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The purpose of continuous improvement 

With data on your program and Theory of 
Change in hand, it’s time to interpret the findings 
with an eye for how you can improve to achieve 
better results.  

  

Explore Phase 3 of the Better Results Toolkit to 
learn about analyzing your data, reflecting on 
results, and reporting your findings.  

 

Continuous Improvement │ May 2017 

Photo Credit: Student Conservation Association 

 



4 

Analyzing quantitative data: The “meaning-making” 
process 
Data analysis is the process of generating 
insights from data you’ve collected based on the 
Learning Questions developed during the 
measurement planning process. 

Ideally, you will have different types of data for 
each learning question (i.e., a mix of quantitative 
and qualitative data) so you can triangulate 
results across data sources. For instance, if the 
answers to a survey question demonstrate that 
youth overwhelmingly rate the program 
positively, you can cross-check this finding with 
interview or focus group results to see if those 
results reinforce or contradict the survey ratings, 
as well as to dig deeper into questions of why 
this was the case. 

 

Resources  
 To learn more about assessing the strengths and 

limitations of the measurement process see slide 22 
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Developing a data analysis plan 

The sample Analysis Plan below shows how to map out your data analysis 
based on your Learning Questions.  

Learning 
Question Outcome(s) Outcome Metric(s) Data Source(s) Analysis 

Approach Results  

In what ways do 
participants 
demonstrate 
improved 
stewardship 
attitudes? 
  
 

Increased sense of 
personal 
responsibility for 
the environment 

 

Number of youth that 
report increased 
interest in improving the 
local environment 

Survey Question #2: 
Since participating in the 

program, I am more 
interested in improving my 
local shoreline than before 

participating in this 
program. 

(Not at all=1 to  
A lot more=4) 

 Descriptive 
statistics 
(mean, 
frequencies)
.  

 Subgroup 
analysis by 
# of years in 
program. 

Youth indicated 
improvements in their 
attitudes toward the 
environment as a 

result of participating 
in this program. 

 

Increased value of 
the natural 
environment 
 

Number of youth that 
report increased  
connection to the 
natural environment 

Focus Group 
Question #3: 

How, if at all, does the 
outdoor part of the program 

influence how you feel 
about the natural 

environment? 

 Qualitative 
theming in 
Excel 

Youth reported that 
they felt more 

comfortable in nature 
and wanted to spend 
more time outdoors 

because of the 
outdoor part of the 

program. 
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Being open and self-reflective is 
essential to developing a nuanced and 
accurate understanding of your 
findings. Your job in the analysis 
process is not only technical – 
crunching numbers and finding themes 
– but also adaptive and 
developmental. You have to be open 
to unpacking and challenging your 
beliefs, assumptions, and potential 
biases regarding what you had hoped 
would be the results going into the 
evaluation process. 

Self-reflection questions to strengthen the process of data analysis  

 What results surprised you? Why? 
 Looking back at your Theory of Change, what were your assumptions 

going into the process? Did you find any results that may contradict 
those assumptions? 

 What do you notice about how you tend to interpret data? Do you 
tend to be an “easy grader” or a “hard grader” when it comes to 
drawing conclusions about what you are seeing? 

 What are your “blind spots”? Are there things you tend to overlook or 
not take into account as readily? 

 What biases might you exhibit from time to time? What personal  
experiences might underlie these biases? 

 What are potential ways to mitigate your biases? Are there others you 
can reach out to for support? If there are biases you cannot mitigate, 
can you exclude yourself from the related parts of data analysis?  

 Who/what else contributed to the outcomes observed? Think about 
contextualizing “big claims” within a youth’s larger landscape, instead 
of framing your program as a single contributor. 

 What voices or perspectives are most at risk of being overlooked? 
What steps can you take to ensure they’re included? 

 What responses, if any, are outliers and do not map onto the general 
trend? Why do you think these data may differ?  

Reflection questions to support analysis 
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Getting started: the basics of analysis 

Descriptive statistics are basic summaries – 
numbers and percentages – of the data you’ve 
collected. Looking at descriptive statistics is the 
first step in analyzing any quantitative data on 
target population, program participation, and 
outcomes. Start the analysis process by looking 
at frequencies (numbers and percentages) for 
each data element (such as race/ethnicity or 
gender) and means (aka averages, for things 
like age). See slide 12 to learn more about 
frequencies and means. 
 
For our examples, we will be using analysis 
generated by the low-cost online tool 
SurveyMonkey. You also can use other online 
tools to generate your analysis. Excel 
PivotTables also can be used (there are many 
excellent tutorials online), but often require 
multiple steps to prepare your data for analysis.  

Photo Credit: Seven Tepees 
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Questions to ask yourself when exploring target 
population data 

 Do the participants in the dataset reflect the 
population of youth our program intended to serve 
(our target population) in terms of all criteria 
(including demographics, risk factors, readiness 
factors, and other baseline conditions)?  

 What groups (if any) are over- or under-
represented (compared to who we said we would 
serve)? 

 Might we need to adjust our interpretation of the 
results based on who we have, or who we do not 
have, data for? (For example, do we only have 
data for a special subset of participants?) 

 Are there any key demographic characteristics, 
risk factors, readiness factors, or other baseline 
conditions that we may have overlooked when 
developing our data collection tools? 

Exploring target population data 

First, explore the extent to which you reached 
the target population.  
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Exploring program participation data 

Look at program participation data – such as 
attendance logs, case management notes, or 
tracking sheets – to understand the extent to 
which participants are engaging in your program 
(i.e., dosage) and if the program was 
implemented as planned.  
 
You can examine the frequencies (number and 
percentage) of participation for individual youth 
as well as the mean (average) attendance for 
groups of participants. 

Questions to ask yourself when exploring 
program participation data 
 
 What percentage of participants receive the level 

of services that we intended to provide, as laid out 
in the Theory of Change?  

 Was the program implemented according to our 
model and plan? 

 Are there any key aspects of program 
participation that we have not defined specifically 
enough to understand what appears to be driving 
results? 

Continuous Improvement │ May 2017 

 



10 

Exploring outcome data 

Look at outcome data – changes in the 
target population that you aim to achieve – to 
understand the extent to which participants 
have experienced shifts in relationships, 
knowledge, awareness, capabilities, attitudes, 
and/or behaviors as a result of your program. 
 
 
See the next slide for an 
illustrated example of 
outcome data in 
SurveyMonkey!   

Questions to ask yourself when exploring outcome 
data 
 
 What do you notice about the frequencies – numbers 

and percentages – of response to different questions and 
experiences of outcomes?  

• Note where there are 3 to 5% percentage point 
differences, 5 to 10% percentage point differences, 
etc. across questions/outcomes as a starting point to 
explore where meaningful differences might lie. 

 How do the results compare to your expectations going 
into the analysis process?  

• Note where there are findings that are lower and 
higher than you had expected. Discuss why you think 
this might be the case.  

• Be open to surprises. You can and should question 
the data, but also be open to learning where results 
are less than hoped for. This is where the 
opportunities for learning to improve performance 
live! 

 What else do you want to know? 
• Explore differences in responses among participants 

by length of involvement with the program and other 
factors that might affect outcomes. 

 What limitations in the data still exist that might affect 
your interpretation of the results? 

• Refer back to our summary of possible strengths and 
limitations.  

 

We address how to relate outcomes data to target population and 
program participation data on slide 13  about Subgroup Analysis. 
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Here is a sample data table that SurveyMonkey generates with descriptive statistics: 
 

Number of 
respondents that 
chose “Not at all” for 
item c. 

Percentage of total 
respondents that chose  
“Not at all” for item c. 

Remember to exclude the 
“Not applicable to me” 
responses from the 
weighted average 
calculation. 

Example of outcome data 

Since participating in the program… Not at all 
(1) 

A little 
more 

(2) 

More 
(3) 

A lot 
more 

(4) 

Not 
applicable 
to me (0) 

Total 
Weighted 
Average/ 

Mean 

a. I am more aware of the effects of my own 
behavior (like littering and water use) on 
conservation 

3% 
 (n=1) 

15% 
(n=6) 

44% 
(n=17) 

36% 
(n=14) 

3% 
 (n=1) 

     
(n=39) 3.2 

b. I am more interested in helping improve my 
local shoreline 

3% 
 (n=1) 

10% 
(n=4) 

51% 
(n=20) 

33%    
(n=13) 

3% 
  (n=1) 

 
(n=39) 3.2 

c. I am more committed to protecting the 
environment by not littering. 

20% 
(n=8) 

48%   
(n=19) 

20% 
(n= 8) 

3% 
(n=1) 

10% 
(n=4) 

     
(n=40) 2.1 

Continuous Improvement │ May 2017 

Frequencies 

Mean 



12 

 Frequencies 
 

 Frequencies tell us how results are distributed 
across a possible set of values – you can look 
at minimum and maximum values and where 
the data cluster(s).  

 Distributions, which depict the way in which 
responses are spread out over different 
response options, are sometimes depicted by 
percentages to provide an at-a-glance 
breakdown of the proportion of 
participants that fall within each response 
option.  

 Frequencies can be useful for understanding 
the proportion of a population that 
achieved a desired change (for example, 
you may want to say X% of a population 
selected “Agree” or “Strongly Agree”). 

Means 
 

 Means tell us where a group is on average 
and describes the “central tendency” of the 
data – i.e., where most results tend to be. 

 Be careful not to take the mean as 
representative of every group member’s 
opinion or experience. 

 Means are particularly interesting and useful 
when comparing a range of different outcome 
metrics across different sub-groups of 
participants. 

Basic Analysis: understanding frequencies and 
means 
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Potential groups to include in subgroup 
analysis 
 
 Demographic characteristics (e.g., gender, 

age, race/ethnicity, education level, 
socioeconomic status, etc.) 

 Other target population criteria (risk factors, 
readiness factors, and other baseline 
conditions) 

 Program dosage (e.g., number of months or 
years in program, number of classes received, 
etc.) 

 Groups of participants who did exhibit change 
compared to those who did not 

Conducting subgroup analysis 

Subgroup analysis can the thought of as 
“slicing and dicing” the data according to key 
characteristics among your target population 
that may affect the outcomes youth experience 
as well as varying levels of participation in the 
program (i.e., dosage and duration).  
 
Subgroup analysis is important because overall 
group averages and results often do not tell 
the whole story. For example, you may find that 
although the overall mean (or average) for all 
youth suggests increased knowledge of 
recycling, but analysis of results for girls when 
compared to boys reveals that girls experienced 
a large increase while boys experienced a slight 
decrease. These are actionable results! Looking 
at results for subgroups helps you focus on 
program improvement efforts that are most likely 
to yield better results. 

See the next two slides for 
subgroup analysis examples 
and additional resources!  
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In the example below, we look at responses by program session for the question, “Since participating in the 
program, I am more interested in helping improve my local environment.” You can create a similar table for 
any other subgroup of interest (such as target population characteristics). 
 
As you can see in the highlighted column, the weighted average is lower for the school-year session than it 
is for the summer session (2.2 vs. 3.0). In fact, nearly one-third of participants who participated in the 
school-year session marked “not at all.”  
 
This finding, which you would uncover only through subgroup analysis, can prompt you to dig deeper with 
staff and youth to explore potential reasons why participants in the school-year and summer sessions might 
be experiencing outcomes differently. 
 
  

Sample Subgroup Analysis (by Program Session):  
“Since participating in the program, I am more interested in helping improve my local environment.” 

Subgroup analysis: sample data 

Not at all 
(1) 

A little 
more 

(2) 

More 
(3) 

A lot 
more 

(4) 

Not 
applicable 
to me (0) 

Total 
Weighted 
Average/ 

Mean 

All survey respondents (School-year and summer 
sessions) 

23% 
(n=9) 

15% 
(n=6) 

38% 
(n=15) 

21% 
(n=8) 

3% 
(n=1) (n=39) 2.5 

Respondents completing school-year session only 30% 
(n=7) 

22% 
(n=5) 

30% 
(n=7) 

13% 
(n=3) 

4% 
(n=1) (n=23) 2.2 

Respondents completing summer session only  13% 
(n=2) 

6% 
(n=1) 

50% 
(n=8) 

31% 
(n=5) 

0% 
(n=0) (n=16) 3.0 
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To the right is a list of resources cross-tabulating 
your data to look at results by sub-groups in a 
relatively straightforward fashion.  
 
BetterEvaluation also has several resources about 
data analysis on their website. See their “Analyse 
Data” page here: 
http://betterevaluation.org/plan/describe/look_for_
patterns 
 
 
 
 

Potential resources for subgroup analysis  

 Excel Pivot Tables: You can create a pivot 
table in Excel to “slice” one question’s results by 
another question’s results. For example, you 
could look at level of satisfaction with the 
program by race/ethnicity. 

• If you don’t know how to use pivot tables 
or have bandwidth to take an online 
tutorial, you can also use “filters” in Excel 
columns to create separate datasets for 
each sub-group.  

 SurveyMonkey: When running SurveyMonkey 
reports in the paid version of SurveyMonkey, 
you can run cross tab reports to show the 
relationship between two or more survey 
questions, or you can “filter” your results by 
different criteria (such as answers to a specific 
survey question like grade level).  

 StatWing: StatWing is an online platform that 
lets you analyze data quickly, simply by clicking 
on the variables you want to compare. StatWing 
can also run tests for statistical significance.  

Photo Credit: CommunityGrows 

Learn more about subgroup analysis 
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Analyzing qualitative data 

Analyzing qualitative data from interviews, focus 
groups, and open-ended survey questions 
involves a systematic, iterative process of 
identifying and making meaning from common 
themes, as well as from unique or dissenting 
perspectives. 
 
Qualitative analysis can surface specific 
information and feedback that help tell the story 
of participants’ experiences in the program and 
how or why they did or not achieve expected 
outcomes. Qualitative data can be used to 
contextualize and enrich quantitative data to 
tell a more holistic and accessible story than 
numbers can alone. 
 

See slide 18 for qualitative 
analysis resources + 
examples 

Tips for Analyzing Qualitative Data 

 Be wary of the temptation to quantify your 
qualitative data. It is better to call out certain 
respondents’ answers or talk more generally 
about how many interviewees expressed a 
particular idea. For example: 

• Good practice: “Many participants noted 
liking the enthusiasm of the trainer. In 
particular, one training participant said, 
‘She was so excited about the material it 
was contagious!’”  

• Generally avoid:  “A majority of 
participants (74%) noted liking the 
enthusiasm of the trainer and 20% of those 
participants linked the enthusiasm of the 
trainer with increased learning.” 

 Weave the results of your quantitative 
analysis together with your qualitative data 
into an integrated story. Use qualitative data to 
illuminate the quantitative data and draw the 
reader (the user of your report) into the story. 
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Preparing qualitative data for analysis 

Ensure transcripts from your interviews or 
focus groups are clear and readable: 
 Clarify meaning where needed by adding 

additional words in brackets to increase 
readability of sentences. Where appropriate, 
make fragments into full sentences. 

 Write out abbreviations and acronyms as  
full words. 

 Move text to its appropriate place (e.g., if Q5 
was answered in response to Q1 for some 
reason, move the response text to Q5). 

 Flag good quotes. Then remove names or 
identifying information, unless you receive 
permission to attribute the quote from the 
participant. 

 

Often, it’s helpful to include interviewer notes 
and insights at the end of an interview or focus 
group, for example: 
 “This was the morning of a tragic event in the 

news and it was hard to get the group to 
focus.” 

 “This interviewee had great insight and 
seems really connected to the questions we 
were asking.” 

It can be helpful to track emerging themes, 
concerns, and notes in brief memos written 
shortly after interviews or a focus group. 
Memos may be especially useful if data 
collection happens over a long period of time 
(i.e., several weeks or months) or if there’s a 
gap in time between data collection and 
analysis. 

 
Before analysis, you may find it helpful to 
combine data across participants. 
Options include:  
 Creating one Word document per 

question by pasting in all answers  and 
color-coding by respondent. 

 Creating one Excel file with one question 
per tab and one response per row. To 
indicate respondents you can color-code, 
or create a “Respondent ID” column and 
assign numerical values. 

 Uploading the data to a qualitative 
analysis software package such as 
Dedoose, AtlasTi, or NVivo. Qualitative 
software is particularly useful for large 
datasets. 

1. Create 
clean data 

3. Capture 
emerging 

themes and 
notes 

2. Add 
comments 

and gut 
reactions to 

notes 

4. Combine  
Data across 
participants 
into a single 

file 
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You can use Excel to code and track themes in your qualitative data. You can create new themes and sub-themes in 
additional columns and clearly see what themes each participant’s responses relate to.  

Question Themes 

Tips on Using Excel to Analyze Qualitative Data 
 Create a new Excel worksheet tab for each question so your data stays organized and manageable. 
 Make sure each participant has a respondent ID so you can track who is saying what across questions. It’s important to ensure 

you aren’t giving a few participants more voice in your interpretation and reporting – this can ensure you use quotes from different 
participants and weight themes and unique ideas appropriately. 

 Sum each theme like the example above for a quick pulse on how prevalent a theme is compared to other themes. 
However, resist the temptation to present the summed numbers in your reporting. 

Example qualitative analysis using Excel 

Respondent 
ID 

How , if at all, does the outdoor part of the 
program influence how you feel about the 
natural environment? 

Great 
Quote 

More 
comfortable 

in nature 

Wants to 
spend more 

time in nature 

Increased 
conservation 

Doesn’t Fit/ 
Other 

1 

I really like the outdoor part of the program. 
Before I used to never play outside – I just 
watched TV. Now I love exploring outdoors and 
I am not scared of dirt or bugs anymore. 

1 1 1 

2 It makes me want to go outside more. 1 

3 
Seeing how beautiful the outdoors is makes me 
want to take even better care of it so my kids 
can enjoy it too. 

1 1 

SUM (For reflection – not reporting – purposes) 1 2 1 
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Step 1: Read through the combined data file 
Pay attention to word choice of respondents and the context around responses, as well as the frequency, extensiveness, 
and intensity with which topics are discussed.  

Step 2: Identify themes 
Start organizing the data into broad themes, and then sub-themes. Avoid the temptation to create too many overarching 
themes. As you code the data into themes, look for data that either supports or challenges progress toward outcomes,  
as well as themes within factors that explain program success or point to areas for improvement. 

Step 3: Refine the themes 
As you read through responses, continue to identify themes and organize data using one or more of the following 
techniques: 
 Word: Cutting and copying text in the appropriate sections and themes in a document.  
 Excel: Naming themes in columns and  indicating relevant themes with a “1” in the appropriate row and column. 
 Qualitative software: Coding the data as instructed by the software package. 

Step 4: Re-read and refine coding of responses 
Once you’ve coded all of the responses to a question, re-read the responses. 
 Are there themes and sub-themes that should be further combined to go together? 
 Should you merge or split any themes? 

Finding themes and creating meaning 

Continuous Improvement │ May 2017 



20 

Participatory data analysis 

Participatory analysis is a method that involves 
bringing a group of stakeholders, such as 
program participants or program staff, into the 
data interpretation and meaning-making 
processes.  
 
Participatory methods help: 
 Surface and integrate multiple perspectives, 

particularly the voices and thought 
processes of your participants  

 Build trust among stakeholders by making 
their voices heard and valued 

 Provide an opportunity to demonstrate 
commitment to putting results into action 

 What does participatory qualitative analysis  
look like? 

Participants read the data and any notes on the data 
collection process in advance. A facilitator poses a 
question of interest for exploration and learning. 
Individually, participants brainstorm and write down 
what they see as the most significant themes. These 
themes are shared with the full group and facilitator to 
inform discussion. New insights or understanding 
gained through this interaction are captured and 
added to the data collection and learning process.  
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Facilitation guidelines for participatory data analysis* 

Suggested Materials 
 Sticky wall and half sheets of paper OR large, blank wall and large sticky 

notes 
 Markers 
 De-identified combined qualitative data file OR summary of preliminary 

themes with illustrative quotes 
 Any related quantitative data you plan to weave together with qualitative 

findings 

Tips and notes 
 Engage in the process while the data 

are still fresh in everyone’s minds. 
 Color code different types of data: for 

example, colors can represent 
different types of interviewees/ 
stakeholders, correspond to program 
phases or components, or denote 
strengths and challenges. 

 Don’t shortchange the process! Allow 
a fair amount of time (15-30 minutes) 
per discussion question. The more 
questions you have, the longer the 
process takes. 

Advance Preparation 
 Develop guiding questions for your participatory analysis 

workshop and share them in advance. 
 Sample discussion questions: 

o What stood out for you as you read the notes? 
o What resonated for you? 
o What surprised you? 
o Based on what you read would you conclude the program is achieving 

its outcomes? 
o What actionable ideas for improving the program did you see? 
o What potential program improvements seem most consistently 

identified and hold great promise for better results? 
 Participants should review the data (i.e., the combined interview 

and/or focus group notes) in advance and be familiar with how 
the content relates to the workshop questions. 
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Facilitation guidelines continued 

State the workshop question(s) and describe the goals and process of the session 
 Answer questions from participants as necessary about the goals and process. 
 If the group is larger than 12-15 people, consider breaking people up into smaller teams of 2-3 people. 

Round One 
1. Participants take 5-10 minutes to write findings on cards—as many as they want, with a suggested minimum of 3-5 cards   

per person/team. They should write one idea per card in about 3-7 words and write big enough that everyone can read 
the card from across the room. 

2. Participants pass up their 1-2 clearest cards (aim for getting 10-15 cards total from the group). 
3. Place cards on the wall in no particular order so everyone can see them. 
4. Read each card out loud, ask if anyone has questions about the meaning of a card, ask the author to clarify intentions as 

necessary. 
5. Cluster the cards: group like items together. 

Round Two 
1. Participants pass up 2-3 more cards with different ideas that are not already on the wall. 
2. Read cards out loud and clarify if necessary. 
3. Cluster like items together. (For example: recycling, composting, unplugging electronics at home, cutting down on 

waste.) It’s important to verify cards’ intent to avoid clustering cards together if the ideas behind them are disparate.  
4. Label clusters with 1-2 word descriptions of what each cluster is about (such as “pro-environmental behaviors”), and add 

a distinct letter or number to each one (i.e., cluster A, cluster B, etc.). 

Facilitation steps continued on next slide 
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Round Three 
1. Participants mark their remaining cards with the letter/number of the cluster they belong to. 
2. Facilitator places the remaining cards accordingly. 
3. Facilitator asks if there are remaining cards that don’t belong to an existing cluster. 
4. These cards get passed up and placed—the group may decide they either fit in an existing cluster, or represent a new 

idea. 

Naming Themes 
1. For each cluster, ask “What is our insight about this question based on the findings named in the cluster?” For example, 

“Youth are showing an increase in pro-environmental behaviors after our program.”  
2. Take a few minutes for the group to look at each cluster and theme and ensure that the theme names adequately convey 

the whole story. 

Wrap-Up and Next Steps 
1. Read the question and each theme out loud. 
2. Ask the group a closing reflection question or two such as “What findings are you most excited about?” or “What is 

something specific you think you/the organization could do differently based on these findings?” 
3. Thank everyone for their time and participation. 
4. Optional: Integrate quantitative data. While themes are still displayed, flag the cards in which quantitative data is 

available to complement the group’s findings.  

Facilitation guidelines continued 
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Reporting your findings 

With data collected and analyzed, consider the 
best strategy or strategies for communicating 
results with key audiences.  
 
It is important to determine the core messages 
you want to communicate with your audiences. 
  
For maximum effectiveness, your messages    
should be:  
 
 Targeted  
 Accessible  
 Clear  
 Concise  
 Sticky (easy to remember) 
 

When planning reports, consider: 
 

 Who is this report for? How should you frame the 
information for different audiences (e.g., board 
members)? How much content can you expect 
them to make time to absorb? 

 What are your 3 to 5 core messages? Be clear 
about the main findings or ideas and implications 
you want the report reader to take away from  
your work.   

 What do you want audiences to do with the 
information? How will your reports support 
decision-making among staff, executive leadership, 
the board and other stakeholders? How will they 
support changes in practice for program staff? Are 
there other goals you have based on the 
information you are reporting? 
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Once you have decided on your report 
audience(s), you can then determine 
which type of report format will best 
communicate your findings. Regardless 
of the format you choose, make sure that 
your content connects with your audience. 
Avoid jargon, and use quotes, photos, and 
testimonials to help tell the story. 
 

Selecting a report format 

Report format types 
 
 Traditional narrative with charts and graphs: 

A detailed and comprehensive written 
description of findings. May include charts and 
graphs to visually display quantitative results 
(See slides 32-35 for examples) 

 Key findings brief: A focused distillation  
of findings 

 Findings presentation: Often a PowerPoint 
slide deck with visualizations and interpretations 
of the data 

 Slide document or “SlideDoc”: A  PowerPoint 
slide deck that provides all necessary 
information without requiring in-person 
presentation (look up SlideDocs online) 

 Infographic: Brief (often one-page) graphic 
representation of findings (see slide 36 for 
examples) 
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Conducting data reflection meetings 
In-person meetings with staff to reflect on data are critical to 
gaining new insights into how to respond and adjust programs in 
light of the findings.  

 
Tips for effective data reflection meetings 
Before the meeting, the group should know: 
 The program’s model and Theory of Change – including  

the assumptions and hypothesis 
 The Learning Questions to be explored 
 The data report with findings 
 The meeting agenda 
 

Also consider sharing, before you meet, the data that will be 
reflected upon in a usable form (e.g., charts, key areas 
highlighted, etc.) 

 

Plan the meeting: 
 Set the right tone: it’s about learning and improvement – not 

“gotcha”. 
 Make it fun and engaging! Consider activities such as a data walk or 

dot voting on themes. 
 Use a varied array of communication strategies: visual aids (e.g., 

pictures, charts), capturing ideas on large Post-It notes, highlighting 
participant anecdotes, incorporating small group activities, and 
creating structured opportunities for others to lead. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Sample data reflection meeting structure 
 

The “ORID” framework developed by the Institute 
of Cultural Affairs in Canada provides a guide for 
focusing and processing observations, as well as 
questioning assumptions.  

 Observation: What patterns do we see in the 
data? What do the data show? How do these 
patterns vary by sub-group? 

 Reflection: What results did we expect? What 
are we surprised to see? Are our assumptions 
holding up?  

 Insights: Where are youth making the 
most/least progress? Why do we think this 
aspect worked/didn’t work? What are the 
implications? What are our options?  

 Decisions: How do we need to adjust our 
approach? Where do we need additional data? 
What are our next steps? How will we set 
priorities?  
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Sharing results 

Once you have packaged your results, consider the most 
effective way to disseminate these findings.  
 
You might share findings in one or more ways,  
such as:  

 In-person presentation  

 Print format, distributed in person or via postal service  

 Electronic format, shared via email 

 Posting on your organization website 

 Press release 

 Writing a white paper based on results 

 Conference paper or presentation 

 Webinar or video conference 

Considerations for dissemination  

Package the findings differently for stakeholders 
with different perspectives and/or goals  
 Ask yourself, what do I want these stakeholders to 

do with the information? Your intended next steps 
may be different for board members, staff, funders, 
participants, community members, the professional 
community, etc. 

 Consider how to best package findings for each 
type of stakeholder, and then how to effectively 
share the final product with each of these 
audiences. 

Consider providing multiple exposures to the 
results  
 Sometimes data can be hard to digest. Give your 

stakeholders sufficient time and opportunity to 
engage with your findings in more than one context 
so they are well-prepared to provide feedback, or 
take action! 
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APPENDICES 
 
ADDITIONAL INFORMATION, CONSIDERATIONS, & 
RESOURCES  
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All data collection processes have strengths and limitations. Be mindful of these as you plan your analysis, as they may 
influence your interpretations. Also be sure to note strengths and limitations when reporting on the results (especially for 
external audiences). 

 
 

Possible strengths 
 Field-tested instruments were used 
 Instruments were developed with input from staff 

and/or participants (folks close to the work) 
 Instruments were pilot tested 
 Data were collected at multiple time points  
 You have a high response / participation rate (>75%) 
 The sample of participants in the data set is 

representative of your overall target population 
 Instruments were developed using your Theory of 

Change (i.e., the data explicitly speak to outcomes that 
are central to the program) 

 Multiple methods were used 
 Open-ended questions unpack quantitative data, 

eliciting rich qualitative data to explain the “why” and 
“how” 

 Quantitative data were analyzed using statistical 
methods  

 Program data are compared with a benchmark 
standard (if available) 

Possible limitations  
 Instruments were developed in isolation (without input from staff and/or 

participants) 
 Instruments were not pilot tested 
 Data are only available for one point in time 
 You have a low response rate 
 Instruments are not tied directly to your Theory of Change 
 No qualitative data to contextualize or explain quantitative results 
 Quantitative analyses cannot include significance testing due to limitations 

in sample size and/or staff capacity 
 The sample of participants in the dataset are not representative of the 

program’s target population 
 Data collection systematically excluded some participants (e.g., those with 

limited transportation options, low literacy levels, no internet access, etc.) 
 Self-reported answers may have “social desirability” bias (people say what 

they think will be viewed favorably)  
 Non-response bias (if those who answer differ from those who don’t, or one 

sub-group of participants didn’t respond in large numbers to a particular 
question) 

 Voluntary response  bias (i.e., folks who have strong opinions tend to be 
more likely to participate) 

o To reduce this bias, consider offering small incentives, such as pizza 
at a focus group or a gift card to survey respondents; however, large 
incentives could be coercive  

Assessing strengths and limitations of the 
measurement process 
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Bar charts are useful for: 
 Displaying responses to a “check all that apply” 

question, or a question for which responses add 
to more than 100%. 

 Displaying categories that do not have a distinct 
order. 

 
 
Paired bar charts are useful for: 
 Comparing responses at different points in time.  

 Comparing responses between different groups, 
such as first-time participants and long-term 
participants. 

Representing data visually 2015 Program Participants’ Race/Ethnicity  

The sum of percentages may exceed 100% because respondents 
were allowed to check all that apply. 

   
2014 and 2015 Program Participants’ Interest in 

Environmental Studies and Careers 

7% 

12% 

15% 

25% 

33% 

45% 

50% 

Other

American Indian/
      Alaska Native

Pacific Islander/
Native Hawaiian

                    Black/
African American

Asian

Latino/Hispanic

     White/
Caucasian

n=45 

48% 

50% 

67% 

73% 

More likely to enter a
career related to the

environment.

More likely to study
something related to the

environment.

2015 2014
n=45 n=38 
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Column charts are useful for: 
 Displaying the distribution of responses along a 

scale or continuum. 

 

 
 
Paired column charts are useful for: 
 Comparing responses at different points in time. 

 Comparing responses between different groups. 

2015 Participants’ Length of Time in the 
Program 

2014 and 2015 Participants’ Length of 
Time in the Program 

Representing data visually 

60% 

25% 
15% 

One Year Two Years Three or More
Years

n=45 

45% 
32% 

23% 

60% 

25% 
15% 

One Year Two Years Three or More
Years

2014 2015
n=45 n=38 
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Stacked bar charts are useful for: 
 Displaying the distribution of responses that have 

a natural order (or scale) that adds up to 100% 
for multiple items within a domain of interest, 
such as workforce development. 
 

 

 
 

Pie charts are useful for: 
 Displaying responses that add up to 100% 

(generally when there are 5 or fewer response 
categories). 

2015 Participants’ Knowledge of & 
Attitudes about the Environment 

2015 Program Participants’ Gender 

Representing data visually 

Male 
43% 

54% 

Other 
3% 

Female 

n=45 

22% 

3% 

3% 

53% 

11% 

16% 

22% 

53% 

45% 

3% 

34% 

37% 

I am more committed to
protecting the environment by

not littering.

I am more interested in helping
improve my local shoreline

I am more aware of the effects
of my own behavior (like

littering and water use) on
conservation

Not at all A little more More A lot more

3.2 

3.2 

2.1 

Mean 
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Line charts are useful for: 
 Displaying trends over more than two points in 

time. 

 Displaying smaller changes over time. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Word clouds are useful for: 
 Displaying qualitative response themes in an 

accessible way, using size/prominence to 
indicate frequency of response.  

 

Number of Program Participants Served 
Over Time 

Representing data visually 

32 
38 45 

15 
17 

27 

0

50

2013 2014 2015

Total Program Participants

First-Time Program Participants
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Infographics 
 Information graphics, or 

Infographics, are a simple and 
elegant way to display data that 
is easy to understand and 
visually appealing.  

 Infographics are highly 
customizable. 

 You can create unique icons that 
match your topic area that 
represent your data. 

 You can combine different types 
of charts and graphs in one set 
of infographics. 

 

 

http://eeweek.org/stem-our-planet-infographic 
https://www.forestfoundation.org/infographic-
putting-forests-to-work#.VpVaCvkrJD8 

Representing data visually 
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