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Measuring Impacts, Telling Stories

This book is intended for use in two different ways.  Firstly, we hope that it provides a valuable guide to
project managers undertaking evaluations of their own projects.  Secondly, the book is aimed to be an
accompanying text for residents who are undertaking training to become community evaluators within the
Doncaster New Deal for Communities (NDC) Local Evaluation Panel.

The book aims to help readers develop a better understanding of the evaluation process, and dispel any
fears that they may have about how best to do evaluation.  The text is split into four sections and covers
topics such as evaluation design, ethical issues and report writing, as well as in-depth considerations and
critiques of a range of quantitative and qualitative research methods.

Whilst your evaluation findings and recommendations will be specific to the project you have evaluated and
not necessarily applicable to other similar projects, it is argued that through measuring impacts and telling
stories, evaluation becomes a powerful tool that can be used to inform decision-making and to improve
projects and services.

Much of the literature that we have consulted in order to produce this book has been sourced from within
the field of social science, particularly human geography, although there is reference to publications from
within the health field.

The authors and contributors of this book are current or former staff members of the Doncaster NDC
Evaluation Unit, which was established in 2003 to provide a primary research and evaluation service to
Doncaster NDC.  Our workload includes undertaking formative evaluations of NDC funded projects and
carrying out programme wide impact evaluations.  We also provide training in research and evaluation to
local NDC residents who are interested in becoming involved in the evaluation process.



Before you can undertake a project evaluation, it is important to do some preliminary planning so that
the evaluation runs as smoothly as possible and that you obtain the information you need.  This section
begins with an overview of evaluation, which outlines the differences between the two main types of
evaluation; formative (process) and summative (impact).  This is followed by a chapter on designing a
project evaluation.  This includes how to write an evaluation framework or plan which will underpin
how you do your evaluation.  When designing your evaluation, it is vital to think about the ethical
issues that may be relevant, which is the subject of chapter 3.  The final chapter within this section
explores different ways of recruiting participants for your project evaluation.
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1 What is evaluation?
Evaluation is about assessing the worth and significance of something (Robson, 2000).  An evaluation can
be undertaken on all sorts of things including a programme, project, innovation, intervention or service.
One of the main aims of evaluation is ‘to learn lessons, both positive and negative, which can be used to
inform future activities and service delivery’ (Steuer, 2004: p.3).  It identifies improvements and provides
evidence for decision-making.  Most of all, it helps us to build a picture of what works, for whom, in what
circumstances and why?  

This chapter will give you an overview of what evaluation actually is, and why it is needed.  It also describes
the differences between the two main types of evaluation, ‘formative’ and ‘summative’.  Finally, the chapter
gives a broad overview of the stages of evaluation and the types of data that can be collected, before
providing an outline of the main roles of an evaluator.  

1.1 Why do we evaluate?
There are a number of reasons for doing an evaluation.  According to Robson (2000: p.10), the main
purposes are:

● To find out if client needs are met;
● To improve a project / programme;
● To assess the outcomes of a project / programme;
● To find out how a project / programme is operating;
● To assess the efficiency of a project / programme;
● To understand why a project / programme works or does not work.

Because of these different reasons, the timing of an evaluation can vary.  When you need to find out how a
project is operating or how it can be improved, you need to carry out the evaluation at the beginning or
during the project’s lifespan.  If however you are assessing a project’s outcomes, you need to do the
evaluation towards the end of the project’s lifespan.

Steuer (2004: p.3) suggests that undertaking project evaluations produces a number of valuable outcomes,
which include:

● ‘Informing the project of how well it is doing, where it is experiencing difficulties and what lessons 
can be learnt for future project activity;

● Accounting for how public money and other resources are being spent;
● Providing the project with an information resource which can be used to support any future funding 

proposals;
● Producing good practice lessons from which other projects can learn.’

It is important to note that evaluation is very different to monitoring.  A useful distinction is given by
Steuer (2004: p.3) who explains that evaluation ‘looks critically at what has been achieved over a specific
period,’ whereas monitoring focuses on ‘relating to the ongoing review of data collected by the project.’

1.2 Two main types of evaluation
There are broadly two main types of evaluation, called ‘formative’ and ‘summative.’  Table 1.1 is taken from
Clarke (1999) and gives an excellent overview of the differences between formative and summative
evaluation.
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Formative evaluation (also known as process evaluation) involves gathering information to identify
strengths and weaknesses and aims to support the process of improvement (Scriven, 1967; in Clarke, 1999).
It focuses on the experiences and perceptions of a range of informants including project managers,
beneficiaries and partners.  Because of its use of qualitative data collection techniques over a continuous
period of time, formative evaluation can be time consuming (Clarke, 1999).  It also involves regular
communication with the project or programme manager so that information can be fed back effectively on
an ongoing basis.

Summative evaluation (also known as impact evaluation) aims to find out the overall impact or
effectiveness of a particular project or initiative towards the end of its lifespan, in order to inform decisions
around whether or not it should continue to run (Clarke, 1999).  Such evaluations are usually commissioned
by policy makers and / or funders in order to help them to decide whether or not to continue the project
(ibid.).  Because there is a focus on seeing whether a project is meeting its original objectives, there is an
emphasis on developing quantitative outcome measures.

The distinction between formative and summative evaluation is perhaps best expressed by Patton (1986:
p.66), who states that, 

‘summative evaluations tend to be conclusion-oriented whereas formative evaluations tend
to be action-oriented.’

1.3 Stages of evaluation
Typically, evaluation involves carrying out quantitative and / or qualitative research to collect data, which is
then analysed and interpreted to produce a report of findings and recommendations.  The Centre for Local
Economic Strategies (CLES) identifies 4 key stages to evaluating a project (Steuer, 2004).  These are:

● Stage 1: Finding out about the project;
● Stage 2: Deciding what measures to base the evaluation on;
● Stage 3: Collating data and capturing views;
● Stage 4: Writing an evaluation report.

A more detailed exploration of each stage is given in Table 1.2.

Table 1.1 Formative and summative evaluation: a comparison

Formative / Process Summative / Impact

Target audience Programme managers /
practitioners

Policy-makers, funders, the public

Focus of data collection Clarification of goals, nature of
implementation, identifying
outcome

Implementation issues, outcome
measures

Role of evaluator Interactive Independent

Methodology Quantitative and qualitative
(emphasis on latter)

Emphasis on quantitative

Frequency of data collection Continuous monitoring Limited

Reporting procedures Informal via discussion groups
and meetings

Formal reports

Frequency of reporting Throughout period of
observation / study

On completion of evaluation

Source: Adapted from Herman et al. (1987: p.26); in Clarke (1999: Table 1.1, p.8) 
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1.4 Qualitative and quantitative data 
There are two main types of data: qualitative data and quantitative data, and both should be used when
undertaking a project evaluation.  According to Kitchin and Tate (2000: p.40),

‘qualitative data are generally unstructured and consist of words, pictures and sounds.  In
contrast, quantitative data are generally structured and the data consist of numbers or empirical
facts that can easily be ‘quantified’ and analysed using numerical (statistical) techniques’ 

Table 1.2    Four stages for evaluating a project

Stage Details of stage

1
Finding out about
the project

Further information can be
found in Section A.

In order to undertake an evaluation you need to have a clear
understanding of some basic details:

● Project aims and objectives
● Target groups
● Set-up and duration of project
● Project funding sources
● Project location and premises
● Management and staffing
● Local context of area in which project operates.

2
Deciding what measures
to base the evaluation on

Further information can be
found in Section A.

The CLES recommends that once you have an understanding of the project,
you need to think of evaluation questions within the following core areas:

● Financial review (what resources have been invested in the project and 
how has the project performed financially?)

● Assessing processes and systems (does the project monitor its
performance and adopt an inclusive approach?)

● Measuring impact: outputs and outcomes (how effective has it been?)
● Looking forward: sustainability and succession (what are the future 

prospects and plans for the project?)

When designing your evaluation, you also need to consider the ethical and
legal issues that may be associated with it.

3
Collating data and
capturing views

Further information can be
found in Sections B and C.

This stage involves collecting and analysing data.  This may involve several
of the following quantitative and qualitative data collection techniques:

● Questionnaire surveys
● Analysis of secondary data 
● Semi-structured interviews 
● Focus groups
● Observation
● Documentary analysis
● Photographs

Further information about the differences between quantitative and
qualitative data is given in Section 1.4.

4
Writing an evaluation
report

Further information can be
found in Section D

Once you have analysed the data, you are ready to write up your findings
and recommendations in an evaluation report.

Based on the Centre for Local Economic Strategies’ 4 Stages of Evaluation, in Steuer, 2004
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When used in evaluation, quantitative methods can be used to measure impacts and qualitative methods
can be used to tell stories.  In evaluation, both measuring impacts and telling stories enables an evaluator
to obtain a full and detailed understanding of a project, so that evaluation can be used as a powerful tool
to inform decision-making and to make improvements.  It is also useful to collect data using a range of
methods to ensure that your findings are based on several sources so that they can be deemed as valid.  This
is the process of triangulation.

Examples of quantitative data collection methods include questionnaire surveys and the analysis of
secondary data (e.g. the Census, household surveys).  Examples of qualitative data collection methods
include semi-structured interviews, focus groups, observation, documentary analysis and photographs.  All
of these data collection methods are explored in greater detail Sections B and C.  

The main differences between qualitative and quantitative data are shown in Table 1.3.

1.5 Roles of an evaluator
During a project evaluation, an evaluator performs the following roles: 

● Remains unbiased and objective throughout the evaluation process;
● Communicates regularly with project managers throughout the evaluation process;
● Sensitively handles any difficult issues that may arise during the evaluation process (Steuer, 2004);
● Designs the evaluation framework, usually in collaboration or consultation with the project manager;
● Undertakes research and capture views to inform the evaluation;
● Writes up findings and recommendations in an evaluation report.

In the next chapter, you will learn about how to design a project evaluation.

Table 1.3    Differences between qualitative and quantitative data

Qualitative Quantitative

Data are words, pictures and sounds Data are numbers

Individuals Populations

Meaning and understanding Explanation and prediction

Participants Subjects/objects 

Inductive (research comes before the theory and
emerges)

Deductive (theory comes before the research and is
tested)

Subjective Objective

Inquiry from the inside Inquiry from the outside

Source: Adapted from Kitchin and Tate, 2000: p.40
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2 Designing a
project evaluation

Before you can begin to undertake a project evaluation, it is important to produce an evaluation
framework (i.e. a plan) of how you are going to do it.  This will help to ensure that the work is carefully
planned and that you know exactly what needs to be done and when.

2.1 Gathering basic information
In order to develop an evaluation framework for any project, it is firstly important to know several key facts
about the project (Steuer, 2004).  These facts are:

● The aims and objectives of the project;
● Who the project is targeting;
● The set-up and duration of the project;
● Who is funding the project;
● Where the project is based and where it operates;
● Management and staffing arrangements;
● Local context.

However, unless you are the project manager of the project being evaluated, it is unlikely that you will have
a detailed understanding of the initiative at the outset.  Therefore it is important to find out these details
as soon as you can, perhaps using them to develop a project fact sheet.  One of the best ways of finding out
facts about a project is to look at its original appraisal / funding application form / project initiation
document.  

2.2 Developing the evaluation framework
Once you have gathered basic information about the project, you should now be fairly familiar with the
project.  This information and knowledge will help you to develop the evaluation framework.

Your evaluation framework should contain five key sections, which are listed below.  

1 Introduction 
This should contain an overview of the project to be evaluated and the overall purpose of the 
evaluation.

2 Methodology
This section should include the following: 
● A list of evaluation questions; i.e. what the evaluation needs to find out;
● Potential data sources; i.e. what and who you need to access to be able to answer your 

evaluation questions.  Examples of data sources include project beneficiaries, staff, database
and documents etc;

● Data collection methods; i.e. how you will collect the information that you require to answer 
your evaluation questions.  This is likely to be the largest section.  Methods include questionnaire 
surveys, semi-structured interviews, focus groups, observation and photographs, to name just a 
few.  It is important to include several different data collection methods, including both 
quantitative (see Section B) and qualitative methods (see Section C), to ensure that findings can 
be triangulated.  Using these two types of methods enables your project evaluation to measure 
impacts and tell stories.  

3 Ethical issues 
This should contain details on any ethical issues that apply to your project evaluation, including 
information around confidentiality and data storage.  (See chapter 3 for more information here.)
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4 Timescales
This should outline when each stage of the evaluation will be undertaken (from data collection to 
analysis, report writing and dissemination).  As part of this it may be useful to include a Gantt Chart.  
This is a project management tool that will enable to you to track your progress against the target 
dates you have set for specific tasks.

5 Resources
Finally, it is important to outline the resources that will be needed in order to undertake the 
evaluation.  These resources include staff time, finance and equipment.  You will also need to think 
about how these resource needs will be met.  It is important not to underestimate the amount of 
staff time that you may need.

2.3 Communication with project managers
Once you have written the evaluation framework for the project you are evaluating, you will need to share
it with the project manager (if this is not you).  The evaluation process can be quite daunting for some
people.  Therefore it is important to communicate with people who are leading the project throughout the
evaluation process, so that you can answer any questions that they may have and provide reassurance that
evaluation is about improvement.  This ongoing communication includes sharing the evaluation framework.  

A project manager is inevitably more familiar with their own project than you are, and so they may be able
to think of useful additions to the framework, including data sources that you perhaps did not know
existed and questions that you may not have thought of.  This helps to ensure that there is a collaborative
approach to the evaluation, which may ultimately mean that recommendations are more likely to be
implemented.

Once the evaluation framework has been agreed with the project manager, you are ready to begin the data
collection.
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3 Ethical and legal issues
3.1 Introduction
Before undertaking a project or programme evaluation, it is important to consider all of the ethical
implications of the research that you will be undertaking.  Behaving ethically before, during and after an
evaluation is vital for a number of reasons.  It helps to protect the rights of individuals, communities and
environments that are involved in, or affected by, the research being undertaken, and it also contributes to
maintaining public trust (Hay, 2003).  Additionally, certain ethical issues need to be addressed to comply
with the law, particularly the Data Protection Act (1998). 

One of the first things you need to do before you undertake a project evaluation is to ensure that you
obtain consent from the project manager (if this is not you).  You need to give them enough notice before
you start to design and carry out the evaluation.

3.2 Thinking about ethics
Hay (2003) suggests a useful framework for identifying any ethical issues within your research or evaluation.
He contends that there are 3 main principles of ethical behaviour, which are justice, beneficence and
respect.  

Therefore it may be useful to ask yourself the following questions:

● Is my evaluation/research just?
● Am I doing harm / good?
● Am I showing respect?

A number of ethical principles are discussed below, including informed consent, confidentiality, secure data
storage, anonymity, harm prevention, dissemination and feedback, and guidelines for primary data
collection procedures.

Informed consent
It is important for evaluators to ensure that all participants and informants of an evaluation have the
opportunity to provide their informed consent for taking part.  This opportunity needs to be present
throughout the course of the evaluation, and any informant can choose to withdraw from participation at
any point.  Participants must also be made aware that their participation is entirely voluntary.  

Participants must be given a sufficient amount of information relating to the evaluation in order to enable
them to make a considered and informed choice over whether or not to take part.  This information should
include the evaluation purpose, methods, other participants, the time involved, what will happen to their
data, as well as any potential risks, discomforts and inconveniences (Hay, 2003).  Potential informants must
also be given enough time in which to make their decision.  It is essential to avoid approaches which could
be considered to be coercive.  For example, participants fearing that if they say no they will no longer be
entitled to access the service.

If you would like to tape record the data during (for example) a semi-structured interview, you must also
gain separate informed consent for this.  The participant has the right to refuse being recorded.  If you do
obtain consent for recording the interview, you must ensure that the recorded data is securely stored. 
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Confidentiality
When undertaking an evaluation it is important to maintain the confidentiality of the data provided by
every informant.  Anything that is disclosed to you by an interviewee or participant must remain
confidential, although there are specific exceptions:

● If the informant states that they are going to harm themselves;
● If the informant states that they are going to harm someone else;
● If it becomes clear that a child is at risk.

You must also not divulge information or views to your participants that other participants have given you
(Bryman, 2004).  

When extracting data from secondary data sources (e.g. client files, management information systems),
evaluators must ensure that no personal data is recorded, including names and addresses.  Any personal
information that is accessed during the evaluation must remain confidential.  Evaluators should not disclose
any of this information to anyone else other than fellow evaluators working on the evaluation.  Only the
evaluators working on a particular evaluation should have access to the raw data.  

Security and confidentiality have become increasingly important to consider as a result of the introduction
of the Data Protection Act (1998) and the Freedom of Information Act (2000).  The eight data protection
principles as stated in the Data Protection Act (1998) are that personal data should be:

1 Processed fairly and lawfully;
2 Obtained only for one or more specified and lawful purpose;
3 Adequate, relevant and not excessive;
4 Accurate and where necessary kept up to date;
5 Kept no longer than necessary;
6 Processed in accordance with data subjects’ rights;
7 Protected by appropriate security – manual and computerised;
8 Not transferred overseas without adequate protection.

It is important for evaluators to ensure that they know about and act according to these data protection
principles.  

The Freedom of Information Act (2000) gives a general right of access from 1st January 2005 to recorded
information held by public authorises.  However, this is subject to certain conditions and exemptions,
including if the information contains personal data and if the information was provided by a third party in
confidence.  The implications of this is that people should not normally be able to make requests for access
to any raw data (e.g. interview transcripts, field diaries) that has been collected during an evaluation.  

Secure data storage
You need to ensure that data is safely and securely stored at all times in order to maintain its
confidentiality.  Data in paper form should be kept in a locked filing cabinet or drawer, and data in
electronic format (including digitally recorded data) should be kept in password-protected files.  These
should be stored preferably on your organisation’s network rather than on the hard drive of your computer,
in case it is ever stolen.  This complies with the seventh data protection principle.  Additionally, the data
should be stored for no longer than is necessary, to comply with the fifth data protection principle.  

Anonymity
All respondents and informants have the right to remain anonymous.  This means that there should be no
way of identifying them within the evaluation report.  Any quotations used in the reporting of the
evaluation work should not be attributable to individuals, thus preserving their anonymity.  The findings of
the evaluation or any resulting statistics should not be made available in a form that identifies individual
data subjects.
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Harm prevention 
It is essential that any evaluation work or findings do not have any potential physical, psychological,
cultural, social, financial, legal and environmentally harmful effects (Hay, 2003).  Harm can be reduced by
doing the following:

● Ensure that you do not waste the time of any of your informants;
● Make sure that you only ask questions that are relevant and do not gather any excess or unnecessary 

data that does not have a use for the evaluation.  This links to the third data protection principle;
● If during the evaluation you discover any incidences of severe malpractice or incompetence, it is vital 

that you report it to your supervisor / manager who will then decide what to do with the information.  
Do not disclose the information to anyone else;

● Ensure that you practice the concept of fair dealing.  This means that you should ensure that all 
informants, from project managers to beneficiaries, are fairly represented by the evaluation and that 
their voices can be heard;

● Always ensure that people have the opportunity to withdraw from the evaluation once it has started;
● It is important for all evaluators to receive the appropriate training, supervision and guidance that is 

needed to undertake the evaluation.  This is to ensure that the evaluation is undertaken competently;
● It is important for evaluators to be aware of and respect the personality, rights, wishes, beliefs and 

ethical views of evaluation informants, as well as the communities and employers of which they are a 
part (Hay, 2003);

● Evaluators should be aware of their own ‘positionality’ within the evaluation / research.  It is 
important to recognise your own social position (in terms of, for example, social class, gender, age, 
ethnicity, job status) with respect to the informants.  There may be differences in perceived power 
relations and/or culture that may influence the interpretation of results (Clifford and Valentine, 2003).  
Additionally, if the evaluation participant/informant perceives the evaluator as being threatening or 
overly powerful, it may affect the information that they provide.

Dissemination of results and feedback to participants
When undertaking an evaluation it is important that the findings are fed back to all participants and
project sponsors.  It is important to ensure that the evaluation is useful; otherwise it will have been a waste
of time and effort for both you as the evaluator and your evaluation participants.  Try to provide a copy of
the results to each of your participants.  It may be particularly important to meet up with the project
manager(s) and decision maker(s) relevant to a particular project evaluation, in order to discuss the findings,
answer their questions and ensure that there are no misunderstandings or potential misuses of the results.  

Professional conduct
As an evaluator it is essential that when undertaking an evaluation you must remain impartial and
objective.  This will help to ensure that your evaluation does not contain any bias.  Honesty is also an
important part of being an evaluator.

Guidelines for primary data collection procedures
There are a number of guidelines that should be followed when undertaking evaluation and research out in
the field.  For your own safety, it is best that you undertake interviews and observation activities with
another person.  There may be exceptions where this may not be appropriate.  For example if you needed
to observe the support given to a client by a jobs advisor at a job brokerage service, it may be intimidating
for the client if more than one observer is present.

Always ensure that following an interview or observation activity, you have the opportunity to debrief with
your fellow evaluators, in order to reflect upon any particularly difficult issues that arose during the data
collection procedure.

3.3 Summary
Overall, it can be seen that careful attention must be given to ethical issues when undertaking project
evaluations.  An evaluation must be just or fair, do good, avoid harm and show respect for others (Hay,
2003).  Table 3.1 gives a useful summary of ethical issues most commonly associated with a range of
different data collection techniques. 
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Table 3.1 Data collection methods – Summary of ethical issues

Data collection method Ethical issues to bear in mind

Semi-structured
Interviews and Focus
Groups

See Chapters 8 and 10

● Obtain informed consent from interviewees/participants in advance.  Inform 
them of who will have access to the interview/ focus group transcript/notes.

● Before you start the interview/focus group, inform the interviewee/ 
participant that they can withdraw at any point. 

● At the start of a focus group, inform participants of the importance of 
keeping the content of the discussions confidential afterwards.

● Ask for each interviewee/participant’s consent if you wish to record the 
interview/focus group.

● Lock the recorded interview/focus group, any notes and transcripts in a 
secure filing cabinet or drawer.

● Preserve the anonymity and confidentiality of informants and consider the 
use of pseudonyms within reports.

● Do not divulge any information provided to you in confidence by an 
informant to anyone other than the evaluators working on the evaluation.  
The exception to this is if you uncover any risks of harm or if it becomes 
clear that a child is at risk.

Questionnaire Surveys
(Face to face or postal)

See Chapter 5

● Ensure that the survey has an introduction which explains the purpose of
the survey and how you will use the information.  Ask each informant if 
they would be willing to answer the survey; i.e. obtain informed consent.

● Respect the wishes of those who choose not to participate.
● Before you start the questionnaire survey, inform the participant that they 

can withdraw or not complete it at any point.
● Ensure that there are no questions that will expose the informant’s identity; 

i.e. preserve their anonymity.
● Ensure that you have worded the questions so that they are not leading.  

This will prevent bias and ensure that your findings are more valid.
● You need to ensure that you have appropriate systems in place to 

sufficiently handle the data that will be gained through your survey.
● Ensure that completed surveys are securely stored and that data 

spreadsheets are password protected.

Observation

See Chapter 9

● Try to obtain informed consent from whomever you are observing i.e. tell 
them about why you are observing them, who you are and the purpose of 
the evaluation.  

● Try not to undertake covert observation.  It can be seen as deceptive and it 
violates the principle of informed consent (Bulmer, 2001).

● Lock away your notes and field diary in a secure filing cabinet or drawer.
● Ensure that the people you are observing know that they can ask you to 

leave at any point during the observation.

Secondary Data /
Documentary Analysis 

See Chapters 6 and 12

● Try not to extract any personal information from databases or files.  
● Do not divulge any personal information that you see to anyone outside of 

the evaluation.
● Do not publish any sensitive data that you do not have permission to 

disclose.
● Try to obtain permission from the author of the secondary data before using

the data within the evaluation.

Photographs 

See Chapter 11

● Make sure that you obtain informed consent before you take any 
photographs of people and/or places.  This is especially important where 
children are concerned, and permission must be sought from their parent(s) 
or guardian(s). 
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4 Accessing your
evaluation participants

4.1 Introduction
When designing and implementing an investigation, evaluators may experience difficulties in engaging
willing participants to take part in their project or evaluation. This chapter aims to minimise these
difficulties, aid recruitment efficiency and maximise continual involvement.

4.2 Finding your participants
In order to carry out your project evaluation, you need to secure access to your participants.  There are a
number of different methods of finding participants, some being more suited to qualitative interviews and
focus groups and others being more suited to questionnaires.  Greater detail on these methods, which
include snowballing and sampling, can be found in chapters 5, 8 and 10.

Encouraging people to participate 
‘Be prepared to sell the idea of research’ (Robson, 2002 p.540).  A wide range of variables may affect a
person’s decision to participate in the evaluation process.  One important influencing factor is whether or
not the evaluation is of interest to them, personally or professionally.  In order for people to become
involved in any process, project or evaluation they must be made aware of its existence, identify some
personal benefit or relevance, and feel confident about their role (Wilcox, 1994).  Therefore, attempts to
promote awareness and participation will be more successful if the interests and responses of participants
are considered. 

Participation in an evaluation is greater where the respondents perceive that their involvement is likely to
affect change for the ‘greater good’ and/or lead to a tangible improvement in his/her circumstances.  In
addition, many respondents find participation psychologically rewarding, gaining enjoyment from the
discussion process and relishing a break from the day-to-day routine (Phillips et al, 2002).  Being asked to
take part in an interview or answer a questionnaire conveys an interest in a person and their opinions.

Table 4.1 shows both the encouraging and coercive factors involved in influencing the behaviours of
possible research participants. The task as an evaluator is to overcome the negative coercive factors and
promote those which positively encourage participation.
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Barriers to participation
It is important to be aware of the potential barriers to participation that people experience.  People are
reluctant to get involved in the research process for many different reasons, but some of the main barriers
to participation lie in the attitudes people bring to the process (Wilcox, 1994).  Barriers include:

Apathy Not wanting to get involved or perhaps just not being interested in the subject 
matter.  People have a right to choose to participate or not.  A line must be drawn 
between creating awareness and telling people what they should or should not take 
part in;

Anxiety Concerns about what the process will involve and the role of the individual.  What 
appears to be apathy may in fact be anxiety about being involved in something new 
and uncertain;

Scepticism Distrust or doubt in the researcher, the process, the research objectives and/or the 
importance of the resulting data;

Low self-esteem Lack of confidence/prior experience of failure or feelings that action is not their 
responsibility and that they wouldn't be effective participants;

Inconvenience If the data collection process is time consuming, awkward, or uncomfortable then 
these factors are likely to discourage participation.

Table 4.1    Factors influencing evaluation participation.

Encouraging Coercive

Interest in subject/survey process Lacking choice

● Feeling there was no choice
● Fear of saying no (repercussions)

Personal fulfilment

● Feeling valued
● Reward
● Tangible (e.g. information, financial)
● Psychological (e.g. enjoyment)

Guilt/obligation

● Difficulty saying no
● Empathy for interviewer
● Feeling ‘ought’ to take part
● Feeling pressured
● Not wanting to be judged

‘Greater good’

● Altruism
● Public duty
● Making a difference – informing, facilitating 

change or voicing opinion
● Importance of survey (government, national,

local community etc)

Extraneous

● Circumstantial
● Apathy
● Non-discernment (e.g. would take part in 

anything)

Survey procedures

● Safety (comfortable with interviewer/place of 
interview)

● Liking interviewer
● Flexibility/convenience
● Having a choice about taking part
● Legitimacy of survey

Source: Adapted from Phillips et al, 2002: p.16
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Factors influencing continual involvement
A number of factors are key in sustaining people’s involvement in an evaluation or research project (Kirby,
2004).  These include:

● An ongoing interest in the evaluation;
● A sense of achievement or personal fulfilment – feeling valued, opinions count, irreplaceable;
● Commitment – being part of something;
● Concern for the ‘Greater good’ or improvement – understanding the long term impact;
● Liking the researcher/research process – building a rapport.

Explaining the purpose of the evaluation
It is important that you explain clearly and concisely the rationale behind your evaluation, i.e. the
objectives, methodology and purpose.  Use non-technical terms. Providing subjects with information
regarding the purpose and relevance of the research will assist in securing their initial and continued
interest (Mistry, 1994).

In order to facilitate accurate and efficient data collection, ensure that the process has been planned and
defined.  Briefly describe the project to potential participants, outlining goals and objectives.  What specific
data is required?  Communicate the rationale behind the data collection.  What insight might the results
provide and what will the outcome/benefits be?  Respondents need to feel that the survey is important and
relevant to them (Phillips et al. 2002).

Making the evaluation interesting
Given that there is evidence of the existence of research fatigue amongst people who have participated in
several research or evaluation studies (Atkinson and Flint, 2001), it is important to make your evaluation
interesting.  Perhaps consider the use of less formal or structured ways of data collection.  

Being flexible
You need to be aware of participants’ other commitments and thus be as flexible and accommodating as
possible.  Meeting places must be accessible to your study population, and instructions should be made clear
and tailored to the needs of the target group.  You should provide sufficient support and structure because
convenience is an important factor in encouraging participation.  Flexibility regarding timings of interviews
and dates for questionnaire returns will influence participation.  ‘Respondents must feel that taking part is a
manageable commitment’ (Phillips, et al. 2002: p.10).

4.3 Disseminating results to participants
Once you have collected your data, consider writing a letter of thanks to your participants.  As you write
your evaluation report, recognise their input within the acknowledgements section, in order to express your
appreciation of their contribution to the study.  At the end of the evaluation process, when you have
written up the final report, it is important to share your findings with participants.  Identify the target
audience and tailor the message to their specific needs (Kirby, 2004).  Consider hosting a feedback event to
deliver the findings of the evaluation and their implications, specifically how it will be used to foster
improvements.



When undertaking a project evaluation it is useful to obtain quantitative data to enable you to
measure impacts.  In order to do this you need to carry out quantitative data collection methods.  This
section begins with a chapter on arguably the most commonly used quantitative data collection
technique, the questionnaire survey.  This chapter includes an outline of when it is appropriate to use a
questionnaire survey, question wording issues and the advantages and disadvantages of using the
method.  This is followed by a chapter on using secondary data within your evaluation, including local
and national data sources.  The section concludes with a chapter on ways to analyse quantitative data.
Quantitative methods enable you to gain data about a large number of people from which you can
identify trends, patterns and relationships, thus providing additional rigour to your project evaluation.  
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5 Questionnaire surveys
5.1 What is a questionnaire survey?
A questionnaire survey is a useful research tool for ‘gathering information about the characteristics,
behaviours and/or attitudes of a population by administering a standardised set of questions, or
questionnaire, to a sample of individuals’ (McLafferty, 2003: 87).  According to Parfitt (1997), conducting a
survey produces data that can be classified into 3 main types:

1 Data which classify people, their circumstances and their environment (e.g. age, household size etc);
2 Data which relate to the behaviour of people (e.g. how often they do something, where they go etc);
3 Data which relate to attitudes, opinions and beliefs (e.g. what they think about something).

A questionnaire survey can be administered in different ways, including through a face to face interview
and through a paper-based survey sent through the post.  

5.2 When should I use a questionnaire?
A questionnaire survey is a useful research method that you can use when undertaking project evaluations.
There are several circumstances under which a questionnaire should be considered:

(a) When you aim to get data on people’s opinions and attitudes 
Questionnaire surveys are a useful way of uncovering people’s opinions and attitudes towards a project or
service, being a relatively inexpensive way to gather data from potentially large numbers of respondents
(O’Brien, 2006).  In this sense, questionnaire surveys are an important tool for conducting project
evaluations, as they enable you to find out how a project is impacting upon people’s lives and uncover their
opinions about it.

(b) When money and resources for the evaluation are limited
Undertaking a questionnaire survey is generally inexpensive (O’Brien, 2006), making it a desirable method
to use.

(c) When you need to protect the privacy of the participant(s) 
A postal survey is useful when it is important to maintain a person’s anonymity in order to obtain honest
responses, especially if you need to ask embarrassing questions about personal matters (O’Brien, 2006).
Postal surveys are relatively easy to administer confidentially and require a minimal amount of personal
contact.  

(d) To back up other findings 
On some occasions a questionnaire is a useful tool for supporting existing findings that other research
methods have identified (O’Brien, 2006).  This is part of triangulation, whereby evidence is sought from
many different independent sources and often by different means.  This helps to ensure that findings are
trustworthy.

5.3 Designing your questionnaire
Questionnaire design is a process with several important steps.  This section describes the importance of
correctly wording your questions, putting them in the right order, choosing your sampling method, and
improving your response rate.  

1 Write your questions
Table 5.1 outlines a number of important guidelines for wording questions.  The main things to bear in
mind when wording your questionnaire survey is to ensure that questions are clear, concise and objective.
It is also a good idea to keep the language which you use as friendly as possible.  This means keeping
jargon to a minimum and finding alternatives to phrases which some people may not understand.  Be
aware that it is easy to unwittingly word questions in a way that can portray things positively or negatively
(O’Brien, 2006).  One of the main pitfalls to avoid is the creation of leading questions.  For example, make
sure that each question does not make the interviewee want to answer it in a certain way.  Also, if writing
a multiple choice question, make sure that there is an equal balance of positive and negative responses.  

17
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When developing your questionnaire survey it is usual to include some questions to gather demographic
data (e.g. age, gender and ethnicity) at the beginning or end, so that you can later determine whether
certain demographic groups behave in certain ways.  The rest of the questions within your questionnaire
should seek to answer your original evaluation questions (see chapter 2).  There are several different types
of questions that you can use, as shown in Table 5.2.  

Table 5.1 Guidelines for wording questionnaire survey questions

Do Don’t

● Define any terms that you use clearly;
● Ensure that the words and sentences are as 

simple and reader friendly as possible;
● Use words that are commonly used or easy to 

understand;
● Try to keep the survey length as short as possible.

● Use long and complex questions;
● Ask too many questions;
● Ask two or more questions in one.  For example, 

‘do you like tea and coffee?’
● Use jargon and / or acronyms (initials);
● Use biased or emotionally charged terms;
● Use negative words like ‘not’ or ‘none’.  For 

example, ‘would you rather not…?’
● Include leading or loaded questions;
● Fail to state the alternatives in a question;
● Use embarrassing questions;
● Use hypothetical questions (e.g. if …).

Source: McLafferty, 2003: Box 6.1, p. 90; Parfitt, 1997

Table 5.2 Question types

Question type Description Pros Cons

Open Questions that allow the
respondent to make up
their own responses in
their own words.

● Respondents can 
describe things in their
own words;

● Enables unanticipated 
answers to emerge.

● More difficult to 
analyse.

Fixed response / Closed
(e.g. multiple choice,
yes/no, age and gender
categories

Questions that have a
limited number of
answers that respondents
can choose from.
‘Undecided’ or ‘don’t
know’ options are
important to include

● Easy to answer due
to standardised 
responses;

● Easy to analyse and 
interpret

● Lacks detail, richness 
and personal 
viewpoints;

● Loss of spontaneity in 
respondents’ answers 
(Bryman, 2004).

Scales such as Likert
(e.g. 1. rate something as
excellent, good,
satisfactory, fair or poor;
e.g. 2. do you strongly
agree, agree, neither
agree not disagree,
disagree, or strongly
disagree).

More complex kind of
fixed response question
that asks respondents to
provide a rating on a
scale (McLafferty, 2003).  

● Standard way of 
gaining information 
about people’s 
opinions;

● Having a five point 
scale provides more 
information than a 3 
point scale.

● Sometimes there is a 
danger that the 
respondent will select 
the middle option so 
that they do not have 
to think too hard 
about the question 
and/or get through 
the questionnaire 
more quickly.
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2 Put your questions in the right order 
Items on a questionnaire should be grouped together and put into logical sections that flow (Statpac, 2006).
Writing a questionnaire is like writing anything else, such as a letter or report, and so the sections should fit
together smoothly.  It helps if you put together questions that are related to the same topic (Parfitt, 1997).

3 Choose your sampling method
When doing a questionnaire for a project evaluation, it is likely that your population size (e.g. all of a
project’s beneficiaries) will be reasonably small.  Therefore it is likely that you will not need to do any
sampling, but rather conduct the questionnaire upon the whole population.  

Nevertheless, there may be occasions whereby your population size is large (e.g. the population of a town).
Due to the restraints of time and cost, it is often impossible to interview an entire population.  Where this is
the case, it is vital to conduct your questionnaire upon a sample of the population.  A sample is a part of a
statistical population whose make-up is studied to gain information about the whole (Mugo, 2006).  

Before you decide upon the size of your sample you must first define your study population or target
group, as only then can you decide how much of that group you need to choose.  Deciding the sample size
can be difficult.  Sometimes there are constraints such as your budget or the number of respondents
available.  For example, someone researching a prison only has a certain number of respondents to work
with.  We would advise you to speak to a statistician who can help you to decide upon your sample size.  

Sampling methods fall into two main categories: probability sampling and non-probability sampling (Parfitt,
1997).  If your intention is to generalise about the larger population using data derived from the sample, it
is important to generate a representative sample.  In this case, probability sampling is desirable because it
involves a sampling frame which ensures representativeness.  The most common form of probability sample
is the simple random sample, whereby all elements have an equal chance of being selected, but other kinds
include stratified random and cluster.  Non-probability samples include quota sampling whereby
respondents are selected on the basis of satisfying a predefined quota.  Different types of samples are
shown in Table 5.3. 
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4 Think of ways to improve your response rate 
In order to get the maximum number of responses to your questionnaire survey, there are a number of
techniques that you can try out.  

A covering letter
If you are doing a postal survey, then a covering letter is very important, as it provides an opportunity to
persuade the respondent to complete the questionnaire.  If the questionnaire will only take a short time to
complete then this is a perfect opportunity to stress this and hopefully get a better response (Statpac, 2006).

As a rough guide the points below should be the main consideration when writing your covering letter:

● Describe why the study is being done (briefly) and who is doing it, i.e. your organisation;
● Mention an incentive (a good and cheap incentive is a copy of the results);
● Mention the inclusion of a stamped, self-addressed return envelope;
● Describe your confidentiality/anonymity policy;
● Give the name and phone number of someone they can call with any questions that they may have.

Table 5.3 Sampling methods

Sampling method Description

Probability samples Random sample Possibly the most important type of sample. This
method allows the probability of choosing a
respondent to be known.  It can also be a very
simple method; random sampling can be as basic as
picking a name out of a hat.

Systematic sample A systematic sample is obtained by selecting one
random respondent, and then choosing additional
one at evenly spaced intervals until a desired sample
size is obtained.

Stratified sample This is obtained through randomly selecting
respondents from different layers within a
population.  For example, randomly selecting
respondents from different classes in a school would
leave you with a stratified sample. 

Cluster sample This is obtained by selecting clusters from the
population such as all the primary schools in an
area. Once the initial sample is decided on, then it
can be kept or narrowed down by using simple,
random or systematic sampling methods.

Non-probability samples Convenient sample This refers to the use of respondents that are easier
to reach, perhaps because they are known to the
researcher. 

Purposeful sample If you intend to do more in-depth studies then
purposeful sampling may be a better option. This
can require the researcher to hand pick respondents
in order to get the required richness of information
required. The size and type of sample depends upon
the research subject (Mugo, 2006).

Quota sample A method of stratified sampling in which selection
of sample members within a strata is non-random.
It ‘involves sending interviewers out to find
respondents of particular types so that the profile
of the sample matches that of the target population
within the area of study’ (Parfitt, 1997: 98).
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Incentives
The use of incentives is often (but not always) a good way of increasing the response rate of a
questionnaire survey.  Both monetary and non-monetary incentives have been used for a long time in
research, but one trend has become apparent: incentives work much better when they are enclosed within
the same envelope as the questionnaire.  Examples of non-monetary incentives that you can enclose within
the envelope may include a free pen.  The promise of a reward upon reply does not greatly increase the
response rate (Statpac, 2006).  In one study carried out in the USA, the average increase in response rate for
monetary and non-monetary incentives were 19.1% and 7.9% respectively (ibid.).  Unsurprisingly, past
research has shown that the higher the value of the incentive, the greater the response rate will be.

5.4 Administering your questionnaire
Once you have written your questionnaire it is useful to carry out a pilot survey on a small number of
people, in order to check that your questions work and flow well.  As a result of the pilot, you may find
that you need to change the layout and/or the question wording.  

Once you are happy with your survey, you are ready to administer it.  There are a number of possible
strategies for carrying out your survey, outlined in Table 5.4.

Table 5.4 Possible strategies for administering your questionnaire survey

Strategy Description Pros Cons

Face to face
structured
interview

Interviewer asks
respondent the
series of
questions in
person (Statpac,
2006).  

● Possible to probe for 
further information

● Personal interviews are more expensive in 
terms of time and money and therefore are
used more when the respondent is unlikely 
to respond via any other methods of 
research;

● Interviewer effects present i.e. interviewers 
may affect the answers that people give 
(Bryman, 2004);

● When an interviewer administers a 
questionnaire, the respondent may alter his
or her true response in order to give a 
better impression.  This may be the case if 
the questions are of a sensitive nature.

Telephone
interview

Interviewer asks
respondent the
series of
questions over
the telephone

● Telephone surveys are 
the quickest way of 
getting information 
from a relatively large 
number of 
respondents (Statpac, 
2006);

● Quick to complete;
● Relatively cheap and 

convenient to carry 
out (May, 2001).

● There are problems with the sampling 
method as not everyone is listed in the 
phonebook. Not everyone owns a 
telephone and each phone number is listed
under one person in the household only, 
meaning there are likely to be class and 
gender bias (May, 2001).

Continued
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Table 5.4 Possible strategies for administering your questionnaire survey (continued)

Postal / self
completion

Questionnaire
survey is sent
out to
respondents
who follow the
instructions and
answer the
questions on
their own
without any
assistance. A
stamped
addressed
envelope is
often enclosed
for returning
the completed
survey.

● They are a very cost 
effective method for 
gathering information
from a large sample, 
especially if the 
sample is spread over 
a large geographical 
area (May, 2001);

● Quicker than face to 
face (Bryman, 2004);

● Absence of 
interviewer effects;

● Absence of 
interviewer variability 
(i.e. different 
interviewers asking 
questions in different 
ways);

● More convenient for 
respondents as they 
can complete them in 
their own time 
(Bryman, 2004);

● If dealing with 
sensitive issues, the 
anonymity of postal 
surveys is an 
advantage (May, 
2001).

● Cannot prompt if respondent is having 
difficultly answering a question (Bryman, 
2004);

● Need to keep questions simple as 
researcher has no control over how people 
interpret particular questions (May, 2001);

● Poor response rate is typical of postal 
questionnaires (Bryman, 2004).  Mangione 
(1995: 60-61; in Bryman, 2004: 135) has 
produced a classification of bands of 
response rate to postal questionnaires: 
over 85%: excellent; 70-85%: very good; 
60-70%: acceptable; 50-60%: barely 
acceptable; below 50%: not acceptable; 

● Actual respondents may not be the ones 
you expected - you do not know who has 
completed the survey (Bryman, 2004; May, 
2001).  In large organisations especially, the
questionnaires often get passed to less 
senior members of staff who are not as 
busy, but may not have access to the 
required information (Statpac, 2006);

● Not appropriate for some kinds of 
respondent e.g. those with limited literacy, 
those who do not speak English as their 
first language (Bryman, 2004);

● Written questionnaire surveys mean that 
non-verbal communication, such as body 
gestures, is lost.

Internet /
Email

A new form of
self-completion
survey that is
sent out via
email, or
accessed on the
Internet

● E-mail surveys are by 
far the fastest and 
most cost effective 
type of survey;

● The questionnaire can 
include detailed colour
graphics (e.g. maps, 
photographs, video 
clips) (McLafferty, 
2003).

● This type of survey is relatively new and as 
a result not very much is known about the 
effects of bias and hoax responses on the 
information retrieved  (McLafferty, 2003);

● People who do not have access to the 
Internet/email are excluded from the 
sample, introducing bias.  
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5.5 Advantages and disadvantages
There are many advantages and disadvantages of conducting a questionnaire within project evaluations,
summarised in Table 5.5.

5.6 Analysing your questionnaire survey responses
Once you have gathered your completed questionnaire surveys, you are ready to begin the data analysis
process.  First of all it will be necessary to input the data from each questionnaire survey into a computer
package such as Excel or SPSS.  For information on how to then analyse your data, please see chapter 7 on
‘Analysing quantitative data’.

Table 5.5 Advantages and disadvantages of questionnaire surveys

Advantages Disadvantages

They are an invaluable way of obtaining descriptive
primary data about large numbers of people, their
characteristics and attitudes (Adams and Megaw,
1997).

Because of their emphasis on the general picture,
questionnaire surveys are unable to tap into the
depth of understanding that may be revealed
through exploring issues at the level of the
individual.

They enable an interview to be led in the required
direction without any unnecessary distractions,
unlike in-depth interviews which may go off at a
tangent from the interview schedule.

Some would argue that they are not good at
investigating sensitive, subtle or complex issues
(Adams and Megaw, 1997) because of their attempts
to simplify the world by restricting responses to tick-
box answers.

They produce quantitative data that can be
examined to find patterns, trends and relationships.
It is also possible to use statistical techniques to
determine whether relationships may be regarded as
statistically significant i.e. not down to chance, to
make firm statements that have great power and
appear impressive to policy makers.

The primacy and recency effect can occur (Bradburn,
2000), which has implications for the interpretation
of your data.  For example the primacy effect can
occur if a respondent has a long list of options /
boxes to choose from, then the options near the top
of the list will get more ticks than the ones near the
bottom.  The recency effect can occur whereby there
is a tendency to select options that have been most
recently heard/read i.e. at the bottom of the list.

Questionnaires can be very cost-effective and are
easy to analyse.

Most people are familiar with them and have had
some experience of completing a questionnaire.  
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5.7 And finally… a summary of some useful tips
● Try and complete a pilot study if it is possible. If it is an option then make sure you use people who 

the questionnaire would normally target. This way you can counter problems which would come up in 
a real investigation;

● Try using a range of questions in your questionnaire. A mix of open and closed answers make the form 
look more interesting to the respondent;

● Try to keep the questionnaire short; shorter questionnaires are more likely to get a better response than 
longer ones;

● Give your questionnaire a title that the respondent can relate to.  If a person feels that they can have an 
effect on issues that they consider to be important then they will be more likely to fill it in;

● Try and make the first few questions on the questionnaire interesting and unobtrusive.  This way the 
respondent is less likely to be put off by difficult or boring questions;

● Use professional software when designing the look of your questionnaire.  Try to make your
questionnaire look appealing, perhaps by using colour;

● Try to give prior warning to your survey respondents.  Send out a letter to your sample population 
informing them that they will shortly be receiving a questionnaire through the post.  Explain what your 
study aims to find out, and what will be done with the data provided.  When doing this make sure the 
letter and the actual survey are distributed within a couple of weeks of one another to maintain interest.
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6 Using secondary data 
6.1 What is secondary data?
Secondary data can be described as:

‘information that has already been collected for another purpose but which is available for others
to use’

(White, 2003: 67)

Analysing secondary data is an extremely popular and useful method within evaluation, and the Internet
has meant that secondary data sources are now more accessible than ever before.  This chapter highlights a
range of different examples of secondary datasets before identifying the advantages and disadvantages of
using such data.

6.2 Examples of secondary datasets
National surveys
The Census
The Census is a survey of all people in every household in the country.  It is conducted every ten years, the
most recent of which being carried out in 2001.  It collects information on a broad range of topics including
demographic information, health, employment, qualifications, housing, household types and families.  This
information is vital for the planning of public services.  Results and information from the most recent
Census are available on-line at http://www.statistics.gov.uk/ census2001/census2001.asp

Responses remain anonymous and the Census Confidentiality Act 1991 gives legal protection by making the
unauthorised disclosure of personal Census information an offence (National Statistics, 2006a).  100 years
after completion, information relating to each Census form is released as a public record.  Information
relating to the 1901 Census is currently available on-line (ibid.).

General Household Survey 
The General Household Survey collects information on a range of topics from people living in private
households in Great Britain.  Topics covered include:

● household and family information;
● housing tenure and household accommodation;
● consumer durables including vehicle ownership;
● employment;
● education;
● health and use of health services;
● smoking and drinking;
● family information including marriage, cohabitation and fertility;
● income;
● demographic information about household members including migration.

(National Statistics, 2006b)

The annual survey has a sample size of 13,250, gaining a response rate of 72% through face-to-face
interviews (National Statistics, 2006b). 
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Labour Market Statistics – Nomis 
Nomis is a web-based database of labour market statistics run by the University of Durham on behalf of the
Office for National Statistics.  Nomis produces an extensive range of government statistical information on
the UK labour market (Nomis, 2006).  It is possible to access labour market and related population data for
local areas from a variety of sources including:

● Annual Population Survey (APS);
● Labour Force Survey (LFS);
● Census of Population;
● Jobseeker's Allowance claimant count;
● Department for Work and Pensions benefits;
● Annual Business Inquiry (ABI);
● Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings (ASHE).

British Crime Survey
The British Crime Survey began in 1982 and has since been carried out in 1984, 1988, 1992, biennially
between 1992 and 2000 and annually from 2001 (Bryman, 2004).  The survey questions a randomly selected
sample of people about their experiences of and attitudes towards crime, fear of crime and risk of crime
(ibid.).

Opinion polls 
There are many private sector polling organisations that conduct opinion and attitude surveys each year.
One such company, Ipsos-MORI, was founded in 1969 and is one of Britain’s fastest growing market and
public opinion research agencies.  Ipsos-MORI provides a full range of qualitative and quantitative research
services for its many clients located in both the public and private sectors (Ipsos-MORI, 2006).  However,
detailed data from private companies is rarely available without charge (White, 2003).

Local surveys and datasets
In addition to national datasets, there is likely to be data available on a more local level which is also a
highly useful source of information for evaluations.  For example, a project may maintain a database of all
its clients / beneficiaries which can be interrogated by the evaluator to determine who has benefited (and
equally who has not) from the scheme.  

Additionally, there may have been a local survey or community audit undertaken within the area of interest
that may be examined by the evaluator to identify current issues and needs, and to seek out opinions on
how effective a particular project or programme has been. 

In the Doncaster NDC area, there are two sources of robust data which are useful for looking at impacts
through time.  Firstly, there is a household survey which is conducted every two years by Ipsos-MORI.  This
survey is administered upon a sample of the NDC population and includes questions on perceptions of
crime, health, housing, education, employment and the community.  Secondly, the Social Disadvantage
Research Centre at the University of Oxford produces administrative data on a regular basis for the
Doncaster NDC area.  This data covers a range of variables including worklessness rates, educational
attainment and crime rates.  
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6.3 Advantages and disadvantages of using secondary 
data

Table 6.1 outlines a number of advantages and disadvantages of using secondary data.

Table 6.1 Advantages and disadvantages of using secondary data

Advantages Disadvantages

Because the data has already been collected there
is more time to undertake data analysis (Bryman,
2004).

The data has been collected by someone else for a
purpose that is likely to be very different to your
own (White, 2003).

It is a cheaper way of accessing data in comparison
to collecting primary data (Bryman, 2004).

Data sources can become out of date.  For example,
the Census is conducted every ten years and so it
may become inappropriate to use the 2001 Census
solely as evidence in 2010.

Because governments make great financial
investments in large-scale data surveys such as the
Census, they want to ensure that the data is as
usable as possible. Therefore questions and data
analysis systems are fully pretested (Rose and
O’Reilly, 1998; in White, 2003). This means that
‘secondary data (particularly from government) tend
to have been collected in ways that are much more
robust than those available to the individual
researcher’ (White, 2003: 69).

Comparability of data sets over time can be
problematic where questions, sampling strategies,
boundaries, etc have changed.  It can also be
difficult to compare information from different
agencies as they may use different definitions
(Nottingham NDC, 2002).

It is possible to obtain data over a period of several
years enabling interesting comparisons to be made
and trends to become apparent (Nottingham 

It is important to be aware that ‘secondary data
may already have been manipulated for particular,
possibly political, purposes’ meaning that it ‘may
not be entirely trustworthy’ (White, 2003: 69).

Using official statistics can be regarded as an
‘unobtrusive method’ (Lee, 2000; in Bryman, 2004).

It can take time to become familiar with the data
when you have not collected it yourself (Bryman,
2004).

It is useful to use a couple of large data sets at the
same time as they can complement each other
(Nottingham NDC, 2002).

The boundaries used within secondary datasets may
not match the boundaries that you wish to use for
your own study (White, 2003; Nottingham NDC,
2002).  This is an issue that challenges many NDC
areas whose boundaries overlap local authority
ward boundaries.
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7 Analysing quantitative data
Once you have your set of quantitative data you are ready to start the analysis process.  This stage requires
careful consideration, and ‘honest graphical and numerical presentation of findings should be an integral
part of quantitative study’ (Field, 2003: p.309).  This chapter aims to briefly outline the main ways of
analysing quantitative data.

7.1 Inputting your data
Before you can analyse quantitative data, it needs to be in an appropriate format ready for analysis.  This
usually involves it being organised on a spreadsheet with columns relating to each variable, and rows
relating to each subject (e.g. each questionnaire survey).  Therefore, once you have carried out your
questionnaire surveys, you need to input the data into a spreadsheet such as Excel or SPSS.  This requires
care and attention, so that the data is inputted as accurately as possible.  

Some software programs such as SPSS require you to use numerical codes for each answer when inputting
the data (e.g. 1 = male, 2 = female).  As you are inputting the data, it is best to enter the data in the same
format as it was collected, so as to minimise errors (Leung, 2003).  For example, if your questionnaire asks
for a person’s age, do not categorise the data into age groups at this stage.  Where there are gaps in the
data (i.e. where a respondent has not answered part of a survey) you should acknowledge this, perhaps
with a value such as 99.  Once you have finished inputting the data from each survey, it is important to
check for mistakes.  

7.2 Types of data
How you analyse your data depends on its type.  There are three main types of data variables – nominal,
ordinal and interval/ratio, and these are outlined in Table 7.1.  

Example data set
Once you have completed inputting your data, you are ready to begin analysis.  An example fictional data
set is shown below in Figure 7.1.  The fictional data set consists of 20 cases (each which can be identified
through the ‘identifier’ column) and four variables.  ‘Age’ and ‘Distance from city centre’ are examples of
ratio data, ‘gender’ is an example of dichotomous data, ‘favourite colour’ is an example of nominal data,
and ‘breakfast’ (the extent to which people agree that breakfast is the most important meal of the day) is
an example of ordinal data.  

This data set will be used throughout this guide to show you ways of analysing data.

Table 7.1 Types of variable

Type Type Example variable

Interval Continuous data where each observation is
in the form of a number in relation to a
scale which possesses a fixed but arbitrary
interval, but where there is no natural zero 

Temperature in degrees Fahrenheit 

Ratio Continuous data where each observation is
in the form of a number in relation to a
scale which has a natural zero

Birth weight in kilograms

Ordinal Categorical data where there is a logical
ordering to the categories 

Likert scales e.g. Strongly agree, Agree,
Neither agree nor disagree, Disagree,
Strongly disagree

Nominal Categorical data where there is no order to
the categories

Ethnicity (White British, Black African,
Chinese, etc)

Dichotomous Categorical data where there are two
categories 

Gender (Male or Female)

Source: Taken from Bryman, 2004: p.227, and Kitchin and Tate, 2000: p.46
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7.3 Analysing your variables

Looking at individual variables
There are numerous ways of analysing your data on an individual variable basis.  

a. Diagrams and graphs
One way of displaying your data is through the use of diagrams and graphs, such as pie charts, bar charts
and histograms.  Histograms differ from bar charts in that they display interval/ratio data and there are no
spaces between the bars, whereas bar charts display categorical data.  Examples are shown in Figures 7.2 –
7.4.  

Figure 7.1 Data set from a fictional household survey

Identifier Age Gender Favorite Colour “Breakfast is the most
important meal of the day”

Distacnce from
city centre (miles)

1 34 M Red Strongly agree 2.50

2 18 F Red Disagree 1.00

3 58 M Red Agree 6.00

4 45 M Blue Agree 3.50

5 54 F Blue Strongly disagree 4.00

6 26 F Purple Disagree 2.00

7 27 F Red Agree 1.50

8 33 M Blue Neither agree or disagree 2.10

9 42 F Blue Neither agree or disagree 3.00

10 66 M Yellow Disagree 8.00

11 71 F Green Disagree 8.40

12 23 F Green Strongly disagree 0.50

13 35 M Red Agree 2.00

14 40 M Blue Strongly agree 4.50

15 25 M Red Agree 9.00

16 43 M Green Neither agree or disagree 5.00

17 31 F Purple Disagree 2.30

18 52 F Green Disagree 4.70

19 62 M Red Agree 7.10

20 45 M Blue Strongly agree 5.20
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Figure 7.2 Example Pie Chart

Favorite colour of local residents

Source: Fictional Household Survey, 2007

Figure 7.3 Example Bar Chart

The extent to which residents agree with the sentence
“Breakfast is the most important meal of the day”

Source: Fictional Household Survey, 2007

Figure 7.4 Example Histogram

Age of Residents

Source: Fictional Household Survey, 2007
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The advantage of these diagrams is that they are relatively easy to interpret and understand (Bryman,
2004).  They are also easy to produce using software packages such as Excel or SPSS.  However, it is
important to take care as you are producing your charts, and you should take account of the following
guideline principles (Field, 2003: p.321): 

● Patterns of interest should be shown without adversely affecting the integrity of the data;
● Graphs should be ‘honest’ – i.e. they should not distort, censor or exaggerate the data;
● It should be as easy as possible to read the data (as numbers) off the graph;
● Figures should be efficient – i.e. used to show relevant information and not use unnecessary special 

effects e.g. 3D effects.  
● It is important to label the axes, to give the graph a title, and to position the legend (where needed) 

in an appropriate place;
● Make sure that you use the right type of graph appropriate to the type of data.  See Table 7.2 for 

details.

b. Frequency tables
Whilst graphs are useful for oral presentations, tables are more suited when exact values are important.  As
Field (2003: p.317) states, 

‘Tables are typically instruments for summarising large amounts of information and should present 
information in a way which is as concise as possible, whilst being accurate, honest and clear.’

For example, Table 7.3 demonstrates how the data depicted in Figure 7.4 can be alternatively presented in a
table format.

Table 7.2 Types of graphs suitable for data

Data type Suitable graphs

Interval / Ratio Scatter graph, Line graph, Histogram

Ordinal / Nominal Bar chart, Pie chart

Table 7.3 Example Frequency Table

Age Number of people %

20 and under 1 5

21 – 30 4 20

31 – 40 5 25

41 – 50 4 20

51 – 60 3 15

61 and over 3 15

Total 20 100

Source: Fictional Household Survey, 2007
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c. Measures of central tendency
Another useful way of analysing data on an individual variable basis is to find out the mean, the mode and
the median, which are all measures of central tendency.  These are a way of finding one figure that is
typical for a distribution of values (Bryman, 2004).  These are defined as follows:

Mean The average i.e. the sum of all values divided by the total number of values.  This can 
only be calculated for interval and ratio data (Bryman, 2004).  The mean age of residents 
within the fictional data set is 41.5 years.

Median The middle value within a distribution, calculated by finding the middle point within a 
distribution of values that has been ordered from smallest to largest.  The median age of 
residents within the fictional data set is 41 years.  

Mode The value which occurs most frequently within a data set.  The modal age for the fictional 
data set is 45 years.

d. Measures of dispersion
Measures of dispersion enable you to find out the amount of variation in a data sample (Bryman, 2004).
You can do this by finding out the range, which is the difference between the maximum and minimum
values.  In the case of the fictional data set, the range in ages is 53 years (71-18).  

You can also work out the standard deviation of the data, which means the average amount of deviation
around the mean (Bryman, 2004).  This can be calculated using SPSS.  In the case of the fictional data set,
the standard deviation for age is 15.143 years.

Comparing variables
As well as analysing variables on an individual basis, it is also possible to analyse variables in relation to one
another.  This lets you find out whether two variables are related in some way.  However, as Bryman (2004:
p.230) acknowledges, ‘an important point to bear in mind about all of the methods for analysing
relationships between variables is that it is precisely relationships that they uncover. … [T]his means you that
you cannot infer that one variable causes another.’

a. Contingency Tables
A contingency table is similar to a frequency table but it enables you to look at more than one variable at
once (Bryman, 2004).  They are best used for categorical data, such as nominal, ordinal and dichotomous
data variables.  Table 7.4 shows an example contingency table.  It shows that more men than women agree
that breakfast is the most important meal of the day.

Table 7.4 Example Contingency Table: showing the relationship between gender and levels of agreement
that breakfast is the most important meal of the day

Gender Total

Female Male

‘Breakfast is the
most important
meal of the day’

Strongly agree 0 3 3

Agree 1 5 6

Neither agree nor disagree 1 2 3

Disagree 5 1 6

Strongly disagree 2 0 2

Total 9 11 20

Source: Fictional Household Survey, 2007
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b. Scatter diagrams and Pearson’s r
One way of examining two interval / ratio variables in relation to one another is to use scatter diagrams and
‘Pearson’s r.’  Pearson’s r can be calculated using SPSS, and it produces a number, called a ‘coefficient.’  This
number will be between -1 and 1.  The closer the number is to 1 and -1, the stronger the relationship.  The
closer the number is to 0, the weaker the relationship.  A positive number indicates that the relationship is
positive; i.e. as one variable increases so does the other.  A negative number indicates that the relationship
is negative; i.e. as one variable increases, the other one decreases.  

Figure 7.5 shows an example scatter diagram of two of the variables from the fictional data set – age and
distance from the city centre in miles.  It shows that as age increases, so does distance from the city centre.
This is a positive relationship.  It is possible to observe an outlier in the data (25, 9), which goes against the
general trend.  Using SPSS, the Pearson’s r coefficient is 0.667, which is significant (p=0.01).

7.4 Statistical significance
Once you have identified patterns within your data, it is useful to find out whether they are statistically
significant – that is they did not happen by chance.  It also helps you to find out whether your findings are
representative of the population.  Examples of statistical tests that you can use include:

● the chi-square test, to see if differences within contingency tables are statistically significant;
● bivariate regression, to see if relationships between two interval / ratio data variables are statistically 

significant.

It is usual to find a 95% level of significance as acceptable for statistical significance.  This level is usually
expressed as p<0.05 (p means probability).  As Bryman (2004: p.238) explains, 

‘(t)he maximum level of risk that is conventionally taken in the social sciences is to say that there are 
up to 5 chances in 100 that we might be falsely concluding that there is a relationship when there is 
not one in the population from which the sample was taken.’

7.5 Using SPSS
SPSS is a highly useful software package that can assist you with the analysis of quantitative data,
particularly the use of statistical techniques.  We recommend the following sources for further information
and guidance on using SPSS:

● Bryman, A. (2004) Social research methods 2nd edition (Oxford University Press, Oxford) – chapter 12 
Using SPSS for Windows.

● Pallant, J. (2004) SPSS Survival Manual: Version 12 (Open University Press).

Figure 7.5 Example scatter diagram

Source: Fictional Household Survey, 2007
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In addition to gathering quantitative data for your project evaluation, it is also important to uncover
qualitative data so that you can tell stories and gain an in-depth understanding of the project.  This
section covers a range of qualitative data collection techniques, including semi-structured interviews,
observation, focus groups, photographs and documentary analysis.  This is concluded by a chapter on
ways to analyse qualitative data.  All of the qualitative methods within this section enable you to do
more than simply scratch the surface of how a project is performing.  Instead, they enable you to
unearth deeper meanings and develop a detailed understanding of a project.  This complements the
rigorous nature and the breadth of coverage of data that is gained by using quantitative methods.  
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8 Semi-structured interviews
8.1 What is an interview?
There are broadly 3 types of interview.  These can be seen on a continuum, as shown by Figure 8.1.  At one
end of the scale are structured interviews.  These are formal and involve standard questions which are
asked in the same order.  They produce quantitative data and they are a spoken form of questionnaire
survey.  At the other end of the continuum are unstructured interviews which are led mainly by the
interviewee and are good for investigating topics with a person in great depth.  In the middle of the
continuum are semi-structured interviews.  These have a structure but it is flexible and can be changed
during the interview.  

Within this evaluation guide, we focus on semi-structured interviews.  Structured interviews are covered
within chapter 5, ‘Questionnaire surveys.’  Within evaluation, semi-structured interviews are usually more
useful than unstructured interviews because evaluations have set questions that need to be answered.
Therefore the interview needs to have a focus.  Semi-structured interviews are flexible enough to produce
rich and detailed qualitative data that can help an evaluator to gain a better understanding of key events
and processes that are relevant to the project being evaluated.

8.2 Tell me more about… semi-structured interviews
A semi-structured interview is a type of qualitative method.  It is a way of collecting in-depth data and
information from people.  You should use a semi-structured interview when you want to obtain data that is
rich and full of details.  It is useful for finding out about people’s experiences, feelings or opinions in a lot
of depth (Kitchin and Tate, 2000).  Unlike a questionnaire survey or structured interview, a semi-structured
interview aims to ‘understand how people experience and make sense of their own lives’ (Valentine, 1997:
p111).  

A useful way of thinking about a semi-structured interview is as a conversation with a purpose (Eyles, 1988)
to ensure that all topics of interest are explored.  As Kitchin and Tate (2000: p.214) state,

‘[t]opics and the issues to be covered are specified in advance in an outline form but the interviewer 
can vary the wording of the questions and the sequence in which the questions are tackled.  As a 
result, the interviewer has much greater freedom to explore specific avenues of enquiry, and logical 
gaps within the data can be anticipated and closed.’

Figure 8.1 Types of Interview

Structured Semi-structured Unstructured

Quantitative Qualitative Qualitative

● Standard questions.
● Questions are always asked in 

the same order and in the 
same way.

● Formal.
● No follow up questions.
● No tangents.
● (See chapter 5).

● Questions have been identified 
beforehand within key theme 
areas, although interviewer can 
add / change questions during 
the interview.

● Pre-determined question order 
but is flexible (i.e. can be 
changed during the interview).

● Informal.
● Interviewer has a brief guide of 

questions and prompts around 
areas that need to be explored, 
with the flexibility to deviate 
from these areas.

● Can ask follow up questions. 

● No set questions, guides or 
notes; the conversation just 
flows.

● Interview is directed as much
by the person who is being 
interviewed.

● Informal.
● Requires good interpersonal 

skills and the confidence to 
steer the discussion in the way 
that you desire. 

● Interview can go off at 
tangents.

● Can ask follow up questions.

Source: Based on Dunn (2000) in Longhurst, 2003: p119
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When doing project evaluations, undertaking a semi-structured interview is likely to be an important part
of data collection.  Semi-structured interviews enable you to get a feel for a particular project according to
the people who are involved within it, such as project managers, project workers and beneficiaries or
clients.

8.3 Designing your interview guide
Before you can conduct a semi-structured interview, you need to do some planning.  One of the most
important things that you need to do is write your interview guide.  This contains a list of the key topic
areas that you need to cover as well as any key questions that you need to ask.

Within evaluation, an interview guide is particularly important so that you can make the most of the time
that you have available.  Project managers are often busy people and may only have a limited time in which
to talk to you.  It is therefore vital that you can lead the interview according to the interview guide so that
it is less likely for the conversation to go off at an irrelevant tangent.  

What you include within your interview guide is up to you as the interviewer.  However, here is an approach
that the NDC Evaluation Unit tends to use when developing an interview schedule:

1 First of all, brainstorm all of the potential questions or question areas that you may have.  Write down as
many as you can think of.  You may like to do this by writing down each question or question area onto 
a separate post-it note.

2 Next, read through all of your question ideas.  Put together questions that are similar or related, and 
think of a topic name for each group of question areas.  

3 Once you have created a number of topic areas, you need to put them into a suitable, flowing order.  
This might involve putting similar topics next to one another.

4 Once you have an order you are happy with, type up your interview guide.  It is helpful if you bullet 
point each question or question area so that they are easy to read.  You may notice that within some 
topic areas that you have lots of specific questions that you need to ask, whereas in other topic areas you
may have fewer question ideas as you do not yet know exactly what information you need.  This is fine 
and it is ok to just write down key words that you think may act as a prompt to you during the 
interview.  

5 It is important that how you word and use your questions does not close down any avenues of enquiry 
that may come up during the course of the interview (Bryman, 2004, p324); i.e. make sure that your 
questions are open.  Valentine recommends that beginning a question with ‘Tell me about…’ is ‘an 
effective way of encouraging interviewees to talk about an issue in their own words’ (1997: p.120).  It is 
also important to make sure you are asking questions which are useful and not just interesting.  Bear 
one question in mind when thinking of which questions to ask: “what am I going to use this information
for?” 

6 Add an introduction to the beginning of your guide.  This must tell the person you are going to 
interview about who you are, the purpose of the interview, how long it is likely to take, and ask for 
permission if you would like to record the interview.  You should also outline confidentiality issues and 
tell them who will hear the recorded interview.  

7 Your interview guide may look similar to the guide found in Figure 8.2.  

8 Once you have a basic interview guide, read through it and remove any questions which stand out as 
being inappropriate, irrelevant or not useful.  Equally at this stage it is important to add any questions 
which you think you missed during the original brainstorm. 

9 After you have finished a draft of the interview guide, it is good practice to pass it onto other members 
of your team for quality assurance, and to see if another person’s way of thinking can produce any more 
additional questions.
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8.4 Recruiting your interviewees
During the planning stage of your evaluation you need to consider who you need to interview and how you
are going to recruit them.  When undertaking a project evaluation, interviewees are likely to include project
managers and workers, project beneficiaries / clients, partner organisations and other people who are
involved with the project.  It is useful to talk to a range of people who have different perspectives on the
project so that you can use triangulation to compare their accounts in order to reduce the effect of bias.

It is important to decide how many interviews you are going to carry out.  Remember that when
undertaking qualitative interviewing, your aim should be to gain an illustrative insight; you do not need to
have a representative sample (as in questionnaire surveys).  

When you need to interview beneficiaries / clients of a particular project, there are a number of ways of
making contact with them.  An ideal way would be through the project manager and/or worker who, as a
gatekeeper, would be able to contact them on your behalf to find out if they would be willing to take part
in an interview.  One thing you need to beware of here is if the gatekeeper restricts your access to potential
informants in order to bias the findings.

Figure 8.2 Example interview guide (based on an interview guide used for interviewing a youth worker
as part of an evaluation of a youth project)

Introduction
● Thanks for your time today. 
● Purpose of today – to get a better understanding of your role in the project. 
● We have a series of question areas to cover and there are no right or wrong answers.  We would just 

like you to ensure that your answers are not overly personalised. 
● Ask to record the interview (helps with flow). Tick if permission obtained: ___
● Finally, the only people who will see these notes are the Evaluation Unit and when we write up our 

findings we will ensure that you are not individually identifiable.

Your role
● Your role, all the things you do, both in summer holidays and during term time.  
● Prompt them to elaborate on activities.
● What work do you do in schools?
● Caseload?
● How do you review each child’s progress?
● What do you feel would be the optimum staff / children ratio on this project? I.e. how many children 

can one member of staff cope with being responsible for?
● How many of the children have special needs? Nature of this, and how they adapt programme for

them if at all?

Success Stories
● Success stories
● Case studies (anonymous)

Teamwork and supervision
● Team meetings - how often and what do you discuss?
● Do you receive supervision? 
● How often and who from?
● How does supervision work?
● What training have you been on?
● Are there any peer review systems in place?

Thank you for your time. Is there anything you would like to add? 

Provide contact details
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Another method is through snowballing.  This is where you ‘use one contact to help you to recruit another
contact, who in turn can put you in touch with someone else’ (Valentine, 1997: p.116).  This process is
repeated until you have reached saturation point or you have run out of interviewees.  Valentine (1997)
recommends that you should use multiple initial contact points when you start the snowballing process, to
ensure that your informants come from a range of backgrounds.  

8.5 Setting up your interviews
Before undertaking your interview you need to think about the most appropriate place to hold the
interview.  It needs to be a venue that is comfortable for both yourself and the interviewee.  It is also
important for your interview to be held in a quiet area where there will be no distractions.
If you have decided that you would like to record the interview (and have gained informed consent from
the interviewee for this), you need to bring along a recording device of some kind.  Make sure that you also
take along spare batteries and tapes so that the recording process goes as smoothly as possible.  Recording
the interview has the advantage of enabling you to obtain an accurate account of the interview which you
can transcribe word for word and listen to over and over again. 

8.6 During the interview 
Here are a number of tips which may help you during the course of the interview:

● At the start, introduce the interview by explaining who you are and why you are interviewing them, and
(if relevant) ask for their permission to record the interview.  Tell them how long the interview is likely to
take, and outline confidentiality issues including who will have access to the interview tape and/or 
transcript.  It is also important to tell interviewees that they do not have to answer any questions that 
they would rather not answer (Valentine, 1997).  Additionally, ask them if they have any questions about
the interview before you ask the first question.

● If the interviewee does not wish to be recorded, you must take detailed notes during the interview 
because otherwise you will not be able to recall it afterwards.

● Be prepared to adapt the interview schedule during the interview if something unexpected and 
important is brought up.

● Listening to answers is as important as asking the questions.  You need to be listening so that you can 
ask follow up questions and explore themes that emerge during the interview.

● It is important to remember that the interviewer’s attributes (i.e. who you work for or your identity as an
interviewer) can have an impact on a respondent’s replies (Bryman, 2004).  

● Be aware that the respondent may not be giving the correct information to you, which could be for a 
variety of reasons.  Where possible try to double-check any surprising findings to attempt to unearth the 
truth.

● Depending on who you are interviewing, it may be helpful to adjust the tone of your voice and the type 
of language used accordingly i.e. try to avoid jargon and long, complicated sentences.

● Similarly, adjusting your dress code to suit certain situations may help the flow of your interview. 
● At the end of the interview, provide your interviewee with your contact details so that they can get in 

touch with you in future if they have any questions or further information to add.

8.7 After the interview
Once you have finished your interview, it is useful if you can write up any notes or observations that you
have made straight after the interview so that your memory is fresh and that you are more likely to
remember details.  If you have recorded the interview, it is best if you can transcribe it as soon as possible.
A transcript is a comprehensive representation of the interview.  

When transcribing your interview it is best if you write everything that the interviewee is saying word for
word (verbatim).  The advantages of this include that it preserves the words of the interviewee and that you
do not lose any of the data that may later become important (Fielding and Thomas, 2001).  However, it is
time consuming and labour intensive, and you should put aside ample time for this process.  

8.8 Analysing your interview transcript
Information on how to analyse your interview transcript can be found within chapter 13, ‘Analysing
qualitative data’.
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8.9 Advantages and disadvantages of interviews
There are a number of advantages and disadvantages of undertaking semi-structured interviews.  These are
summarised in Table 8.1.

Table 8.1 Advantages and disadvantages of semi-structured interviews

Advantages Disadvantages

Semi-structured interviews are useful for capturing
rich and detailed data and information that would
not be adequately captured through closed
questions that are frequently associated with
structured interviews and questionnaire surveys
(Kitchin and Tate, 2000).

According to Kitchin and Tate (2000: p.219),
undertaking a semi-structured interview can lead to
‘a greater likelihood of interviewer bias introduced
through prompting and question phrasing’ in
comparison to undertaking a structured interview /
questionnaire survey.

Qualitative interviewing allows the evaluator to
check that participants are interpreting questions in
the ways that they were intended.

Conducting semi-structured interviews can be time
consuming and labour intensive, thus meaning that
they are most costly (Sewell, 2006).

The interviewer has more flexibility to use their
knowledge, expertise, and interpersonal skills to
steer the conversation in the required direction and
to explore particular issues, particularly interesting
or unexpected ideas, in greater depth (Kitchin and
Tate, 2000; Sewell, 2006).

Some people would argue that an interview is not a
normal conversation whereby both parties can ask
and answer questions, but is rather an opportunity
to ‘exploit the knowledge of the respondent’
(Kitchin and Tate, 2000: p.219).  It can lead to a
situation involving unequal power relations between
the interviewer and interviewee.

Semi-structured interviews value and illustrate the
thoughts, values and beliefs of individuals
(Valentine, 1997), treating them as people rather
than objects or numbers to make up a
representative sample for a questionnaire survey.
Semi-structured interviews are also better able to
capture the complicated and often contradictory
nature of people’s lives.

Interviews may be more reactive to personalities,
moods, and interpersonal dynamics between the
interviewer and the interviewee than methods such
as surveys, i.e. if the interviewer and interviewee do
not have a good relationship then the information
gained may be more limited than if the two have a
good rapport.

Semi-structured interviews are useful for obtaining
detailed information from certain respondents, such
as Managing Directors of organisations/companies.
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9 Observation
9.1 What is it?
Participant observation is a qualitative research method which involves a researcher getting involved in the
social life and setting of the people and/or environment which s/he studies (Bryman, 2004).  The method
emerged as a way to understand the views and ways of life of real people in terms of their everyday, lived
experiences (Cook, 1997).  It involves participating in a community setting so as to gain actual experiences
of a certain way of life, as well as observing so as to sit back and watch, take notes and gather drawings
and photographs.  

9.2 What does an evaluator have to do?
When a researcher undertakes participant observation, she or he has to become aware of the environment
which they are in.  They have to jot down field notes of what they see, hear and smell, as well as their own
thoughts and ideas about what is happening.  It depends on memory and an ability to observe details, and
it is important for a researcher to see beyond stereotypes.  They then have to write up their notes in the
form of a field diary which is later analysed (see chapter 13).

9.3 Advantages and disadvantages of observation
There are a number of advantages and disadvantages of using observation as a method within evaluation,
shown in Table 9.1.

9.4 How can I use participant observation in my 
evaluation?

There are a number of uses of participant observation.  You might want to observe a planned activity
actually taking place in order to gain a first hand impression of how it went and who attended.  For
example, you could undertake participant observation as part of a project evaluation in the following
scenarios:

● Observation of a client interview at a job brokerage scheme;
● Observation at an opening event;
● Observation of activities held at a youth project.

Table 9.1 Advantages and disadvantages of observation

Advantages Disadvantages

The advantages of participant observation are linked
to the problems of questionnaires and survey
methods.  Instead of putting people into boxes,
participant observation allows people to play a
major role in the research.  

As the researcher is a part of the situation being
observed, they can influence what actually happens.  

It is not about making sweeping statements about a
larger population from a small sample, but rather it
is about understanding the complexity of people, an
event or place.

There are also ethical issues to address, particularly
when the researcher undertakes covert participant
observation, i.e. without telling anyone that they
are being observed, because it can be an invasion of
personal privacy.  But, this does not mean
participant observation can never be undertaken in
secret, because people’s identities can be masked in
published results, and the benefits from gaining
knowledge about society can be seen to outweigh
the risks of using covert methods (Bulmer, 1982).
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9.5 Decisions to make
Covert vs. overt
One of the most important decisions to make regarding participant observation is whether or not you are
going to inform those around you that you will be observing them.  This involves choosing whether you are
going to observe overtly / in an open manner, or covertly / in secret.  There are advantages and
disadvantages to both of these approaches, as shown in Table 9.2, although in project evaluation it is best
to avoid covert research.

Participant vs. observer
Gold (1958) has drawn up a classification of roles that you can undertake when doing participant
observation.  These are shown in Figure 9.1, adapted from Bryman (2004: p301).  

Complete participant - someone who is completely involved in a setting but whose identity as a researcher
is unknown to others (e.g. an undercover detective);

Participant-as-observer - someone who is completely involved in a setting and whose identity as a
researcher is known to others;

Observer-as-participant - someone who is not completely involved in a setting and whose identity as a
researcher is known to others; 

Complete observer - someone who observes but is not completely involved in a setting and whose identity
as a researcher is unknown to others (e.g. a police officer observing a police interview through a two way
mirror).

Table 9.2 Advantages and Disadvantages: Covert vs. overt

Advantages Disadvantages

Overt ● It is an ethical approach as 
participants are given the 
opportunity to give their 
informed consent to being 
involved in the research;

● Able to write notes more openly.

● Gaining access to the research setting may be difficult;
● People are aware that you are undertaking research 

and so may change their behaviour.

Covert ● People are less likely to change 
their behaviour because they do 
not know they are being 
watched. 

● It can be difficult – and indeed sometimes impossible –
to take notes without drawing attention to yourself;

● It can be a stressful method as you may worry about 
being uncovered;

● There are ethical issues as it does not let the participants 
have ‘informed consent’ and it might also be regarded as
an invasion of privacy (Bryman, 2004).  (See chapter 3.)

Figure 9.1 Gold’s (1958) classification of participant observer roles  

Source: Bryman, 2004: p301

Involvement 

Complete
participant

Participant-as-
observer

Observer-as-
participant

Complete
Observer

Detachment
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9.6 Step by step guide to ‘doing’ observation
1 Try to become aware of your environment – what do you see?  What do you hear?  What do you smell?  

What makes it distinctive?
2 Take notes of your observations.  Notes only have to be key words and phrases, as long as you will be 

able to remember what they mean later on.  Key things which you might wish to make notes of include:

● People - who are they? (gender, ethnicity, age)
● Relationships - who interacts with who?
● Space - design, layout
● Activities - what is going on?
● Objects - physical elements
● Feelings - how do you feel there?
● Atmosphere - is it peaceful / safe / noisy / vibrant?
● Changes - If you have time you might want to look at changes in a place – does it look/feel differently

at different times of the day?
● Be reflective - How do you feel about observing people?

3 When you have finished jotting down notes, return home and read through them.  You are now ready 
to start writing your field diary.  

4 Write your field diary.  Before you start, leave a margin down one side of the page so that in the future 
you can come back to your diary and add notes down the side to analyse it.  The diary should be in full 
sentences and describe in full detail everything that you did, observed and felt personally.  It is important
to be continually reflective and include yourself in the diary – how did you influence what happened?

9.7 Example field diary
Figure 9.2 gives an extract from a fictional evaluator’s field diary.  The evaluator is evaluating the success of
a community health event through the use of observation.

9.8 Analysing your field diary
Once you have written your field diary, you are ready to begin the analysis process.  This is described in
chapter 13, ‘Analysing qualitative data.’

Figure 9.2 Example field diary

I arrived at the Hall at around 10am, half an hour before the community
health event was due to open.  There was a sense of panic, but also
excitement, amongst stall holders who were frantically trying to set up their
stands on time.  People were putting up posters, laying out leaflets on tables
and preparing goody bags for attendees. …

… At around 11am, it was starting to get busier.  There was a real mix of
people there – some old, some young, some families, some people who had
turned up alone.  The stands with freebies to give away were unsurprisingly
the most popular.  Although I noticed that people had a tendency to pick up
the free pens and pencils, they were also picking up information leaflets.

Space
for

Notes

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
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Focus groups
10.1 What is a focus group?
A focus group can be described as ‘a one-off meeting of between four and eight individuals who are
brought together to discuss a particular topic’ (Bedford and Burgess, 2001: p.121).  A focus group discussion
usually takes between one and two hours and is facilitated by a moderator, who structures the discussion to
ensure that there is a depth of coverage and that everyone takes part (Spencer, 2005).  The discussion
produces qualitative data.  

Focus groups differ from group interviews in that in the former, participants are more explicitly encouraged
to converse with one another in an open-ended discussion about a specific topic (Robson, 2002) as opposed
to answering questions independently.  Focus groups replicate more commonplace social situations than
interviewing people with a questionnaire (Lunt and Livingstone, 1996; in Bedford and Burgess, 2001).  This
tends to promote enjoyable discussions and enables participants to share their opinions, experiences and
prejudices without feeling that a more conversant researcher is challenging their knowledge. 

10.2 Using focus groups in a project evaluation 
Because focus groups enable you to obtain detailed data from many people in a relatively short space of
time, they are an extremely valuable investigative tool for doing a project evaluation.  They are arguably a
more efficient way of collecting qualitative data than doing a series of semi-structured interviews.  

10.3 Recruiting participants
It is helpful to recruit groups with a common interest for focus groups, so that there is more likely to be
dynamic discussions.  For example, you could run a focus group of service users, perhaps broken down by
further subcategories such as gender or age, to find out how they benefit from a particular service, or you
could facilitate a focus group of staff members to discuss a project’s strengths and weaknesses.  
If you approach pre-established groups to take part in your focus group (e.g. members of a staff team), it is
easier to recruit them (Holbrook and Jackson, 1996) and a group dynamic will already exist.  However, you
need to be conscious that you may be directed to a narrow selection of the group and be discouraged from
approaching others (Valentine, 1997).  If you are recruiting members to a brand new group (e.g. project
beneficiaries who have never before met one another), you may be more able to ensure the participation of
a wider range of people and thus reduce bias, but it can be time consuming. 

Snowballing is a commonly used technique for finding participants to take part in qualitative research, and
is useful for focus groups (Bedford and Burgess, 2001).  This is a recruitment process whereby, ‘one subject
gives the researcher the name of another subject, who in turn provides the name of a third, and so on’
(Vogt, 1999; in Atkinson and Flint, 2001: p.1).  Initial respondents can be invaluable in gaining the
confidence and views of further individuals.  This strategy is useful for accessing people who are considered
‘hard to reach’ (e.g. people who are deprived, vulnerable, or socially stigmatised), where a degree of trust is
necessary to initiate contact and thus conventional approaches may be unsuccessful. 

When you are recruiting people, it is important to briefly describe the purpose of the evaluation to
potential participants, outlining goals and objectives, and how the findings will ultimately be of benefit to
them.  Respondents need to feel that the evaluation is important and relevant to them (Phillips et al. 2002).
It may be helpful to distribute a mini questionnaire at the recruitment stage to gauge relevant opinions and
assess demographic details, in order to ensure that those who agree to attend the focus group do not have
any vested interests that may bias findings (Bedford and Burgess, 2001).

Drop-out rates are a vital consideration.  Wherever possible, you should recruit more members than they
would ideally like.  If the number of recruits is too few (below 5) the group loses some of its dynamic
(Spencer, 2005).  Wilkinson (2004) suggests that a group consisting of four to eight participants is ‘the
norm’.  Holbrook and Jackson (1996) suggest that recruiting using pre-existing groups decreases dropout
rate.  It is important to have a time and place for the focus group pre-arranged, so that prospective
participants can be sure of their availability (Bedford and Burgess, 2001).

10
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10.4 Designing the topic guide
Like preparing for a semi-structured interview, you need to do some planning.  In order to undertake a
successful focus group you need to develop a topic guide to provide an overall direction for the discussion.
This can be a simple outline of the areas for discussion, but you can add specific questions as aids.  The
topics and questions should relate back to your original evaluation framework (see chapter 2), so that you
uncover data to help you answer your overall evaluation questions.  Areas for discussion need to be
systematically arranged in a logical sequence, but should appear to flow naturally.  Any questions that you
ask should be simple and open-ended to stimulate conversation.  Box 10.1 shows an example topic guide.

10.5 Finding a suitable venue 
Focus groups can be run at a variety of venues.  However, the setting and seating arrangements should be
appropriate for the subject under discussion and, if applicable, the acoustics suitable for tape recording
(Bedford and Burgess, 2001).  Agree procedures, timings, the venue and incentives with your participants in
advance and provide recruitment documents, such as an introduction to the evaluation and confidentiality
details (Spencer, 2005). 

Box 10.2 gives a list of things that the Survey Unit (2007) recommends you need to bear in mind when
choosing an appropriate venue for a focus group.  

10.6 Starting the discussions
Introduce yourself and welcome people as they arrive.  It is good if you can offer refreshments to promote
an informal atmosphere.  Begin with a short introduction to the study being carried out and the purpose of
the group discussion, relating to the overall evaluation.  It is important to ask permission to use a tape
recorder, and if it is not possible to record the focus group, you will need to take very detailed notes.
Therefore, it is helpful to have a note taker present so that you are able to concentrate on facilitating the
group.  Moreover, Bedford and Burgess (2001) recommend that a facilitator should be accompanied by a
participant-observer, who can assist the facilitator by observing the group dynamic and encouraging anyone
who is not having the opportunity to put forward their views to join the discussions.  This also helps to
reduce some of the pressure that a facilitator may experience.

Box 10.1 Example focus group topic guide

Focus Group with beneficiaries of a job brokerage service
20th June 2007
Topic Guide
1 Introductions
2 Experiences of worklessness
3 Experiences of using job brokerage services
4 Benefits of the job brokerage service
5 Any negative experiences
6 Potential ways to improve the job brokerage service

Box 10.2 Things to bear in mind when choosing a venue for a focus group

● Choose a convenient location to improve participation;
● Book the room for half an hour before and half an hour after the scheduled time to allow time for 

setting up / packing away;
● Make sure the room accessible to all, including those with disabilities;
● The venue should be large enough to accommodate the group but small enough to be conducive to a 

group discussion;
● Make sure the room is well sign-posted, and take your own door sign if necessary;
● Prepare in advance any additional equipment you might need (e.g. flip charts, overhead projectors,

laptops, etc);
● Provide participants with full details of the room number, building, and instructions to find the room.

Source: Adapted from the Survey Unit (2007)
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At the beginning, give a brief list of ground rules e.g. request that group members not talk over one
another and allow everyone to express their opinions.  Emphasise the importance of anonymity throughout
the process in order to encourage more freedom for discussion.  It is useful to provide optional
badges/stickers displaying participant’s first names.  These provide a sense of anonymity, whilst allowing the
facilitator and other members to address one another by name.  Before starting the discussion, ask each
member introduce him/herself.  This assists in the development of group identity and facilitates a taped
record linking names to voices (Bedford and Burgess, 2001).  At this point, it is helpful to draw up a seating
plan and write down everyone’s name or initials for your own information, to aid the transcribing process
at a later date.  An example of what this might look like can be seen in Figure 10.1.

Figure 10.1 Example seating plan aid

HJ
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10.7 The facilitator’s roles
The facilitator’s task is to make participants feel at ease and to assist open communication.  Participants
have to overcome anxiety and build trust and thus, focus group facilitators must possess certain attributes.
According to Spencer (2005), key qualities of a focus group facilitator are:

● Curiosity;
● Patience;
● Attentive listening and concentration;
● Good memory;
● Flexibility and quick thinking;
● Sound preparation skills;
● Effective time management.

During the focus group it is important to address the group as a whole.  Try to memorise your questions so
that you can maintain eye contact with participants.  Begin with easy, short answer questions, delaying
more complex and sensitive questions until a greater rapport has been established.  Ask broad, open-ended
questions, probing for additional information where necessary, but keep the discussion appropriately
focused.  Allow sufficient time for people to answer questions and make sure that you look interested and
listen to their responses.  Encourage people to question and respond to each other.  Investigate emergent
themes and probe (e.g. ‘please can you tell me a bit more about that?’), rather than prompt (e.g. ‘do you
think the project is successful because of the long opening hours?’).  

As the facilitator it is important to observe the diversity of opinions and challenge consensus.  Try to
appreciate that views develop and change during the discussion process and that individuals are influenced
by the opinions of other group members.  Focus groups illustrate the range, contrast and development of
ideas; individual views should be taken into account but not generalised. 

The key role of a facilitator is to enable the collection of information that is relevant to the evaluation
questions.  You also have an important role to ensure even participation, although as stated above, the
presence of a participant-observer can help with this.  The focus group method is vulnerable to individuals
who claim authority to represent the views of others; or who are compelled to ‘perform’ in the presence of
a captive audience (Bedford and Burgess, 2001).  Therefore, if you think that someone is dominating the
discussions, perhaps consider using a round-table approach, going in one direction around the table and
allowing each person a minute to answer the question.  However, beware of putting people on the spot
and preventing the development of conversation between participants.

Throughout the focus group, try to pace the discussion appropriately in order to cover the whole agenda.
End on a positive note, invite questions and allow time for participants to disengage.  Re-affirm the
proposed use of the evaluation findings and the confidential nature of the data collected.
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10.8 The advantages and disadvantages of focus groups
The advantages and disadvantages of focus groups are listed in Table 10.1.

10.9 Analysing focus group data
If you can, transcribe the focus group in full.  You will then be able to analyse the transcript (see chapter
13).  

Table 10.1 Advantages and disadvantages of using focus groups

Advantages Disadvantages

Focus groups enable you to access participants who
may find one-to-one interaction intimidating.  A
number of studies suggest that focus group
participants find the experience more gratifying and
stimulating than individual interviews (Wilkinson,
1998). 

What is said during a focus group can depend on
participants’ desire to conform to what they perceive
as normal.  As a result, important opinions may not
be expressed.  It is important to be aware that what
individuals think and what they actually say,
particularly in front of a group of peers, may be
different. 

Interviewing a number of people at the same time is
efficient.  This is particularly important when you
are doing a project evaluation because you are likely
to have a set timeframe in which to complete the
study.

It can sometimes be difficult to assemble a group
together in one place and to persuade people to
give up their time.

Focus groups are flexible enough to examine a wide
range of topics with a variety of individuals and in a
variety of settings.

Focus groups produce a large amount of qualitative
data which can be time-consuming to transcribe and
may be difficult to analyse.

As a qualitative method, the evaluator can obtain
deeper levels of meaning and identify subtle
intimations in expression and meaning.

Dominant individuals may direct the discussion, as
more reserved group members may be hesitant to
talk.

Generates a lot of rich qualitative data fairly quickly. The quality and usefulness of the discussion largely
depends on the skill of the facilitator.

Interacting directly with respondents provides the
evaluator with opportunities for the clarification of
responses, follow-up questions, and the probing of
responses.

The moderator may bias results (intentionally or
unintentionally) by providing cues about what types
of responses/answers are desirable. 

Relatively inexpensive to run. Process requires a trained facilitator.

Participants can provide frank responses and this
allows participants the freedom to raise issues that
are important to them rather than merely respond
to a set of predetermined questions.

The open-ended nature of responses makes
summarisation and interpretation of results difficult.

Introduce an element of quality control into the
data collection process – participants tend to provide
checks and balances on each other, which weed out
false or extreme views.

Groups are not randomly sampled and are small in
number, which limits the generalisation of findings
to a larger population.

Individuals build on one another’s ideas and
comments.

Responses from members of the group are not
independent of one another.

Works well with a range of populations - one of the
few research tools available for obtaining data from
children or from individuals who have issues with
literacy.

Source: Adapted from California WIC Program, 2005
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Using photographs
Photographs are snapshot pictures that represent moments in time, enabling us to capture aspects of our
lives such as memories, relationships and important events (Goodrick, 2005).  However, their use in
evaluation and research has so far been limited, which is somewhat surprising since graphics such as
photographs can ‘simplify complex information, emphasize key points and create a picture of the data’
(Minter and Michaud, 2003: p.2).

Photographs should be considered as a qualitative data source, and there are many different ways in which
they can be used within evaluation.  These are outlined below.

11.1 Photographs as illustrations
Photographs may be used purely for descriptive purposes within an evaluation report, to illustrate particular
points or arguments so that they become clearer and more compelling (Bryman, 2004).  Photographs may
help audiences to understand the participants’ different experiences (Minter and Michaud, 2003).  Figure
11.1 shows how you might use a photograph to illustrate a project (in this case, New Beginnings Drugs
Rehabilitation Centre) within an evaluation report.  

11.2 Photographs as data
Photographs can also be used as data in their own right, as part of a researcher’s field notes (Bryman, 2004).
They can ‘produce evidence of what has been observed or be the basis of a record of observations’
(Goodrick, 2005: p.2).  Minter and Michaud (2003: 12) list a number of examples of using photography in
such a way, including:

● To capture before and after information;
● To show unexpected or secondary effects of a programme;
● To compare, count, measure, qualify or track changes in the environment;
● To document how a programme was implemented.

Figure 11.1 Using a photograph for illustrative purposes: New Beginnings Drugs Rehabilitation Centre

Photograph taken by Doncaster Primary Care Trust, 2006

11
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Figure 11.2 demonstrates how photographs can be used to picture before and after information, in this case
before and after the implementation of a fencing project.

When used as a data source, photographs should be analysed in a similar way to analysing other qualitative
data sources such as interview transcripts and field diaries (see chapter 13).

11.3 Photographs as prompts
Photographs may also be used a prompt or trigger during an interview or focus group to entice people to
discuss what is represented in or by them.  They may ‘evoke memories, stimulate reflection and elicit
feedback from participants in programmes to deepen analyses’ (Goodrick, 2005).  

Photographs may be used as prompts through the process of photo elicitation, which is an approach to
interviewing that asks people to discuss photographs (usually taken by the researcher) and describe their
significance or meaning (Bryman, 2004).  This technique has been found to facilitate rapport with
interviewees and help to improve interviewee responsiveness (Schwartz, 1989; in Goodrick, 2005).

11.4 Photographs as a means for community
involvement 

Finally, photographs may be used to encourage people to take part in an evaluation.  Indeed, as Goodrick
(2005) argues, ‘by encouraging them to collect and share photographs we have the opportunity to explore
how they see things.’  One way of doing this is through the technique known as ‘photo voice,’ which
empowers participants by encouraging them to take their own photographs that represent a particular
phenomenon of interest.  They are also encouraged to help the researcher to analyse their meaning.  This
can be done relatively cheaply through the use of disposable cameras (Goodrick, 2005).

Figure 11.2 Example of using photographs as data: Fencing gates in Woodfield: ‘before’ and ‘after’
photographs

Before After

Photographs taken by NDC Evaluation Unit in October 2004 and May 2005

Dropped Kerb
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11.5 Advantages and disadvantages of using photographs
Table 11.1 lists the benefits and drawbacks of using photographs within evaluation.

Table 11.1 Advantages and disadvantages of using photographs

Advantages Disadvantages

Photographs can demonstrate ‘characteristic
attributes of people, objects and events’ (Prosser
and Schwartz, 2004: 335).

A photograph presents just one ‘way of seeing’
things (Berger, 1972), thus producing a partial view.
Therefore, when looking at a photograph it is
always important to have ‘considerable additional
knowledge of the social context to probe beneath
the surface’ when interpreting a photograph
(Bryman, 2004: 385).

They can generate more detailed insights (Goodrick,
2005).

A photograph may not be considered
‘representative’.

They can be used at any stage of the evaluation
process (Goodrick, 2005).

Every photograph can be interpreted in lots of
different ways, being a subjective process.  However,
this criticism is based on the assumption that there is
only one truth out there, which goes against the
theoretical underpinnings of qualitative research
(Goodrick, 2005).

They can show changes through time (Goodrick,
2005).

There are ethical issues associated with photography.
Informed consent should be obtained before any
photographs of people are taken.  People should
clearly understand the evaluation purpose before
participating.  

They can help build rapport with people taking part
in the evaluation (Goodrick, 2005).

They are a relatively quick and inexpensive data
collection tool (Goodrick, 2005).
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Documentary analysis
Documents are a common and significant part of everyday life in our society.  The term ‘documents’ covers a
wide range of different materials.  Bryman (2004) categorises them as:

● Personal documents in both written form (e.g. diaries and letters) and visual form (e.g. photographs);
● Official documents deriving from the government (e.g. public enquiries);
● Official documents deriving from private sources (e.g. documents produced by organisations);
● Mass media outputs (e.g. newspapers, magazines, television programmes, films);
● Virtual sources (e.g. internet sites).

Atkinson and Coffey state that ‘documents are ‘social facts’ in that they are produced, shared and used in
socially organised ways’ (2004: p.58).  Therefore, they should be regarded as an important data source in
their own right, and can be extremely valuable when undertaking evaluation or research.  Documents can
be interpreted through the process of documentary analysis.  

12.1 Documents as ‘texts’
A text is the term given to refer to a broad range of cultural productions, including documents.
Traditionally it was associated with written material, but ‘in relatively recent times, the word ‘text’ has been
applied to an increasingly wide range of phenomena, so that theme parks, landscapes, heritage attractions,
technologies, and a wide range of other objects are treated as texts out of which a ‘reading’ can be
fashioned’ (Bryman, 2004: p.391).  

12.2 Undertaking documentary analysis
Documentary analysis involves looking at key documents and analysing their content.  There are many
different ways of looking at documents, described below.

Documents as a source of background information
Documents can help an evaluator to ‘learn about the history, philosophy, goals and outcomes of a particular
project’ (W.K. Kellogg Foundation, 2004: 82).  This makes them a particularly useful source of background
information relating to projects and programmes.

Bryman (2004: p.392) has produced a checklist for evaluating documents, as follows:

● ‘Who produced the document?
● Why was the document produced?
● Was the person or group that produced the document in a position to write authoritatively about the 

subject or issue?
● Is the material genuine?
● Did the person or group have an axe to grind and if so can you identify a particular slant?
● Is the document typical of its kind and if not is it possible to establish how untypical it is and in what 

ways?
● Is the meaning of the document clear?
● Can you corroborate the events or accounts presented in the document?
● Are there different interpretations of the document from the one you offer and if so what are they and 

why have you discounted them?’

Using qualitative content analysis
Qualitative content analysis involves drawing out underlying themes in the documents being looked at.
This means looking for certain words or images that are most evidently portrayed.  It uses the same
techniques used when analysing all types of qualitative data, including interview transcripts and observation
field diaries, and this is discussed in greater detail in chapter 13, ‘Analysing qualitative data’.

12
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Analysing documents in relation to one another – intertextuality
Documents do not stand alone, but rather they refer to other realities and other documents, and this
enables them to make sense (Atkinson and Coffey, 2004).  Therefore it is important to look at documents in
their wider context, looking beyond separate texts and seeing how they are related.  Seeing texts, or
documents, in relation to each other is known as intertextuality.  For example, when evaluating a project,
you may be able to see links between a business plan, job descriptions and minutes from meetings.

Analysing the meaning of documents – semiotics
Semiotics (or semiology) is the science of signs, which intends to uncover the hidden meaning of texts
through an analysis of signs and how they function.  The main terms used within semiotics include:

● The sign - something which stands for something else.  It is made up of two parts; the signifier and 
signified;

● The signifier - a material object, sound or thing that points to the underlying meaning;
● The signified - a meaning or referent concept to which the signifier points.

For example, in the context of film Aitken (1997) describes that the images of pages dropping off a calendar
(signifier) is often used to represent the passing of time (signified).

Semiotics has been particularly important within work on decoding advertisements.  For example,
Williamson (1978) revealed how a product featured in an advert is the signifier, and its signifieds are the
images evoked by the overall advert.  These images are what persuade us to buy the product.  

12.3 Advantages and disadvantages of documentary 
analysis

There are a number if advantages and disadvantages of undertaking documentary analysis, outlined in
Table 12.1.

Table 12.1 Advantages and disadvantages of documentary analysis

Advantages Disadvantages

It is possible to undertake research without
actually disturbing a project.

Documents cannot be relied upon alone when
conducting research.  As Atkinson and Coffey contend,
‘documentary sources are not surrogates for other
kinds of data.  We cannot, for instance, learn through
written records alone how an organisation actually
operates day by day’ (2004: p.58).  Therefore, it is
common to undertake documentary analysis alongside
other data collection techniques, such as observation,
interviews or questionnaire surveys.

An evaluator can be provided with information
before beginning other data collection
(Harworth, 2005).

Harworth (2005) reports that it can be problematic
when certain documents have been written to make
projects or programmes appear better than they are
(e.g. a glossy company brochure).
This produces bias and can be misleading.

Historical documents may be more reliable in
terms of recalling past information than
interviewing people (Harworth, 2005).

It is also important to be aware that documents
become out of date, and may sometimes lack clarity
(Harworth, 2005). 

Documents may appear to be more credible than
other types of data since there is less evaluator
bias involved in its production (Harworth, 2005).

It is not a flexible way of getting data, being restricted
to what already exists.

Documentary analysis can be money-saving since
it provides information that would otherwise
need to be gathered through primary data
collection (Harworth, 2005).

Information may be incomplete.

Documents are nonreactive (Harworth, 2005).
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Analysing qualitative data
Carrying out qualitative research methods, such as in-depth interviews or observation, produces a great deal
of data.  Whilst there are many advantages of qualitative data (outlined in Box 13.1), the sheer amount of
data can be overwhelming and it may be difficult to know where or how to start the analysis process.
Indeed, the richness and depth of qualitative data means that by their very nature, text based materials
such as field diaries and transcripts ‘present the researcher with unique challenges for interpretation’ (Cope,
2003: p.445-446).  

It is important to note that there is no specific or correct way of analysing qualitative data.  There are no
common standards or procedures, and in some respects analysing qualitative data is more of an art than it is
a science.  This often leads evaluators and researchers to feel insecure about whether they are ‘doing it
right’ (Crang, 2001).  However, this chapter will outline one of the most commonly used methods for
analysing qualitative data, which involves coding and theme development.  This will help you to make sense
of the qualitative data you have collected through a systematic, but not standardised, process (Baxter and
Eyles, 1997; in Crang, 2001).

13.1 Preparing your data
Before you can begin to analyse your qualitative data, you need to ensure that it is in an appropriate
format.  Interviews need to be transcribed and field notes need to be typed up into field diaries.  It is
important not to underestimate the length of time that you will need to get the data into the right format.
For example, it is estimated that it typically requires 6 to 7 hours to transcribe a one hour interview
(Jackson, 2001).  Transcribing can become a tedious process, but the important advantage of transcribing
your interviews is that ‘you become intimately acquainted with the discussions’ (Crang, 2001: p.218).

Once you have transcribed your interviews and / or typed up your field diaries, it is important to number all
of the pages.  It is also useful to number the lines on each page.  Also insert a margin down the right hand
side of each page, so that you will have space to write during the analysis process. An example of an extract
from an interview transcript is shown in Figure 13.1.  This is a fictional interview of a manager of a
Community Centre by an evaluator who is evaluating the use of the Centre.  

Box 13.1 Advantages of qualitative data

Miles and Huberman (1994) outline the following strengths of well-collected qualitative data:

● The data is rich and holistic, meaning that it is possible to obtain complex, vivid and detailed 
information;

● It emphasises people’s lived experiences;
● It enables a focus on ‘naturally occurring, ordinary events in natural settings, so that we have a strong 

handle on what ‘real life’ is like’ (ibid.: p.10).

13
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13.2 Analysing your data
The most common way of analysing qualitative data is through coding and theme development.  This
method is based on a ‘grounded theory’ approach developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967).  Bryman (2004)
outlines two main features of grounded theory.  Firstly, it involves developing theory directly from the data.
Secondly, in a grounded theory approach, data collection and analysis go together in tandem, rather than
one preceding the other.

The coding and theme development process can be divided up into three main phases.  Each one is
described below.

1 Getting to know your data 
Once you have prepared your data into an appropriate format, you are ready to start the analysis process.
First of all, before you write anything down, you need to spend a lot of time reading and thinking about
the data you have in front of you (Cope, 2003).  You need to read through the data from start to finish, so
as to become familiar with its content.  It may be useful to do this more than once since it can be difficult to
absorb large amounts of information in one go.  After you have done this, make few general notes of
things that struck you as interesting or significant on a separate piece of paper. 

Figure 13.1 Example extract from a transcript – a fictional interview with the Manager of a Community
Centre

Interviewer So how long has the community centre been open?

Manager Well, it is a fairly new building really, built in the mid 1990s – 
1996 if I recall.  I’ve only personally been here five years though, 
managing it.  

Interviewer What sort of facilities does the community centre offer?

Manager A whole range.  I mean we’ve got 2 main meeting rooms, a 
counselling room, a hall and foyer area.  We’ve also got a
garden for outdoor activities.  There’s a small IT room with 
several computers for people in the community to use, with free 
internet access as well.  There’s also a kitchen which we’ve 
recently had refurbished.

Interviewer Who uses the centre?

Manager Well I’m pleased to say the centre is very well used.  Many local 
community groups like to hire out the rooms on a regular basis, 
for their meetings like.  The centre is also home to the town’s 
health living project, which runs a number of projects for the 
local community, including exercise classes, health and wellbeing 
classes, healthy eating sessions, activities for older people, and 
also activities for families with children.  We’ve also got a 
smoking cessation class every Wednesday.  I really do think the 
centre is an important part of  community life in this town, - so 
many different people use it, and value it.

Interviewer Do children use the centre?

Manager They certainly do.  There’s after school clubs in term time, and 
holiday clubs during the holidays. We encourage children to take 
care of the building and they help design some of the wall 
displays.
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2 Coding
Once you have become familiar with your data, you are now ready to code.  Coding involves ‘the assigning
of interpretive tags to text (or other material) based on categories or themes that are relevant to the
research’ (Cope, 2003: 445).  In basic terms, it is useful to think of a code as a label (Robson, 2002).
Coding involves going through your data line by line, highlighting individual words or phrases and making
notes on your transcript in the right hand margin.  When doing this, make as many notes as you can.  It is
even possible to code the same bit of text in several different ways.  You may also find it useful to keep
some notes about the codes you create.  These are known as memos (Cope, 2003).

There are two different types of coding (Jackson, 2001; Cope, 2003), which are:

1 In vivo (or descriptive) coding – codes that are the terms used by informants themselves that you may 
regard as important;

2 Analytical (or socially constructed) coding – codes that are created by the researcher to summarise the
data or reflect upon the in vivo codes.  These codes may link with the literature.

When you code your data, it is likely that you will be using both types of codes. 

Figure 13.2 shows the same fictional interview transcript which has now been coded with both in vivo codes
(in purple boxes) and analytical codes (in blue boxes). 

Figure 13.2 Example extract from a transcript – a fictional interview with the Manager of a Community
Centre; with in vivo codes (in purple boxes) and analytical codes (in blue boxes)

Interviewer So how long has the community centre been open?

Manager Well, it is a fairly new building really, built in the mid 1990s – 
1996 if I recall.  I’ve only personally been here five years 
though, managing it.  

Interviewer What sort of facilities does the community centre offer?

Manager A whole range.  I mean we’ve got 2 main meeting rooms, a 
counselling room, a hall and foyer area.  We’ve also got a 
garden for outdoor activities.  There’s a small IT room with 
several computers for people in the community to use, with 
free internet access as well.  There’s also a kitchen which we’ve 
recently had refurbished.

Interviewer Who uses the centre?

Manager Well I’m pleased to say the centre is very well used.  Many local 
community groups like to hire out the rooms on a regular basis,
for their meetings like.  The centre is also home to the town’s 
health living project, which runs a number of projects for the 
local community, including exercise classes, health and 
wellbeing classes, healthy eating sessions, activities for older 
people, and also activities for families with children.  We’ve also
got a smoking cessation class every Wednesday.  I really do 
think the centre is an important part of community life in this 
town, - so many different people use it, and value it.

Interviewer Do children use the centre?

Manager They certainly do.  There’s after school clubs in term time, and 
holiday clubs during the holidays.  We encourage children to 
take care of the building and they help design some of the wall
displays.  
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It is important to note that your codes are likely to change through time.  There will be codes that you find
you do not use, and others that you will add in future.  You may find that a code becomes too large to
manage, and therefore it may need breaking down into sub-codes (Crang, 2001).  These changes mean that
the process is often known as ‘open coding’ (Cope, 2003).  

3 Theme building
As you code your data, you will find that themes will gradually emerge from the data that can then be used
as the main topics within the final evaluation report.  According to Cope (2003: p.454), 

‘the process of theme building is central to qualitative, interpretive work because it allows
for the organisation of information into trends, categories and common elements that are 
theoretically important.’

Jackson (2001) recommends that once you have coded all of the data within each individual transcript (or
field diary), it is possible to then read across all of the data to identify the existence of specific themes.
Themes may take the form of codes that recur or perhaps come from more than one source.  You may also
find that you have several similar codes, which can be combined within an over-arching theme.

It is useful to produce summary sheets for each theme.  These should contain the name of the theme, the
individual code(s) within the theme, and the theory and hunches that are related to that theme, including
reference to one or more quotations from the data.  Questions that come out of your data are likely to
mean further data collection.  This illustrates well the key features of grounded theory, in that it involves
developing theory directly from the data, and data collection and analysis go together in tandem, rather
than one preceding the other.  

At this stage it is normal to feel muddled up with the data you have, because your data may be presenting
you with more questions than you have answers for.  However, do not worry because this is normal.  It may
simply mean that you have not yet reached saturation point, and that you are likely to need further data or
information.

Figure 13.3 gives an example of how a theme summary might look, using information from the fictional
transcript in Figure 13.2.

Figure 13.3 Example theme summary

THEME: Benefits for the community

Code Theory / hunches / questions Reference

Community asset The Community Centre is an asset to the community, being used
by a variety of people (young and old) for a range of purposes,
including exercise classes and IT use.  

However, need to find further information relating to ethnicity –
are there any ethnic groups who are not accessing the Centre? 

Manager interview
(page 1, lines 18-27)

Well used According to the Manager, the Community Centre is well used.
This is an interesting finding but it needs to be backed up by
further information to answer the following questions: 

How many people use the centre?

At what times of the day is the centre used?

Manager interview
(page 1, lines 18-27)
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13.3 Advantages and limitations of coding qualitative data
Whilst there are many advantages of coding qualitative data, it is important to be aware that there are
several limitations. Table 13.1 highlights these advantages and limitations.

Table 13.1 Advantages and limitations of coding qualitative data

Advantages Limitations

It is a good way of getting to know your data (Cope,
2003).

By coding the text there is a danger of losing sight
of the context of what is said (Bryman, 2004).

It is possible to see patterns and themes emerging in
a way that would not otherwise happen (Cope,
2003).

It results in the fragmentation of data (Crang, 2001;
Bryman, 2004).

It makes the process more systematic (Jackson, 2001). There is a danger of ‘cherry picking’ – i.e. picking
out a few quotes to support your initial prejudices
(Jackson, 2001). 

It encourages a thorough analysis of transcripts and
field diaries (Jackson

It requires a great deal of self-discipline to consider
each line of text, and it is important to fight off the
urge to jump ahead with provisional ideas (Crang,
2001).



Once you have collected and analysed your data, you are now in the position to write up your
evaluation report.  This final section begins with a chapter on how to do a literature search and review.
When doing a project evaluation, it is useful to obtain some policy context surrounding the project you
are evaluating.  Whilst it is useful to search for relevant policy literature throughout the evaluation
process, it is helpful to write up your literature review towards the end, because you can select the
articles and policy documents that are the most relevant to the project you are evaluating.  This will
make your policy context more focused.  The last chapter focuses on the art of writing up your
evaluation report, outlining the need for a good structure and the importance of presentation. 
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Literature searching
and reviewing

14.1 What is a literature search?
A literature search involves finding, obtaining and recording the references of as many books, articles and
reports as possible that are relevant to a particular research topic, area or issue.  It is required before a
literature review can be written.

14.2 What is a literature review?
A literature review is written once a literature search has been undertaken.  It involves reading the books,
articles and reports that have been found, and then summarising what they are saying.  The result is a
written overview that demonstrates knowledge of research/policy that has already been undertaken on the
topic previously.

14.3 Why is it important to conduct a literature 
search and review?

Undertaking a literature search and review can be an important part of doing a project evaluation, so that
you can gain a broad understanding of the policy context and any relevant research that supports the
existence of the project or service.

There are also many reasons for conducting a literature search and review when undertaking a research
project.  Firstly, there is a continual need for up to date knowledge which helps to identify gaps for further
research (Gash, 2000).  Previous literature can also prove to be useful during the design stage of your own
study, because the benefit of hindsight can help you to avoid any problems that other researchers have
already encountered (Flowerdew, 1997).  Finally, since it is important to try not to duplicate previous
research and published work (Gash, 2000), undertaking a literature review is one of the best ways of
helping to ensure that this does not happen.

14.4 What kind of literature can be searched for?
There are many types of literature that need to be looked at when undertaking a literature search.  These
include:

● Books;
● Journal articles;
● Reports; 
● Conference literature;
● Official and legal publications;
● Newspaper and magazine articles.

14
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14.5 How do you do it?
Conducting a literature search needs to be thought of as a systematic process that can be achieved by
taking the following steps:

1 Identify your topic.

2 Select some key search parameters/boundaries so as to limit your search to what you want (Gash, 2000).  
You need clear and specific ideas of what you need to find.  This might include the date of publications 
(e.g. 1980 to present day), the language that they are written in (e.g. English), and their country of 
origin (e.g. England).

3 List some key words that relate to your topic which can be used in the actual search.  These can be 
identified by doing a bit of background reading from sources such as encyclopaedias and dictionaries.  
This list is likely to get longer with the more searching that you do.  It is also important not think of 
topic narrow terms (Flowerdew 1997).  For example, if your topic is community development in central 
Doncaster, do not assume that there is no relevant literature to find simply because you cannot find 
anything on this specific topic.  The literature search and review can be a lot broader than this. In this 
instance, the literature search should look at community development in general, regardless of location.

It can be helpful to develop your own literature search profile (Hart, 2001) by completing a grid like the
example in Table 14.1.

4 Once the parameters for your search have been set, it is now time to begin the search.  Sources of 
information can be found in many different places, including the local library and on the Internet.  
Firstly, at the local library, try searching the catalogue using the key words which you came up with.  
Once you have found a few good books, you may be able to identify key authors and other key words 
which you can use to further extend the search, as well as the Dewey class numbers so that you can look 
at relevant spaces on the library shelves.  You might also want to look at the reference lists in these 
books to identify other useful sources.  Secondly, in the last couple of years, the Internet has become a 
highly important method for searching the literature, as more and more official government publications
are being published on-line instead of in the form of paper copies.  The best way to find useful on-line 
publications is to enter some key words on one of the following search engines:

● Google: www.google.co.uk
● AltaVista: http://uk.altavista.com

The Internet can also be used to identify key journal articles and newspaper articles.  Websites which are
worth visiting and searching are:

● www.guardianunlimited.co.uk 
● www.neighbourhood.gov.uk
● www.renewal.net
● http://extra.shu.ac.uk/ndc
● www.statistics.gov.uk

Table 14.1 Example literature search profile

Topic Community development in central Doncaster

Limits

Date 1990 onwards

Language English

Country UK

Key words ● Development ● Empowerment ● Regeneration
● Community ● Renewal ● Policy
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5 As you undertake your literature search, it is important for you to be organised.  For example, you will 
need to keep a record of the source of everything you find and read, including a complete bibliographic 
reference (including author names, titles, editors and titles of collected volumes, names and dates of 
journals, volume and page numbers, publishers and places of publication of books), where it was found, 
its location and availability (in case you need to find it again), and whether or not you have yet read it.  
This is important because although the reference list appears at the end of a document, it should not be 
left until the end to write it.  It must be written as you go along, so that new items can be inserted in 
alphabetical order, and so that no items are lost or forgotten.

6 Each time you read a new article/book/report, make a few notes on a piece of paper which you will come
back to when you start writing the literature review.  Answer questions like ‘what is the main argument 
here?’ ‘What have they found out?’ ‘What were the results of their research?’

7 Once you have found and read as many articles, books and reports that are related to your topic as 
either possible or necessary, it is time to put together your literature review.  There is no right or wrong 
way of doing this, but it usually involves re-reading the notes that you have made from each of the 
sources of the literature, seeing how they all fit together and writing a summary or description of the 
work that has been undertaken on your topic so far.  At this stage, you may decide to not use certain 
sources if you think they are less relevant, and prefer to concentrate on others. Within your literature 
review, you might choose to identify any conflicts and contradictions amongst the previous studies, and 
also point the way forward for further research and identify how your research can fit in.  

14.6 How to write references 
There are a number of ways of referencing the sources, but one of the most common methods is known as
the “Harvard System”.  When you are writing a literature review, it is important that whenever you refer to
one of the sources that you have read, you must acknowledge this by writing down, usually in brackets, the
author’s name and the date of publication, so that anyone who is reading your review can look up the
details in the list of references at the end.  If you are quoting an author directly, you must use quotation
marks ( ‘ … ’ ) and write down the page number next to the year.

Example
The New Deal for Communities programme, launched in 1998 to target Britain’s most deprived communities
through neighbourhood-based regeneration, can be seen as a significant indication of the government’s
more community-focused approach to regeneration and renewal (Haughton, 1999), whereby local residents
make all decisions about which projects are to be funded (Tsenkova, 2001).  

At the end of the literature review will be your list of full references.  You must try to be consistent when
writing your reference list by always capitalising the same letters and italicising the same words.  Try to
follow the patterns set out below:

For books
Surname of author, Initial. (Year of publication) Title of book (Publisher, Place of publication).

Example
Haughton, G. (1999) Community economic development (The Stationery Office, Norwich).

For a chapter within a book
Surname of author, Initial. (Year of publication) ‘Title of chapter’ in Surname of editor, Initial. (ed.) Title of
book (Publisher, Place of publication): page numbers.

Example
Flowerdew, R. (1997) ‘Finding previous work on the topic’ in Flowerdew, R. and Martin, D. (eds.) Methods
in human geography; a guide for students doing a research project (Pearson, Essex): p.46-56. 
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14.7 Points to bear in mind
It is always important to be thinking about the credibility of every source you read.  This is especially
important for information which you find on the Internet, because anything can be uploaded onto the
Internet, whether reliable or not.  If you are reading something on the Internet, do you know who has
published it?  Are they credible and trustworthy?  It is also important to bear credibility in mind for
journalistic articles written in newspapers and magazines, since many journalists are trying to convey a
particular viewpoint and so are often biased and not objective.

For journal articles
Surname of author, Initial. (Year of publication) ‘Title of article’ Name of Journal Volume: page numbers

Example
Taylor, M. (2000) ‘Maintaining community involvement in regeneration: what are the issues?’ Local
Economy 15: p. 251-255.

For newspaper articles/magazine articles
Surname of author, Initial. (Date Month Year) ‘Title of article’ Name of newspaper/magazine Issue number
(if relevant): Page numbers

Example
Dickinson, S. (30thJuly 2004) ‘Time for a sharper focus on our goals’ Regeneration and Renewal p.12.

For a web page
Surname of author, Initial. (Year) Title of web page [on-line] web.address (Publisher, Place of publication)
(Accessed Date). 

Example
Tsenkova, S. (2001) Chapter 7 Partnerships in urban regeneration: from ‘top down’ to ‘bottom up’
approach
[on-line]
http://www.ucalgary.ca/UofC/faculties/EV/designresearch/projects/2001/Urban_Regeneration/partnerships.pdf
(University of Calgary, Canada) (Accessed 18/05/04).

(Please note: the author may sometimes be an organisation – e.g. Friends of the Earth)
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Writing an evaluation 
report

An evaluation report is a way of informing people of the findings of an evaluation and initiating change
(Clarke, 2005).  Effective evaluators need to be able to communicate their findings in such a manner that
their audience will find accessible.  The report should follow a logical structure, be well written and clearly
presented, as it represents the end product of an evaluation.  Data should be presented in a way that
successfully communicates its meaning. 

15.1 Preparation and Planning
Before you can write your report, you need to synthesise (i.e. bring together, collate) all of the data you
have collected and analysed.  You should be able to identify common themes that come out from more
than one data source.  You also need to be able to relate the data you have collected back to your original
evaluation questions.  Ensuring that you have enough data to be able to answer these questions will help
you to meet the information needs of the decision makers (Centre of Excellence for Evaluation, 2004).  
It helps to be aware of the expectations of your audience, and the report should be pitched at the right
level.  For example, some readers may have an in-depth knowledge of the subject, whilst others may be
decision-makers without any specialised or technical knowledge (Robson, 2002).  It is a challenge to satisfy
the information needs of various different audiences (Centre of Excellence for Evaluation, 2004), and one
option might be to write separate versions in different styles.  For example, a report summary might be
more useful to decision-makers, whilst an in-depth evaluation report is likely to be more useful to project
managers who will be implementing the operational level recommendations.  

15.2 Structure
In the first instance, you should prepare a preliminary outline structure of the report.  Although there is no
fixed structure for an evaluation report, there is a general consensus regarding the document format
(Clarke, 2005).  Your rough outline should include key words, themes and ideas and you should try to
arrange these in order of importance, identifying the main and sub topics.  Your draft outline should be
flexible and develop as you rearrange, add and discard topics (Robson, 2002).  Table 15.1 shows the typical
structure of an evaluation report.

Table 15.1 Structuring an evaluation report

Section Contents

Title page ● Programme title;
● Name of organisation commissioning the study;
● Name(s) of evaluator(s);
● Date of report.

Acknowledgements ● Thank all of the people who have assisted you in the undertaking of the 
evaluation.

Contents page ● List of sections and sub-headings;
● Index of graphs, figures and tables.

Introduction ● About the programme - origins, elements and objectives;
● Rationale;
● Circumstances in which the programme operates;
● About the evaluation;
● Nature and scope of the evaluation;
● Statement of main evaluation questions addressed;
● Reference to other evaluations of similar programmes.

Continued
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Table 15.1 Structuring an evaluation report (continued)

Literature review /
policy context

● Existing knowledge of the topic in question;
● Appraisal of previous work;
● Relationship of this evaluation to previous research.

Methodology ● Choice of research design;
● Outline of data collection schedule;
● Research and data analysis methods;
● Any ethical/confidentiality issues.

These facts enable the reader to judge the accuracy of the findings.

Findings ● Results/Discussion.

This section should be the main body of the report.  Present the results of the data
collection process.  Make sure there are clear headings, so that your readers can
find information easily.  Use paragraphs within each section to cover one element
of the subject at a time.  Include graphs and other visual material in this section.
Present quantitative data as tables, pie charts or graphs where appropriate and
qualitative data as descriptive.  Quotes can be used to illustrate key themes and
allow to be heard.  This section should contain sufficient information to justify the
conclusions and recommendations that follow. 

Conclusions ● Drawn from the analysis in the previous section conclusions should be clear and 
concise;

● They should link back to your evaluation questions. 

The conclusions should cover what you have deduced about the situation - 
bullet points may be satisfactory.

Recommendations ● Highlight actions that need to follow on from your work;
● Specific recommendations should be clearly derived from the main body of the 

report.

Recommendations are suggested courses of action.  On the basis of the findings,
recommendations identify what was successful and should be maintained and what
changes to practices and policies seem necessary.  The report should illustrate
plainly how the findings, interpretations and judgements support the
recommendations (Clarke, 2005).  List recommendations with explanations linked to
your findings and identify who has main responsibility for action.  Describe the
implications of the findings for your work, for your work team and organisation,
and for people beyond your organisation e.g. policy makers.

References ● List the items referred to in the report and their authors;
● Previously published material referred to within the text must always be 

formally referenced (Wolcott, 2001).

Appendices ● Provide detailed information, which readers may need for reference (e.g. 
questionnaires, interview schedules).  Do not include key data, which should be 
in the main body of the report;

● Appendices must be numbered so they can be referred to in the main body.

Glossary ● A list of uncommon terms, abbreviations, or acronyms and their definitions.

Source: Adapted from Clarke, 2005: p.183



65

Measuring Impacts, Telling Stories

Overall, the report structure should be clear and logical, in order to effectively portray your message, with
sign posting to show where ideas are leading.  A well-structured report that has clear objectives will get
more attention and is more likely to produce the intended results (Wolcott, 2001).  Many readers may not
want to read the whole report; they will want to read the parts that are relevant to them.  A sequence of
headings and sub-headings will give readers an overview of the document and act as signposts to assist
them in finding the information they need.  A report should be divided into sections and sub-sections, each
of which should have a clear heading (University of Surrey, 2007).  Headings must be unambiguous and they
must tell the readers about the information in each section.  One-word headings can be vague and
misleading.  If you structure a report well, it will help your readers to find information and also help you
when you start writing.  A good structure will help you to decide where to put each fact, theme or idea.  

15.3 Presentation
Good presentation is very important within your report.  Writing an evaluation report that will be read by a
variety of people requires a degree of formality (Centre of Excellence for Evaluation, 2004).  The document
must be written in good English, using short sentences with correct spelling and grammar.  Be aware of the
importance of tone and language within a report.  Language should be audience appropriate and free from
bias.  Keep technical terms to a minimum, and complicated jargon is not advisable unless it is explained in a
glossary at the end of the report.  Choose appropriate and economical words and phrasing to keep your
readers’ attention (Centre of Excellence for Evaluation, 2004).

When presenting data in graph or table form it is best to simplify the image to make the results as clear as
possible.  A suitable chart or table is an effective way of cutting down on the amount of text (see chapter 7
for further information on producing graphs and tables).  However, in the same way that vast expanses of
text may be off-putting to the reader, too many charts or tables together look equally uninteresting and
may detract from the importance of your results.  Your audience is much more likely to read a series of
smaller sections than a few long pages of unbroken text (Wolcott, 2001).  

Consider the addition of an executive summary, as individuals may not read the whole report.  The
executive summary is a condensed version of the report ‘the report in miniature’ (Centre of Excellence for
Evaluation, 2004).  It appears at the beginning of the report and tries to illustrate the significance of the
evaluation.  The quality of the executive summary implies the worth of the whole report and thus, may
determine whether the whole document is read.  According to the Centre of Excellence for Evaluation
(2004), an executive summary should briefly include:

● A description of the project, initiative, or policy evaluated;
● The reason for the evaluation;
● Who is the client/intended audience?
● A description of methodology and data sources and the limitations of the evaluation in terms of 

methodology and scope;
● The main findings, conclusions and recommendations.
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15.4 Editing
Once you have completed a first draft of the evaluation report, it is important to review and edit it.  The
editing process can reveal spelling mistakes, awkward grammar and any breakdown in the logic of the
report’s structure.  Minor adjustments or changes to expression can greatly improve the flow of a report,
and make your ideas clearer (Wolcott, 2001).  It is helpful to follow some sort of framework when revising a
report draft.  Hartley (1989) in Robson (2002: Box 15.5, p.521) suggests the following course of action:

● Read through the text and ask:
● What is the report trying to say?
● Who is the text for?
● What changes will make the text clearer and easier to follow?

● On the basis of these answers, if necessary:
● Rearrange the text;
● Rewrite sections.

● Read through the revised text;
● Repeat the whole process some time after making your original revisions. 

At this stage, spelling and punctuation should be accurate and headings, sub-headings and spacing,
consistent.  It is useful for someone else to proof read the report, as ‘your familiarity with the text is likely
to impede your effectiveness at the task’ (Robson, 2002: p.522).  

15.5 Other dissemination methods
Once you have finished your evaluation report, if appropriate you may like to consider disseminating the
findings in other ways to reach wider audiences, such as the local community.  For example you could create
a poster or you could write a feature article for a local community magazine to summarise the main
findings and recommendations of your evaluation.  
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Evaluation plays an important role in the development and improvement of projects.  This book provides a
useful introduction to the whole evaluation process, from the early planning stage to the later report-
writing stage.  It brings together quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection and analysis,
because both are required for undertaking a thorough project evaluation.  

There are two main reasons for adopting a mixed method approach.  Firstly, evaluations that use both
quantitative and qualitative methods can get closer to the ‘truth’ in terms of understanding how and
whether a project is working.  Indeed, obtaining data from more than one source enables you to
triangulate your findings.   

Secondly, through measuring impacts and telling stories, your project evaluation will be grounded in reality
and therefore its findings and recommendations are likely to be meaningful to your audience.  The tangible
facts and impacts that derive from your quantitative data will be respected by your readers, whilst the
stories that emerge from your qualitative data will enrich the evaluation and resonate with your audience.
This will increase the chances of your evaluation report being utilised, so that your findings can influence
decisions and your recommendations can generate improvements.  This is very important because you do
not want the evaluation to be ignored, as this has ethical implications in that you will have wasted your
evaluation participants’ time – not to mention your own.

It is important, however, to remember that your evaluation findings and recommendations are specific to
the project you have evaluated, and are not necessarily applicable to other similar projects.  

Finally, we hope that this book has shown that as well as being a very worthwhile process, evaluation is fun
and interesting to do.  There is always somebody new to meet and something new to find out.

Happy evaluating!
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Word Definition

Administer To dispense/distribute.

Bias The extent to which a measurement, sampling, or analytic method systematically
underestimates or overestimates the true value of an attribute (EPA, 2006).

In other words, a consistent alignment with one point of view (The Evaluation
Center, 2004).

Bivariate analysis Analysis of two data sets that determines their relationship and best describes this
(Bryman, 2004). 

In other words, explores the association between two variables. 

Chi-square test ‘A test of statistical significance, typically employed to establish how confident we
can be that the findings displayed in the contingency table can be generalised from
a probability sample to a population’ (Bryman, 2004 p.537).

Closed question A question which presents respondents with a fixed set of answers to choose from.
Also known as a fixed choice, or pre-coded question (Bryman, 2004). 

Coding Collecting responses/data into common groups and assigning each a symbol (code)
as a name (Robson, 2004) in order to aid interpretation of qualitative data. 

Content analysis The study of recorded human communications, e.g. books, websites, paintings
(Babbie, 2004).

In other words, a methodology for studying the content of communication. 

Contingency table A table comprising rows and columns, used to record and analyse the relationships
between two or more variables (Bryman, 2004). 

Covert observation Observing subjects in secret/without their knowledge.

Data Factual information, especially information organized for analysis or used to reason
or make decisions (Dictionary.com, 2007).

In other words, the information you get from carrying out research.

Dissemination Diffusing and spreading widely, the results of an evaluation. Adapting
language/writing style in order to reach stakeholders and transform research papers
into documents that inform policy-makers and the wider public (Clarke, 2005).

In other words, translating research data so as to make the results of the study
more accessible to the participants/community.

Ethics The principles, rules or moral values governing the conduct of a person or the
members of a profession.

Evaluation ‘An in-depth study in which recognised research procedures are used in a systematic
and analytically defensible fashion to form a judgement on the value of an
intervention’ (UKES, 2003).

In other words, determination of the value/significance of something.

Evaluation
framework

A plan/strategy of how to approach the evaluation. 

Executive summary A non-technical statement that provides an overview of the full length report on
which it is based (The Evaluation Center, 2004).In other words, a short description
of the evaluation/research; results and findings.
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Word Definition

Focus group ‘A group selected for its relevance to an evaluation that is engaged by a trained
facilitator in a series of discussions designed for sharing insights, ideas, and
observations on a topic of concern’ (The Evaluation Center, 2004).

In other words, an informally structured, investigative group discussion.

Formative evaluation
(Process evaluation)

A method of judging the worth of a program while the program activities are
forming or happening. Formative evaluation focuses on the process (Bhola, 1990).
In other words, ‘Evaluation designed and used to improve an object, especially
when it is still being developed’ (The Evaluation Center, 2004).

Gantt chart A bar chart that displays project tasks, when they will occur and the length of time
each will take.

Gatekeeper Individual within an organisation with the authority to grant or withhold access to
group members (Valentine, 1997).

Informed consent A written acknowledgment signed by prospective participants agreeing to
voluntarily take part in an evaluation or study after having been advised of its
purpose and intended data collection methods.

In other words, permission to carry out research on/ collect data regarding, an
informed individual.

Interview guide A term that is used to refer to the brief list of memory prompts of areas to be
covered that may be employed in an unstructured interview (Bryman, 2004: p540). 
In other words, a list of points or subjects to be discussed during an interview.

Literature review ‘A systematic review of the published work about the topic of your study’ (Leeds
University Library, 2007).

Literature search ‘A systemic search of the various formal and informal publications used to
disseminate academic research in order to find items relevant to your area of
interest’ (University of Sheffield, 2007: p1). 

Mean The total distribution of values divided by the number of values.

In other words, the average.

Median The middle value in a distribution.

Methodology Refers to the rationale and assumptions that underlie a study and the means,
procedures, and techniques, by which an evaluator intends to collect, analyse and
interpret data (EPA, 2006).

In other words, the ideas that affect the way in which you collect and analyse data.

Mode The most frequently occuring value in a distribution.

Moderator The person guiding/facilitating a focus group. 

Monetary incentives Cash/items of cash value offered to potential recruits as an encouragement to
participate (e.g. supermarket vouchers).

Non-monetary
incentives

Non-cash enticement targeting participants (e.g. ballpoint pens, car stickers and
charity donations in the respondent’s name).

Open question A question which requires a descriptive answer.

In other words, a question which does not provide the respondent with a fixed set
of answers to choose from.

Outlier ‘An extreme value in a distribution of values’ (Bryman, 2004: p.542) 

In other words, an observation that is numerically distant from the rest of the data. 

Pearson’s r ‘A measure of the strength and direction of the relationship between two
interval/ratio variables’ (Bryman, 2004 p542).
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Word Definition

Photo elicitation An approach to interviewing that asks people to discuss photographs and the
meaning and significance of them (Bryman, 2004).

In other words, looking at/analysing photographs.

Pilot study A smaller version of a study is carried out in advance of the actual research to assess
the logistics (i.e. the sample, methodology, question wording etc.) (Ipsos MORI,
2007).  The information gathered is used to refine or modify the research
methodology for a study and to develop large-scale studies.

In other words, the study in miniature/trial run.

Primary data Data/information collected from original, unpublished sources (Robson, 2004).

Qualitative data Non-numerical data that gives an in-depth understanding of why people hold
particular views, and how they make judgements, in a way that structured
quantitative research cannot (Ipso MORI, 2007).

In other words, ‘Facts and claims presented in narrative, non-numerical form’ (The
Evaluation Center, 2004).

Quantitative data Data measured or identified on a numerical scale. 

In other words, data that tell us how many people do or think something, and to
be statistically reliable (IPSOS, Mori, 2007).

Raw data Data that has been collected, but not yet analysed/interpreted.

Reference The quotation/mention of another piece of work, sometimes also called a citation.
References/citations which are quoted in the text are listed at the end of the
document (Leeds University Library, 2007).

Reliability The consistency or repeatability of a set of measurements, or measuring instrument
(Social Research Methods, 2006).

Representative
sample

A sample that has approximately the same distribution of characteristics as the
population from which it was drawn (EPA, 2006).

In other words, a cross section of the population you are researching.

Research Attempting to answer a question, resolve a problem, or attain a greater
understanding of an issue.  Research intends to develop or contribute to existing
knowledge or inform wider thinking (Big Lottery Fund, 2007). 

In other words, a systematic investigation to establish facts. Discovering,
interpreting and revising knowledge.

Respondent A person whom the researcher conducts research upon. 

In other words, the person who completes your survey/interview etc…

Response rate The proportion of people originally drawn at random from the population who
actually take part in a survey.

In other words, persons in a sample who respond to a survey. 

Sample A subset of cases or elements selected from a group thought to be representative
of the population in question. Researchers typically try to ensure that a sample has
been drawn in a random fashion. This ensures that the distribution of population
characteristics corresponds to the assumptions of probability theory (Ipsos MORI,
2007). 

In other words, the population is the entire group of individuals. The sample is the
part of the population that is examined in order to gather information.

Saturation point The point at which, no more (data) can be added/absorbed.

Secondary data Data/information collected in some other context than the current study (Robson,
2004).
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Word Definition

Self-administered
questionnaire.

A questionnaire that the respondent answers without the aid of an interviewer.
Sometimes called a self-completion questionnaire (Bryman, 2004: p.543).

Snowballing Using ‘one contact to help you to recruit another contact, who in turn can put you
in touch with someone else’ (Valentine, 1997: p.116).  This process is repeated until
you have reached saturation point or you have run out of interviewees.  

SPSS Statistical Package for the Social Sciences.

In other words, a computer package which enables the analysis of quantitative
data.  

Stakeholder Refers to anyone who has an interest (stake) in the research/evaluation outcomes. 

In other words, participants, clients, workers, management etc. who are likely to be
affected by the outcomes of the process.

Statistic A figure/number used to describe a characteristic of a sample (The Evaluation
Center, 2004).

Statistical analysis A data analysis technique used to describe phenomena in a concise and revealing
manner (descriptive statistics). It can also be used to test for relationships among
variables or generalise findings to a wider population (statistical inference) (UKES,
2003). 

Statistical inference ‘The generalisation of findings from a sample to the broader population using a
statistical test’ (Robson, 2004).

Statistical
significance

A result (e.g. the difference between the means of two random samples) may be
described as statistically significant, when it can be demonstrated that the
probability of obtaining such a difference by chance alone, is relatively low
(Hoffman, 2002).

Sub-group Sub-divisions of the sample (e.g. men, women, those aged 15-25, etc).

Summative
evaluation
(Impact evaluation)

‘Evaluation designed to present conclusions about the merit or worth of an object
and recommendations about whether it should be retained, altered, or eliminated’
(The Evaluation Center, 2004).

In other words, an evaluation which occurs at the end of a project or programme
to assess its performance and worth.  

Terms of reference The terms of reference identify the work to be carried out by the evaluator, the
questions to be dealt with and the time schedule. They define the requirements of
the evaluation and allow the evaluator to understand clearly what is expected of
the work to be undertaken (e.g. the structure of the expected evaluation report)
(UKES, 2003). 

Theory A proposed explanation for a set of occurrences or relationships.

In other words, a statement describing how something works.

Triangulation Using a number of methods/data sources to gather similar information and
crosscheck findings (Bryman, 2004).

In other words, examining data from several sources in order to make a balanced
judgement.

Validity The soundness of the use and interpretation of a measure. ‘The degree to which
what is observed or measured is the same as what is purported to be observed or
measured’ (Robson, 2004 p.553).

In other words, is the information or data presented reliable and accurate?
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Word Definition

Variables Any characteristic of persons, objects, or events that can take on different values
(Ipsos MORI, 2007). For example, age can be considered a variable because age can
take different values for different people or for the same person at different times.
Variables aren't always 'quantitative' or numerical. The variable 'gender' consists of
two text values: 'male' and 'female'. We can, if it is useful, assign quantitative
values in place of the text values, but it is not always necessary to assign numbers
in order for something to be a variable (Social Research Methods, 2006).

Weighting The process by which data are adjusted to reflect the known population profile, to
counter any effects of differential refusal rates, interviewers falling short on
particular quotas, or to correct for any over-sampling of minority populations. We
need to weight the sample because particular groups may be under represented in
the sample. If weighting is not carried out, results will not accurately reflect the
views of the population being considered (Ipsos MORI, 2007).
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