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Questionnaires
Introduction
A questionnaire is simply a ‘tool’ for collecting and recording information about a particular
issue of interest. It is mainly made up of a list of questions, but should also include clear
instructions and space for answers or administrative details. Questionnaires should always
have a definite purpose that is related to the objectives of the research, and it needs to be clear
from the outset how the findings will be used. Respondents also need to be made aware of the
purpose of the research wherever possible, and should be told how and when they will receive
feedback on the findings.
Structured questionnaires are usually associated with quantitative research, i.e. research that
is concerned with numbers (how many? how often? how satisfied?). Within this context,
questionnaires can be used in a variety of survey situations, for example postal, electronic,
face-to-face and telephone. Postal and electronic questionnaires are known as selfcompletion questionnaires, i.e. respondents complete them by themselves in their own time.
Face-to-face (F2F) and telephone questionnaires are used by interviewers to ask a standard set
of questions and record the responses that people give them. Questionnaires that are used by
interviewers in this way are sometimes known as interview schedules.

Questionnaires are commonly used:
•
•
•
•
•

to collect factual information in order to classify people and their circumstances
to gather straightforward information relating to people’s behaviour
to look at the basic attitudes/opinions of a group of people relating to a particular issue
to measure the satisfaction of customers with a product or service
to collect ‘baseline’ information which can then be tracked over time to examine changes

Questionnaires should not be used:
•
•

to explore complex issues in great depth
to explore new, difficult or potentially controversial issues

(NB: longer, relatively unstructured depth interviews would be more appropriate here)
•

as an ‘easy’ option which will require little time or effort (a common error
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Advantages and disadvantages of using questionnaires
•

Advantages
Can contact a large number of people at a
relatively low cost (postal and telephone)

•

Disadvantages
Response rates can be low (postal) and
refusal rates high (telephone, F2F)

•

Easy to reach people who are spread
•
across a wide geographical area or who
live in remote locations (postal and phone)

There is little control over who completes
a postal questionnaire, which can lead to
bias

•

Respondents are able to complete postal
questionnaires in their own time and
telephone call-backs can be arranged for
a more convenient time

•

Postal questionnaires are inappropriate
for people with reading difficulties or
visual impairments and those who do not
read English

•

Telephone questionnaires can make it
easier to consult some disabled people

•

Postal and phone questionnaires must be
kept relatively short

•

F2F questionnaires can make it easier to
identify the appropriate person to
complete the questionnaire

•

F2F and phone questionnaires require the
use of trained interviewers

•

F2F questionnaires can be longer than
postal and phone questionnaires, collect
more information and allow the use of
‘visual aids’

•

F2F questionnaires are time consuming
for respondents, more costly and more
labour intensive than other methods
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Questionnaire design
In order to gather useful and relevant information it is essential that careful consideration
is given to the design of your questionnaire. A well-designed questionnaire requires
thought and effort, and needs to be planned and developed in a number of stages:

Initial considerations

Question content,
phrasing and response
format
Question sequence and
layout

Pre-test (pilot) and
revision
Final questionnaire

Initial considerations
Firstly, it is important to be clear about the type and nature of information you need to collect
and exactly who is your target population (e.g. North Kirklees residents). You also need to
decide on the most appropriate method for administering the questionnaire (e.g. postal) and
consider your approach to sampling. For further information on sampling techniques see the
guideline on ‘Sampling’. Finally, it is useful to consider how the findings will be analysed as
this may have an impact on the design of the questionnaire. More information on analysis can
be found in the guideline on ‘Analysing and reporting quantitative data’.
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Question content, phrasing and response format
The second, and perhaps most important, aspect of questionnaire design relates to the
questions themselves. You need to make sure that each question:
•
•
•

Adds value. If it is just ‘nice to know’ and does not add value, leave it out.
Is clear and easy to understand.
Asks what you think it is asking and does not cause confusion.

Writing questions is a creative process and there is no standard format for a ‘good’ question.
However, more information on questions and how to avoid some of the common mistakes is
available in the guideline on ‘Writing Questions’.
The use of standardised questions is also worth considering. The Office of National Statistics
has developed ‘harmonised’ questions (e.g. ethnicity) to enable national comparisons of
findings. Further information is available at http://www.statistics.gov.uk/harmony/. In addition,
the Centre for Applied Social Surveys (CASS) Question Bank (http://qb.soc.surrey.ac.uk/) holds
questionnaires for large scale social surveys that have been undertaken with nationally
representative samples.

Question sequence and layout
Questions should be numbered and ordered in a way that is logical to the respondent, with
similarly themed questions grouped together. A technique known as ‘funnelling’ begins with
general questions before focusing down to more specific questions. Simple questions are often
placed at the beginning to put respondents at ease. Some questions may require ‘routing’, (e.g.
if ‘no’, go to Q4), but be careful not to make this too complex. It is also important to include
clear instructions for the respondent or interviewer (e.g. ‘mark all that apply’).

Equalities
When designing your questionnaire you also need to remember to account for equalities issues.
For example:
•

•

•

Questions on gender, age, ethnic origin and disability are sometimes used to monitor
whether a representative cross-section of the population was reached (but it is bad
practice to ask these questions and simply store the data rather than using it for a
specific purpose).
You may need to include a paragraph translated into minority ethnic languages for
people who do not speak/read English as their first language. This should explain the
focus of the survey and allow them to request a translated copy of the questionnaire.
You may also need to include a statement in large print indicating that respondents can
request a copy of the questionnaire transcribed into Braille or Large Text.

More detailed information on consulting BME groups can be found in the guideline on
‘Research with black and minority ethnic groups’.
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Confidentiality
Respondents need to be reassured that the information they provide on the questionnaire is
confidential. This means that their identities or personal details must not be disclosed to
others, except for research purposes, and any data used in the report will not be linked to any
respondents. If the questionnaire is not exclusively for research (for example, if it is used to
update a database that is used for purposes other than research), then this should be made
clear to respondents and the questionnaire cannot be described as confidential survey
research.

Piloting the questionnaire
It is good practice to ‘pilot’ or pre-test your questionnaire with a small sample of respondents
before use. The pilot should check people’s understanding and ability to answer the
questions, highlight areas of confusion and look for any routing errors, as well as providing an
estimate of the average time each questionnaire will take to complete. Any amendments
highlighted by the pilot should be made to the questionnaire before issuing a final version.

Maximising the response rate
Questionnaires can suffer from low response rates, which are a source of bias. The following
table outlines some of the steps that can be taken to help improve your survey response rate:
Essential
• Introductory letter
• Reply paid envelope
for returns

Advisable
• Reminder letter and
second copy of the
questionnaire after
two weeks

Negligible effect
• Incentives
• Coloured paper

In addition to this, the length of the questionnaire, ease of completion and the
relevance/interest of the subject matter to respondents are likely to affect the overall survey
response rate.

Further sources of information on questionnaires and questionnaire
design
•
•

•

Market Research Society Questionnaire Design Guidelines
http://www.mrs.org.uk/standards/downloads/revised/active/questionnaire_may06.pdf
BMRA Researchers Toolkit 2003
http://www.bmra.org.uk/researchers-toolkit/index.asp
(market research techniques – data collection methods – designing and conducting
surveys).
Oppenheim, A. N. (1992) Questionnaire design, interviewing and attitude measurement
(2nd edition). London: St Martins Press.
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What next?
If you would like to know more about this topic or any other aspect of research or
consultation, please contact any member of the team:
Corporate Research and
Consultation Team

℡


01484 221748 (internal 860-1748)
consultation@kirklees.gov.uk
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Survey Design
Knowing what the client wants is the key factor to success in any type of business. News media,
government agencies and political candidates need to know what the public thinks. Associations need
to know what their members want. Large companies need to measure the attitudes of their employees.
The best way to find this information is to conduct a survey.
This chapter is intended primarily for those who are new to survey research. It discusses options and
provides suggestions on how to design and conduct a successful survey project. It does not provide
instruction on using specific parts of The Survey System, although it mentions parts of the program
that can help you with certain tasks.

The Steps in a Survey Project
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Establish the goals of the project - What you want to learn
Determine your sample - Whom you will interview
Choose interviewing methodology - How you will interview
Create your questionnaire - What you will ask
Pre-test the questionnaire, if practical - Test the questions
Conduct interviews and enter data - Ask the questions
Analyze the data - Produce the reports

This page covers the first five steps. The Survey System's Tutorial covers entering data and producing
reports.

Establishing Goals
The first step in any survey is deciding what you want to learn. The goals of the project determine
whom you will survey and what you will ask them. If your goals are unclear, the results will probably
be unclear. Some typical goals include learning more about:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The potential market for a new product or service
Ratings of current products or services
Employee attitudes
Customer/patient satisfaction levels
Reader/viewer/listener opinions
Association member opinions
Opinions about political candidates or issues
Corporate images

These sample goals represent general areas. The more specific you can make your goals, the easier it
will be to get usable answers.

Selecting Your Sample
There are two main components in determining whom you will interview. The first is deciding what
kind of people to interview. Researchers often call this group the target population. If you conduct an
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employee attitude survey or an association membership survey, the population is obvious. If you are
trying to determine the likely success of a product, the target population may be less obvious.
Correctly determining the target population is critical. If you do not interview the right kinds of
people, you will not successfully meet your goals.
The next thing to decide is how many people you need to interview. Statisticians know that a small,
representative sample will reflect the group from which it is drawn. The larger the sample, the more
precisely it reflects the target group. However, the rate of improvement in the precision decreases as
your sample size increases. For example, to increase a sample from 250 to 1,000 only doubles the
precision. You must make a decision about your sample size based on factors such as: time available,
budget and necessary degree of precision.
The Survey System (and this Web site) includes a sample size calculator that can help you decide on
the sample size (jump to the calculator page for a general discussion of sample size considerations).

Avoiding a Biased Sample
A biased sample will produce biased results. Totally excluding all bias is almost impossible; however,
if you recognize bias exists you can intuitively discount some of the answers. The following list
shows some examples of biased samples.
Example of Biased Sample

The consequences of a source of bias depend on the nature of the survey. For example, a survey for a
product aimed at retirees will not be as biased by daytime interviews as will a general public opinion
survey. A survey about Internet products can safely ignore people who do not use the Internet.

Quotas
A Quota is a sample size for a sub-group. It is sometimes useful to establish quotas to ensure that your
sample accurately reflects relevant sub-groups in your target population. For example, men and
women have somewhat different opinions in many areas. If you want your survey to accurately reflect
the general population's opinions, you will want to ensure that the percentage of men and women in
your sample reflect their percentages of the general population.
If you are interviewing users of a particular type of product, you probably want to ensure that users of
the different current brands are represented in proportions that approximate the current market share.
Alternatively, you may want to ensure that you have enough users of each brand to be able to analyze
the users of each brand as a separate group. If you are doing telephone or Web page interviewing, The
Survey System's optional Sample Management or Internet Module can help you enforce quotas. They
let you create automatically enforced quotas and/or monitor your sample during interviewing
sessions.

Interviewing Methods
Once you have decided on your sample you must decide on your method of data collection. Each
method has advantages and disadvantages.
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Personal Interviews
An interview is called personal when the Interviewer asks the questions face-to-face with the
Interviewee. Personal interviews can take place in the home, at a shopping mall, on the street, outside
a movie theater or polling place, and so on.
Advantages
• The ability to let the Interviewee see, feel and/or taste a product.
• The ability to find the target population. For example, you can find people who have seen a film
much more easily outside a theater in which it is playing than by calling phone numbers at
random.
• Longer interviews are sometimes tolerated. Particularly with in-home interviews that have been
arranged in advance. People may be willing to talk longer face-to-face than to someone on the
phone.
Disadvantages
• Personal interviews usually cost more per interview than other methods. This is particularly true
of in-home interviews, where travel time is a major factor.
• Each mall has its own characteristics. It draws its clientele from a specific geographic area
surrounding it, and its shop profile also influences the type of client. These characteristics may
differ from the target population and create a non-representative sample.

Telephone Surveys
Surveying by telephone is the most popular interviewing method in the USA. This is made possible
by nearly universal coverage (96% of homes have a telephone).
Advantages
• People can usually be contacted faster over the telephone than with other methods. If the
Interviewers are using CATI (computer-assisted telephone interviewing), the results can be
available minutes after completing the last interview.
• You can dial random telephone numbers when you do not have the actual telephone numbers of
potential respondents.
• CATI software, such as The Survey System, makes complex questionnaires practical by
offering many logic options. It can automatically skip questions, perform calculations and
modify questions based on the answers to earlier questions. It can check the logical consistency
of answers and can present questions or answers choices in a random order (the last two are
sometimes important for reasons described later).
• Skilled interviewers can often elicit longer or more complete answers than people will give on
their own to mail, email surveys (though some people will give longer answers to Web page
surveys). Interviewers can also ask for clarification of unclear responses.
• Some software, such as The Survey System, can combine survey answers with pre-existing
information you have about the people being interviewed.
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Disadvantages
• Many telemarketers have given legitimate research a bad name by claiming to be doing
research when they start a sales call. Consequently, many people are reluctant to answer phone
interviews and use their answering machines to screen calls. Since over half of the homes in the
USA have answering machines, this problem is getting worse.
• The growing number of working women often means that no one is home during the day. This
limits calling time to a "window" of about 6-9 p.m. (when you can be sure to interrupt dinner or
a favorite TV program).
• You cannot show or sample products by phone.

Mail Surveys
Advantages
• Mail surveys are among the least expensive.
• This is the only kind of survey you can do if you have the names and addresses of the target
population, but not their telephone numbers.
• The questionnaire can include pictures - something that is not possible over the phone.
• Mail surveys allow the respondent to answer at their leisure, rather than at the often
inconvenient moment they are contacted for a phone or personal interview. For this reason, they
are not considered as intrusive as other kinds of interviews.
Disadvantages
• Time! Mail surveys take longer than other kinds. You will need to wait several weeks after
mailing out questionnaires before you can be sure that you have gotten most of the responses.
• In populations of lower educational and literacy levels, response rates to mail surveys are often
too small to be useful. This, in effect, eliminates many immigrant populations that form
substantial markets in many areas. Even in well-educated populations, response rates vary from
as low as 3% up to 90%. As a rule of thumb, the best response levels are achieved from highlyeducated people and people with a particular interest in the subject (which, depending on your
target population, could lead to a biased sample).
One way of improving response rates to mail surveys is to mail a postcard telling your sample to
watch for a questionnaire in the next week or two. Another is to follow up a questionnaire mailing
after a couple of weeks with a card asking people to return the questionnaire. The downside is that
this doubles or triples your mailing cost. If you have purchased a mailing list from a supplier, you
may also have to pay a second (and third) use fee - you often cannot buy the list once and re-use it.
Another way to increase responses to mail surveys is to use an incentive. One possibility is to send a
dollar bill (or more) along with the survey (or offer to donate the dollar to a charity specified by the
respondent). If you do so, be sure to say that the dollar is a way of saying "thanks," rather than
payment for their time. Many people will consider their time worth more than a dollar. Another
possibility is to include the people who return completed surveys in a drawing for a prize. A third is to
offer a copy of the (non-confidential) result highlights to those who complete the questionnaire. Any
of these techniques will increase the response rates.
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Remember that if you want a sample of 1,000 people, and you estimate a 10% response level, you
need to mail 10,000 questionnaires. You may want to check with your local post office about bulk
mail rates - you can save on postage using this mailing method. However, most researchers do not use
bulk mail, because many people associate "bulk" with "junk" and will throw it out without opening
the envelope, lowering your response rate. Also bulk mail moves slowly, increasing the time needed
to complete your project.

Computer Direct Interviews
These are interviews in which the Interviewees enter their own answers directly into a computer. They
can be used at malls, trade shows, offices, and so on. The Survey System's optional Interviewing
Module and Interview Stations can easily create computer-direct interviews. Some researchers set up
a Web page survey for this purpose.
Advantages
• The virtual elimination of data entry and editing costs.
• You will get more accurate answers to sensitive questions. Recent studies of potential blood
donors have shown respondents were more likely to reveal HIV-related risk factors to a
computer screen than to either human interviewers or paper questionnaires. The National
Institute of Justice has also found that computer-aided surveys among drug users get better
results than personal interviews. Employees are also more often willing to give more honest
answers to a computer than to a person or paper questionnaire.
• The elimination of interviewer bias. Different interviewers can ask questions in different ways,
leading to different results. The computer asks the questions the same way every time.
• Ensuring skip patterns are accurately followed. The Survey System can ensure people are not
asked questions they should skip based on their earlier answers. These automatic skips are more
accurate than relying on an Interviewer reading a paper questionnaire.
• Response rates are usually higher. Computer-aided interviewing is still novel enough that some
people will answer a computer interview when they would not have completed another kind of
interview.
Disadvantages
• The Interviewees must have access to a computer or one must be provided for them.
• As with mail surveys, computer direct interviews may have serious response rate problems in
populations of lower educational and literacy levels. This method may grow in importance as
computer use increases.

Email Surveys
Email surveys are both very economical and very fast. More people have email than have full Internet
access. This makes email a better choice than a Web page survey for some populations. On the other
hand, email surveys are limited to simple questionnaires, whereas Web page surveys can include
complex logic.
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Advantages
•
•
•
•

Speed. An email questionnaire can gather several thousand responses within a day or two.
There is practically no cost involved once the set up has been completed.
You can attach pictures and sound files.
The novelty element of an email survey often stimulates higher response levels than ordinary
“snail” mail surveys.

Disadvantages
• You must possess (or purchase) a list of email addresses.
• Some people will respond several times or pass questionnaires along to friends to answer. Many
programs have no check to eliminate people responding multiple times to bias the results. The
Survey System’s Email Module will only accept one reply from each address sent the
questionnaire. It eliminates duplicate and pass along questionnaires and checks to ensure that
respondents have not ignored instructions (e.g., giving 2 answers to a question requesting only
one).
• Many people dislike unsolicited email even more than unsolicited regular mail. You may want
to send email questionnaires only to people who expect to get email from you.
• You cannot use email surveys to generalize findings to the whole populations. People who have
email are different from those who do not, even when matched on demographic characteristics,
such as age and gender.
• Email surveys cannot automatically skip questions or randomize question or answer choice
order or use other automatic techniques that can enhance surveys the way Web page surveys
can.
Many email programs are limited to plain ASCII text questionnaires and cannot show pictures. Email
questionnaires from The Survey System can attach graphic or sound files. Although use of email is
growing very rapidly, it is not universal - and is even less so outside the USA (three-quarters of the
world's email traffic takes place within the USA). Many “average” citizens still do not possess email
facilities, especially older people and those in lower income and education groups. So email surveys
do not reflect the population as a whole. At this stage they are probably best used in a corporate
environment where email is common or when most members of the target population are known to
have email.

Internet/Intranet (Web Page) Surveys
Web surveys are rapidly gaining popularity. They have major speed, cost, and flexibility advantages,
but also significant sampling limitations. These limitations make software selection especially
important and restrict the groups you can study using this technique.
Advantages
• Web page surveys are extremely fast. A questionnaire posted on a popular Web site can gather
several thousand responses within a few hours. Many people who will respond to an email
invitation to take a Web survey will do so the first day, and most will do so within a few days.
• There is practically no cost involved once the set up has been completed. Large samples do not
cost more than smaller ones (except for any cost to acquire the sample).
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• You can show pictures. Some Web survey software can also show video and play sound.
• Web page questionnaires can use complex question skipping logic, randomizations and other
features not possible with paper questionnaires or most email surveys. These features can assure
better data.
• Web page questionnaires can use colors, fonts and other formatting options not possible in most
email surveys.
• A significant number of people will give more honest answers to questions about sensitive
topics, such as drug use or sex, when giving their answers to a computer, instead of to a person
or on paper.
• On average, people give longer answers to open-ended questions on Web page questionnaires
than they do on other kinds of self-administered surveys.
• Some Web survey software, such as The Survey System, can combine the survey answers with
pre-existing information you have about individuals taking a survey.
Disadvantages
• While growing every year, Internet use is not universal. Internet surveys do not reflect the
population as a whole. This is true even if a sample of Internet users is selected to match the
general population in terms of age, gender and other demographics.
• People can easily quit in the middle of a questionnaire. They are not as likely to complete a
long questionnaire on the Web as they would be if talking with a good interviewer.
• If your survey pops up on a web page, you often have no control over who replies - anyone
from Antartica to Zanzibar, cruising that web page may answer.
• Depending on your software, there is often no control over people responding multiple times to
bias the results.
At this stage we recommend using the Internet for surveys mainly when your target population
consists entirely or almost entirely of Internet users. Business-to-business research and employee
attitude surveys can often meet this requirement. Surveys of the general population usually will not.
That said, Internet surveys did about as well, and in some cases better, than other methods in
predicting the outcome of the 2012 U.S. presidential election.
Even when Internet users may not closely match your target population, a Web page survey may be
your best choice if you want to show video or both sound and graphics. A Web page survey may be
the only practical way to have many people view and react to a video.
In any case, be sure your survey software prevents people from completing more than one
questionnaire. You may also want to restrict access by requiring a password (good software allows
this option) or by putting the survey on a page that can only be accessed directly (i.e., there are no
links to it from other pages).

Scanning Questionnaires
Scanning questionnaires is a method of data collection that can be used with paper questionnaires that
have been administered in face-to-face interviews; mail surveys or surveys completed by an
Interviewer over the telephone. The Survey System can produce paper questionnaires that can be
scanned using Remark Office OMR (available from CRS). Other software can scan questionnaires
and produce ASCII Files that can be read into The Survey System.
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Advantages
• Scanning can be the fastest method of data entry for paper questionnaires.
• Scanning is more accurate than a person in reading a properly completed questionnaire.
Disadvantages
• Scanning is best-suited to "check the box" type surveys and bar codes. Scanning programs have
various methods to deal with text responses, but all require additional data entry time.
• Scanning is less forgiving (accurate) than a person in reading a poorly marked questionnaire.
Requires investment in additional hardware to do the actual scanning.

Summary of Survey Methods
Your choice of survey method will depend on several factors. These include:
Example of Survey Methods

Questionnaire Design
General Considerations
This section covers general survey design tips. If you are planning to do a Web survey, please also see
Additional Tips for Web Surveys following this section.
The first rule is to design the questionnaire to fit the medium. Phone interviews cannot show pictures.
People responding to mail or Web surveys cannot easily ask “What exactly do you mean by that?” if
they do not understand a question. Intimate, personal questions are sometimes best handled by mail or
Web, where anonymity is most assured, and people are less concerned about giving socially
acceptable answers than they would be to a live interviewer.
KISS - keep it short and simple. If you present a 20-page questionnaire most potential respondents
will give up in horror before even starting. Ask yourself what you will do with the information from
each question. If you cannot give yourself a satisfactory answer, leave it out. Avoid the temptation to
add a few more questions just because you are doing a questionnaire anyway. If necessary, place your
questions into three groups: must know, useful to know and nice to know. Discard the last group,
unless the previous two groups are very short.
Start with an introduction or welcome message. In the case of mail or Web questionnaires, this
message can be in a cover page or on the questionnaire form itself. If you are sending emails that ask
people to take a Web page survey, put your main introduction or welcome message in the email.
When practical, state who you are and why you want the information in the survey. A good
introduction or welcome message will encourage people to complete your questionnaire.
Allow a “Don't Know” or “Not Applicable” response to all questions, except to those in which you
are certain that all respondents will have a clear answer. In most cases, these are wasted answers as far
as the researcher is concerned, but are necessary alternatives to avoid frustrated respondents.
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Sometimes “Don't Know” or “Not Applicable” will really represent some respondents' most honest
answers to some of your questions. Respondents who feel they are being coerced into giving an
answer they do not want to give often do not complete the questionnaire. For example, many people
will abandon a questionnaire that asks them to specify their income, without offering a "decline to
state" choice.
For the same reason, include “Other” or “None” whenever either of these is a logically possible
answer. When the answer choices are a list of possible opinions, preferences, or behaviors, you should
usually allow these answers.
On paper, computer direct and Internet surveys these four choices should appear as appropriate. You
may want to combine two or more of them into one choice, if you have no interest in distinguishing
between them. You will rarely want to include “Don't Know,” “Not Applicable,” “Other” or “None”
in a list of choices being read over the telephone or in person, but you should allow the interviewer
the ability to accept them when given by respondents.

Question Types
Researchers use three basic types of questions: multiple choice, numeric open end and text open end
(sometimes called "verbatims"). Examples of each kind of question follow:
Question 1

Rating Scales and Agreement Scales are two common types of questions that some researchers treat
as multiple choice questions and others treat as numeric open end questions. Examples of these kinds
of questions are:
Question 1

Question and Answer Choice Order
There are two broad issues to keep in mind when considering question and answer choice order. One
is how the question and answer choice order can encourage people to complete your survey. The other
issue is how the order of questions or the order of answer choices could affect the results of your
survey.
Ideally, the early questions in a survey should be easy and pleasant to answer. These kinds of
questions encourage people to continue the survey. In telephone or personal interviews they help
build rapport with the interviewer. Grouping together questions on the same topic also makes the
questionnaire easier to answer.
Whenever possible leave difficult or sensitive questions until near the end of your survey. Any rapport
that has been built up will make it more likely people will answer these questions. If people quit at
that point anyway, at least they will have answered most of your questions.
Answer choice order can make individual questions easier or more difficult to answer. Whenever
there is a logical or natural order to answer choices, use it. Always present agree-disagree choices in
that order. Presenting them in disagree-agree order will seem odd. For the same reason, positive to
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negative and excellent to poor scales should be presented in those orders. When using numeric rating
scales higher numbers should mean a more positive or more agreeing answer.
Question order can affect the results in two ways. One is that mentioning something (an idea, an issue,
a brand) in one question can make people think of it while they answer a later question, when they
might not have thought of it if it had not been previously mentioned. In some cases you may be able
to reduce this problem by randomizing the order of related questions. Separating related questions
with unrelated ones can also reduce this problem, though neither technique will eliminate it.
The other way question order can affect results is habituation. This problem applies to a series of
questions that all have the same answer choices. It means that some people will usually start giving
the same answer, without really considering it, after being asked a series of similar questions. People
tend to think more when asked the earlier questions in the series and so give more accurate answers to
them.
If you are using telephone, computer direct or Internet interviewing, good software can help with this
problem. Software should allow you to present a series of questions in a random order in each
interview. This technique will not eliminate habituation, but will ensure that it applies equally to all
questions in a series, not just to particular questions near the end of a series.
Another way to reduce this problem is to ask only a short series of similar questions at a particular
point in the questionnaire. Then ask one or more different kinds of questions, and then another short
series if needed.
A third way to reduce habituation is to change the “positive” answer. This applies mainly to level-ofagreement questions. You can word some statements so that a high level of agreement means
satisfaction (e.g., “My supervisor gives me positive feedback”) and others so that a high level of
agreement means dissatisfaction (e.g., “My supervisor usually ignores my suggestions”). This
technique forces the respondent to think more about each question. One negative aspect of this
technique is that you may have to modify some of the data after the results are entered, because
having the higher levels of agreement always mean a positive (or negative) answer makes the analysis
much easier. However, the few minutes extra work may be a worthwhile price to pay to get more
accurate data.
The order in which the answer choices are presented can also affect the answers given. People tend to
pick the choices nearest the start of a list when they read the list themselves on paper or a computer
screen. People tend to pick the most recent answer when they hear a list of choices read to them.
As mentioned previously, sometimes answer choices have a natural order (e.g., Yes, followed by No;
or Excellent - Good - Fair - Poor). If so, you should use that order. At other times, questions have
answers that are obvious to the person that is answering them (e.g., “Which brands of car do you
own?”). In these cases, the order in which the answer choices are presented is not likely to affect the
answers given. However, there are kinds of questions, particularly questions about preference or recall
or questions with relatively long answer choices that express an idea or opinion, in which the answer
choice order is more likely to affect which choice is picked. If you are using telephone, computer
direct, or Web page interviewing, have your software present these kinds of answer choices in a
random order.

Other General Tips
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Keep the questionnaire as short as possible. We mentioned this principle before, but it is so important
it is worth repeating. More people will complete a shorter questionnaire, regardless of the
interviewing method. If a question is not necessary, do not include it.
Start with a Title (e.g., Leisure Activities Survey). Always include a short introduction - who you are
and why you are doing the survey. If you are asking about different brands, it is often a good idea to
give the name of the research company rather than the client (e.g., XYZ Research Agency rather than
the manufacturer of the product/ service being surveyed). Many firms create a separate research
company name (even if it is only a direct phone line to the research department) to disguise
themselves. This is to avoid possible bias, since people rarely like to criticize someone to their face
and are much more open to a third party.
In some cases, though, it may help to mention the client. If you are surveying members of an
organization, the members may be more likely to respond if they think the organization is asking their
opinions on how it can best meet their needs. The same could be true when you are surveying users of
a particular service.
Reassure your respondent that his or her responses will not be revealed to your client, but only
combined with many others to learn about overall attitudes.
If the survey contains commercially sensitive material, ask a "security" question up front to find
whether the respondent or any member of his family, household or any close friend works in the
industry being surveyed. If so, terminate the interview immediately. They (or family or friends) may
work for the company that commissioned the survey - or for a competitor. In either case, they are not
representative and should be eliminated. If they work for a competitor, the nature of the questions
may betray valuable secrets. The best way to ask security questions is in reverse (i.e., if you are
surveying for a pharmaceutical product, phrase the question as "We want to interview people in
certain industries - do you or any member of your household work in the pharmaceutical industry?). If
the answer is "Yes" thank the respondent and terminate the interview. Similarly, it is best to eliminate
people working in the advertising, market research or media industries, since they may work with
competing companies.
After the security question, start with general questions. If you want to limit the survey to users of a
particular product, you may want to disguise the qualifying product. As a rule, start from general
attitudes to the class of products, through brand awareness, purchase patterns, specific product usage
to questions on specific problems (i.e., work from "What types of coffee have you bought in the last
three months" to "Do you recall seeing a special offer on your last purchase of Brand X coffee?"). If
possible put the most important questions into the first half of the survey. If a person gives up half
way through, at least you have the most important information.
Make sure you include all the relevant alternatives as answer choices. Leaving out a choice can give
misleading results. For example, a number of recent polls that ask Americans if they support the death
penalty "Yes" or "No" have found 70-75% of the respondents choosing ”Yes.” Polls that offer the
choice between the death penalty and life in prison without the possibility of parole show support for
the death penalty at about 50-60%. Polls that offer the alternatives of the death penalty or life in
prison without the possibility of parole, with the inmates working in prison to pay restitution to their
victims’ families have found support for the death penalty closer to 30%.
So what is the true level of support for the death penalty? The lowest figure is probably truest, since it
represents the percentage that favor that option regardless of the alternatives offered. The need to
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include all relevant alternatives is not limited to political polls. You can get misleading data anytime
you leave out alternatives.
Do not put two questions into one. Avoid questions such as "Do you buy frozen meat and frozen
fish?" A "Yes" answer can mean the respondent buys meat or fish or both. Similarly with a question
such as "Have you ever bought Product X and, if so, did you like it?" A "No" answer can mean "never
bought" or "bought and disliked." Be as specific as possible. "Do you ever buy pasta?" can include
someone who once bought some in 1990. It does not tell you whether the pasta was dried, frozen or
canned and may include someone who had pasta in a restaurant. It is better to say "Have you bought
pasta (other than in a restaurant) in the last three months?" "If yes, was it frozen, canned or dried?"
Few people can remember what they bought more than three months ago unless it was a major
purchase such as an automobile or appliance.
The overriding consideration in questionnaire design is to make sure your questions can accurately
tell you what you want to learn. The way you phrase a question can change the answers you get. Try
to make sure the wording does not favor one answer choice over another.
Avoid emotionally charged words or leading questions that point towards a certain answer. You will
get different answers from asking "What do you think of the XYZ proposal?" than from "What do you
think of the Republican XYZ proposal?" The word "Republican" in the second question would cause
some people to favor or oppose the proposal based on their feelings about Republicans, rather than
about the proposal itself. It is very easy to create bias in a questionnaire. This is another good reason
to test it before going ahead.
If you are comparing different products to find preferences, give each one a neutral name or reference.
Do not call one "A" and the second one "B." This immediately brings images of A grades and B
grades to mind, with the former being seen as superior to the latter. It is better to give each a "neutral"
reference such "M" or "N" that do not have as strong a quality difference image.
Avoid technical terms and acronyms, unless you are absolutely sure that respondents know they
mean. LAUTRO, AGI, GPA, EIEIO (Life Assurance and Unit Trust Regulatory Organization,
Adjusted Gross Income, Grade Point Average and Engineering Information External Inquiries
Officer) are all well-known acronyms to people in those particular fields, but very few people would
understand all of them. If you must use an acronym, spell it out the first time it is used.
Make sure your questions accept all the possible answers. A question like "Do you use regular or
premium gas in your car?" does not cover all possible answers. The owner may alternate between
both types. The question also ignores the possibility of diesel or electric-powered cars. A better way
of asking this question would be "Which type(s) of fuel do you use in your cars?" The responses
allowed might be:
Car Question

If you want only one answer from each person, ensure that the options are mutually exclusive. For
example:
Living Arrangements Question

This question ignores the possibility of someone living in a house or an apartment in the suburbs.
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Score or rating scale questions (e.g., "If '5' means very good and '1' means very poor how would rate
this product?") are a particular problem. Researchers are very divided on this issue. Many surveys use
a ten-point scale, but there is considerable evidence to suggest that anything over a five point scale is
irrelevant. This depends partially on education. Among university graduates a ten point scale will
work well. Among people with less than a high school education five points is sufficient. In some
populations, a three-point scale (good/acceptable/bad) may be all some respondents can understand.
Giving a verbal or written label to each point on a scale, instead of just the endpoints, will usually
yield higher-quality data, though this may not be practical when there are more than five points on the
scale.
Another issue on which researchers differ is whether to use a scale with an odd or even number of
points. Some like to force people to give an answer that is clearly positive or negative. This can make
the analysis easier. Others feel it is important to offer a neutral, middle option. Your interviewing
mode can make a difference here. A good interviewer can often get an answer, but in a selfadministered interview, such as a Web page survey, a person who is frustrated by being unable to give
a middle answer may leave a question blank or quit the survey altogether.
Be sure any rating scale labels are meaningful. For example:
Product X Question

A question phrased like the one above will force most answers into the middle category, resulting in
very little usable information.
If you have used a particular scale before and need to compare results, use the same scale. Four on a
five-point scale is not equivalent to eight on a ten-point scale. Someone who rates an item "4" on a
five-point scale might rate that item anywhere between "6" and "9" on a ten-point scale.
Do not use negative numbers when asking for ratings. Some people do not like to give negative
numbers as answers. A scale of -2 to +2 is mathematically equivalent to a scale of 1 to 5, but in
practice you will get fewer people picking -2 or -1 than would pick 1 or 2. If you want 0 to be the
midpoint of a scale when you produce reports, you can weight the answers after data collection to get
that result.
Always discount "favorable" answers by a significant factor. Unfortunately, there is no hard and fast
rule on how much to do this. It depends on the situation. Some people tend to give answers they think
will please an interviewer or even a survey company or survey sponsor, and in some cultures it might
be considered impolite to give negative answers. One factor to consider is the survey mode. People
tend to pick the most positive answer on a scale more often when answering telephone or in-person
surveys than other types of surveys, regardless of the details of the question.
The desire to please translates into a tendency to pick agreeing answers on agreement scales. While
logically the percentage that strongly agrees that "X is good" should exactly equal the percentage that
strongly disagrees that "X is bad," in the real world, this is unlikely to be true. Experiments have
shown that more people will agree than disagree. One way to eliminate this problem is to ask half
your respondents if they agree that "X is good" and the other half if they agree that "X is bad." You
could then reverse the answers given by the second group. This is extra work, but it may be worth it if
it is important to get the most accurate percentage of people who really agree with something.
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People sometimes give answers they feel will reflect well on them. This is a constant problem for preelection polls. More people say they will vote than actually will vote. More people say they go to
museums or libraries than actually do. This problem is most significant when your respondents are
talking directly to a person. People give more honest answers when answering questions on a
computer. Mail surveys are in-between.
Because people like to think of themselves as normal or average, the range of answer choices you
give when asking for a quantity or a frequency can affect the results. For example if you ask people
how many hours of television they watch in a day and you offer the choices:

you will get fewer people picking 4 or more than if you offered the choices:

The first list of choices makes 4 hours sound extreme, while the second list of choices makes it seem
typical.
In personal interviews it is vital for the Interviewer to have empathy with the Interviewee. In general,
Interviewers should try to "blend" with respondents in terms of race, language, sex, age, etc. Choose
your Interviewers according to the likely respondents.
Leave your demographic questions (age, gender, income, education, etc.) until the end of the
questionnaire. By then the interviewer should have built a rapport with the interviewee that will allow
honest responses to such personal questions. Mail and Internet questionnaires should do the same,
although the rapport must be built by good question design, rather than personality. Exceptions to this
rule are any demographic questions that qualify someone to be included in the survey. For example,
many researchers limit some surveys to people in certain age groups. These questions must come near
the beginning.
Do not have an interviewer ask a respondent's gender, unless they really have no idea. Have the
interviewer fill in the answer themselves.
Paper questionnaires requiring text answers, should always leave sufficient space for handwritten
answers. Lines should be about half-an-inch (one cm.) apart. The number of lines you should have
depends on the question. Three to five lines are average.
Leave a space at the end of a questionnaire entitled "Other Comments." Sometimes respondents offer
casual remarks that are worth their weight in gold and cover some area you did not think of, but which
respondents consider critical. Many products have a wide range of secondary uses that the
manufacturer knows nothing about but which could provide a valuable source of extra sales if
approached properly. In one third world market, a major factor in the sale of candles was the ability to
use the spent wax as floor polish - but the manufacturer only discovered this by a chance remark.
Always consider the layout of your questionnaire. This is especially important on paper, computer
direct and Internet surveys. You want to make it attractive, easy to understand and easy to complete.
If you are creating a paper survey, you also want to make it easy for your data entry personnel.
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Try to keep your answer spaces in a straight line, either horizontally or vertically. A single answer
choice on each line is best. Eye tracking studies show the best place to use for answer spaces is the
right hand edge of the page. It is much easier for a field worker or respondent to follow a logical flow
across or down a page. Using the right edge is also easiest for data entry.
The Survey System lets you create a Questionnaire Form with the answer choices in two columns.
Creating the form that way can save a lot of paper or screen space, but you should recognize doing so
makes the questionnaire a little harder to complete. It also slows the data entry process when working
with paper questionnaires.
Questions and answer choice grids, as in the second of the following examples, are popular with many
researchers. They can look attractive and save paper, or computer screen space. They also can avoid a
long series of very repetitive question and answer choice lists. Unfortunately, they also are a bit
harder than the repeated lists for some people to understand. As always, consider whom you are
studying when you create your questionnaire.
Look at the following layouts and decide which you would prefer to use:
Company Question

An alternative layout is:
Company Question Layout 2

The second example shows the answer choices in neat columns and has more space between the lines.
It is easier to read. The numbers in the second example will also speed data entry, if you are using a
paper questionnaire.
When using a grid like the above example the way you lay out the choices will affect the results. It is
not clear whether it is always best to make the leftmost column the most positive response or the most
negative response, but there is a tendency for people to pick the left side of the grid more than the
right side, regardless of whether the left side is positive or negative. So any time you use a grid you
should discount the left side responses to some degree. This tendency does not interfere with
comparing the answers in different rows in the grid, but does affect absolute statements such as "45%
agree that the company has a good vacation policy."
Surveys are a mixture of science and art, and a good researcher will save their cost many times over
by knowing how to ask the correct questions.

Additional Tips for Web Surveys
One principle is to consider good Web page design when creating your survey pages. Do not use too
many colors or fonts. They are distracting. On the other hand, bolding, italicizing, and changing the
colors of key words, used appropriately, can make your questions easier to understand. Using color
and/or a smaller font size to make instructions distinct from question text can make your
questionnaire easier to follow.
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Always specify a background color, even if it is white (usually a good choice). Some browsers may
show a background color you do not expect, if you do not specify one. Background images usually
make text harder to read, even when they make a page more attractive at first glance.
Use graphics sparingly. Some home Internet users still connect via modems, and graphics slow
download times. Remember that showing a large graphic at a small size on a Web page does not
reduce the time needed to download the graphic. Create or modify the graphic to a file size that is no
bigger than you need. If your sample consists of people at work, you may use more graphics, since
those people usually have faster connections, but even they appreciate faster downloads.
Use video only if that is what you are testing (e.g., a commercial). Make sure you do not require
people to scroll horizontally to view part of the survey page. Most people find horizontal scrolling
annoying. Question text wraps to fit the available space, but you can make a grid that is wider than
some screens. As of January 2014 about 6% of people still use 1024x768 desktop screen resolution.
You may want to design your pages to be up to 980 pixels wide (leaving room for the browser edges
and a scrollbar). In any case, you should not ask opinions on any graphic wider than that, since some
people will have to scroll to see it.
Include an introduction or welcome page. Explain the reason for the survey (as far as you can without
compromising the survey). Put instructions at the point they are needed, instead of grouping them on
the first page.
Make sure your page and question layout are consistent. Do not put answer choices on the right for
some questions and on the left for others. Use color consistently. For example, always use the same
color to represent an instruction, which is not part of a question per se. Use a different color (or
bolding) any time you want to highlight words within questions.
Recognize that requiring that questions be answered will likely increase the number of people who
drop out of a survey in the middle. If you do require answers, consider doing so only on key
questions. Whenever you require an answer make sure the available options include all possible
answers, including “don’t know,” “decline to state,” or “not applicable,” if there is any chance that
these may represent some people’s answers.
Consider your sample when designing the pages. Using answer grids and presenting answer choices
in two or more columns can look attractive, save space and help avoid vertical scrolling.
Unfortunately, these formats are a bit harder for some people to understand than a simple vertical list
of answer choices. If you think your target population may have some trouble understanding how to
fill out the survey, use these formats sparingly.
Allow space for long replies to comment type questions. Some people will type in longer answers on
a Web page than they would write on a paper questionnaire or say to an interviewer.
Drop-down lists save space on the screen, but be careful using them. Lists that require scrolling to see
some choices can bias the results. Use them only if there is only one possible choice a person can
make. One example is state of primary residence. If you present a list of choices that people have to
think about, and only some of the choices are initially visible, there will be a bias in favor of those
initially visible choices.
Researchers have been looking into the issue of whether it is better to present a survey in one or more
long scrolling pages or in a series of separate pages that do not need scrolling. Research has not yet
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provided a clear answer. There is some evidence that grouping several similar questions on a page
may result in answers that are more similar than if the questions were on different pages. Some people
may dislike scrolling down a long page, while others may dislike the brief wait between questions
when each is on a different page. Having your questionnaire split into multiple pages has the
advantage that if someone quits partway through, at least you have the answers they have already
given (depending on your survey software). You will also need to split your survey into multiple
pages, if you want some people to not see certain questions, or if you want the answers given for
some questions to affect those shown for later questions.
Sometimes researchers like to announce the start of a new section in a survey. If you want to
announce a new section, include at least one question on the page. The one exception to this rule is if
the section start includes some instructions, and you have decided to randomize the order of the
questions in the section. In that case, the section instructions would have to be one their own page,
since you do not know which question would follow.
If you have any questions that require qualifying instructions, include the instructions above or before
the question, rather than after it. For example, instead of "On how many days did you take a walk last
week (don't count walks of less than 1/2 mile)?", use "On how many days did you walk more than 1/2
mile last week?" In the former case some people will jump straight to filling in the answer without
reading the qualifying instruction.
If you present a grid in which people will rate several items or concepts, use survey logic to
randomize the order in which the items or concepts are presented. There is a tendency for people to
rate items higher on the page more favorably.
Some researchers like to show progress bars in a web survey. A fast moving progress bar (20%, 40%,
60%...) might encourage people, but a slow moving one (2%, 4%, 6%) will discourage people and
likely lead to people quitting the survey.
When you have finished creating the survey and have it up on your Web site, test it thoroughly. Make
sure that all the pages look as you wish and that all skips, randomizations and other logic work as you
intend. A test on your own PC or a paper copy of the questionnaire does not guarantee that the copy
on the Web will look and act the same. We also recommend you monitor the live results as your
survey progresses (good Web survey software allows this). Doing so can help you spot any problems
that did not appear during your testing. Despite their best efforts most researchers occasionally miss
something.

Web Surveys on Smartphones and Tablets
Smartphones and tablets need special consideration. Many newer ones have screens with 1024x768 or
higher resolutions, but their screen sizes are so small that font sizes that are perfectly readable on a
computer-sized screen may be unreadable without zooming in on a phone. Since many people now
use these devices for email and to otherwise connect to the Internet, if your survey does not fit these
devices, you would likely lose some people who would otherwise participate.
The best solution is responsive design survey software, which adapts fonts, logos and other elements
to fit the devices on which surveys are being viewed. Another useful responsive design feature is the
ability to convert grid or matrix style questions into a series of drop down lists or multiple-choice
questions. If your survey software cannot create surveys that adapt to different devices, and you think
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that many of your respondents will be taking your survey on a smartphone or smaller tablet, you may
want to use large fonts for both labels and text input.
Some survey software lets you rank items by dragging and use sliders to collect numeric input or
ratings. These techniques can be engaging, but often present problems on smartphones and tablets.
These devices often interpret attempts to drag an item or move a slider bar as attempts to scroll the
screen, preventing the dragging from working. You might want to avoid these techniques, if you think
people will take your survey on touchscreen devices.
Some survey software can let you use skipping/branching instructions to present different versions of
questions to PCs and mobile devices. This ability could potentially let you rank items by dragging on
PCs and by filling in numbers on mobile devices. You could also present different versions of an
image. But if you do show different versions of questions depending on the device used to take a
survey, be sure to do a crosstab to compare answers from both versions of a question to see if there
are differences in the responses. Different ways of presenting a question can sometimes yield different
results.

Additional Tips for Mail Surveys
Include a cover letter with all mail surveys. A good cover letter will increase the response rate. A bad
one, or none at all, will reduce the response rate. Include the information mentioned earlier about the
purpose of the survey, who is conducting the research and who is sponsoring the research, if you think
revealing the sponsor might help. For example if you are surveying the members of an organization,
mention the organization. Describe the incentive (if any). Describe how to return the questionnaire.
Include the name and telephone number of someone the respondent can call if they have any
questions. Include instructions on how to complete the survey itself.
The most effective cover letters and invitations include the following elements: Ask the recipient to
take the survey. Explain why taking it will improve some aspect of the recipient's life (it will help
improve a product, make an organization better meet their needs, make their opinions heard). Appeal
to the recipient's sense of altruism ("please help"). Ask the recipient again to take the survey.
Number mail questionnaires on each page and include the return address on the questionnaire itself,
because pages and envelopes can be separated from each other. Envelopes should have return postage
prepaid. Using a postage stamp often increases response rates, but is expensive, since you must stamp
every envelope - not just the returned ones.
You may want to leave a space for the respondent to add their name and title. Some people will put in
their names, making it possible for you to recontact them for clarification or follow-up questions.
Indicate that filling in their name is optional. If the questions are sensitive in nature, do not have a
space for a name. Some people would become suspicious and not complete the survey.
If you hand out questionnaires on your premises, you obviously cannot remain anonymous, but keep
the bias problem in mind when you consider the answers.

Pre-test the Questionnaire
The last step in questionnaire design is to test a questionnaire with a small number of interviews
before conducting your main interviews. Ideally, you should test the survey on the same kinds of
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people you will include in the main study. If that is not possible, at least have a few people, other than
the question writer, try the questionnaire. This kind of test run can reveal unanticipated problems with
question wording, instructions to skip questions, etc. It can help you see if the interviewees
understand your questions and give useful answers.
If you change any questions after a pre-test, you should not combine the results from the pre-test with
the results of post-test interviews. The Survey System will invariably provide you with
mathematically correct answers to your questions, but choosing sensible questions and administering
surveys with sensitivity and common sense will improve the quality of your results dramatically.
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Interviews
Interviews are among the most challenging and rewarding forms of measurement. They require a
personal sensitivity and adaptability as well as the ability to stay within the bounds of the designed
protocol. Here, I describe the preparation you need to do for an interview study and the process of
conducting the interview itself.

Preparation
The Role of the Interviewer
The interviewer is really the "jack-of-all-trades" in survey research. The interviewer's role is complex
and multifaceted. It includes the following tasks:
• Locate and enlist cooperation of respondents
The interviewer has to find the respondent. In door-to-door surveys, this means being
able to locate specific addresses. Often, the interviewer has to work at the least desirable
times (like immediately after dinner or on weekends) because that's when respondents are
most readily available.
• Motivate respondents to do good job
If the interviewer does not take the work seriously, why would the respondent? The
interviewer has to be motivated and has to be able to communicate that motivation to the
respondent. Often, this means that the interviewer has to be convinced of the importance
of the research.
• Clarify any confusion/concerns
Interviewers have to be able to think on their feet. Respondents may raise objections or
concerns that were not anticipated. The interviewer has to be able to respond candidly
and informatively.
• Observe quality of responses
Whether the interview is personal or over the phone, the interviewer is in the best
position to judge the quality of the information that is being received. Even a verbatim
transcript will not adequately convey how seriously the respondent took the task, or any
gestures or body language that were evident.
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• Conduct a good interview
Last, and certainly not least, the interviewer has to conduct a good interview! Every
interview has a life of its own. Some respondents are motivated and attentive, others are
distracted or disinterested. The interviewer also has good or bad days. Assuring a
consistently high-quality interview is a challenge that requires constant effort.

Training the Interviewers
One of the most important aspects of any interview study is the training of the interviewers
themselves. In many ways the interviewers are your measures, and the quality of the results is totally
in their hands. Even in small studies involving only a single researcher-interviewer, it is important to
organize in detail and rehearse the interviewing process before beginning the formal study.
Here are some of the major topics that should be included in interviewer training:
• Describe the entire study
Interviewers need to know more than simply how to conduct the interview itself. They
should learn about the background for the study, previous work that has been done, and
why the study is important.
• State who is sponsor of research
Interviewers need to know who they are working for. They -- and their respondents -have a right to know not just what agency or company is conducting the research, but
also, who is paying for the research.
• Teach enough about survey research
While you seldom have the time to teach a full course on survey research methods, the
interviewers need to know enough that they respect the survey method and are motivated.
Sometimes it may not be apparent why a question or set of questions was asked in a
particular way. The interviewers will need to understand the rationale for how the
instrument was constructed.
• Explain the sampling logic and process
Naive interviewers may not understand why sampling is so important. They may wonder
why you go through all the difficulties of selecting the sample so carefully. You will have
to explain that sampling is the basis for the conclusions that will be reached and for the
degree to which your study will be useful.
• Explain interviewer bias
Interviewers need to know the many ways that they can inadvertently bias the results.
And, they need to understand why it is important that they not bias the study. This is
especially a problem when you are investigating political or moral issues on which
people have strongly held convictions. While the interviewer may think they are doing
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good for society by slanting results in favor of what they believe, they need to recognize
that doing so could jeopardize the entire study in the eyes of others.
• "Walk through" the interview
When you first introduce the interview, it's a good idea to walk through the entire
protocol so the interviewers can get an idea of the various parts or phases and how they
interrelate.
• Explain respondent selection procedures, including
• reading maps
It's astonishing how many adults don't know how to follow directions on a
map. In personal interviews, the interviewer may need to locate respondents
who are spread over a wide geographic area. And, they often have to
navigate by night (respondents tend to be most available in evening hours) in
neighborhoods they're not familiar with. Teaching basic map reading skills
and confirming that the interviewers can follow maps is essential.
• identifying households
In many studies it is impossible in advance to say whether every sample
household meets the sampling requirements for the study. In your study, you
may want to interview only people who live in single family homes. It may
be impossible to distinguish townhouses and apartment buildings in your
sampling frame. The interviewer must know how to identify the appropriate
target household.
• identify respondents
Just as with households, many studies require respondents who meet specific
criteria. For instance, your study may require that you speak with a male
head-of-household between the ages of 30 and 40 who has children under 18
living in the same household. It may be impossible to obtain statistics in
advance to target such respondents. The interviewer may have to ask a series
of filtering questions before determining whether the respondent meets the
sampling needs.
• Rehearse interview
You should probably have several rehearsal sessions with the interviewer team. You
might even videotape rehearsal interviews to discuss how the trainees responded in
difficult situations. The interviewers should be very familiar with the entire interview
before ever facing a respondent.
• Explain supervision
In most interview studies, the interviewers will work under the direction of a supervisor.
In some contexts, the supervisor may be a faculty advisor; in others, they may be the
"boss." In order to assure the quality of the responses, the supervisor may have to observe
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a subsample of interviews, listen in on phone interviews, or conduct follow-up
assessments of interviews with the respondents. This can be very threatening to the
interviewers. You need to develop an atmosphere where everyone on the research team -interviewers and supervisors -- feel like they're working together towards a common end.
• Explain scheduling
The interviewers have to understand the demands being made on their schedules and why
these are important to the study. In some studies it will be imperative to conduct the
entire set of interviews within a certain time period. In most studies, it's important to have
the interviewers available when it's convenient for the respondents, not necessarily the
interviewer.

The Interviewer's Kit
It's important that interviewers have all of the materials they need to do a professional job. Usually,
you will want to assemble an interviewer kit that can be easily carried and includes all of the
important materials such as:
• a "professional-looking" 3-ring notebook (this might even have the logo of the company or
organization conducting the interviews)
• maps
• sufficient copies of the survey instrument
• official identification (preferable a picture ID)
• a cover letter from the Principal Investigator or Sponsor
• a phone number the respondent can call to verify the interviewer's authenticity

The Interview
So all the preparation is complete, the training done, the interviewers ready to proceed, their "kits" in
hand. It's finally time to do an actual interview. Each interview is unique, like a small work of art (and
sometimes the art may not be very good). Each interview has its own ebb and flow -- its own pace. To
the outsider, an interview looks like a fairly standard, simple, prosaic effort. But to the interviewer, it
can be filled with special nuances and interpretations that aren't often immediately apparent. Every
interview includes some common components. There's the opening, where the interviewer gains entry
and establishes the rapport and tone for what follows. There's the middle game, the heart of the
process, that consists of the protocol of questions and the improvisations of the probe. And finally,
there's the endgame, the wrap-up, where the interviewer and respondent establish a sense of closure.
Whether it's a two-minute phone interview or a personal interview that spans hours, the interview is a
bit of theater, a mini-drama that involves real lives in real time.

Opening Remarks
In many ways, the interviewer has the same initial problem that a salesperson has. You have to get the
respondent's attention initially for a long enough period that you can sell them on the idea of
participating in the study. Many of the remarks here assume an interview that is being conducted at a
respondent's residence. But the analogies to other interview contexts should be straightforward.
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• Gaining entry
The first thing the interviewer must do is gain entry. Several factors can enhance the
prospects. Probably the most important factor is your initial appearance. The interviewer
needs to dress professionally and in a manner that will be comfortable to the respondent.
In some contexts a business suit and briefcase may be appropriate. In others, it may
intimidate. The way the interviewer appears initially to the respondent has to
communicate some simple messages -- that you're trustworthy, honest, and nonthreatening. Cultivating a manner of professional confidence, the sense that the
respondent has nothing to worry about because you know what you're doing -- is a
difficult skill to teach and an indispensable skill for achieving initial entry.
• Doorstep technique
You're standing on the doorstep and someone has opened the door, even if only halfway.
You need to smile. You need to be brief. State why you are there and suggest what you
would like the respondent to do. Don't ask -- suggest what you want. Instead of saying
"May I come in to do an interview?", you might try a more imperative approach like " I'd
like to take a few minutes of your time to interview you for a very important study."
• Introduction
If you've gotten this far without having the door slammed in your face, chances are you
will be able to get an interview. Without waiting for the respondent to ask questions, you
should move to introducing yourself. You should have this part of the process memorized
so you can deliver the essential information in 20-30 seconds at most. State your name
and the name of the organization you represent. Show your identification badge and the
letter that introduces you. You want to have as legitimate an appearance as possible. If
you have a three-ring binder or clipboard with the logo of your organization, you should
have it out and visible. You should assume that the respondent will be interested in
participating in your important study -- assume that you will be doing an interview here.
• Explaining the study
At this point, you've been invited to come in (After all, you're standing there in the cold,
holding an assortment of materials, clearly displaying your credentials, and offering the
respondent the chance to participate in an interview -- to many respondents, it's a rare and
exciting event. They hardly ever get asked their views about anything, and yet they know
that important decisions are made all the time based on input from others.). Or, the
respondent has continued to listen long enough that you need to move onto explaining the
study. There are three rules to this critical explanation: 1) Keep it short; 2) Keep it short;
and 3) Keep it short! The respondent doesn't have to or want to know all of the neat
nuances of this study, how it came about, how you convinced your thesis committee to
buy into it, and so on. You should have a one or two sentence description of the study
memorized. No big words. No jargon. No detail. There will be more than enough time for
that later (and you should bring some written materials you can leave at the end for that
purpose). This is the "25 words or less" description. What you should spend some time
on is assuring the respondent that you are interviewing them confidentially, and that their
participation is voluntary.
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Asking the Questions
You've gotten in. The respondent has asked you to sit down and make yourself comfortable. It may be
that the respondent was in the middle of doing something when you arrived and you may need to
allow them a few minutes to finish the phone call or send the kids off to do homework. Now, you're
ready to begin the interview itself.
• Use questionnaire carefully, but informally
The questionnaire is your friend. It was developed with a lot of care and thoughtfulness.
While you have to be ready to adapt to the needs of the setting, your first instinct should
always be to trust the instrument that was designed. But you also need to establish a
rapport with the respondent. If you have your face in the instrument and you read the
questions, you'll appear unprofessional and disinterested. Even though you may be
nervous, you need to recognize that your respondent is most likely even more nervous. If
you memorize the first few questions, you can refer to the instrument only occasionally,
using eye contact and a confident manner to set the tone for the interview and help the
respondent get comfortable.
• Ask questions exactly as written
Sometimes an interviewer will think that they could improve on the tone of a question by
altering a few words to make it simpler or more "friendly." DON'T. You should ask the
questions as they are on the instrument. If you had a problem with a question, the time to
raise it was during the training and rehearsals, not during the actual interview. It is
important that the interview be as standardized as possible across respondents (this is true
except in certain types of exploratory or interpretivist research where the explicit goal is
to avoid any standardizing). You may think the change you made was inconsequential
when, in fact, it may change the entire meaning of the question or response.
• Follow the order given
Once you know an interview well, you may see a respondent bring up a topic that you
know will come up later in the interview. You may be tempted to jump to that section of
the interview while you're on the topic. DON'T. You are more likely to lose your place.
You may omit questions that build a foundation for later questions.
• Ask every question
Sometimes you'll be tempted to omit a question because you thought you already heard
what the respondent will say. Don't assume that. For example, let's say you were
conducting an interview with college age women about the topic of date rape. In an
earlier question, the respondent mentioned that she knew of a woman on her dormitory
floor who had been raped on a date within the past year. A few questions later, you are
supposed to ask "Do you know of anyone personally who was raped on a date?" You
figure you already know that the answer is yes, so you decide to skip the question.
Instead, you might say something like "I know you may have already mentioned this, but
do you know of anyone personally who was raped on a date?" At this point, the
respondent may say something like "Well, in addition to the woman who lived down the
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hall in my dorm, I know of a friend from high school who experienced date rape." If you
hadn't asked the question, you would never have discovered this detail.
• Don't finish sentences
I don't know about you, but I'm one of those people who just hates to be left hanging. I
like to keep a conversation moving. Once I know where a sentence seems to be heading,
I'm aching to get to the next sentence. I finish people's sentences all the time. If you're
like me, you should practice the art of patience (and silence) before doing any
interviewing. As you'll see below, silence is one of the most effective devices for
encouraging a respondent to talk. If you finish their sentence for them, you imply that
what they had to say is transparent or obvious, or that you don't want to give them the
time to express themselves in their own language.

Obtaining Adequate Responses - The Probe
OK, you've asked a question. The respondent gives a brief, cursory answer. How do you elicit a more
thoughtful, thorough response? You probe.
• Silent probe
The most effective way to encourage someone to elaborate is to do nothing at all - just
pause and wait. This is referred to as the "silent" probe. It works (at least in certain
cultures) because the respondent is uncomfortable with pauses or silence. It suggests to
the respondent that you are waiting, listening for what they will say next.
• Overt encouragement
At times, you can encourage the respondent directly. Try to do so in a way that does not
imply approval or disapproval of what they said (that could bias their subsequent results).
Overt encouragement could be as simple as saying "Uh-huh" or "OK" after the
respondent completes a thought.
• Elaboration
You can encourage more information by asking for elaboration. For instance, it is
appropriate to ask questions like "Would you like to elaborate on that?" or "Is there
anything else you would like to add?"
• Ask for clarification
Sometimes, you can elicit greater detail by asking the respondent to clarify something
that was said earlier. You might say, "A minute ago you were talking about the
experience you had in high school. Could you tell me more about that?"
• Repetition
This is the old psychotherapist trick. You say something without really saying anything
new. For instance, the respondent just described a traumatic experience they had in
childhood. You might say "What I'm hearing you say is that you found that experience
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very traumatic." Then, you should pause. The respondent is likely to say something like
"Well, yes, and it affected the rest of my family as well. In fact, my younger sister..."

Recording the Response
Although we have the capability to record a respondent in audio and/or video, most interview
methodologists don't think it's a good idea. Respondents are often uncomfortable when they know
their remarks will be recorded word-for-word. They may strain to only say things in a socially
acceptable way. Although you would get a more detailed and accurate record, it is likely to be
distorted by the very process of obtaining it. This may be more of a problem in some situations than in
others. It is increasingly common to be told that your conversation may be recorded during a phone
interview. And most focus group methodologies use unobtrusive recording equipment to capture
what's being said. But, in general, personal interviews are still best when recorded by the interviewer
using pen and paper. Here, I assume the paper-and-pencil approach.
• Record responses immediately
The interviewer should record responses as they are being stated. This conveys the idea
that you are interested enough in what the respondent is saying to write it down. You
don't have to write down every single word -- you're not taking stenography. But you
may want to record certain key phrases or quotes verbatim. You need to develop a system
for distinguishing what the respondent says verbatim from what you are characterizing
(how about quotations, for instance!).
• Include all probes
You need to indicate every single probe that you use. Develop a shorthand for different
standard probes. Use a clear form for writing them in (e.g., place probes in the left
margin).
• Use abbreviations where possible
Abbreviations will help you to capture more of the discussion. Develop a standardized
system (e.g., R=respondent; DK=don't know). If you create an abbreviation on the fly,
have a way of indicating its origin. For instance, if you decide to abbreviate Spouse with
an 'S', you might make a notation in the right margin saying "S=Spouse."

Concluding the Interview
When you've gone through the entire interview, you need to bring the interview to closure. Some
important things to remember:
• Thank the respondent
Don't forget to do this. Even if the respondent was troublesome or uninformative, it is
important for you to be polite and thank them for their time.
• Tell them when you expect to send results
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I hate it when people conduct interviews and then don't send results and summaries to the
people who they get the information from. You owe it to your respondent to show them
what you learned. Now, they may not want your entire 300-page dissertation. It's
common practice to prepare a short, readable, jargon-free summary of interviews that you
can send to the respondents.
• Don't be brusque or hasty
Allow for a few minutes of winding down conversation. The respondent may want to
know a little bit about you or how much you like doing this kind of work. They may be
interested in how the results will be used. Use these kinds of interests as a way to wrap up
the conversation. As you're putting away your materials and packing up to go, engage the
respondent. You don't want the respondent to feel as though you completed the interview
and then rushed out on them -- they may wonder what they said that was wrong. On the
other hand, you have to be careful here. Some respondents may want to keep on talking
long after the interview is over. You have to find a way to politely cut off the
conversation and make your exit.
• Immediately after leaving -- write down any notes about how the interview went
Sometimes you will have observations about the interview that you didn't want to write
down while you were with the respondent. You may have noticed them get upset at a
question, or you may have detected hostility in a response. Immediately after the
interview you should go over your notes and make any other comments and observations
-- but be sure to distinguish these from the notes made during the interview (you might
use a different color pen, for instance).
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The content on this page is the work of Professor Glenn Blank.
Be advised that Professor Blank is no longer on the active faculty at Lehigh.
This content continues to be available as a courtesy, but it may not be maintained or
current.

Conducting A Focus Group
What are Focus Groups? And why we use them?
Most people love to be asked their opinion and they're generally not shy about voicing it.
A focus group is basically a way to reach out to your potential users for feedback and
comment. Organizations generally use focus groups in planning, marketing, or evaluation,
either to improve some specific product or service or, more globally, during the development
of strategic plans or mission statements.
In the context of CIMEL project, focus groups help evaluate usability of the interface and
representative content. Focus groups answer questions that the development cannot
resolve and can lead to new ideas.
Specifically, the a focus group session concentrates on:
• Gathering opinions, beliefs, and attitudes about issues of interest to your organization
• Testing your assumptions
• Encouraging discussion about a particular topic
• Building excitement from spontaneous combination of participants' comments
• Providing an opportunity to learn more about a topic or issue.

We divide the activity of conducting a focus group into ‘three main phases’:
Before The Focus Group:
1. Define the purpose, i.e. objectives of the focus group
This has to be clear and specific. The more defined the objective the easier the rest of
the process.
2. Establish a timeline
A focus group cannot be developed overnight. The planning has to start several
weeks ahead of the actual session; experts say 6 to 8 weeks realistically. Make sure
you have enough take time to identify the participants, develop and test the
questions, locate a site, invite and follow up with participants, and gather the
materials for the sessions.
3. Identify the participants
Determine how many participants you need and how many to invite.
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Develop a list of key attributes to seek in participants based on the purpose of the
focus group.
Using the list of attributes, brainstorm about possible participants.
Secure names and contact information, finalize the list, and send invitations.
Focus groups should consist of six to twelve participants. Fewer than six participants
tends to limit the conversation, because there is not enough diversity to spark energy
and creativity. A group larger than twelve gets to be unwieldy, and voices get lost.
However, you should invite more, allowing for no-shows.
4. Generate the questions
Because a focus group will last for little more than one or two hours, you will only
have time for four to seven questions. You may to include one or two introductory or
warm-up questions and then get to the more serious questions that get at the heart of
the purpose.
To be effective, focus group questions should be open-ended and move from the
general to the specific. E.g., after asking the question, “What do you like about the
user interface?” you might ask, “If you could build a new user interface from scratch,
what would you put in to make a better one?” or “What would make the user interface
more appealing to your peers?” or even more specific, “Do you have any suggestions
about what the personae (faces)—what they should look like or what they should do?”
Once you have a list of questions, look at your purpose statement again.
Keep questions that are really important and that qualify for your purpose.
Eliminate as many questions as possible.
Rewrite the questions with good editing.
Order the questions that will be comfortable for the participants, i.e. moving from
general to specific.
5. Develop a script
Generating questions is a prelude to developing a more detailed script for your focus
group.
Plan on a one - to two -hour time frame. A minimum of one hour is recommended
because the process requires some time for opening and closing remarks as well as
at least one or two questions. Be cautious not to exceed two hours.
There are three parts to a focus group script:
1. The opening is the time for the facilitator to welcome the group, introduce the
purpose and context of the focus group, explain what a focus group is and how it
will flow, and make the introductions.
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2. The question section is where you ask the questions that you designed and tested
in Step 4.
3. The closing section wraps up the focus group. This includes thanking the
participants, giving them an opportunity and avenue for further input, telling them
how the data will be used, and explaining when the larger process will be
completed.
6. Select a facilitator
A focus group facilitator should be able to deal tactfully with outspoken group
members, keep the discussion on track, and make sure every participant is heard.
The facilitator should be knowledgeable about the project. He or she can be a staff
member, volunteer, or member of a committee or task force.
Be wary of anything about the facilitator (or facilitators) that might make participants
uncomfortable. For example, you may not want the organization's executive director
to facilitate a staff focus group about a new performance appraisal system.
7. Choose the location
You Need a setting which can accommodate the participants and where they would
feel comfortable expressing their opinions.
When choosing a location, ask these questions:
• What message does the setting send? (Is it corporate, upscale, cozy, informal,
sterile, inviting?)
• Does the setting encourage conversation?
• How will the setting affect the information gathered? Will the setting bias the
information offered?
• Can it comfortably accommodate nine to fifteen people (six to twelve participants
plus facilitators), where all can view each other?
• Is it easily accessible? (Consider access for people with disabilities, safety,
transportation, parking, etc.)
Once decided, reserve the location if necessary.
Example: Put a link or part of the CIMEL focus group script conducted in Spring 02.

Conduct The Focus Group:
It’s time to actually conduct the session!
The materials you might need for the session are:
Notepads and pencils
Computer with presentation
Flip chart or easel paper
Focus group script
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List of participants
Markers
Masking tape
Name tags
Refreshments
Watch or clock
The facilitator should arrive before the participants, set out the refreshments, and
arrange the room so all participants can view one another -- U-shaped seating or all
at one table is best.
As participants arrive, the facilitator should set the tone for a comfortable, enjoyable
discussion by welcoming them just as would any gracious host.
Introduce yourself and the co-facilitator, if used.
Explain the means to record the session. Make sure you record the session!
Carry out the focus group as per the plan and script.
The facilitator should have some room for spontaneity, i.e., asking spontaneous
questions that arise from the discussion, probing deeper into a topic.
Attention to the following items will help ensure success:
1. Set the tone; participants should have fun and feel good about the session.
2. Make sure every participant is heard; draw out quieter group members.
3. Get full answers (not just "we need more money" but "we need more money to hire
a receptionist to answer phones").
4. Monitor time closely; don’t exceed time limits.
5. Keep the discussion on track; try to answer all or most of the questions.
6. Head off exchanges of opinion about individual items.

After the Focus Group:
Make any notes on your written notes, e.g., to clarify any scratching, ensure pages are
numbered, fill out any notes that don't make senses, etc.
Interpret and Report the Results:
There are three steps to creating a report on your focus group:
1. Summarize each meeting. The facilitator should review the session with another person
to capture fresh impressions.
Finally, transcribe notes that were taken soon after the session is over and write a summary
of the focus group.
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The quick turnaround time on the transcription helps avoid memory lapses. It's easiest for
the facilitator or recorder to remember what was meant by a particular acronym or shorthand
immediately following the session than it is a month later.
2. Analyze the summaries. Start by reading all the focus group summaries in one sitting.
Look for trends (comments that seem to appear repeatedly in the data) and surprises
(unexpected comments that are worth noting). Keep in mind that context and tone are just
as important as the reiteration of particular words. If a comment (or a number of comments)
seemed to be phrased negatively, elicited emotional responses, or triggered many other
comments, that would be worth noting in the analysis.
3. Write the report. The final report can take many different shapes, but it should include all
information about the background and purpose of the focus group, details of the sessions,
results, and conclusions. One focus group report developed for the CIMEL project is at
http://www.cse.lehigh.edu/~cimel/eval/Alpha/FocusGroupReports.doc.
You may also want to use web-based surveys as a way to gather information from users;
this has the advantage of providing information that is more quantifiable, but has the
disadvantage of generating less discussion. An example of a survey is available at
http://www.cse.lehigh.edu/~cimel/eval/beta/EvalBeta.htm and the results are dynamically
generated at http://www.cse.lehigh.edu/~cimel/eval/beta/ResultsByQuestion.htm. CIMEL
researchers can generate comparable surveys and results easily. The results of surveys
can be combined with a focus group report, or described separately.
Now this report now ready for ‘translation into action’. Note that the researchers might be
different from the people who organized the focus group, but they need to be aware of the
focus group report in order for implementation of major issues that have been brought to
attention by the group.
Example: Put a sample report link or part of it here.
Here are some suggestions for translating the results into action:
• Schedule a meeting to review the summaries and discuss their implications.
• Put the focus group information in context. Refer to your purpose statement and analyze
the answers or insights the focus groups gave you. Compare, contrast, and combine the
focus group information with information gathered from other sources such as surveys,
interviews, or secondary research sources.
• Highlight the main themes, issues, problems, or questions that arose in the focus groups.
Discuss and record how you will address these.
• If there is a lot of information, prioritize it. Then decide what actions need to be taken with
regard to the priority items.
Sources:
Judith Sharken Simon, How To Conduct A Focus Group
http://www.tgci.com/publications/99fall/conductfocusgp.html (primary)
Carter McNamara, Basics of Conducting Focus Groups
http://www.mapnp.org/library/evaluatn/focusgrp.htm#anchor911239
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The Small Schools Project, Conducting Focus Groups
http://www.smallschoolsproject.org/tools/files/focusgroups.PDF
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22. Online Polling as a Collaborative Tool
Jim Klaas and Jon Baggaley
Masters of Distance Education Program
Athabasca University – Canada’s Open University

Abstract
This report provides an introduction to online polling in its various forms (questionnaires, quizzes, surveys, assessment products, etc.), and
discusses its advantages and problems in online education.

What is Online Polling?
The advent of online technologies during the 1990s has led to the development of numerous new automated data collection techniques and preconfigured Web polls (Ostendorf, 1994). These tend to emulate hand-held keypad systems used for anonymous polling in political and advertising
research (Baggaley, 1997). Uses of the term “poll” differ widely. Mancinelle (2003) suggests that polls refer to a single question, while surveys are
more complex. An earlier report in the current series (click here for Technical Report XII) however, has recommended the use of the term “online
polling” in referring generally to “questionnaires, quizzing, survey and assessment products” (Baggaley, Kane, and Wade, 2002). The online
format typically associated with these activities, is one in which participants place closed-ended “votes” in response to fixed questions or
statements, and in which the votes are counted. The current use of “polling” as a generic term is thus consistent with the definition of “polling”
provided by The Oxford Dictionary (Sykes, 1976), as being associated with voting and mediated by the counting of ballots. For the purposes of the
current discussion, an online polling system may be further defined as an asynchronous or real-time process of information gathering, obtained
via responses to question(s) mediated by Web-based formats.

Advantages of Polling Tools
The current authors have identified over 100 online polling tools to date. Some products offer a reduced-capability, free version that permits
limited polling, with restrictions on the software’s features, and the number and length of the instrument generated. Typically, the software either
generates Hyper Text Markup Language (HTML) code for posting on websites, or the software developer hosts the poll and a Universal Resource
Locator (URL) is sent by email to prospective respondents, with an invitation to participate. Access codes and other programming tools can be
used to prevent unwanted or repeat responses. A variety of question templates (e.g., yes/ no, multiple choice, open answer, forced ranking, Likert
scale questions, and paired comparisons) are available, and “themed” templates (e.g., course evaluations and project planning tools). Polls may be
designed to require the completion of all items, and to accept only specific types of data such as numbers or letters. Polling tools vary in terms of
the ease of poll construction, extent of customised reporting, degree of feedback available to the respondents, personalized greetings, and branding
by the entity using the software (Bonk, 2003).
Email polls embedded in the body of the message have been found to produce a five-fold increase in response over those sent as attachments
(Moss and Hendry, 2002). According to Kehoe and Pitkow (1996), “implementation of HTML forms turned the Web into a two-way medium to
contact the audience directly.” Online polling is regarded as having advantages over the pencil-and-paper alternative, including savings of time and
money, and fewer data collection errors (Solomon, 2001). It has been described as yielding faster responses, permitting adaptive responses
whereby the questions can be changed according to the users’ input (Watt and Van Den Berg, 1995), and reducing fatigue by the use of easy clickresponse methods and colour graphics (Bonk, 2003). Handverk, Carson, and Blackwell, (2000) have suggested that Web respondents seem more
comfortable with providing comments than mail-in poll respondents, possibly owing to “an additional sense of confidentiality.” Carbonaro,
Bainbridge, and Wolodko (2002) describe advantages of online polling such as built-in security methods and user-friendly editing features (e.g.,
copy/ paste, data processing, storage and display). Hitherto, Web polling has been regarded as less suspect than telephone surveys in terms of
hidden sales motivation (Yun and Trumbo, 2000), although this may change (see next section). A cost-effectiveness benchmark favouring online
polling over more traditional methods has been provided by Dillon (2001).
Significantly for distance education (DE) users, online polling has been regarded as helping to build online communities (Kvitka, 1999). Baggaley,
Kane, and Wade (2002) have indicated that online polling can contribute to immediate satisfaction and camaraderie in synchronous discussion.
Email surveys have also been described as providing a space for reflective conversation and “an exchange of ideas in which the expression and
receipt of ideas leads to the construction of new understanding of their own experience among the participants” (Heflich and Rice, 1999). Baggaley
(1997) described real-time polling methods in general as yielding frank and confidential responses on sensitive or embarrassing issues such as
AIDS, and pointed out that the instant analysis and feedback of real-time polling results can provide timely feedback of individual and group
opinions that, in turn, can guide the forum moderator. On balance, it is evident that the World Wide Web has created “an international and
amorphous interaction of human agents through the digital transmission of information” (Witmer, Colman, and Katzman, 1999) and is ideal for the
sharing of opinions, ideas, and knowledge. Web-based polling can enhance this process and add “collaborative power” to learning (Bonk, 2002).

Disadvantages of Web Polling
At present, the programming ability required by some polling software packages is beyond the scope “of most educational researchers, including
those who specialize in technology,” and of browsers that do not fully support JavaScript (White, Carey, and Dailey, 2000). The use of complex
software features may decrease Web response because of the technical problems and frustrations they can cause for inexperienced users. Web
congestion can limit response rates (Solomon, 2001), as can slow Internet connections in the downloading of lengthy instruments and graphic files.
In addition, Carbonaro, Bainbridge, and Wolodko (2002) state that educational survey research conducted via the Web is still largely “devoid of
study.” Out of 24 newspapers running quick polls, only two used a disclaimer explaining that the poll was unscientific (Schultz, 1999). From the
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statistical viewpoint, however, skeptical writers suggest that “most of the self-selected, online polls are worthless” and do not usually meet
scientific standards (Rosenblatt, 1999). Online polls commonly involve sample/ coverage bias (Solomon, 2001), whereby the polling sample fails
to represent the target population due to the exclusion of individuals who cannot or do not choose to access the Internet. Bonk (2003) points to
similar design flaws in online polling implementation, including failure to give respondents clear instructions and accompanying URLs. However,
any method is as good or as poor as its users, and online polling methods are as susceptible to refinement as any data collection method. Sampling
bias, for example, can be reduced by the use of multimode survey techniques (Yun and Trumbo, 2000). Currently, writers differ on basic
methodological issues relating to online polling. While Frary (2003) does not recommend the use of open-ended responses, Yun and Trumbo
indicate that Web poll responses to well-designed open-ended questions can be more substantial and more self-disclosing than those elicited by
mail-in methods. Schultz (1999) suggests that: “If the audience is informed of these deficiencies, online polls could still be used as a means to
ignite and channel discussion.”
Usage patterns of online polling are shifting, however. Sax, Gilmartin, and Bryant (2003) have shown that recent online polls tend to have a lower
response rate than print polls among students. Moss and Hendry (2002) note that response rates for email surveys appear to be declining apace
with the growing increase in email traffic. They argue that “Internet savvy” users may have a shorter attention span than users of print polls, may
be subject to more online distraction, and may be aware that polling costs are passed on to users who pay for Internet access and download time.
Moss and Hendry also note that password access can reduce response rate. A major current issue for those interested in using online polling is thus
the development of “best practices” (see Technical Report XXIII in this series).
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you need to think of the status of your frame and your population, are
you using the most up to date census? Do you have an up to date list of
all the participants in your program? Its always better before you start
your research to think about how accurate is the sample list that I have?
Is it the most up to date? Because as you start calling down your list or
scheduling interviews and you find people are no longer in the program,
no longer at that address or have a new phone number, it will be very
difficult and time consuming and use extra resources to finish your
research. So always take the time up front to think about do I have the
most up to date frame for my research questions.

Questionnaire survey – How frequently one attends religious services –
1) weekly; 2) twice weekly; 3) monthly; 4) rarely; 5) never

When crafting questionnaire design:
•
•
•

•

Limited number of questions
Only group, not individual opinions
Schedule for no longer than 30-60 minutes
Heavily influenced by the facilitator

•

•

•
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your research to think about how accurate is the sample list that I have?
Is it the most up to date? Because as you start calling down your list or
scheduling interviews and you find people are no longer in the program,
no longer at that address or have a new phone number, it will be very
difficult and time consuming and use extra resources to finish your
research. So always take the time up front to think about do I have the
most up to date frame for my research questions.

This helps you to understand when you want to advocate for something
what kind of issues would they be. Generally when we are trying to
advocate for something, its not about ourselves, as leaders its about
advocating for others. These issues are usually smaller issues that
connect to something larger. We are not talking about taking on world
hunger and advocating for it, we are taking about issues that affect your
community, your country that you can address that then have ripple
effects to a larger cause.

o

o




What are the big-picture goals of your research?
1. Don’t loose sight of this. It is easy to get caught up in a stream that
is handed from one analyst to another. Step back and take a look at
the big picture – if you aren’t sure what it is then maybe it is time to
ask or a good opportunity to redesign the research.
2. From your research, are there actionable items that come as a
result? If so
1. What have they been in the past?
2. Is it important to continue being able to take actions like these
in the future?

This is a little bit about my background.

For applied survey research I recommend developing the following 6
skills, these skills will help be a well rounded researcher.
1.
Data visualizing, it’s very important, its turning your numbers into
something that people can understand, sometimes that’s the use
of infographics, it also includes the use of pie charts, something
that’s easily digestible by your audience.
2.
I recommend you build your multivariate analysis skill, this can
be as simple as understanding what descriptive analysis is,
frequencies, cross tabs and as complex as doing regression
analysis or multivariate analysis.
3.
Modeling techniques, often times when we start our research
design we don’t think about what sort of model we want to build.
We cant talk to the entire population so we often look to only a
sub set of that group, because of that we are creating a model of
the universe in which we wish we had unlimited resources to
research.
4.
Geospatial data modeling, this includes using apps, satellite
imagery , GPS coordinates and other geographic markers to help

5.
6.

look at trends over a country
Survey testing, which we will get into today, we will talk about
developing in-depth interview design, focus group design and more.
Primary research, the fundamentals of what I like to call social science
research but is actually science in general.

In general, lets talk about survey methods, we want to think about the
completeness of our model in our research design, because we can’t
interview or collect data from the entire population, we are required to
focus on a target population. We need to think about how complete our
sample frame is. For example, if we want to interview women in
Afghanistan we shouldn't just interview women in Kabul, we should
think about different educational variables, income variables, are they
from urban or rural areas? Their occupation. we should have a
representative sample of our target population.
The more granularity (lower administrative or census enumeration
areas) with appropriate measures of size (ex: population) the better,
allowing for design traits that can possibly help reduce variance and
bias.

Accuracy, we should never overestimate the reach of our results. If our
data is from a sub set of the population, we should be accurate when
describing our results. For example, our results from urban women in
Washington DC who are married or women from a specific group like
CWFL. There are alternatives, if for some reason, you would like to use
a subset of the data and extrapolate to the larger group, there are
techniques known as weighing the data that you can use so that you
can give each unit of analysis more impact.
Furthermore, should an area frame be used, it must translate to a
tangible methodology in practice. For example, if the borders of a
Census enumeration area (EA) not be clearly defined then another
administrative boundary will be considered as a primary sampling unit.

Finally, you need to think of the status of your frame and your
population, are you using the most up to date census? Do you have an
up to date list of all the participants in your program? Its always better
before you start your research to think about how accurate is the
sample list that I have? Is it the most up to date? Because as you start
calling down your list or scheduling interviews and you find people are
no longer in the program, no longer at that address or have a new
phone number, it will be very difficult and time consuming and use extra
resources to finish your research. So always take the time up front to
think about do I have the most up to date frame for my research
questions

.

There are 2 types of research, and lots of ways to collect it. There is
qualitative research and quantitative research. Qualitative research is
like a discussion, we have one-on-one face-to-face discussion or have
moderator facilitate a focus group of anywhere between 4-8
participants. My experience, I find that more than 8 participants per
focus group is too much. 11 min

The goal is to

When crafting questionnaire design:
•
•
•

•

Order matters

•
•
•

•
•

Break it down if it
is too difficult to capture the whole picture in one question.

•

Saliency increases with:
Usualness
Economic or social costs and benefits
Continuing consequences
Remember that all of these factors will be culture-specific!

The effect of a respondent remembering that an event occurred but
forgetting the exact date

There are several strategies you can use to overcome the impact of
telescoping.
Landmark events: People remember events more easily than arbitrary
time frames

•

•
•

•
•

Any survey question dealing with a sensitive or potentially threatening
topic, where special measures should be taken to increase respondent
ease and encourage truthful responses.

•
•
•

The tendency to answer questions in a way that will be viewed
favorably by others.
• over-reporting 'good' behavior
• under-reporting 'bad' behavior

•
•

•
•

It’s impossible to remember all of the possible cultural factors that may
have an impact on your survey questions. In order to help isolate issues
in your questions, can use Tourangeau’s cognitive process to break
down your questions.

• Developed by Roger Tourangeau
• These are the four cognitive steps
respondents have to go through
when answering a survey question
• Comprehension: understanding
the content of the question and

inferring the point of the question
• Retrieval: the process of recalling
information relevant to answering the
question from long-term memory
• Judgment: synthesizing the recalled
information into an initial response;
may also include filling in the gaps in
what was recalled
• Reporting: process of selecting and
communicating an answer. Primarily
includes mapping the initial internal
response onto the response
categories offered by the survey. May
also include determinations by the
respondent about whether he will
respond truthfully.
• Applying these steps to a survey
question you are writing can help you
break down the components of the

question and help you isolate problems.
• Each of these steps feeds back on the
previous steps, so if there is a problem in
any one step, it can compound issues
down the chain
• Some scholars add a step before
comprehension: encoding, which is the
process of forming memories from
experiences.
• This step is important because if you
are asking about items that were
never encoded as memories,
respondents can’t access that
information.
• Also, if the memory was encoded in a
way that is not factually true, you will
also not get true results, but only the
respondent’s perception of what
happened

•
•
•

•

1. Pros of Sampling:
a. Quick
b. Inexpensive
c. Efficient
d. Accurate
e. Flexible
2. According to sampling theory we can get valid results from studying
only a fraction (a sample) of our clients, provided:
a. the sample is REPRESENTATIVE of the qualities of our client
POPULATION
b. of sufficient SIZE to satisfy the assumptions of the statistical
techniques used in our analysis
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Foreign element bias- elements in the frame are not member of the
target population
Missing element bias- the sampling frame is missing members of the
target population

Duplicate entry- elements are listed multiple time sin the frame
Grouping bias- elements are grouped together in the frame in a
systematic way
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What are the big-picture goals of your research?
1. Don’t loose sight of this. It is easy to get caught up in a stream that
is handed from one analyst to another. Step back and take a look at
the big picture – if you aren’t sure what it is then maybe it is time to
ask or a good opportunity to redesign the research.
2. From your research, are there actionable items that come as a
result? If so
1. What have they been in the past?
2. Is it important to continue being able to take actions like these
in the future?

1. What do you want your analysis to say?
2. What type of analyses do you need for this?
3. Does the sample size you have budgeted large enough for these
analysis techniques?
4. Does the sample design and methodology in general suit the
purposes of the analysis?

Practical meets theoretical

Anyone can publish on the internet; there is no quality control (for
example, Wikipedia can be helpful as background reading and for links
to other sources, but is not itself an acceptable source for formal
academic citation). Consider carefully the reliability of the source when
you cite the internet and be sure to give full internet citations. The best
secondary sources are sites in which there is some accountability for
fact checking, editing, etc.
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Section One: Theory Development

1. Introduction

A

theory of change can be a helpful tool
for developing solutions to complex
social problems. At its most basic,
a theory of change explains how a group of
early and intermediate accomplishments sets
the stage for producing long-range results. A
more complete theory of change articulates the
assumptions about the process through which
change will occur, and speciﬁes the ways in
which all of the required early and intermediate
outcomes related to achieving the desired
long-term change will be brought about and
documented as they occur.
To best realize the value of creating a theory
of change as part of planning and evaluating
social interventions, the Aspen Institute
Roundtable on Community Change (Roundtable)
developed an approach to help community
builders create the most robust theories of
change possible.1
The Community Builder’s Approach to Theory
of Change: A Practical Guide to Theory
Development is for planners and evaluators
who are going to facilitate a process for
creating a theory of change with communitybased programs and community change
initiatives. It was designed as a “refresher
course” for planners, evaluators, and others
who have attended one of the Roundtable’s
Theory of Change Workshops,2 but we fully
expect experienced facilitators will be able
to quickly learn and apply the method as

OVERVIEW OF THIS GUIDE
We’ve organized this guide into two sections.
Section One answers the question “What
is a theory of change?” It provides all the
information needed to facilitate a theory of
change process with a community group. This
section
• reviews the major concepts that deﬁne
theories of change;
• provides important background information
for facilitators before they enter a planning
session; and
• offers practical guidance for facilitating
planning sessions.
Section Two is a resource toolbox for the theory
of change facilitator. It includes
• a case study to show a portion of a ﬁnished
theory of change;
• a list of materials to bring to a planning
session;
• a participants list that suggests the ideal
composition of a theory of change building
team for a community-based program or
initiative;
• a glossary that could be distributed at the
training sessions; and
• a description of PowerPoint presentations
that you can download from our web site,
www.theoryofchange.org.

described in this guide. Please visit our web
site, www.theoryofchange.org, for updated
information and additional examples.
1. This work greatly beneﬁted from the ongoing collaboration with Heléne Clark and her colleagues at ActKnowledge.
For more information about ActKnowledge, visit www.actknowledge.org.
2. For information on scheduling a workshop, please contact Andrea Anderson at andreaa@aspenroundtable.org or Heléne Clark at
hclark@actknowledge.org.
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2. What Is the Community Builder’s
Approach to Theory of Change?

T

he Community Builder’s Approach to
Theory of Change is a method that
a community group can use to think
critically about what is required to bring about
a desired social change. It is a process
designed to depict how a complex change
initiative will unfold over time. It creates an
illustration of all the various moving parts
that must operate in concert to bring about a
desired outcome.
Our approach to theory of change requires
stakeholders to be precise about the type
of changes they want to achieve. This
often requires participants to adhere to a
level of conceptual clarity that they are not
accustomed to, which is why we think it is
necessary to have a skilled facilitator at the
helm, managing the process.
We ask theory of change participants to
predict exactly who or what is going to change,
over what period of time, and by how much,
at every single step in an often complex
process. We ask them to specify how and why
they expect change to happen in a particular
way. We also ask how they are going to bring
their resources to bear on creating early and
intermediate changes that add up to their
ultimate goal. Simple questions, in theory
(pardon the pun!), but difﬁcult to answer in
practice.

this work, we have coined a few terms that
may be unfamiliar, and we use familiar terms
in new ways. Terms like pathway of change,
precondition, indicator, outcome, intervention,
and assumptions are commonly used in our
ﬁeld, but to us they have speciﬁc meanings:
PATHWAY OF CHANGE
For us, a pathway of change is a map that
illustrates the relationship between actions
and outcomes and also shows how outcomes
are related to each other over the lifespan of
the initiative. (See Figure 1.) It is the most
easily recognized component in a theory of
change because there are many planning
approaches that employ boxes and arrows
to depict program elements. Throughout this
guide, we use the terms pathway of change
and map interchangeably.

WHAT ABOUT PROJECTS
WITH MULTIPLE GOALS?
Throughout this guide, we refer to
the long-term goal or outcome, but
in reality most community initiatives
are working toward an interrelated
set of long-term goals, each of which
would need to be mapped in the way

A theory of change is essentially an
explanation of how a group of stakeholders
expects to reach a commonly understood
long-term goal. In creating a process for doing

we describe.
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We draw a pathway of change in a way that may
seem peculiar at ﬁrst because it looks like an
organizational chart. (Believe it or not, this is
an artifact of our early attempts to draw these
in Microsoft Word.) The long-term goal of the
initiative appears at the top of the map, and the

outcomes that must be produced in order to get
there are arranged in order on the subsequent
layers of the map. We then read this map from
the bottom to the top, suggesting that the
earliest outcomes (at the bottom) are needed to
get to the next level, and outcomes at the middle

FINAL PRODUC T OF PATHWAY MAPPING

LONG-TERM
OUTCOME

Intermediate Outcomes
or Preconditions

Hopefully the map

Preconditions

doesn’t get much more

Preconditions

complex than this!

Figure 1
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level are needed to get to the top. (It might help
to think of it in terms of an organizational chart:
it’s like starting off in a company mailroom,
moving up to sales, then management, and then
to the CEO’s ofﬁce.)
OUTCOME AND PRECONDITION
We use speciﬁc language to describe the
outcomes on the map. For us, everything in
the pathway of change is a precondition to
the long-term goal. That is, the outcomes on
the path are all required to reach the goal—
without each of them in place, we assume
the goal cannot be attained. This logic helps
us weed out extra outcomes that may be nice
but unnecessary to achieve the goal we have
in mind. An effective pathway of change
reﬂects only the outcomes, or preconditions,
that are at once necessary and, when taken
together as a set, sufﬁcient to reach the
long-term goal.
Arranging outcomes on the map as the ﬁrst
step in the theory building process has a
few advantages over other brainstorming or
planning approaches, which often focus on
“actions” or programs at the outset. First, we
see the big picture quickly. Without having to
read through a thick description of a complex
plan, we can see how a group expects their
early achievements to start a process that
eventually leads to the desired long-term
results. Second, it allows the group to think
about what must change or be produced
before thinking about how to actually do it.
This is a new way of thinking for most people.
When we facilitate theory of change groups,
we like to tell people to imagine that they have
unlimited power and resources when they
draw the pathway of change so that they focus
on getting all of the necessary and sufﬁcient
preconditions on the map before turning to the

task of ﬁguring out exactly how to make these
preconditions a reality.
INDICATOR
Indicators tell the story of how success will
be recognized at each step in the pathway
of change. While this term is so often used
in planning and evaluation efforts that most
people assume that we’re all talking about the
same thing, we use the term in a very speciﬁc
manner when we talk about indicators as
part of a theory of change. First, we deﬁne an
indicator for each outcome (or precondition) on
the pathway of change (see Figure 1), not just
for the long-term goal. Second, the indicator
must be deﬁned in a way that includes a
lot of detail. We call this operationalizing
the indicator because we take an abstract
concept and make it “operational” so that a
research plan for gathering useful data can
be designed around it. For us, the best way to
operationalize each indicator is to ask a few
questions:
• Who or what is the target population of
change?
• How much change has to occur on
this indicator for us to claim to have
successfully reached the outcome?
• How long will it take to bring about the
necessary change in this indicator in the
target population?
Answering each of these questions for each
of the indicators that will track progress on
outcomes is quite a task, but one that is
absolutely essential for making sure that the
theory of change truly makes sense in the end.
INTERVENTION
While the pathway of change is the centerpiece
of a theory of change, and often the most
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recognized component, a complete theory
of change must also describe the types
of interventions that would be required to
bring about each of the preconditions on the
pathway of change. An intervention might be
as simple as a single activity or as complex
as an entire program. Instead of planning

an omnibus strategy, participants in the
theory of change process must match each
outcome in the pathway of change to a speciﬁc
intervention, revealing the often complex web
of activity that is required to bring about the
desired long-term community change. (See
Figure 2.)

ELEMENTS IN A PATHWAY OF CHANGE

Indicators

LONG-TERM
OUTCOME

Indicators
Preconditions

Indicators

Preconditions

Indicators
Preconditions

Indicators

Intervention

Indicators
Preconditions

Preconditions

Intervention

Intervention

Figure 2
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ASSUMPTIONS
Finally, a theory of change would not be
complete without an articulation of the
assumptions that stakeholders use to explain
the change process they have envisioned.
Assumptions explain both the connections
between the preconditions for long-term
change that occur in the early and intermediate
stages of the change process, and the
expectations about how and why proposed
interventions will bring them about.
While assumptions are often the set of
beliefs that guide a group (and often remain
unstated until the theory of change process
comes to town!), they may also be supported
by research, or “best practices,” which can
strengthen the case to be made about the
plausibility of theory and the likelihood that
stated goals will be accomplished.

Probing these questions in a group setting
revealed that members held a variety of
different assumptions about these important
how and why issues. It was an important
turning point for their work when they began to
develop a consensus on the assumptions that
they agreed reﬂected the “group think” about
resident control and empowerment.

A REVIEW:
THE CORE ELEMENTS OF A
THEORY OF CHANGE
1. A pathway of change that illustrates
the relationship between a variety of
outcomes that are each thought of
as preconditions of the longterm goal.

Assumptions answer some of the probing
questions that come up when a theory of
change is being critiqued. For example, one
group we worked with developed a theory
largely based on the principles of resident
control and empowerment. As they reviewed
their theory, we pushed them to answer two
simple—yet extremely important—questions
they hadn’t thought about clearly. We asked,
“Why is it important to build resident control of
the housing investment decisions made by the
local community development corporation?”
and “How are we going to build resident control
of the housing decisions that are made by the
local community development corporation?”

2. Indicators that are deﬁned to be
speciﬁc enough to measure success.
3. Interventions that are used to bring
about each of the preconditions on
the pathway, and at each step of the
pathway.
4. Assumptions that explain why the
whole theory makes sense!
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The Bottom Line: Why Should I Care About Creating a Theory of Change?
People often ask how having a theory of change
will help them plan a new initiative, or how they
can use it as a part of their ongoing strategic

planning processes. We have many answers to
this question.

A T H E O RY OF CHANGE HELPS AVOID IMPLEMENTING A MISTAKE

How long will it
take to reach my
long-term goal?

Are these really
the only required
outcomes to reach
the long-term goal?

Do we have the
resources we need
to implement this
intervention?

Indicators

LO NG -TER M
OU TCO M E

Indicators

Preconditions

Indicators

Is the planned
intervention
enough to achieve
the goal?

Preconditions

Indicators
Preconditions

Are there
conditions outside
our control that will
impact our ability
to produce these
preconditions?

Indicators

Intervention

Indicators
Preconditions

Preconditions

Intervention

Intervention

Can we get real
community-level
change toward this
outcome?

Figure 3
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First, creating a theory of change raises new
questions for stakeholders to consider while
developing a strategic plan or evaluation.
Figure 3 offers some examples of the type of
questions that may be raised as the group
works through the process. Creating a theory
of change allows stakeholders to challenge the
underlying logic of the connections between
preconditions and planned interventions while
everything is still on the drawing board.
Second, the process of creating and critiquing
a theory of change forces stakeholders to
be explicit about how resources will be used
to bring about the preconditions of the longterm goal they are after. It also helps a group
develop a realistic picture of the complexity
of the change process required to produce
their desired long-term results. In this respect,
a theory of change can be thought of as an
“expectation management tool” because it
will clearly illustrate how much work must be
done to reach a goal versus how much can
realistically be done given the resources and
time available.
Theories of change also help a group
build consensus on how success will be
documented. A great deal of hard thinking is
required to clearly deﬁne a long-term goal and
every precondition on the pathway of change.

This work provides natural opportunities for
reﬂection on important questions like “What do
we really mean?” Such reﬂection can help to
rid the plan of any fuzzy or vague language that
might have otherwise slipped under the radar
without this level of scrutiny.
Finally, creating a theory of change helps
program stakeholders develop a shared
understanding of what they are trying to
accomplish, by making everything clear to
everyone involved. In other words, after
participating in the theory building process,
all of the stakeholders should be on the same
page about what they are trying to accomplish,
the early and intermediate outcomes that must
be reached to be successful, how all of the
outcomes will be measured, and what actions
they are going to have to take to bring all of this
change about. They should also be clear about
their assumptions—honestly acknowledging
where there are gaps in their knowledge and
where they are taking leaps of faith in their
planning. In an era when organizations are being
held accountable for results by funders and
constituents, it is critical that the plans for an
initiative are sound and that the results to be
achieved are deﬁned clearly beforehand so that
everyone will know success when they see it.
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3. Before the Meeting:
A Step-by-Step Guide for Facilitators

F

acilitating a theory of change process is
difﬁcult, but immensely rewarding work.
This section will give you our “insider’s
view” of what you will need to do to prepare
for planning sessions. It is designed to help
you become comfortable with the ﬁve main
tasks involved in creating and reﬁning a theory
of change:

Task 1: Identify the Long-Term Outcome
Task 2: Develop a Pathway of Change
Task 3: Operationalize Outcomes
Task 4: Deﬁne Interventions
Task 5: Articulate Assumptions

Task 1: Identify the Long-Term Outcome
The very ﬁrst task of the process is often
the easiest to take for granted. It may seem
obvious that everyone in the planning group
understands that they are working toward the
same long-term outcome but you (and the
participants!) will soon see that this is not
always the case.
Even within an established program or initiative,
folks often hold different ideas about the
ultimate purposes of their work. Therefore, it is
important to make sure that all participants are
on the same page by starting with a session
devoted to crafting a clear deﬁnition of the longterm outcome they hope to achieve through
their program activities.
It is very important for a group to be as
speciﬁc as possible in the deﬁnition of their
long-term outcome. Often, participants offer
what we call “mega-outcomes,” which are big,
complex long-term goals, such as “improved
family functioning” or “integrated services for
youth.” Outcomes like these sound good in
conversation, and they may work in strategic
plans or proposals, but they are too vague to

serve as a foundation for a theory of change.
Here are several reasons why such outcomes
need to be “unpacked” into speciﬁcally deﬁned
components before starting to create a theory
of change:
• Vague outcome statements lead to fuzzy
thinking about what needs to be done to
reach them.
• Vague outcome statements sabotage the
ability to build a consensus about what is
important in terms of programming and
allocating funds.
• Vague outcome statements make it difﬁcult
to ﬁgure out how to develop a measurement
strategy to tell when and if they have been
achieved.
The fact that outcomes are often worded with
fuzzy or vague language is more than just a
semantic problem. Most social change agents
actually work to bring about a complex set of
changes that are easier to discuss with terms
that are multidimensional, but the lack of clarity
that arises when multidimensional concepts
remain unpacked makes it harder to build a
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case for getting the job done and for proving
that it was done well. The Community Builder’s
Approach to Theory of Change requires a
level of speciﬁcity that most social planners
are unaccustomed to, but eager to embrace
because it will help them document their
success.

It’s important for facilitators to enter the ﬁrst
step of the theory of change process with the
understanding that most social interventions
have goals with many components. So they
should be ready to show participants how their
thinking about how to reach goals will be greatly
improved by unpacking large goals into smaller
components.

Task 2: Develop a Pathway of Change
This is the most time-intensive step of the
Community Builder’s Approach to Theory of
Change, and the centerpiece of the theory
development work. The goal of this task is
to identify and sort all of the preconditions
related to the ultimate outcome of interest into
a pathway of change that moves linearly and
chronologically toward the long-term goal.
Several things are important to stress to
participants during this step.
First, the pathway of change map depicts the
relationship among nouns—only outcomes
(results, accomplishments, states, changes,
etc.) are shown in the boxes at this point. All
of the “stuff” that must exist in order for the
long-term outcome to exist is linked together
on this map. This is often terribly confusing
to participants, and it will be important to
refer to examples to get them to understand
that the goal here is to depict the complete
set of necessary and sufﬁcient preconditions
(requirements, ingredients, building blocks, etc.)
that must exist prior to the existence of the
long-term goal. Often, participants are inclined
to focus on what they must do or what must be
done to others in the process of creating the
change. We can avoid this trap by reminding
participants that verbs are not allowed on the
pathway of change just yet!
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Another thing to keep in mind (and to
communicate to participants) is that the
pathway of change is an important feature of
the theory of change, but it is not the whole
thing. The pathway map alone cannot tell the
whole story of a program theory, but we use
it as a skeleton on which successive waves
of detail can be added to create a compelling
theory of change. It will be important to stress
this so that they do not think—even for a
minute—that the map is all there is. There
is much, much more detail to add in order to
tell the full story, and without being reminded
of that (a few times), participants may ﬁnd it
difﬁcult to focus on outcomes at this stage of
the process.
The ﬁnal point to drive home is that the
process used to create the map is “backwards
mapping.” This means that the group should
imagine that they are starting at the end of the
initiative and walking backwards in their minds
to the beginning by asking themselves over
and over “What are the preconditions for the
outcomes at this step?” This may be a hard
concept to fully grasp at ﬁrst, so the facilitator
should tell the group to be open-minded about
the process and willing to critique their early
product until they get it right.
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Task 3: Operationalize Outcomes
Once the pathway of change has been
drafted, the group will turn to the task of
operationalizing each of the outcomes in the
pathway. (We use the term drafted deliberately
because stakeholders may ﬁnd that they
need to improve, modify, or edit it as they
move through the theory of change process.)
Participants need to tackle this sometimes
daunting task now so that they know exactly
what targets they are shooting for as they plan
interventions in the next step. Operationalizing
outcomes at every step of the pathway of
change will also help bring some important
assumptions about the change process to the
surface. (Assumptions will be more directly dealt
with in Task 5.)
So what do we mean by operationalizing
outcomes? By operationalize, we mean that for
each precondition in the pathway of change,
participants will need to answer the basic
question “What evidence will we use to show
that this has been achieved?” The answer to
this question becomes the indicator that will be
used to track progress and document success.
Remember, the indicator is the concept or idea
that will be used to determine success—how it
is actually measured is another thing entirely. It
is very important for folks to clearly think about
the best indicator ﬁrst (assuming whatever
information they want to use as an indicator
can be gathered) and then turn to the task of
ﬁguring out how to measure it (or work with an
evaluator to help think this through).
Often at this stage, folks will limit their thinking
by bringing up only ideas related to the data
they have access to, and consequently limit
the power of this step in the theory building
process by mismatching outcomes to

indicators. For example, we have seen folks
claim that test scores are a good indicator of
youth advancement in a program, not because
the program was designed to improve test
scores but because these were the only data
they had access to. The facilitator should be
strict here and not allow the team to force-ﬁt
indicators by limiting their imagination here to
the data they know they already have. Instead,
encourage creative thinking about the best way
to document success on each precondition,
whether or not the group thinks the best
indicator can actually be measured. Let the
researchers worry about that!
This process is also iterative: the
operationalization of outcomes (which are all
preconditions, too) happens one at a time
until each has been considered. For each
precondition, the group will need to answer a
number of questions:
• What INDICATOR will we use to measure
success on this precondition?
• Who or what do we expect to change?
(Parents? Children in the community?
Teachers? Schools?) This group is the
TARGET POPULATION to be tracked with
this indicator.
• What is the current status of our target
population on this indicator? This is the
BASELINE that will be used to measure
successful change.
• How much does our target population have
to change in order for us to feel that we
have successfully reached this indicator?
(Will a small change on the indicator be
good enough?) This is the THRESHOLD
that we need to cross in order to proclaim
success on this outcome.
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• How long will it take the target population
to reach our threshold of change on the
indicator? This is the T I M E L I N E that will
determine when to look for success by
collecting data on the indicator. This is a
very important task because long timelines
on early or intermediate outcomes will have
implications for how soon the long-term
outcome can be reached.
Identifying indicators and making them fully
operational is often the most difﬁcult task
in the theory of change process. Often, the
difference between an indicator and a measure
of that indicator confuses participants. For
example, participants may suggest that a
particular survey instrument is the indicator
and may not understand that indicators are
concepts and surveys are just one way to
measure a given concept. Be prepared to
tackle this issue.
Another common challenge is ﬁnding a way
to operationally deﬁne a precondition with
concepts that reﬂect the right point in time in
the chain of events reﬂected by the pathway of
change. The purpose of ﬁnding an indicator is
to answer the question “How will we know we
have created precondition X?” or “How will we
document successfully reaching precondition
X?” What often happens is that participants
will blend their ideas of what a particular
precondition looks like with concepts that are
actually precursors or requirements of achieving

the precondition. Here, an example will help
explain the distinction you will have to coach
the group to make.
Let’s assume that the group working on school
readiness has identiﬁed “All children are
healthy at age ﬁve” as a precondition to school
readiness in their pathway of change. We have
seen folks mistakenly point to concepts like
“Children have adequate nutrition” or “Children
get all immunizations” as indicators of the child
health precondition. In situations like this, it is
important to remind the group that a plausible
chain of events leading up to “Children are
healthy” would include immunizations and
good nutrition as preconditions, meaning that
these two achievements would have to occur
before children can be healthy. Since this is
true, these two concepts would not make good
indicators of the “All children are healthy at
age ﬁve” concept. A better indicator of child
health might be the percentage of kids who
have a healthy height/weight ratio; the average
number of days out of school due to illness; or
the prevalence of asthma or other preventable
childhood illnesses in the group.
Making sure that participants understand the
need to choose indicators that match the point
in time that the precondition will occur can
be confusing, and will require a very handson approach by the facilitator to avoid making
mistakes when deﬁning appropriate indicators
for the preconditions in the pathway of change.

Task 4: Define Interventions
Once the pathway of change has been created
and each of the preconditions in the pathway
has been operationalized, participants are
ready to think about the program activities,
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policies, and/or other actions that would
be required to bring about the outcomes on
the map. This is not the time to get into a
detailed discussion about the nitty-gritty of
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implementation. Instead, use this time to think
generally about what strategies are needed to
reach the long-term goal.
One of the important tasks is to distinguish
between the outcomes that the group can do
something about, and those that are beyond
the reach of the initiative. Thus, the ﬁrst step
may involve a bit of expectation management
as the group determines which subset of the
outcomes on the map it is actually going to
develop strategies around.
Participants should be encouraged to think
about how each of the outcomes that they

feel they can inﬂuence in the pathway will be
brought about. It’s important to discourage
the natural tendency to think that a single
“mega-program” at the early stage of the
pathway will cause all of the preconditions
along the pathway to occur. Participants should
also be advised that sometimes there will be
preconditions on the map that are the result of
what we call a “domino effect,” meaning that
achieving the ﬁrst thing will lead to the second
without any additional intervention. In most
cases, however, a particular activity, policy, or
program will be required to bring about each of
the preconditions on the map.

Task 5: Articulate Assumptions
As a group plots out their understanding of
a particular change process, it will be based
on the group’s shared assumptions—in other
words, what group members take for granted.
Two main types of assumptions underlie a theory
of change:
• Assumptions about why each precondition
is necessary to achieve the result in the
pathway of change and why the set of
preconditions are sufﬁcient to bring about
the long-term outcome.
• Assumptions that come from social science
theory that connects program activities to
speciﬁc outcomes for speciﬁc populations or
communities. This may include ﬁndings from
“best practice” research as well as evidence
from academic (or basic) research.
Both types of assumptions have been silent
partners in the theory development process
up to this point: they haven’t been voiced, but
have been present in the minds of participants
as they created the pathway of change,
operationalized outcomes, and thought about

interventions. It’s important now to encourage
participants to articulate these assumptions to
their peers and to put them on the table to be
examined, critiqued, and agreed on by the group
as “givens” they can live with.
In addition, a third type of assumptions about
the context/environment in which the theory
of change is situated is important to consider
at this point. For example, folks developing
a theory of change to explain how a jobtraining program will produce full employment
in the neighborhood may hold a number of
assumptions about the local economy, race
relations between potential employers and
potential employees, and transportation
access. Any one of these assumptions could
prove inaccurate when compared to reality.
When a theory of change is built around the
wrong assumptions about the local context or
environment, even the most elaborate pathway
of change can fall apart once they are brought
to light (not to mention that an implementation
plan based on faulty assumptions is not likely
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to bring about the desired goal). Therefore, it is
important to get a group to think critically about
what they are holding to be true about their
operating environment as well as the other links
in the theory of change before they can sign off
on their theory.
Even though we think of articulating
assumptions as a discreet step in the theory
development process, assumptions may
surface throughout this process as participants
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think out loud. It may be important to discuss
with the group the need to keep critical
assumptions in mind (or to write them down as
they come up in conversation), since this step
is about checking the assumptions embedded
in the theory that has been developed thus far.
It may make sense to keep a running list of
assumptions on a sheet of poster paper so that
when the group gets to this step in the process
it can be used as a jumping-off point.
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4. In the Meeting:
Practical Information for Facilitators

N

ow that you have a solid understanding
of the concepts that underlie the
theory of change process, we’d like to
share some practical information and advice

about how you may guide theory builders
through the process in group planning sessions.
You may wish to bring this section with you to
refer to during meetings.

Session 1: Identify the Long-Term Outcomes
The goal of this session is to clearly deﬁne
the long-term goal of the theory of change.
The session will feel like brainstorming to the
participants and should be conducted with a
democratic and inclusive tone so that everyone
participates.
Schedule this ﬁrst session for at least an hour.
Attendees should include key stakeholders
in the initiative, with the ideal group being no
larger than ten. The meeting room should be
equipped for a brainstorming session—for
instance, a table that people sit around works
better than a lecture format. Plaster the room
with white poster paper and make sure you
have an ample supply of post-it notes and
markers for everyone in attendance.
Many groups ﬁnd the following process helpful
for this session:
• Brainstorming
• Sharing
• Reﬁning
• Voting on the long-term goal (or goals)
• Operationalizing

BRAINSTORMING
We have found that the easiest way to reach a
consensus on the various dimensions captured
by a long-term goal is to allow the group to
brainstorm about it for twenty minutes and then
begin the process of constructing the deﬁnition
of the long-term goal from the results of the
brainstorming.
Here are some questions you can pose to get
folks thinking about long-term outcomes:
• What are the ultimate goals of this program
or initiative?
• How will you deﬁne success in this program?
• What are your funders or program
participants expecting to get from their
investment in the program?
• Given what you know today, what will be
different in your community in the long
term as a result of successfully reaching
your goal?
Note: It will be helpful to deﬁne long term as
a group. The time frame covered by the theory
of change can be as long or as short as you
wish; what’s important is that everyone is on the
same page about whether long term means ﬁve,
ten, twenty, or more years.
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Instruct each member of the planning team to
write out their ideas about the long-term goals
that will be the focus of the theory of change,
using post-it notes and sheets of white poster
paper. Participants should write one deﬁnition
per post-it note, so they can be sorted at the
end. When everyone has ﬁnished, have folks
stick their notes on the poster paper at the
front of the room.
SHARING
The facilitator may choose to invite participants
to come to the front of the room to read each
of the notes for a few minutes or, alternately,
read each note to the group. Often, the major
ideas come up over and over again, with
slightly different wording, and a few outliers
emerge. Now is the time to sort these ideas
into general categories. The major ideas that
come up over and over should be discussed,
and the group should be allowed to vote on the
wording that best sums up the concept.
REFINING
During the brainstorming process, a number
of way-out ideas will emerge, and it is the
facilitator’s job to ﬁgure out what to do with
them. The ideas can fall into a number of
categories, and you will have to work with the
group to ﬁgure out where to assign them.
Sometimes a new idea comes up that can be
thought of as an additional dimension of the
long-term outcome. In this case, most in the
group will agree that this is a different twist
on the long-term goal that hadn’t been
ofﬁcially incorporated into their thinking
before, and that this is a valuable new insight
that should be incorporated into the work
that is being done.
Sometimes one of the new ideas is actually
something that would have to occur in order
18

to reach the long-term goal. Often a policy
change, programmatic offering, or some other
precondition of the long-term goal will be
brought up during this type of brainstorming
session. When this happens, ask the group
whether they agree that the new idea reﬂects
something that would have to occur before the
long-term goal could be brought about, and
move these items on to a “parking lot” that
you can return to when you start the backward
mapping in Session 2.
Finally, some way-out ideas are simply not
related to the group’s work and reﬂect one
member’s thoughts (or misunderstandings).
Move these types of things to the parking
lot as well. This requires diplomacy and tact.
The theory of change process should not give
all ideas equal value; some things that folks
come up with will not belong in the theory
and should not be forced in to make everyone
feel good. One way to remove things from
the parking lot—and out of the discussion
altogether—is to review the parking lot after
a task has been completed, discarding ideas
that the group agrees do not belong in the
theory.
VOTING
This step is to democratically decide which
idea(s) reﬂects the group’s long-term goal. This
process may proceed by voting if there are
a few topics, or the facilitator may ask each
person in turn to articulate what he or she sees
as the “group think” on the long-term goal.
This process should continue until the group
has landed on a set of ideas that reﬂects a
consensus on the ultimate goal of the initiative.
OPERATIONALIZING
The ﬁnal step in this process is to make the
long-term goal operational. This requires
answering the following questions:
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• What indicator(s) will we use to measure
success on this outcome?
• In what population will we look for change in
these indicators?
• What is the current status of our target
population on the indicator(s)?
• How much does our target population have
to change on these indicators in order for us

to feel that we have successfully achieved
the outcome?
• How long will it take the target population
to reach our threshold of change on the
indicator(s)?
(You may want to skip ahead to Session 3:
Operationalize Outcomes for speciﬁc advice on
how to move the group through this step.)

Session 2: Create a Pathway of Change
For most community improvement initiatives,
creating a pathway of change will take several
hours; we usually schedule this step for a halfday session. It will involve some back-and-forth
discussion with the group and a great deal
of good-natured debate about the extent to
which all preconditions are necessary and the
group of them are sufﬁcient to bring about the
outcome above it on the map.
There really is not much of a script for this task
because the key here is getting folks to answer
one question, “What are the necessary and
sufﬁcient preconditions for (insert outcome
here)?” over and over again as they move
backwards through the change pathway. Here
are the steps we use to do this work:
• Brainstorming the ﬁrst row of the
pathway map
• Sorting and narrowing down the
brainstormed list into the four to six
most important preconditions
• Backwards mapping to surface the
preconditions for each of the elements in
the ﬁrst row (and repeating the process
iteratively until all of the preconditions are
ﬁlled in the map)

BRAINSTORMING
We start off the brainstorming by asking
people to deﬁne the four to six most important
preconditions for reaching the long-term goal.
It is important for participants to keep the
details about the long-term goal in mind
(Who/what will change? Over what time period?
By how much? etc.). One way to jump-start
brainstorming is to give each person some
post-it notes, ask them to write a precondition
on each one, and post their work on poster
paper at the front of the room.
In this step it is important to get people to
focus on preconditions that represent the
most immediate outcomes related to the
ultimate goal. What often happens is that
people come up with preconditions that
don’t belong in that ﬁrst row because they
would need to occur very early in the change
process. It may be important to get the group
thinking about how they are taking “backwards
steps.” In other words, the group is moving
from the last change that needs to happen
before reaching their goal to the penultimate
(next-to-last), to the early outcomes, and ﬁnally
to the ﬁrst outcome on the pathway of change.
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ULTIMATE OUTCOME
(LONG-TERM GOAL)

PENULTIMATE OUTCOMES

INTERMEDIATE OUTCOMES

EARLY OUTCOMES

FIRST OUTCOMES

SORTING AND NARROWING
DOWN THE LIST
The facilitator should help the group sort its
ideas about preconditions, grouping similar
ideas together and trying to narrow the pool
down to four to six ideas that reﬂect the
group’s best thinking about the necessary
and sufﬁcient “last outcomes” to be reached
before the long-term outcome can be realized.
Once these four to six ideas have been
selected as the most important preconditions
for the long-term outcome, the facilitator may
choose to draw this ﬁrst level of the pathway of
change on a clean sheet of poster paper.
BACKWARDS MAPPING
Now the fun begins! For each of the
preconditions, the group has to take more
backwards steps, asking themselves: “What
are the necessary and sufﬁcient preconditions
for bringing these outcomes into being?”
Again, try to get the group to focus on the
most important four to six preconditions, or
the process will quickly get out of hand.
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For backwards mapping, the group should
move down one pathway at a time until they
have ﬁlled in enough outcomes to reach the
ﬁrst row of the map.
The facilitator should ask participants to
brainstorm about the necessary and sufﬁcient
preconditions, and then, using post-it notes,
put them up on the board one at a time,
creating a map of the outcomes and how
they are related to each other. We ﬁnd that
it is helpful to use masking tape to draw
“arrows” between the notes to show how
each statement is related to the others.
(Remember: preconditions at one stage should
be related to outcomes at the stage above
them on the map). Using tape at this stage is
better than markers, because often the arrows
need to be moved around a bit before the
group settles on a ﬁnal representation of how
outcomes in the pathway are related to each
other.
This backwards mapping process should
continue for at least three steps, but not
more than ﬁve. At each step, the group should
stop, process its thinking, narrow down the
pool of ideas, and note their choices in the
appropriate place on the map.
The group should move backwards, answering
the preconditions question, until the
participants feel that they have crafted a
storyline that makes sense as a way to depict
how the change process will unfold.
Creating a pathway of change is more of an art
than a science. There is no iron-clad rule about
when to stop the backward mapping. The
group’s sense of where there is an entry point
into the problem they are trying to resolve will
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come into play in determining how far back to
go. Remind them that the ﬁnal step on the map
(the bottom row, or ﬁrst outcome) is going to
reﬂect the earliest outcomes of whatever action
strategy they plan, so they need to be realistic
in thinking about how deeply to draw this
pathway map. As a rule of thumb, going three
or four steps back usually depicts a reasonable
and plausible storyline for a community’s
change process.

Once the group has settled on the set of
preconditions, take a break and draw the map
(with the appropriate arrows required to illustrate
the relationship that preconditions have to each
other) on a large piece of poster paper (you
may need to tape two or three pieces together).
This will be the basis of the work you do for the
rest of the theory building process, so make it
neat and write in large letters with a marker so
everyone can see it around the room.

REALITY CHECK
In an ideal world, social problems could

narrow their list of preconditions to a

be solved with neat, simple solutions.

manageable set, as long as they did

Reality, however, is often quite a

not make edits that sacriﬁced the

different story. We recommend that

explanatory power of the pathway

groups build pathways of change with

in order to meet this standard. In

four to six preconditions tied to each

some cases, particularly in complex

long-term outcome, recognizing that

community change initiatives, it will

this rule of thumb may not always work.

simply not be possible to keep the

Our early theory of change experiences

number of preconditions this low. Even

taught us that without discipline,

in these cases, the facilitator can work

this task can generate an enormous

with his or her team to keep them

number of preconditions and, ultimately,

focused on the shortest possible list of

an overly complex theory of change.

preconditions sufﬁcient to bring about

So we began encouraging groups to

the outcome in question.
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Session 3: Operationalize Preconditions
Operationalizing preconditions is a timeconsuming part of the process. If there are a
lot of outcomes on the pathway of change map,
it may make sense to choose a few to focus
on during the group session to get the process
started, explaining to the group that this type
of work may need to be done during a series of
meetings or as homework for a subcommittee of
the larger planning group to take on.
We usually use the following process to
operationalize preconditions. First, we make
sure that a clean, uncluttered version of the
pathway of change is posted at the front of the
room. In addition, we often copy it on smaller
paper as a handout for participants.
During this stage of the work, it may be helpful
to post the deﬁnitions of the key terms (i.e.,
indicator, target population, threshold, and
timeline) at the front of the room. Once the
room is set up, we explain the deﬁnitions of
each element to participants.
With everyone on the same page, we then
assign each of the preconditions to a member
of the group. (Often, each person has more
than one. The facilitator asks participants
to answer the following questions on one of
their post-it notes. (How would we do theory of
change work without post-its?)
• What indicator(s) will we use to measure
success on this outcome?
• Who or what do we expect to change?
• What is the current status of our target
population on the indicator(s)?

• How much does our target population have
to change in order for us to feel that we
have successfully reached the indicator(s)?
• How long will it take the target population
to reach our threshold of change on the
indicator(s)?
Notice that we did not ask participants to deal
with the baseline question. That is a research
question that will need to be accurately
documented once the actual measurement
instruments have been decided on. The
participants’ task is not to think at this level
of detail. Instead, the group is laying out the
blueprint for the researcher/evaluator to use
as a starting point for planning the strategy for
documenting progress on each precondition in
the theory.
We allow participants about ﬁfteen minutes to
ﬁnish the assignment and then one by one ask
each person to share the indicators and all of
the details about population, threshold, and so
on with the group. Finally, we post them on the
appropriate precondition box on the pathway of
change.
The facilitator should expect that some folks
will not come up with good indicators, or that
some will get some other aspect of this a
little wrong. Be prepared to put some of the
not-so-good ideas aside for the group to work
out together. Often the group will catch the
mistakes as they happen, and the process
will open up a discussion about what a better
indicator might look like. This should be
encouraged so that the ﬁnal product reﬂects
the group’s best thinking about how to
document success at each step of the pathway
of change.
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Session 4: Devise Program Interventions
With a foundation of good work behind us, we
are now ready to turn our focus to program
planning. We use the following process to move
a group through this phase:
• Decide which subset of outcomes the group
can and will attempt to produce.
• Map an action, strategy, program, or policy
for as many of the outcomes as possible.
DECIDING ON OUTCOMES
Deciding which subset of outcomes the group
can and/or will attempt to do something about
requires a group discussion and, sometimes,
a bit of a reality check. We usually ask
participants to study the pathway of change
map for a few minutes before voting on which
elements of the map fall within the control of
their initiative by placing round stickers on the
boxes that correspond to outcomes on which
they think the group should be prepared to act.
This part of the process is one that we call
“expectation management” because it is usually
when the group has to come to grips with the
fact that it may not have the capacity to act on
each of the preconditions in the map. If the
group is planning a community-wide initiative, it
may be helpful for them to consider which of the
outcomes may already be taken care of by other
groups in the community and ask them to mark
them as such on the pathway map.
By the end of this process, the group should
have a subset of outcomes to use as the basis
for planning actions/programs/policy changes.
MAPPING ACTION FOR THE OUTCOMES
IN PATHWAY OF CHANGE
Most participants are eager to get to this
stage so that they can begin to think about

action after so much focus on outcomes. Since
most participants are comfortable planning
interventions, this part of the process will
encourage their creative thinking.
We ﬁnd that breaking this task into small
group or individual assignments works well,
so you may want to assign small groups one
or two outcomes on the map, and then ask
them to take ﬁfteen minutes to think of the
interventions that would be required to bring
that outcome about. At the end of this time,
each group would report back to the group as
a whole by posting their intervention on the
board (on top of the outcome it corresponds
to). When all of the interventions have been
mapped, each group would then take turns
explaining its rationale for expecting the
intervention to bring about the targeted
outcome at the levels identiﬁed by the
indicators that were chosen earlier. The
process continues until each outcome on the
map has been (a) ruled to be outside of the
inﬂuence of the initiative; (b) ruled to be the
result of a domino effect that starts earlier
in the change process; or (c) matched to an
intervention that can plausibly be expected to
produce the desired results.
Here are some questions to help guide the
process:
• For each of the outcomes on our map that
we think we may have some inﬂuence over,
what type of intervention would we need to
implement in order to bring it about? The
group should be encouraged to avoid very
tactical thinking here. Instead, a general
description of the type of strategy or type of
program (i.e., parent education classes, home
ownership workshops, micro-loans to local
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entrepreneurs) should be described in just
enough detail to allow the group to determine
if it is plausible that the intervention would
bring about the outcome being considered.
Planning the details of the implementation
strategy is a task that they will take up once
they have completed the theory of change
and know exactly what types of programs they
have to implement.
• Will any speciﬁc programs/interventions
that we currently offer bring about an
outcome on this map? In existing programs,
this step is often helpful in identifying gaps
in the current menu of program offerings.

Mapping each element of an existing program
to the range of outcomes in the pathway
allows folks to see where they need to create
or implement new activities.
• Will policy changes or institutional practices
be required to bring about this outcome? If
so, what type of change is required? Often
when folks are interested in systems change
we use this step to get them to be speciﬁc
about exactly the type of public policy or
institutional practice they think must change
in order to bring about the required outcome
in the pathway of change.

THREE CORE CONCEPTS TO REMEMBER
1. Outcomes are made operational by deﬁning indicators that suggest how much, for whom,
and when the outcome is to be realized. It is important to keep this standard of success in
mind when the interventions are being planned so that they have a high enough intensity
to bring about the desired effect. It may make sense to make a list of the indicators that
correspond to each outcome, making it available to people as they sit down to think about
interventions.

2. Some outcomes may come about as part of a domino effect, meaning that achieving an
outcome at one stage may lead to the outcome above it on the map without any additional
action on the part of the program. Therefore, the group may be able to complete this
task without having mapped an intervention to every outcome on the map, as long as the
domino effect is a logical explanation in a particular case.

3. This is a brainstorming session that should set the stage for more intense work after the
meeting. All planners know that they cannot come up with an actual plan of attack in a
single session, so they should not be given the impression that this is all of the action
planning they have to do. This step in the process is designed to draw the general outlines
around plausible strategies that a work group is going to have to ﬂesh out in subsequent
sessions.
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Session 5: Articulate Assumptions
This step in the process should be conducted
like a review session. Perhaps the best way
to start is to walk the group through the work
they’ve done so far. The facilitator’s aim is
to get everyone on the same page about the
storyline that is being told by the pathway of
change, the indicators that will be used to
track success, and the intervention strategies
that will be put in place to produce targeting
outcomes.
After reviewing the theory of change elements
with the group, the facilitator will open up a
structured discussion so that the group can
move through the theory in a systematic way.
As the facilitator, you may want to pose some
questions to the group in a memo before
they reconvene to discuss their underlying
assumptions. Having thought about these
questions before the meeting should improve
the quality of the responses tremendously.
Here are some of the questions we frequently
use:
• When you look at the total picture, do you
believe that the theory makes sense?
• Do the preconditions make sense as
the logical steps toward the long-term
outcome?
• How will we be able to bring about the
outcomes at the levels we have predicted?

Expect that this session will raise a lot of
questions that the group will have to answer
before they can give the theory the ﬁnal stamp
of approval. Even if it seems frustrating, or
a bit after the fact, this step in the process
is crucial for checking the underlying logic of
theory against the standards of quality:
• Is this theory of change PLAUSIBLE ?
Have we created a compelling story about
the pathway of change that would lead to
the long-term goal in this community?
• Is this theory of change FEASIBLE ?
Do we have the capacities and resources
to implement the strategies that would be
required to produce the outcomes in the
pathway of change?
• Is this theory TESTABLE ? Have we
speciﬁed how success will be measured
clearly enough that we can recognize
progress toward our goal when we
see it? Have we deﬁned indicators for
each outcome in clear terms that a
researcher or evaluator can use to produce
a research plan?
Critiquing assumptions from many angles, even
if it feels tedious, is a skill that participants
should sharpen so that they can take the
lessons from participating in the theory of
change process and apply them to other
planning tasks they may face.

• Is there anything going on in the real world
that may make it difﬁcult to get this theory
off the ground the way we’ve planned it?
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THE IMPORTANCE OF QUESTIONING ASSUMPTIONS
The following example, drawn from a

assumptions. Here is just one outcome from

comprehensive community revitalization

the group’s theory of change with its related

plan, illustrates the importance of probing

precondition and interventions:

OUTCOME
The visual appeal of neighborhoods will improve.

PRECONDITION
All properties in identiﬁed neighborhoods will be brought up to
standard in accordance with city/state rules and regulations.

INTERVENTIONS
1. Conduct research and disseminate rules and regulations to landlords,
tenants, and property owners.

2. Plan and conduct mandatory educational workshops for property owners
and renters based on violations of city and state regulations.

3. Recruit technical assistance from agencies, city, state, and other
sources to develop and implement a beautiﬁcation program for identiﬁed
neighborhoods.
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One assumption implied by the set of

they’ll act accordingly. If this assumption

action strategies is that owners are simply

proves false, then the project is unlikely to

unaware of the regulations, and that by

reach its long-term outcome. These are just

sharing the regulations with them they

a few of the questions that could be posed

will change their behavior. But is this

to this group, illustrating the importance

reasonable? It’s probable that landlords

of testing assumptions before programs

in particular may need to be forced by

are implemented. In both of these cases,

the threat of a ﬁne to cooperate. Another

the planned intervention may make sense

assumption in question is that the

at ﬁrst blush, but with a little probing, we

homeowners can afford to ﬁx the violations,

see that it’s quite possible that neither

and that once they’re made aware of them

assumption will hold up under scrutiny.
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5. Conclusion

W

hew! By now, you’ll probably agree
that creating a theory of change
is a lot of work. We hope you’ll
also agree that the process is well worth the
effort. Even if groups don’t get all of it right,
the rigorous thinking required can’t help but
improve program planning, implementation, and
evaluation.
While we have discussed the theory of change
process in this guide as taking place in the
course of a few meetings, it’s probably realistic
to use the time frame that most community
groups invest in strategic planning as a guide
for how long it will take to do this work. We
have found that spending six months in
this process is usually what it takes to give
everyone the time to ﬁrst learn and then apply
the theory of change approach (as opposed to
dumping all of the work on a few worker bees).
We also highly recommend that groups invest
in a bit of research about the problem they
are planning to resolve before and during the
theory of change process. This approach is
heavily dependent on the quality of information
available. In other words, “garbage in, garbage
out.” Using the available literature on the topic
as well as conducting local research to test

key assumptions can be very useful in
developing a plausible theory of change.
We also encourage folks to think of their theory
as a living document instead of something that
they produce and then ﬁle on a shelf. The best
way to use a theory is to periodically update
it by convening a group to review the pathway
of change and assumptions in the theory and
compare it to the real-world initiative they have
implemented. Using a theory in this way can
help an organization structure its learning
process, drawing out lessons that can improve
its work, and it can also provide useful insights
for the ﬁeld.
We encourage you in your theory of change
endeavor and hope that you’ll let us know how
the approach works (or doesn’t) for your group.
We also welcome examples from your work
that we can share with others. Folks are always
interested in real examples of how the theory
of change has been applied. Please visit www.
theoryofchange.org if you would like to submit
your theory of change as an example and for
other theory of change resource materials.
Good luck!
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Section Two: Resource Toolbox

1. Case Study: Project Superwoman

3

P

roject Superwoman is a communitybased program to assist women who
have survived domestic violence and
who are unable to ﬁnd stable employment
at livable wages. This case study is based
on a real program, but modiﬁed to use as an
example to show a theory of change in action.
PROJECT BACKGROUND
Project Superwoman was founded as a
collaboration of a social service provider, a
nonproﬁt employment training center, and
a nonproﬁt shelter for women experiencing
domestic violence. Their goal was to help
women obtain the kind of employment that
can keep them out of poverty and off public
assistance while providing stability and
upward mobility. With these criteria in mind,
the collaborative identiﬁed jobs in electrical,
plumbing, carpentry, and building maintenance
as viable options providing entry-level positions,
possible union membership, and opportunities
for advancement at higher than minimum wage
scales.
Like any program, Project Superwoman is
based on a number of assumptions. One is
that women can learn nontraditional skills and
that employers can be identiﬁed who will hire
them. Based on this premise, the project’s
strategy was to provide both training and
support needed by this population to enter

and remain in the workforce. The founders
believed that most of the women they could
train would be single mothers and that having
been in an abusive situation, these women
would have low self-esteem and impaired
coping skills. They also recognized that even
women whose lives were fairly stable may
face crises from time to time and need
practical help to resolve problems and/or
psychological support.
The founders had learned from previous
experience that women who had not been
in the workforce before—and those who
had experiences with the courts, foster
care, and the welfare system—had learned
adaptive behaviors to dealing with these
systems that were counterproductive in the
workplace. Therefore, they devised a program
that provides training in nontraditional skills,
training in expectations in the workplace, and
intensive psychological support. Based on their
resources, they decided to provide assistance
with some crises, such as housing evictions or
court appearances, but not take on the larger
issue of helping women get their lives in order.
To make this feasible, they identiﬁed screening
criteria to ensure that the women entering the
program had already addressed major issues
such as dealing with substance abuse or foster
care problems.

3. This case was created by Heléne Clark, Director of ActKnowledge. She can be reached at hclark@actknowledge.org.
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PROJECT SUPERWOMAN: A THEORY OF CHANGE
Long-Term
Employment at a
Livable Wage
for Domestic
Violence
Survivors

A
B

C
14

D
Survivors
Attain Coping
Skills

Survivors
Experience
and Enact
Appropriate
Workplace
Behavior

Survivors
Have
Marketable
Skills in
Nontraditional
Areas

Survivors
Know How to
Get Help and
Deal with Their
Issues

Women
Serve
Internships

13

Survivors
Attend
Peer-to-Peer
Counseling

Women Attend
Training in
Nontraditional
Skills

Women
Have New
Support
System

8

5

3

6

Women
Attend Training
about
Expectations
in the
Workplace

9

12

7

4

Employers Are
Educated as to
How to Use
Interns

11
10

Women
Enroll in
Program

E

2
Women Are
Ready to
Commit and
Attend
Program

Women Attain
Regular
Child Care
Women Hear
about the
Program

F

G

1
Social service agency, training
program, and nonprofit shelter provider
for survivors of domestic violence
collaborate to develop an employment
program geared to the particular
issues for survivors of domestic abuse.
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Intervention
Domino Effect
(no intervention needed)

A

Assumptions (see facing page)

1

Related Interventions
(see facing page)
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Assumptions
A

B

C

D

E

There are jobs available in nontraditional
ﬁelds for women.
Jobs in nontraditional areas of work for
women, such as electrical, plumbing,
carpentry, and building management, are
more likely to pay livable wages and are
more likely to be unionized and provide
job security. Some for these jobs also
provide a ladder for upward mobility, from
apprenticeship to master, giving entry-level
employees a career future.
Women who have been in abusive
relationships need more than just skills;
they need to be emotionally ready for work
as well.
Women can learn nontraditional skills and
compete in the marketplace.
The program cannot help all women, and
so entry into the program must include
screening so that women who have
sufﬁcient literacy and math skills to take
the training and have lives stable enough
to attend classes are admitted. The
program does not have the resources to
handle providing basic skills or major social
services.

Interventions
1

Implement outreach campaign

2

Screen participants

3

Set up counseling sessions

4

Lead group sessions

5

Provide help for short-term crises, such as
housing evictions or court appearances

6

Provide one-on-one counseling

7

Develop curricula in electrical, plumbing,
carpentry, and building maintenance

8

Conduct classes

9

Develop curricula and experiential
learning situations

10

Conduct classes

11

Identify potential employers

12

Create employer database

13

Match women to internships

14

Help women secure permanent jobs

Sample Indicator
OUTCOME:

Long-term employment at a livable wage for
domestic violence survivors
INDICATOR:

Employment rate
TARGET POPULATION:

F

G

Women who have left abusive situations
are often single mothers and therefore
cannot work unless they have child care.
Women must be out of the abusive
situation. The program assumes that
women still in abusive situations will
not be able to attend regularly, may
pose a danger to others, and will not be
emotionally ready to commit.

Program graduates
BASELINE:

47% of program attendees are unemployed
53% are earning minimum wage
THRESHOLD:

90% of the graduates remain in job at least six
months and earn at least $12 per hour

Resource Toolbox
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2. Suggested Materials
•
•

•
•

Two or three poster-size pads of post-it
notes (to post around the room)
Markers (enough for participants
to each have one in blue, green, or
black, as well as a red marker for the
facilitator to use as a highlighter)
Pads and pens for participants
Packets of post-it notes for each
participant (allow at least two packets
of 5x7 notes per person)

•
•
•
•
•

Multicolored stickers for voting
PowerPoint theory of change
introduction
Materials for exercises and examples
LCD projector and screen
Masking tape

3. Suggested Participants List*
In order to create a theory of change
that will truly be useful, the folks most
responsible for implementing and
evaluating programs should be invited
to the sessions. Even if the executive
director is not going to actively take part
in planning the details of the program,
he/she should attend the theory of change
sessions to gain a clear understanding of
how much work is involved in creating a
good theory (and become aware of current
gaps in clear thinking!).
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WHO SHOULD BE INVITED:

•
•
•
•
•
•

Program staff directly responsible
for delivering service
Executive director
Researchers familiar with the
program/subject matter
Evaluator for program
Program clients
Funders

*Limit to eight to ten people

The Community Builder’s Approach to Theory of Change: A Practical Guide to Theory Development

4. Glossary
A S S U M P T I O N S : Statements about how

and why we expect a set of outcomes to
come about as depicted in the pathway
of change. These statements can reﬂect
understandings of the change process taken
from research, or they can be taken from
practical experience. They should also reﬂect
an understanding of the context within which
a program operates. Often assumptions
raise questions about the extent to which we
can bring about the change we expect, given
what we have to work with.

policy or institutional practice that need to
be in place for an outcome to occur.
OUTCOMES: The building blocks of the

change process. These are the conditions,
or states of being, that must be in place
in the early and intermediate stages of the
change process in order for long-term goals
to be reached. We use the terms outcome
and precondition interchangeably, but ﬁnd
that it is easiest to think about early and
intermediate states of being as early and
intermediate outcomes.

B AC K WA R D S M A P P I N G : The process

of working from the long-term goals
backwards toward the early stages of the
change process. In many ways, this is the
opposite of how most people think about
planning. Backwards mapping focuses
on the question “What must occur before
our outcome can be achieved?” instead
of asking “What can we do to bring the
outcome about?” It brings to the surface
necessary and sufﬁcient preconditions for
reaching the outcome of interest.

PATHWAY OF CHANGE: The map

that explains how long-term outcomes
are brought about by depicting the
preconditions of change at each task.
Long-term changes are brought about
by reaching intermediate preconditions;
intermediate changes are brought about by
reaching early preconditions. The pathway
of change is the skeleton on which all of
the other details are added. It summarizes
the theory but does not (and cannot) tell
the whole story.

I N D I C AT O R S : Concepts that will be used

to assess the extent to which outcomes
are achieved. Often, indicators are simple
ideas that can be counted, but sometimes
they reﬂect more complex ideas that must
be observed qualitatively.
I N T E RV E N T I O N S : The verbs or activities

that will be put in place to bring about
a particular precondition (or a group of
them). Interventions can be programs or
community-wide change initiatives that
implement several programs. We also use
the term to describe changes to public

PRECONDITIONS: Everything on a

pathway of change can be understood as
a precondition (precursor or requirement)
for the next outcome above it on the map.
Preconditions must be achieved in order
for the next logical task in the sequence
to be achieved. We identify preconditions
by asking “What are the conditions that
must exist in order for our outcome to
be achieved?” This question is posed for
long-term and intermediate outcomes on
the map during the process of backwards
mapping.
Resource Toolbox
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5. PowerPoint Presentations and
Training Materials
It is a good idea to start the day with a
review of the Community Builder’s Approach
to Theory of Change. We have made
two PowerPoint presentations available
online at www.theoryofchange.org. These
presentations offer two levels of introduction
to the concepts for you to chose from:
The Working Group’s Introduction to
Theories of Change for Planning and
Evaluation (Version I) is an appropriate
starting point if you are going to be working
with a group that identiﬁes itself as the
planning team or task force responsible
for creating the theory of change and a
subsequent strategic plan or evaluation
plan. This version includes in-depth
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review of the concepts, and examples and
exercises that you can use as teaching
tools. Allow a whole day to review the
slide show and lead a group through the
exercises.
The Community’s Introduction to Theories
of Change as a Participatory Planning Tool
(Version II) introduces the fundamental
concepts in plain language that anyone
can understand. It does not assume any
familiarity with planning or evaluation, and
can be used in a community setting to
introduce the concepts to a working group.
This presentation can be given in a fortyﬁve-minute session.

The Community Builder’s Approach to Theory of Change: A Practical Guide to Theory Development

betterevaluation.org
May 2013

Define what is to be evaluated

Develop a description (or access an existing version) of what is to be evaluated and how it is understood
to work.

1. Develop initial description
What exactly is being evaluated?
Peak Experience Description: describing a time when
the project/program/policy worked particularly well.
This option is part of the Appreciative Inquiry approach
to evaluation.

Thumbnail Description: briefly describing the project/
program/policy.

Approaches
Appreciative Inquiry: uses a group process which allows an organisation to understand the best elements of itself in
order to create a better future.

2. Develop program theory/logic model
How is the intervention (project, program, policy, etc.) understood to work (program theory, theory of change, logic
model)?
Ways of developing logic models:

Ways of representing logic models:

Articulating Mental Models: talking individually or
in groups with key informants (including program
planners, service implementors and clients) about how
they understand an intervention works.

Logframe: designing, executing and assessing projects
by considering the relationships between available
resources, planned activities, and desired changes or
results.

Backcasting: working backward from a desirable future,
to the present in order to determine the feasibility of
the idea or project.

Outcomes Hierarchy: (also known as a theory of
change or an outcomes chain) demonstrating a series of
outcomes leading up to the final impacts of a project.

Five Whys: asking questions in order to examine the
cause-and-effect relationships that create underlying
problems.

Realist Matrix: focusing on one of the steps in an
outcomes chain and then identifying the mechanism
involved in producing the outcome and the contexts
within which this mechanism operates.

Group Model Building: building a logic model in a
group, often using sticky notes.
Previous Research and Evaluation: extracting
information about intended and actual outcomes
and impacts and important aspects of context and
implementation from previous reports.
SWOT Analysis: reflecting on and assessing the
Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats of a
particular strategy in order to discover how it can best
be implemented.

Results Chain: (also known as a pipeline model)
showing a program as a series of boxes - inputs->
activities -> outputs -> outcomes -> impacts.

See the next page for two examples of
representing a logic model: using an
Outcomes Hierarchy and a Results Chain.

Tiny Tools Results Chain: mapping both positive and
negative possible impacts from an intervention.
Approaches
Collaborative Outcomes Reporting: uses a collaborative approach to developing a logic model.
Outcome Mapping: focuses on identifying ‘boundary partners’ whose work is not under the control of a program but
who are critically important to its success in achieving its objectives.
Participatory Impact Pathways Approach: focuses particularly on identifying the networks of actors involved and
how these networks need to change in order for the objectives to be achieved.
You may use this document under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-Non Commercial Unported licence available at
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/.

Different ways of presenting logic models:
Outcomes Hierarchy (also known as theory of change or an outcomes chain)
demonstrating a series of outcomes leading up to the final impacts of a project, sometimes including different
possible causal pathways.

Improved health

Improved vitamin
C levels

Improved
quercetin levels

Decreased Body
Mass Index

Apples eaten
(whole or juice)

Red apple skin
eaten

Apples eaten
instead of junk
food snacks

Apples delivered
to schools
Results Chain (also known as a pipeline model)
showing a program as a series of boxes - inputs-> activities -> outputs -> outcomes -> impacts.

Inputs

Activities

Outputs

Outcomes

Impacts

• Apples
• People at
risk of poor
health

• Apples
delivered

• Apples
eaten

• Improved
nutritional
status

• Improved
health

3. Identify potential unintended results
What are possible unintended results (both positive and negative) that will be important to address in the evaluation?
Key Informant Interviews: asking experienced people
to identify possible negative impacts, based on their
experience with similar programs. Program critics can be
especially useful.
Negative Program Theory: identifying ways in which
program activities might produce negative impacts
rather than their intended impacts.

Risk Assessment: identifying the potential negative
impacts, their likelihood of occurring and how they
might be avoided.
Six Hats Thinking: promoting holistic and lateral
thinking in decision-making and evaluation.

Find options (methods), resources and more information on these tasks and approaches online at
http://betterevaluation.org/plan/define

BetterEvaluation - Define what is to be evaluated (May 2013)
http://betterevaluation.org
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ASSESSMENT STEPS

Adapted from World Vision’s former Global Evaluation Director, Frank Cookingham’s presentation on
“How to conduct practical Assessments using Action Research mind-set?” (2009)

Rather than trying to learn everything about the local
context before creating a design, learn just enough to
prepare the broad strokes of strategy.
Expect to learn much more about the context in
partnership with community members throughout the
life of the intervention.
2

1. Relationships in action research should build people up,

not tear them down.
2. Communication in action research is respectfully truthful

with emphasis on active listening.
3. Participation in action research is encouraged and

enabled.
4. Inclusion in action research is comprehensive and

beneficial.
Working principles for community-based action research are described in detail by Ernest T. Stringer,
Action Research: A Handbook for Practitioners.

3

1

5/9/2016

1. National level situational analysis
– use macro level data.

5. Collect secondary data on three
dimensions. Test reliability.

2. Initial discussions with those you
plan to partner in your initiative –
collect qualitative data, build
relationships. Reflect!

6. Write report.

3. Secure / sort out funding for the
assessment.

7. Go, No-Go, for design. Is it
feasible?
Reflect on the whole assessment
process.

4. Conduct a power/partner
analysis – collect qualitative data,
build relationships. Reflect!
4

Adopt an action research mind-set.
As you collect qualitative data, build relationships.
Keep notes on relationship opportunities and
constraints.
Test the reliability of secondary data.
Stay focused on the question to answer – Will a
programme in this setting have strategic value, and is
it feasible?

2

What is program/project life cycle?
Project life cycle starts from the inception of an idea to the actual
implementation of the project to reflecting on what the project achieved.
Every project goes through the same phases.
Assessment –helps us understand how we can facilitate an
intervention in a particular setting. Appropriate? Feasible? Uses
secondary data with an action research (AR) mind-set. What is the AR?
Look-Think-Act-Reflect! If the judgement at the end of the assessment
is ‘Yes’ (appropriate and feasible), we move to the next step in the cycle
‘Design’.
Design –determines logic and strategy for implementing an
intervention, including the M&E plan.
Monitoring – is the routine collection and analysis of information to
track progress against set plans and check compliance to established
standards
Evaluation –is an assessment, as systematic and objective as
possible, of an ongoing or completed project, programme or policy,

its design, implementation and results. The aim is to determine the
relevance and fulfilment of objectives, developmental efficiency, effectiveness,
impact and sustainability. An evaluation should provide information that is
credible and useful, enabling the incorporation of lessons learned into the
decision-making process of both recipients and donors. (Organization for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) definition)
Questions to the group: at which phase is your capstone project now? How
long is the first step (assessment) taking? How long do you foresee the whole
cycle to go? Why do you say that?

Unpack theories of change, it tells you many things
Evaluation will depend on the theory of change, if the theory of change
isn't strong , if the project isn't realistic, then the evaluations won’t be
much about the results but about the process of how the project was
designed, so the evaluation questions change from what is the results
to why did this project fail, and it becomes process evaluation

When we talk about change we talk about habits, practices and
attitudes that will change, these are affected by many things that we
cannot control.
Change is very difficult to pinpoint of who caused it, so in a theory of
change that’s what you try to determine how that change happened
objectively and then to determine where can I influence; which part of
this change am I choosing and why am I choosing that path?

Theories like social issues are complex. When we design a program we
choose to focus only on one or very few aspects of what could cause
change… How will we know we chose RIGHT?
Triangulation of: Experience; Evidence from Research; Culture and
Worldviews considerations;

An example of theory of change.
The result is “Survival od all girls & boys”, but they only selected some
of the kids and this path may be true, but (look at next slide)

What we are also saying that some poor kids were not selected for the
project, non-beneficiary kids didn’t go to school and didn’t get medical
care and they didn’t thrive and as a result we do have poor kids who
didn’t survive even though the aim was the survival of all kids.

What is usually not counted is this other path, that there are some nonbeneficiary kids who don’t depend on the project but still go to school
and they still get medical care and they are thriving, they are a part of
the kids that survive, when the result “Survival of all girls & boys” is
measured, it will be important to determine whether the project caused
it or it’s also because of other things that happened in this case it is
their family.
Determining the path of change is interesting, because it deals with who
caused change, why do we believe we caused it and that our project
will cause it?
Try not to do the theory of change on your own, typically a theory of
change would need the sector specialists, but also someone to
challenge the theory and ask all the difficult questions and challenges
why this change cannot happen.

The questions that I ask when I read a theory of change would be
these,
1. When you look at the total picture, do you believe that the theory
makes sense?
That is a personal judgment, but that is where I start, do I believe this
can happen, can I envision it happening? That is the first threshold
2. Dose it contain the preconditions that make sense and that the
logical steps are connected?
Has the theory described what are the preconditions for things to
function, are they clearly outlined?
3. At what level are the outcomes we have predicted? Are they longterm outcomes or short-term outcomes? Is it clearly understood?
4. Is there anything going on that may make it difficult to get this theory
off the ground?

This question is asking what are the gaps in the theory? What is going on in
the real world that may undo the project?
If the theory of change passes all of these questions/tests, then it is good to
go.

Judging the theory of change is based on three criteria, is it plausible,
can it happen? Is it feasible, is it doable? Is it testable, has it worked
before?
A strong project with a strong theory looks at existing
literature/research, looks at what capacity/personal experience exists
and looks at the local context; all three taken into account will make the
theory of change very strong.

We covered the project cycle and theories of change, the next step now
is to make it simpler.
What is the logical approach/frame? It was adopted by USAID and
donors as a simple way to show accountability, to show what you are
doing, how are you going to do it and to measure results. It is a matrix
that shows how the project is put together.

Logical approach identifies and analyzes how activities produce
outputs, how outputs produce outcomes, how outcomes reach the goal.

Differentiate between Logical Approach and Logframe:
Logical approach is a method/way of thinking
Logframe is a visible tool for presentation

A concise summary of what the project aims to deliver
Presents the project in a standard format
Provides a clear and logical plan of action
Basis of the activity schedule
Basis of the monitoring and evaluation plan

Remind participants that logic can be presented in various forms not
only in matrix format e.g.
Descriptive text
Flow diagram
Picture
Physical objects
Stories
Question: Have you seen or used any of these other logical models?
Do you have any favorite?

However in program / project management logframes are the accepted
standard. We will focus on them today. They are the foundation for M&E.

What are the elements of logframe:
 Summary of objectives
 Goal
 Outcomes
 Outputs
 Activities
 Assumptions
 Indicators
 Means of verification
Understanding the elements:
Ask participants to explain each of the terms and then summarize and provide
examples:
An ACTIVITY is: an action taken through which inputs (financial, human,
technical, material and time resources) are mobilised to produce specific
outputs
Examples: training health workers OR constructing latrines OR purchasing
building supplies

Options: include only key activities, and have a separate more detailed
implementation plan (depends on donor requirements)

An OUTPUT is: a tangible product/service delivered as a consequence of
implementing activities
Examples: trained individuals OR physical structures built OR documents completed
OR committees formed
This is the highest level over which project implementers have direct control.

An OUTCOME is: a benefit and change to which the outputs have contributed.
Commonly involves change in individual/corporate behavior/practice, systematic
capacity, or access.
Examples: to improve diarrhea management OR to increase agricultural production
OR to increase immunization coverage OR to improve access to clean water

A GOAL specifies desired longer-term changes in the basic condition of individual,
family and community well-being.

Indicators are like “signs”. They tell us whether or not what has been planned
is actually happening or has happened? They are systematic measures (direct or
indirect) that provide evidence to verify progress (toward reaching targets or
standards). They provide the basis for: monitoring achievement of outputs, and
evaluating progress toward outcomes.

Means of Verification (MoV) are: the expected source for the information
needed for each indicator. MOVs must be practical and cost effective (build on
existing information as possible)
Examples: Household survey; Rapid Appraisal; Focus groups; Administrative records;
Secondary data from govt. sources

Assumptions are: External factors that are not influenced by the project
intervention but significantly affect the realization of the intervention. They can be
the ‘outputs’ or ‘outcomes’ that are not included in the intervention logic, but are
important for realization of the objectives (remember the discussion on Theories of
Change). Place these outputs as external factors at the appropriate level. However
there are also other external factors important for the success of the intervention –
these can be divided in risks (but what if) or assumptions (conditions to exist).

How does it work?
From top to bottom, the logical framework illustrates the steps that must take
place in order to achieve the project’s ultimate goal. This chain of events –
sometimes referred to as the “project logic” or “results chain” clearly shows the
link between the activities and the project’s results, based on the project cycle.
CARE – The success or achievement at one level in the hierarchy is
dependent on those levels below.
i.e. If the project produces all of its planned outputs but the outcome level
changes do not occur, then something was wrong with the project’s logic.
Alternatively, the logic was correct but something significant changed while
implementing the project.
STC – Construct the ‘logical hierarchy,’ or the project structure in terms of
cause and effect.

Let’s practice a bit to distinguish between outputs and outcomes
Outputs are the direct results of your activities, these are the things you
have 100% control of, while outcomes you don’t have a 100% control
of.

Let’s work on a simple example on how to build the vertical logic of an
intervention. We will take something simple that we can visualize…

Let’s get back to your capstone projects.
For the next 20 min think of your projects and fill in as much of this
matrix as possible

This is the evolution of how you would start writing down a project
proposal. This is an example.
First identify the customer, who do you want to change? And what is the
expected change?
This example comes from a program here in the US on education of
kids at risk.

Specify your target, in this example what students is the program
targeting.

Define your program intervention, in this example, this theory of change
is built around the idea that tutoring is what will improve the reading
skills of students.

This is a great example that is telling you, who the project is working
with, what does the project want to change, who’s the target group, and
how the project is going to change it (through tutoring) and how change
will be measured.

What are the standards of success? What kind of increase in student
knowledge? In this example, it is set at an average increase of 5% in
performance.

Be realistic with expectations in terms of the number of program
recipients.
Putting down a number of program recipients is the hardest part,
because of the pressure of wanting bigger numbers.

These tips are drawn from development projects.
Setting targets is not a science, but it is important to keep those targets
realistic.

This is taken from the American Evaluation Association, called the
Rational Target Setting, it basically evaluates your targets set for your
project using a simple matrix, once you have established the logical
flow of outputs, outcomes, goals.
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This is advocacy cycle and it shows the different stages that advocates
go through. I will focus on the planning and strategic side of things.
What does strategy mean to you?

Besides the Department of Defense and the military folks using
strategy, we all use strategy and we use it all the time.
The fact that Strategy means a general in the army is very interesting
for me, because we think of strategy in military terms. Because we use
terms like front lines of our work, reinforcements we need, which are
military terms.
When we think of strategy, we think of it as if we are going to battle. If I
don’t have a strategy, I am not going to win. The end goal of a strategy
is to win something. It was interesting for me to make the connection
between the origin of the word and how we think about a strategy.
When we think of strategic planning, it tends to be overwhelming and
people think of it as a waste of time.
What I want us to focus on is that strategy is not a starting point, it is a
process. The process is much more important than what you get at the

end. The process is what makes you a better person, a better advocate. It is
collaborative, it is not written in stone, it is never complete. A strategy is
something that could change.

There is a lot going on when we think of strategy. It’s ideas, it’s money,
and many other things. That is why strategy gets overwhelming. It gets
to the point where people don’t even want to have a strategy, because
there is just too much involved in it.

How does strategy relates to what we are doing here? Why is it relevant
to us?
We will talk about leadership, especially faith inspired leadership.
We talked about community engagement, community mapping.
Mentorship has also come-up and the capstone.

How does the idea of strategy affect the work that you are doing here?

Here is an example of an organization called the Next Door in
Nashville, Tennessee. It is a very conservative place, and there are a
lot of stereotypes about that area. In 2002 a group of women who go to
church, started to think lets pray for people who are unfortunate. They
were called the Wild Group pf Praying Women, they would just gather
and pray for things to happen. Then someone asked, we pray a lot,
what else can we do to help. They started to ask around, surveying the
community what needs to be done. They found out that in Middle
Tennessee, there were a lot of women who were coming out of prison
and didn't’t have anywhere to go. These women couldn't’t find a job or
housing because they were ex-convicts.
So the praying women group came up with the transitional housing and
services that these women needed. They created a place called the
Next Door.
This is a very interesting example of the faith inspired model.

This is their actual building, they offer health care services, vocational
training, they do a lot of important skill building for women. Now they
are serving not just their town of Nashville, but it became a model for
the whole region.
It is a beautiful example of how an idea transforms; strategy is a part of
that and how they changed things as they went.
They had three specific strategies, they get their funding, and mission is
based on this, partnership, focus and passion. That is their strategy.

Why do a strategic plan?
As women of faith, what is the point of a strategic plan? Why aren't we
trusting in God?

There are different kinds of strategic planning and their purpose.
Goals-based strategic planning is the most common strategy.

The components of strategic planning. This is what you would have as
headings in your strategic plan. You sit together and ask what is our
mission and our goals and so on.

What are the outcomes?
Strategic planning brings together all parts of the organization. Without
this, strategy is just someone's idea.
Many strategies fail because it was someone’s idea and asked others to
implement it.
When you do the components of strategic planning, you get these
outcomes. You come out with a vision, you describe the values. That is
something that usually gets ignored, part of strategic planning is going
back and asking what values our work is based on. What do we really
value?

I want to emphasize that even though we agreed on how important it is
to have a strategy, but the process of getting a strategy is very critical;
because it does’t just help you come up with a strategy, but it also it
helps in creating a culture of strategic thinking.
What does culture of strategic thinking mean?
It means strategic planning isn't depended on one person, everyone is
thinking about it all the time.
Having a strategy isn't something that you cross off your to-do list, it’s a
constant thing, you are strategizing to be innovative.

These are the components of a strategy. Where are we now? And so
on.
Where are we going? It is very important to reflect on the vision.
It is a progression.

What are the challenges to all of this? Is it for an organization to
survive or compromise?
1. Bureaucratization. An example of this is churches that become
affiliated with Catholic Charities USA. There is benefits and there are
downsides to it as w ell. Lose some spontaneity and so on.

The second challenge is government regulation.
This quote is from an angelical organization that only hires people that
believe in their faith. But once you are affiliated with the government,
you are not allowed to do that.

Succession, what do that mean?
Who gets to do this next, who are we nurturing. It is a huge issue in a
strategy, because if it is not included in the strategy, it may not happen.
Founder syndrome is an issue.
It creates the problem of one person is the organization.
If you feel inspired by your faith, then you must nurture others.

Donor driven funding.
Long term is not always feasible, how to have a strategy for a short
term projects.
Competition is a problem, organization competing over money.

Strategic planning is alive, it’s a growing moving organism. That could
be frustrating for people, because a lot of people want continuity and
stability. But growth looks different at each stage, and what affects it
changes it.
Here are the questions that need to keep asking ourselves. These are
hard questions, is the organization still needed? Are we relevant? Is
there a different way to do it?
“Visionary vision” being stuck on vision because God told us so.

Finally, this is one of favorite sayings of the Prophet Muhammad. A man
came to him and said “ I trust in God and I wont worry about anything”
the Prophet said, ”trust in God, but tie your camel.”
It is our responsibility to create strategies that make sense, because if
we don’t, we are letting ourselves down, our organization and the world
that’s looking for people to make a change.
This saying signifies to me that we connect to God or something higher
than us and then we do something about it. To have an actionable part
of that faith and without that, the camel goes astray.

I wanted to leave you with another example from our school about
elections. Our 8th graders have been very concerned about what has
been said about Muslims and people in general, one of the girls asked
what are these people thinking? Why are they supporting people who
say such things? So we went to a polling station in Virginia and they
had questions to ask people who came out of the polling station. Asked
questions about how to choose a candidate? What issues are you
concerned about? What are things you want to change? And if you
don’t mind can you tell us who you voted for?
People were very responsive and shared their concerns and thoughts
This was a part of our hands on learning strategy for our students.

These students thought before that people hated them and that
everyone doesn't’t have a rational way of thinking. But after this, we sat
down and said people are normal, even people who supported a
candidate that says unacceptable comments.
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1. You have to be crystal clear about the purpose of the event. What
are you trying to achieve?
If you want to do PR for your organization or publish your work, then
you would need a large conference with as many people as possible.
If you want to discuss one particular issue, then do a panel discussion
with 2-3 panelists who will look at the same issue from different angles.
If you want to do a brainstorming session, in that case you would go
smaller.
Unless you are doing a PR event, the fewer people you have in the
room the more effective your event will be.
If you want concrete results, go smaller and go simpler.
If you are doing a training, then small group pf people, several days in a
row and invite consultants and experts.

2. You have to be very realistic on your capacity on 3 levels:
Financial: how much money you actually have for the event?
Human: how much support do you have? Are you the only one working
on this? Do you have people helping you?

Time is very important, to be able to put together a conference.

When you put together an event, it’s like a recipe. There are 4
components:
1. Concept
2. Participants
3. Set-up
4. Follow up

First is format: depends on what you are trying to achieve.
Then you have to draft an agenda: basically what issues you want to
discuss and how would you like to discuss them.
Based on the agenda, you select the participants.
As for participants, you have active participants: your speakers,
moderators, discussants and chairs. This is the group you focus on first.
Finally the venue, it depends on what kind of event you are having, how
much money you have and how many people you bring.

First you identity the issues you want to talk about, then you select your
people. Don’t be afraid to engage your network, write to you trusted
partners and ask them to recommend some people.
When you invite people, make sure you have option a and b.
Staying in touch is very important, it gives assurance and establishes
you as trustworthy partner and the organization as well.
Another extra step whenever possible, is to have a welcome letter. Little
touches that convey that these people are important and you care about
them.

Venue: you have your venue selected, set-up and equipment. Always
anticipate that you will need equipment.
Support staff: starting with people who will meet your guest at the door
to showing them where the bathrooms are.

Catering: it’s always nice to have good catering, it doesn’t make or
break an event but its good at least have the minimum of water and
coffee.
Monitoring and evaluation (M&E): it’s a great opportunity to monitor and
evaluate your topics of discussion. The two next slides are examples of
M&E.

PR: it depends on the nature of the event and the location, sometimes
you can’t do any PR.

After the event, you follow up. Most of the time, it’s a report, a summary
or a full report.
If a report is produced, take the extra step and share this report with all
the participants and make it easier for them. It shows them that you
care, that they are important and makes it more likely that they would
engage with you again in the future.
For PR, after the event do a press release.

Organizing events overseas is more difficult, not only because you are
off your home base and you are in a foreign country, but there are
certain things that can make it more challenging and could get you in
trouble.

There are some strategies that can ensure the success of your event:
Be very organized: create lists. The more detailed your lists are, the
more easier its going to be for you.
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FOUNDATION CENTER
TRAINING

INTRODUCTION TO PROPOSAL WRITING
The Proposal Writing Process
PLANNING

What do you need the money for?

RESEARCH

Who will you approach?

WRITING

Key Takeaways
u Start with an outline
u Keep the language clear

and concise
u Focus on the funders’

How to put it all together?

interests
u Follow the funders’ guidelines

FOLLOW UP

What to do once the decision has been made?

u Revise and edit before

submitting

Research
Finding the Right Fit with Foundation Directory Online
u

u

Many proposals focus on what’s in it for them (the organization),
few pay enough attention to what’s in it for the funder.
A grant proposal should be viewed as a win/win proposition.

How does what you do fit with
the funder’s interests?

Typical Proposal Elements: The Blueprint
u
u

u
u

Executive Summary
Narrative
- Statement of need
- Project description
- Organization information
- Conclusion
Budget
Supporting Materials

Use Foundation Directory Online!
Learn more at foundationcenter.org/fdo

Executive Summary: What To Include
The executive summary is one of the most important parts of
the proposal. The reviewer will often read it first to determine if
they want to continue reading the rest of the proposal.
u
u
u
u

Statement of need
Goals and objectives
Background on your organization
Costs of the project and amount requested

Even though the executive
summary comes first,
you should write it last.

What Do Funders Really Want To Know?
u

What specific need are you addressing?
- What audience and community are you serving?
- What evidence do you have to support your need?

u

What are you trying to achieve?
- What are your goals and objectives? (think S.M.A.R.T.)

u

What is your strategy for making this happen?
- What is your specific plan of action?

u

How will you know if you are successful?
- Specify program objectives in measurable terms
- Identify key indicators of success
- Outline data collection and analysis activities
- Develop a timeline to monitor the success of the program on an ongoing basis

u

Why are you the best organization to do this work?
- Mission and History
- Programs
- Leadership
- Accomplishments

u

How will this project sustain itself in the long run?
- How will your project move toward self-sufficiency in the future?
- How will this project sustain itself without foundation support?

Conclusion: The Final Appeal For Your Project
u
u

Make it compelling
Tailor it to speak to THIS particular funder’s guidelines and interests

Follow Up
THE ANSWER IS YES
u
u
u
u

Send a thank you letter
Keep the funder informed
Be responsive
Do what you said you were
going to do

THE ANSWER IS NO
u
u
u
u

It’s not personal
Find out why
Ask about future funding
Move on; seek other prospects

NEXT STEPS

Check Out These Classes:
u Introduction to Fundraising Planning

u Proposal Writing Workshop

u Introduction to Finding Grants

u Proposal Writing Boot Camp

u Introduction to Project Budgets

Visit us at foundationcenter.org and grantspace.org for more information.

PROPOSAL PROJECT OUTLINE SAMPLE
Organization Name: After School Central
Project Name: Wisdom Exchange Project
Project Time Period: September - June
Need
Why is your project necessary?

 Many students are reading below grade level at PS 111
 Supporting Facts or Statistics: Standardized test results for reading in
our district. Comparison with surrounding schools demonstrating that
the reading scores at PS 111 are low.
 Senior citizens are in need of meaningful volunteer work opportunities
 Supporting Facts or Statistics: Quote from Surgeon General regarding
correlation with seniors who volunteer and higher quality of life.

Project Description

The Project Description includes information from Goals, Objectives,
Methods, Stafﬁng, Partnerships, Evaluation, and Sustainability.

Goals

 Increase reading levels for students
 Provide meaningful, rewarding, volunteer work for seniors

Objectives

 Recruit 20 students, grades 3 thru 6, who are below grade level in
reading
 Increase reading levels of at least 75% of student participants to their
grade level
 Recruit, train, and retain at least 20 seniors as tutors for one year

Methods

 One senior citizen will tutor one student for 2 days a week for one year
 Tutors are trained volunteers from Madison Community Center and
Centro Senior Center; students are from PS 111

Staffing

 Project Coordinator to oversee project
 Reading Instructor (consultant) to provide training for seniors. Remains
available as a resource throughout the project. Assists in the evaluation
of the program.

Partnerships






Evaluation

 A pre- and post-test to determine reading skills
 Student folders with progressive work samples
 Volunteers and staff meeting logs to evaluate and record the successful
procedures and the obstacles encountered
 A survey for volunteering seniors regarding their learning experience,
satisfaction, etc.

Sustainability

 Donations will be solicited from individuals in the community
 Future support will be sought from United Way and from local
government agencies

Madison Community Center
Centro Senior Center
PS 111 School administration
PS 111 PTA

The Intersection of Philanthropy, Faith and Gender
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