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Data Collection Methods at a Glance
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Data Collection Methods at a Glance (continued)
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Archival Trend Data

Archival data already exists. There are national, regional, state and local sources (i.e., health departments, law
enforcements agencies, the Centers for Disease Control). This data is usually inexpensive and may be fairly
easy to obtain. Several examples include rates of DUI arrests, unemployment rates, juvenile drug arrest rates.
Many sources can be accessed using the Internet. However, you may have little choice in the data format since
it was probably collected by someone else for another purpose. [t will probably require most quality programs
several years to change archival data indicators (if it is even feasible) since archival trend data usually covers
larger groups (schools, communities, states).

Observations

Observations involve watching others (usually without their knowledge) and systematically recording the
frequency of their behaviors according to pre-set definitions (e.g., number of times 7™ graders in one school
expressed anti-smoking sentiments during lunch and recess). This method requires a great deal of training for
observers to be sure each one records behavior in the same way and to prevent their own feelings from
influencing the results.



Review of Records

Using existing records from different groups or agencies (e.g., medical records or charts) as a data source
begins your record review. Record reviews usually involve counting the frequency of different behaviors.
One program count 1 the number of times adolescents who had been arrested for under-age drinking said
that they obtained the alcohol by using false identification.

Focus Groups . ‘

Focus groups are typically used for collecting background information on a subject, creating new ideas and
hypothesis, assessing how a program is working, or helping to interpret the results from other data sources.
“The contemporary focus-group interview generally involves 6 to 12 individuals who discuss a particular
topic under the direction of a moderator who promotes interaction and assures that the discussion remains on
the topic of interest.” (Stewart and-Shamdasani, 1990). Focus groups can be advantageous because they are
a quick and inexpensive way to collect information from a group (as opposed to a one-on-one interview),
allow for clarification of responses, can provide information in more depth, and create easy to understand
results. The limitations of focus groups are that they use a small number of people who may not accurately
represent the larger population. Also, they can be affected by the bias of the moderator and/or the bias of
one or two dominant group members.

Unstructured Interviews
Similar to a focus group, but with just one person, in an unstructured interview the Interviewer had a set of
open-ended questions designed to obtain very rich and detailed information. The interviewer guides the
participant through the questions, but allows the interview conversation to flow naturally, encouraging the
“participant to answer 1n his or her own words. The interviewer will often ask follow-up questions to clarify
responses and to get more information. It takes a great deal of skill to conduct an unstructured interview and
analyze the data. It is important to define criteria that determine who will be interviewed if you decide to use
unstructured interviews.

Open-ended Questions on a Self-Administered Survey
" Usually at the end of a self-administered survey, these open-ended questions ask those being surveyed to

write their responses in sentences or phrases. Content of this data can be analyzed similarly to focus group
data. The analysis requires some skill.

Participant-Observation

This method involves joining in the process that is being observed to provide more of an “insider”
perspective.  Participant-observers then record the processes that occur as well as their own personal
reactions to the process. This method produces detailed information, but it takes time (i.e., to gain trust, to
gather enough data). It can be biased by the observer’s personal feelings. The information is analyzed like
focus group data, which requires a fair amount of skill.

Archival Research (qualitative focus) :
Rather than counting frequencies of behaviors, qualitative archival research involves reviewing written
documents (e.g., meeting minutes, logs, letters, reports) to get a better understanding of a program. This
method may clarifies other quantitative information or create new ideas to pursue later.



Strengths and Weaknesses of Comimonly-Used Evaluation Designs

Appendix D
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