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Using monitoring data to improve interventions is harder than it seems. Decision-makers are often busy 
implementing activities, unclear about their roles in data collection and analysis, and uncertain what data 
matters most or when. PRISMA, an AUD77 million agricultural Market Systems Development (MSD) programme 
funded by DFAT Australia, has encountered these challenges. With the programme completing its first five-
year phase, this case study shares ten key lessons divided into three sections: shaping the culture, developing 
systems, and top management decisions. These lessons aim to help program, sector and intervention managers 
make better use of monitoring data to improve interventions. 

Shaping the culture
1. Explain to sector teams what PRISMA means by ‘data’ and what they gain from gathering it. When 

PRISMA began, sector teams were unsure if data gathering was part of their job or the responsibility of the 
program’s measurement team. As a result, they gathered little monitoring data.  
 
One reason for this was that sector teams misunderstood what PRISMA’s managers meant by ‘data’. Sector 
teams thought of ‘measurement’ and ‘data’ only as baseline studies and impact assessments, which in 
many programmes are led by measurement specialists. To change this, PRISMA started explaining as part 
of its induction training that ‘data’ also includes information about the progress and quality of PRISMA’s 
interventions. As such, data about the progress and quality of interventions is best gathered by sector teams.1  

2. Give sector teams clear roles in gathering data. Even when sector teams are willing to collect and 
analyse data, role ambiguity can reduce their involvement. For each indicator therefore, PRISMA now makes 
an individual staff member responsible for data gathering2. Sector teams (as opposed to measurement 
specialists) are expected to gather data sourced from the businesses and government agencies PRISMA 
works with (the program’s results measurement manual states this explicitly). More importantly, senior 
managers reinforce this expectation in their day-to-day conversations with sector teams.  

3. Let sector teams decide when data gets gathered. PRISMA’s sector teams manage their budgets for 
monitoring and impact assessment activities, and decide when to monitor and assess the impact of their 
interventions. They obtained this responsibility when their managers recognised the value of them getting 
data on time to make decisions. Sector teams now integrate regular monitoring with regular field visits, 
and during partner meetings. With many of PRISMA’s target sectors involving one annual planting season, 
sector teams have 1-3 month windows after harvest time in which to gather yield data (one of the major 
components of impact assessments) and use it to improve their interventions. Greater involvement in 
decision-making regarding monitoring and impact assessments increased the willingness of the sector teams 
to gather and use data more. 

1 This is firstly because sector teams, who are the core implementation staff divided into teams based on different 
commodities (e.g. Maize, Coffee) or cross functions (e.g. ICT, Finance) regularly meet with the sources of this data – that is, the 
businesses and government agencies PRISMA partners with. It is therefore the sector teams – not measurement specialists 
– who gain the trust needed to access sensitive information from partners. Secondly, when sector teams gather this data 
themselves, they are more likely to use it to improve their interventions.
2 Indicators PRISMA wishes to track are recorded in intervention-specific Measurement Plans, which sector teams are 
responsible for updating.
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4. Encourage sector teams to add questions to impact assessments. Early in its first phase, PRISMA faced 
another challenge: sector teams were rarely using impact data for decision-making. Managers set out to 
uncover the reasons why.  
 
It emerged that impact assessments were simply not providing the information that sector teams needed 
to improve their interventions. Looking deeper, PRISMA found that its measurement specialists, like those 
of most programs, were preparing impact assessment questionnaires which tended just to quantify and 
attribute an intervention’s impact. They rarely included questions aimed at improving the intervention, 
seeing this as the sector team’s role. At the same time, they were less likely than sector teams to know what 
information was required to improve the intervention. Realising this, PRISMA changed the way of designing 
impact assessments. Sector teams are now encouraged to add their questions. By doing this, PRISMA has 
made its impact assessments a key source of sector team insight, as demonstrated below in Boxes 1 and 2. 

5. Sharing lessons from field reports and impact assessments should be part of someone’s job. Sector 
teams lack time to read each other’s field reports and impact assessments. However, sharing key transferable 
insights across sectors is an important part of helping the program to improve its interventions. PRISMA 
is therefore considering whose responsibility this cross-sector information sharing should be, and how to 
incentivise it. 
 
As part of its research into a new target sector, PRISMA compiles a Growth Strategy Document (GSD)3 which 
presents its diagnosis of constraints and a strategy for tackling these constraints. Sector teams generally find 
the GSD helps them decide where and how to intervene. However, many staff feel obliged to keep updating 
these long documents, which is of limited usefulness and becomes a time-consuming burden. PRISMA is 
considering changing this requirement.  
 
For each intervention, the program also creates a ‘constraint tree’ diagram (sometimes called a ‘problem 
tree’), summarising constraints and guiding staff towards interventions which tackle the most significant 
constraints by addressing their root causes. Updating constraints trees would be (1) quicker than updating 
long sector strategy documents, especially for non-native English speakers, and (2) more useful, as the target 
audience (senior managers and programme reviewers) are more likely to find time to read a diagram than 
a twenty-page document. It could include footnotes explaining the sources of the data for each box in the 
constraint tree, so that the diagram remains evidence-based.

3 The GSD presents the rationale behind working in a particular sector or commodity, including an analysis of the market 
actors, constraints and opportunities for pro-poor growth and intervention areas. It tends to be a 25-30-page document. 
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Developing systems
6. Clear, collaborative intervention designs help sector teams to accept scrutiny and failure. Sector 

teams often resent being “policed” by a program’s measurement team, and challenge the latter’s data when 
it identifies issues, rather than using it to improve the intervention. To address this, PRISMA has made its 
intervention design and approval process more collaborative and more rigorous, as explained below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As already discussed, PRISMA’s measurement specialists and sector teams have identified several ways to 
collaborate during the intervention design and approval process. Measurement specialists help sector teams 
to analyse market constraints, scope intervention ideas, and draw results chains. They also work together to 
estimate how many farmers will profit from changes brought about by the intervention, and by how much.
PRISMA’s intervention design process also contains several features which ensure interventions are rigorously 
designed. Firstly, sector teams are required to draw a constraint tree and a results chain, which articulate 
the teams’ assumptions and show how the proposed intervention addresses the root causes of farmers’ low 
incomes. Sector teams further develop their intervention plan by calculating the profits farmers can expect 
to make by applying a new agricultural input or practice, and by presenting the intervention concept to 
PRISMA’s Core Management Team for approval.  
 
Designing interventions with this level of collaboration and rigour has a cost; it takes six to nine months to 
get an intervention from the idea stage to final approval. However, PRISMA’s staff believe time invested here 
is worthwhile. Firstly, better-designed interventions tend to achieve better results. Secondly, as explained by 
PRISMA measurement specialist Arif Kurniawan, “When the results measurement team understands sectors and 
interventions better, we’re better at developing monitoring tools and measurement plans, and interpreting what 
we see in the field while monitoring.” Finally, rigorous, collaborative intervention design reduces the concerns 
of sector teams about being held responsible for bad intervention design. As a result, when monitoring data 
uncovers an issue with an intervention, team members find it easier to identify the problem and use the data 
to improve address it and improve their intervention. 

7. Quality management tools allow programs to compare intervention performance objectively. MSD 
programs necessitate building strong relationships with businesses and government actors in target sectors. 
A disadvantage of this is the potential for staff to become too attached to interventions and partners, which 
can make ending an intervention difficult and exiting a sector altogether even harder. 
 
PRISMA has often faced this challenge. Seventeen of its 32 sectors have underperformed at some point, and 
to make best use of its resources the program needed a process for reviewing performance in each of its 
target sectors. This sector review process also needed to be annual, rigorous and objective, aimed at allowing 
managers to decide when to exit a sector and when to continue or increase investing, while minimising 
mistakes and internal disagreements. 

Figure 1: intervention design process diagram 
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The process PRISMA created has one especially interesting 
feature: its use of data. Each sector receives a score against 
the same criteria, allowing managers to compare costs 
and results between sectors objectively. PRISMA calls its 
criteria and scoring process the ‘Quality Management Tool’. 
The criteria, and an example of a sector scored against the 
criteria, are shown in the Annex. 
 
Annually, PRISMA’s Core Management Team uses data from 
the Quality Management Tool scores to review its portfolio of 
sectors and put them into one of the following categories: 

• Push: the market analysis of these interventions is good, 
as is their impact; they show signs of effecting systemic 
change. 

• Let flow: interventions are designed well, based on good 
market analysis. Too early to detect positive impact 
(mostly applicable for interventions less than six months 
old). 

• Change or improve: interventions have sufficient market 
analysis and mediocre impact; they need modifying or 
replacing. 

• Under observation or innovate: interventions need 
further market analysis and/or major revisions. 
Intervention activities, results chains and/or choice of 
partners may need revising.

• Drop or end: interventions have failed, in terms of 
innovation and partner. No further investment.

 The Quality Management Tool has brought PRISMA several 
benefits, the first being improvements to its results and 
value for money. Figure 3b is a hypothetical illustration of 
the impact if PRISMA had not dropped and added sectors 
using QMT. Up to the end of 2017, PRISMA dropped 15 full 
sectors4 (or most of the interventions in the sector). These 
sectors benefited 21,000 households up to June 2017, with 
a further projection of 11,000 till the end of 2018. If PRISMA 
had not dropped some sectors and continued with others, 
an additional 10,000 households would have benefited, 
making a total projection of 21,000. However, PRISMA 
added or reinforced 12 sectors5 during that time, resulting 
in a projection of 65,000 households till end of 2018. This 
adaptive approach resulted in 55,000 more households 
benefiting.

 
Secondly, PRISMA’s Quality Management Tool makes the 
program’s investment criteria transparent. As a result, 
investment decisions cause less controversy among staff, and 

4  Dropped sectors are: Anggur Merah, Beef, Cashew, Cassava, 
Coconut, Feed (all NTT); Coconut, Extension Services, Mango, Soyabean 
(all NTB); Cassava, Extension Services, Fish, Mango, Soybean (all EJ). Not 
all sectors were dropped at the same time.
5  New sectors are Beef, GOI, Maize, Vegetable (all NTB), Coffee, GOI, 
Rice, Vegetable (all EJ), GOI, Vegetable (both NTT), Rice (P), Rice (WP). 
Not all sectors were added at the same time.

Figure 2: How PRISMA categorises subsectors using 
Quality Management Tool (QMT) scores
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although some sector team staff still cling to failing interventions, more want to move to sectors which can 
deliver higher results. High quality management scores have become a source of prestige among colleagues.  
 
A third benefit of PRISMA’s review process is that sector teams know what results their sectors will be 
assessed on and when, incentivising them to monitor these results. PRISMA has therefore given serious 
consideration to which indicators to include in its Quality Management Tool.  
 
Notably, systemic change and gender-related indicators encourage sector teams to focus on sustainability 
and women’s empowerment, not just outreach. At the same time, process indicators assess the quality of an 
intervention’s results chain, constraint tree and risk assessment, and how up to date these are. This frees up 
time for the sector teams to reflect on strategy and to document changes. 

8. Management information systems help to analyse, aggregate and share data. A recurring issue raised 
by program staff is that they gather large volumes of data but fail to spot key trends. For PRISMA’s Core 
Management Team, which oversees 145 interventions across 24 sectors6 , digesting the quantity of available 
information has been particularly challenging.  
 
Identifying program-wide issues is essential to project success. To do this, rather than having to read reports 
on each intervention, senior managers wanted visuals which illustrate succinctly actual and projected results, 
spending data, and key HR data. They needed to analyse this data by target region, gender (to ensure that 
women benefit from interventions as well as men) and sector, and to save time and enable comparisons 
they wanted to view it all on the same platform. In short, PRISMA wanted a Management Information System 
(MIS). 
 
To turn results and spending data into graphics and dashboards, PRISMA chose Microsoft software, Power 
BI. Power BI allows users to combine data from various sources (e.g. from a Microsoft Access database and 
accounting software). PRISMA has found the visuals it produces easy to interpret, with one-click filtering of 
information, as illustrated below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6  As of December 2018.

Figure 3: Screenshots of PRISMA’s Management Information System dashboard 
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While data visualisation software itself is available at low or no 
cost,7 the time cost of setting up such an MIS is significant. IT 
experts are required to link the software to the program’s data 
sources. Program managers need to invest time in deciding 
which data to present and how.8 In total, PRISMA invested 
around 100 days of management time in setting up the MIS. The 
program invests further time in maintaining it; three of PRISMA’s 
146 staff work full-time on maintaining and improving the 
system. 
 
For Daniel Nugraha, former Program Director, the investment 
has been worthwhile: “The development and institutionalisation 
process of the MIS was indeed time- and resource-intensive and 
challenging, because it was not only about a technological solution, 
but also changing people’s perception and behaviour. Had PRISMA 
not invested in the MIS, it would not have been able to respond 
to DFAT’s evolving reporting requirements, ensure seamless and 
systematic cross-project aggregation of intervention results, and 
establish goal-oriented, active management of portfolio and 
program resources.” 
 
The MIS has brought other benefits. It saves staff time by 
automating the aggregation of results across interventions9; it 
also makes responding to information requests from PRISMA’s 
donor easier and faster. A sole source improves the accuracy of 
the data provided to the donor. Before the MIS was operational, 
this task took up 20-25% of the senior measurement manager’s 
time; this has been reduced to just 5%, especially since PRISMA 
gave its funder (DFAT) access to the MIS and training on how to 
use it. For the funder, this means instant access to information 
about the program, and added transparency which can help to 
foster trust. At the same time, interpretation and appropriate use 
of the data by staff remains a challenge. PRISMA has developed 
a reporting protocol interpreting the data for major KPIs10 and 
plans to expand this to incorporate other data available in the 
MIS. 

7  The authors found over 20 data visualisation software packages available online, free-of-charge. Power BI has a free 
version, and an advanced version which at the time of writing costs AUD12.70 per user per month.
8  PRISMA also spent AUD110,000 on Microsoft GP Dynamics accounting/enterprise resource planning software. However, 
it would have bought the software even if it had not invested in data visualisation; like every program, PRISMA needed 
accounting software. With 146 staff based in five different locations, it also chose this software to enable travel requests to be 
viewed and approved online.
9  When staff update PRISMA's spreadsheets with new results from an intervention, these are automatically added to the 
results of other interventions to calculate the program’s latest overall results. However, PRISMA sometimes needs to make 
additional adjustments to these figures, where it believes that two interventions may have benefited the same farmers (often 
called ‘overlap’ or ‘double-counting’).
10  Key performance indicators. PRISMA reports progress every six months on eight KPIs, defined at the beginning of the 
program.
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Box 2: Using data to improve impact – Shallot

PRISMA’s Shallot intervention illustrates the program’s 
approach in practice. In 2014, PRISMA began supporting 
a private company to introduce and promote an 
improved shallot seed in Nusa Tenggara Barat province. 
Impact assessments in 2015 and 2016 revealed that 
few farmers were buying and benefiting from the 
shallot seed – just 427 in 2016. Fortunately, PRISMA’s 
monitoring also revealed why: import restrictions were 
the main bottleneck, with farmer demand for the seed 
outstripping supply. The program used this insight to 
adapt its intervention. Instead of helping the private 
company to create more demand, PRISMA and the 
company worked with government policymakers to 
facilitate an increased supply of the seed. 

When pursuing this new intervention strategy, PRISMA’s 
measurement data again became useful. The data 
revealed that the private company’s shallot seed had 
improved farmers’ incomes by an average of 64%. 
Sharing this information with the Ministry of Agriculture 
helped convince the Ministry to raise the private 
company’s import quota, starting with the 2017 season. 
PRISMA could have discarded this intervention based on 
its initial low impact. Instead, it used measurement data 
to adapt it, with the result that 5,859 additional farming 
households have increased their incomes. For more 
examples of how PRISMA’s Core Management Team 
encourages colleagues to recognise and learn from 
failure, see the Adaptive Management case1.

1 Kevin Seely (2018) “Managing and adapting a development 
program: lessons from PRISMA,” AIP-Rural and the Springfield 
Centre.

Top management decisions
9. When senior managers and advisers 

understand the value of data, the wider team 
is more likely to follow. Senior managers greatly 
influence a program’s culture, including to what 
degree evidence is considered important to 
decision-making. With support from the funder 
(DFAT Australia), PRISMA’s Team Leader has 
encouraged rigour by pushing sector teams to 
comply with the Donor Committee for Enterprise 
Development (DCED) Standard for results 
measurement. He has also invested time in 
understanding and improving measurement, and 
led by example in using data from the program’s 
MIS to inform decision-making. 
 
With many other programs being led by 
managers who do little to encourage the use of 
data for decision-making, there is a lesson here 
for funders and managing contractors about the 
importance of hiring program managers who 
value and use credible data, and who understand 
what is needed to gather it. Training in the DCED 
Standard is an effective way for program and 
intervention managers to gain this knowledge.  



Page 8  |  Monitoring and Result Measurement for Adaptive Programming-How to Use Data to Manage  
 a Market Systems Development Program: Lessons from PRISMA

10. Reward sector teams for identifying problems early. Program staff often hesitate to acknowledge 
setbacks in an intervention, apprehensive of a negative reaction from senior management, or fearing it being 
dropped before having a chance to rectify it. PRISMA has taken steps to reduce this concern among sector 
teams. Senior managers can accept an intervention continuing despite disappointing results if three main 
conditions are fulfilled. Firstly, it must be clear what needs fixing and it must be feasible to fix it. Secondly, 
the intervention’s results projections should be updated, and checked for quality by PRISMA’s Measurement 
Specialists. Finally, the projected results should inspire confidence that the intervention’s goals can still be 
achieved. 

Concluding thoughts
After five years, 320,833 farming households have increased their income due to PRISMA interventions; out 
of the total population benefited, 42% of these farmers are women. Goetz Ebbecke, PRISMA’s Team Leader, 
attributes this success in part to the program’s use of data for decision-making: “Data has been an important 
factor. With data, I understand better how we are performing in different areas and take better decisions. Not all my 
senior managers instinctively use data as their basis for decision-making, so we reinforce this behaviour with systems. 
Another way I challenge them to use data is by using data myself.”



Annex: 

PRISMA’s Quality Management Tool, with scores (illustration only) from the program’s Pig 
interventions. 
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