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DATA COLLECTION TIPS & STRATEGIES

SESSION OVERVIEW
➤Measuring Outputs
➤Outcomes – What are the 

Dimensions to Measure?
➤Data Sources
➤Data Collection Methods
➤Matching Method to Outcome 

Type
➤Data Quality
➤Instrument Issues
➤Data Collection Plans

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
1. Clarify data (output and outcome) needs for 

current program year
2. Insure output accurately (without double 

counting)
3. Revisit alignment between intended outcome to 

be measured, indicators/questions to be answered, 
data source and choice of data collection method

4. Make sure data collection instruments/tools 
measure essential indicators/questions

5. Develop a draft data collection plan
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Outputs = Counts of people 
served or amount of work 
performed

How to Measure: 
Tracking Form
(e.g., logs, rosters, sign in 
sheets, etc.)

Avoid Double Counting – Count 
every person only once!  

OUTPUT MEASUREMENT

Outcome Dimensions =  
• Main aspects, features, or 

characteristics that define 
an outcome 

• Should be taken into account 
for measurement to be valid

Example: Increased attachment to school
• Feelings about being in school
• Feelings about doing school work
• Feelings towards teachers
• Feelings towards students

DEFINE YOUR OUTCOME DIMENSIONS
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TAKE ACTION NOW

Revisit output and outcome data needs for
current program year

Data Source = Person, group or 
organization that has 
information to answer 
measurement question(s)

• Identify possible data sources; 
list pros and cons of each

• Identify a preferred data source; 
consider its accessibility

• Alternative data sources: 
consider if they can give you 
same or comparable data

DATA SOURCES

“How did mentored students’ feelings towards teachers 
change over time?”

Pros Cons

Students • In best position to 
describe how they feel 
about their teachers

• May not be open about their 
feelings towards teachers

Teachers
• May know how students 

feel towards them

• May not know how students 
feel about other teachers

• May only spend one class 
period with students

Mentors • May know how students 
feel about a wide range 
of issues, including 
teachers

• Depends on students’ 
willingness to share feelings 
with mentors

• Students and mentors may 
not discuss this issue much

DATA SOURCES
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Depends partly on the type of change 
you want to measure - attitude, 
knowledge, behavior, or conditions.
• Data on changes in attitudes or 

knowledge usually come directly 
from persons experiencing these 
changes.

• Data on changes in behavior or 
conditions can come from either 
persons experiencing these changes 
or from other observers.

DATA SOURCE AND OUTCOME TYPE

Attitude Knowledge

Behavior Condition

Process or Steps Taken to Systematically 
Collect Data

Survey Written questionnaire completed by 
respondent

Interview Interviewer poses questions and records 
responses; face-to-face or via telephone

Observation Observer records behavior or conditions using 
via checklist or other form

Standardized
Test

Used to assess knowledge of academic 
subjects (reading, math, etc.)

CHOOSE METHOD

Process or Steps Taken to Systematically 
Collect Data

Tracking 
Sheet

Used to document service delivery; used 
primarily to track outputs

Focus Group
Facilitator leads small group through 
discussion in-depth discussion of topic or 
issue

Diaries, 
Journals

Respondent periodically (daily) records 
information about his/her activities or 
experiences

Secondary 
Data

Using data gathered by other agencies that 
can be used to assess program performance 

CHOOSE METHOD
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Ease/Difficulty of Use, Data Analysis
Survey May be difficult to find or create; very easy 

to use and analyze

Interview/ 
Observation

Requires trained, skilled personnel; can 
provide data that cannot be gathered 
through surveys 

Tracking 
Sheet

Easy to develop and use; may not be 
completed consistently 

Focus Group
Difficult to implement; generates large 
volume of qualitative data that are difficult 
to summarize

Diaries, 
Journals

Require commitment on the part of 
subjects; data can be challenging to 
interpret and analyze

METHOD FEASIBILITY

* Use of standardized tests is mandated for certain performance measures in the Education Focus Area. Other types of knowledge (e.g., financial literacy) can be measured using other types methods.

MATCH METHOD TO OUTCOME TYPE
Attitude/Belief Knowledge/Skill

Definition Thoughts, feelings Understanding, 
know-how

Examples Attachment to school 
(academic engagement)

Becoming a 
better reader

Generally Preferred 
Data Source and 
Method

Student:
Survey or interview

Learner: 
Standardized test*

MATCH METHOD TO OUTCOME TYPE
Behavior Condition/Status

Definition Action, conduct, habits Situation or 
circumstances

Examples Exercising more
frequently Improving stream banks

Generally Preferred 
Data Source and 
Method

Beneficiary:
Exercise log

Land manager: 
Observation checklist or 

rubric
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TAKE ACTION NOW

In Pairs, Do the Aligning Method with 
Outcome Exercise

TAKE ACTION NOW

Discuss and Fill in Data Source, 
Method and Instrument on Data 

Collection Plan

a. Feelings about being 
in school

b. Feelings about doing 
school work

c. Relations with other 
students

d. Relations with 
teachers

DIMENSIONS OF ATTACHMENT TO SCHOOL

a

a

b
b

c
c
d
d

a
b

c
d

Feelings about being in school

Feelings about doing school work

Relations with other students

Relations with teachers
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TAKE ACTION NOW

What outcome are you measuring?
What are its dimensions?

Make notes.

• RELIABILITY = ability of a 
method or instrument to yield 
consistent results under the 
same conditions

• VALIDITY = ability of a method 
or instrument to measure 
accurately

• BIAS =  systematic distortion 
of results stemming from how 
data are collected and how 
instruments are designed

ENSURING DATA QUALITY

1. Crowded layout

2. Double-barreled questions
3. Biased or “leading” questions
4. Questions that are too 

abstract
5. Questions that use 

unstructured responses 
inappropriately

6. Response options that 
overlap or contain gaps

7. Unbalanced scales

INSTRUMENT DESIGN ISSUES
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CROWDED LAYOUT
PROBLEM: Crowded layout
Most of the time, how do you feel about doing homework?
☐ I usually hate doing homework  ☐ I usually don’t like doing 
homework  ☐ I usually like doing homework  ☐ I usually love 
doing homework

SOLUTION: Add Space and Align Response Options

Most of the time, how do you feel about doing homework?

☐ I usually hate doing homework

☐ I usually don’t like doing homework

☐ I usually like doing homework

☐ I usually love doing homework

DOUBLE BARRELED QUESTIONS
PROBLEM: Asking two questions in one
How do teachers and students at your school feel about the 
mentoring program?

How do teachers at your school feel about the mentoring program?

How do students at your school feel about the mentoring program?

They strongly 
like it
☐

They
like it
☐

They are 
undecided

☐

They dislike it
☐

They strongly
dislike it
☐

They strongly 
like it
☐

They
like it
☐

They are 
undecided

☐

They dislike it
☐

They strongly
dislike it
☐

SOLUTION: Break out questions separately

They strongly 
like it
☐

They
like it
☐

They are 
undecided

☐

They dislike it
☐

They strongly
dislike it
☐

BIASED OR “LEADING” QUESTIONS
PROBLEM: Biased or “leading” questions
Has the mentoring program improved how you feel about going to 
school?
☐ Yes
☐ No
☐ No opinion

SOLUTION: Use neutral questions
How has the mentoring program affected how you feel about going 
to school?
☐ I feel better about going to school.
☐ I feel worse about going to school.
☐ I feel about the same about going to school.
☐ No opinion
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ABSTRACT OR BROAD QUESTIONS
PROBLEM: Questions are too 
abstract or broad

Did you enjoy the mentoring 
program? 

o Yes      o No   o Not Sure

SOLUTION: Make questions 
more concrete and specific

Would you recommend the 
mentoring program to other 
students?

o Yes      o No    o Not Sure

NOT USING STRUCTURED QUESTIONS
PROBLEM: Using 
unstructured responses when 
structured responses are 
appropriate

How much do your grades matter 
to you? 

SOLUTION: Provide 
structured responses when 
appropriate
How much do your grades matter 
to you?
☐ Not at all ☐ Somewhat
☐ A little ☐ A lot

RESPONSE OPTIONS OVERLAP OR HAVE GAPS
PROBLEM: Response options that 
overlap or contain gaps
Approximately how many hours a day to you 
typically spend doing homework?
☐ Less than 1 hour ☐ 4 to 5 hours
☐ 0 to 2 hours ☐More than 5 hours

SOLUTION: Scale with no overlaps 
or gaps
Approximately how many hours a day to you 
typically spend doing homework?
☐ Less than 1 hour
☐ About 1 hour
☐ About 2 hours 

☐ About 3 hours
☐ About 4 hours
☐More than 4 hours
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UNBALANCED SCALES
PROBLEM: Using unbalanced scales

SOLUTION: Use balanced scales

Poor
☐

Average
☐

Good
☐

Very Good
☐

Excellent
☐

Very Poor
☐

Poor
☐

Average
☐

Good
☐

Very Good
☐

• Pre-post measurement is preferable to post-only

• Can the instrument measure the outcome?

• Appropriate for your intervention?

• Appropriate for your beneficiaries?

• How many questions measure the outcome?

• Single question à low-quality data

• Series of questions: Too long or complex?

• Instrument should not exceed 2 pages

• Do questions cover all relevant aspects of your 
intervention? Can questions not specific to your 
intervention be removed?

EVALUATING INSTRUMENTS

TAKE ACTION NOW

Review and Critique School Attachment
Instrument

HOMEWORK: Review Program Instruments
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WRITTEN DATA COLLECTION PLAN
1. Identify Data to be Collected

• Output/Outcome
• Method/Instrument

• Data Source
• Data Collectors

2. Train Data Collectors 
3. Schedule for Collecting Data
4. Data Analysis Schedule
5. Report Due Dates
6. Reflection (discuss findings and ideas for 

program improvement).
7. Meeting Dates and Attendees

TAKE ACTION NOW

Complete Data Collection Plan

HOMEWORK: Finalize Plan

TAKE ACTION NOW

Discuss Data Collection Challenges and
Solutions at Your Table
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SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS
• The benefits of collecting high-quality data include 

providing a sound basis for decision making, 
improving service quality and outcomes, increasing 
accountability, and telling your story in a more 
compelling way.

• Your theory of change, and the key measurement 
question embedded in it, is a useful a guide to 
measurement.

• The type of outcome to be measured influences 
decisions about data sources, methods, and 
instruments.

• Knowing pros and cons of data sources is helpful for
choosing one and for designing appropriate 
measurement process.

• CNCS provides sample instruments for most national 
performance measures. In addition, programs are 
permitted to look anywhere to find instruments that 
meet their needs.

• High-quality outcome measurement often requires using 
instrument that can capture multiple dimensions of 
outcome. Instruments should also be free from other 
design problems.

SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS

Feel Free to Contact Me with
Questions

Susan Hyatt

shyatt@bigpurposebigimpact.com
@Susan_Hyatt


