
Innovations in ICT4D 

Background
Since 2004, CRS staff and Church partners in 
Tanzania have been providing services to nearly 
38,000 Orphans and Vulnerable Children (OVC) in 
seven core areas: education, primary health care, 
psychosocial support, shelter, child protection, 
vocational training and economic strengthening. 

While managing their projects, CRS staff noticed 
some challenges in data collection used for 
monitoring and evaluation (M&E). Traditionally 
done using pen and paper, there were long time 
delays between data collection and reporting 
with negative impact on decision-making. 
Often data was incomplete and inaccurate, 
sometimes due to multiple data entry clerks.  
Community volunteers (CV), who are responsible 
for supporting OVC, often had little supervision 
as they made medical referrals and analyzed 
other data.  CRS staff also noted problems with 
maintaining a database that was virus-free. 

Most of these M&E challenges are related to the 
nature of working environment: the geographical 
scope is very large, and infrastructure systems 
such as transport facilities and communication 
are poor. 
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A mobile solution
A pilot project, begun in May 2009 in the Arusha Region, aims to 
enhance the quality and effectiveness of CRS OVC programming 
through a unique mobile application.  Using cell phones, community 
volunteers (CV) can input quality data into forms housed on their 
cell phones. This information is captured, synthesized, and is easy 
to analyze in a database that will be available to staff and partners, 
including the Tanzanian government.  CRS partnered with D-Tree 
International, a non-profit organization dedicated to improving the 
quality of care by using hand-held technology.

How will mobile applications address these challenges?
Real-time data: after each CV visit, the data will immediately be 
transmitted to a central sever, summarized and utilized for decision 
making. 

Accuracy of data — the mobile forms automatically prompt the CV to 
ask questions correctly, and forces CVs to complete the forms.

Follow-up — through cell phones, CVs can track pending referrals 
can provide relevant prompts that help CVs ask correct questions in 
follow-up visits. 

Supervision — immediate data uploads provide real-time data on CV 
activities to supervisors.

Expected outcomes
•	 Anticipated increase level of confidentiality, trust, and accuracy 

in data collection

•	 Anticipated increase in community volunteers motivation, 
retention and performance

•	 Promotes e-learning, information sharing and timely informed 
decision
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Looking ahead

CRS and partners plans to extend the pilot into additional areas and through the addition of new forms. 
During Phase 3 of the pilot, 35 additional CVs will be trained in the use of CommCare OVC.  

Additional stages will include:
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Mobile application implementation 

The pilot has undergone two phases to date:

Phase 1 : Design 
•	 Prototype of 4  forms for mobile phones (OVC 

wellbeing tool, follow up , exit form and referral)  were 
programmed and downloaded on 6 telephones, and 
volunteers participated in 13 trainings

Phase 2: Refinement 
•	 The prototype was field tested, staff were trained, and 

the pilot was implemented and assessed; based on 
these lessons learned, the team refined the prototype

•	 A training manual was created and disseminated to 
support technology users

Pilot results  — Start-up and implementation 
challenges and solutions

The forms have been well-received, and the team has 
seen data quality improvements brought by the mobile 
application.  In addition to significant successes, there have 
been numerous challenges as the team has implemented 
this pilot. The team has addressed these challenges as they 
have arisen.

•	 The start-up phase required simultaneous paper and 
telephone data entry systems.

•	 Data security and confidentiality has been a 
challenge, so the team needed to develop a 
procedure for monitoring data integrity and 
maintaining confidentiality.

•	 Volunteers have limited mobile technical competence, 

so there is a need for certification and mentoring.

•	 The program has required that CRS and partners 
dedicate staff for routine supervision, maintenance 
and upgrading of the T-mobile system as forms 
change and new forms are created.

•	 The team has instituted a new system of data flow 
which will allow field and partner staff access to 
database.

•	 Some volunteers still face limited access to electricity, 
so alternative solutions are being researched.

Phase 4
•	 Train CRS staff & LGA and LPO on field management of program
•	 Enable D-Tree to hand over all technical leadership to CRS, while continuing to provide 

backstopping

Phase 5
•	 Assessment 
•	 Work with local government on incorporating data into national OVC database

For more information about CRS work in ICT4D, contact Dina Brick, CRS Technical Advisor 
for Agriculture and the Environment, at gbrick@crs.org, tel: 1(443) 955-7192 


