development projects, these issues often show up as routine data collection - teams gather lots of data out 

of habit, but don’t ask whether it actually helps learning or whether the right people are analyzing it. 
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Institutional Theory 

Institutional theory looks at how organizations follow outside rules and expectations to appear credible - 

even if doing so doesn’t necessarily make them more efficient (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio & 

Powell, 1983). This idea is important in understanding why development projects may use elaborate data 

collection systems that don’t actually serve internal learning and decision-making needs: these systems 

are merely maintained to signal accountability and professionalism to donors and other external 

constituents. Thus, the organizations become similar to each other and this is referred to as ‘Institutional 

isomorphism’. 

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) describe three reasons why organizations may start to look alike: 

• Coercive pressures: Rules or demands from donors or authorities requiring specific reporting 

formats. 

• Mimetic pressures: Copying others when things are uncertain and thus adopting M&E systems 

similar to peer organizations. 

• Normative pressures: Following standards set by international professional groups which may be 

promoting certain methodologies. 

These isomorphic pressures can drive adoption of monitoring systems that serve legitimacy (looking good 

to outsiders) functions rather than actually help with internal decision-making needs. 

Meyer and Rowan's (1977) concept of decoupling - maintaining gaps between formal structures and 

actual practices - shows how projects may simultaneously maintain elaborate data collection systems (for 

legitimacy) while making decisions through informal processes which rely on limited information. 

Decoupling allows organizations to conform to institutional expectations while protecting technical core 

activities from institutional demands. 

Power dynamics and accountability relationships, profoundly shape information management practices in 

development contexts. Ebrahim (2003) analyzes accountability in NGOs, distinguishing between upward 

accountability (to donors), downward accountability (to beneficiaries), and internal accountability. When 

upward accountability is dominant, information systems prioritize donor reporting over internal learning 

or beneficiary feedback, creating the conditions for the paradox. 

Oliver's (1991) strategic responses to institutional processes framework suggests organizations facing 

institutional pressures are not just blind rule followers, but strategic actors. They may acquiesce, 

compromise, avoid, defy, or manipulate in response to these pressures (see table 1). Development projects 

responding to donor reporting requirements through acquiescence may collect requested data regardless of 

internal utility. Those compromising balance donor requirements with internal needs. Understanding these 

strategic responses helps explain variations in how projects manage the data-information paradox. 

Table1: Strategic responses to institutional pressures (Oliver, 1991) 

Response Description 

Acquiesce Fully comply with demands (habit, imitation) 

Compromise Partially adapt or negotiate 

Avoid Sidestep or disguise non-compliance 

Defy Openly resist or reject pressures 

Manipulate Actively shape or influence the rules or actors 

Integration: A Synthetic Framework 

These three key theories help to explain the data abundance-information scarcity paradox in development 

projects.  

Information processing theory reveals the capacity gaps: projects collect more data than they can process 

given available analytical skills, time, and tools. The distinction between uncertainty reduction and 

equivocality reduction explains why standardized reports may reduce uncertainty, but they don’t help 

make sense of complex, chaotic situations - especially in development work where rich, nuanced 

information is needed. 

Organizational learning theory shows the learning deficits: projects emphasize explicit knowledge 

combination while neglecting tacit knowledge externalization. They rely on surface-level monitoring 
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(single-loop) and rarely challenge assumptions or adapt strategies (double-loop). Tacit knowledge - what 

people know but don’t write down - is often missed and they do data collection without ensuring 

absorptive capacity. The systems appear designed for compliance documentation and checking boxes 

rather than actual learning. 

Institutional theory exposes the legitimacy imperatives of organizations: projects maintain data collection 

systems primarily to satisfy donor expectations and conform to professional norms. These systems often 

don’t match internal needs. Formal reporting structures exist, but real decisions happen informally. 

Coercive isomorphism drives adoption of donor-specified reporting formats regardless of internal 

information needs. 

When these three dynamics overlap, the paradox emerges: institutional pressures drive extensive and 

excessive data collection for accountability signaling; limited information processing capacity prevents 

conversion of this data into useful information; and weak organizational learning mechanisms prevent 

reflection and improvement, perpetuating cycles of data collection without learning. Projects become 

proficient at collecting data (competency trap) while remaining bad at using it to learn or make better 

decisions. 

This integrated framework generates several testable propositions: 

P1: The gap between data volume and information utility increases when information processing capacity 

(analytical skills, time allocation, appropriate systems) fails to match data collection intensity. 

P2: Donor reporting requirements emphasizing standardized indicators drive data collection practices that 

serve accountability signaling more than internal information needs, widening the data-information gap. 

P3: Projects lacking mechanisms for externalizing tacit knowledge and supporting double-loop learning 

will collect data that documents activities without enabling adaptive management. 

P4: Decoupling between formal monitoring systems and actual decision-making processes indicates that 

data collection serves legitimacy functions rather than information processing needs. 

These propositions guide the subsequent analysis of empirical evidence regarding the paradox in 

development project contexts. 

 

Manifestations of the Paradox 

In development projects, the data abundance-information scarcity paradox is observable via several 

patterns, each representing a different symptom of the underlying dysfunction. 

Pattern 1: Donor-Driven Data Collection 

Projects collect data mainly to meet donor reporting requirements, not what the project teams need to 

support internal learning or manage their work effectively 

Indicators are chosen based on donor logframes, even if they don’t reflect what’s actually happening on 

the ground. Siles (2004) notes that "systems disconnected from the logframe" represent a common 

problem: "project MIS are developed but only respond to the immediate needs of the project, reporting on 

project activities without creating the connections with the desired objectives" (p. 11). 

This donor-driven pattern creates several issues. Firstly, projects collect data to demonstrate compliance 

with donor requirements - rather than for learning. Secondly, standardized donor indicators may not 

capture contextually relevant information and miss important local details about project performance or 

impact. Thirdly, the emphasis on quantitative, easily aggregated data robs the project of deeper qualitative 

insights about how things work, unintended consequences, or contextual factors affecting project 

outcomes. 

Pattern 2: High Collection Burden, Low Use 

Project documentation consistently reveals a stark imbalance between data collection effort and 

information use. Siles (2004) observes that projects "produce every day a wealth of information on every 

aspect of our work" yet simultaneously remain "poor organizations in terms of managing this vast wealth 

of resources" (p. 6). Field staff dedicate substantial time - often 20-40% of their work hours - to 

completing monitoring forms, attendance registers, and activity reports (Guijt, 2008). However, these data 

rarely circulate beyond initial submission; they accumulate in project offices, entered into databases but 

rarely retrieved for analysis. 
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The CARE guidelines document a common complaint from information users: "drowning on data and 

starving of information" (Siles, 2004, p. 11). Projects "focus too much on collecting, organizing and 

reporting data giving little time to critically analyze the information and make sound decisions" (p. 11). 

This pattern reflects severe mismatch between collection intensity and analytical capacity - textbook 

information processing capacity gap. The effort put into gathering the data doesn't match the effort put 

into using it. 

Pattern 3: Isolated Systems and Information Silos 

Different projects, often because they have different donors, create their own unique isolated data 

monitoring systems, systems which can not "talk" to each other. Siles (2004) notes that "projects are 

creating and using systems that are too narrow in scope and limited to track project activities and not 

project outcomes" (p. 11). Each donor-funded project maintains its own data collection instruments, 

databases, and reporting formats, making consolidation at the country office level "almost impossible" (p. 

11). 

This fragmentation creates redundancy (beneficiaries surveyed multiple times by different projects, staff 

duplicating data entry across systems) and prevents holistic understanding of organizational performance. 

Without shared standards or integration, country offices management cannot aggregate these  insights 

across projects to get a full picture of performance. 

Pattern 4: Disconnection from Decision-Making 

Perhaps most critically, monitoring systems exist parallel to rather than be integrated with decision-

making processes. Reports "stay at manager's desks and no relevant information is extracted from them" 

(Siles, 2004, p. 11). Information flows in one direction - from field to management to donors - without 

feedback loops. Field staff receive "high expectations as to the value of the data requested from them, 

only to never see the information come back" (p. 11). 

This pattern suggests decoupling: formal monitoring systems operate independently of actual decision 

processes, serving legitimacy and compliance functions rather than managerial functions. Managers rely 

on informal knowledge, field visits and intuition, while formal systems are maintained simultaneously 

mostly for appearances and ignored for decision making. 

Pattern 5: Technology Myopia (over reliance on technology) 

When projects realize they have an information problem, their first instinct is often to buy new software, 

databases, or mobile apps. They mistakenly think a technical fix will solve an organizational problem. 

Siles (2004) identifies ‘technology myopia’ as a recurring issue: "expectations that technology will be the 

final solution has led to an inappropriate focus that resulted in spending more time in managing the 

technology than managing the information" (p. 11). 

This pattern reflects the "automatize before systematize" mistake. Projects invest in database software or 

mobile data collection tools before clarifying information needs, designing effective processes, or 

building analytical capacity. The result: sophisticated technical systems that remain underutilized because 

underlying processes and capacities are inadequate. As Heeks (2002) demonstrates, the real issue isn’t the 

tech itself, but the lack of clear processes and capacity to make sense of the data. 

 

Underlying Factors: Information Processing Gaps 

1. Insufficient Analytical Capacity 

A primary factor underlying the paradox is the gap between data volume and analytical capacity. Projects 

lack sufficient staff with data analysis skills, time for the analysis, or the appropriate analytical tools 

(Bamberger et al., 2012). M&E responsibilities are often assigned to staff who do not have adequate 

training: "project MIS is often relegated to outside consultants or given to staff with inadequate skills" 

(Siles, 2004, p. 11). 

Even when analytical skills exist, time constraints prevent their application. Staff prioritize executing their 

main tasks or attending to donor reporting deadlines over reflective analysis. The CARE guidelines note 

that projects "give little time to generate information out of it. Data is seen as a by-product of the project, 

collecting large amounts of data for data's sake" (Siles, 2004, p. 12). 
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This capacity gap shows up at three levels. At the individual level, staff lack (adequate) statistical literacy 

or qualitative analysis skills. At the organizational level, there are few systems or incentives to support 

analysis. At the systemic level, development organizations underinvest in M&E capacity compared to the 

data collection demands. 

2. Inappropriate Information Architecture 

As with most systems, the basic setup is informed by the intended use. Many project systems are built for 

detailed finance tracking and activities but not for strategic learning. Thus, the design of information 

system often fail to match information processing needs. Standardized forms capture predetermined 

variables while missing emergent patterns or unexpected developments. Quantitative data collection 

dominates even though development projects often require rich, context-specific information. 

Information processing theory's concept of media richness shows this mismatch. In reality, development 

projects face high uncertainty and equivocality - complex, unpredictable social systems with multiple 

possible interpretations. Such situations require information-rich media enabling nuance, context, and 

multiple perspectives (Daft & Lengel, 1986). Yet projects rely primarily on information-lean media: 

standardized forms, quantitative indicators, and aggregated statistics. These tools oversimplify reality and 

strip away important context and nuances necessary for sense-making and adaptive decision-making. 

Also, systems are built mainly to facilitate upward reporting to donors rather than lateral sharing among 

implementers or downward feedback to beneficiaries. Database structures show that they are all about 

meeting reporting rules, and not about analytical needs. 

3. Process-Technology Misalignment 

Technology adoption often comes before rather than after process organization. The CARE guidelines 

emphasize "systematize before you automatize" (Siles, 2004, p. 12), arguing that "systematization of the 

information processes must preclude any effort to automatize" (p. 12). However, projects frequently 

violate this principle, purchasing technology solutions before clarifying information requirements, user 

needs, or workflow processes. 

This misalignment leads to several problems.  

• Tech takes up time and money but doesn’t deliver corresponding value. 

• It can force rigid processes that don’t fit how teams actually work nor field realties 

• Emphasizes on technology may distract from deeper issues like process design, building a culture 

of learning or improving analysis skills. 

Heeks (2002) explains that tech failures in development often come from mismatches -between what 

systems demand and what organizations can actually do. Without fixing these gaps, technology alone 

won’t solve the problem. 

 

Underlying Factors: Organizational Learning Deficits 

1. Neglect of Tacit (Unspoken) Knowledge 

M&E systems emphasize explicit knowledge - codifiable, measurable data - while neglecting tacit 

knowledge held by field staff and beneficiaries. Nonaka and Takeuchi's (1995) knowledge creation 

framework identifies four conversion modes, but development project information systems emphasize 

only "combination" (aggregating explicit data) while neglecting "externalization" (converting tacit 

insights to explicit knowledge), "socialization" (sharing tacit knowledge through interaction), and 

"internalization" (embedding explicit knowledge in practice). 

Field staff accumulate rich contextual understanding through daily interactions with beneficiaries, 

observation of social dynamics, and practical problem-solving. This tacit knowledge rarely gets captured 

in monitoring systems because standardized forms cannot accommodate its complexity and context-

specificity. As a result, valuable insights remain localized – it stays in their heads, unavailable to inform 

decision-making beyond the individual staff member's direct sphere. 
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Figure 1: The SECI cycle of knowledge creation (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995) 

   

 TACIT EXPLICIT 
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Socialization Externalization 

Sharing tacit knowledge through direct 
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mentorship, like an apprentice learning 
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of tacit knowledge, not through words, but 

through shared experiences 

Phase where tacit knowledge is made 

explicit through metaphors, analogies, 

hypotheses, or conceptual models. For 

example, a baker sharing the "feel" of 

kneading dough with engineers through a 

software programmer who can then translate 

that feeling into instructions for a machine.  

E
X

P
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IT

 

Internalization Combination 

This final step is about converting explicit 

knowledge back into tacit knowledge. It's a 

process of practice, trial, and error, where 

individuals internalize the explicit 

knowledge and make it part of their own 

tacit understanding and expertise.  

Involves combining different bodies of 

explicit knowledge. It is where new, more 

complex explicit knowledge is created by 

combining existing explicit information, 

such as integrating reports, databases, and 

manuals 

 

 

Similarly, beneficiary knowledge - what’s working, what’s not, and why, their concern about unintended 

consequences - remains largely untapped? Participatory M&E methods could externalize this knowledge, 

but projects rarely use them; beneficiaries are treated more as information sources rather than knowledge 

partners. 

2. Single-Loop Monitoring Without Double-Loop Learning 

Development project M&E systems typically support single-loop learning -detecting deviations from 

plans (drift) and correcting them -without enabling double-loop learning that questions underlying 

assumptions and strategies (Argyris & Schön, 1978). This amounts to surface level learning. Systems 

track progress against predetermined indicators but provide limited space for asking deeper questions like 

are we measuring the right things, is our strategy still valid, has the context shifted enough to require 

strategic adaptation? 

Why does this happen? Because monitoring plans are locked in early, and changing them later requires a 

lot of paperwork and donor approval. So, projects keep collecting data that may no longer be useful just 

because it was in the original plan 

Moreover, reporting formats emphasize quantitative progress indicators and activity completion rather 

than learning narratives. Donors want to know "how many" and "how much" rather than "why," "how," or 

"what does this mean?" Questions exploring how things work, implementation challenges, or strategic 

reconsideration receive less attention than achievement metrics. 

3. Insufficient Absorptive Capacity 

Cohen and Levinthal's (1990) concept of absorptive capacity - the ability to recognize, assimilate, and 

apply external knowledge - helps explain information underutilization. Development projects may collect 
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sophisticated data without ensuring that information users possess the prior knowledge, analytical 

frameworks, and contextual understanding necessary to meaningfully interpret it. 

For example, a project might collect health data, but if managers don’t understand basic health concepts, 

the data won’t help them make better decisions, or economic data without ensuring familiarity with 

relevant economic theory. The data remains meaningless because users lack frameworks for 

interpretation. Information becomes actionable only when users possess adequate absorptive capacity- the 

mental models to make sense of data and connect it to decision contexts. 

Building absorptive capacity requires investment in learning and capacity development, not just data 

collection infrastructure. They need to train staff on how to think critically about statistics, provide time 

for reflection, and build a shared understanding of what the numbers truly mean in their context. 

 

Underlying Factors: Institutional Pressures and Legitimacy 

1. Donor-Driven Isomorphism 

Institutional theory's concept of coercive isomorphism shows how donor requirements drive monitoring 

system design. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argue that organizations facing formal and informal 

pressures from other organizations adopt similar structures to maintain legitimacy. Development projects 

face intense coercive pressures from donors who specify reporting requirements, prescribe indicators, and 

mandate data collection methods. 

Projects adopt these donor-specified approaches even if the systems don’t help them learn or improve. 

The main focus becomes upward accountability - demonstrating compliance and performance to donors - 

rather than internal learning or downward accountability to beneficiaries (Ebrahim, 2003). When multiple 

donors support different projects, each with distinct reporting requirements, organizations maintain 

parallel monitoring systems tailored to each instead of creating one unified system. 

Mimetic isomorphism also holds: when facing uncertainty about "best practices," organizations imitate 

other NGOs who are perceived as successful. If prominent NGOs adopt particular M&E frameworks or 

technologies, others follow suit to help them signal professionalism and legitimacy. This mimetic process 

can spread ineffective practices as organizations copy visible structures without understanding underlying 

neither implementation requirements nor contextual fit. 

2. Accountability Relationships and Power Dynamics 

The structure of accountability in development contexts shapes information practices. Ebrahim (2003) 

distinguishes upward accountability (to donors), downward accountability (to beneficiaries), and 

horizontal accountability (to peers and communities). In practice, upward accountability dominates, as 

donors control resources and define success criteria. 

This power imbalance profoundly shapes information systems. They prioritize the information that donors 

want (standardized indicators, quantitative metrics, aggregated progress data) over information 

beneficiaries’ or implementers’ need. The result is often that monitoring systems serve control and 

compliance functions rather than empowerment or learning functions. 

Moreover, the accountability relationship influences how information is used. When primary 

accountability runs upward, information serves to justify resource allocation and demonstrate results to 

resource providers. Learning from failures or questioning assumptions becomes risky, as it may 

jeopardize future funding. Organizations rationally emphasize successes and de-emphasize their failings 

in reporting, further reducing the information's value for learning. 

3. Decoupling: Formal Systems and Informal Practices 

Meyer and Rowan's (1977) concept of decoupling -maintaining gaps between formal structures and actual 

practices - provides a powerful lens for understanding the paradox. Projects maintain elaborate formal 

monitoring systems to satisfy institutional expectations and signal professionalism, while actual decision-

making relies on informal processes drawing on limited information.  

This decoupling serves organizational interests: it allows projects to conform to institutional demands 

(maintaining legitimacy) while protecting operational flexibility (enabling responsive adaptation). 

Unfortunately, decoupling also creates inefficiencies. Resources invested in formal systems that don't 
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inform decisions represent waste. Maintaining two parallel information worlds - formal monitoring and 

informal intelligence- often points to duplication of effort. 

Evidence of decoupling appears in several ways. Elaborate monitoring plans that are prepared but not 

implemented. Data collection systems that operate but whose outputs are not consulted. Evaluation reports 

that document performance but don't influence subsequent strategy. The existence of these decoupled 

structures reveals that monitoring serves symbolic legitimacy functions rather than instrumental 

information functions. 

 

Socio-Technical Interaction Effects 

The paradox emerges from interactions between technical and social factors, not either alone. Several 

interaction patterns are highlighted below: 

1. Technology-Capacity Mismatches: Powerful technological tools are often grossly underutilized 

because users lack skills or processes to employ them effectively. This is in spite of the often-

substantial investments that projects make into the acquisition of these technologies without a 

corresponding investment in user training, analytical capacity, or process redesign Technology 

adoption outpacing capacity development creates dysfunction.  

This mismatch reflects what Heeks (2002) calls the "hard-soft gap" - between hard technical 

systems and soft organizational capabilities. Technology vendors and external consultants often 

drive system design, emphasizing technical sophistication without paying much attention to 

organizational fit. Thus, projects are saddled with systems which are designed for different 

contexts, with little attempt at adaptation to local capacities or processes. 

2. Information Culture and System Design: Information systems reflect and reinforce 

organizational culture regarding information (Davenport, 1997). When organizational culture 

does not value information sharing, systematic analysis, or evidence-based decision-making, even 

well-designed systems fail. Conversely, when organizational culture emphasizes learning and 

adaptation, even relatively simple systems can support effective information use. 

The CARE guideline identifies ‘information culture’ as a critical dimension: "The management of 

our information assets is essential to the long-term survival of our organization" (Siles, 2004, p. 

8). Culture manifests in behaviors: whether staff share information or hoard it, whether managers 

consult data before deciding, whether failure is shared openly or concealed (in so-called creative 

reporting), whether time for reflection is valued or viewed as unproductive time. 

System design can either reinforce or undermine existing culture. Systems emphasizing control 

and compliance reinforce hierarchical, risk-averse cultures. Systems emphasizing transparency, 

feedback, and learning can gradually shift culture toward knowledge sharing and adaptation but 

only if the organization is ready. However, imposing learning-oriented systems on control-

oriented cultures typically fails; cultural change must accompany or precede system change.  

3. Incentive Structures and Information Behavior: People rationally respond to what they’re 

rewarded for. If staffs are praised for delivering services, not for learning, they’ll focus on doing 

rather than thinking. If promotions depend on showing success, they’ll hide problems. When 

M&E responsibilities are added to existing workloads without recognition or compensation, staff 

view monitoring as burdensome rather than valuable, consequently forms are completed 

minimally to satisfy requirements rather than thoughtfully to generate useful information. Data 

quality suffers as staff prioritize speed over accuracy and analysis is deferred as unrewarded 

work. The monitoring system thus becomes a compliance ritual rather than a learning mechanism. 

But with the right incentives, changes can happen: 

 Managers who use data encourage staff to collect it well. 

 When analysis and reflection time is protected in job descriptions and workplans, staff invest in 

these activities. 

 When learning from challenges is celebrated rather than punished, honest reporting increases 
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Consequences of the Paradox 

The data abundance-information scarcity paradox causes several significant consequences for 

development project effectiveness: 

1. Opportunity Costs and Wasted Resources: Binnendijk (2000) estimates that development 

organizations spend 3-10% of project budgets on M&E activities, with larger projects at the 

higher end. When these systems fail to produce usable information, that money is effectively 

thrown away. 

Staff time spent on data collection that serves no decision-making purpose could instead support 

direct service delivery, relationship building with beneficiaries, or capacity development. 

Financial resources for database systems, consultants, and survey activities could fund 

programmatic activities if monitoring systems were streamlined. 

Moreover, hidden costs - staff frustration, cynicism about organizational systems, loss of trust 

when data collection promises go unfulfilled - compound the inefficiency. 

2. Missed Learning, Improvement and Adaptation Opportunities: Perhaps most critically, the 

paradox undermines organizational learning and adaptive management. Projects cannot learn 

from experience when data remains trapped in unusable formats. They miss opportunities for 

course correction when information systems fail to identify emerging problems or changing 

contexts. They cannot scale successes when effective practices remain undocumented or tacit 

knowledge remains unshared. 

Development challenges are complex and contexts are dynamic; effective interventions require 

continuous learning and adaptation (Ramalingam, 2013). Monitoring systems should support this 

adaptive cycle, but the paradox converts them into accountability rituals instead. That means 

projects might keep doing things that don’t work, or stop doing things that do, because the data 

system can’t tell the difference. 

3. Disempowerment and Broken Trust: When beneficiaries provide data without receiving 

feedback or seeing results, trust erodes and participation declines. Guijt (2008) documents how 

extractive data collection - treating beneficiaries as information sources rather than partners - 

undermines participatory development principles. Beneficiaries experience survey fatigue; they 

get tired of being surveyed and start giving shallow or strategic answers just to get the surveys 

over with. 

The paradox also discourages field staff. When their carefully collected data disappears into 

organizational systems without acknowledgment or use, staff conclude their efforts are unvalued. 

This generates cynicism about M&E systems and organizational commitments to learning. Staff 

may start viewing monitoring as a bureaucratic burden rather than a professional tool. 

4. Accountability Deficits: Ironically, systems built to ensure accountability can end up hiding the 

truth when they focus on data volume over information quality. Donors receive extensive reports 

full of numbers, but gain limited insight into actual impact or value for money. Beneficiaries 

receive no information about project performance or resource use despite being supposedly 

served. Internal accountability also suffers when managers lack reliable information to assess 

performance. 

Because reporting is focused on compliance and looking good, honest reporting of challenges is at 

risk, knowing that admitting problems may jeopardize funding. The result: accountability systems 

that generate positive-sounding reports while obscuring actual performance. 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This study uses a qualitative research approach using comparative case analysis and documentary review 

to examine the data abundance-information scarcity paradox in development projects. The qualitative 

approach is appropriate given the study's objectives: understanding complex organizational phenomena, 

exploring how contextual factors shape outcomes, and developing theoretical insights rather than testing 

predetermined hypotheses (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 
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The research design follows an explanatory pattern, seeking to identify and analyze the factors that create 

and perpetuate the paradox. Rather than measuring how bad the paradox is quantitatively, the study 

investigates how and why it occurs through detailed examination of project information system practices, 

challenges, and outcomes (Yin, 2018). 

Analytical Approach 

The analysis proceeds through several stages: 

Stage 1: Thematic Analysis Documentary evidence is analyzed to identify patterns in how the paradox 

manifests, the factors that contribute to it, and attempted solutions. The themes are from both from theory 

(from the theoretical framework) and from the data itself (Braun & Clarke, 2006) 

Stage 2: Comparative Analysis Cases are compared systematically to identify commonalities (factors 

that consistently contribute to the paradox across contexts) and variations (contextual conditions that 

affect the paradox's intensity or manifestation) (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014). 

Stage 3: Theory-Evidence Dialogue Patterns found in evidence are interpreted through the combined 

theoretical framework to see how well the theoretical propositions explain observed phenomena and thus 

identify gaps and or improvements needed in theoretical understanding (Ragin, 1994). 

 

ANALYSIS: THE DATA-INFORMATION PARADOX 

Addressing Research Question 1: Organizational and Technical Barriers 

RQ1: What organizational and technical barriers prevent effective data-to-information conversion in 

development project monitoring and evaluation systems? 

To answer the first research question, the analysis highlights several types of barriers -organizational, 

technical, human, and institutional- that often work together to block meaningful use of data 

1. Organizational Barriers include inadequate analytical capacity relative to data collection intensity, 

insufficient time allocation for analysis activities, fragmented information systems lacking integration, 

and absence of clear information management governance. Organizations invest heavily in data collection 

infrastructure while underinvesting in analytical capabilities, creating severe processing capacity gaps. 

Organizational structures also create barriers. When M&E functions are isolated from program 

management, information flows fail to reach decision-makers. When organizational hierarchies restrict 

information access, staff cannot benefit from collective knowledge. When organizational cultures 

emphasize control over learning, information systems serve compliance rather than improvement 

functions. 

2. Technical Barriers include inappropriate system designs that optimize for reporting rather than 

analysis, technology-process misalignments where systems impose rigid workflows incompatible with 

field realities, and information architectures emphasizing quantitative indicators over rich contextual 

understanding. Many barriers reflect the "automatize before systematize" mistake: deploying technology 

before clarifying processes, requirements, or capacities. 

Technical complexity itself creates barriers. Systems requiring specialized skills exclude potential users. 

Systems lacking intuitive interfaces discourage use and interaction. Systems incompatible with field 

conditions (requiring reliable internet, electricity, or mobile devices unavailable in remote settings) cannot 

function as intended. 

3. Human and Capacity Barriers include insufficient training in data analysis methods, lack of 

absorptive capacity for interpreting specialized data, and absence of skills for externalizing tacit 

knowledge. Staff may lack statistical literacy, qualitative analysis frameworks, or critical thinking skills 

necessary for meaningful interpretation. 

Beyond technical skills, sense-making capabilities prove crucial. Staff need frameworks for interpreting 

data - theoretical understanding of development processes, contextual knowledge of local conditions, 

analytical tools for causal inference. Without such frameworks, data remains meaningless strings of 

numbers rather than actionable intelligence. 

4. Institutional and Cultural Barriers prove perhaps most challenging. Donor-driven isomorphism 

imposes monitoring requirements serving external accountability over internal learning. Power 

asymmetries in accountability relationships prioritize upward reporting over downward feedback or lateral 
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sharing. Organizational cultures of risk aversion discourage honest reporting of challenges. Incentive 

structures reward activity implementation over reflective learning. 

Institutional barriers are deeply embedded in development sector structures. Individual projects have 

limited power to reshape donor requirements, accountability norms, or professional standards. Addressing 

institutional barriers requires sector-level change, not just project-level interventions. 

Addressing Research Question 2: Donor Influence on Information Practices 

RQ2: How do donor reporting requirements and accountability relationships influence the balance 

between data collection practices and internal learning needs in development projects? 

Donor reporting requirements profoundly shape project information practices, often creating tensions 

between accountability and learning functions. 

1. How Donor Requirements Drive Data Collection: Donor agreements typically specify 

reporting requirements: what indicators to track, how often and in which format. Projects design 

monitoring systems to satisfy these requirements, regardless of whether the required data serves 

internal management needs. This donor-driven approach manifests in several patterns: 

First, indicator proliferation: multiple donors supporting different projects each specify their own 

indicators, creating extensive lists that exceed projects' capacity to meaningfully monitor. Second, 

standardization imperatives: donors require standardized indicators enabling cross-project 

comparison, even when context-specific indicators would be more relevant. Third, quantitative 

bias: donors prefer quantifiable results that can be easily aggregated and reported, disadvantaging 

qualitative understanding of how and why interventions work. 

2. The Accountability-Learning Tension: Development projects face competing demands: 

accountability (demonstrating results to funders) and learning (improving effectiveness through 

evidence). These demands differ in several ways: 

Temporal orientation: Accountability looks backward (what was achieved?), while learning looks 

forward (how can we improve?). Information type: Accountability emphasizes summative results; 

learning requires formative process information. Transparency: Accountability involves strategic 

disclosure (emphasizing successes), learning requires honest assessment (including failures). 

Audience: Accountability addresses external stakeholders (donors), learning serves internal and 

beneficiary stakeholders. 

When accountability dominates, as Eyben (2013) documents extensively, information systems 

prioritize demonstrating results over understanding processes, reporting achievements over 

exploring challenges, satisfying donor requirements over serving learning needs. Projects become 

adept at "managing upwards" - producing positive-sounding reports for donors - while actual 

learning languishes. 

3. Donor Practices That Exacerbate the Paradox: Certain donor practices intensify the data-

information gap: 

i. Rigid indicator frameworks: Donors specify indicators during project design and resist mid-

course changes, even when implementation experience reveals indicator limitations or contexts 

change requiring adaptation. This rigidity prevents adaptive information systems that could better 

serve learning. 

ii. Short reporting cycles: Frequent reporting requirements (quarterly or even monthly) consume 

staff time in reporting activities, leaving insufficient time for analysis. The urgency of meeting 

reporting deadlines crowds out reflective learning. 

iii. Inconsistent requirements across donors: When multiple donors support different projects within 

one organization, each with distinct reporting requirements, organizations must maintain parallel 

systems. This fragmentation prevents integrated organizational learning. 

iv. Emphasis on positive results: When continued funding depends on demonstrated success, projects 

rationally emphasize achievements and minimize challenges in reporting. This creates perverse 

incentives against honest assessment of implementation difficulties or ambiguous outcomes. 
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v. Failure to use reported information: When donors themselves do not meaningfully use the data 

they require - when reports serve compliance documentation rather than donor learning or 

decision-making - projects recognize the theater involved, breeding cynicism about M&E's value. 

4. Promising Donor Practices: Some donors have adopted practices that better balance 

accountability and learning: 

i. Flexible frameworks: Allowing indicator revision based on implementation learning, 

permitting adaptation to changing contexts, and supporting iterative theory of change 

refinement. 

ii. Learning-oriented reporting: Requesting learning narratives alongside quantitative 

indicators, valuing honest reflection on challenges alongside achievement reporting, and 

using reports for dialogue rather than just documentation. 

iii. Harmonized requirements: Coordinating among multiple donors to reduce reporting 

burden, accepting common formats rather than requiring project-specific reports, and 

emphasizing organizational systems over project-specific compliance. 

iv. Providing feedback: Demonstrating that donor staff read and use reports, engaging in 

substantive dialogue about findings, and sharing how reported information influences 

donor learning or strategy. 

v. Supporting capacity development: Funding M&E capacity building not just data 

collection, supporting analytical and learning processes not just reporting activities, and 

recognizing M&E as investment rather than overhead. 

Addressing Research Question 3: Intervention Strategies 

RQ3: What intervention strategies, policies, and practices can bridge the gap between data generation and 

information utilization to support adaptive management in project contexts? 

Addressing the data-information paradox requires multi-level interventions spanning process design, 

capacity development, cultural change, and institutional reform. 

1. Process-Level Interventions 

i. Systematize Before Automatize: Projects must clarify information needs, design effective 

processes, and build capacity before investing in technology solutions. This requires: 

 Conducting information needs assessments with all stakeholders 

 Mapping information flows and identifying bottlenecks 

 Designing simple, user-centered processes 

 Testing and refining processes manually before automation 

 Selecting technology matched to actual needs and capacities 

ii. Right-Size Information Systems: Combat data overload by collecting only information that will 

be used for decision-making. Implementation strategies include: 

 Applying the "use test": for each data element, identify the specific decision it will 

inform; eliminate data serving no decision purpose 

 Prioritizing quality over quantity, collecting fewer indicators well rather than many 

indicators poorly 

 Building in periodic review cycles to eliminate data collection that proves unused 

 Distinguishing "must have" from "nice to have" information 

iii. Integrate Analysis into Workflows: Make information analysis a regular practice rather than an 

afterthought: 

 Scheduling dedicated analysis time in staff work plans 

 Creating structured spaces for collective reflection on monitoring data (monthly 

review meetings, quarterly learning workshops) 

 Developing simple analytical templates or frameworks guiding interpretation 

 Linking analysis directly to decision-making moments (budget cycles, strategic 

planning, activity design) 

iv. Design for Multiple Purposes: Information systems can serve both accountability and learning if 

designed appropriately: 
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 Distinguishing core indicators (serving both functions) from specialized indicators 

(serving specific purposes) 

 Creating modular systems where accountability reporting draws from but doesn't 

exhaust learning processes 

 Building feedback loops ensuring information reaches multiple stakeholders 

 Designing participatory processes that engage beneficiaries as knowledge partners, 

not just data sources 

2. Capacity-Level Interventions 

i. Invest in Analytical Capabilities: Build staff capacity for meaningful data interpretation: 

 Providing training in both quantitative and qualitative analysis methods 

 Developing frameworks for causal inference and theory-based interpretation 

 Building skills in data visualization and communication 

 Supporting communities of practice where staff share analytical approaches 

ii. Develop Absorptive Capacity: Ensure information users possess frameworks for meaningful 

interpretation: 

 Providing theoretical grounding relevant to project domains (health, education, 

livelihoods) 

 Building contextual knowledge about local conditions affecting interpretation 

 Creating shared mental models about how change happens 

 Supporting critical thinking and reflection skills 

iii. Build Information Literacy: Develop broad organizational capabilities: 

 Training all staff (not just M&E specialists) in basic information management 

 Cultivating skills in formulating answerable questions 

 Developing competence in assessing information quality 

 Building capability to locate and access needed information 

3. Cultural and Behavioral Interventions 

i. Cultivate Learning-Oriented Culture: Shift organizational culture to value information use: 

 Leadership modeling information use in decision-making 

 Celebrating learning from challenges, not just success stories 

 Creating psychological safety for honest reporting 

 Recognizing and rewarding analytical and reflective work 

ii. Align Incentives with Information Use: Restructure incentives to promote effective information 

practices: 

 Incorporating information use into performance expectations 

 Rewarding quality over quantity in data collection 

 Protecting time for analysis in workload assessments 

 Making information sharing a valued behavior 

iii. Foster Information Sharing: Break down information hoarding: 

 Creating platforms for lateral information exchange 

 Building trust that enables tacit knowledge externalization 

 Developing communities of practice around learning themes 

 Ensuring information accessibility across organizational boundaries 

4. Governance and Institutional Interventions 

i. Establish Information Governance: Create clear authority and accountability for information 

management: 

 Designating information governance roles with real authority 

 Developing information policies and standards 

 Creating coordination mechanisms across fragmented systems 

 Establishing quality assurance processes 
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ii. Balance Accountability and Learning: Design monitoring systems serving both functions: 

 Distinguishing accountability reporting (standardized, summative) from learning 

processes (flexible, formative) 

 Creating "safe spaces" for honest reflection separate from high-stakes reporting 

 Building learning loops that inform rather than replace accountability 

 Engaging donors in dialogue about balancing competing demands 

iii. Address Power Asymmetries: Democratize information access and use: 

 Ensuring downward accountability through beneficiary feedback mechanisms 

 Making project information accessible to communities 

 Involving beneficiaries in defining success criteria and monitoring approaches 

 Creating spaces for community knowledge and priorities to shape information 

systems 

iv. Sector-Level Reform: Some changes require collective action: 

 Donors harmonizing reporting requirements 

 Professional associations developing realistic good practice standards 

 Sharing learning about effective approaches across organizations 

 Building sector-wide capacity in information management 

Intervention Sequencing and Integration 

These interventions prove most effective when implemented strategically: 

1. Start with Process, Not Technology: Clarify information needs, design simple processes, build 

capacity - then consider technology. Projects violating this sequence typically fail. 

2. Begin with Quick Wins: Identify high-impact, low-cost improvements demonstrating value. 

Early successes build momentum and support for broader change. 

3. Develop Capacity Alongside Systems: Training and system development should proceed 

together. Systems without capacity fail; capacity without systems provides no tools for 

application. 

4. Address Culture Persistently: Cultural change takes time and requires consistent attention. 

Leadership commitment, incentive alignment, and persistent reinforcement prove essential. 

5. Engage Institutional Stakeholders: Projects alone cannot solve institutional problems. Engage 

donors, professional networks, and sector platforms in addressing systemic barriers. 

Context-Specific Adaptation 

Interventions must adapt to context: 

1. Organization Size: Small organizations need simpler approaches; large organizations can support 

more sophisticated systems but face greater coordination challenges. 

2. Technical Capacity: Interventions must match existing capacity and build incrementally. 

Attempting systems beyond current capacity fails. 

3. Donor Environment: Projects with flexible donors can innovate more easily; those with rigid 

donors must negotiate carefully or find workarounds. 

4. Cultural Context: Participation approaches, communication styles, and governance structures 

must fit local cultural norms. 

5. Resource Availability: Resource-constrained projects need low-cost, high-value interventions; 

well-resourced projects can invest more comprehensively. 

Key Findings 

1. Nature of the Paradox: The study found out that, the data-information gap manifests through several 

patterns: high data collection burdens producing low utilization, fragmented systems creating information 

silos, monitoring systems decoupled from decision-making, technology investments that precede process 

systematization, and donor-driven data collection serving compliance over learning. These patterns reflect 

fundamental dysfunction in how development projects approach information management. 

2. Underlying Causes: Similarly, the study established that the paradox emerges from multiple 

reinforcing factors. Information processing theory reveals capacity gaps: projects collect more data than 

they can analyze given limited time, skills, and appropriate systems. Media richness mismatches mean 
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standardized quantitative data cannot support the rich sense-making required for complex, ambiguous 

development challenges. 

Organizational learning theory exposes learning deficits: systems emphasize single-loop monitoring 

without supporting double-loop reflection, explicit data combination without tacit knowledge 

externalization, and data collection without adequate absorptive capacity for meaningful interpretation. 

Projects become proficient at data generation while remaining incompetent at information utilization -a 

classic competency trap. 

Institutional theory illuminates legitimacy drivers: coercive isomorphism drives adoption of donor-

specified monitoring requirements regardless of internal utility. Information systems serve primarily as 

accountability signaling tools to maintain legitimacy while actual decision-making relies on informal 

intelligence. This decoupling between formal systems and informal practices reflects power imbalances 

where upward accountability dominates downward accountability or internal learning. 

3. Donor Influence: Furthermore, the study found out that donor reporting requirements profoundly 

shape information practices, often intensifying the paradox. Rigid indicator frameworks, short reporting 

cycles, inconsistent requirements across donors, emphasis on positive results, and donors' own failure to 

use reported information create perverse dynamics. Accountability demands crowd out learning needs 

when these competing purposes are not deliberately balanced. 

4. Intervention Strategies: The concluded by finding out that, addressing the paradox requires multi-

level interventions. Process-level strategies include systematizing before automatizing, right-sizing 

information systems to collect only what will be used, integrating analysis into regular workflows, and 

designing the system for multiple purposes. Capacity interventions include building analytical skills, 

developing absorptive capacity, and fostering information literacy. Organizational cultural interventions 

require cultivating learning orientation, aligning incentives with information use, and active promotion of 

information sharing. Institutional interventions need governance structures, accountability-learning 

balance, power redistribution, and sector-level reform. 

 

CONCLUSION 
This paper has examined the paradox of data abundance besides information scarcity in development 

project management, exploring its manifestations, underlying causes, and potential remedies. The analysis 

reveals this paradox as a complex phenomenon emerging from interactions among information processing 

gaps, organizational learning deficits, institutional pressures, and socio-technical misalignments. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS   

1. Conduct Comprehensive Information Needs Assessments: Before designing monitoring 

systems, conduct participatory assessments involving all stakeholders - management, field staff, 

partners, beneficiaries, and donors. For each proposed data element, explicitly identify: (1) what 

specific decision it will inform, (2) who will use it, (3) when they need it, and (4) in what format. 

Eliminate any data collection that fails this "use test." Document information needs in a clear 

matrix linking data to decisions, creating accountability for information utility. 

2. Adopt "Systematize Before Automatize" as Operating Principle: Resist premature technology 

adoption. Before any technology investment, ensure: (1) information needs are clearly defined, 

(2) collection and analysis processes are designed and tested manually, (3) staff possess necessary 

skills, and (4) organizational culture supports information use. Technology should amplify 

effective processes, not compensate for broken ones. Start simple and build incrementally as 

capacity grows. 

3. Right-Size Monitoring Systems: Apply deliberate constraints: select 5-10 core indicators that 

genuinely matter rather than 30-40 indicators covering everything. Focus resources on collecting 

these priority indicators well - ensuring quality, timely analysis, and actual use - rather than 

collecting many indicators poorly. Conduct quarterly reviews to eliminate unused data collection, 

maintaining discipline against indicator proliferation. 
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4. Integrate Analysis into Regular Workflows: Designate specific analysis activities in workplans 

with protected time allocation. Establish monthly data review meetings where field staff and 

managers collectively examine trends, identify patterns, and generate insights. Create quarterly 

learning workshops focused on deeper reflection questions. Ensure analysis activities precede key 

decision points (planning cycles, budget reviews, activity design). Make analysis visible and 

valued work, not invisible overhead. 

5. Build Feedback Loops to All Stakeholders: Design information systems with explicit feedback 

mechanisms. Field staff who collect data should receive analysis results showing how their efforts 

contributed to learning. Beneficiaries who provide data should receive accessible summaries of 

findings and implications for projects serving them. Partners should participate in collaborative 

interpretation of shared monitoring data. Multi-directional information flow builds trust, improves 

data quality, and enables collective learning. 
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