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Agriculture Investment Data Needs: NGOs 

Background 

The Initiative for Open Ag Funding
1
 works to support efforts to end hunger and food insecurity by 

ensuring organizations have the information they need to make smarter investments in the 
agriculture and food security sector. While organizations need various types of data to make better 
decisions, this initiative is focused on improving the quality, availability and timeliness of data 
concerning investments — in other words, data that seek to answer who is doing what, where, with 
whom, and to what effect. 

As a starting point, the initiative conducted research to answer two questions: (1) what agricultural 
investment data are currently available; and (2) what data do organizations actually need to make 
better use of resources?  

An analysis of the current data landscape, prepared by Open Data Services, is available here.
2
 To 

answer the second question, Development Gateway, the Foundation Center, and InterAction 
conducted consultations with donors, foundations and NGOs. These consultations addressed the 
following questions: 

1. What do organizations need to know in order to make investment decisions? 
2. How do they get the answers they need? 
3. What are some of the current challenges with accessing or using data? 
4. How do individuals prefer to access data? 

The consultations also assessed organizations’ familiarity with the International Aid Transparency 
Initiative (IATI). IATI is a multi-stakeholder initiative that makes information about development and 
humanitarian resources easier to access, use, and understand.

3
 In theory, it should be a key source 

of investment data for organizations. A major focus of the Initiative for Open Ag Funding is to ensure 
that data published to IATI reflect the needs of the agriculture and food security community. 

This report presents the findings of InterAction’s consultations with NGOs. The findings of our 
consultations with donors and foundations are available here.
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1
 The Initiative for Open Ag Funding is led by InterAction in partnership with Development Gateway; Foundation 

Center; the CGIAR Research Program on Policies, Institutions, and Markets (PIM), led by the International Food 
Policy Research Institute (IFPRI); Open Data Services; and Publish What You Fund (PWYF). Additional information 
about the initiative is available at https://www.interaction.org/project/open-ag-funding/overview.  
2 https://www.interaction.org/sites/default/files/Agricultural%20Investment%20Data%20-

%20Landscape%20Analysis.pdf.  
3
 For more about IATI, see http://www.aidtransparency.net/.  

4
 https://www.interaction.org/project/open-ag-funding/resources.  



2 
 

Key Findings 

InterAction interviewed 14 individuals from 11 organizations as part of its consultation process with 
U.S.-based international NGOs. These organizations vary in size and funding structure. Some are 
large organizations primarily dependent on donor governments for funding, while others are small- to 
mid-sized organizations that raise a significant amount of funding from private sources. To get a 
wide perspective of data needs, InterAction interviewed a variety of staff, including senior leadership, 
resource development staff, program staff, and technical specialists. InterAction also organized a 
guided discussion with policy staff from eight organizations. 

Our findings from these conversations confirm that there is a demand for data on food security and 
agriculture investments among NGOs, from both practitioners and advocates. Key findings include:  

1. NGOs need and use investment data for a variety of purposes, from fundraising to designing 
programs as well as forming partnerships and informing advocacy.  

2. The data currently available does not meet NGOs’ needs. One major challenge is the lack of 
a single, comprehensive source of data on investments; in most cases, NGOs are forced to 
piece together data from a variety of sources. Another challenge is the sometimes scant 
level of detail available about investments.  

3. Top data needs include: information on the organizations involved in implementation, 
particularly at the local level; the location of those interventions at the sub-national level; and 
information related to results.  

4. NGOs need data from all actors, not just donors and other implementers. Data on private 
sector investments and spending by national and/or local governments would also be useful.  

5. For the most part, NGOs prefer to access data presented in easy-to-use formats and their 
organizations often have limited capacity to process and analyze data. 

6. Most NGOs are not aware of IATI. Most respondents had never heard of the initiative. Of 
those who had, most were not very familiar with it. 

What do NGOs need to know in order to make investment decisions?  

NGOs’ decisions about how to allocate resources for food security and agricultural development 
depend to a large degree on their funding sources. For organizations that depend on funding from 
bilateral donors like USAID, for example, major decisions are pre-determined by donor solicitations. 
These solicitations often specify the value chains, target groups, and/or geographic regions that 
should be addressed by the project, leaving NGOs to determine approaches to implementation. This 
does not, however, eliminate the need for data on what other groups are doing. One respondent 
explained: 

In Ethiopia, we work in the coffee sector, and there’s a fair amount going on in the coffee 
sector there, so you need to be aware of all the different initiatives. So even though it’s not 
something that directly impacts the bid or the proposal … it’s certainly something you have to 
know and take into account, and I think reflect that in your proposal as well, that you’re 
aware of these things and are looking to leverage them or, at a minimum, consider them, and 
certainly not duplicate them. So I think there’s quite a bit of research that goes on at quite a 
few different levels. 
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Organizations with private sources of funding have more latitude to make decisions. In these cases, 
investment decisions may be shaped by consultations with communities and/or local governments, 
in addition to reflecting the organization’s strategy and areas of expertise. 

Regardless of the funding source, however, similar needs motivate the data needs of all the NGOs 
we interviewed. In broad terms, having data on 
investments in the sector helps NGOs design better 
programs. More specifically, investment data allow 
organizations to: 

 Avoid duplication or identify gaps;  

 Leverage the efforts or expertise of 
others;  

 Identify partners, especially at the local 
level;  

 Replicate successful approaches or learn 
from past mistakes; and 

 Improve targeting. 

In addition, data are critical to NGO fundraising 
efforts. This involves not only having information on 
donor priorities and specific business opportunities, 
but also understanding the competitive landscape.  

NGOs also play a unique role in that they not only 
implement agriculture and food security programs, 
they also engage in advocacy concerning such 
programs. As advocates, NGOs need data to: 

 Assess program performance; 

 Communicate more effectively about value for money and the impact of foreign aid; 

 Inform parliamentarians about the amounts being spent, both overall and on specific 
types of interventions; 

 Convince parliamentarians of the importance of the sector, and/or win their support for 
particular programs; and  

 Ensure sufficient funding is allocated to meet needs in the sector.  

While NGOs need a wide range of information for allocation decisions and program design, their 
investment data needs focus on: 
 

 Who is involved: NGOs need to know who is funding programs, but also — and 
perhaps more importantly — which organizations are involved in implementing those 
programs, particularly at the local level. This information is used to identify partners, 
understand the competition, or identify potential donors. Knowing which organizations 
are involved can also help NGOs pinpoint the reasons for the success of a particular 
program.  
 

 Where programs take place: Although the level of location specificity needed varied 
across respondents, there was widespread agreement that just knowing the country in 
which a program is implemented is not sufficient. Some respondents wanted to know the 
location of programs down to the village level, while others said the first or second 
administrative level (equivalent to a district or county) would suffice. A few mentioned 

Why NGOs want investment data 

 “It’s always really helpful to have an 
idea of what donors are funding other 
partners to do.  In a sense, for us to 
ascertain where the gaps might be.”   

 “[We want to know] how we can take 
advantage of what has already been 
created.” 

 “It’s not that we’re only looking at 
these other entities as funding 
sources, but also… finding those 
synergies so we’re not duplicating 
efforts and… can be more efficient and 
effective together.” 

 “If it’s a country where we haven’t 
worked before, understanding what 
others that are working in those 
countries, how they are targeting and 
how they are selecting their 
populations that they are working with 
and … the levels (how many?) [is 
important].” 
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that knowing the specific activities being implemented in a particular location is critical. 
One respondent explained:  

If other donors are funding activities in … cocoa in country X, and they’re giving 
away free trees let’s say, and we’re building small-scale enterprises … that are 
tree nurseries… we need to have that information and we need to know where 
they are giving away these trees and obviously we would have to avoid those 
areas … Donors should be completely transparent about what they’re doing in 
countries for reasons like that — policy alignment and ensuring one donor is not 
… handcuffing or complicating the work of another.  

 

 Results: NGOs need information on both expected and actual results. To this end, 
multiple respondents mentioned “indicators” as data they would have in an ideal 
scenario. Although outside the scope of this project, both practitioners and advocates 
repeatedly highlighted the need for information related to the effectiveness of agriculture 
and food security interventions. This includes not just data on outputs and outcomes 
captured through indicators, but also information on successes and failures and the 
factors that accounted for each. Many NGOs expressed a desire for information on how 
and why changes happened, though several noted that this type of analysis can be 
difficult to find. In general, NGOs seemed very keen to learn from the work of others, 
saying they wanted to replicate or build on what works and avoid approaches that have 
been less successful.
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 The nature of the work being done: Data needs in this category were expressed in 
several different ways. Some respondents specifically mentioned goals and objectives, 
with one explaining that this information can be useful in determining which organizations 
might be good partners. Others said that they simply need a general explanation of the 
approach or information about the implementation models being used in a country. A few 
respondents said they need to know the crops or value chains (or parts of a chain) that 
an intervention is addressing. 
 

 The population being served: In some cases, simply knowing the number of individuals 
targeted and/or served by a program is sufficient. One respondent, however, expressed 
a desire for more detailed information:  

Everybody claims to be working with the very poor. But there is very little 
consistency on what you mean by the very poor — sometimes that’s measured 
based on land – how much land they own … how much people live on, whether 
it’s a dollar fifty, or a dollar eighty,  it’s just one way of measuring that. And those 
are the kind of issues just even on targeting that become problematic, you know. 
Are we all targeting the same people?  

 

 How much: NGOs need various types of financial information including total budget; 
budget by component, objective, or location; and the value of sub-grants.  
 

 When programs take place: Among other things, information on project timelines helps 
with planning and coordination. 
 

                                                           
5
 One respondent also said having comparable indicators across organizations and types of interventions would be 

helpful in driving improvements in the sector, though he recognized the high level of effort that would entail. 
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 Contact information: As noted below, publicly available data is just one source of 
information. One respondent noted that a colleague spent half of a two-week trip trying to 
find a contact at an organization that seemed to be a promising partner.  

As to from whom NGOs want this information, data from all actors are important. As one respondent 
put it, “You’re putting together a puzzle— there’s not like one puzzle piece that’s any more important 
than the other ones.”  

How do they get the answers they need? 

The NGOs consulted depend on a wide variety of sources for compiling information on agriculture 
and food security investments. These include: government, donor or other organization websites

6
; 

online data platforms like NGO Aid Map; government documents like IRS Form 990s (for those 
looking for data on foundation funding), USAID’s Business Forecast, or U.S. Congressional Budget 
Justifications; listservs; webinars; phone calls; and meetings (whether regular forums of information 
exchange or meetings set up expressly to gather investment-related data). Many also said their field 
staff and local partners are valuable sources of information. A few mentioned that they commission 
studies or landscape analyses to better inform their program design. 

Several of those interviewed emphasized the value of human interactions, noting that while 
investment research may begin with public sources, conversations with individuals can yield 
particularly valuable information. As one respondent noted: 

There are formal sources of information… However, it presents a very public face, and so if 
there are particular successes or challenges in that work, they don’t always come out on the 
web or through the formal pieces …. What approaches have worked, which haven’t? Who is 
liked and who is not?  Who’s responsible for the good successes, personally responsible? 
Who would be valuable to have on your bid? That’s the more difficult information to get, and 
that is usually collected person-to-person. 

What are some of the current challenges with accessing or using data? 

NGOs highlighted the difficulty of obtaining complete, comprehensive agricultural investment data. 
The lack of a single, reliable source of data was raised as a challenge by several respondents. One 
commented:  

If we could have one place [that has all this information] … including donors, policy 
organizations like FAO [(the Food and Agriculture Organization)] and implementing 
organizations like CARE, then we can aggregate the information. That would be great. 

This makes gathering this information time intensive and costly, particularly when organizations 
need data beyond top-level details about others’ work. Indeed, the sometimes scant level of detail 
available about investments in the sector was another frequently mentioned challenge. One 
respondent explained: 

Unless you sit down and talk with someone who knows that program intimately… you’re 
really operating with a bit of a fuzzy picture … [Without that] I don’t know a lot about the how. 
And to a certain extent you don’t really have time to learn about the how … having those 
basic, higher-level facts about it is usually enough, but there is still always sort of like a bit of 

                                                           
6
 USAID’s Development Experience Clearinghouse (DEC) was the most frequently mentioned resource in this 

category.   
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uncertainty, like do I really understand this program?... Can we really operate with them? 
Can we really leverage each other’s assistance?  

Beyond these overarching issues, some respondents highlighted challenges related to specific types 
of information. For example, despite high demand, data on results — or, more broadly, on 
successes and failures — are hard to find. As one respondent put it: 

The ‘Where We Work’ section and ‘What We Do’ section of (organization) websites is very 
useful, and you can go and find the description there. But again, that’s a very public face, so 
they talk about the successes and not necessarily the challenges.   

A few respondents said it can be challenging to find information on the local organizations involved 
in implementation. One explained: 

You find out who the implementers are and you go to their website - they’re the prime 
contractor or grantee…. There may, however, be a sub or a particular local partner that’s 
really responsible for the good part of that work. And that just takes digging, and digging, and 
digging deeper. So that takes time, money, and often boots on the ground.   

One respondent noted the difficulty of understanding what is happening in conflict contexts where 
situations change quickly. Another observed that the level of transparency among different U.S. 
agencies varies, making it easy to find information related to business opportunities with some of 
those agencies but not for others. Transparency among NGOs can also be an issue; some NGO 
staff suggested that some organizations limit the amount of information they make available about 
their work in order to maintain a competitive advantage.  

How do NGOs prefer to access data? 

The majority of individuals interviewed expressed a preference for data presented in easy-to-use 
formats, and noted that their organizations had limited capacity to process and analyze data. 
Preferred formats include dashboards, data visualizations, and online data platforms. Several cited 
the utility of maps or geo-referenced data. A couple of respondents expressed a desire to have 
access to the raw data or to databases that could be queried. 

What is the level of awareness about and use of IATI data? 

Not a single respondent mentioned IATI as a source of information. In fact, the overwhelming 
majority were not aware of IATI at all. With one or two exceptions, those that had heard of IATI were 
not very familiar with it.  

 


