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Intended Use/Impact
• Why are you collecting the information? What specific purpose should it serve? Is it meant to inform/educate 

OR to change opinions/attitudes OR to prompt specific actions?

• Who is the intended audience you want to inform, convince or move to action? Who are likely to be your 
toughest critics regarding the quality of your data?

• What specific information gap do you hope to fill or what opinion/belief/action do you want to shift or 
achieve?

• What credibility threshold will be convincing to your intended audience? What type, source, quantity, quality, 
data collection methods, evaluation design will satisfy likely critics that your data is sound and represents an 
accurate picture of what you were investigating? This can affect the format/method you choose and number 
and type of questions you ask. 

• How will the data be used? In presentations to decisionmakers, to citizen groups, other stakeholders OR in 
press releases to the media OR other ways to share results?

Data Collection Considerations
• Who is the best source for this data? (type of source, who to include in sample, how representative of popu-

lation) Who will not be convincing to your audience? Who should not be in the sample (e.g., residents of 
another zip code)? What sample size will be sufficient to satisfy critics? What are the “cultural characteristics 
of your interviewees – in terms of literacy levels, cultural contexts, language? Does the instrument need to be 
translated into or adapted for another language? 

• *When should this data be collected? What time of year, month, week, or day is the best time to collect it? 
When will it have its greatest impact for your program? Is it meant to serve as process or outcome data? How 
can it support your program activities? Will a single round of data collection suffice, or do you need pre- and 
post- measures or even multiple rounds of data collection throughout the project period? If it is important to 
know the time of month, day or week the data is collected, be sure to include space to record this on the data 
sheet. *[This question relates to overall evaluation planning, too.]

• What type of analysis do you plan to do? Would it be useful to be able to break down the data by subsets 
of the population (for example by age, ethnicity, where someone lives, if they smoke, etc.)? If so, then you’ll 
need to include relevant demographic questions that will enable you to analyze data this way.

• How is this data best collected? What data collection method and format should be used? As a key infor-
mant interview? Public opinion survey? An observation? A record review? When deciding which method fits 
best, think about how much staff time and/or resources your program can afford to devote to collecting and 
analyzing the data you want to collect. Also consider how much of a priority this information is in relation to 
your other objectives and their evaluation activities. This will affect the scope of this evaluation activity and 
the design of the data collection instrument. 
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• *Who should collect the data? Who will have the greatest success in getting the data sources to share infor-
mation with them? (Think in terms of experience, training, familiarity with data sources, acceptability to data 
sources re: language, culture, gender, age, position) – This can affect the language of your data collection 
instrument. *[It also relates to your overall evaluation planning.]

Question Formation & Sequencing
• How much time will interviewees be willing/comfortable spending on your data collection activity? This will 

affect how many questions you can ask.

• What topics need to be covered by the questions that will be asked? What specific pieces of information do 
you want to know? Create a list of specific data points to work from.

• Do you want to explore the range of possible feelings/answers on a topic (i.e., open-ended question) or are 
you fairly certain you understand the topic well enough that you want interviewees to choose from a set of 
known choices (i.e., close-ended question)?

• What is the best way to word a question to get at each data point? How will the question (and response 
choices) be interpreted by the interviewee? How could different wording slightly change the meaning of the 
question or response? It’s always good to have a member of your target population work with you on this, 
especially to advise on cultural relevance and understanding.

• How will the answers to this question inform what you want to know? Review the questions again to make 
sure they will capture what you want to investigate. You may need to reword them.

• What are the likely responses you’ll get for this question? Test this with a few people. For open-ended ques-
tions, will you need to probe with follow-up questions? For closed-ended questions, are all of the choices 
relevant and necessary? Think about which categories it would be useful to compare during analysis (e.g., 
when creating age ranges, do you need to distinguish between young people in their twenties and people 
more likely to be settled with families in their 30’s and 40’s? It all depends on what you’re asking). 

• Are the questions balanced? Do they seem to indicate a particular slant or preferred position on an issue, or is 
it hard to tell what the hoped-for answers might be? You want the latter.

• What sequence of questions makes the most sense? Sometimes you don’t want to give any hints before you 
ask a question – you just want to see what the respondent comes up with. Other times it can be helpful to ask 
a general question first and follow it up with a more specific question once the interviewee has already been 
focused on the topic.

With all of the above in mind, create a draft of your data collection instrument and get feedback on it – from staff, 
an evaluator, coalition members, individuals from your target population. Ask them to consider if the meaning of the 
questions and responses are clearly understood, if any wording or examples are culturally insensitive or irrelevant, or 
if there are other questions you should be asking. If you have an ally from your target audience (those you hope to 
convince with the data) that would be willing to give you feedback, ask if the type of information you plan to collect 
will be convincing to likely critics. And don’t forget, you can always ask the evaluation associates at TCEC to review 
your tools and give you feedback! 

The last step of creating a quality data collection instrument is to field test it with a segment of your target population 
which will not be part of your intended sample. This should help identify any problematic issues with your data collec-
tion tool before you use it for collecting actual data with your sample population.
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