The Five C’s of Data Collection – Tips to Help You on the Journey   
By Ron Drew Stone, 17 July, 2010 
Professional trainers frequently have the need to collect data.  Sometimes research is required to conduct a needs assessment and analysis.  Or there may be a need to conduct a follow-up evaluation to demonstrate the contribution of training.  Whatever the purpose, collecting data is a frequent necessity because without the data we cannot deliver effective programs and solutions.  Disappointment and frustration sometimes accompany data collection activities, from gaining stakeholder cooperation to collecting the right data,
In the beginning

For our purposes here, let’s consider that we are evaluating a training program for business impact. Two of the most significant factors in a successful data collection effort are planning and sponsorship.  Both must be addressed properly before a data collection project can be successfully administered.  

· Planning starts with establishing a clear purpose - knowing the specific reasons why you are collecting the data.  It continues with making preliminary decisions about who should provide the data, when it should be collected, and how it will be collected, analyzed and reported. 
· Sponsorship involves partnering with a member of the management team who is willing to serve in an influential and supportive role.  Sponsors must concur with the data collection strategy and plan.  Sponsors should take a role in encouraging data collection participants to provide data in a thorough and timely manner. 
As data collection activities are planned and administered, the Five C’s of data collection should be referenced to help you through the data collection journey.  
The Five C’s 
You must have good data to analyze in order to develop adequate conclusions and make sound recommendations.  Your decisions and how you execute them will play a key role in the thoroughness and quality of the data you are able to collect.  Since a realistic approach is required in most organizations, the Five C’s of data collection are provided to help in making practical decisions.  They are provided below with considerations for your review.
Credibility.  Consider that the data must be accepted by stakeholders as being useful, reliable and legitimate as they view the source and nature of the data.  As you develop your data collection strategy, address questions such as:
· Are those providing the data positioned to know about the results? Are they close to the situation? 
· Are the data providers objective and unbiased? 
· How accurate and reliable is the data?  Is the data collected at the right time?  Is there a baseline comparison (before and after the training)? 
· During data analysis, what adjustments should be made to the data and what standards will be consistently applied to do it. 

Convenience.  Always consider timing requirements to coincide with the times when people are easily positioned to provide the data.  This will help in gaining cooperation.  Address questions such as:
· When people must provide data and there is a place, situation, or time frame that is more convenient for them, how will I make adjustments in my methods to accommodate this convenience? 

· How can I make the data collection effort easier and more expedient?  
· If credible data is already available and it serves my purposes, can I use it?  
· If data is available at a time when the timing is not exactly as I would prefer, will the data still be credible if I change my original time line? 
Cooperation.  Consider the willingness of others to provide the time to engage in the data collection process.  Go into a situation with a strategy to gain approval to collect data and a strategy to influence the willingness of others to provide the time to engage in the data collection process. Consider addressing questions such as:

· What strategies will I employ to seek cooperation? 

· How will I inform my sources of the benefits of the data collection?  How will I communicate, “what’s in it for them”?

· What is my strategy to overcome resistance to data collection?  How can my sponsor help to address this concern?

· Can I commit to them that the results will be consolidated and that their input is confidential and protected?

Comprehensiveness.  Consider the thoroughness of the data collected in meeting the approved purpose of the data collection effort.  Getting data that touches all the necessary bases is important to the accuracy and credibility of findings, conclusions, and recommendations.  Consider addressing questions such as:

· Which results and type of data are important to which stakeholders?  For example, even though the purpose of a specific data collection effort may be to determine the business outcome, there must be linkage to how behavior changed or how the performers executed the required tasks.

· Is the data collection as inclusive as it needs to be? 
· Is the data thorough enough to develop conclusions that will satisfy stakeholders?
· Is the timing of the data collection suitable to develop conclusions about linkage between the training, behavior change, and the business outcome?

· How can “causal influence” on the results be established?

Cost.  Consider the economic impact of time away from task and any additional expense in collecting data and adjust expectations accordingly.  Stakeholders appreciate your attention to saving time and money.  Consider addressing questions such as:
· Does the budget allow for travel and other expenses to collect data? 
· How do supervisors and team members feel about taking time away from task to respond to data collection needs? 

· What compromises am I willing to make in accepting limited data if stakeholders consider the cost excessive?  For example, if my preferred method is focus groups, can I settle for a questionnaire?

· Are there other less costly data collection alternatives that will get me the data I need?  For example, can I use networking or social media alternatives and still satisfy the purpose with comprehensive and objective data?

Collecting data is about getting people to cooperate in collecting credible information in a timely fashion at a reasonable cost.   Achieving this can be difficult because everyone is faced with managing their workload and they have their own list of priorities. This reinforces the importance of sponsorship and effective planning.  Let’s face it.  You have to work hard to get the data you need.  So be prepared for a rocky road, but do not let this stop you from achieving your objectives.
Note: This article is taken with permission from passages of Ron’s book titled, The Real Value of Training: Measuring and Analyzing Business Outcomes and the Quality of ROI, McGraw-Hill, New York, NY (2011).
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