Welcome to Data Academy. Data Academy is a series of online training modules to help
Ryan White Grantees be more proficient in collecting, storing, and sharing their data.
Let’s get started with the module “Simplify your Data Collection.”
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Simplify your
Data Collection

This module is called Simplify your Data Collection. It will help you organize all of the data
that you collect for multiple purposes, including reporting to the Ryan White Services
Report, otherwise known as the RSR. In this module we will show you a few steps to help
you more efficiently find, collect, use, and report your data.
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Learning Objectives
•
•

•

Identify what data you need to collect
Develop a data inventory to organize
and review your data
Define action items to simplify your
data

By the end of this module, you will be able to: identify what data you need to collect for
reporting and other program purposes; develop a data inventory to organize and review
your data; and define action items to simplify your data.
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Why Simplify Your Data?
•
•

•

•

•

Are you collecting all the data you need?
Is it easy or burdensome to pull together
the data?
Could you easily pull data for a
presentation?
Do you know where to look for the data
you need?
Do you need to collect the same
information at every visit?

If you are like most Ryan White grantees, there are many reasons why you collect data, like
reporting to HRSA and other funders and to inform decision‐making, allocations, client
care, and internal operations.
Let’s take the RSR as an example. Are you collecting all the data you need? Is it easy or
burdensome to pull together the data for the RSR? Or imagine that you’ve been asked to
give a presentation to your board of directors: could you easily pull the data from an
electronic data source, or would you have to do chart reviews?
Many Ryan White providers use more than one data collection system, which can be
overwhelming. Do you know where to look for the data you need – or are you no longer
able to keep track of all the different data you collect? Do you collect the same information
from clients at every visit, taking up client time to fill out paperwork or staff time to
request and enter data?
Collecting, managing and reporting all this data can feel like a burden for your staff, your
contracted service providers and even your clients. But it doesn’t have to be that way.
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How to Simplify Your Data
Five Steps
1. Figure out what data you need to collect for
reporting and other programming purposes
2. Pull together the data you are currently
collecting
3. Develop a data inventory
4. Review your data inventory and identify
action items to simplify your data
5. Implement action items to simplify your data

How can you organize and simplify your data to more efficiently find, collect, use and
report the data you need?
In this module we’ll introduce five steps to help you organize and simplify your data: First,
figure out what data you need to collect for reporting and program purposes. Second, pull
together all the data you are currently collecting. Third, develop a data inventory to
document your data needs and the data you are currently collecting. Fourth, review this
inventory of your data, look for areas of missing, duplicate, or extraneous data collection,
and identify specific actions to simplify your data. Finally, simplify your data by
implementing these action items.
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Step 1:
What data do you
need and why?

Let’s begin with the first step: figuring out what data you need and why. There are many
reasons why your program needs data – let’s review some common data uses by Ryan
White Program grantees.
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Common Data Uses

First, grantees collect data for mandated reporting to HRSA, the Health Resources and
Services Administration, and other funders. This includes data for the RSR and other HRSA
required reporting, such as the Ryan White AIDS Drug Assistance Program. Programs may
also be required to report data to their state or other entities, like the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention. In addition to data requirements for reporting, your organization
uses program data to support coordination of care for their clients, program planning,
monitoring and evaluation, quality improvement activities, grant writing, and reporting to
community members and other entities, like an executive committee or a board of
directors.
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Data for Reporting
Defined in guidances
•

RSR Instruction Manual

TARGET Center website
•
•
•

Instructions
Sample reports
Other data technical assistance resources

www.careacttarget.org
www.hab.hrsa.gov/

Where can you learn about what you need to collect to meet all your reporting
requirements? Begin by pulling together all of the different resources that describe these
reporting requirements.
For Ryan White grantees, what you need to collect for reporting is strictly defined through
guidance, like the RSR Instruction Manual. Information about the RSR, and other HRSA data
reports, is available on the TARGET Center and on the HRSA HIV/AIDS Bureau websites.
You will also find an instruction manual, sample reports, and a variety of other technical
assistance resources to support data reporting on this website. These resources are
designed to help you understand your reporting requirements and exactly what data you
need to report.
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Data for Reporting
For other funders look for documentation:
•

•
•
•
•

Instruction manuals, data dictionaries,
codebooks
Required data collection forms
Electronic data systems
Report templates
Archived webcasts and training materials

For funders other than the HIV/AIDS Bureau, find out if instruction manuals, data
dictionaries, or codebooks, have been developed to help you meet their reporting
requirements. Be sure to look at any required data collection forms, electronic data
collection or reporting systems, report templates, and archived web casts that outline data
requirements.
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Data for Your Program
•
•
•
•
•

Who uses your data?
Why do they need the data?
How will it be used?
What data do they need?
Compile a list of the data elements
you need for your program

As we’ve mentioned, your program uses data for purposes other than data reporting. To
determine what data you need for these purposes, consider the different ways your data is
used and the people that use your data. These could be planning groups, program
managers, administrators, grant writers, contractors, or evaluators.
Consider why they need data and how it will be used. If possible, find out exactly what
information they will need from you, and what the end‐product will need to look like.
Copies of past reports and presentations can help you think about what data will be
needed in the future and how it will be used.
Compile a list of all the data elements you will need to collect for your program. You’ll
notice that many of these will be similar or identical to the data you need for reporting
purposes. Make a note of these ‐‐ we’ll talk more about this later on in the module.
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Step 2:
What data are
you currently
collecting?

What you need to collect may or may not be very different from what you are already
collecting.
The second step in simplifying your data collection is to pull together information about
the data elements you are currently collecting.
Once you have this information, you can compare what you have with what you need to
collect for both reporting requirements and program purposes.
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What Data Do You Collect?
•
•
•

•

•

Electronic data
Paper forms
What data do you collect directly from
clients?
What data are your providers responsible
for?
What do you collect for quality
improvement and evaluation?

The data you currently collect includes the data in any electronic data system that contains
data about your clients – systems you’ve developed or purchased for your program as well
as any other systems you are required to use. You may also collect some data on paper
forms, and receive data from contracted service providers, such as a laboratory or referral
agency.
As you pull together all these data elements, think about what data do you collect directly
from clients, and when? What forms are your clients completing at intake, and on an
ongoing basis, and where is this information entered and stored?
Next, consider your providers. Are they required to complete paperwork during or after
client visits, or to enter data directly onto a computer?
And what data do you collect for quality improvement or program evaluation purposes?
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What Data Do You Collect?
•

•

Are data collected for some clients or
services, but not all?
Find documentation on current data
sources (e.g. instruction manuals, data
dictionaries, codebooks)

Are data collected on clients that receive particular services, such as core medical services,
or meet specific criteria – such as cervical Pap test data on female clients, or information
about anti‐retroviral therapy to pregnant clients to prevent mother‐to‐child transmission of
HIV? What data elements do you collect through these different mechanisms and data
sources?
As we already discussed with reporting requirements, try to find documentation on your
current data sources. For electronic data systems, an instruction manual, data dictionary or
codebook may provide you with a list of all the data you collect in that system, as well as
response options and even definitions.
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Step 3:
Develop a Data
Inventory

Now that you’ve identified all the data that you need and currently collect, you’ll want to
combine this information. Here we introduce a concept that we call a “data inventory.” A
data inventory will help you compare the data you need with the data you currently
collect. By looking at this information together you can coordinate and simplify your data
collection processes, and identify areas for improvement.
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Your Data Inventory
•
•
•
•

Can be actual document or spreadsheet
Consider resources and your work style
Modify an existing document
Valuable for you, your colleagues, and
for the future

Before we get started, it’s important to note that a data inventory can be an actual
document or spreadsheet you prepare that includes all the details of all your data, but it
doesn’t have to be. You may find it easier to look at a variety of existing documents side‐
by‐side. Consider available resources and your own work style to determine what will be
most effective.
If your program already uses something similar to a data inventory, you can modify your
existing strategy to incorporate ideas from this module. A data inventory will serve as a
valuable resource for you and your colleagues, and for people that work with your program
in the future.
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A Data Inventory Can Help You…

The data inventory helps you coordinate and simplify data collection by organizing and
documenting the data you need to collect, and comparing it to the data you are currently
collecting.
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A Data Inventory Can Help You…
•

Focus on each data element
•
•

•
•

•
•

How will it be collected?
How will it be used?

Keep track of data
Easily update information and make
changes
Catalogue and compare information
Find inefficiencies and areas for
improvement

A data inventory can help you focus on each data element to make sure you know how it
will be collected and how it will be used to meet your needs. It will also help you to keep
track of the data that are needed by different people and organizations that use your data,
including funders, contracted service providers, and program staff.
Documentation of your data collection allows you, or someone else, to easily update
information and make changes when they are required in the future – this documentation
and preservation of your process is often referred to as institutional memory. You can use
a data inventory to catalog and compare all this information to determine where the
inefficiencies are and identify areas for improvement. Later on we’ll discuss how to review
and use your data inventory to identify areas for improvement, called action items.
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What goes into a data inventory?
Data Element

Values
(Response
Options)

HousingStatusID

•

•
•
•

Stable or
permanent
Temporary
Unstable
Unknown

Reason for
collection

Population

Are you
collecting
it now?

Data
Source

Notes

Required for
RSR

Review and revise
•
•

New funding
Changes in requirements

What information goes into your data inventory? You’ve pulled together all the data
elements you need to collect and all the data you currently collect – now what do you
really need to know to simplify your data collection?
First, document each data element and any potential response options, along with the
definitions for both. Let’s take Housing Status as an example. The RSR requires that you
collect and report data on each client’s housing status at the end of every reporting period.
The RSR calls this data element, or variable, “HousingStatusID.” This data element has four
possible response options, or values: Stable or Permanent, Temporary, Unstable, and
Unknown. As you can see, these values could be defined in a variety of ways, so it is very
important to keep track of the specific definitions provided by HRSA. The RSR Instruction
Manual provides specific definitions for the data element as well as each response option.
You also want to document why the element is collected. For example, is it required, and if
so, for what report? It may also be important to document information about which
clients or which populations you need to collect the data for.
Next, document whether you currently collect the data element. This will allow you to
document both the data you now collect, and any additional data you need to collect in
the same place.
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What goes into a data inventory?
Data Element

Values
(Response
Options)

HousingStatusID

•

•
•
•

Stable or
permanent
Temporary
Unstable
Unknown

Reason for
collection

Population

Are you
collecting
it now?

Data
Source

Notes

Required for
RSR

Review and revise
•
•

New funding
Changes in requirements

More detailed documentation could include the source of the data element and who is
responsible for collecting it. This could be someone on your own staff collecting the
information directly from clients, or data from another department in your organization. If
you obtain data from an outside organization or a contracted service provider, you want to
document that as well and how you get the data.
Finally, leave a place for notes and ideas. You’ll be thinking about different ways you can
improve your data collection as you go, so be sure to keep track of those ideas. Also, you
probably won’t have all this information for every data element. For example, you won’t
be able to list the “source of data” for items you aren’t yet collecting – and you may not
know the “reason for collection” for some of your current data elements. That’s fine, just
include what you know.
When should you update? Review and revise your data inventory when you receive new
funding and anytime reporting or data submission requirements change. This could be
because of revised requirements from HRSA or another funding agency. Or, you may
modify data submission requirements for your contracted service providers.

19

Data Inventory Example
Data Element

Values
(Response Options)

Reason for
collection

Population

Are you
collecting
it now?

Data
Source

Notes

Enrollment Status
ID
Client’s
vital/enrollment
status at the end of
the reporting period

• Active, continuing
in program
• Referred to another
program or
services, or selfsufficient
• Removed from
treatment due to
violation of rules
• Incarcerated
• Relocated
• Deceased
• Unknown

Required for the
Ryan White
Services Report
(RSR)

All clients

Yes

Chart
review

Is there a
more
efficient
way to
get this
data?

Source: RSR Data Dictionary Version 1.3

Here’s an example of how you might document information about a specific variable, or
data element. Let’s look at a data element you are required to capture for the RSR,
“enrollment status ID.” This tells you the vital or enrollment status of each client at the
end of each reporting period. The response options, or values, are listed in this second
column.
In the third column is the reason for collection – in this case, because it is required for the
RSR.
What population of clients do you need this information for? The RSR requires that this
information be reported for all Ryan White clients.
Are you collecting it now? You may be collecting the information, but it has to be
extracted by hand from each client’s paper chart, and then entered into your program
database.
This seems like data you might be able to collect in a more efficient way – particularly as
your client population is growing and soon it will become too time consuming to get this
information through manual chart extraction. You write a note in the “notes” column to
remind yourself to explore alternatives for this current approach.
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Step 4:
Review Your
Data Inventory

In order for you to simplify your data collection, you’ll need to review your data inventory
documentation. This will help you find areas to simplify your data collection process.
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Review Your Data Inventory
How can you simplify your data needs?
•

•

•

Do you currently collect everything you
need?
Do you collect the same, or similar
information, more than once?
Do you collect data that you do not need?

Identify action items to simplify or

streamline data collection

As you review your data inventory documentation, think about how a data element or data
collection process can be modified, added or deleted to meet or simplify your data needs.
This includes reviewing for completeness, finding opportunities to streamline, and reducing
unnecessary data.
Ask yourself the following key questions:
•

Do you currently collect everything you need?

•

Do you collect the same, or similar information, more than once?

•

And ‐ do you collect data that you currently do not need?

As you answer these questions, identify opportunities, or action items, to help you simplify
and streamline data collection. Action items are specific changes you can make to simplify,
delete, or refine existing data elements or data collection processes. Let’s review each of
these key questions in detail.
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Collecting what you need
•
•
•
•

Do you currently collect everything you need?
What information is missing?
Are the data available somewhere else?
Can you calculate what you need from data
that are already collected?
See module
“Getting Data from
Existing Sources”

Begin by reviewing your data inventory for completeness ‐ make sure you are collecting
everything you need for reporting, and for program purposes.
Review the data elements in your data inventory documentation and ask yourself:
Do you currently collect everything you need? For example, can you prepare the RSR using
the data you currently collect?
What information is missing? If you find that you aren’t collecting all the data you need,
are they available somewhere else? Where else might you be able to look for what you
need, beyond your program’s HIV client data system?
Consider whether you can calculate information from other data that are already collected.
If you are not currently collecting the data ‐ and you cannot obtain or calculate it from
another source, you need to plan to collect additional data. For more information about
how to find and use existing data from electronic data sources, please see the module on
Getting Data from Existing Sources.
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Example: Visits for Substance Abuse

Action item: look for an existing electronic data source

Let’s look at an example of data completeness.
Your program has just been funded by your state’s Ryan White Part B program to provide
substance abuse services. You have been a Ryan White provider for many years, but
according to the RSR instructions, you’re now required to report the number of outpatient
substance abuse visits per quarter for each client.
While you could find this information in client charts, the RSR requires that you report this
data electronically, so you will need to hand‐enter the data into your database or find an
existing electronic source for those data elements.
An action item to help make this process easier, and more efficient, would be to look for
an existing electronic source for this information. Perhaps the data are already collected in
an electronic medical record.
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Example: Visits for Substance Abuse

Ultimately, you learn that the data are stored in an electronic record that is maintained by
the hospital where your clinic is located.
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Example: Visits for Substance Abuse

See module
“Getting Data from
Existing Sources”

After working with the system administrator, you are able to pull substance abuse visit
data into your HIV client database on a quarterly basis for RSR reporting. For more about
merging electronic data sets, please see Getting Data from Existing Sources.
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Streamline Your Data
•

•

Collecting the same, or similar,
information twice?
Is there a reason why?
•

•

Consider if data need to be collected every
visit
Not all data need to be collected every time

Next, review the inventory of your data to identify opportunities to streamline your data
collection.
Are you collecting the same, or similar, information twice? This might happen if multiple
funders request the same information, or if you collect the same information for another
program‐specific effort such as a quality improvement project. It might also happen if you
are asking for the same information on more than one data collection form – even though
you only need it to be collected once. Review your data elements closely to see if you are
collecting the same exact data more often than you need.
If you do collect data more than once, is there a reason why? To answer this, first consider
whether the data need to be collected at every visit. If information is expected to change
over time, there is a good reason to collect the data on a regular basis. But not all data
need to be collected every time a client is seen. For example, you will want to capture CD4
test results every time a test is done, but you may not need to capture demographic
information such as date of birth more than once.
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Streamline Your Data
What do similar, but not identical, data
elements have in common?
•
•

Can you stop collecting one of them?
Can you use the same data for multiple
purposes?

Remember: Ryan White grantees must
collect and report required data
according to HRSA guidelines

Likewise, if you are collecting information that is similar, but not identical, look for what
these data elements have in common. Can you stop collecting one of them?
Sometimes you can, and sometimes you can’t. For example, perhaps you collect the
information once for reporting to HRSA, and again for an internal quality improvement
activity. Consider whether the information you collect for reporting could also be used for
your QI activity so that you are not collecting similar data twice.
But remember that reporting requirements are not flexible – you must collect and report
required data according to HRSA guidelines.
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Calculate from Existing Data

Another way to streamline data collection is to see if you can calculate what you need
from existing data.
Here’s an example. The RSR requires that you report “year of birth” for each of your
clients. Meanwhile, your local health department asks that you report your data in
aggregate, using age categories such as under 18, 18 to 24, and so on. However, you
already collect date of birth for all of your clients as part of their intake process, and you
can easily get clients’ “year of birth” as well as their “age” from this data element. This
means that you only need to collect date of birth – you don’t need to collect the year or
the age separately. In fact, you find that collecting “date of birth” allows you to do other
types of calculations too – for example, identifying clients about to “age out” from a
pediatric clinic, or keeping track of HIV exposed infants.
This is another example of an action item – something you can do to reduce duplication
and increase efficiency.
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Explore Existing Data Sources
Where can you find the data you need?
•
•
•
•
•

Collected from client
Documented by provider
Reported from funded service provider
Delivered as laboratory results
Are you getting data from the best quality
source?

When exploring different sources, ask…
•

Are you getting data from the easier source?

A third way to streamline your data is to explore existing data sources. The data you need
may be collected from a client, documented by a provider, reported from a funded service
provider, or delivered as laboratory results. Are you getting data from the best quality, and
most efficient source? Consider all of the possible sources of data available to you.
When you explore different data sources, weigh the relative difficulty of getting the data.
You may find it easier to extract the data you need from a single source outside of your
program, rather than gathering the data you need from multiple sources within your
organization. On the other hand, some programs may find that it is easier to collect the
data a second time.
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Explore Existing Data Sources
Example: Cervical Pap test data

Let’s look at an example: You are required by HRSA’s HIV/AIDS Bureau to report data on
cervical Pap tests. The data are stored in several different places. When clinical staff order
Pap tests, they document the order in patients’ paper medical charts. When results come
in, the lab faxes paper results to the clinic, and they are filed in the patient’s paper medical
chart. Before these results are filed in the medical chart, they are also hand keyed into
your program’s database. By reviewing your data inventory documentation, you realize
that you are storing it in several different places. When you need to report for the RSR, you
have to look in all these different places.
What is the best, and most efficient way to collect and store this data?
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Explore Existing Data Sources
Example: Cervical Pap test data

See the module,
“Getting Data from
Existing Sources”

Maybe it would be possible to get this information electronically from the lab by importing
it into the program database, so that you don’t need to hand key it.
Consider possibilities like this carefully – it can often be easier to get data out of an existing
database than to collect it from all of your clients a second time, and then enter that data
by hand.
To learn more about getting information out of other databases for your program needs,
please see the module, Getting Data from Existing Sources.
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Reduce Unnecessary Data
Review each data element and ask…
•
•
•

Why do you need to collect it?
Is it required for reporting?
Does it support specific program functions?

Review documentation
•
•

It may be required by someone else
You may use it for calculations

The last part of reviewing your data inventory is to identify data elements that you don’t
need to collect. Review each data element and ask yourself why you need to collect this
data element. Is it required for reporting purposes? Are you using it to support specific
program functions, such as coordination of care, or quality improvement? Be clear about
the reason you collect each data element – why you are collecting it, and what you will be
using it for.
When we introduced the idea of the data inventory, we suggested that for every data
element, you document why it is being collected. This will help clarify the reasons for each
data element you choose to collect. Try to remember what it was used for in the past.
Even if you do not see a specific purpose, there may be a good reason why the data
element needs to be collected. Perhaps it is required by your larger organization, even
though you don’t use it. Or you may be using this data element to calculate one or more
other pieces of information that you use regularly.
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Identify Elements You Don’t Need
What if you no longer need to collect it?
•
•

•

•

Time‐limited study or pilot project
Now collecting data that better meet your
needs
Collecting information more often than
you need
No longer required for reporting
Action item: Find out if you still need to collect this data

In some cases, it is possible that you may no longer need to collect a data element.
Perhaps your program only needed to collect the data for a special study or a pilot project.
Maybe you no longer need it because you are collecting something else that meets your
needs better, or you have discovered that you are collecting the same information more
often than you need. It’s also possible that this information is no longer required for
reporting. A clinic that no longer provides childcare services may be able to stop collecting
information about “receiving childcare services”. This would be an example of an action
item to reduce extra data collection.
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Step 5:
Simplify
Your Data

Now that you’ve reviewed all the data elements in your data inventory documentation,
and identified areas for improvement, or action items, it’s time to organize and prioritize.
If you look at your identified action items as a whole, you’ll probably see that you may be
able to be change some of them easily while others will involve more thought,
conversations, and coordination.
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Organize Your Action Items
What activities will be required?
•
•
•

Adding, modifying, or deleting data
elements
Revising response options
Modifying data collection forms and
databases

You may find it helpful to organize your action items into categories, so that you can make
changes efficiently. For example, you may find action items based on the types of activities
required to accomplish them. Such activities might include adding, modifying or deleting
individual data elements, revising response options, and modifying the data collection
forms and databases you use.
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Organize Your Action Items
•

What processes will these changes
affect?
•
•
•
•

•
•

How you get data?
Who collects the data?
Where you get the data?
Which clients?

Communicate changes
Provide training

See module
“Building Data
Partnerships with
Your Staff and
Contractors”

You may also want to group your action items according to the processes that the changes
will affect. Will the change affect how you get data from your program staff and
contractors, or which programs and staff collect the data? Will it change which sources
you get the data from or which clients the data is collected on?
Keep in mind that you’ll only want to revise your data collection forms once, so you’ll want
to group those changes together.
You’ll want to communicate your changes and provide training to program staff and
contracted service providers to describe these changes. We’ll review this in more detail in
the module, Building Data Partnerships with Your Staff and Contractors.
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Prioritize Action Items
•

•

Prioritize categories and individual
action items
Consider upcoming deadlines
•
•
•

RSR reporting calendar
Other required reporting
Funding cycles

Once you have organized all of your action items, you will need to prioritize both the
categories and the individual action items by importance. For example, depending on
where you are in your reporting cycle, items related to RSR reporting may be the most
pressing and should be prioritized first. You will also want to consider other upcoming
deadlines, and annual reporting or funding cycles, to help you determine the order of
changes.
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Eliminating a Data Element
•

•

•

Consider how changes will impact
your data
Make sure you can access your old
data
Make sure no one needs the data
•

•

•

Is this data element used to calculate
other data?
Is data element used to link with other
data sets?
Revise forms and guidances

If you decide to make a change to your data collection in terms of forms or databases, it is
important to consider how these changes will impact the rest of your data. For those items
that need to be eliminated or modified, you’ll need to make sure that you can access your
old data.
Let’s think about what it means to delete a data element. While deleting data elements
you’re not using may seem to reduce data collection burden, this is not a decision you
should make lightly.
Make sure that the data is no longer needed by anyone. And be sure to ask yourself if this
data element is ever used to calculate any other data you need. If it is, make sure you have
identified another data element that can serve the same purpose. Is this data element
ever used to link with other data sets?
If you decide that a data element does not need to be collected anymore, it should be
removed from data collection forms, and guidance.
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Eliminating a Data Element
Don’t delete data from your electronic
data system
•
•

Data stored and available for analysis
Will no longer appear on data entry
screen or paper forms

This doesn’t mean you need to delete it from your data system. Deleting a data element
from an electronic data system is very different from no longer collecting or requiring it. In
an electronic data system, this data element should be modified, rather than deleted, so
you don’t lose historical data from before this change was made to the database. This
means that old data will be stored, and will be available for analysis if you need it.
However, the data elements will no longer appear on your data entry screen or your paper
forms.
If you must delete a data element, make sure you save that old data separately.
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Changing a Data Element
If you change a data element…
•
•
•

•
•

Does it still mean the same thing?
Will new and old data be comparable?
Add response options to differentiate
“unknown”, “not asked” and “refused”
Change response options carefully
Simple changes to a paper form may not be
simple in a database

If you decide to change an existing data element so that it meets your needs better, you
must look at it closely. Does it still mean exactly the same thing? Will you expect data that
is any different than if you hadn’t made the change? If there’s any difference, then future
data may not be comparable with past data, and you should consider this a new data
element.
Sometimes you can add a response option so that the data you get is cleaner, for example,
you can add “unknown” “not asked” or “refused” to differentiate those responses from
actual “missing” data. In many cases, however, changing response options actually means
that you are changing the data you’ll get, so weigh this decision carefully. A simple change
on a data collection form may not be so simple in a database.
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Making It Happen
Who can help you make changes?
•
•

People that collect and manage data
Administrators and IT staff

Communicate your goals
•
•
•

Simplify and streamline data
Make their jobs easier
Increase resources for client care

Once you have organized your action items by theme and order of priority, be strategic
about the most effective way to make your changes happen.
Think about who should be involved. It will be important to get buy‐in to make the changes
you need. You may wish to pull together a team to implement these changes – or even to
review your data inventory with you to help come up with action items.
Consider people involved in data collection, data management, administrative roles, IT and
contractors. Let them know that your motivation is to simplify and streamline data. If they
understand that your goal is to make their jobs easier, and to increase resources available
for client care, they will be more willing to be part of the solution.
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Making It Happen
How will you implement changes?
•
•
•

•

•

Can you make changes yourself?
Do you need approval?
Do you need someone else to make
the changes?
Will these changes affect other
organizations?
Which team members are best suited
to help?

Consider who you’ll need to work with to implement changes, and what their processes
are. Can you make the changes yourself? Do you need approval? Do you need someone
else to make changes for you? Do you need specific technical expertise or programming to
make the changes? Will these changes affect other organizations?
Also, consider which of your team members might be best suited to help with the different
types of action items. For example, if you would like to add a data element to your
hospital’s electronic medical record, and someone on your team already has a working
relationship with the system administrator, then it may make sense to assign those action
items to that team member.
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What will it take to make the changes?
Meet with appropriate people to:
•
•
•
•

Review and approve changes
Revise data collection forms and protocols
Modify electronic data systems
Implement or update data sharing
agreements

Organize process into manageable phases

Consider the steps you need to take to implement any changes. You may need to meet
with the appropriate people to review and approve changes, revise data collection forms
and protocols, modify electronic data systems or implement or update data sharing
agreements.
Organize the process into manageable phases, and work with others to anticipate
challenges ahead of time.
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What will it take to make the changes?
Consider related events
•

•
•
•

Will you need to provide training before
data collection?
Scheduled times when decisions are made?
Deadlines for data collection or reporting?
Funding cycles?

Consider related events that may affect your schedule.
Will you need to provide training on data collection, or data entry before you can require
collection of data? Are there scheduled times when decisions are made about
modifications or new requirements, such as monthly or quarterly meetings? Do you have a
deadline for starting to collect or reporting the data? If so, consider when you’ll need to
receive data internally, from contracted service providers, and program sites. Do you have
a specified funding cycle for your contracted service providers – and does your roll‐out
need to coincide with this cycle?
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Wrap Up
Five steps to simplifying your data collection:
1. Figure out what data you need to collect
•
•

Look at reporting requirements
Data for planning and improvement purposes

2. Review data sources and determine what
you currently collect
3. Develop a data inventory
•

Compare what you need and what you already
have

In this module, we introduced five steps to simplifying your data collection.
First, figure out what data you need to collect. This involves looking at your reporting
requirements and what data your program uses for planning and improvement purposes.
Second, review the various sources of data on your clients, and determine what data you
collect.
This is essential for step three, develop a data inventory. As we suggested, you may want
to create a separate document or look at existing data collection forms side‐by‐side. A data
inventory will allow you to compare what you need with what you already have.
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Wrap Up
4. Review inventory and look for ways
to simplify
5. Organize and prioritize action items
•
•

Consider support and expertise you will
need
What staff and processes will be impacted

Once you have all this information in one place, the fourth step is to review your inventory
and look for ways to simplify. Maybe you are collecting the same data more than once, or
you have data elements that could be used to calculate other data you need.
Finally, organize and prioritize your action items. Be sure to think about what kind of
support and expertise you will need, as well as what staff and what processes will be
impacted. If you follow these steps, you’ll be well on your way to more efficient and
streamlined data collection!

47

Additional resources and modules
•

View more modules at the Data Academy
Website
www.careacttarget.org/dataacademy

•

For more resources, visit the TARGET
Center website
www.careacttarget.org

You have now reached the end of this module. We hope that you enjoyed the module and
that it helped you build skills for collecting, reporting, using and sharing data. To view more
Data Academy modules, visit the Data Academy home page. And to learn about other
resources for Ryan White HIV/AIDS Program grantees, visit the TARGET Center website.
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