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Unlocking the power of data to help save lives

Background
Founded in 1937, Plan International is one of the world’s 
oldest and largest children’s development organisations, 
working on the ground to improve the lives of children in 
52 developing countries. Plan International’s vision is for 
a world where all children realise their full potential in 
societies that respect people’s rights and dignity. Their 
work delivers a significant impact to deprived 
communities, promoting children’s rights and helping lift 
millions of children out of poverty each year. Plan 
International’s “Because I am a Girl” movement helped 
transform the lives of more than 1.9 million girls last year 
– bringing the total to almost 5 million girls reached
directly since the campaign launched in 2012.

Plan International works with, for and on behalf of girls and boys and their 
communities to address immediate and long-term needs to help secure 
lasting changes in their lives.
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The Challenge
Plan International looks to expert partners for insight and 
expertise to implement new technologies that build 
efficiencies across departments, improve access to data, and 
increase transparency and accountability. They formed a 
strategic partnership with Ness to architect, design, build, 
test, release and support a centralised web-sponsorship 
management solution called ChildData. 

Plan International raises funds through fundraising offices in 
more than 21 countries, but the organisation had grown to a 
point where it was managing multiple legacy Microsoft and 
IBM systems with multiple vendors across many 
geographies. Each fundraising office independently 
operated its own technology systems to maintain child and 
sponsor data, and these had to be consolidated and 
reconciled with the central data repository at Plan 
International’s headquarters in the UK for reporting 
purposes. The process was time consuming, and reporting 
cycles often took several months.

Plan International needed a solution to the complex, global 
challenge of consolidating these legacy sponsorship systems 
onto a new, common Microsoft platform that would 
efficiently manage the end-to-end sponsorship process 
across the organisation’s offices.

A primary business benefit was to improve the percentage of 
budget spent on programmes and the time spent by staff on 
programme work by finding efficiencies in the operational 
overhead. This would be delivered by digitisation, which 
would reduce the administrative costs of printing, scanning, 
couriers and postage that were previously accrued in 
managing beneficiary data and sponsor communications.

A related key driver was the need to simplify and digitise the 
previously manual process of entering and transferring child 
data and photographs to the central digital hub.

Aside from the physical costs, improvements in the universal 
quality of data and the process of adding standardisation to 
the data would bring further cost and management 
efficiencies and reduce the time taken to collect, input and 
report on all the data.

The Solution
The challenge to create this centralised sponsorship 
platform involved addressing problems around data 
integrity and low bandwidth/connectivity issues in 
programme countries. Ness had to be creative in developing 
solutions to deliver workflow benefits, acknowledge local 
communication limitations, improve data security, and 
showcase operational efficiencies.

The basic intent of ChildData is to facilitate and improve the 
management of Plan International’s sponsorship process.

Ness developed an elegant and cost-effective solution using 
a phased approach. A big bang retirement of all the systems 
at one time was considered at an early stage, but dismissed: 
it would increase risk, take too long to deliver tangible value, 
and would involve training users in each country at the same 
time.

Many legacy systems had to be retired against a rigorous 
timeline. Following each milestone release, the solution 
increment was tested thoroughly to validate that it would 
continue to support the legacy interfaces or systems that 
were not yet retired.

Phase one was to create the foundation version of the core 
central digital hub and the migration of all existing child 
profiles. Many data records had to be re-digitised and tagged 
to match a new universal data schema. A web-based version 
of ChildData was launched with an admin module and an 
improved interface for the global offices to easily access and 
download Sponsored Child introduction and profile data.

Phase two built on the foundation, and a complete multi-
language module of sponsored child profile data was added, 
along with tools to use the digitised information to improve 
communications with sponsors. One legacy AS400-based 
central repository was retired at this time.

Phases three, four and five incorporated the features of the 
remaining three legacy platforms before they were retired. 
These features included centralizing the field sponsorship 
systems and improving efficiency of field work tasks like 
To-Do lists. Single points of communication were 
established between Fundraising Organisations and the 
Sponsored Child.
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The Result
Over a two-year period, Ness built and rolled out a 
centralised system to transfer child sponsor-related 
documents electronically. Ness delivered a stable, scalable 
platform that will support future growth. This was achieved 
across five major releases, all on time within budget and 
with high quality via a tailored, offshore-onsite model.

Ness Business Analysts detailed planning, design, testing, 
integration and data migration schedules inside Plan 
International’s UK headquarters, and the Mumbai 
development centre executed the delivery.

Along the way, a robust backup of program country data 
was created in the central digital hub, and this provided rich 
access to both historical and live local data for reporting 
purposes. An improved data-entry process has enhanced 
data integrity and triggered better tracking of the progress 
of sponsored children.

Documents are now stored digitally in a central ChildData 
application database with strict admin user rights allocated 
to administrators in the various locations. The documents 
themselves are:

Sponsor Child Documents that provide an introduction to 
a Sponsored Child and the child’s family life.

Area Documents that give an overview of the Sponsored 
Child’s progress and projects in the area where the child 
lives.

The ChildData project was undertaken to develop a more 
flexible and cost effective solution for the access and 
transfer of vital images and data for Plan International’s 
Child Sponsorship Program. Our efforts have helped remove 
the enormous time, effort and financial cost involved in 
posting paper-based records between locations. 

Today, 3.2 million digitised documents in nine languages 
for approximately 1.4 million sponsored children are 
regularly transferred between Plan International’s 
various fundraising offices, so a formerly manual and 
time-consuming process is now done electronically as 
a charitable branch of The Digital Economy. 

The program aims to make global communities aware, 
involved and united around the needs and rights of 
children. The digitisation of ChildData records and the 
resultant speed and improvement in communications 
encourages personal relationship building. It also 
provides opportunities to raise awareness on 
development issues globally and fosters collaboration 
between communities and sponsors.
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Summary
Each individual sponsor is now connected to the girl or boy 
they have chosen to support via the ChildData platform. The 
data collected shows the donor how the child’s life changes 
through a series of personal notes, letters and photographs. 
Sponsors are rewarded by a unique connection and given 
insights into how the whole community benefits from the 
funding of projects to build schools, dig wells and provide 
vaccinations.

Ness and Plan International are currently discussing 
methods to further improve access and reporting of both 
data records and revenue allocation and spending to 
maximise visibility and transparency of Plan International’s 
incredible work. Ness is proud to bring its expert knowledge 
from different industries to bear for this incredibly noble and 
essential cause.

How We Ensure Successful Outcomes for Our Clients: Ness Connected
  Our digital platform engineering framework helps companies define and develop the right digital products & services 
faster to significantly accelerate time to market, improve customer engagement and reduce business risk.

2
ENVISION
Develop a preliminary 
design of the platform as a 
product. Create experience 
prototypes to set stakeholder 
expectations and validate 
assumptions.

3
BUILD
Implement an iterative 
roadmap using the 
right technology and 
world–class engineers 
to drive execution 
excellence.

4
SUSTAIN
Maintain robust 
discipline to deliver 
consistent performance. 
Analyze and adjust 
features for continuous 
improvement.

5
EVOLVE
Leverage detailed 
operational analysis 
to reveal insights 
that point towards 
new opportunities 
for growth.

1
DISCOVER
Frame a common 
understanding of the need, 
the context of usage and the 
calls to action that will 
deliver the required 
business outcomes.

Ness Connected
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