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Guidance Notes for Determining Data Quality in Vulnerability Assessments

Many books have been written on the subject of ensuring data quality in different types of research. It is beyond the scope of this module to provide a comprehensive guide to this topic, but some basic guidance is suggested here. 

Data quality is determined mainly by a combination of the design of the research instruments, the fieldwork methods, and the analysis. If you are reviewing existing research, then it is important to review not only the report on the research, but also (a) the research instruments, (b) a description of the analytical process, and possibly (c) the data itself. The first two of these are sufficient for simple reviews, and are also the most accessible. Key questions or issues to consider when determining data quality are as follows:

· How has the sampling been done? Can conclusions be drawn about the research area based on the sample?

· Does the research tool allow all data needed to answer the research question to be collected? Unstructured or semi-structured interviews in qualitative research are most amenable to collecting information on a comprehensive range of topics, but are less strong on capturing quantified data. Questionnaires are limited to asking what is on the printed sheet, and if they use too many closed questions, they may entirely miss some topics (for example, a common shortcoming in vulnerability assessment questionnaires is the exclusion of labour exchange and barter as means of accessing food, while some also only ask about the top three income sources even if the respondent has more than three sources).

· Could the length of interviews have had an impact on data quality? Very long interviews can lead to fatigue and impatience on the part of the respondent and the interviewer.

· Are the questions asked easily understood and easy to answer by respondents? Researchers can sometimes to ask questions in ways that make life easy for them, but which do not make sense to the interviewee. For example, asking someone how much income in total they earn from casual labouring in a specific year requires the respondent to remember multiple pieces of information (how many people worked, when, for how long, for what payment rate?) and to do the maths to get the total figure. Another example is asking people to do proportional piling in relation to food sources: the question may be unclear – are you asking for shares of different food sources by volume, or in relation to contribution to total energy, or to total nutritional value? And can we expect interviewees to have an understanding of the relative nutritional content of different foodstuffs? Some surveys place a lot of faith in questions that require respondents to predict the future (e.g. expected harvest size, or income). Can we be confident that they can do so with some accuracy, and that it is in their interests to do so honestly?

· Does the method allow for probing and cross-checking of information? It is possible to build in cross-checks in both qualitative and quantitative research to ensure that responses are consistent. Have those been used? Was there scope to correct/ reconcile any anomalies in the field, e.g. by immediate analysis, and return visits to households?

· How much of the data collected has been used for the final analysis? While an original sample size may be adequate, what if many interviews have been left out of the analysis because of doubts over their quality? And to what extent has the data been “cleaned” to remove anomalous information?

· Is the conclusion drawn from the data logical? For example, while there is strong evidence to support the use of dietary diversity as a proxy indicator of food security, why are “stocks of food in the household” so often used as a proxy indicator? Those who grow cash crops, or who are formally employed, or who are pastoralists may be wealthy but have no stocks. 
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