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The decision gap | Activity data tells us what we delivered and not what to 
do next

Outputs matter for governance and 

accountability. But organisations still needs to 

decide what to continue, improve, scale or 

stop.

We know how many 
people participated. But 
did their prospects actually 
change?”
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Beneficiary attendance

Participants completed

Businesses received support

Suppliers were onboarded

Which programme created the 
greatest change?

Which intervention should we 
expand?

Which approach needs redesign?

Which programme should we stop 
funding?

What we can report What needs decision-making

The reporting paradox | We know what programmes delivered but not 
whether they changed anything

A decision-led system begins 
with three questions:

1. What decision are we trying 
to make? 

2. What do we need to learn to 
make it well?

3. What evidence would give us 
enough confidence to act?

These questions should 
determine what is measured, 
from whom, how often and with 
what level of methodological 
rigour.
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CASE STUDY

Three measurement traps and the 
choices that turn data into 
decision evidence

4



©NEWFORESIGHT | All rights reserved 5

The investment question | Cargill needs to understand whether 
livelihoods were improving and where to invest next
Cocoa-growing households work within a global supply chain but may still struggle to afford a decent basic 
standard of living.
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The illusion of certainty | The first insight was coverage is not 
the same as credibility

6

At this scale, household-income 

measurement involved:

➢ many enumerators across wide 
geographic areas;

➢ inconsistent interpretation;
➢ missing income and cost 

information;
➢ extensive cleaning;
➢ assumptions and extrapolation;
➢ imputation of incomplete data;
➢ limited capacity to verify 

unusual responses.
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The consistency gap | The second insight is that a questionnaire collects 
answers, but a measurement system makes those answers trustworthy.

The same questionnaire can 
produce different results when 
enumerators interpret key 
concepts differently.

Without common definitions, 
preparation, quality checks and 
calculation rules, a change in the 
results may reflect a change in the 
method and not necessarily a 
change in farmers’ lives.

01 03

02 04

Farmers know 
what 
information to 
prepare.

PREPARE

Enumerators 
apply common 
definitions 
consistently.

TRAIN

Check missing or 
unusual answers 
while they can 
still be verified.

CHECK

Analysts apply 
agreed validation, 
calculation and 
missing-data 
rules.

GOVERN
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The attribution gap | The third insight showed that confidence in a decision builds 
progressively from knowing what was delivered to what changed and its value

6  SROI

What wider social value was 
created?

3  EXPOSURE

Who received what support?

4  IMPACT

What changed because of us?

5  COST-EFFECTIVENESS

Was the result worth the cost?

2  OUTCOMES

What changed?

1  OUTPUTS

What did we deliver?

0304

0205

0106

EVIDENCE
LADDER
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The Cargill lesson | Credible evidence is representative, trustworthy and 
actionable

Representative
evidence

Proportionate
resources

A system built 
around

people, process 
and quality

Actionable
learning

Impact
Measurement

System

The case challenged three reassuring assumptions:

▪ More records create greater certainty.

▪ The same questionnaire creates consistent measurement.

▪ Improved outcomes prove programme impact.

Cargill strengthened its measurement system by moving towards:

✓ Representative evidence it could govern.

✓ Quality and consistency beyond the questionnaire.

✓ Progressive learning about contribution and value.

All three shifts began with the same question:

What decision must this evidence support?
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Begin with the decision | Build the evidence backwards from what the 
organisation needs to know

HOW

FROM 
WHERE

WHAT
Clarify the programme and 

investment decisions the system 
must support.

• Agree a focused learning 

agenda before selecting 

indicators.

• Strategy

• Theory of Change

• Leadership and programme 

priorities

Define meaningful outcomes 
and the evidence required to 

assess them.

• Set common definitions, 

responsibilities and quality 

controls; test through one 

visible programme.

• Existing data

• Representative samples

• Evaluation where warranted

Turn findings into 
recommendations about what 
to continue, improve, scale or 

stop.

• Use the evidence in leadership 

decisions and build the internal 

capability to improve the system 

over time.

• Programme results

• Implementation learning

• Cost and contextual evidence

DECISIONS &
LEARNING QUESTIONS

OUTCOMES &
EVIDENCE

USE &
IMPROVEMENT

1 2 3
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Take-home message | Design measurement for the decision and not just the 
report

We know what programmes delivered but not whether they changed people’s lives.

Activity data can show who participated and what support they received. It cannot tell organisations what to continue, 
improve, expand or stop.

Before adding another indicator, survey or dashboard, ask:

What decision are we trying to make?
What do we need to learn to make the right operational and commercial decisions?
What evidence would give us enough confidence to act?

If the evidence cannot help us decide what to continue, improve or stop, we should reconsider why we are collecting it.

When people give us their time, information and trust, the evidence should travel beyond the report to show what is 
changing, guide better decisions and direct investment towards interventions that genuinely improve people’s lives. The 
goal is not just more data; it is greater impact.
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If you would like to discuss this further 
for your business, please reach out:
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Tendai Jonhasi

Monitoring and Evaluation Lead

E-mail: Tendai.Jonhasi@newforesight.com 

Phone: +27 (0) 71 610 6290

mailto:Tendai.Jonhasi@newforesight.com
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