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ABSTRACT 

Data quality is a critical foundation for evidence-based decision-making in development 

projects. In Malawi, donor-funded and government-led interventions depend on accurate, 

timely, and verifiable data to inform planning, budgeting, monitoring, evaluation, and policy 

formulation. However, persistent weaknesses in data collection systems, verification processes, 

and analytical capacity often compromise decision quality and project effectiveness. This 

review article examines the role of data quality in supporting evidence-based decision-making 

in development projects in Malawi. It analyzes key dimensions of data quality, explores 

prevailing challenges, and assesses the implications of poor-quality data on accountability and 

development outcomes. The study further highlights institutional and technological strategies 

for strengthening data systems and emphasizes the role of independent research and data 

verification institutions in improving transparency and development effectiveness. The article 

concludes with recommendations aimed at embedding data quality assurance frameworks 

within Malawi’s development architecture. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Evidence-based decision-making has become a guiding principle in international development 

practice. Development partners increasingly require governments and implementing agencies 

to demonstrate results using credible data rather than assumptions or anecdotal evidence 

(OECD, 2021). In Malawi, development projects address complex socio-economic challenges 

including poverty reduction, health service delivery, food security, education, and social 

protection. The success of these interventions depends largely on the availability of high-

quality data. 

Despite national commitments to data-driven planning, including through the Malawi 2063 

Vision, many development projects continue to struggle with data reliability and usability 

(Government of Malawi, 2020). Weak data systems undermine informed decision-making, 

reduce accountability, and limit learning across projects. This paper explores how data quality 

influences evidence-based decision-making in development projects in Malawi and identifies 

practical strategies for improving data integrity and use. 

II. METHODOLOGY 

This article adopts a systematic literature review methodology. Peer-reviewed journal articles, 

policy reports, donor publications, and evaluation studies published between 2020 and 2025 

were reviewed. The sources focused on data quality, monitoring and evaluation (M&E), 

development effectiveness, and evidence-based policymaking, with emphasis on Malawi and 

Sub-Saharan Africa. Thematic analysis was applied to synthesize findings and identify 

recurring patterns and best practices. 

III. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: DATA QUALITY IN DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS 

Data quality refers to the extent to which data is fit for its intended purpose. International 

standards identify several core dimensions of data quality relevant to development projects 

(ISO, 2020). 

Table 1: Key Dimensions of Data Quality in Development Projects 

Dimension Description Relevance to Decision-Making 

Accuracy Data correctly represents reality Prevents misleading 

conclusions 

Completeness All required data is captured Ensures comprehensive analysis 



Source: Adapted from ISO (2020); Kusek & Rist (2021) 

High-quality data enables planners and managers to assess progress, identify implementation 

gaps, and allocate resources efficiently. Conversely, weak data quality compromises the 

credibility of evidence used for decision-making. 

IV. DATA QUALITY AND EVIDENCE-BASED DECISION-MAKING 

Evidence-based decision-making involves systematically integrating data, research evidence, 

and contextual knowledge into policy and project decisions (UNDP, 2021). In development 

projects, decisions are informed by baseline assessments, routine monitoring data, mid-term 

reviews, and impact evaluations. 

Figure 1: Relationship Between Data Quality and Evidence-Based Decision-Making 

 

This cycle illustrates that poor data quality at any stage weakens the entire decision-making 

process. In Malawi, evidence-based approaches have improved program targeting in sectors 

such as health and social protection; however, these gains are constrained where data quality 

assurance mechanisms are weak (World Bank, 2023). 

V. DATA QUALITY CHALLENGES IN DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS IN MALAWI 

Data 
Collection

Data 
Verification

Data 
Analysis

Timeliness Data is available when needed Supports responsive decisions 

Consistency Data is uniform across sources Enhances comparability 

Reliability Data collection methods are 

dependable 

Builds stakeholder trust 

Validity Data measures intended indicators Improves policy relevance 



Several interconnected challenges undermine data quality in Malawian development projects. 

First, manual and paper-based data collection systems remain common, increasing risks of 

transcription errors, data loss, and delayed reporting (Chinsinga & Chasukwa, 2021). Second, 

limited verification mechanisms mean that reported data is often not independently validated 

before being used for decision-making. 

Third, capacity constraints affect data analysis and utilization. Many project teams lack 

adequate training in data management, statistical analysis, and interpretation, resulting in 

underutilization of collected data (UNICEF, 2022). Additionally, donor reporting pressures 

may unintentionally incentivize quantity over quality, leading to inflated or inaccurate 

indicators (Bamberger et al., 2021). 

VI. IMPLICATIONS OF POOR DATA QUALITY ON PROJECT PERFORMANCE 

Poor data quality has far-reaching implications for development effectiveness. 

Table 2: Effects of Poor Data Quality on Development Projects 

 

Area Implication 

Planning Misidentification of beneficiary needs 

Resource Allocation Inefficient use of funds 

Monitoring & Evaluation Inability to track real progress 

Accountability Reduced transparency and trust 

Learning Limited replication of successful interventions 

Source: OECD (2021); World Bank (2022) 

In Malawi, unreliable data weakens accountability mechanisms and reduces confidence among 

donors and policymakers. Over time, this undermines sustainability and limits the scalability 

of development interventions. 

VII. STRATEGIES FOR IMPROVING DATA QUALITY IN DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS 

Key strategies include: 

1) Adoption of standardized indicators and tools 

2) Use of digital data collection platforms 

3) Continuous training of project staff 



4) Third-party data verification and audits 

5) Institutionalizing data quality assurance protocols 

Independent research and data verification institutions play a critical role in validating data and 

enhancing transparency, particularly in donor-funded projects (Bédécarrats et al., 2020). 

VIII. ROLE OF RESEARCH AND DATA INSTITUTIONS 

Independent research institutions contribute to development effectiveness by providing 

methodological rigor, ethical oversight, and analytical expertise. Their involvement improves 

data credibility, supports learning, and strengthens evidence-based policy formulation 

(UNICEF, 2022). In Malawi, collaboration between research institutions, government 

agencies, and development partners enhances trust in development data and improves decision 

quality. 

IX. CONCLUSION 

Data quality is central to effective evidence-based decision-making in development projects in 

Malawi. Accurate and verifiable data enhances planning, accountability, and project 

performance, while poor-quality data undermines development outcomes. Addressing data 

quality challenges requires institutional commitment, technical capacity, and independent 

verification mechanisms. Strengthening data systems will be essential for achieving sustainable 

and impactful development results. 

X. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

Future studies should empirically examine the relationship between data quality assurance 

mechanisms and development outcomes across sectors in Malawi. Additional research is 

recommended on the effectiveness of independent data verification models and digital data 

systems at community level. 
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