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Introduction 

Research design is the first stage of the IMPACT research cycle;1 the aim of this stage is to come up with a 

clear, achievable plan to meet the research objectives with the best possible quality given the time, access 

and resources at the disposal of IMPACT teams. Needless to say, it is extremely important to get this first stage 

right, since the eventual outcome, success or failure of any research project will depend on the design and planning 

that preceded implementation.  

Given the increasingly large number and variety of research cycles that IMPACT teams are implementing across 

different contexts year by year, it has become imperative to formalise organisation-wide standards on research 

design and strengthen existing practices for this first stage of research cycle implementation. This is 

essential to continue ensuring that the data we produce and share to inform planning in humanitarian and 

development contexts is robust, methodologically sound and of consistently high quality.  

The objective of this document is thus to provide a practical toolkit for research design within IMPACT and 
specifically; after providing an overview of the research design process and the related documentation 
requirements, these guidelines will provide step-by-step guidance on how IMPACT teams should go about 
the research design process for each of the six steps shown below (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: The six steps of the research design process  

 

 

Finally, it should be noted that while this document is intended to serve as a practical toolkit for research 

design within IMPACT and is based on general social science research concepts and practice, it should 

not be considered as the sole resource for an academic and theoretical understanding of everything 

related to research design and research methodologies. Additional resources such as those outlined in Annex 

1: Additional reading materials of this document should be consulted for specific details on research methodologies 

and practices.  

                                                             
1 Within IMPACT, ‘research cycle’ refers to the entire process that must be undertaken to implement any research project; all research activities implemented 
are grouped under and referred to as a research cycle based on common underlying features of its design i.e. shared objectives, methodology, and planned 

outputs. See also: IMPACT Initiatives, Research Cycle Guidelines (February 2018) 

1. Identify information 
needs, set research 
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2. Define research 
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3. Design methodology
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✔ All set to launch 
data collection!

https://www.impact-repository.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/impact_research_cycle_guidelines_v2-1.pdf
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Overview of research design 

This section will provide a brief overview of (1) what is the process of research design (2) key concepts related 
to the research design process specifically at IMPACT. 

What is research design? 

The eventual outcome, success or failure of any research project depends, to a large extent, on the design and 

planning that precedes implementation i.e. the research design process. The overall aim of the design process 

is to come up with a clear, achievable plan to meet the research objectives with the highest possible quality 

given the time, resources and access available. Table 1 below outlines the two overarching steps and 

associated outputs relevant to the research design process within IMPACT.  

Table 1: Key steps and related outputs of the research design process2  

 

Designing a research cycle is an iterative process and 

all the key components of this process are linked and 

mutually dependent. For example, to design an 

appropriate data collection tool, objectives and indicators 

must first be clearly established, along with the population 

of interest, a suitable methodology and sampling strategy. 

Additionally, throughout the design process, there are key 

parameters which must be taken into account (see Figure 

2) to ensure that the final research outcomes are of the 

highest possible quality given the time, resources and 

access at the research team’s disposal. For example, a 

preferred sampling strategy may become impossible to 

implement due to access and/ or resource constraints, 

hence a new sampling method has to be developed. This 

would also mean the tool may no longer be appropriate 

and will need to be adapted, and so on.  

 

Key concepts related to research design within IMPACT 

i. Research cycle: The entire process that must be undertaken to implement an IMPACT research 

project. Within IMPACT, all research activities implemented are grouped under and referred to as a 

research cycle based on common underlying features of its design i.e. shared objectives, 

                                                             
2 Here, “research cycle opened” refers to the launch of data collection i.e. when the full implementation of the research cycle begins 

Figure 2: Key parameters guiding research design process 
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methodology, and planned outputs. Figure 3 below provides an overview of the IMPACT research 

cycle, and the steps involved within it.  

Figure 3: The IMPACT research cycle 

 

It is important to keep in mind that:   

 Research cycle ≠ Project: Research cycle and project do not refer to the same thing. The 

‘project’ is the umbrella related to the grant(s) that will be funding the research activities, whereas 

the ‘research cycle’ is the set of activities undertaken for the actual implementation of the project. 

As such, one project may (co)fund one or several research cycles  There should be one 

research Terms of Reference (ToR) per research cycle, not per project 

 

 Research cycle ≠ Assessment: Research cycle and assessment do not refer to the same 

thing. An ‘assessment’ is the research activity or set of activities (including data collection, 

analysis and reporting) that must be undertaken to implement the ‘research cycle’. In other 

words, an ‘assessment’ is the process of collecting, consolidating and analyzing all available 

information about a particular situation or area of interest, to generate interpretations and 

conclusions of the said area or situation. As such, one research cycle may contain one or several 

assessments  There should be one research ToR per research cycle, not per assessment 

 

ii. Research Terms of Reference (ToR): The documentation of the entire research design where each 

of the components of the research process is outlined. The research ToR should explain the plan for 

implementing the research cycle; a well-written ToR spells out the rationale for the research cycle, 

its scope, objectives and expected outputs, the methodology, division of roles and responsibilities 

within the research team, and finally, timeframe and associated milestones.  

 

iii. Research objective: A statement or a set of statements which clearly describe what the 

researcher(s) aims to achieve from a research cycle. It is these statements that ultimately guide the 

scope and activities within any research cycle. The research objective should be clearly broken down 

between a general objective and related specific objectives-  

 General objective: a description of what the research is aiming to inform and why; 

 Specific objectives: a description of what the research is aiming to identify or understand to 

facilitate the general objective.  
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iv. Research question: The fundamental core of any research project, which focuses the study, 

determines the methodology, and guides all stages of inquiry, analysis, and reporting.3 The research 

question(s) should be clearly linked to the research objective(s), and should describe what will need 

to be answered/ analysed in order to meet these objectives.  

 

v. Data analysis plan: A structured way of outlining how data will generate findings required for a given 

research cycle, specifically (1) research questions (2) data collection method (3) indicator group/ 

sector (4) indicator (5) questionnaire question and response (6) data collection level and (7) 

sampling.4 This plan is a key component of research design as it helps to conceptualise the process 

as well as to ensure that the overall design is compatible with the intended objectives.  

 

vi. Methodology: An outline of the data collection and analysis strategy that will be used to implement 

the research cycle.5 It can involve a single research method or a combination of different research 

methods. The methodology should be compatible with the data analysis plan and designed to ensure 

the intended scope of the research (i.e. objectives and research questions) can be achieved.  

The methodology comprises of (1) the overall research method (2) the data collection method/ 

approach and (3) sampling strategies.  

 Types of research methods: Research methods are broadly defined in the following categories6 

o Qualitative research i.e. an exploratory research method that usually involves small 

samples, semi-structured data collection, and an inductive analytical process to 

discover themes and occurrences;  

o Quantitative research i.e. a research method that typically seeks to measure 

prevalence of issues, verify hypotheses and establish causal relations based on large 

samples, structured data collection, and a deductive analytical process; 

o Mixed methods research i.e. a research method that combines both qualitative and 

quantitative approaches, not just in terms of collecting and analyzing both types of data 

but also in terms of using both approaches in tandem so that the overall strength of a 

study is greater than either qualitative or quantitative research. 

However, it is important to note that the distinction between qualitative and quantitative research 

is not always as clear-cut as is often made out to be. This is discussed further under Step 3 of 

these guidelines. 

 Types of data collection methods/ approaches: Within IMPACT, both structured and semi-

structured data collection tools are used, depending on the objectives of each research cycle. 

The most commonly used data collection methods within IMPACT are: household surveys 

(structured), key informant (KI) interviews (structured or semi-structured), individual interviews 

(structured or semi-structured), group discussions (structured), focus group discussions (semi-

structured), and direct observation (structured or semi-structured). Depending on the method 

used, the unit of measurement/ analysis could be at individual, household, settlement/ 

community, or facility/ infrastructure level. Data collection methods are discussed further under 

Step 3 of these guidelines.  

 

 Types of sampling strategies: Sampling is the process of selecting units (i.e. a sample) within 

the wider population of interest, to be able to make inferences from them and estimate 

characteristics and behaviour of the wider population. Sampling strategies can be divided into 

                                                             
3 Research Gate, Blog post on “What is a research question”. Last accessed June 2020  
4 See IMPACT Data Analysis Plan template available on the online Repository Toolkit here.  
5 https://guides.lib.vt.edu/researchmethods/design-method  
6 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.4 

https://www.researchgate.net/post/what_is_a_research_question
https://www.impact-repository.org/toolkit/research-design-drafting-validation/
https://guides.lib.vt.edu/researchmethods/design-method
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two groups: (1) probability sampling and (2) non-probability sampling. The key difference 

between the two is that with probability sampling, if done correctly, the findings can be 

generalized to the wider population being studied with a known level of statistical precision. Both 

types of sampling are discussed in more detail under Step 3 of these guidelines. 

Research Terms of Reference (ToR) 

This section will provide an introduction of the key output expected from the research design stage at 
IMPACT i.e. the research ToR. Specifically, it will introduce (1) what the ToR is and why it is needed (2) how are 
the different sections in the ToR related to the different steps of the research design process and (3) available list 
of ToR templates. 

What is a research ToR? 

The research ToR is the documentation of the entire research design where each of the components of the 
research process is outlined. The research ToR should explain the plan for implementing the research cycle; a 
well-written ToR spells out the rationale for the research cycle, its scope and expected outputs, the methodology, 
division of roles and responsibilities within the research team, and finally, timeframe and associated milestones. 

Why do we need a research ToR? 

There are two key objectives of having a ToR:  
1. To provide a documented basis for developing and confirming a common understanding (both internally 

and externally) of the scope and outcomes of a research cycle;  
2. To provide a documented basis for making future decisions.  

 
It is essential to have a ToR for each research cycle for several reasons: (1) It is important to set objectives 

and activities that are achievable and sensible given time, resource and access constraints; (2) The expected 

outputs must be practical and useful, and relevant to the overall methodology; (3) Different people within 

IMPACT and its partner organizations may have 

different perspectives on the research cycle, 

which comes with a risk of being caught in 

institutional differences of opinion if these are 

not reconciled before implementation of the 

research cycle is launched (i.e. starting data 

collection). For all these reasons, it is key to avoid 

launching implementation before the ToRs have 

been internally and externally finalised and 

agreed upon, as there will no time to agree and 

write a ToR once the research cycle has already been launched. 

What is the difference between a ToR and a Methodology Note? 

In addition to a ToR, some research cycles may also need to have additional research design documentation 

in the form of a Methodology Note, which is then added as an Annex to the original ToR.  

A Methodology Note should be drafted in the following instances: 

i. For a one-off research cycle (i.e. single cycle, one assessment): If there is a specific component 

of the methodology which needs to be explained in more detail; for example, the research cycle 

overall is aimed at understanding the protection concerns of women in a specific area. While the bulk 

of this research cycle aims at understanding protection concerns and needs of women as reported 

Common mistakes when developing ToRs: 

 Cutting and pasting from similar ToRs without thorough 
analysis of context applicability;  

 Loss of focus on the objective, resulting in inconsistencies 
through the different stages of the research design process;  

 Inconsistency with project proposal, resulting in over or 
under-stipulation of contractual requirements and 
information needs of the target audience;  

 Lack of clarity for planned final outputs. 
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by women themselves as well as NGO staff working with women on these issues, one research 

question is around the awareness and sensitization of male community members around the 

protection issues female community members face. For this question, a tailored methodology and 

approach might be needed which is explained more clearly in an annexed Methodology Note. 

 

ii. For a recurring research cycle (i.e. multiple cycles, recurring assessment rounds): If the scope and 

methodology of the initial design are being adapted for future planned rounds based on 

lessons learned from past rounds and/ or overall changes in the context and the information needs 

of the target audience. These changes can either involve addition of a new component (for example, 

type of data collection tool or a population of interest) to the initial methodology or changes/ 

improvements to the existing methodology. If the changes are minor (for example, shift in geographic 

coverage or delays in planned timelines), a Methodology Note is not necessary. 

What are the key sections to be completed for each ToR and how are these related 

to the different steps of the research design process? 

The research ToR template used within IMPACT comprises of the following sections:  

1. Executive Summary: The Executive Summary table should be filled in at the end i.e. after the drafting 

of the full ToR. It should provide a snapshot overview of all key components of the research design: 

a. Context of the research: Country of intervention; type of emergency; type of crisis; mandating 

body/ agency; IMPACT project code  

b. Research timeframe: (1) the overall research timeframe i.e. from research design to M&E; (2) 

the detailed research timeframe i.e. planned deadlines for the key steps of the research cycle 

including start and end of data collection; data analysis completion, review and validation; 

preliminary and final presentations if applicable; output drafting, review and publication; and (3) 

number of assessments i.e. single vs. multiple cycles, with frequency described for latter  

c. Humanitarian milestones: What the research is aiming to inform and when 

d. Audience type & dissemination: Type of audience and planned dissemination strategies 

e. Research objectives: General objective; specific objective(s); and research questions 

f. Methodology: Proposed geographic coverage; secondary data sources; population of interest; 

type of stratification; data collection tools (type of tools, related sampling method, related data 

collection method); target level of precision if probability sampling (confidence level, margin of 

error); data management platform 

g. Outputs: Type(s) of planned outputs; intended audience of planned outputs; access (public vs. 

restricted) for final outputs; visibility for final outputs i.e. logos to appear on outputs (type of 

initiative, donor, coordination framework, partners) 

 

2. Rationale: The rationale section contains three key components: 

a. The background/ context of the crisis in which the research cycle will be implemented;  

b. The existing information gap(s) the proposed research intends to fill  

c. The target audience (i.e. which key actors and stakeholders will benefit from the study) and  

d. The intended impact of the research i.e. (1) to bring about system wide change AND/ OR (2) to 

enhance understanding of the situation and inform strategic decision-making processes, 

including funding allocations AND/ OR (3) to enhance understanding of the situation and inform 

ongoing or planned ground-level interventions/ operations. 

 

3. Methodology: Every aspect of the method chosen to implement the research should be clearly stated in 

this part of the ToR. This section should serve as a guide for anyone trying to gain a better understanding 

of the implementation plan as well as the rationale behind the chosen methodology. 
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a. Methodology overview: Clearly summarise each step of the proposed implementation plan and 

clearly spell out the rationale behind the different data collection components. Furthermore, this 

section should include definitions for all key terms. 

b. Population of interest: Outline which geographical areas are going to be assessed and why, what 

population is being targeted and why, and what the unit of measurement will be. For e.g. all 

internally displaced person (IDP) households in out of camp settings across the ten northern 

districts of Iraq.  

c. Secondary data review: Outline the key sources to be used in the study and briefly explain what 

exactly they will be used for.  

d. Primary data collection: Provide a detailed description of the method(s) that will be used for the 

research including (1) the rationale behind these choices, (2) the sampling strategy (both what 

the overall strategy will be as well as how respondents will be identified on the ground), (3) the 

types of data collection tools (4) measures for data triangulation from different sources before 

and during data collection (e.g. verifying population data to build sampling frame, ensuring data 

analysis plan is contextually relevant for the topic at hand, monitoring accuracy of incoming data 

based on what is already known about the context) and (5) details of the debriefing process with 

enumerators/ data collection teams. 

e. Data Processing & Analysis: Describe how data will be entered and processed on a day-to-day 

basis, how often it will be cleaned and what steps will be taken for cleaning, and what key steps 

will be taken during analysis (including, where applicable, an outline of the analytical software 

that will be used and a brief explanation of how data will be presented/ aggregated/ 

disaggregated in the final outputs).  

 

4. Roles and Responsibilities: The roles and responsibilities table should be used to map out who is 

involved in each stage of the research cycle, including country teams, IMPACT HQ teams, and external 

stakeholders if relevant. Levels of involvement and accountability (responsible/ accountable/ consulted/ 

informed) should also be clearly spelled out for each stage.  

 

5. Data Analysis Plan (DAP): The DAP should provide a clear overview of the indicators and data collection 

tool components that will be used to answer the intended research questions. 

 

6. Data Management Plan (DMP): The DMP should be used to provide key information on how the data 

will be managed and stored in a secure manner. Additionally, to be in line with the requirements of the 

IMPACT Data Protection SOPs, the DMP should also include (1) a risk-benefit analysis of any personally 

identifiable information being collected, (2) required mitigation measures to store personally identifiable 

information (filled out by HQ during the ToR review process), and (3) a clear outline of who will be 

accountable for the secure storage and management of all raw data produced.  

 

7. Monitoring & Evaluation (M&E) Plan: The M&E plan should provide an overview of the key indicators 

that will be tracked for the research cycle to measure how the outputs and outcomes of the research have 

been accessed, received, used and perceived by the target audience.7 

 

8. Annexes: This is added as relevant for each ToR. Examples of types of annexes commonly included are: 

Methodology Note(s), detailed dissemination plan, details of proposed geographic coverage (in list or map 

format), detailed sampling frame/ sampling outputs, etc.  

Each section to be filled in a ToR goes hand in hand with the six key steps of the research design process.  

                                                             
7 This should be in line with the IMPACT M&E Framework (latest version available on the online Toolkit) 

https://www.impact-repository.org/toolkit/monitoring-evaluation-lessons-learned/
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Table 2 below provides a summary of how the key sections within the ToR are related to the different steps, 

and where related guidance to complete each of these sections can be found within the document.  

Table 2: Key steps of research design and related sections to be completed for each ToR 

Research design step Related section within ToR Where to find related 
practical guidance 
within this document 

Step 1: Identify information needs and set 
research objectives 

Executive Summary; Rationale; Monitoring 
& Evaluation Plan 

Page 15 

Step 2: Define research questions and develop 
preliminary Data Analysis Plan (DAP) 

Executive Summary (overview of data 
collection tools); Data Analysis Plan 

Page 24 

Step 3: Design Methodology Executive Summary; Methodology Page 31 
Step 4: Develop data collection tools, and 
finalise DAP 

Executive Summary (overview of data 
collection tools); Methodology (overview of 
data processing & analysis); Data Analysis 
Plan; Data Management Plan 

Page 69 

Step 5: Final check to ensure all required 
ethical considerations have been 
mainstreamed  

Executive Summary; Data Analysis Plan; 
Data Management Plan 

Page 80  

Step 6: Launch Field Data Collection Roles and Responsibilities; Annexes Page 89 

 

List of available templates 

All the templates listed below are available for download on the online document Repository through this link 

(IMPACT Repository > Toolkit > Research > Research Design Drafting & Validation > Templates/ Tools).  

1. AGORA 

a. Terms of Reference template (English & French) 

b. Methodology Note template (English & French) 

2. IMPACT 

a. Terms of Reference template (English & French) 

b. Methodology Note template (English & French) 

3. REACH 

a. Terms of Reference template (English, French & Spanish) 

b. Methodology Note template (English & French) 

 

  

https://www.impact-repository.org/toolkit/research-design-drafting-validation/
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Step 1: Identify information needs and set research objectives 

The key expected output from Step 1 is to establish the overall rationale for the research i.e. determine 
why does this research need to be conducted and come up with a clear, concise and achievable set of 
research objectives based on that. To do this, this section provides guidance on (1) how to determine information 
needs and research rationale (guiding questions to define the research problem, how to make use of secondary 
data to identify information needs) and (2) how to set achievable research objectives based on the rationale and 
information needs identified. 

1.1 Determining information needs and research rationale 

In order to define the ‘research problem’ i.e. the problem or issue that leads to the need for the study,8 a 

proper background/ context analysis needs to be completed as part of Step 1; the aim of this analysis is to 

define the background for the research, identify key stakeholders and establish the rationale for the research. The 

research problem must be defined from the outset to ensure that the research has a clear purpose. 

1.1.1 Background context analysis to define the research problem 

The following guiding questions should be answered to better understand the context and determine the ‘research 

problem’ based on that:9 

 What is the key information of the background/ context in which the research is to be conducted i.e. 

what is the crisis profile? 

o What are some of the key statistics or figures which helps to convey the significance/ scale of 

this background/ context? For e.g. number of refugees that arrived in the past month  

 

 What is known so far about the issue or topic of concern within this context? 

o What are some existing assumptions which need to be further verified? For e.g. refugees living 

in formal camps are generally better off than refugees in host communities 

o What remains to be known? For e.g. refugees living in formal camps are generally better off than 

refugees in host communities 

o What does the proposed research aim to address vis-à-vis information gaps, and how? For e.g. 

a better understanding of how type of setting (camp vs. out of camp) impacts needs and 

vulnerabilities of refugee households 

 

 What are the key decision-making processes and milestones the research should aim to inform? 

o Who are the key actors involved in these processes i.e. the actors who need to be actively 

engaged to confirm information needs and establish overall rationale for the research? 

 This could involve bilateral meetings with a donor, an agency or a sector/ cluster where 

overall research needs are defined (for e.g. in the case of third-party monitoring or 

impact evaluations) 

 This engagement could also be initiated through requests from humanitarian 

coordination platforms and/ or operational actors, as is often the case for REACH 

research cycles 

o Who could benefit by providing this additional information and in what way?  For e.g. the 

government and other humanitarian actors working on supporting refugees within the crisis, and 

as a result the refugees themselves 

                                                             
8 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.98 
9 Adapted from Maxwell, J.A.; ‘Qualitative Research Design: An Interactive Approach’ (Second Edition, 2005)  
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o How would informing these processes and milestones compliment/ advance IMPACT’s 

country strategy within that specific context? For e.g. together with other ongoing research 

activities aimed at understanding gaps in basic services in local communities hosting refugees, 

outcomes from this study could further enhance ongoing efforts within the refugee response, 

especially prioritisation of aid delivery among the most vulnerable part of the population 

 

 What could be the impact of this study, specifically on:  

o Bringing about positive change in the day-to-day lives of the crisis-affected population / 

population of interest? For e.g. ensuring that the most vulnerable refugee households receive 

the required assistance to meet their day-to-day food and livelihood needs 

o Improving understanding of the current situation to inform ongoing or planned ground-level 

interventions/ operations? For e.g. informing what type of specific aid interventions would be 

most effective in addressing humanitarian needs as well as informing what type of household 

characteristics should be considered when developing beneficiary targeting criteria  

o Improving understanding of the current situation to inform strategic decision-making processes, 

including funding allocations? For e.g. informing how allocation of humanitarian resources could 

be more efficiently prioritised to ensure the most vulnerable part of the population is receiving 

the assistance they most urgently need 

o Affecting system-wide change? For e.g. enhancing the reliance on data and evidence for 

planning processes by demonstrating the need for/ use of a nation-wide household-level needs 

assessment on a regular (e.g. annual) basis 

To help answer these questions, a review of secondary data is a crucial step to understand what is already 

known about the context, confirm that information gaps do indeed exist, and identify any key lessons learned from 

similar research exercises in the past. In addition, the review should also seek to identify any ongoing assessments 

which might eventually fill information gaps identified. Section 1.1.2 below provides further guidance on how 

this secondary data review could be conducted in a systematic way. 

1.1.2 Using existing data / literature to identify information gaps, inform research strategy 

Secondary data review (SDR) is the analysis of data or information that was gathered by someone else or 

for some other purpose than the one currently being considered, or often a combination of the two.10   

This type of review of existing information is key to the research design process for the following reasons: 

i. To identify information gaps, lessons learned and inform primary data collection scope and strategy 

(see Figure 4):11 First and foremost, it helps to determine if and to what extent the topic is worth 

exploring further and thus provides insights to limit the scope of the research to a needed area of 

inquiry.12 Therefore, the key guiding question during this review phase of any research design 

process is ‘how will this research project contribute to the existing body of information 

already available?’ This helps to both justify the importance of the proposed research as well as 

create clear distinctions between the proposed research and similar studies done in the past. 

Some tips when summarising information gaps for the rationale:13 

                                                             
10 McCaston, Katherine, ‘Tips for Collecting, Reviewing and Analyzing Secondary Data’, June 2005 
11 This is also sometimes referred to as the ‘social science deficiency model’ since the major focus is to identify and outline the deficiencies in past research. 
See also: Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.97 
12 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.23  
13 Ibid.; p.107 

When conducting a review of existing information, it is important to keep in mind that sometimes the most relevant 

secondary data we can have is our own i.e. data and information products from past IMPACT / REACH research cycles.  
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► Identify several gaps to make the case for the proposed research cycle even stronger 

► Identify different types of gaps within past studies, for e.g. time relevance vs. methodological 

flaws vs. population coverage gaps vs. variables or analysis overlooked.  

► Clarify how the proposed research will address these gaps and provide a unique contribution to 

the existing body of information. 

In addition to identifying these gaps, this review should also aim to identify key lessons learned 

/ best practices from relevant past research exercises which are factored into the upcoming data 

collection strategy (i.e. to ensure similar mistakes are not repeated over and over again). 

ii. To identify and define key terms relevant to the overall research design: This review is also necessary 

to establish definitions of terms that researchers need to understand from the outset to design and 

implement a research cycle. For instance, if you are planning on conducting a livelihood needs 

assessment, how are things like ‘socio-economic vulnerabilities’ defined in this specific context and 

what type of indicators need to be included in the analysis plan to measure such vulnerabilities? 

 

iii. To identify key triangulation sources for the development of the analysis plan: Even beyond the 

research design phase, the outputs from this review of secondary data becomes crucial during the 

later stages of the research cycle (especially data processing, analysis and reporting) to triangulate14 

and contextualise primary data being collected. In other words, once data has been collected, 

secondary data is useful to both triangulate research findings as well as contextualise them, for e.g. 

to understand varying demographic and geographic vulnerabilities. 

 

 

                                                             
14 ‘Triangulation’ involves collecting data from different sources (primary and secondary) and checking the degree to which each source confirms, elaborates 
or disconfirms information from the others. See also: Mabry, Linda (2008) ‘Case Study in Social Research’; in Alasuutari et a l (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of 

Social Research Methods (p.222) 
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Figure 4: Decision tree to establish rationale for primary data collection based on review of existing (secondary) data 

 

Below is a step-by-step guide on how to conduct this review of secondary data as part of the research 

design process:  

 Step 1- Define the statement of purpose for the SDR: This is not the research objective discussed 

under Step 2 of these guidelines but rather a preliminary statement of purpose to ensure the researcher 

has a clear understanding of what they are looking for within the secondary data, specifically in terms of 

the overall research topic concerned. In addition, this statement also helps the research identify quality 

and relevance criteria by which existing studies/ secondary data can be incorporated.15  

o Depending on the research topic, a framework may exist that helps guide the statement of 

purpose and hence the SDR; the choice of framework to be used will depend on the research 

topic at hand. For example, during a rapid multi-sector needs assessment following a sudden 

onset disaster, the Multi-Sector Initial Rapid Assessment (MIRA) framework could be used.16  

                                                             
15 See also: Bryman, Alan (2008) ‘End of the Paradigm Wars’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.21) 
16 See also: IASC, ‘Multi-Sector Initial Rapid Assessment Guidance’, July 2015 

Objective: Why the 
assessment?

Indicators: What to 
measure?

Any secondary data 
available on indicators?

Yes

You may not need 
primary data if info 

reliable

No

Any other 
ongoing/planned 

assessments collecting 
these indicators?

Yes

You may not need 
primary data if info 

reliable

No

You need primary data 
collection
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 Step 2- Identify relevant data sources and conduct the review based on the statement of purpose 

defined previously. 

Table 3: Example data sources to consider for secondary data17 

 Pre-Crisis Information  In-Crisis Information 

 National institutions (ministries, research institutions, 
universities, etc.) 

 National institutions (ministries, local offices of 
emergency preparedness, etc.) 

 Large survey (DHS, MICS, censuses, etc.)  Assessment reports from local and international NGOs 

 International development institutions (i.e. World Bank)  Situation reports (OCHA, clusters, government) 

 Sector fact sheets  Humanitarian profiles 

 Common Operational Datasets (CODs)  Geospatial data from UNOSAT, Google Earth, etc. 

 United Nations as well as local and international NGOs 
survey reports 

 Satellite imagery, UNOSAT or private providers 

 United Nations global data sets or country portals  Social media 

 Geospatial data  Funding appeals 

 Online databases (i.e. EM-DAT, PreventionWeb)  Past IMPACT assessments 

 Previous Flash appeals and Consolidated Appeal 
Processes (CAPs) 

 WHO country epidemiological profiles 

 ALNAP evaluation reports, After Action reviews 

 DevInfo, World Bank’s world development indicators, 
Millennium Development Goals 

 

 Step 3- Analyse the usefulness, credibility and reliability of identified data sources: Some examples 

of guiding questions to consider include:18  

o Who/ what is the source of this information and do they have authority and reputation (e.g. 

history of reliability, motivation for bias, subject matter expertise, etc.)?  

o What was the overall purpose for data collection?  

o Is the information relevant? Is it outdated? 

o Is the information consistent with other available data (triangulation)?  

o Is the methodology behind the data collection and analysis transparent and logical (e.g. 

what kind of sampling strategy was used, what type of data cleaning and quality checks were 

conducted, what type of analysis methodology was used, etc.)?  

 Step 4- Produce an SDR matrix: This is a useful tool to help structure and keep track of all data sources, 

as shown in the example table below. 

  

                                                             
17 MIRA Manual (March 2012) 
18 Adapted from ACAPS, ‘Exploring and Describing Data’ Training Presentation, ACAPS Humanitarian Analysis Programme, July 2018 
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Table 4: Example of SDR matrix 

Themes Author 
(organisation/ 
person) 

Title Publication 
date 

Focus Method (Qual/ 
Quant/Mixed) 

Reliability  

Food 
security 
and 
livelihoods 
in Jordan 

FAO, 
REACH 
and Jordan 
Ministry of 
Agriculture 

Food 
Security 
and 
Livelihoods 
Assessment: 
Central and 
Northern 
Jordan 
(available 
online here) 

2015 Food 
security 
status of 
Jordanian 
households, 
with a 
specific 
focus on 
Dietary 
Diversity 
Score, Food 
Consumption 
Score and 
Coping 
Strategy 
Index 

Mixed-method 
approach combining 
(1) secondary data 
review (2) 
qualitative (focus 
group discussions and 
key 
informant interviews) 
and (3) quantitative 
(household 
survey with sample 
stratified by 
urban/rural and 
host/ non-host 
communities.  
 
Geographical 
coverage: 7 
governorates 
of Northern and 
Central Jordan.  
 
Sample: 3,535 host 
communities (2,033 
rural, 1,502 urban) 
and 1,344 non-host 
communities (1,102 
rural and 242 urban). 
 
Statistical 
significance:95% 
confidence level, 5% 
margin of error 

Methodology 
seems 
robust but 
(1) findings 
potentially 
outdated (2) 
coverage 
limited to 
Jordanian 
households 
in north and 
central 
Jordan only; 
no coverage 
of refugee 
population 
living within 
Jordanian 
communities 
either 

 
A written summary of existing secondary data can be an output in and of itself whose sole purpose is to consolidate 
existing information and highlight information gaps. However, this is not usually a required output for an IMPACT 
research cycle (unless required by the donor), especially if primary data collection is the main focus. 

1.2 Set research objectives based on rationale and key information needs 

Once the rationale, information needs and existing information gaps have been determined, a clear set of research 

objectives should be defined. The research objective is a statement or a set of statements which clearly 

describe what the researcher(s) aims to achieve. It is these statements that ultimately guide the scope and 

activities within any research cycle. 

The research objective should be clearly broken down between a general objective and related specific 

objectives. To illustrate how both the general and specific objectives should be defined, please see the rationale 

example shown in the text box below.  
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 Defining the General Objective 

► The General Objective (GO) statement should be a description of what the research is aiming 

to inform and why.19 As such, it should be based on the research problem defined previously. 

► The GO statement should cover three key components: 

 What is the wider population of interest for the research cycle (i.e. groups and 

geographical locations to be covered)? 

 What is the higher level aim of the research cycle i.e. what are we trying to 

understand? 

- Based on the ‘Background’ bullet point from the example above, we know that 

we need to provide updated information on the food security and livelihoods 

situation of Syrian refugees in Jordan 

- Based on the ‘What is known so far’ and ‘What needs to be further understood 

and why’ bullet points in the example above, we know that:  

a. While there is information available on the livelihoods and food 

security situation of Syrian refugees, this is no longer sufficient to 

guide a response which is transitioning away from emergency aid 

and towards more resilience and livelihoods focused programming;  

b. There are also key assumptions about the extent to which refugees’ 

location (north vs. south Jordan) and setting (in camps vs. out of 

camps) impact their overall food security and livelihoods situation, 

which need to be further verified; 

c. Additionally, there has also been a significant change in context since 

the last time data was collected, and as such, more up-to-date 

information on refugees’ livelihood and food security could be useful. 

 What is the higher level purpose of the research cycle i.e. what will it inform?   

- Based on the ‘Background’ bullet point in the example above, we know that 

the target audience for the research is WFP and other similar actors engaged 

in food and livelihoods programming for Syrian refugees in Jordan. 

                                                             
19 Locke, L.F et al; ‘Proposals that work: A guide for planning dissertations and grant proposals’ (Fifth Edition, 2007); p 9 

Rationale example to be used as a reference for Step 1 

 

Based on context analysis, review of existing secondary data, and stakeholder consultations, the assessment team in 

country has arrived at the following conclusions vis-à-vis rationale and information needs: 

 
 Background: Of the nearly five million Syrians who have fled their homeland in the past five years, more than 

655,000 are now registered with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) as refugees in 
Jordan, the vast majority of whom (nearly 80%) live in host communities. In support of the humanitarian response 
to refugees in Jordan, the World Food Programme (WFP) has established the Livelihoods Working Group to 
coordinate ongoing / future food and livelihoods assistance programmes within this context. 

 What is known so far: The 2018 Comprehensive Food Security Monitoring Exercise (CFSME) conducted by WFP 
and REACH found that there had been a drastic decrease in food security of Syrian refugees living in host 
communities in Jordan since 2017, possibly due to widespread constraints on humanitarian funding and 
restrictions in the regulatory environment. The regulatory restrictions specifically make it difficult for refugees to 
legally access income-generating activities in the host country.  

 What needs to be further understood and why: The context has shifted once again in 2019, with a stabilisation 
in international development funding and a concerted effort to enhance access to livelihood opportunities and 
strengthen the economic resilience of Syrian refugees living in Jordan (including through legal reforms being 
currently discussed by the government of Jordan). There is also a widespread assumption that refugees in camps 
and in host communities in the north have a better overall livelihoods situation than those out of camps and in 
the southern part of the country. Therefore, there is a need to get an updated understanding of the situation of 

refugees across the country. 
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- Based on the ‘What needs to be further understood and why’ bullet point in 

the example above, we know that due to recent changes in the funding and 

legal context in Jordan, the humanitarian response is transitioning away from 

emergency aid and towards more long-term resilience focused programming.  

- The higher level purpose of this research therefore is to inform food and 

livelihoods programming among Syrian refugees in Jordan, especially with a 

focus on strengthening households’ resilience in the medium to long term.  

► Combing the two components, the GO for the example research cycle could be: “To provide 

an updated, comprehensive understanding of the food security and livelihoods situation 

among Syrian refugees across Jordan, and the underlying factors driving these needs, 

so as to inform programming aimed at strengthening refugee households’ resilience in 

the medium to long term.”  

      Table 5: Dos and Don’ts when developing your General Objective  

Don’t Do 

Make your GO too narrow by focusing on one aspect 
of the research which seems more important to you 

Capture how the different aspects of the research 
interact to serve a common, higher-level purpose  

Leave out either the research or the programmatic 
perspective from your GO.  
E.g.: This research aims to inform planning of cash-
based interventions in Transasia – ONLY 
PROGRAMMATIC 
E.g.: This research aims to identify key non-food items 
needs of households in Transasia and vendors’ 
capacity to increase supplies for these key NFIs. ONLY 
RESEARCH 

Highlight the relevance of the research for humanitarian 
and/ or development stakeholders  
E.g.: This research aims to identify key non-food items 
needs of household in Transasia and the capacity of 
vendors to meet these needs, in order to inform planning 
of cash-based interventions in the country.  

Make a GO that could apply to any other research, 
regardless of scope or topic of study 

Always spell out the geographical scope, population of 
interest and timeframe of the research within the GO 

Employ an overly-ambitious vocabulary without 
thinking through the scientific rigorousness that would 
be required. For example:  
- Test Hypothesis 
- Identify Correlation 
- Challenge assumptions  
- Compare between X and Y  

Use vocabulary that fits the scope of the research: 
- Provide an in-depth understanding of… 
- Gather information on…  
- Identify key factors or issues… 
- Etc. 

 

 

 Defining the Specific Objectives 

► The Specific Objectives (SOs) should provide a clear description of what the research is 

aiming to identify or understand to facilitate the GO.  

► The type of SOs will determine the type of research method that needs to be considered: 

 SOs focusing on exploring and finding out more about a topic or phenomenon 

due to lack of past research, and develop a theory based on this exploration would 

Remember, a good research project is not only methodologically sound but also useful and relevant.  

 

When thinking through and formulating the objectives for your research, it is therefore important to keep reflecting 

on the intended impact of the proposed research, specifically in terms of:  

1. Improving understanding of the current situation to inform strategic decision-making processes 

2. Improving understanding of the current situation to inform ongoing or planned ground-level interventions 

3. Affecting system-wide change 
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warrant a more qualitative method.20 Exploratory verbs such as ‘to discover’, ‘to 

understand’, ‘to describe’, ‘to explore’, etc. should be used for such SOs.21 

 SOs focusing on measuring the prevalence and occurrence of certain 

phenomenon and/ or understanding the interaction and influence of different 

factors on a certain outcome(s) would warrant a more quantitative method.22 

 For mixed methods research, SOs would focus both on (1) measuring prevalence 

and/ or understanding the interaction of different variables on an outcome and (2) 

exploring the topic, phenomenon or specific observed trends in further depth.23 

 

► From the GO statement example above, the following components will need to be further 

developed as SOs:  

 Assess current levels of food and livelihoods security  Need to understand the 

prevalence of food and livelihood needs and vulnerabilities 

 Understand underlying factors driving food and livelihoods security  

 Need to understand key characteristics (for e.g. household demographics, 

socio-economic characteristics, place of residence, etc.) which could be 

influencing needs and vulnerabilities related to food and livelihoods 

 Since similar data from the past is available, a trends analysis could also 

be done to understand if specific contextual changes within a given timeframe 

also impacted households’ food and livelihoods needs and vulnerabilities 

 Inform food and livelihoods programming of those most vulnerable  Use the above 

to identify the unmet needs, characteristics and locations of those most vulnerable 

 

o Based on this, the SOs for this research example could be as follows: 

i. Measure the prevalence of food security and livelihood needs among Syrian refugee 

households across Jordan 

ii. Identify key household-level demographic and socio-economic characteristics which 

could be having an impact on food and livelihoods needs among Syrian refugee 

households 

iii. Understand to what extent needs and vulnerabilities vary between refugee households 

in camp vs. out-of-camp settings, as well as between different parts of the country  

iv. Identify and assess the impact of specific contextual changes and developments (for 

e.g. change in legal policy which granted access to work permits for Syrian refugees in 

Jordan) over the past two years on refugee households’ food and livelihoods security 

v. Based on the above, identify the most pressing unmet needs in food and livelihoods, 

as well as the characteristics and locations of Syrian refugee households most 

vulnerable and in need of assistance  

With the SOs now defined, we can now move to developing the Research Questions and preliminary Data 
Analysis Plan (Step 2). 

                                                             
20 Morse, J.M.; ‘Approaches to qualitative-quantitative methodological triangulation’ (Nursing Research 40.1, March/April 1991); p.120 
21 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.130-131 
22 Ibid.; p.99 
23 Ibid; p.100 

Commonly made mistake when drafting SOs: SOs should not be confused with the activities that need 
to be undertaken during the research. For example, to “collect and analyse” is an activity rather than a 
specific objective. Instead, the SOs should be a deconstruction of the GO into different components, 

mainly in terms of how this will be interpreted from an analytical perspective. 
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Step 2: Define research questions and develop a preliminary 

analysis plan 

The purpose of Step 2 of the research design process is to build on the outputs of Step 1 (i.e. the research 
objectives established) to further narrow down and define the scope of the research by:  

1. Formulating clear set of Research Questions, and 
2. Developing a preliminary Data Analysis Plan (DAP) i.e. reduce the RQs to a set of core indicators/ 

variables/ themes that will need to be measured, explored or observed to answer the RQs and ultimately 
achieve the research objectives.  

This section will provide guidance on how to achieve these two outputs. 

 
Figure 5: Risks of not having a preliminary DAP 

 

Why do I need to develop a preliminary DAP as part of Step 2 before designing the methodology?  
 
One of the most commonly made mistakes in the research design process is to finalise and decide on the 
overall research methodology, design the data collection tools and work backwards from there to define the 
RQs and the core indicators/ variables/ themes that can be studied to answer these questions. This is not a good 
practice, with the key risk being that we end up collecting a large volume of information that was ultimately 
not relevant to address the objectives of the research. This not only wastes everyone’s time and resources, including 
the time of vulnerable crisis-affected population, but also prevents us from actually providing the answers needed to 
meet the research objectives. 
 
On the contrary, a robust research design should:  

- First and foremost, define the scope of the research through the RQs,  
- Then use these RQs to come up with a preliminary list of core indicators/ variables/ themes (i.e. 

preliminary DAP) that will need to be studied to answer these questions, 
- And finally, use this preliminary DAP to undertake Step 3 i.e. determine what is the most appropriate (1) 

research method (qualitative, quantitative, mixed methods); (2) data collection approach (structured, semi-

structured); (3) sampling strategy, and Step 4 i.e. design and finalise data collection tools. 
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2.1 Formulate Research Questions (RQs) 

A research question is the key question that will need to be answered in order to achieve the intended objectives 
of the research. As such, it is the “linchpin” of the research design process to which all other components are 
anchored. Table 6 below outlines the key criteria that should be applied when drafting any research question. 
 
Table 6: Research Question checklist 
 

A good research question is: A bad research question is: 

 Achievable i.e. you are capable of finding the 
answers to the question with the time and 
resources available. 

 Over ambitious OR too vague i.e. attempts to 
cover too much information, goes beyond the 
scope of the research and becomes impossible to 
answer in a clear and concise way. For e.g. “What 
are the historical and social causes for the political 
crisis in Northern Nigeria?” 

 Specific i.e. clearly conveys what exactly you are 
trying to find out and why, formulated using clear 
vocabulary such as “what” “why” “in what way” “to 
what extent” “how” etc. 

 Too specific i.e. is a binary measure (yes/ no) or 
focuses on a minute detail of the research 
objectives. For e.g. if you are trying to understand 
access to education services in a refugee camp, 
a research question about “what are the opening 
hours of the education infrastructures in this 
camp” or “do households have access to required 
services” should be avoided. 

 Interesting both to you as a researcher as well as 
to the wider humanitarian and development 
community in the context. 

 Interesting but irrelevant i.e. investigates what 
could be an interesting topic or theme but which 
is not relevant to inform planning and 
programming in any way (the distinction between 
need to know vs. nice to know). 

 Relevant i.e. contributes to the existing body of 
knowledge and informs planning and 
programming in a constructive way. 

 Within ethical boundaries i.e. respecting the 
core humanitarian principles and ensuring the 
research findings are not bringing harm to the 
research participants or the research team/ data 
collectors in any way. 

 Does not respect ethical boundaries i.e. seeks 
information which violates humanitarian principles 
and could put either the participant or the 
researcher at risk. For e.g. if you are conducting a 
humanitarian needs assessment and collecting 
specific information on human rights violations 
and individual perpetrators of these violations. 

 
Research questions typically used within IMPACT can be grouped in three different categories – 
descriptive, inferential/observational, causal – details of which are discussed in the table below. 
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Table 7: Types of research questions24 
 

Type of RQ Description Example Appropriate 
research 
method 

Descriptive A descriptive RQ seeks to describe and explain 
conditions or characteristics. Primary purpose of 
a descriptive RQ is to (1) explore the complex set of 
factors surrounding the central topic of interest and/ 
or (2) present the varied perspectives or meanings 
participants have on this topic.25 

What are the key factors driving 
internal displacement in 
northern Nigeria? 

Qualitative 

Inferential/ 
observational 

An inferential/ observational RQ seeks to measure 
the prevalence of certain phenomenon (for e.g. 
severe food insecurity conditions) 

To what extent are households 
facing food security needs in 
northern Nigeria? What is the 
severity of these needs? 

Quantitative 

Causal/ 
relational 

A causal/ relational RQ seeks to determine causal 
relationships between two or more variables, 
inquire about the interaction between these 
variables, and also verify a hypothesis about 
expected relationships among these key variables. 

To what extent and in what way 
do household demographics 
(for e.g. household size, 
dependency ratio, etc.) affect 
the severity of food security 
needs among displaced 
households in northern Nigeria? 

Quantitative 
OR  
Mixed 
Methods 

 
Although qualitative methods can be used to explore causal relationships and answer causal/ relational research 
questions (e.g. using process tracing methods)26, within IMPACT such questions have more commonly been used 
for more quantitative, hypothesis-based approaches till date. If designing causal/ relational RQs for this type 
of a quantitative, hypothesis-based approach, the following things need to be kept in mind:27 

 A detailed SDR is crucial to identify the assumptions or hypotheses that need to be further explored.  
 The SDR should help to identify and establish the variables relevant to the hypothesis.28 

► One key characteristic of any variable is its temporal order i.e. one variable precedes another in 
time, as a result of which one variable (the ‘independent’ variable) probably causes, influences 
or affects another variable (the ‘dependent’ variable).29 

► Examples of variables include: gender, age, socio-economic status, displacement status, etc. 
 RQs based on hypotheses should be phrased as: “To what extent is there [add hypothesis statement]?” 

 Finally, for third party monitoring (TPM) research cycles (outcome monitoring, impact evaluation, etc.), 

the hypothesis can be based on the Theory of Change (ToC) of the project / programme being monitored.  

► A ToC is a project design and planning method that explains how a given intervention(s) is 

expected to lead to a specific change, drawing on causal analysis based on available evidence.30 

► In the example ToC shown in Figure 6 below, the activities, outputs and outcomes could be the 

independent variables influencing the impact i.e. dependent variable. Based on this, the 

hypothesis statement to frame the RQ would be something as follows: “Technical and financial 

                                                             
24 Adapted from : https://guides.library.ucmo.edu/c.php?g=695854&p=4937396  
25 Morse, J.M.; ‘Approaches to qualitative-quantitative methodological triangulation’ (Nursing Research 40.1, March/April 1991); p.129 
26 For more on process tracing, see also: Beach, Derek (2017); Process Tracing Methods in Social Sciences. Qualitative Political Methodology. 
27 These hypotheses could be null or alternative (directional/ non-directional). (1) A null hypothesis makes a prediction that in the population, no significant 
difference exists between groups on a variable. For example, “There is no significant difference in food security status between different refugee household 
profiles” (2) An alternative directional hypothesis makes a prediction about the expected outcome based on what is known from past studies. For example, 

“Food security status is worse for refugees in host communities compared to refugees in camp settings” and (3) An alternative non-directional hypothesis 
makes a prediction but does not specify the exact form of differences (i.e. higher, lower, better, worse, more, less, etc.), because it is unclear what can be 
expected based on past studies. For example, “Food security status is different between refugees in camps and refugees in host communities”.  
See also: Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009);  p.135 
28 A variable refers to a characteristic or attribute of an individual, group, location or organisation that can be measured or observed, and that varies among 
the population being studied.  See also: Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 
2009); p.49-50 
29 In other words, the ‘dependent’ variable is the outcome or result of the influence of the independent variable. 
30 For more on Theory of Change, see also United Nations Development Group; ‘Theory of Change: UNDAF Companion Guide’.  

https://guides.library.ucmo.edu/c.php?g=695854&p=4937396
https://oxfordre.com/politics/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.001.0001/acrefore-9780190228637-e-176
https://undg.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/UNDG-UNDAF-Companion-Pieces-7-Theory-of-Change.pdf
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support provided to municipalities to improve service delivery reduces social tensions and 

improves resilience in host communities”.  

Figure 6: Example Theory of Change for a causal/ relational research question 

 

 

 

Based on what has been discussed in this section, the specific objectives developed at the end of Step 1 of 

this document can be further deconstructed into RQs as illustrated in Table 8  below. 

Table 8: Formulating RQs based on specific objectives defined at the end of Step 131 
 

Specific objective defined in Step 1 Example RQ 

Measure the prevalence of food security and livelihood needs among 
Syrian refugee households across Jordan 

To what extent do Syrian refugee households have 
unmet needs in food security and livelihoods?  

Identify key household-level demographic and socio-economic 
characteristics which could be having an impact on food and 
livelihoods needs among Syrian refugee households 

What are the underlying demographic and socio-
economic factors which could be driving food and 
livelihood needs of Syrian refugee households? 

Understand to what extent the food security situation varies between 
refugee households in camp vs. out-of-camp settings 

To what extent does households’ location of 
residence (in camps or in host communities) 
influence their food security status, as measured 

through the Food Consumption Score? 32, 33 

Identify and assess the impact of specific contextual changes and 
developments (for e.g. change in legal policy which granted access to 
work permits for Syrian refugees in Jordan) over the past two years 
on refugee households’ food and livelihoods security 

To what extent and in what way have contextual 
changes (including changes in legal framework) 
over the past two years impacted food and 
livelihood needs of Syrian refugee households in 
Jordan? 

Based on the above, identify the most pressing unmet needs in food 
and livelihoods, as well as the characteristics and locations of Syrian 
refugee households most vulnerable and in need of assistance 

What are the priority needs vis-à-vis food and 
livelihoods among Syrian refugee households and 
which profiles of households are most vulnerable/ 
have the most severe needs? 

                                                             
31 While this example provides one RQ for each specific objective, this does not necessarily always have to be the case. There could be instances where 

multiple RQs address the same specific objective or when one RQ addresses multiple specific objectives. 
32 The key variables here are: (1) location setting (in camps or out of camps) which is the independent variable and (2) food security levels, which is the 
dependent variable. 
33 The “Food consumption score” (FCS) is a score calculated using the frequency of consumption of different food groups consumed by a household during 

the 7 days before the survey. See also: https://resources.vam.wfp.org/node/13  

https://resources.vam.wfp.org/node/13
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2.2 Develop preliminary DAP based on the RQs 

The second output from Step 2 of the research design process is to develop a preliminary DAP (see Figure 

7), which outlines the core indicators/ variables related to the RQs that will need to be collected and analysed as 

part of the research.34 An indicator is a characteristic of a population or environment which is subject to 

measurement (directly or indirectly, quantitatively or qualitative) and which can be used to describe one or more 

aspects of the particular context being studied.35 

Having a DAP from the outset ensures:  

 You only collect what you need to know rather than what would be nice to know 

 Your research scope and unit of measurement are clear enough to develop a methodology, including an 

appropriate sampling strategy 

 
Figure 7: Preliminary DAP structure 
 

 

At IMPACT, we use two different types of data analysis plans (available on the online Repository toolkit 

through this link) depending on the type of data collection and analysis:   

(1) Structured DAP  

 Should be used for structured (close ended) data collection tools and quantitative analysis 

 The RQs are broken down into clear, specific and (for the most part) quantifiable indicators 

which define how the questionnaire should be designed 

                                                             
34 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.150-151 
35 Adapted from: Inter-agency Standing Committee, Humanitarian needs assessment indicators database. 

What is a unit of measurement and why do I need to define it from the start?  

 

It is the unit that will be used to record, measure and analyse the observations and information collected 

through the research. Examples of units include individual, household, family, community, group, town, village, 

facility, etc. This unit will determine: (1) time, resources needed to collect and analyse the required information 

(2) depth of information ultimately available and the scope of the analysis. It is important to note that it is possible 

to aggregate from a lower unit of measurement upward (for e.g. household to community) but not vice-versa. 

 

 

https://www.impact-repository.org/toolkit/research-design-drafting-validation/
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(2) Semi-structured DAP  

 Should be used for semi-structured data collection tools and qualitative analysis 

 The RQs are broken down into clear, specific and descriptive indicators or sub questions 

which define how the interview or discussion guide should be designed  

When breaking down a research question further into indicators or sub-questions, the S.M.A.R.T criteria 
as shown in Table 9 should always be met.36,37 

Table 9: Indicator design checklist (based on S.M.A.R.T criteria for indicator design) 
 

A good indicator is: A bad indicator is: 

 Specific i.e. easily translated and operationalised 
into questionnaires/ data collection tools. For e.g. 
“% of households that have a humanitarian need 
in food security, measured through the Household 
Hunger Scale and Coping Strategy Index”  

 Too broad i.e. unclear what exactly we want to 
measure or what information we need to collect to 
measure the indicator. For e.g. “% of households 
that have humanitarian needs” 

 Measurable i.e. can be counted, observed 
described or tested as needed during analysis. 
For e.g. in terms of %s, #s, top 3 ranking, 
composite scores, etc. 

 Too ambitious i.e. cannot be analysed, observed 
or counted in a feasible and/ or logical way. For 
e.g. “increase in % of households that are 
insecure” would be too ambitious because (1) 
there may be no baseline data to compare with in 
the first place (2) “insecure” is a broad term that 
can encompass a lot of things and needs to be 
more clearly defined.  

 Achievable i.e. feasible to collect and analyse the 
data required (primary or secondary) to measure 
the particular indicator. 

 Relevant i.e. useful and action-focused for the 
purpose of the research, especially the research 
questions identified.  

 Irrelevant i.e. not useful for the purpose of the 
research and to answer the research questions at 
hand, even if interesting in its own way. If the 
researcher or research users don’t know what to 
do with the data from the indicator, then it is 
probably not a good indicator. 

 Time-bound i.e. reflecting the time of data 
collection as well as the recall period or timeframe 
being measured. For e.g. “increase in % of 
households that are food insecure since the 
baseline survey conducted in April 2019” 

 Not time-bound i.e. unclear on which time frame 
is being measured or being referred to for the 
information finally presented. For e.g. “increase in 
% of households food insecure” does not spell out 
what this is relative to i.e. increase since when  

 

 Reliable and aligned with existing global 
standards where applicable i.e. aligned with 
previously established indicator that have proven 
reliable to measure different factors in the past.38 

 Re-inventing the wheel when global standards 
that are reliable and well-tested already exist. 
For e.g.  based on past research and inputs from 
subject matter experts, there is already global 
guidance in terms of how things like food 
insecurity or WASH needs are best captured at 
the household level; global guidance like these 
(when they exist) should be the starting point for 
indicator design, rather than trying to design such 
indicators from scratch.  

Once compiled, the preliminary DAP can be an invaluable tool in maintaining the focus of the research and 
ensuring that the RQs are answered, while simultaneously avoiding unnecessarily lengthy questionnaires  

                                                             
36 Adapted from: UNESO International Institute for Education Planning; ‘Quantitative research methods in educational planning’ (2005).  
37 For more on the S.M.A.R.T criteria for indicator design, see also: https://eca.state.gov/files/bureau/a_good_start_with_smart.pdf  
38 Globally established indicators within the humanitarian sector can be found in the Indicator Registry at https://www.impact-repository.org/toolkit/monitoring-
evaluation-lessons-learned/ or amongst the SPHERE standards. If established global indicators cannot be found, indicators from past IMPACT research 

cycles should also be reviewed and considered. 

https://raharjo.staff.telkomuniversity.ac.id/files/2015/05/Questionnaire-Design.pdf
https://eca.state.gov/files/bureau/a_good_start_with_smart.pdf
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Does a question in the questionnaire help measure the required indicator? If not, it can be omitted without affecting 
the overall objective of the research.  

Table 10: Example indicators based on RQs formulated in Step 2.1 (see Table 8 for reference)  

Example RQs Example indicators 

To what extent do Syrian refugee households in Jordan have 
unmet needs in food security and livelihoods?  

% of assessed households that have a poor or 
borderline Food Consumption Score 

% of assessed households that used severe or 
emergency coping strategies to cope with a lack of 
resources to meet basic needs in the past 30 days 

% of assessed households whose average monthly 
income from all sources is less than 100 USD 

What are the underlying demographic and socio-economic 
factors which could be driving food and livelihood needs of 
Syrian refugee households in Jordan? 

% of assessed households that have a poor Food 
Consumption Score AND average monthly income 
from all sources <100 USD 
% of assessed households that have a poor or 
borderline Food Consumption Score, by age and sex 
of head of household 

% of assessed households that are relying on severe 
or emergency coping strategies to cope with a lack of 
resources to meet basic needs, by length of 
displacement from Syria 

Top three most commonly reported reasons for being 
unable to meet basic household needs in the past 30 
days 

To what extent and in what way have contextual changes 
(including changes in legal framework) over the past two years 
impacted food and livelihood needs of Syrian refugee 
households in Jordan? 

% of assessed households whose Food 
Consumption Score has increased since 2018 

Contextual developments which could explain 
improve food and livelihood security  

% of assessed households who perceive their food 
and livelihood situation to have improved/ worsened 
over the past two years 

Most commonly reported reasons for improved/ 
worsened food and livelihood situation  

 

With the research questions and indicators ready, we can move on to Step 3 i.e. designing the methodology. 
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Step 3: Design methodology 

Step 3 of the research design process aims to develop and finalize the methodology i.e. an outline of the 

overall data collection and analysis strategy that will be used to implement the research.39 It can involve a 

single research method or a combination of different research methods. The methodology should be compatible 

with the preliminary data analysis plan (i.e. output from Step 2) and designed in a way that ensures the intended 

scope of the research (i.e. output from Step 1) can be feasibly achieved to the required quality, given the time, 

resources and access available. 

Designing and finalizing the methodology involves three key decisions; this section provides guidance for 

each of these components:  

1. Selecting the overall research method; 

2. Selecting the appropriate data collection methods; 

3. Selecting the appropriate sampling strategies.  

3.1 Select overall research method 

In social sciences, research methods can be broadly distinguished between the following three categories:40 

 Qualitative research i.e. an exploratory research method that usually involves small samples, semi-

structured data collection, and an inductive analytical process to discover themes and develop theories  

 Quantitative research i.e. a research method that typically seeks to measure prevalence of issues, verify 

hypotheses and establish causal relations between different variables based on large samples, structured 

data collection, and a deductive analytical process; 

 Mixed methods research i.e. a research method that combines both qualitative and quantitative 

approaches,41 not just in terms of collecting and analyzing both types of data but also in terms of using 

both approaches in tandem so that the overall strength of a study is greater than either qualitative or 

quantitative research by itself. 

It is important to note that the distinction between quantitative and qualitative research is not always as 

clear-cut as it is often made out to be.42 For example:  

 Individual and household interviews are commonly associated with quantitative, large sample research, 

interviewed using structured survey questionnaires. However, they could also be used in a qualitative 

case study,43 where an individual or household is selected as a ‘typical’ case and is interviewed using a 

semi-structured questionnaire.44  

 Similarly, Key Informant interviews can be conducted with a semi-structured questionnaire, where the aim 

is to explore themes around a particular topic which particular respondents have been identified to be 

especially knowledgeable about i.e. for qualitative research. At the same time, this data collection method 

                                                             
39 https://guides.lib.vt.edu/researchmethods/design-method  
40 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.4 
41 In theory, mixed methods research could also involve mixing methods within quantitative or qualitative research individually i.e. not necessarily mixing of 

the two together; see also: Bryman, Alan (2008) ‘End of the Paradigm Wars’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods  
(p.15). However, for the purpose of this document, mixed methods research is specifically referred to in terms of mixing/ combining both quantitative and 
qualitative approaches. 
42 See also: Bryman, Alan (2008) ‘End of the Paradigm Wars’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.14) 
43 A case study is “the empirical investigation of a specified or bounded phenomenon” (Smith, 1978), with the overall aim of obtaining a deep understanding 
of particular instances of a given phenomenon. This overriding goal then drives all practical decisions regarding the design of case study research i.e. which 
location or respondent would be most revealing, which questions or issues are most appropriate, which data collection methods would be most helpful, which 
analysis and reporting style would be most relevant, and so on. In social sciences, case study researchers till date have more commonly opted for qualitative 

methodologies, since it generates a more in-depth understanding of the issue going beyond countable aspects and trends. See also: Mabry, Linda (2008) 
‘Case Study in Social Research’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.214-215) 
44 In this instance, studying a typical case would prove useful to identify and document patterns of ordinary events, the social and political structures that 
sustain them, and the underlying perceptions and values of selected participants. See also: Mabry, Linda (2008) ‘Case Study in Social Research’; in Alasuutari 

et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.217) 

https://guides.lib.vt.edu/researchmethods/design-method
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is also commonly used to collect quantitative data with structured questionnaires, where time and 

resources do not allow a representative household or individual sample.  

 Even Focus Group Discussions, perhaps the most commonly known qualitative research method, are 

often analysed using content analysis, i.e. a quasi-quantitative approach which involves counting the 

number of times a theme or set of words appear with the discussion transcripts. This content analysis can 

then inform the more in-depth qualitative analysis. 

It is, nonetheless, possible to make some distinction between quantitative and qualitative research based 
on the following three factors: 

 Type of data collection tool: Qualitative research mostly involves semi-structured (but not unstructured) 
data collection tools, while quantitative research uses structured, close-ended data collection tools  

 Type of analysis: Qualitative research is more exploratory and primarily involves inductive analysis, 
whereas quantitative research primarily involves deductive analysis and is more about measuring 
prevalence, quantifying issues see Figure 8: Comparison between deductive analysis and inductive 
analysisFigure 8 for differences between inductive and deductive analysis 

 Type of sampling strategy: Quantitative research can use both probability or non-probability sampling, 
whereas qualitative research only uses non-probability sampling (sampling strategies are discussed in 
more detail under Step 3.3 below).  

 
Based on these three distinguishing factors (i.e. types of data collection, analysis and sampling), Table 11 
below provides a summary of different types of research methods used within IMPACT, as well as guidelines 
of when each method would be most appropriate. 

Table 11: Summary of different types of research methods commonly used within IMPACT 

Category Type of 
research 
methods 

Type of 
data 
collection 

Type of 
analysis 

Type of 
sampling 
strategy 

When to use this method 

Quantitative Structured, 
probability 
sampling/ 
census 

Structured, 
close-
ended  

Quantitative Census  
OR Large 
samples, based 
on probability 
theory to achieve 
a target level of 
statistical 
precision (see 
Step 3.3 on 
sampling 
strategies below) 

To measure prevalence and make 
generalizable claims, either based on 
a census, or with a known level of 
statistical precision; 
To conduct deductive analysis 
(hypothesis tests);  
To identify key factors that influence 
a particular outcome or understand 
the predictors of an outcome45 
 
Additionally, this method is also 
sometimes used within IMPACT 
specifically for quasi-experimental 
research46  i.e. measure impact and 
determine if and how a specific 
treatment influences an outcome by 
assessing two different sub-groups 
within the population of interest: one 
that has received a treatment/ 
intervention (known as ‘treatment 
group’) and one that has not (known as 
‘control group’). 

Quantitative Structured, 
non-

Structured, 
close-
ended  

Quantitative Can be smaller 
or larger sizes, 
based on non-

To measure prevalence (indicative 
only) but contextual and/ or logistical 

                                                             
45 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.18 
46 See also: Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.12 AND Cook B. Thomas 

& Vivian C. Wong (2008) ‘Better Quasi-Experimental Practice’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.134-165) 
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probability 
sampling 

probability 
sampling (see 
Step 3.3 on 
sampling 
strategies below) 

constraints do not allow for probability 
sampling/ census;  
To draw indicative inferences about 
population 
To conduct deductive analysis i.e. 
verify an existing hypothesis 

Qualitative  Semi-
structured, 
non-
probability 
sampling 

Semi-
structured  

Qualitative  Smaller sample 
sizes, based on 
non-probability 
sampling (see 
Step 3.3 on 
sampling 
strategies below) 

To conduct primarily inductive 
analysis i.e. develop a theory, based 
on experiences, perspectives47,48,49 

Mixed 
Methods50 

Mixed i.e. combines both qualitative and quantitative methods, 
not just in terms of collecting and analyzing both types of data 
but also using both in tandem to enhance the overall strength 
of the study.51 

Quantitative or qualitative methods by 
themselves inadequate to understand 
the research problem;  
To use all methods needed to obtain 
an in-depth, comprehensive 
understanding of the research 
problem.52 

 

Mixed methods research, in turn, are of two different types:53  

1. Sequential mixed methods research i.e. combining two or more of the above data collection 

approaches to elaborate or expand on the findings from one type of data collection method with another54 

o Can be implemented in the following ways: 

i. Sequential exploratory approach i.e. first, a qualitative, semi-structured approach for 

exploratory purposes  then, a quantitative, structured approach to measure variables 

with a large sample for generalization purposes 

ii. Sequential explanatory approach i.e. first, a quantitative, structured approach to 

verify hypothesis or known concepts  then, a qualitative, semi-structured approach 

to explore and explain trends observed within quantitative findings 

iii. A combination of the two above i.e. first a qualitative, semi-structured approach for 

exploratory purposes then a quantitative, structured approach with a large sample 

for generalization purposes then, a qualitative, semi-structured approach to further 

explore and explain the trends observed with quantitative analysis 

                                                             
47 This is not to say that deductive analysis is not at all possible with qualitative research. In social science research, qual itative methods have been used to 
make deductive inferences, typically following a critical case study procedure. The critical case study procedure essentially aims to select a critical or deviant 

case to prove the refutability of an accredited or reputed theory. For e.g. in 1968, Goldthorpe et al conducted a study using this procedure in Luton looking at 
implausibility of embourgeoisement of the working class; the aim of this was not to determine the extent or prevalence to which a phenomenon is widespread 
in the population but rather direct attention to the phenomenon’s existence and the need to revise the dominant theory. See also: Gobo, Giampietro (2008) 
‘Re-conceptualising Generalisation: Old Issues in a New Frame’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.204-205) 
48 Specifically, when (1) we have no or limited prior understanding of the situation to study/ specific variables to assess and (2) no measurement of prevalence 
or verification of hypothesis is needed 
49 See also: Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.8 
50 See also: Bryman, Alan (2008) ‘End of the Paradigm Wars’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.13-25) 
51 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.4 
52 See also: Bryman, Alan (2008) ‘End of the Paradigm Wars’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.19-20) 
53 See also: Fielding Jane & Fielding Nigel (2008) ‘Synergy and Synthesis: Integrating Qualitative and Quantitative Data’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE 
Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.555-571) 
54 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.12 
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2. Concurrent mixed methods research i.e. combining two or more of the above data collection 

approaches to collect different types of data in parallel/ at the same time;55 this approach is especially 

useful for more time-sensitive research projects.   

o Can be implemented in the following ways: 

i. Triangulation strategy i.e. collect both quantitative and qualitative data concurrently 

to then compare the two databases for convergences and/ or differences56, 57, 58 

ii. Embedded strategy i.e. use a primary method that guides the overall approach, 

concurrently with a secondary method that provides required supporting evidence; for 

e.g. use structured survey approach to measure the prevalence of key issues (for e.g., 

frequency and severity of use of different coping strategies) AND use semi-structured 

discussion approach to triangulate quantitative findings (for e.g. why households in 

some areas might be using specific types of coping strategies more than others) 

o If time and resources allow, the sequential mixed methods approach is more strongly 

recommended over concurrent mixed methods, as it ensures that the overall research design 

is as tailored and relevant to contextual information needs as possible. 

Given the descriptions of the different methods in this section, what would be the most appropriate research 

method for the food security and livelihoods assessment example we have been designing, assuming the 

required time, resources, and access is available? The answer is mixed methods research, as demonstrated in 

the table below.  

Table 12: Choice of research method based on example indicators formulated in Step 2 (see Table 10)  
 

Example indicators Appropriate research method 

% of assessed households that have a poor or 
borderline Food Consumption Score 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Quantitative (all these indicators seeking to measure 
prevalence of a particular issue) 

% of assessed households that used severe or 
emergency coping strategies to cope with a lack of 
resources to meet basic needs in the past 30 days 

% of assessed households whose average monthly 
income from all sources is less than 100 USD 

% of assessed households that have a poor Food 
Consumption Score AND average monthly income 
from all sources <100 USD 

% of assessed households that have a poor or 
borderline Food Consumption Score, by age and sex 
of head of household 

% of assessed households that are relying on severe 
or emergency coping strategies to cope with a lack of 
resources to meet basic needs, by length of 
displacement from Syria 

Top three most commonly reported reasons for being 
unable to meet basic needs in the past 30 days 

Contextual developments which could explain 
improve food and livelihood security  

                                                             
55 Ibid.; p.14 
56 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.213  
57 This is sometimes also referred to as Methodological triangulation i.e. checking data collected via one method with data collected using another. See also: 
Mabry, Linda (2008) ‘Case Study in Social Research’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.222) 
58 To note, there are arguments within the literature on social science research that because of the fundamental incompatibility of quantitative and qualitative 
research methods, they can only be used to a limited degree for triangulation purposes of both data sources (Sale et al, 2002). See also: Bryman, Alan (2008) 

‘End of the Paradigm Wars’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.20) 
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Most commonly reported reasons for improved/ 
worsened food and livelihood situation  

Qualitative (both these indicators aim to explore and 
understand contextual factors that could be impacting 
households’ food security and livelihood situation) 

Figure 8: Comparison between deductive analysis and inductive analysis59  

 

There is a common misnomer that quantitative methods are the strongest research methods that exist.60 

While quantitative methods do have advantages, they also come with certain disadvantages. Ultimately, 

whether quantitative methods would be the most appropriate or not will depend on what the research question(s) 

is. Assuming quantitative method is relevant for the research question(s) at hand, specific advantages are: 

 Ability to measure prevalence of occurrences i.e. establish a scale for occurrence of key phenomenon as 

well as a comparison of the scale of developments in various circumstances (e.g. estimates of the numbers 

of people in different areas who might be in need of housing support) 

 Note: Some issues/ experiences cannot be represented in numerical terms alone  Mixed methods 

research should be considered in these instances to mitigate the risk of over-simplifying such issues 

                                                             
59 Adapted from Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.57, p.63 
60 In general, within the literature on research methods, there is an argument for quantitative research because of the ability to assess validity of such research 
compared to qualitative research. In methodological literature on quantitative research, three key criteria typically come up in terms of how validity of 
quantitative research findings can be assessed- measurement (scores from reliability and validity tests), generalisation (statistical measure of how confident 
we can be that findings based on survey sample are generalisable to the wider population) and control of variables for validity of causal or predictive 

hypotheses (i.e. determining causal validity with statistical methods). In recent years, attempts have also been made to define similar criteria for judging 
validity of qualitative research although this is a bit more abstract. For instance, Furlong and Oancea (2005) conclude that validity of qualitative research on 
education should be judged in terms of what information it provides for policy makers and practitioners, and to what extent it brings added value efficiently to 
the existing body of information. See also: Hammersley, Martin (2008) ‘Assessing Validity in Social Research’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook 

of Social Research Methods (p.42-53) 
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 Ability to provide quick, numerical descriptions and visualisations of the data i.e. results can be 

summarized as descriptive statistics and represented in the form of tables, graphs and charts, which can often 

communicate key messages very efficiently 

 Note: Too many descriptive statistics and graphs can hinder communication with less numerate 

audiences i.e. those not comfortable with interpreting statistical information  Graphs and tables should 

be accompanied with narrative when appropriate to ensure the key take-away points from such 

visualisations are properly communicated  

 Ability to manipulate the data collected in consistent and reproducible ways, combining figures, 

comparing data, examining change, etc. It is also possible to process the data in systematic ways to 

produce trend extrapolations and other complex observations allowing more granular analysis where needed. 

Keeping all of the above in mind, what factors should you consider when choosing one type of research 

method over another?61  

The overarching consideration should be the applicability and relevance to achieve research objectives based 
on (1) strengths and weaknesses associated with each method and (2) feasibility of implementation. A 
simple cost-benefit analysis/ pros & cons matrix can be very helpful when making this decision, specifically looking 
at the quality of research that can be produced given the following sub-factors: 

 Time available to complete research cycle; when thinking about time, it is important to keep in mind the 

planning and decision-making milestones the research seeks to inform, and ensure findings will be 

released in a timely manner to feed into these milestones 

 Access to your population of interest i.e. (1) do we have direct access to our population of interest? and 

(2) do we have direct access to the entire population of interest or only a subset of this? 

 Resources available for data collection and analysis; this does not include only reviewing availability of 

financial/ material resources but also a careful consideration of the human resources available to 

implement the research cycle. For instance, an Assessment Officer with extensive experience in quantitative 

research might not be best placed to lead a research cycle with a qualitative approach, as the latter requires 

(1) ability to design semi-structured rather than structured analysis plans and data collection tools, (2) a lot 

more textual rather than numerical data processing, (3) less familiarity with statistical analysis software (SPSS, 

R, Python, etc.) and more familiarity with qualitative analysis software (Atlas.ti, NVivo, etc.) and (4) inductive 

rather than deductive analytical approaches. Similarly, enumerators with extensive training and experience in 

collecting data through quantitative methods (e.g. structured household surveys on a KOBO platform) might 

not be best placed to lead on qualitative data collection, which requires different skills for open-ended 

questioning and probing, moderation/ group facilitation, note taking, and networking to identify respondents. 

                                                             
61 Adapted from: https://guides.lib.vt.edu/researchmethods/design-method    

https://guides.lib.vt.edu/researchmethods/design-method


 [IMPACT Research Design Guidelines, October 2020] 

 

37 | P a g e  
 

3.2 Select appropriate data collection method62 

Once a decision has been taken on the overall research method, the next decision is the selection of the data 

collection method that would be most appropriate. There are nine different types of data collection methods 

most commonly used within IMPACT; these are discussed in more detail in Table 13 and Table 14 below.  

                                                             
62 At IMPACT, data collection is typically done face-to-face whenever possible and in a standardized format (i.e. with a data collector involved), as opposed 

to remote or self-administered data collection.  

A note on collecting longitudinal vs. cross-sectional data*  
 
Within IMPACT, cross-sectional data (i.e. recording circumstances of individuals, households or other units at just one 
particular point in time) is more commonly collected than longitudinal data (i.e. recording circumstances of research units 
progressively over time). There are some instances, however, where longitudinal data is collected and analysed, 
specifically within the work we do under the PANDA Initiative. In these instances, the focus has primarily been on 
quantitative methods, either using panel studies (i.e. following the same group of individuals/ households over time) or 
trend studies (i.e. focusing on change over time by using repeated cross-sectional samples). 
 
* For more on the pros and cons of different aspects of longitudinal research, see also: Elliot et al (2008) ‘Longitudinal and Panel Studies’; in Alasuutari 

et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.228-248) 



Table 13: Data collection approaches commonly used within IMPACT 

Data collection approach 
 

Description of approach When to use this approach?  Types of data collection methods 
most commonly used by IMPACT 
for details of each, see Table 14 

Interview approach 
(Structured) 

Structured, close-ended data collection tools using 
interviewing techniques to gather information typically 
at individual, household, community or facility/ 
infrastructure levels; 
 
Information gathered through this approach could be 
statistically representative or indicative depending on 
type of sampling used (for more on sampling, see 
section 3.3 below) 

For quantitative research and analysis i.e. 
provide a quantifiable, numeric description of the 
trends, behaviours, experiences, attitudes or 
opinions of a population by studying (1) the entire 
population of interest or (2) a sample of that 
population (the latter could be with the intent of 
generalizing survey findings to the wider population 
if using probability sampling).63 

1. Household interview 

2. Individual interview 

3. Key informant interview 

4. Group discussion 

Interview approach  
(Semi-structured) 

Semi-structured data collection tools to gather 
information typically at individual, group or community 
level;  
 
Most commonly, such discussions are conducted with 
purposefully selected respondents (individuals or 
groups), generally with a handful of open-ended 
questions and probes, to elicit views and opinions 
(including anecdotes) from participants about their 
experiences on a specific topic. 

For qualitative research and analysis i.e. gather 
detailed insights about the experiences and 
perspectives of a specific population group or 
location,64 and to provide a qualitative description of 
the experiences, trends, attitudes or opinions of this 
population.  
 
Additionally, this approach is also specifically 
relevant for conducting Most Significant Change 
(MSC) case studies within Monitoring & 
Evaluation research (e.g. impact evaluations). MSC 
is a participatory data collection method that invites 
participants to identify and explain the most 
significant changes brought about in their lives by a 
project/ intervention, over a given period of time, in 
key domains of change.65 

1. Individual interview 

2. Key informant interview 

3. Focus group discussion 

Observation approach 
(Structured) 

Structured, close-ended data collection tools using 
observational techniques (instead of interview/ 

Same as structured interview approach above. For 
e.g., if an observer is interested in knowing shelter 1. Participant observation67 

                                                             
63 Adapted from Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.12 
64 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.12  
65 For a more detailed understanding of the MSC approach, see also: Davies, Rick and Jess Dart, The ‘Most Significant Change’ Technique: A guide to its use (April 2005)  
67 This method has not been widely used within IMPACT till date (mainly because the type of research we conduct does not require it), and as such, has not been discussed in more detail in Table 14 below. In this method, instead of asking 
for information from research participants, the researcher participates in the context and draws out the required information accordingly. This type of method is most commonly used in anthropological research, for e.g. when an anthropologist 
seeking to understand behavioural patterns and characteristics of a specific tribe goes and lives with this tribe for a prolonged period of time.  

http://www.mande.co.uk/docs/MSCGuide.pdf
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conversation) i.e. the data collector is looking for a 
specific behavior, object or event (for e.g. whether the 
household uses soap, or level of damage to school 
infrastructure), typically using a checklist against which 
required observations are recorded;66 to gather 
information at individual, household, community or 
facility/ infrastructure levels; 
 
Information gathered through this approach could be 
statistically representative or indicative depending on 
type of sampling used. 

damage caused by a natural disaster by type and 
extent of damage, structured observation might be 
an appropriate approach. 
 

2. Direct observation 

Observation approach 
(Semi-structured) 

Same as above except uses semi-structured and free 
flowing data collection tools instead of structured, 
close-ended ones i.e. instead of using a ‘checklist’ to 
record behaviour or events, the data collector has a 
short set of open-ended questions for himself/ 
herself that are answered based on observations.68 

Same as structured interview approach above. For 
e.g., if an observer is interested in knowing how 
people move in and out of a camp, semi-structured 
observation might be an appropriate approach. 

Same as above 

 

Table 14: Types and applicability of different data collection methods most commonly used within IMPACT  
 

Data collection 
method 

Description Type of analysis most 
applicable?69  

Type of sampling strategy 
most applicable?70  

Type of IMPACT research 
cycles where this method is 
most commonly used Quantitative Qualitative Probability Non-

probability 
Structured 
household 
interview  

Collecting and analyzing data at the household level using 
close-ended data collection tools to help understand the 
general situation and specific characteristics of households within 
the population of interest.71, 72 Typically, it has two components: 
(1) a short background and demographics module (which includes 

    1) Multi-sector needs 
assessments  
2) In-depth thematic studies, 
sectoral assessments, 
longitudinal studies 

                                                             
66 ACAPS, ‘Technical Brief: Direct Observation and Key Informant Interview Techniques’ (June 2019); p.6 
68 Ibid.  
69 Cell coloured in green when appropriate. Type of research & analysis will depend on type of data collection used (e.g. structured more appropriate for quantitative analysis); for details on the different types of research methods, see section 
3.1 of this document 
70 Cell coloured in green when appropriate; for details on the different types of sampling, see section 3.3 of this document 
71 UNESCO, ‘Systematic Monitoring of Education for All Module B1: Exploring household survey data for EFA monitoring’. 
72 It is important to note that the definition of ‘household’ can vary based on context. For example, in some contexts, a nuclear family is considered to be a household, whereas in other contexts, all persons sharing the same roof and living 
space (regardless of whether or not they are from the same family) are considered to be a single household unit. It is therefore necessary to clearly define what a ‘household’ is before rolling out a household survey. 

http://www5.unescobkk.org/education/efatraining/module-b1/1-understanding-household-surveys-and-population-census/
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a detailed roster of each household member’s age, sex, marital 
status and relationship status to the head of household) and (2) a 
detailed module exploring the key indicators and variables 
relevant to the topic of research. In some cases, a third module is 
also included which sometimes records individual-level data 
within the household, for e.g. information on education 
background and current status of each child of school-going age 
within the household. 

3) Third-party monitoring 
exercises (for e.g. outcome 
monitoring, post-distribution 
monitoring, etc.) 

Structured 
individual 
interview  

Collecting and analyzing data at the individual level using 
close-ended data collection tools, to help understand the 
overall situation, experiences, opinions and specific 
characteristics of individuals within the population of interest. An 
individual interview could include some household level 
indicators (e.g. total household income). 

    1) In-depth thematic studies (e.g. 
sector needs assessments, cash 
feasibility studies) 
2) Third-party monitoring 
exercises (e.g. outcome 
monitoring, post-distribution 
monitoring, etc.) 

Semi-structured 
individual 
interview  

Same as above, except using semi-structured data collection 
tools (instead of structured, close-ended ones)  

    1) In-depth thematic studies (e.g. 
research in mixed migration 
contexts, livelihoods need 
assessments) 
2) Third-party monitoring 
exercises (e.g. beneficiary 
perception interviews) 

Structured key 
informant (KI) 
interview73 

Collecting information using close-ended data collection tools at 
community or location level from a KI i.e. an individual whose 
informal or formal position gives them specific knowledge about 
other people, processes, or events that is more extensive, detailed, 
or privileged than other individuals in their group/ community/ 
location.74 A KI interview could include some household level 
indicators (e.g. total household income) as well as individual 
level ones (e.g. KI’s own perception about the food and livelihoods 
situation in the village). 

    1) Humanitarian situation 
monitoring  
2) Market Monitoring 
3) Rapid needs assessments 
4) Any research cycles when 
probability sampling is not 
feasible, but some kind of 
prevalence data and 
understanding of the scale of 
crisis is required. 

                                                             
73 While the selection of the KI is done using a non-probability sampling strategy (e.g. purposive or snowballing), the selection of the area where the KI interviews will be conducted (i.e. location/ community) is sometimes done using probability 
sampling (e.g. randomly selecting x number of localities from the full list of localities within the area of interest where interviews will be conducted). 
74 IMPACT Initiatives; ‘Area based Assessments with Key Informants: A Practical Guide’ (December 2018); p.5 

http://www.reachresourcecentre.info/system/files/resource-documents/impact_area-based_assessment_toolkit_201812.pdf
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Semi-structured 
KI interview75 

Same as above, except using semi-structured data collection 
tools (instead of structured, close-ended ones) 

    1) In-depth thematic studies (e.g. 
research in mixed migration 
contexts, livelihoods need 
assessments) 
2) Third-party monitoring 
exercises (e.g. in-depth 
interviews to understand 
perceptions around the relevance 
of assistance provided) 

Structured 
group 
discussion76 

Collecting information in a structured format (typically based on 
consensus responses) at community or location level from a 
group of representatives from the community or location (for 
e.g. a group of different sectoral expert KIs). 

    1) Humanitarian situation 
monitoring  
2) Market Monitoring 
3) Rapid needs assessments 
4) Any research cycles when 
probability sampling is not 
feasible, but some kind of 
prevalence data and 
understanding of the scale of 
crisis is required. 

Semi-structured 
focus group 
discussion77, 78 

Collecting information by bringing together people from similar 
backgrounds or experiences (typically chosen based on one or 
more shared characteristics relevant to the research questions at 
hand) in the presence of a moderator to answer questions/ 
discuss a specific topic of interest in a semi-structured 
format.79 Interactions between group participants (i.e. participants 
encouraged to discuss among one another rather than just 
respond to questions being asked) is a particularly distinctive 
characteristic of focus group methodology and as such, FGDs 
become useful to gain insight into how a specific group thinks 
about an issue, to collect anecdotal evidence, to gather a wide 
range of opinions and ideas through a few discussions only, and 
to identify and understand inconsistencies and variations that 

 
  

   1) In-depth thematic 
assessments when there is 
limited prior understanding of a 
specific situation, e.g. a study 
about access to cash among 
refugees 
2) To explore and explain 
findings from quantitative needs 
assessments or third-party 
monitoring exercises 

                                                             
75 While the selection of the KI is done using a non-probability sampling strategy (e.g. purposive or snowballing), the selection of the area where the KI interviews will be conducted (i.e. location/ community) is sometimes done using probability 
sampling (e.g. randomly selecting x number of localities from the full list of localities within the area of interest where interviews will be conducted). 
76 While the selection of the respondents who will participate in the group discussion is done using a non-probability sampling strategy (e.g. purposive or snowballing), the selection of the area where the discussion will be conducted (i.e. 
location/ community) is sometimes done using probability sampling (e.g. randomly selecting x number of localities from the full list of localities within the area of interest where interviews will be conducted). 
77 Ibid. 
78 See also: Smithson, Janet (2008) ‘Focus Groups’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.357-370) 
79 Ibid, p.358 
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exist in a particular community in terms of perceptions, 
experiences and practices.  
 
Some specific advantages of FGDs include: ability to observe 
a large amount of interaction / gather a wide range of 
perspectives on a specific topic in a short time, and encouraging 
research participants to develop ideas collectively based on their 
shared priorities, experiences and perspectives. Meanwhile, 
some key disadvantages of FGDs include: practicalities of 
organisation (more often than not, group composition becomes 
dependent on convenience and people’s availability, rather than 
wide representative of the population of interest) and challenges 
of transcribing, analysing and generally making sense of data 
generated if the discussion was not effectively moderated.80 
 
To ensure good data is generated through an FGD, the role of 
a moderated is particularly key; he/ she should be able to (1) 
generate interest among the group in the topic being discussed 
(2) ensure key topics are being discussed in line with the question 
guide and bring back focus if discussion goes off-track (3) be able 
to deal with disagreements and arguments within the group and 
(4) be able to change course of discussion if specific topics are 
making participants uncomfortable/ causing tension within the 
group.81 Because of this, the demographic profile of the moderator 
should also be carefully thought through to ensure it is appropriate 
for the dynamics of the FGD planned (e.g. sex of moderator for 
single sex FGDs).  

3) For participatory mapping,82 
e.g. to identify community 
boundaries or map out service 
catchment areas. In this case, 
they are referred to as mapping 
focus group discussions 
(MFGDs).83 

Structured 
direct 
observation 

Instead of asking for information from research participants, the 
researcher observes participants or the research context and 
draws out the required information accordingly, typically 
using a checklist of some sorts. This type of method is most 
commonly used in clinical research. In the humanitarian sector, 
this method is also occasionally used, for e.g. when data 

    1) Infrastructure mapping  
2) Site assessments,  
3) Post-disaster rapid needs or 
damage assessments, and 
3) Third-party monitoring 
exercises (e.g. verification visits 

                                                             
80 Ibid, p.358-359 
81 Ibid, p.361-362 
82 Participatory mapping is the ‘bottom up’ approach to approach that relies on local community knowledge to create maps for specific purposes. See also: Warner, Cali; ‘Participatory Mapping: a literature review of community-based research 

and participatory planning’ (2015).  
83 For more details and guidance on using the MFGD data collection method, please refer to: AGORA, ‘Identifying areas for response planning and aid delivery (2017); and IMPACT Initiatives, ‘Area based Assessments with Key Informants: 
A Practical Guide’ (December 2018).  

http://web.mit.edu/cwarner/www/SocialHubfinal.pdf
http://web.mit.edu/cwarner/www/SocialHubfinal.pdf
http://www.reachresourcecentre.info/system/files/resource-documents/mfgd_mafraq_best_practice_final.pdf
http://www.reachresourcecentre.info/system/files/resource-documents/impact_area-based_assessment_toolkit_201812.pdf
http://www.reachresourcecentre.info/system/files/resource-documents/impact_area-based_assessment_toolkit_201812.pdf
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collection teams go into a community after a natural disaster to 
collect information on the level of damage and post-disaster 
functionality of key infrastructure. 

during post-distribution 
monitoring). 

Semi-structured 
direct 
observation 

Same as above, except using semi-structured data collection 
tools (instead of structured, close-ended checklists) 

    1) Rapid assessments typically to 
gain initial understanding of the 
impact of a sudden onset disaster 
(e.g. earthquake) on a given area 
or population of interest  

 

Given these descriptions, what would be the most appropriate data collection approach for the food security and livelihoods assessment example we have been 

working with so far, assuming the required time, resources, and access is available? The answer is sequential mixed methods approach.  

 

Step 1

Qualitative, semi-structured FGDs to 
inform quantitative methods i.e. explore 

and identify different types of strategies 
Syrian refugees are using to cope with a 
lack of resources to meet basic needs 

Step 2

Quantitative, structured HH surveys to 
quantify and verify qualitative findings
(prevalence, frequency and severity of use 
of the strategies identified, compare usage 
of strategies between different sub-groups 
e.g. refugees in camps vs. out of camps)

Step 3

Qualitative, semi-structured FGDs to 
explain quantitative findings i.e. further 
understand trends seen in the prevalence 

and usage of coping strategies
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3.3 Select sampling strategy 

3.3.1 Introduction to sampling 

Sampling is the process of selecting units (i.e. a sample) within the wider population of interest, so as to be 
able to make inferences and estimate characteristics and behaviour of the wider population. Sampling is different 
from census which is when every single unit within the wider population of interest is covered for the research. A 
complete census is often not practical or possible in a humanitarian or development setting.84  

In general, the key advantages of sampling are:  

 

 
 
To reduce cost 

 
 

It is obviously less costly to obtain the required information from a selected subset 
of a population (sample), rather than the entire population (census) 

 

 
 

To speed up data 
collection and 
analysis  

 
 

Observations are faster to collect and summarize with a sample than with a 
census, simply because of the smaller number of observations required. 

 

 
 

To enhance the 
scope of the 
assessment 

Sampling enables you to increase coverage of the study (for e.g. include more 
geographical areas or a wider population of interest) as well as to enhance the 
quality of the data being collected, in comparison to a census. Additionally, 
because of the lesser number of observations to be collected for a sample, highly 
trained personnel or specialized equipment, which are often limited in availability, 
can be used. 

 

3.3.2 Types of sampling  

There are two types of sampling: (a) probability sampling and (2) non-probability sampling. Before going 

into the descriptions of each, it is important to note that the distinction between probability and non-probability 

sampling does not mark the distinction between quantitative and qualitative research respectively; indeed, 

non-probability sampling strategies (e.g. quota or snowball sampling) are used for quantitative research as well, 

including for large-scale surveys.85 

 Probability sampling i.e. a sampling strategy in which a sample from a larger population is chosen 

in a manner that enables findings to be generalized to the larger population 86 

 The most important requirement for probability sampling is the random selection of respondents. This 

does not mean randomly interviewing households or individuals on the street. Instead, random 

                                                             
84 One exception is assessments of camps and sites, where a census assessment can be done relatively quickly (the surface area where the population lives 
is limited) and can have the combined purpose of providing a population count. 
85 Gobo, Giampietro (2008) ‘Re-conceptualising Generalisation: Old Issues in a New Frame’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social 

Research Methods (p.210) 
86 Generalisability refers to the capacity of the case(s) being studied to be informative about a general phenomenon and broadly applicable beyond the 
specific site, population, time and circumstances being studied. See also: Mabry, Linda (2008) ‘Case Study Research’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE 
Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.222). This type of generalisation is possible due to Probability Theory discoveries, in particular of the Central Limit 

Theorem, which can be traced back as early as 1733 (Salkind, 2010, Encyclopedia of Research Design). 

It is important to note that this section is not aiming to provide a full “textbook” guide on everything related 
to sampling or an exhaustive overview of all the different sampling strategies that have ever been used within 
the field of social sciences. On the contrary, the aim is to outline the key aspects of sampling and the 
different types (and combinations) of sampling strategies that are specifically important to know about 
when implementing a research cycle at IMPACT. 
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selection means that each unit within the population of interest has an equal probability of being 

selected for the study, with the probability of selection being inverse to the population size (i.e. 1/ 

population size). This randomization ensures that a probability sample is representative and can be 

generalized to a population with a known level of statistical precision.87 It is important to keep in mind 

that “randomization” is the procedure to select respondents for a probability sample, while 

“representativeness” is the outcome of this selection if done correctly. As such, the use of probability 

sampling does not automatically imply representative findings, especially if the principle of equal 

probability of selection is not entirely followed through.88 

 It is therefore important to mitigate any biases in the selection of a probability sample. Any bias 

reducing or even eliminating the probability of being selected amongst certain units means the 

sample can no longer be considered truly representative of that portion of the population. 

 The second key requirement for probability sampling is to use statistical theory to calculate the 

minimum required sample size89 i.e. to calculate the required size of a probability sample (e.g. 

number of household or individual surveys to be conducted) based on the target level of statistical 

precision required for the research findings.  

There are two aspects of sample size planning for this purpose: (1) power analytic approach  

primary goal is to reject a false null hypothesis (2) accuracy is parameter estimation approach  

primary goal is to obtain a confidence interval that is sufficiently narrow.90, 91 

Depending on which aspect we are looking at, inferences of statistical precision are made based on 

the following concepts: 

o Confidence level i.e. the probability that the observed value of a parameter falls within a 

specified range of values 

 This is expressed as a percentage and represents how often the sample observation 

is truly generalizable; in other words, how often a true percentage of the population 

would pick an answer as provided by the sample.  

 For example, a study was conducted on a population of 300 million households with a 

sample size of 2,000 to generate findings generalizable with a 95% level of confidence. 

One of the key findings from this study could be “38% of the assessed households 

(sample) state that their health insurance coverage has changed over the past year”. 

With a population of 300 million, it is impossible to know exactly how many people 

would actually say yes to this, without conducting a full census. However, probability 

sampling with a 95% confidence level enables the researcher to make the best possible 

guess. Here, the 95% confidence level is telling us that if the survey was to be repeated 

                                                             
87 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.148  
88 For an overview of some of the key limits/ practical disadvantages for the application of statistical sampling theory in social research see also: Gobo, 
Giampietro (2008) ‘Re-conceptualising Generalisation: Old Issues in a New Frame’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research 

Methods (p.194-195, 200) 
89 The formula used within IMPACT/ REACH for calculating sample size for probability sampling was first outlined by Krejcie and Morgan in 1970. The formula 
is n= χ^2  N p(1-p)/ β^2  (N-1)+(χ^2  p (1-p)); where n=sample size, X2=  Chi-square for the specified confidence level at 1 degree of freedom, N=Population 

size, P= Population proportion (assumed to be 0.5 to generate maximum sample size), 𝛽 = desired Margin of Error (expressed as proportion) 
90 Kelly, Ken & Maxwell, Scott; ‘Sample Size Planning and Applications to Multiple Regression: Power and Accuracy for Omnibus and Targetted Effects’; in 

Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.166-167) 
91 For longitudinal study design, a third aspect to consider is the risk of attrition i.e. the drop-out of participants through successive waves of the study since 
each time respondents in a sample are re-contacted, there is a risk that some will refuse to remain in the study, some will be un-traceable, and some may 
have moved from their original location or died. There are ways in which such risks can be mitigated, for example: (1) applying weights/ constructing models 

using quantitative analysis methods to adjust for missing data (2) over-sampling with a sufficient buffer from the beginning in anticipation of attrition over time 
(3) making additional efforts to maximise sample retention such as allowing respondents to choose the mode in which they wish to be contacted in the future 
(e.g. via phone rather than another household visit) or maintaining regular contact with respondents in between different data collection rounds to strengthen 
relation and trust that is built up between researchers and participants. See also: Elliot et al; ‘Longitudinal and Panel Studies’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The 

SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.236) 
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over and over again, the results would match the answers from the actual population, 

within a specified range of values, 95% of the time.92  

 Therefore, the higher the confidence level, the more robust the study will be. While 95% 

is most commonly used, it is within acceptable standards to have a confidence level 

ranging between 90-99%: However, within IMPACT, we prefer not to go below a 

confidence level of 95%. A 100% confidence level does not exist as it implies a census. 

o Confidence interval / margin of error i.e. an estimate in probability sampling of the range of 

upper and lower statistical values (+/-) that are consistent with the observed data and are likely 

to contain the actual population mean or percentage.93  

 This is expressed as +/- to estimate the spread of the mean or percentage for which 

we are likely to estimate properly the population mean or percentage for a certain 

characteristic based on observations in the sample.94  

 For example, if the findings from a household survey was that 50% of the households 

were found to be living in inadequate shelters, the inference from a sample studied with 

a +/- 5% margin of error would be that we can expect the results for the entire population 

to be roughly between 45% to 55%.95 If the study used a 95% confidence level, we can 

conclude that 95% of the time, we can expect the results for the entire population for 

this particular occurrence to be between 45% to 55%. 

 Therefore, the narrower the confidence interval, the more robust the study.  

 

o [For experimental survey design]96 Statistical power i.e. an estimate of the probability of 

making a type II error which is wrongly failing to reject the null hypothesis for a binary hypothesis 

test. In other words, statistical power is an estimate of the probability of accepting the alternative 

to the null hypothesis, when the alternative hypothesis is true i.e. the ability of a test to detect a 

specific effect within the observed sample, if that specific effect exists in reality.97 

 Statistical power is expressed numerically between a range of 0 to 1.  

 A sample size with 95% confidence level and 5% margin of error assumes a statistical 

power of 0.8. This is the minimum considered acceptable within IMPACT as well, 

because it means with this sample size, 20% of the time, we are likely to be making a 

type II error. 

 As the statistical power increases (and the resulting increase in the sample size), the 

probability of making a type II error decreases. As such, the higher the statistical power 

factored in, the more robust the study is likely to be.  

 For example, we have to conduct an endline evaluation of a USAID project in Jordan. 

Sample sizes were calculated to produce results with a confidence level of 95% and 

with a statistical power of 0.8, assuming a difference in proportion between groups of 

at least 10%. What does this mean? It means:  

 The anticipated effect of the USAID interventions was to bring about a 10% 

change in the proportion of households that experience a specific outcome 

(for e.g. low food consumption scores) over the course of the project (let’s say 

five years)98  

                                                             
92 Adapted from https://www.statisticshowto.datasciencecentral.com/confidence-level/  
93 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.228  
94 Adapted from https://www.statisticshowto.datasciencecentral.com/confidence-level/  
95 It is worth noting that sampling calculators usually assume findings of 50% because of which the margin of error/ confidence interval actually shrinks the 
further you get from a 50% finding. So depending on how the finding is +/- 50%, the actual margin of error will be less than +/- 5%.  
96 This is a research approach where independent variable(s) are manipulated and applied to dependent variables to measure their impact on the latter. Since 

one of the primary purposes of such an experimental research design is to detect an effect, it is important to factor in statistical power into the research 
design. 
97 The following online tool can be used to calculate sample sizes with statistical power parameters: https://clincalc.com/stats/samplesize.aspx  
98 This is also known as the effect size i.e. an estimate in probability sampling that identifies the strength of the conclusions about group differences or the 

relationships among variables in quantitative studies. 

https://www.statisticshowto.datasciencecentral.com/confidence-level/
https://www.statisticshowto.datasciencecentral.com/confidence-level/
https://clincalc.com/stats/samplesize.aspx
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 The statistical power of 0.8 ensures a relatively low chance (albeit still a 20% 

chance) of identifying that no impact or change in outcome is detected during 

the endline analysis, when in fact there has an impact. 

 In sum, the key purpose of employing probability sampling is to enable the researcher to generalize 

from a sample to a wider population of interest so that inferences can be made about some 

characteristic, attitude or behavior, based on the trends observed within the sample.99 

 

 Non-probability sampling i.e. a sampling strategy in which a sample from a larger population is 

chosen purposefully, either based on (1) pre-defined selection criteria based on the research 

questions and objectives or (2) a snowball approach to build a network of participants from one 

entry point in the population of interest. 

 Although not generalizable with a known level of statistical precision, non-probability sampling can 

still generate indicative findings with some level of representation if the targeting of participants is 

done correctly. A standard good practice in this regard is to develop a list of potential respondent 

types or profiles, based on the objectives of the research. For example, if we are conducting an 

assessment of the education needs of refugee children in a specific context, we could consider 

children of school-going age or their caregivers, teachers or staff at schools in the areas, and aid 

actors working on education.100 

 Sample sizes for non-probability sampling are based on what is feasible and what should be the 

minimum to meet the research objectives with quality standards.101  

o One of the key guiding principles to determine sample sizes for non-probability sampling is to 

lead sampling by saturation i.e. continue conducting interviews and discussions until data 

saturation has been achieved and no new themes or issues are appearing in the data collected.  

o Alternatively, quotas or thresholds can be set based on what is known about the population of 

interest; for e.g. if we want to conduct FGDs to understand a population’s ability to access basic 

services across three different districts, it would make sense to: (1) conduct a minimum of two 

FGDs per district, one male and one female; and (2) conduct two additional FGDs in District 2 

because it also has a large internally displaced population whose experiences may be different 

from the overall population. 

 Non-probability sampling is often used as an alternative to probability sampling when this is 

unfeasible, often due to time, access or resource limitations. Given the requirement for probability 

sampling to have possible access to every unit in the population of interest, it is sometimes almost 

impossible to work with it in contexts where security or other limitations disrupts access, or in contexts 

where there is very little known about the population of interest. 

 Therefore, the key difference between probability and non-probability sampling is that with probability 

sampling, if done correctly, the data and findings can be considered representative of and 

generalizable to the wider population being studied with a known level of statistical precision. 

3.3.3 Generalizability based on type of sampling 

Ultimately, the level of generalizability of research findings will be based on the type of sampling strategy 

that is used (see Figure 9): 

                                                             
99 Babbie, E.; ‘Survey Research Methods’ (Second Edition, 1990) 
100 There are analytical techniques that can be used for post-stratification weighting (e.g. calibration) as a way to maximise representativeness of a non-
probability sample. If this is something that you would like to incorporate into your research design, please reach out to HQ Research Design and Data team 
to discuss. 
101 Except in the case of respondent-driven sampling. See Table 16 for details 
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a. Probability sampling  

o If done right i.e. randomisation followed through – both accurate and statistically precise  

o If done wrong i.e. selection biases introduced –statistically precise but inaccurate 

 False sense of preciseness is the worst as it generates misguided trust in findings  

should be avoided at all costs!   

b. Non-probability sampling 

o If done right i.e. appropriate targeting and selection of respondents – accurate but imprecise 

o If done wrong i.e. inappropriate targeting and selection of respondents – inaccurate and 

imprecise 

Figure 9: Generalisability based on sampling type 

 

3.3.4 Sampling parameters 

a. Define geographical area and population of interest 

 Geographical areas are commonly identified based on: 

o Secondary data review and known information gaps  

o Information needs of relevant stakeholders in country (affected areas in protracted crises or large-

scale sudden onset emergency, in the interest of monitoring interventions, etc.) 

 Population of interest may include everyone within the target geographical area or can be limited to a 

specific population group within it, e.g. refugees in host communities –depends on information needs 

o For the ease of the sampling process, it is imperative to define clearly who exactly the population of 

interest will be from the outset.  
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Table 15: Checklist for the selection of geographical areas during research design102  

When selecting an assessment location, make sure you take these priorities into account 

 Area with greatest need 

o What areas have been reported as the worst affected or to have the greatest need? 

o What areas are normally the most vulnerable? 

 Area where research can have the greatest impact 

o Where does IMPACT or a partner organization already have capacity, including pre-established 

presence, partners, infrastructure and capacity at a global level? 

o Where is there a need for better coordination and information? 

 Area with current lack of information 

o Where are agencies assessing or responding? 

o What areas are being neglected? 

 

b. Define unit of measurement 

The unit of measurement is the unit that will be used to record, measure and analyse observations/ 

information collected as part of the research effort. Units of measurement can be individual, family, household, 

location, community, facility, institution, etc. It is necessary to define this unit from the outset. 

There are a few important things to keep in mind when defining this unit of measurement:  

o Unit of measurement impacts the time and amount of resources needed to collect and analyse 

information  smaller the unit of measurement, larger the time and resources required to collect information 

at this level. 

 

o The unit of measurement selected is what will ultimately define the depth and scope of the analysis (see 

Figure 10).103 For example: 

i. Individual level: What food items have you consumed over the past seven days? 

ii. Household level: What food items have your household consumed over the past seven days? 

iii. Community level: What food items have the majority of people in this village consumed over the past 

seven days? 

iv. Institution level: What food items are currently available in this market?  

 

o It is important that different units of measurement are not conflated in the same data collection method, 

for example, household survey questions for a village-level key informant questionnaire.  

 

o For rapid assessments, information is typically collected at the community or location level to get the ‘big 

picture’ overview, before going in to more depth at group, household or individual level on identified issues. 

 

                                                             
102 Adapted from CARE Emergency Toolkit (May 2009) 
103 However, researchers also should keep in mind that certain unknown factors might be ignored depending on the choice of unit of measurement and 
analysis. For instance, individual beliefs, attitudes, opinions and motivations of the respondent might be unknowingly influencing results for an analysis at the 
household level. Similarly, community-level socio-cultural dynamics, situations and events might be influencing results for an analysis at the individual or 
household levels. See also: Gobo, Giampietro (2008) ‘Re-conceptualising Generalisation: Old Issues in a New Frame’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE 

Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.203) 
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Figure 10: Depth of information based on unit of measurement 

 

3.3.5 Types and applicability of different sampling strategies 

As mentioned above, there are two categories of sampling strategies: probability and non-probability sampling. 

Both of these, in turn, have their own types of sampling strategies (see Figure 11). Detailed descriptions of these 

different strategies, as well as the applicability of each one, are discussed in detail in Table 16 below.  

Figure 11: Overview of the types of probability and non-probability sampling strategies  
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Table 16: Types and applicability of different sampling strategies  

Category Type of sampling strategy Description Advantages/ When to use Disadvantages / Reasons to avoid 

Probability Simple (non-stratified) 
random sampling 

A type of sampling when all units in the 
population of interest have an equal 
probability of being selected. Typically, a list 
of all units are available to sample from.   

Findings can be generalized to the entire 
population of interest with a known level 
of statistical precision. 

Findings often will only show the average 
experience within the population of 
interest, when in reality there are quite a 
few variations to be considered. 

Probability Stratified random sampling Similar to simple random sampling but involves 
stratifying the population of interest based on 
shared characteristics. Stratification means 
that specific characteristics of the 
population of interest (for e.g. demographic 
factors, geography, socio-economic status, 
etc.) needs to be represented in the 
sample;104 to enable generalisation not only to 
the overall population, but also to each strata.  
 
For example:  
 Within the overall population of 1,000 
Syrian refugee households (HHs) in Jordan, 
we are also interested in understanding the 
specific situation of (1) HHs that arrived within 
the past one year vs. those that arrived more 
than one year ago, and (2) HHs residing in the 
north (where all the formal camps are) vs. 
those in the south (where refugees tend to 
reside mostly in informal tented settlements).  
 Stratified random sampling would mean we 
are dividing up the population of interest into 
four strata – HHs in the north that arrived in the 
past year, HHs in the north that arrived > 1 year 
ago, HHs in the south that arrived in the past 
year, HHs in the south that arrived > 1 year ago 
– and then drawing a random sample within 
each of these stratum individually. 
 

1. Findings can be generalized to the 
entire target population of interest as 
well as to different subsets (strata) 
within the population, with a known 
level of statistical precision.   

2. Stratification enables the researcher 
to overcome the limitation of 
obtaining generalizable findings with 
a population that is highly 
heterogeneous i.e. there is high 
variance in the characteristics of 
each unit within the population105 

3. This also enables making 
comparisons between different 
groups and/ or geographical 
locations, as needed per the 
objectives of the research.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

1. A larger sample size required 
compared to simple random, 
depending on the number of strata 
included. The more strata introduced, 
the larger the sample size will be. 

2. If accurate population data and/ or 
location information is not available 
for one or more strata (see section 4 
‘Operationalising the selected 
sampling strategy’ below), this 
sampling method often becomes 
quite challenging to implement. 

                                                             
104 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.148 
105 Gobo, Giampietro (2008) ‘Re-conceptualising Generalisation: Old Issues in a New Frame’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.201) 
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Category Type of sampling strategy Description Advantages/ When to use Disadvantages / Reasons to avoid 
Probability Stratified random sampling 

(continued) 
Stratified sampling should always be used for 
an experimental approach to data 

collection.106 At minimum, this involves 
stratifying the sample between a treatment 
group (i.e. a group that has received or will 
receive a specific treatment or intervention) 
and a control group (i.e. a group that has not 
received or will not receive the same treatment 
or intervention). The key purpose behind this is 
to evaluate impact of said intervention; by 
comparing the treatment and control groups 
the researcher can isolate whether it is the 
treatment and no other factors that have 
influenced a certain outcome.107 
 

See above See above 

Probability 2-stage random sampling 
(can be stratified or non-
stratified) 

Similar to simple random sampling but when a 
complete list of sampling units is not available 
for the area of interest (for e.g. beneficiary 
household lists or shelter footprint maps), 
population size per location is used to 
determine how many of the total surveys 
should be conducted in each location. As 
such, a household/ individual in an area with a 
bigger population has a higher chance of being 
selected than a household/ individual in an 
area with a smaller population. 
 
The location would typically be a smaller area/ 
administrative division within the wider area of 
interest (e.g. districts within a state). 
Additionally, depending on the population 
distribution within this wider area, locations 
which represent a very small proportion of the 
total population might not be assessed at all.  

1. Findings can be generalized to the 
entire population of interest with a 
known level of statistical precision. 

2. Eases logistical planning by 
indicating which locations to target 
and how many surveys to conduct in 
each location, especially when the 
geographical area of interest is very 
widespread and the population 
distribution is relatively uneven.  

1. Can result in a large number of 
locations to be visited, with some of 
them requiring a very small number of 
surveys (for e.g. <5 surveys) 

2. If population data included in the 
initial sampling frame for locations is 
inaccurate, could create challenges 
during operationalization wherein 
data collection teams arrive at a 
location to collect x number of 
surveys, when the population of 
interest actually does not exist in that 
location or is of a much smaller size 
than was expected.  

                                                             
106 This is a research approach where independent variable(s) are manipulated and applied to dependent variables to measure their impact on the latter. Since one of the primary purposes of such an experimental research design is to 
detect an effect, it is important to factor in statistical power into the research design. 
107 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.146  



[IMPACT Research Design Guidelines, October 2020] 

53 | P a g e  

Category Type of sampling strategy Description Advantages/ When to use Disadvantages / Reasons to avoid 
Probability 2-staged cluster sampling 

(can be stratified or non-
stratified)* 
 
*See also: IMPACT Cluster 
Sampling memo available on 
the online document 
Repository (Toolkit) here 

Similar to random sampling except involves 
two stages: (1) first a primary sampling unit 
(PSU) is randomly selected108 with 
replacement, with the selection based on 
probability proportional to size (PPS)109 i.e. 
probability of selection inverse to the 
population size of PSU and (2) the secondary 
sampling units (for e.g. households or 
individuals) are then selected within the 
randomly sampled PSUs. The number of units 
to be targeted in each PSU (i.e. number of 
households or individuals to survey) would be 
determined by the number of times the PSU is 
picked during first stage sampling.  
 
For example, if the population of interest is 
15,000 Syrian refugee households nationwide: 
1. Stage 1: Randomly select districts in (1) 

northern (2) southern governorates 
(region= strata, district= PSU) 

2. Stage 2: Randomly select Syrian refugee 
households within each PSU, with more 
surveys in districts with more refugees. 

 
A key parameter for drawing a cluster sample 
is cluster size which pre-defines the minimum 
number of surveys to be done per PSU 
(5/10/15/etc.). As such, a PSU with a 
population size < predefined cluster size would 
not have a chance of being selected for the 
research.  

Makes the scope of data collection more 
logistically feasible by reducing the 
number of locations where surveys need 
to be conducted. This is especially 
advantageous when the population of 
interest is very widely scattered across a 
geographical area. 
 

2-staged cluster sampling suffers from 
‘design effect’,110 which increases the 
number of units that need to be sampled 
to achieve the same level of precision as a 

random sample.111 The reason for this is 

that due to the shared environment within 
a cluster, units in a cluster tend to be more 
similar than units randomly selected 
across an entire population. For example, 
refugees in the same camp tend to face 
similar challenges in accessing livelihoods 
or have a similar view on which services 
are most in need of improvement. This 
means we obtain less information about 
the entire population from a given number 
of units in one cluster compared to the 
same number of units from the entire 
population. As such, the number of 
sampled units need to be increased to 
mitigate this lack of variance and obtain 
the same level of precision as a random 
sample.  

                                                             
108 The PSU would typically be a smaller geographical area or administrative division within the wider targeted area. 
109 Probability proportional to size (PPS) is a method within sampling from a finite population in which a size measure is available for each population unit before sampling and where the probability of selecting a unit is proportional to its size. 
See also: Skinner, Chris J.; “Probability Proportion to Size (PPS) Sampling”; Wiley Stats Ref: Statistics Reference Online (August 2016). 
110 Design effect is ‘a coefficient which reflects how sampling design affects the computation of significance levels compared to simple random sampling’. See also: World Health Organisation (WHO), ‘Steps in applying Probability Proportional 

to Size (PPS) and calculating Basic Probability Weights’.  
111 For cluster sampling, the target sample size from random sampling is adjusted for design effect, as outlined by Kish in 1965. This adjustment is made by applying the following formula: n = neff ( 1 + ( M – 1 ) ICC ); where neff = effective 
sample size, n=unadjusted sample size, M= average sample size per cluster, ICC= intra-cluster correlation.  

https://www.impact-repository.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Annex-4-Cluster_sampling-memo_modif_20200514.docx
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/9781118445112.stat03346.pub2
https://www.who.int/tb/advisory_bodies/impact_measurement_taskforce/meetings/prevalence_survey/psws_probability_prop_size_bierrenbach.pdf
https://www.who.int/tb/advisory_bodies/impact_measurement_taskforce/meetings/prevalence_survey/psws_probability_prop_size_bierrenbach.pdf
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Category Type of sampling strategy Description Advantages/ When to use Disadvantages / Reasons to avoid 
Non-probability Purposive sampling  A type of sampling strategy when research 

participants and locations are purposefully 
selected based on what is most appropriate 
to answer research questions.112 Purposive 
sampling can be stratified or non-stratified. 
 
Some common types of purposive sampling:113  
 Maximum variation/ heterogeneous 

sampling i.e. capturing wide range of 
perspectives, from typical to extreme; 

 Homogenous sampling114 i.e. aiming for a 
homogeneous sample whose units share 
similar characteristics (e.g. age, gender, 
occupation, etc.);  

 Extreme/ deviant case sampling i.e. 
focusing on cases that are special/ 
unusual to highlight notable outcomes. 
This is useful when limited time, access 
and resources make it difficult to visit 
every single location. It is also used to 
make deductive inferences with 
qualitative research following a critical 
case study procedure.115 

 Expert sampling i.e. a technique that is 
used when the research needs to 
leverage knowledge from individuals that 
have particular expertise in some areas, 
typically through KI interviews (for e.g. 
WASH, agricultural practices, etc.). 

1. If selection of participants is 
accurately done, information 
collected can be considered 
somewhat representative of the 
wider population of interest, 
although not with a known level of 
statistical precision.  

2. Most appropriate type of sampling if 
we are collecting community level 
data. For example, if we want to 
know the total number of teachers in 
a school, we would ask a KI (the 
head-master) rather than drawing a 
random sample of teachers to 
estimate this.  

3. Can be a suitable non-probability 
alternative if probability sampling not 
logistically feasible. 

Prone to researcher biases, which limits 
the ability to make generalisations to the 
wider population of interest. In other 
words, results can be considered 
indicative but not statistically 
representative. 
 
Despite this, depending on the research 
objectives, there are instances where 
purposive sampling is relevant simply 
because statistical representativeness is 
irrelevant. For example, if we are 
conducting a KI interview with a camp 
WASH technician because we want to 
know what the main issues are with the 
water network, then purposive sampling is 
more relevant than non-probability 
sampling (we would not get better 
precision by randomly selecting someone 
to talk about the water network).  

                                                             
112 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.178  
113 See also: http://dissertation.laerd.com/purposive-sampling.php  
114 This is useful to understand conditions specific to a particular group of interest (for e.g. women of a certain age) and is s imilar to what is sometimes referred to as typical or “emblematic” sampling i.e. when researchers find and select 
cases which on their own can represent a significant feature of a phenomenon. See also: Gobo, Giampietro (2008) ‘Re-conceptualising Generalisation: Old Issues in a New Frame’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social 
Research Methods (p.206) 
115 The critical case study procedure essentially aims to select a critical or deviant case to prove the refutability of an accredited or reputed theory. For e.g. in 1968, Goldthorpe et al conducted a study using this procedure in Luton looking at 

implausibility of embourgeoisement of the working class; the aim of this was not to determine the extent or prevalence to which a phenomenon is widespread in the population but rather direct attention to the phenomenon’s existence and 
the need to revise the dominant theory. See also: Gobo, Giampietro (2008) ‘Re-conceptualising Generalisation: Old Issues in a New Frame’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.204-205) & Mabry, 
Linda (2008) ‘Case Study in Social Research’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.217) 

http://dissertation.laerd.com/purposive-sampling.php
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Category Type of sampling strategy Description Advantages/ When to use Disadvantages / Reasons to avoid 
Non-probability Quota sampling116 -- A 

detailed note on quota 
sampling also available in 

Annex 5: Note on Quota 
Sampling 

Non-probability version of stratified sampling 
where a target number of interviews - a quota 
- is determined for a specific set of 
homogenous units (for example, based on 
gender, age, location, etc.), with the aim of 
sampling until the respective quotas are met. 
The quotas should be set to reflect the known 
proportions within the population. For 
example, if the population consists of 35% 
female and 65% male, the number of FGDs or 
interviews conducted with males and females 
should also reflect those percentages. See 

Annex 5: Note on Quota Sampling for 
details. 

1. If selection of participants is 
accurately done, information 
collected can be considered 
somewhat representative of the 
population groups of interest, 
although not with a known level of 
statistical precision.  

2. Can be a suitable non-probability 
alternative if stratified random 
sampling or stratified cluster 
sampling is not logistically feasible. 

3. In comparison to purposive 
sampling, has the added value of 
capturing heterogeneity of the 
population of interest to a larger 
extent/ enabling maximum variation 
possible with non-probability 
sampling (based on quotas defined). 
Such variation then enables drawing 
comparative inferences within the 
population of interest.117 

Same as above. 

Non-probability Snowball sampling A sampling strategy wherein households or 
individuals are selected according to 
recommendations from other informants 
and research participants. Each participant 
recommends the next set of participants to be 
contacted for the study.118 Snowball sampling 
can be both stratified or non-stratified, 
depending on the research needs. 
 
Snowball sampling is also sometimes referred 
to as ‘chain referral’ sampling. 
 
 

1. Can be a suitable alternative to 
purposive sampling when the 
population of interest is hard to reach 
from the outset and/ or could be 
hesitant to participate in the 
assessment.  

2. Could be cheaper and less time-
intensive in terms of planning, in 
comparison to probability sampling 
or other non-probability sampling 
strategies. 

3. Can be a good means of 
implementing purposive sampling, 

1. Researcher has limited control over 
the final sample. 

2. Prone to respondent biases, which 
limits the ability to make 
generalisations to the wider 
population of interest. In other words, 
results can be considered indicative 
but not statistically representative. 

3. Respondent biases can also lead to a 
significant over-representation or 
under-representation of a specific 
group within the wider population of 
interest, thus skewing the results. 

                                                             
116 See also: Brown et al; ‘GSR Quota Sampling Guidance: What to consider when choosing between quota samples and probability-based designs’ (UK Statistics Authority, 2017) 
117 Gobo, Giampietro (2008) ‘Re-conceptualising Generalisation: Old Issues in a New Frame’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.205) 
118 IMPACT Initiatives; ‘Area-based Assessment with Key Informants: A Practical Guide’ (December 2018); p.6 

https://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Quota-sampling-guidance.pdf
http://www.reachresourcecentre.info/system/files/resource-documents/impact_area-based_assessment_toolkit_201812.pdf
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for e.g. asking KIs we interview to 
help put us in touch with KIs from 
specific areas and/ or with specific 
knowledge 

Non-probability Respondent-driven sampling 
(RDS)119 

A variation of snowball/ chain referral 
sampling which uses social network theory120 
to overcome the respondent bias 
limitations associated with snowball 
sampling. Specifically, RDS uses information 
about the social networks of participants 
recruited to determine the probability of 
each participant’s selection and mitigate the 
biases associated with under sampling or over 
sampling specific groups.121  
 
RDS comprises of different steps: 
 Initial recruitment: an initial identification 

and recruitment of participants who serve 
as the ‘seeds’ from the population of 
interest. A diverse selection of seeds from 
the outset will help ensure reaching 
diverse members of population by the 
end. 

 Recruitment chain follow-up: starting from 
the ‘seeds’ generate long recruitment 
chains made of several recruitment 
waves of participants so that the final 
sample characteristics will be 
independent of those selected as ‘seeds’. 

 Analysis component: a careful collection 
of personal network size information and 
tracking who recruited whom is critical for 
the analysis of RDS data.122 

 

1. Retains advantages of non-
probability sampling, especially 
snowball sampling, while mitigating 
limitations associated with 
respondent bias.  

2. Increases ability to have 
representative findings, 
generalizable to the population of 
interest with a specified level of 
precision, in comparison to other 
non-probability sampling strategies. 

1. Requires a relatively larger sample 
size than other non-probability 
sampling strategies. 

2. Functionality of RDS is based on 
some key assumptions, mainly that 
respondents within the population of 
interest know one another and are 
linked by some sort of component. As 
such, additional time needs to be 
factored in at planning stage for a 
formative assessment to (1) explore 
social networks within the population 
of interest to determine whether peer-
to-peer recruitment can be sustained 
by the survey population and (2) 
identify the ‘seeds’ for the initial 
recruitment phase.   

                                                             
119 For a detailed understanding of respondent-driven sampling, see also: WHO & UNAIDS; ‘Introduction to HIV/ AIDS and sexually transmitted infection surveillance Module 4: Introduction to respondent-driven sampling’ (2013). 
120 Social network theory is a branch within sociological statistics which aims to map relationships and characteristics shared by groups within a population of interest. 
121 WHO & UNAIDS; ‘Introduction to HIV/ AIDS and sexually transmitted infection surveillance Module 4 Unit 1: Introduction to respondent-driven sampling’ (2013), p.17-25 
122 For more detailed understanding of social network analysis, see also: IMPACT Initiatives; ‘Area-based Assessment with Key Informants: A Practical Guide’ (December 2018). 

http://applications.emro.who.int/dsaf/EMRPUB_2013_EN_1539.pdf
http://applications.emro.who.int/dsaf/EMRPUB_2013_EN_1539.pdf
http://www.reachresourcecentre.info/system/files/resource-documents/impact_area-based_assessment_toolkit_201812.pdf
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Contrary to other non-probability sampling 
strategies, calculating RDS sample size 
needs to factor in the following: design 
effect, estimated proportion (to test prevalence 
at one time), desired level of change in the 
measures of interest (over time), level of 
significance and level of statistical power 
desired.123  

 

  

                                                             
123 For a detailed understanding of how to calculate sample sizes for respondent-driven sampling, see also: WHO & UNAIDS; ‘Introduction to HIV/ AIDS and sexually transmitted infection surveillance Module 4 Unit 3: Sample size calculation 
for RDS’ (2013), p.45-54. 

http://applications.emro.who.int/dsaf/EMRPUB_2013_EN_1539.pdf
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Figure 12: Decision tree for choosing an appropriate probability sampling strategy124,125  

                                                             
124 Adapted from World Food Programme (WFP), ‘Sampling Guidelines For Vulnerability Analysis’ (2004) 
125 For stratified sampling, when we say “a complete list” is available, this list does not necessarily have to be in a list form but just has to contain all units in the population of interest (for e.g. a map of villages or households in a camp setting). 
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3.3.6 Operationalising the selected sampling strategy 

Once the appropriate sampling strategy has been selected and agreed upon, the following steps need to 

be taken to finalise the sampling and overall methodology: (a) Prepare sampling frame (b) Calculate 

sample size (c) Finalise strategy to select units within sampling frame i.e. identify participants for data 

collection 

a. Prepare sampling frame 

Sampling frame is essentially a list of all units in the population of interest that is used to draw the 

sample. This can either be (1) a complete roster of all individuals or households (depending on the unit of 

measurement) within the area of interest (2) a list of the size of the population of interest or (3) a map of 

communities or households within a camp or village. For instance, if our population of interest is Syrian 

refugee households in Jordan, stratified by region (with refugees in the north living in both in formal camps 

and outside) and time of arrival, the sampling frame could be as shown in Table 17 below. 

Table 17: Example sampling frame for refugee households in Jordan, stratified by region and time of arrival 

   Households arrived within the last 1 year  Households arrived > 1 year ago 

 North Jordan (in camp)  550   3,600 

 North Jordan (out of camp)  1,500  6,350 

 Central Jordan  850  2,200 

 South Jordan  980  3,500 

 

 

Given these descriptions, what would be the most appropriate sampling strategy for the WFP-REACH food 

security and livelihoods assessment example we have worked with in Steps 1 and 2 of this document? 

 

 We already know from the end of Step 3.2 that the “ideal” methodology would be a sequential mixed 

methods approach (see page 43)  A mix of probability and non-probability sampling is needed 

 

 If we go back to the preliminary analysis plan developed at the end of Step 2 (see Table 10), we know 

a majority of the indicators are aimed at measuring prevalence of specific issues and characteristics at 

household level  Assuming census is not feasible, we need a probability sampling strategy 

► Jordan is a relatively small country in size and area and the overall distribution of the refugee 

population is well known due to UNHCR registration database  We may be able to 

implement random sampling within the time available i.e. cluster sampling not 

necessary 

► At the end of Step 2, one of the research questions we developed was “To what extent does 

Syrian refugee households’ location of residence (in camps or in host communities) influence 

their food security status, as measured through the Food Consumption Score?” (see Table 8) 

 We would also need a stratified random sampling strategy, ideally by location (e.g. 

governorate) and displacement setting (in camp vs. in host communities) 

  

 For the indicators within the analysis that require a more qualitative research method, we would conduct 

FGDs to complement the household survey component  A non-probability (purposive) sampling 

strategy would be required to identify FGD participants.  
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b. Calculate sample size 

Once the sampling frame has been defined, how do we use this to calculate the required sample size? This 

will differ based on the type of sampling strategy i.e. probability or non-probability.   

o The required size of a probability sample (e.g. number of household or individual surveys to be 

conducted) is calculated based on probability theory and on the target level of statistical precision 

required for the research findings (see box below).  

 

o Contrary to probability sampling, sample sizes for non-probability sampling are calculated based 

on what is feasible and what should be the minimum to meet the research objectives with quality 

standards.126 This can be done in the following ways: 

 Sample size based on feasibility i.e. the maximum possible given time, access and resources 

available. 

 Sample size led by saturation i.e. continue conducting interviews and discussions until data 

saturation has been achieved and no new themes or discussion points are appearing in the data 

that is being collected. See saturation grid example in Table 18 below. 

 Sample size based on what is known of the population of interest i.e. setting targets based on 

specific characteristics such as population size and demographic breakdown. For instance, if we 

want to conduct FGDs to understand a population’s ability to access basic services across three 

different districts, it would make sense to: (1) conduct from the outset a minimum of two FGDs per 

district, one male and one female; and (2) conduct two additional FGDs in District 2 because it also 

has a large internally displaced population whose experiences may be different from the overall 

non-displaced population. 

 

  

                                                             
126 Except in the case of respondent-driven sampling. See Table 16 for details. 

Calculating the sample size for a probability sample 

 

A lot of online tools already exist to help with this calculation. IMPACT’s own in-house sampling tool to 
calculate sample sizes is available through this link. Please refer to Annex 3: User Guide for IMPACT’s 
online sampling tool. 
 

You want to conduct a survey, with a representative sample of households in a refugee camp of 550 

households. 

 How many households should you survey to ensure that your findings have a confidence level of x% and 
an error margin of +/-y%? 

 The formula used within IMPACT was first outlined by Krejcie and Morgan in 1970. The formula is n= X2 
x N x (1-P) / (ME2 x (N-1)) + (X2 x P x (1-P); where n=sample size, X2= Chi-square for the specified 
confidence level at 1 degree of freedom, N=Population size, P= Population proportion (assumed to be 
0.5 to generate maximum sample size), ME = desired Margin of Error (expressed as proportion) 

 For an experimental survey design, statistical power may also need to be factored in for sample size 
calculation. 

 If population size is unknown, an infinite population can be assumed to draw the required sample size. 
The risk with this is oversampling and giving unequally weighted representation to an unequally 
distributed population. 
 
  

https://oliviercecchi.shinyapps.io/R_sampling_tool_v2/
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Table 18: Example saturation grid for data collection using non-probability sampling 

 

 

c. Finalise strategy to select units within sampling frame i.e. identify participants for data 

collection 

This will need to take into consideration all available information of the population of interest such as 

where they are located on the ground and how they can be reached.127  

The strategy used for finding research participants varies for probability and non-probability sampling.  

o Probability sampling: The key here is randomization i.e. ensuring equal chance for all units to be 

selected for the research. Any bias introduced in the selection process compromises the extent to 

which the findings can be considered truly representative of the population of interest. 

  

                                                             
127 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.148  
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Table 19: Strategies for random selection of research participants used at IMPACT – probability sampling  

 Description Pre-requisites 

[Option 1] List-based random 
selection 

Random units are selected from a list 
(including mapped shelter points) 
containing the entire population of 
interest. 

An accurate, up-to-date list of all units in 
your population of interest with required 
details is easily available (for e.g. 
population list with location points, 
beneficiary list with contact details, etc.) 

[Option 2] Random selection 
on site- GIS sampling 

Random GPS points are generated on a 
map covering the population of interest. 
The distribution of GPS points is 
weighted based on population density, 
should this vary across the targeted 
area. A unit located nearest to each point 
(within a pre-defined buffer as relevant to 
context) is then targeted for the survey. 

See Annex 4: Example from REACH 
Jordan- A guide to GIS-based 
sampling for host community projects 

for a detailed note developed by the 
REACH Jordan team in May 2016 with 
guidance on how to implement GIS-
based sampling. 

1. Accurate, up-to-date shape files for 
administrative boundaries are 
easily available 

2. Reliable data indicating the 
distribution of the population and 
population density across the 
targeted area is easily available 

3. Well-trained data collection teams 
that have the capacity to use 
maps.me or similar navigation 
software to locate sampled GPS 
points on the ground. 

[Option 3] Random selection 
on site- Systematic sampling 

Systematic measures are taken on site 
to ensure that the entire radius of the 
targeted area is covered and all units 
within this area have a probability of 
being selected. See FAQs section below 
(page 63) for two examples of systematic 
measures that have been used by 
IMPACT teams across different 
contexts. 

1. Accurate understanding of the 
layout of the area to be targeted (for 
e.g. boundaries of sites/ 
settlements) 

2. Area is of a manageable size to 
implement systematic sampling; 
otherwise, it will need to be broken 
down into sub-areas (for e.g. camp 
blocks or city neighbourhoods) to 
implement systematic sampling 

 

o Non-probability sampling: Unlike probability sampling, there are no structured or systematic rules or 

methods governing the selection of research participants for non-probability sampling. However, the 

following key things should be considered in the selection of participants:  

 If you can select just one participant, who should you select?  

► Who would be the most ‘representative’ or most ‘typical’ participant to provide a good 

understanding of the topic of investigation? 

 How many participants do you need to ensure the information collected is as accurate as 

possible?  

► Are there any additional participants you should consider to ensure disadvantaged or 

minorities within the wider population of interest are also well-represented in the sample? 

► How can you ensure some variation in the perspectives and views represented even 

if the sample is somewhat homogenous? For example, ensuring representation of 

different age groups in a focus group of female refugees.  

► Can one type of informant or participant give you all the information you need or should 

you target different types of profiles to fill out the same questionnaire?  

 Should some profiles of participants be given more weight than others due to their level of 

knowledge and/ or ability to provide information on a specific topic?  

► This is especially useful when participants contradict each other’s responses for the 

same unit of measurement (for e.g. two different KIs providing contradictory information 

on the same camp). The pre-defined weights help triangulation of responses in these 

instances. 
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3.4   Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) on Step 3 

3.4.1 FAQs on data collection methods 

a. What is the difference between a key informant interview and an individual interview? 

Isn’t a key informant also an individual?  

 The key difference between the two is in the unit of measurement. While a key informant 

interview typically collects information at community, location, institution or facility level (due 

to the KI’s ability to provide information at these levels based on his/ her position), an individual 

interview collects information at individual level i.e. about individual experiences and 

perspectives. 

 

b. For semi-structured data collection, when is it most useful to use FGDs as a data 

collection method over KI or individual interviews?  

 This depends on (1) the objectives of the research and the type of information required and 

(2) logistical constraints. If the type of information required is likely to benefit from collecting 

varied opinions in a group setting, FGDs would be the way to go. Alternatively, if the type of 

information wanted is likely uncomfortable to talk about in front of others, or could be potentially 

sensitive or inappropriate to discuss in a group setting (for e.g. social cohesion issues within 

a community, protection concerns within a specific population group, etc.), KI or individual 

interviews would be the way to go.  

 

c. Is it possible to have two different units of measurement/observation within the same 

questionnaire?  

 As much as possible, this should be avoided. However, there can be a few exceptions, mainly 

in the following instances: 

i. Individual measurements within a household survey; for e.g. recording individual data on 

attendance and enrolment rates for each child of school-going age within the household 

ii. Household measurements within an individual survey; for e.g. recording data on 

household income levels or household size of the individual being interviewed 

iii. Multiple units of measurement (individual/ household/ facility) within a village/ community/ 

location level survey; for e.g.:  

a. Recording information on the KI’s own displacement status or individual 

experiences within a village-level KI interview 

b. Recording the number or proportion of households affected by a specific 

situation within a village-level KI interview 

c. Recording the number of functional vs. non-functional healthcare facilities in an 

area within a village-level KI interview 

 

d. What if my population of interest includes minors i.e. individuals less than 18 years old?  

 IMPACT’s policy is to not collect data directly from minors unless the objectives of the research 

absolutely calls for it. Even then, the first go-to approach should be to explore the possibility 

of collecting the required information from adult respondents, for instance parents or 

caregivers of the population of interest.  

 If this is not feasible, we should (1) first explore if the research objectives can be achieved by 

limiting the data collection only to those who are 15 years or older and only if not, (2) look into 

collecting data directly with respondents from younger age groups.  

 If data collection with minors (i.e. < 18 years) is absolutely necessary, it is required to: 

i. Ensure the type of data collection method is appropriate and makes minors comfortable 

to share information in a private and confidential manner 
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ii. Take special care in how questions are asked, for instance using simple phrasing and 

more participatory data collection methods, especially if the respondents are from younger 

age groups i.e. less than 15 years old128 

iii. Ensure child protection organisations/ experts within the context are actively involved, 

especially to ensure (1) data collection tools and methodology are appropriate (2) data 

collection teams are properly trained on how to conduct interviews or group discussions 

with minors 

iv. Ensure all the required training and child protection protocols are being followed (see 

section 5.4: Data collection with minors on page 84 below) 

 

e. What if I am unable to conduct any face-to-face data collection due to movement, 

security or other restrictions in my context?  

 See Annex 6: Overview of remote data collection methods  

3.4.2 FAQs on choice of sampling strategies 

f. When should I use probability sampling over non-probability sampling?  

 This decision should be based on the following key considerations: 

i. Research questions and objectives i.e. do these require identifying and measuring 

prevalence of attributes of a wider population and making generalizable claims of 

this? If yes  probability sampling is better.  

ii. Economy of design i.e. do you have the required level of access and the necessary 

resources (both human and material) to implement probability sampling (i.e. 

potentially access to any of the areas where your population of interest is present)? 

If no  probability sampling may not be possible to implement in a robust way. 

iii. Time available i.e. can the required scope of data collection and analysis be 

completed with the time and capacity available? Probability sampling usually takes 

longer to implement. If no  probability sampling may not be possible to implement 

in a robust way. 

iv. Robust sampling frame i.e. is accurate information available, or can be collected 

(location, population size, etc.) for the population of interest? If no  probability 

sampling will not be possible to implement robustly.   

 

g. When should I use 2-staged cluster sampling over random sampling?  

 2-staged cluster sampling is often more beneficial to be used when it is logistically difficult to 

access the population of interest (for example, because this population is too widely scattered 

across the geographical area to be assessed). The final decision should be based on a simple 

cost-benefit analysis: estimate the target ‘ideal’ level of precision (for e.g. 95/5) to identify your 

effective sample (e.g. 385) for random sampling, then calculate whether it would demand more 

resources / time to (1) visit lesser locations but conduct more surveys (2-staged cluster 

sampling) or (2) visit more locations but conduct less surveys (random sampling).  

 

h. I need to have representative data by geographical location and/ or population group 

but there are too many administrative units in my context (for e.g. 500+ districts) which 

is substantially increasing my sample size upon introducing this stratification. What 

should I do?  

 [If we only need stratification by geographical location] You could consider the higher 

administrative level than what you were initially considering (for e.g. governorates instead of 

districts). However, sometimes going just by the higher administrative level may not work as 

                                                             
128 See guidance note available from UNHCR on how to design participatory assessments to collect data from children and adolescents available 
on this link. 

https://www.unhcr.org/protection/children/50f6d1259/listen-learn-participatory-assessment-children-adolescents.html
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the findings are still required at the more granular administrative level (i.e. district). In this 

instance, the solution is to group up districts by certain shared characteristics which may 

or may not be directly related to the geographical distribution and proximity of the districts. 

These groups rather than the individual districts can then serve as the strata for sampling 

purposes, based on the assumption that all districts within a group will have similar 

experiences. Some of the examples of the types of characteristics that have been used 

previously for such groupings include: population size, socio-economic characteristics, 

livelihood zones, and agricultural production trends. The key here is to ensure the 

characteristics used for grouping are carefully considered and discussed so that they do 

indeed reflect the situation and shared experiences vis-à-vis the topic being studied on the 

ground. 

 [If we need stratification by both geographical location and population group] The solution here 

would be to draw an un-stratified sample per geographical level (for example, all 

population groups combined at Admin 3) AND stratification by population group at the 

level higher than that (for example, findings for both IDPs and non-IDPs at Admin 2). If 

respondents at Admin 3 level are truly randomly selected, when the sample is aggregated, 

required sample sizes could be achieved per population group at Admin 2 level. If population 

data by group is available at Admin 3 level, it is also possible to factor this into the Admin 3 

sample i.e. ensure that the overall sample for each Admin 3 is distributed based on the 

population group breakdown within it. Finally, if there is reason to assume that these Admin 2 

population group sampling targets cannot be met through a simple aggregation of Admin 3 

samples (for e.g. because a specific population of interest is difficult to find / concentrated in 

very specific areas), a top-up sample can be drawn by population group from the outset, which 

can be used to collect the remaining sample at Admin 2 level. 

 

i. Can I still claim to have representative findings with non-probability sampling?  

 Due to inherent biases and room for error with sampling design, findings from a non-probability 

sample cannot be considered representative with a known level of statistical precision. 

However, if the research locations and research participants are carefully selected, 

findings can still be considered at least somewhat representative, even if we can’t calculate 

the exact level of precision. For location selection, some of the key things to keep in mind to 

have wider representation is:   

i. Ensure wide coverage i.e. collect information from as many locations and communities as 

possible within a district or sub-district rather than from one or two locations only 

ii. Ensure variation between locations from which information is collected; i.e. collect 

information from different types of locations to have wider representation of different 

groups and experiences 

3.4.3 FAQs on operationalising sampling strategies 

j. What additional points do I need to keep in mind for sampling if I am conducting my 

data collection via phone rather than face-to-face?  

 See Annex 6: Overview of remote data collection methods(4. Sampling for phone-based data 

collection on p.121) 

 

k. When drawing a cluster sample, for some strata, the number of surveys I am meant to 

conduct is significantly higher than the random sample. Why is this case? How can I 

address this?  

 The higher number of surveys is understandable because of the design effect associated 

with 2-staged cluster sampling. In some cases, the design effect can be exacerbated, when 

within a stratum, there are specific PSUs that have significantly higher population sizes (for 
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e.g. densely populated urban centers) than others. These PSUs will have a high number of 

surveys to be conducted in a cluster, which inflates the design and by consequence the overall 

sample size for the strata. The solution to overcome this would be to separate out these PSUs 

into a distinct stratum and draw the sample for this stratum separately from the other PSUs. 

The sample from the distinct strata and the remaining PSUs can then be aggregated to have 

the sample for the overall strata. 

 

l. For a quasi-experimental survey design, what are the key things I need to keep in mind 

when defining the sampling frame for my control group?  

 The most important thing to factor in is to identify the control group based on certain shared 

traits or characteristics with the treatment group, which would make this control group 

comparable with the treatment group. For example, if the treatment group comprises of host 

communities in a specific region of the country, the control group could be host communities 

in the same region who are not receiving the same treatment. Alternatively, the control group 

could also be host communities in another region that are (1) also hosting refugees and (2) 

had similar socio-economic conditions and service provision capacities prior to the arrival of 

large numbers of refugees in the country. 

 

m. What if I don’t think the population data available from secondary sources for my 

sampling frame is reliable, accurate and up-to-date?  

 Before drawing and implementing the sample, it is imperative to ensure that the population 

data being used is reliable, accurate and up-to-date. Otherwise, this would complicate the 

ability to implement sampling on the ground and also turn into a logistical nightmare if data 

collection teams are unable to locate the population of interest in targeted areas. A key good 

practice to overcome this is to conduct a preliminary scoping exercise during the planning 

phase to verify the sampling frame; for e.g. conduct some KI interviews to clarify that the 

population of interest is indeed distributed in the way the secondary data sources are saying 

it is. Alternatively, the data should be triangulated with other sources, including population 

density data available from satellite imagery.  

 

n. What do I do if the randomly sampled GPS point falls at a point where there are no 

households to survey or there is no eligible respondent at the time of data collection?  

 A pre-defined radius (for e.g. within 10 meters around sampled point) can be set within which 

the enumerator is able to locate a household to survey in these instances. If the radius also 

does not work, a buffer of GPS points should always be available from the outset to 

ensure the required sampling targets can still be met. It is important that randomization is 

retained in these instances, the same rule for randomization is followed throughout, and some 

kind of snowballing is not used to identify the “eligible” household as this would compromise 

the probability of the sample. 

 

o. What do I do if the randomly sampled GPS point falls at a point where there is a 

multistoried building and multiple households living in it?  

 It is very important that a clear rule for this is established with the data collection teams 

before data collection begins. For example, a random number generator can be used at the 

GPS point to determine (1) which floor and (2) which apartment/ household on this floor should 

be interviewed.  
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p. What are some methods I can use for systematic sampling on site?  

 This depends on the type of location the sampling needs to be undertaken for. A step-by-step 

guide on one method that has been used by IMPACT teams across different contexts is 

outlined below: 

i. Enumerators meet at the center of the targeted location (village/ site/ settlement), 

spin a pen and each enumerator starts walking in a direction towards the edge of the 

location as shown by the pen 

ii. On his/ her way to the edge, he/ she counts either the number of households passed 

OR the time taken to reach the edge (depending on how big the location is, in a bigger 

location with many households it makes more sense to count the time)  

iii. Once he/ she reaches the edge they then determine the threshold for which 

household to interview on the route based on: # of HHs in the route or time taken to 

reach the edge / the target # of HHs to be interviewed per enumerator 

iv. The enumerator then starts walking back towards the center and assesses every xth 

household (with x as determined by the formula in point #iii above). 

Another method that could work for locations that are organized in a clearly structured way (for 

e.g. camp with same number of households per row) is listed below (seeFigure 13): 

i. Calculate a threshold based on total population in location (let’s say 60 households) 

/ sample needed from the location (let’s say 5)  60/5= 12 

ii. From the starting point of the location, select the first household randomly between 1 

and 5 

iii. After the first household, interview every 12th household following a single direction 

in a clearly laid out route until the edge of the settlement has been reached.  

Figure 13: Systematic selection on site – Option 2 

 

q. How do I identify a respondent in a random household survey? 

 The typical approach for a household survey, especially in humanitarian contexts, is to gather 

information from the head of household or – in his/ her absence – any other adult household 

member that is knowledgeable about the affairs of the household. The definition of “head of 

household” should be very clear to data collection teams. 
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 Sometimes, however, it might be important to speak to someone other than the head of 

household for specific parts of the survey, for e.g. a female member to discuss their 

protection concerns or to understand household’s female hygiene situation.  

 In some contexts, like Bangladesh, IMPACT/ REACH teams have also in the past included an 

additional layer to ensure households are randomly selected in a way that is clear where a 

female vs. male respondent from the household should be interviewed. Please see box 

below for details from the Bangladesh example. This particular approach is useful if there is a 

hypothesis or assumption to be tested that information being collected through the survey 

tends to vary based on whether the respondent is male or female. For example, if we are 

conducting a protection assessment with a module on gender-based violence, in some 

contexts, issues at household level may be under-represented in the findings if we were only 

to speak to male heads of households.  

 

 

r. What if I need to randomise respondent selection within the sampled household, for 

e.g. for an individual perception survey? How can I do this? 

 If it’s two respondents to choose from, keep it easy to implement- a coin toss will suffice. 

 If it’s more than two respondents to select from, the Kish grid approach can be used. This is 

used in social science research to randomly select respondents within a household. For more 

detailed guidance on how to operationalize the Kish grid approach is available on this link. Of 

course, the risk is (1) it requires training of enumerators on how to go about this and piloting 

to ensure training has been successful (2) it adds time to the data collection process and (3) it 

is impossible to know for sure if enumerators are actually applying it all the time.129  

                                                             
129 In social science research, an alternative that is sometimes used to the Kish grid method is the ‘last birthday method’ i.e. asking to speak to the 

household member who most recently had a birthday. While this is not as “robust” and randomized as the Kish grid, it can still be considered if there 
are logistical barriers to implementing the Kish grid. See also: Leeuw, E. (2008). ‘Self-administered questionnaires and standardized interviews’ in 
Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p. 320) 

https://www.statisticshowto.datasciencecentral.com/kish-grid/


[IMPACT Research Design Guidelines, October 2020] 

69 | P a g e  

 If it’s more than two respondents to select from, a random number selection module can be 

introduced in the KOBO form which follows a similar principle as the Kish grid 

approach. To implement this approach: (1) all potential respondents within the household are 

asked to line up in a straight line (2) KOBO generates a random number (x) for you based on 

the total pool (3) you can then select the respondent standing xth in the line, where x is 

determined by the random number generator function on KOBO. (Note: There are past 

IMPACT assessments that have used this approach and therefore coded this function into the 

KOBO form. Please reach out to the IMPACT HQ Research Department if you want to do 

something similar and want access to this KOBO tool). 

 

s. What is the ideal number of participants to have in an FGD?  

 Based on IMPACT’s experiences over the years across different contexts, a maximum of 6-

8 participants is the optimum for a constructive group discussion. Any smaller and the 

discussion does not yield the in-depth information desired, thereby defeating the purpose of 

having a group discussion in the first place. Any larger and the discussion becomes difficult to 

facilitate, becomes challenging to gather the desired information with sufficient details and also 

comes with the risk that not all participants will actively participate.130  

 

t. How do I identify participants for an FGD? 

 This can be either (1) pre-arranged (ideal option) whereby existing networks in the community 

of interest are leveraged to arrange the group of participants prior to the date of collection, 

based on clear pre-defined selection criteria specified by the research team or (2) done on site 

by field coordinators who purposively select community members on the day of data 

collection team based on pre-defined selection criteria aligned with the sampling strategy and 

research objectives. 

3.4.4 FAQs on mitigating methodological issues encountered during data collection 

u. I used 2-stage random sampling to calculate number of surveys needed per PSU. 

However, the population data used for sampling was found to be incorrect which means 

we may have conducted more surveys in some PSUs with a smaller population, or less 

surveys in some PSUs with a larger population than expected. What should I do? 

 The main implication for this in terms of representation is that at the overall strata / area level, 

these PSUs will be inaccurately over-represented or under-represented, thus potentially 

skewing the results. It is important therefore that the updated population figures are used to 

apply weights at PSU level during the analysis, to mitigate this over or under representation. 

v. What if I need to delete some data points or complete entries during data cleaning, 
which raises the risk of not meeting the required sample target?  

 A sufficient buffer (10%, 15%, 20%, etc.) should always be included to mitigate this issue. This 
way, as long as the surveys “lost” falls within the buffer, you will still have the required sample 
size.   

w. What if some sampled PSUs become inaccessible, for instance due to security reasons, 
during data collection?  

 See Annex 7: Troubleshooting issues encountered due to inaccurate information in sampling 
frame.  

x. I have started processing the preliminary data coming in for a study that used a non-
probability sampling approach and have realised that different respondents for the 

                                                             
130 Smithson, Janet (2008) ‘Focus Groups’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.359) 
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same unit (KIs from the same village) are providing contradictory information to the 
same question. What should I do? 

 While it depends on the type of question, the first answer here is triangulation. This can either 
be triangulating with other available secondary data to see which of the responses are closer 
to what is already known, or triangulating based on pre-determined weights if a certain 
respondent profile was considered to be more ‘knowledgeable’ about the subject matter during 
the sampling design. Finally, as a last resort, an additional interview can be conducted to see 
which of the two contradictory responses are closer to this new data source. 

 However, for some questions if there is no clear consensus established in the responses, 
rather than triangulating with weights, it might make sense to either not report on that variable 
OR go with an approach where for specific variables (e.g. safety and security issues in the 
village) we report the issues even if only one of the KIs report it.  

 In either case, a clear aggregation and triangulation plan should be developed as part of 
the data analysis plan.  
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Step 4: Develop data collection tools and finalise DAP 

Once the methodology is finalised, step 4 of the research design process involves building upon the 
previous steps to develop the tools needed to collect required data (questionnaires/ survey 
instruments/ discussion guides/ etc.). As mentioned in Step 2, it is extremely important that the data 
collection tool is developed after the preliminary analysis plan and methodology has been designed to 
ensure construct validity / avoid specification error i.e. ensure that the tool is properly capturing the 
information needed to achieve objectives of the research.131  
 
To go through step 4, this section provides guidance on (1) types of data collection tools (structured vs. 
semi-structured) and (2) dos and don’ts for designing data collection tools (overall and by type of tool). 

4.1 Types of data collection tools 

As mentioned previously in step 3.1, there are two types of data collection tools: structured and semi-
structured. The choice between the two will depend on the type of information we are trying to collect 
and the methods we are using to collect that information i.e. the decisions taken in steps 1-3 of the 
research design process. 

4.1.1 Structured data collection tools 

A structured data collection tool involves a list of predominantly close-ended questions about pre-
defined topics, which are asked exactly the same way in each interview, and preferably in the exact 
same order i.e. standardized questions with a fixed scheme, which specifies the exact wording and order 
of the questions.132 As such, structured data collection tools are most appropriate for quantitative methods 
of data collection and analysis, where the focus is to measure prevalence of known factors as opposed to 
explore a topic more broadly. Due to the nature of close-ended questions, answers can be easily aggregated 
and comparisons can be made between sample sub-groups where needed.  

At IMPACT, structured data collection tools are usually administered through mobile data collection 
software (ODK or KOBO Collect); for more guidance on building forms using the KOBO platform, see the 
KOBO toolbox webpage here. Unless there are specific reasons not to (e.g. due to security concerns 
related to carrying smartphones in a given area), it is strongly recommended to always use this software 
over paper forms for the purpose of structured data collection. Data collection done via KOBO or similar 
platforms has several advantages over paper forms but to name a few: (1) easier to mitigate data entry 
errors by adding constraints/ prompts where needed133 (2) removes the need for manual data entry post-
facto, thus further minimising room for errors while saving time and resources. 

Close-ended questions have specific answers, which are normally short, with pre-defined answer 
options. They are generally easy to aggregate and analyse as they do not require complex recording 
operations. There are various types of close-ended questions used in structured data collection tools, as 
shown in the Table 20 below.134 For all types of close-ended questions, it is always recommended 
(unless there is a clear logic not to) to include an option for “Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer” so as 
not to force respondents to provide an answer when they might not have one or are unwilling to provide it.  
  

                                                             
131 Leeuw, E. (2008). ‘Self-administered questionnaires and standardized interviews’ in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social 
Research Methods (p. 315) 
132 See also: Cheung A.K.L. (2014) Structured Questionnaires; In: Michalos A.C. (eds) Encyclopedia of Quality of Life and Well-Being Research. 

Springer, Dordrecht (2014 edition). 
133 While these rules do indeed improve the quality of the questionnaire, they can sometimes also increase respondent burden because of the added 
cognitive burden to try and justify and resolve apparent inconsistencies. These trade-offs need to be carefully considered when the tool is being 
designed. See also: Czajka, John L. and Gabrielle Denmead. “Data for Policy Analysis: A Comparative Assessment of Eight Surveys.” U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services, December 2008 
134 UCLA Institute for Digital Research and Education (Statistical Consulting): What is the Difference between Ordinal, Categorical and Numerical 
Variables? 

https://www.kobotoolbox.org/
https://link.springer.com/referenceworkentry/10.1007%2F978-94-007-0753-5_2888
https://aspe.hhs.gov/report/income-data-policy-analysis-comparative-assessment-eight-surveys/internal-consistency
https://stats.idre.ucla.edu/other/mult-pkg/whatstat/what-is-the-difference-between-categorical-ordinal-and-numerical-variables/
https://stats.idre.ucla.edu/other/mult-pkg/whatstat/what-is-the-difference-between-categorical-ordinal-and-numerical-variables/
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Table 20: Types of close ended-questions for structured data collection tools 

 Description Examples 

Numerical measurement 
questions 

Seeking numerical answers that can 
be recorded, as integers, decimals or 
ranges. The number can be a specific 
unit of measurement or a percentage, 
and can be reported individually or as 
part of a larger series. If using paper 
forms, it may be useful to employ a 
data-entry format in which each digit in 
the number has its own space to make 
it easier to read various data 
collectors’ handwriting. 

a. What is the age of the 
respondent?  

b. How many IDPs are currently 
residing in this village?  

c. What proportion of the total 
population of this village are 
IDPs? (Answered in ranges e.g. 
0-25%, 26-50%, and so on) 

d. What proportion of the total 
monthly income did your 
household spend on health 
expenditure in the past month? 

Categorical questions- 
dichotomous/ binary 
categories 

A question where only one of two 
values can be entered, but there is no 
intrinsic ordering to the categories.  

a. Do you know anyone who can 
provide information about the 
healthcare situation in this 
village? (Yes/ No) 

b. What is the sex of the 
respondent? (Male/ Female)  

Categorical questions- more 
than two categories  

Same as above but with multiple 
categories. These questions can be 
single or multiple choice, as shown in 
the examples here. 
 
For these questions, there should 
always be an “other” option included, if 
the pre-listed categories are not 
exhaustive (i.e. to leave enough space 
to add other categories, without 
forcing the respondent to choose an 
inapplicable category).  

a. What is the most commonly used 
source of information by your 
household to stay informed about 
humanitarian aid programmes in 
your area? (Single choice- 
primary/ most common) 

b. What sources of information does 
your household usually use to 
stay informed about humanitarian 
assistance in your area? (Multiple 
choice- all sources used)   

 Ordinal / scaled questions Similar to categorical questions but the 
key difference being that we ask for a 
clear ordering of the answers/ 
response categories.  

a. What are the three most urgent 
needs for your household (rank 
top three in order of priority)? 

b. How would you rate your overall 
level of satisfaction with the 
humanitarian assistance you 
received in the past month? 
(Likert five-point scale: Very high, 
High, Medium, Low, Very low) 

4.1.2 Semi-structured data collection tools 

A semi-structured questionnaire relies on a limited set of guiding questions decided ahead of time, 
and these questions are predominantly open-ended in nature, with the aim of stimulating discussion on 
a given topic. The interviewer uses a checklist or question outline and tries to build a relaxed and constructive 
conversation around this outline.  

Unlike close-ended questions, open-ended questions have no fixed set of pre-defined responses, 
allowing the respondent to reflect and voice answers in their own words and details. They leave open 
the possibility of a deeper understanding of the issues. As such, semi-structured data collection tools are 
most appropriate for qualitative, exploratory methods of data collection and analysis.  
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However, open-ended questioning may provoke responses that are ambiguous and uninterpretable, and to 
avoid this, it is important to have a list of probing questions to get the required details about the topic being 
discussed. Probing is a method of questioning where the interviewer asks follow-up questions either 
to inquire/ clarify something that has just been said (e.g. “Can you provide an example…”) or to go into 
more details into the topic being discussed (e.g. “What about women and girls of your household? Are 
their experiences similar to yours?”). As such, probing is an extremely important component of open-ended 
questioning, especially if we want to ensure we get the details required for interpretation and analysis. 
Some examples of open-ended questions (with probes) are provided below.  

 What type of employment opportunities do women in this area currently have access to? 

o Any changes over the past year? 

o All groups of women have equal access to these opportunities? If no, please explain. 

 What is the most urgent support needed to improve women’s access to employment in this area?  

o Why is this the most urgent? 

o Was this support provided in the past? If yes, please explain (by whom, how it went, etc.) 

4.1.3 Relevance and applicability of structured vs. semi-structured tools 

The choice of going with a more structured or more semi-structured data collection tool ultimately 

depends on what exactly we are trying to find out and what methodology we have deemed to be 

suitable to address the research questions at hand. Both tools have their advantages and disadvantages 

– see table below – but the final relevance and applicability depends on what information we need and how 

we intend to analyse the information we will be collecting. 

Table 21: Comparative pros and cons overview of structured and semi-structured data collection tools 

 Structured Semi-structured 

Pros Cons Pros  Cons 
Time 
efficiency 

Less time 
consuming i.e. due 
to the close-ended 
nature of questions, 
interviews can be 
conducted fairly 
quickly and within 
the time allotted  

--- --- More time 
consuming i.e. due 
to open-ended nature 
of questions and room 
for in-depth follow-up 
discussions, 
interviews could take 
longer than planned  

Speed of 
data 
processing 

Due to structure of 
raw data produced 
(e.g. automatically in 
an Excel 
spreadsheet format), 
incoming data can 
be quickly 
processed, 
prepared for 
analysis  

--- --- Due to structure of 
raw data produced 
(e.g. several pages of 
written transcripts), 
incoming data can 
take more time to be 
processed, prepared 
for analysis 

Depth of 
information 
gathered 

--- Limited room for 
follow-up and 
exploration i.e. not 
much room to capture 
the context / more 
details on why a 
respondent provided 
a specific response 

Researcher can probe 
and explore additional 
details where needed 
e.g. ask the respondent 
to elaborate with an 
example of why they 
think healthcare 

--- 
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facilities aren’t 
functioning  

Type of 
analysis 
possible 

More suitable for 
quantitative 
research and 
analysis methods 
 

Less suitable for 
qualitative research 
and analysis methods 

More suitable for 
qualitative research 
and analysis methods 

Not suitable for 
quantitative research 
and analysis methods 

 

Now, if we go back to the Food Security and Livelihoods Assessment example that we have been 

working through in the past steps of this guidance document, what type of data collection tools 

would be most appropriate to achieve the identified research objectives? The answer is a mix of structured 

(household surveys) and semi-structured (FGD) tools (see table below). 

Table 22: Questionnaire examples based on indicators from Step 2 (see Table 10 for reference) 

 
Example indicators Type of data collection tool  Example questions 

% of assessed households that have 
a poor or borderline Food 
Consumption Score (FCS) 

Structured 
 

Standardised FCS survey module135 

% of assessed households that used 
severe or emergency coping 
strategies to cope with a lack of 
resources to meet basic needs in the 
past 30 days, by length of 
displacement from Syria 

Structured 
 

- Standardised Livelihood Coping 
Strategy Index survey module136 
- In which year did your household 
leave Syria for the first time? 

Semi-structured If people in your area don’t have 
enough food or enough money to buy 
food, what type of strategies do they 
use to cope with this situation? 

% of assessed households whose 
average monthly income from all 
sources is less than 100 USD 

Structured 
 

What was your household’s income 
(in USD) from each of the following 
sources in the past 30 days? 

% of assessed households that have 
a poor Food Consumption Score AND 
average monthly income from all 
sources <100 USD 

Structured 
 

- Standardized FCS survey modules 
- What was your household’s income 
(in USD) from each of the following 
sources in the past 30 days? 

% of assessed households that have 
a poor or borderline Food 
Consumption Score, by age and 
gender of head of household 

Structured 
 

- Standardized FCS survey modules 
- How old is the head of your 
household? 
- What is the gender of your head of 
household? 

Top three most commonly reported 
reasons for being unable to meet 
basic needs in the past 30 days 

Structured - Was your household able to meet its 
basic needs (food, shelter, water and 
healthcare) in the past 30 days? 
- If no, what were the reasons? 

Contextual developments which could 
explain improved food and livelihood 
security  

Semi-structured - What changes have come about in 
this area over the past year which 
could have impacted (positively or 
negatively) people’s ability to access 
food and livelihoods? 
- Please explain what the change was 
exactly and what impact it had. 

                                                             
135 See also: Global Food Security Cluster; FSC Indicator Handbook (2020) 
136 Ibid. 

https://fscluster.org/handbook/index.html#introduction
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4.2 Questionnaire design checklist 

4.2.1 Overall 

The questionnaire should keep respondent(s) engaged and comfortable throughout the length of 
the discussion. In order to ensure this, it is important to: 

 Design your questionnaire based on the preliminary analysis plan i.e. only capture information 

needed to measure the indicators and answer the research questions. 

 Include a clear informed consent note at the start of the questionnaire so respondent(s) are 
fully aware of what they are getting into and why before proceeding to answer the questions. 
This is a legal obligation for the data collection team.137 

 Ensure questionnaires are of suitable length, aiming for 30-45 minutes’ maximum for one-on-
one interviews and 60-90 minutes’ maximum for group discussions. Questionnaires to be 
administered remotely (e.g. via telephone or internet) should be even shorter than that.138 

 Ensure questionnaires follow a clear sequence and logical flow. The flow of questions should 
be from the general to the specific, and information should be gathered in a way that feels natural 
and logical for a day-to-day conversation. For e.g. data on sources of food could be collected 
together with or immediately after data on food consumption, as this will be a natural or easy 
change of subject for the respondents. 

 Use simple, clear language and phrasing of questions throughout (and keep technical 

terminology, acronyms and jargon to the minimum!).  

 Have questionnaire translated accurately into local language. This also means ensuring the 

translation makes sense by piloting the tool before data collection and (where possible) having the 

tool back translated to the original language to ensure the translation was done accurately.  

 Don’t phrase questions in a tone that is leading or judgemental. For e.g. asking directly “What 

are the reasons you are unhappy with the humanitarian assistance you receive?” rather than 1) 

asking if they were satisfied with the assistance received, and if no 2) reasons for dissatisfaction. 

 Ensure the unit of measurement (i.e. who or what we are asking about) is always clear from 
the phrasing of the question. For e.g. if we want to understand the water sources available in a 
camp through a KI interview, we should ask “Which type of water source do people in this camp 
most commonly use for drinking purposes” rather than “Which type of water source do you use 
most often for drinking purposes”? The answers would be different for the KI based on his/ her 
individual experience or the experience of the other residents for the camp he/ she is reporting on.  

 Refrain from asking questions which could be sensitive or culturally inappropriate for the 
context, while always keeping the core humanitarian principles in mind. For e.g. it is usually 
unethical to ask a respondent directly if they are a rape victim because (1) our field teams don’t 
have the required training for follow-up psychosocial counselling if the respondent did in fact want 
to discuss this incident with them (2) we may risk re-traumatising the respondent by making them 
recall the experience, thereby directly going against the principle of “do no harm”. Similarly, we 
should also refrain from asking questions which could put the data collectors at risk simply because 
they are asking questions they are not meant to in a particular context. For instance, in a country 
where the government is a direct party to the conflict, we should not ask questions about people’s 
perceptions of the government and/ or the army. By asking this question, we may put enumerators 
at risk because (1) respondents see this as a reason for distrust in the data collector (2) data 
collection teams encounter government authorities in the field who see this as reason to question 

                                                             
137 Further guidance on what should be covered in an informed consent note is provided later (section 5.3: Seeking Informed Consent). 
138 For more on how survey length can have a significant impact on responses, see also: Kilic, Talip and Thomas Sohnesen. “Same Question but 
Different Answer: Experimental Evidence on Questionnaire Design’s Impact on Poverty Measured by Proxies.” 

http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/818271468278349475/pdf/Same-question-but-different-answer-experimental-evidence-on-questionnaire-designs-impact-on-poverty-measured-by-proxies.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/818271468278349475/pdf/Same-question-but-different-answer-experimental-evidence-on-questionnaire-designs-impact-on-poverty-measured-by-proxies.pdf
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whether the intention of the data collection activity is strictly humanitarian. More detailed 
recommendations around such ethical considerations for the research design process overall in 
the next section (Step 5) of this document. 

 Record metadata (such as date, location of interview, social role of interviewee, group represented 
by the interviewee, etc.) for each respondent or household as long as it’s not deemed to be 
sensitive information; this information will be useful in data interpretation and processing.  

 Minimise the collection of personally identifiable information (direct and indirect) as much 
as possible. If such information is being collected (for e.g. as part of respondent metadata for data 
processing purposes), it is a legal obligation of the data collection team to reassure respondent(s) 
of the purpose for which it is collected and how this information will be managed at the end of data 
collection. See also: IMPACT Initiatives; SOPs for Management of Personally Identifiable 
Information (Version 1, 2019). 

 Test, test, test! Pilot and test the questionnaire both by yourself as well as through “mock” 
interviews by the data collection teams to ensure all issues are caught early on.  

4.2.2 Structured tool design checklist 

In addition to the overall checklist above (4.2.1), the table below outlines a few other things to keep in 
mind especially for developing structured data collection tools.  
 
Table 23: Structured tool design checklist139 
 

 Question is unclear and not specific enough; 
for e.g. “How much did you spend on essential 
needs?”  Every respondent can interpret this 
question differently, generating incomparable 
data across interviews  
- What do we mean by “essential needs”?  
- Who do we mean by “you”? The respondent 
alone? His/ her entire household? 
- What is the unit of measurement?  
- What is the time frame we are interested in? 

 Clear and specific, leaving little room for 
subjective interpretation to ensure all interviews 
are indeed comparable. For e.g. “How much did 
your household spend on essential needs (food, 
water, shelter, healthcare) in USD during the last 
30 days”? 

 Response options are not clearly defined; e.g. 
“Rate the overall impact of the disaster on the 
people of your area” (on a scale of 1-7 with one 
being “No impact” and 7 being “catastrophic”)  
Again there is too much being left to subjective 
interpretation here (what one KI considers 
“catastrophic” someone else could consider 
“moderate” or “severe”) which generates 
incomparable data across interviews 

 Response options are clearly defined; for e.g. 
“Rate the overall impact of the disaster in your 
area on a scale of 1-5” with the following answer 
options: 1= No impact; 2=Low impact (No shelter 
damage or displacement from homes); 3= 
Moderate impact (<25% shelter damage leading 
to some displacement); 4= Severe impact (<50% 
shelter damage leading to some displacement); 
5= Catastrophic (>50% shelter damage leading to 
widespread displacement)  

 Double barrelled / asking two separate things in 
the same question; for e.g. “How often and how 
much do you spend on each visit to the hospital” 
 Is the number entered by the enumerator 
reflecting number of visits or amount spent? 

 Only asking one thing at a time; for e.g. “1. How 
many times did you visit the hospital in the last 
week”? & “2. How much did you spend in total for 
these visits in the last week?” 

 Using technical terms with no clear 
explanation of what they mean; for e.g. 
“gender-based violence” or “accountability to 
affected populations” or “livelihood interventions” 

 All technical terms are clearly explained with 
a note accompanying the question  

 Recall period is subjective i.e. could mean 
different things for different people; e.g. “Did you 
benefit from any cash assistance since the 

 Recall period is objective; e.g. “Did you benefit 
from any cash assistance since the crisis first 
started in July 2018”? 

                                                             
139 See also: ACF International; Lessons Learned from KAP Survey Failures (2013) 

https://www.reachresourcecentre.info/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/SOP_data_protection_PII1.pdf
https://www.reachresourcecentre.info/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/SOP_data_protection_PII1.pdf
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beginning of the crisis?”  Especially in 
protracted crisis contexts, the “beginning of the 
crisis” could mean a different point in time for 
different people 

 Questions and answer options are not aligned 
with/ not useful for the intended analysis; for 
e.g. we are interested in understanding why 
beneficiaries were unhappy with the assistance 
received, but we only have one binary question 
“Were you satisfied with the assistance received 
in the last month”? with no follow-up asking for 
reasons if the respondent answers “No”  

 Questions and answer options are effective in 
measuring indicators; for e.g. adding a second 
follow-up question to the one mentioned on the 
left “If not satisfied, what was the primary reason 
for dissatisfaction”?  

 Asking questions we know the respondent 
may not be able to reliably answer, especially 
in the case of structured KI interviews, where KIs 
are reporting often for large area/population (e.g. 
an entire district). For e.g. “Was everyone 
satisfied with the cash assistance delivered to this 
area in the last month”?  A KI will not know if 
each and every beneficiary was happy with what 
they got (this would mean the KI went around 
asking everyone what they thought)   

 Only asking questions we know the 
respondent will be able to answer reliably, for 
whatever the unit of measurement may be. For 
e.g. “1. Do you think the cash assistance provided 
in the last month addressed the needs of MOST 
people in this area”? and “2. If no, why?” For more 
guidance on what types of questions and what 
level of detail could be less/ more appropriate for 
different types of respondent profiles, see Section 
D and Annex 6 of the IMPACT Area-based 
Assessment Toolkit (2018) available here 

 For particularly difficult questions (i.e. questions 
for which getting straightforward responses might 
be tricky),140 also recommended to try A/B 
testing i.e. measure the same concept twice in 
slightly different ways for triangulation and 
ensure consistency of responses. For this, 
different versions of the same question (i.e. all 
aimed at capturing the same information but using 
varying wording) are spread out throughout the 
interview, and version of the question most 
frequently selected by participants as “easiest to 
understand” was taken as the “optimal” question 
for future reference.141, 142  

4.2.3 Semi-structured tool design checklist 

In addition to the overall checklist above (4.2.1), the table below outlines a few other things to keep in 
mind especially for developing semi-structured data collection tools.  
 
Table 24: Semi-structured tool design checklist 
 

 Jump right to the point without setting the 
tone of the discussion first; for e.g. directly 

 Open with an engagement question before 
going into the more specific questions; for e.g. 

                                                             
140 For instance, a respondent might find it easier to recall things about simple factual or behavioural information that relates to his/ her day-to-day 
life (e.g. how much did you pay for your children’s’ school fees last month) but may find it more difficult to recall things related to rare behaviours / 
something that happened a long time ago (e.g. types of food people were consuming during last year’s floods) / forming opinions on big topics (e.g. 
satisfaction with last election process where he/ she may form judgement on the spot, if they were not actively involved in this process). See also: 

Leeuw, E. (2008). ‘Self-administered questionnaires and standardized interviews’ in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research 
Methods (p. 316) 
141 This approach was taken for a recent toolkit developed for digital needs assessments by IMPACT. As an example, to ask respondents if they 
know how to obtain additional credit for their sim cards, the following three questions were asked: (1) Do you know how to recharge prepaid credit? 

(2) Do you know how to top up airtime? (3) Do you know how to add account balance? In addition to identifying the “optimal” way to ask this question 
by selecting the version most frequently selected by respondents as “easiest to understand”, differences in the responses to these different versions 
were also investigated to identify misunderstandings, if any. 
142 Another test which can also be administered if time and resources allow is the “test-retest” approach i.e. asking respondents the same questions 

with an interval in between (e.g. two weeks). The responses can then be compared to check if responses were consistent (meaning the respondent 
has likely understood the question in the same way twice) or if responses were inconsistent, what is the reason for that (can the phrasing be made 
clearer or is there a specific contextual development which could explain this discrepancy.  

https://www.reachresourcecentre.info/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/impact_area-based_assessment_toolkit_201812.pdf
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asking “What coping strategies are you using 
when you are unable to access food”  here we 
are assuming that the respondent(s) is engaging 
in coping strategies without giving them a chance 
to discuss their general livelihood situation first 

first asking “How do you access food for your 
household on a day to day basis”? (with probes 
on how reliable this source is) and then going into 
the question about coping strategies 

 Too broad i.e. asking the research question 
directly as an open-ended question; for e.g. 
“What is the current situation in terms of access to 
jobs and employment for women in Iraq?”  This 
could open up a long discussion, without getting 
us the targeted information we need for the 
analytical objectives at hand 

 Address the research question by narrowing it 
down to specific questions and conversation 
topics relating to the issue; for e.g. “What type 
of employment opportunities do women in Iraq 
currently have access to”? and then probing 1) If 
this situation has changed over the past x period 
and how AND 2) If all women have equal access 
to these opportunities (further probing if no) 

 Using open-ended questions with no probes 
 this has a risk of de-railing the discussion 
without getting us the targeted information and 
details we may need for the analysis 

 Include sufficient probes for each question 
and keep the questions limited (5-8 max). It is also 
important to ensure enumerators are well-trained 
in the required facilitation techniques for semi-
structured data collection, especially probing.  

 Using close-ended questions (can be 
answered simply by “yes” / “no”) with no 
probes; for e.g. “Are you or anyone you know 
using any strategies to cope with a lack of food?” 
 defeats the purpose of choosing a semi-
structured data collection approach in the first 
place (which should be exploratory by definition) 

 Avoid close-ended questions entirely, or if they 
are used they are only used as opening 
questions with probes; for e.g. “Are you or 
anyone you know using any strategies to cope 
with a lack of food? If no, why not? If yes, what 
type of strategies are being used?” 

 Asking questions about topics which are not 
appropriate in a group setting; for e.g. asking 
survivors of gender-based violence to openly 
share their experience with the group OR asking 
participants to discuss their income and 
expenditure patterns  if such information is 
required, topics like these are better discussed in 
in-depth individual interviews instead 

 Only ask questions that are appropriate to 
discuss in a group setting i.e. not too sensitive 
or controversial for the context where the 
research is being conducted143 

 

4.3 Data processing and analysis considerations to implement DAP 

As a final part of Step 4, it is important to start thinking from a practical standpoint and outline in the TOR, 

specifically: 

1) How will the collected data be processed and analysed to measure each of the indicators/ 

answer each of the research questions? 144 

 The main output from this should be a summary in the research ToR of the data 

processing and analysis plans, clearly outlining (1) how the data will be cleaned and 

processed for analysis purposes (2) how data will be triangulated and verified145 (3) what type 

of analysis will be conducted and what will be the unit of analysis/ reporting (aggregation and 

weighting considerations, qualitative data coding, type of descriptive statistics, statistical tests, 

                                                             
143 Smithson, Janet (2008) ‘Focus Groups’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.361) 
144 See also: Alasuutari et al (Eds.) (2008); ‘Part IV: Types of Analysis and Interpretation of Evidence’; The SAGE Handbook of Social Research 
Methods (p.371-616) 
145 There are several different ways of going about such triangulation; examples include: (1) methodological triangulation (i.e. checking data collected 
via one method, e.g. household surveys, with data collected using another e.g. direct observation)- this is the one used most commonly within 
IMPACT; (2) triangulation by time (i.e. repeated return to the site/ respondent of study to track patterns of events and their trends over time); (3) 
theoretical triangulation (i.e. recourse to existing abstractions or theories that might explain the data coming in); (4) comprehensive validation/ 

member checking (i.e. groups representing those studied OR individual respondents themselves are consulted at the time of analysis to confirm, 
elaborate and disconfirm write-ups from the interviews/ observations). See also: Mabry, Linda (2008) ‘Case Study in Social Research’; in Alasuutari 
et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.222) 
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relevant variables for hypothesis testing, and so on) and (4) how this analysis will be conducted 

i.e. using which computer programmes (Excel, R, NVIVO, SPSS, Atlas, etc.).  

 Additionally, for structured analysis plans, if time allows, an additional column should 

also be added to the end of the DAP spreadsheet specifying which type of analysis 

function and/ or test will be used to analyse/ measure each of the indicators outlined. This is 

useful to get an early start on the analysis process once data collection is launched as it serves 

as a “blueprint” for the analysis preparation (e.g. a clear guide on how to code the analysis).  

 Please refer to IMPACT guidelines for more detailed guidance on data processing and 

analysis. All available guidance documents for this are available on the online Repository 

(Toolkit section) here (for data cleaning/ processing) and here (for data analysis). 

2) How and in what format will the analysis be presented to our intended audience?146  

 This should be reflected in the Executive Summary table of the research ToR, under the 

“Expected output type(s)” section (see screenshot below). 

 

 Please refer to IMPACT’s tools and guidelines for drafting and validation of information 
products for more detailed guidance on this. All available guidance documents for this are 
available on the online Repository (Toolkit section) here (for tools and templates relevant to 
output drafting) and here (for tips and guidance for output review and validation). 

  

                                                             
146 See also: Hyvarinen, Matti (2008); ‘Analyzing Narratives and Story-Telling’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research 
Methods (p.447-460) and Marvasti, Amir (2008); ‘Writing and Presenting Social Research’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social 
Research Methods (p.602-616) 

https://www.impact-repository.org/toolkit/data-collection-processing/
https://www.impact-repository.org/toolkit/data-analysis-validation/
https://www.impact-repository.org/toolkit/output-drafting/
https://www.impact-repository.org/toolkit/output-review-validation/
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Step 5: Final check to ensure key ethical considerations 

factored into research design 

Throughout the research design process, the research team should anticipate the ethical issues associated 

with the planned research exercise. However, once all the research design has been finalised, step 5 

involves a final check to ensure all such ethical considerations have been adequately thought 

through. This section summarises the key aspects to look out for in this final check, with a specific focus 

on (1) ensuring “Do no harm” (2) seeking informed consent from research participants (3) setting up 

additional protocols for data collection with minors and (4) strengthening data protection by minimising the 

collection of personally identifiable information.  

5.1 Key ethical considerations during research design147, 148 

The checklist to mainstream key ethical considerations through the research design process should 

be based on the following guiding questions: 

 Has the overall research design and data collection plan been discussed and coordinated with 

relevant stakeholders within the response to avoid unnecessary duplication of data collection 

efforts and/ or to promote coordinated assessments where relevant?149 E.g. if we need to conduct 

a WASH needs assessment in a context with limited access to the population of interest, and 

UNICEF in country already conducts an M&E data collection exercise among their beneficiaries of 

WASH assistance every quarter, how could we best coordinate with UNICEF to capture the 

required information through their quarterly beneficiary data collection exercise? 

 Is the research design and data collection people centred and inclusive?150  

 Guided by the interests and well-being of the crisis-affected population E.g. the 

research findings will facilitate a more effective response towards those most 

vulnerable and in need of humanitarian assistance within the population of interest 

 Crisis-affected population, to the extent possible, are invited to participate and are 

included/ represented in all relevant phases from data collection through to analysis, 

reporting and dissemination E.g. sharing research findings back with the assessed 

populations for their feedback and inputs151 

 Diverse representation within the population of interest i.e. if appropriate for the 

research question(s) and time/ access/ resources allow, people with special needs, 

vulnerabilities or from specific minorities are well-represented through the research 

 Does the research design adhere to the principle of ‘do no harm’? (see sub-section 5.2) i.e. the 

research team (including data collectors) and/ or respondents and their communities are not 

exposed to any additional risks through their participation in the research152 

 The decision to implement any research should be carefully considered so as to avoid 

exposing both the research team as well as the research participants to potential risks 

or harms as a result of the research.153 This should be kept in mind when defining the 

objectives and designing the data analysis plan for any research. E.g. collecting, 

analysing or disseminating information on human right violations which can directly 

or indirectly identify perpetrators (individuals or groups) of these violations, could put 

                                                             
147 See also: Anushko E. Andrea & Celia B. Fisher (2008) ‘Research Ethics in Social Science’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of 
Social Research Methods (p.95-109) 
148 All staff working on a research cycle within IMPACT are recommended to go through the Protection Information Management e-learning course 

at least once. Can be accessed online through this link: http://pim.guide/uncategorized/pim-e-learning/  
149 See also: Inter-agency Standing Committee (IASC); Operational Guidance for Coordinated Assessments in Humanitarian Crises (2011) 
150 Adapted from: [DRAFT] Grand Bargain on Joint Needs Assessment Working Group; ‘Principles for Coordinated Needs Assessment Ethos’ (2019).  
151 For an example of how this has been done by IMPACT in the past, read more about the collaboration between Africa Voices Foundation and the 

REACH Somalia team during the 2018 Joint Multi Cluster Needs Assessment here 
152 See also: ALNAP; Incorporating the principle of ‘Do No Harm’ (2018); page 9 
153 Adapted from: Australasian Evaluation Society Inc.; ‘Guidelines for the Ethical Conduct of Evaluations’ (July 2013). 

http://pim.guide/uncategorized/pim-e-learning/
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/legacy_files/operational_guidance_for_coordinated_assessments_in_humanitarian_crises.pdf
https://www.africasvoices.org/case-studies/reach-somali-citizen-perspectives-on-humanitarian-priorities-in-2018-jmcna/
https://www.alnap.org/system/files/content/resource/files/main/donoharm_pe07_synthesis.pdf
https://www.aes.asn.au/images/stories/files/membership/AES_Guidelines_web_v2.pdf
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both those providing this information as well as those collecting and reporting this 

information at potential risk, thereby violating the ‘do no harm’ principle.  

 For specific risks associated with primary research and data collection during COVID-

19 and how to ensure ‘do no harm’ during the COVID-19 outbreak, see also: IMPACT 

Initiatives, SOPs for Data Collection during COVID-19 (April 2020) available here.  

These SOPs are an example of how do no harm principles may need to be revisited 

due to a sudden and unexpected shift in the global/ country operational context 

 Does the research design and data collection adhere to the core humanitarian principles of:154   

 Humanity i.e. research design and data collection plan is aligned with the purpose of 

humanitarian action which is to protect and ensure respect for all human beings  

 Neutrality i.e. research design does not allow for collecting, analysing or reporting 

controversial information of a political, racial, religious or ideological nature 

 Impartiality i.e. research design and data collection plan aims to understand needs 

and vulnerabilities of the overall population of interest without making distinctions 

based on race, class, political opinions, etc. 

 Independence i.e. research design and data collection plan is autonomous from the 

political, economic, military or other objectives that any actor may hold with regards 

to areas or groups being targeted for the research 

 Have the data collection teams been trained on and made aware of referral channels and 

procedures to follow if they notice or encounter specific incidents, activities, particularly 

vulnerable cases or any other cause for concern during the course of data collection?  

 Relevant protection actors in country should be consulted for this purpose  

 Does the research design and data collection respect participants, their rights and dignity?  

 Seeking informed consent i.e. purpose of the research and how the information 

provided will be used is clearly communicated to participants (see sub-section 5.3) 

 Being considerate of the participants’ time i.e. don’t plan surveys or discussions that 

will take up two or three hours of their day 

 Ensuring accurate reporting of the information as it is provided i.e. avoid any 

sensationalisation, exaggeration, suppression, falsification or invention of findings to 

meet the researcher or target audience’s needs.155 

 Is the research design and data collection sensitive to particularly vulnerable groups such as 

minors (i.e. <18 years old), persons with disabilities, victims of trafficking, etc.?  

 Data collection with minors: See sub-section 5.4  

 Data collection with persons with disabilities: See Annex 9: Collecting disability data 

in a household-level needs assessment. 

 Data collection with other vulnerable groups such as victims of protection incidents: 

If such groups need to be included for a research cycle, additional protocols and 

training will need to be followed, after discussion with IMPACT HQ RDD Unit.156  

 How will the study protect the anonymity of data collectors and participants as well as the 

information they are sharing? (see sub-section 5.5) 

 Has the data collection team been trained on and made aware of ACTED’s Complaints and 

Response Mechanism in country?157 

 Are all staff working on the research cycle familiar with the organisational Code of Conduct 

and its implications in terms of expected behaviour through the research process? 

                                                             
154 See also: IMPACT Initiatives; Guidance Note: Ensuring respect for core humanitarian and protection principles in research reporting (2019). 
155 See IMPACT’s guidelines for output drafting and review available on the Repository Toolkit here.  
156 For example see also: WHO & London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, ‘Ethical and Safety Recommendations for Interviewing Trafficked 
Women’ (2003). 
157 Specifically, relevant for IMPACT research activities because of the partnership framework with ACTED in country  

https://www.reachresourcecentre.info/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/DataCollectionSOPCOVID-19.pdf
https://www.impact-repository.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/IMPACT_Guidance-note_Ensuring-respect-for-humanitarian-and-protection-principles-in-reporting_September-2019.pdf
https://www.impact-repository.org/toolkit/research/
https://www.who.int/mip/2003/other_documents/en/Ethical_Safety-GWH.pdf
https://www.who.int/mip/2003/other_documents/en/Ethical_Safety-GWH.pdf
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5.2 ‘Do no harm’ research design checklist158 

 Does the research design and data collection put participants at risk in any way?  

 What could be the consequences for the participants if the information they have 

provided (including anonymised information) becomes available to a wider, 

unintended audience? 

 What could be the repercussions of conducting the research on certain audiences or 

groups of participants?  

 Does the research design and data collection put data collectors at risk in any way?  

 Is it safe for data collection teams to travel to the intended areas to identify and 

interview research participants face-to-face? 

 Are there specific areas included in the sampling frame which could be insecure for 

data collection teams to visit? 

 Does the survey or interview guide include particularly sensitive topics of investigation 

which could impact the perceptions of data collectors by the research participants or 

their communities?  

 Does the survey or interview guide include particularly sensitive topics of investigation 

which could impact the perceptions of data collectors by the local authorities of the 

areas visited? 

 Have all required authorisations been sought for the data collection teams before they 

are sent out to the field?  

 [Where relevant] Have the relevant stakeholders in the locations to be visited been 

informed of the timing and purpose of the data collection team’s visit?   

 Are there any specific topics being discussed during the interview or group discussion 

which may be stressful and/ or re-traumatising for the participants (both respondents and 

data collectors)?  

 Reconsider why and how you are collecting such information through the data 

collection tool/ questionnaire and if it is appropriate to do so 

 Specifically for group discussion settings:159 

 Ensure topic being discussed is appropriate for a group setting i.e. if 

participants are asking to discuss something they are not comfortable 

sharing with others in the group, this could lead to unintended 

consequences during or after the discussion 

 Ensure group dynamics are appropriate given any sensitivities in the context 

e.g. if the crisis in which the research is being conducted has an aspect of 

ethnic tensions, avoid conducting joint group discussions with members of 

opposing ethnic/ socio-cultural groups 

 For any topic discussed, enumerators should be trained:  

 To listen, be non-judgemental and create an atmosphere of trust and 

confidence for the participant(s) 

 To pay attention to participants’ reactions during the data collection process, 

and take appropriate measures as needed 

 On existing referral mechanisms and how and when they should be used 

5.3 Seeking informed consent from research participants 

The purpose of the research and how the information provided will be used should be clearly 

communicated to the participants of the research prior to starting data collection,160 and this 

                                                             
158 For specific risks associated with primary research and data collection during COVID-19 and how to ensure ‘do no harm’ during the COVID-19 

outbreak, see also: IMPACT Initiatives, SOPs for Data Collection during COVID-19 (2020). 
159 Smithson, Janet (2008) ‘Focus Groups’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.360-361) 
160 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.88  

https://www.reachresourcecentre.info/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/DataCollectionSOPCOVID-19.pdf
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communication should be in line with ACTED/ IMPACT’s (forthcoming) Data Protection Policy. For 

this purpose, an informed consent form should be the starting point of any data collection tool. As defined 

by Anushko & Fisher (2008), informed consent is “the moral necessity of obtaining consent to 

participate in research that is informed, rational and voluntary”; this is done by ensuring that each 

prospective participant is provided all necessary information about the study that could influence his/ her 

willingness to participate.161 

The bare minimum an informed consent form should include (in a clear, understandable and 

appropriate language)162 is listed below:163, 164 

 The identity of the data collector and where applicable, who he/ she works for  e.g. my 

name is John and I work for IMPACT Initiatives 

 The identity of data recipients or categories of data recipients  e.g. we are conducting this 

survey on behalf of/ in collaboration with the UN World Food Programme 

 The intended purpose of processing the data AND possible cross-referencing of data in order 

to assess the situation of the people concerned and improve the quality and effectiveness of 

IMPACT’s missions  e.g. we are conducting this research to analyse and better understand the 

food security and livelihood needs of Syrian refugee households  

 Clear description of the key topics that will be covered in the interview/ discussion  e.g. the 

survey will ask some basic information about your household, and then focus on questions related 

to food and livelihoods, also at the household level 

 Indication of the estimated length of the interview/ discussion  e.g. the survey should take 

no longer than 20-30 minutes to complete 

 Clear description of the process and rationale behind selection of participants  e.g. the 

selection of your household for this survey was completely random, and this randomised selection 

was done with the help of UNHCR’s registration list 

 Clear explanation of the benefits (or the lack thereof) for participation  e.g. participation in 

this study will not lead to direct assistance for you or your household. However, the information you 

provide will help those providing food assistance to better plan and target their programmes based 

on your needs, as well as the needs of others in a situation similar to yours 

 Disclaimer of any foreseeable, potential risks arising from participation in the research  

e.g. since the information will be completely anonymised, we do not foresee any direct risks to you 

or your household related to your participation in this research 

 Guarantee of confidentiality,165 anonymity AND notifying participants of the existence, if any, 

of the transfer of personal data to a third party  e.g. all information you provide for this survey 

will be completely anonymised and aggregated before we share the results beyond the research 

team i.e. all personally identifiable information will be deleted and it will not be possible to link back 

the responses to you or your household/ community 

                                                             
161 Anushko E. Andrea & Celia B. Fisher (2008) ‘Research Ethics in Social Science’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social 
Research Methods (p.99) 
162 It is important to note that language barriers for seeking informed consent might be a particular concern when working with specific types of 
population (for e.g. migrants or refugees, minors, etc.) and should be adequately factored in during the planning and design stage. In addition to 
language barriers, working with specific population groups in some contexts may also bring socio-cultural barriers (e.g. female respondents unable 
to give consent to participate without permission of male household members) that also need to be considered and thought through during the 

research design stage. See also: Anushko E. Andrea & Celia B. Fisher (2008) ‘Research Ethics in Social Science’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The 
SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.100) 
163 See also: Anushko E. Andrea & Celia B. Fisher (2008) ‘Research Ethics in Social Science’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of 
Social Research Methods (p.99); Australasian Evaluation Society Inc.; ‘Guidelines for the Ethical Conduct of Evaluations’ (July 2013); International 

Rescue Committee; ‘Consent Form Guidance & Template’ (December 2016); Sarantakos, S.; ‘Social Research’ (Third Edition, 2005) 
164 It is important to note that informed consent in the context of longitudinal research is not a one-off event (unlike cross-sectional research) but a 
process with repeated consultation necessary at each new phase of data collection. See also: Elliot et al (2008) ‘Research Ethics in Social Science’; 
in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.237) 
165 Guarantee of confidentiality is particularly difficult to ensure in group discussion settings. To mitigate this, it is important to ask all participants 
before beginning the discussion to respect the confidentiality of other participants and refrain from discussing what was said in the group with anyone 
outside. See also: Smithson, Janet (2008) ‘Focus Groups’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.361) 

https://www.aes.asn.au/images/stories/files/membership/AES_Guidelines_web_v2.pdf
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 Clear description of how the information will be shared and with whom166  e.g. the information 

you provide will be anonymised, combined with the information provided by other households, and 

summarised in a final report that will be shared with WFP, UNHCR and their partners 

 Guarantee of reversible consent and explanation of consequences (or lack thereof) of 

withdrawing consent  e.g. if you feel uncomfortable answering any of the questions within the 

survey, you are free to skip these questions. You can also stop the survey mid-way if you do not 

feel like continuing till the end.  

 [Where relevant] Informed consent for future contact and follow-up  e.g. our data processing 

team may have some follow-up questions on your responses when they are checking and 

analysing the data. Would you be willing to share your contact details for these clarifications? This 

information will be deleted as soon as the data processing step is finalised. 

 Names of persons to contact for questions or complaints related to the data collection process 

is provided i.e. contact details of IMPACT’s Data Protection Officer or equivalent  e.g. If you 

have questions or concerns related to this interaction, please contact person X at this number (in 

line with ACTED’s Complaints and Response Mechanism in country) 

o In line with IMPACT’s Data Protection Policy, through this channel respondents should be 

given the opportunity to not only provide feedback on the data collection exercise but also 

the opportunity to (1) enforce their right to rectification i.e. correct any information 

(including personal data) gathered during the interview (2) enforce their right to portability 

i.e. request the sharing back of the interview data concerning him/ her in a structured 

format and (where relevant) transferred to a third party of his/ her choice (3) enforce their 

right to erasure i.e. obtain a guarantee of the deletion of his/ her personal data once the 

stated purpose for this information has been fulfilled AND (4) enforce their right to define 

the directives relating to the use of their personal data in the event of their death. 

 Opportunities to ask any further clarification questions regarding the data collection process 

before starting the survey/ interview/ discussion 

5.4 Data collection with minors (i.e. anyone less than 18 years of age)167 

IMPACT’s policy on data collection with minors is to only collect data directly from this population group 

if the research objectives absolutely calls for it, and similar information cannot be collected from parents, 

guardians or caregivers. Even then, data should ideally only be collected from ages 15 years or older, 

                                                             
166 Given the different types of contexts IMPACT works in, it might not always possible to anticipate information that will come up during the data 

collection process. As such, if unanticipated revelations or sensitive issues are made known to the enumerator during an interview or discussion 
(e.g. reports of child abuse), he/ she may need to refer this case to a referral mechanism for urgent follow-up without risking the privacy and 
confidentiality of the respondent that was guaranteed at the start of the data collection process) In these scenarios, enumerators may need to resort 
to a re-consent strategy , something that they should be carefully trained on prior to being deployed for data collection. See also: Anushko E. Andrea 

& Celia B. Fisher (2008) ‘Research Ethics in Social Science’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.100) 
167 See also: UNICEF; ‘What we know about ethical research involving children in humanitarian settings’ (June 2016); Global Protection Cluster; 
‘Minimum standards for child protection in humanitarian action’.  

Example statement to seek informed consent 

 

My name is ___ [say interviewer’s name] and I am working with IMPACT. IMPACT is a Swiss non-governmental 

organisation, which is working with UNICEF - the United Nations Children’s Fund – to conduct an assessment of 

the refugee and migrant children in Transasia. Participation in this interview should not be considered a guarantee 

for any direct or indirect support to you or your community, but the information you provide will help UNICEF to 

define child protection priorities and programmes. We would like to ask you some questions about the reasons 

why children come to the country, their specific needs and the problems they face during their journey. The interview 

should take no more than 60 minutes. The information you provide will only be shared in a strictly anonymized 

format. Your participation is voluntary and you can choose not to answer any or all of the questions. You are also 

welcome to withdraw from the interview at any point. Do you need any further information? Would you be willing 

to take part in this interview? 

https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/pdf/IWP_2016_18.pdf
https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/5211dc124.pdf
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unless there is a specific added value to the data collection and analysis by interviewing even younger age 

groups (for e.g. if the assessment is to understand specific needs of children going to primary school).  

Figure 14: Decision tree for how to approach data collection with minors for IMPACT research cycles 

 

The following additional steps need to be taken if the research cycle involves data collection with 

minors (i.e. anyone less than 18 years old):  

 Develop a child protection protocol, one that is tailored to the scope of the research cycle (see 

example in Annex 8: Example of child protection protocol developed for a 2018 REACH-UNICEF) 

 Develop specific guidelines and trainings on data collection with minors, in collaboration with Child 

Protection actors/ experts in country (example from past research cycles available upon request 

from HQ RDD unit) 

 Consult child protection experts (for e.g. UNICEF or the Child Protection cluster) throughout the 

research design process 

 Get all relevant materials (ToRs, data collection tools, trainings, protection protocols, consent 

forms, etc.) reviewed and validated by a child protection expert and/ or an external ethical review 
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committee to ensure research is in line with international guidelines and best practices in data 

collection with children 

 Seek informed consent both from the participants (i.e. minors) as well as from parents or guardians, 

preferably in writing168 

 Train enumerators on how to detect signs of distress among minors during data collection, e.g.:169  

 Lack of interest and/ or energy 

 Excessive clinging to familiar people 

 Prolonged sadness 

 Anxiety 

 Headaches or other somatic complaints 

 Aggressiveness or destructiveness 

 Expressing violence, suffering or separation in their group activities  

 Poor concentration 

 Restlessness 

 Sudden changes in mood 

 Train enumerators on what to do if any of the above signs of distress are detected during data 

collection, including: 

 Clear lines of communication for referral/ follow-up 

 Allow the child to set the pace of the interview/ discussion and give the child adequate 

time to respond without showing signs of impatience 

 Make sure the child clearly understands who you are and what is the purpose of the 

interview/ discussion 

 Provide emotional support and encouragement 

 Be patient and allow time to build up trust 

 Do not be critical of the child and the responses he/ she is providing 

 Do not put pressure on the child to talk, continue to communicate but allow silences 

 Accept the child’s emotions such as guilt and anger 

 Never give false reassurance 

 Make sure to use simple language and to encourage the child to ask questions so that 

they understand everything 

 Find out more about the child from those who know him or her 

 If unsure, contact Field Manager/ Operations Coordinator/ etc. and follow protocol 

 Train enumerators on when and how to fill out an ‘Urgent Action’ report i.e. procedures that need 

to be followed if enumerators encounter an ‘urgent action case’ - a situation in which lack of prompt 

response can put the life and/ or well-being of a child in immediate danger - during the course of 

data collection (template from past research cycles available upon request from HQ RDD unit) 

 Ensure enumerators have signed confidentiality agreement (example available from HQ RDD unit) 

 Conduct a protection risk assessment (see example in Annex 8: Example of child protection 

protocol developed for a 2018 REACH-UNICEF) 

 Design data collection tools that are suitable for interviews or discussions with minors e.g. 

UNHCR’s ‘Listen and Learn: Participatory Assessment with Children and Adolescents’ approach170  

 Ensure enumerators are trained on how to interact with children, specifically: 

 To be patient, polite and sensitive  

 To use simple language for communication 

 To be flexible and creative with the questioning and facilitation 

 To have a friendly, informal and relaxed approach to make children feel at ease 

 To listen carefully and show interest in what the child has to say 

                                                             
168 Australasian Evaluation Society Inc.; ‘Guidelines for the Ethical Conduct of Evaluations’ (July 2013). 
169 Adapted from a training checklist developed together with UNICEF and Child Protection experts for an Unaccompanied and Separated Children 

Assessment conducted by the REACH Libya team in 2018. 
170 Guidance on this available online through this link: https://www.unhcr.org/protection/children/50f6d1259/listen-learn-participatory-assessment-
children-adolescents.html  

https://www.aes.asn.au/images/stories/files/membership/AES_Guidelines_web_v2.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/children/50f6d1259/listen-learn-participatory-assessment-children-adolescents.html
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/children/50f6d1259/listen-learn-participatory-assessment-children-adolescents.html
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 To respect the child views and not be critical or judgemental of his/ her responses  

 To remind the child that they can stop the interview/ leave the discussion at any point 

 To remind the child that they can choose not to answer any questions  

 To encourage the child to ask questions if they do not understand 

 To choose the location of interview/ discussion carefully (make children feel comfortable) 

 To make sure that the interview or discussion is in a private space (don’t let others listen) 

 To be aware of own gestures and tone of voice, and make children feel comfortable and 

that they can trust the data collector(s) 

5.5 Minimising collection of personally identifiable information 

As much as possible, data collection tools should be designed in a way to collect no or only limited 

personally identifiable information.  

However, in some instances, such information might need to be collected for data cleaning follow-up/ 

verification, or analysis purposes. For example:  

a. Respondent’s name 

b. Respondent’s contact details  

c. Household GPS coordinates 

d. Key Informant employer’s organisation & job designation 

e. Etc.  

If personally identifiable information is being collected, measures need to be taken to protect and 

securely store such data, as outlined in the IMPACT Data Management SOPs for Personally 

Identifiable Information:  

 Ensure only those personally identifiable variables that are absolutely necessary for data 

cleaning or analysis is included in the data collection tools  

 Fill out the data protection risk assessment table in the research ToR (see Table 25) to 

measure out the benefits against the risks of collecting this information 

 Ensure any personal data being collected is securely managed and stored as per the mitigation 

measures specified in the data protection risk assessment table 

 Disassociate names and other identifying variables from responses during data processing, 

analysis and dissemination171 

 Ensure all other key measures specified in the IMPACT SOPs and IMPACT/ ACTED Data 

Protection Policy are taken as needed 

Table 25: Data protection risk assessment to be completed as part of the research ToR  

                                                             
171 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.91  

https://www.reachresourcecentre.info/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/SOP_data_protection_PII1.pdf
https://www.reachresourcecentre.info/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/SOP_data_protection_PII1.pdf
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Step 6: Final preparations to launch field data collection 

This section outlines guidance for the final step of the research design process which involves the training 
of data collection teams and piloting of the methodology and data collection approach, prior to 
launching data collection. This step is key to (1) ensure data collection teams have a full understanding 
of the purpose of the research, how it will be conducted, the tools that will be used, and what each of their 
roles will be during the research process (2) test the tool(s) for misunderstandings and other issues on both 
enumerator and respondent side (3) test that the sampling methodology is well understood and works in 
practice (4) test that the overall organisation of data collection works (e.g. everyone in the team is clear on 
their role/ what to do in practice), including feedback loop between data processing and enumerator teams 
and (5) ensure that the data ultimately generated is of sound quality.  

6.1 Training of data collection teams 

The training schedule should cover the following: 
 Overview of research ToR 

 Objectives  
 Methodology 
 Sampling strategy 
 Data collection tools 

 Review tool question by question 
 Define key terms and definitions 
 (If available) Findings from similar studies in the past so that the analytical 

purpose of the different questions is well understood 
 Timeframe & workplan 

 Team setup and roles and responsibilities for each team member 
 Roles and responsibilities within the data collection team 
 Reporting lines  
 Feedback and debriefing process for incoming data between data collection team and 

database management team172 
 Software to be used (where applicable) 

 Mobile data collection using KOBO, ODK, etc. 
 Navigation software for random GIS sampling 

 Facilitation tips (especially important for semi-structured data collection and FGDs)173 
 Ethics of data collection 

 Code of conduct  
 Do no harm  
 Duty of care 
 Humanitarian principles 
 Informed consent 
 Referral mechanisms 
 Complaints & feedback mechanisms (in line with ACTED’s process in country) 
 Protocols for data collection with minors or other vulnerable groups (where applicable) 

 Protocols to follow if specific situation(s) arises that were not planned for, for e.g. 
 Locations provided in sampling plan cannot be visited due to changes in security context  
 While the interview is being conducted, a member from a neighbouring household comes 

and asks to be interviewed as well  
 Respondent is willing and keen to participate in the research, but unable to speak to the 

data collector at the time of visit due to other prior commitments  

                                                             
172 For more guidance on how this process should work in practice, see section 3 of the IMPACT Data Cleaning Guidelines for Structured Data (April 
2020), available here. 
173 It has sometimes been found that respondents interviewed by the same interviewer may have a tendency to provide similar answers. This is due 
to what is referred to as “interviewer effect” and is a possible result of several aspects such as different probing and faci litating techniques, badly 

worded questionnaires interpreted in different ways, etc. Apart from piloting and testing questionnaires thoroughly before data collection, establishing 
standardised procedures and ensuring enumerators are comprehensively trained on these is also very important. See also: Leeuw, E. (2008). ‘Self-
administered questionnaires and standardized interviews’ in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p. 318) 

https://www.impact-repository.org/toolkit/data-collection-processing/
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 Local authorities claim to not have received prior notice about data collection activities 
and are blocking the team from conducting the survey 

 Due to specific events, local communities are unhappy with the organisation on whose 
behalf data is being collected (e.g. WFP)/ the organisation whose visibility the data 
collector is wearing (e.g. ACTED), and perceives the data collection teams as a 
representative of this organisation 

 Etc. 
 Logistical arrangements for the research 

 Field coordination 
 Transportation 
 Accommodation 
 Etc.  

 Security situation and procedures  
 Transcribing and debriefing process for semi-structured data collection  

 Transcription should involve both descriptive notes (i.e. detailed minutes of the interview 
or discussion) as well as reflective notes (i.e. observations from the data collector/ note-
taker’s own speculations, impressions and ideas regarding the information provided); the 
discussion can also be recorded, if consent to do this has been sought from the 
interviewee/ group discussion participants 

 Debriefing is the process of summarizing key findings from the interview/ discussion for 
the purpose of analysis, using the debrief form (which should be aligned with the 
questionnaire). The debrief form should provide the person processing and analysing the 
data with key information from the interview/ discussion, including what may have gone 
wrong and why (see examples in Annex 10: Example debriefing form for a Focus Group 
Discussion). It is extremely important that debriefs are not left till the end but done at the 
soonest possible (ideally immediately after data collection each day) for best recalling by 
data collectors 

 A simulation exercise with the data collection tool in pairs (one person role-playing as data 
collector, another as respondent) 

 
Depending on context, training is either conducted directly with the entire field team or remotely (e.g. via 

Skype or through a training of trainers with team leaders in case the research coordination team is unable 

to access all team members, for instance due to security restrictions).  

In these instances, in addition to the checklist above, the training of trainers should also cover: 

 In-depth understanding of how field data collection contributes to decision-making  

 Importance of good quality data collection and how bad data can misinform analysis 

 In-depth understanding of why sampling strategy needs to be properly implemented up until 

the selection of the respondent to increase accuracy and reliability of data  

 Understanding how to ensure data accuracy and how to maintain a feedback loop throughout 

data collection to overcome issues where possible  

 Awareness of potential challenges that could arise during data collection and how to mitigate 

these challenges (e.g. if a location becomes inaccessible mid-way through data collection) 

6.2 Piloting methodology and data collection approach 

Towards the end of the training, a pilot session should be arranged where all aspects of the 

methodology as it is to be implemented is tested prior to data collection. The pilot session should be 

at minimum for one full working day (with time factored in to review results from the pilot) but could 

be longer depending on the scale of the research.  

The pilot provides an opportunity for (1) the data collection team to test their individual roles, familiarise 

themselves with the data collection tools and obtain immediate feedback and guidance relating to challenges 
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they may face in the field and (2) the research coordination team to verify that the tool(s) and methodology 

function as desired. Therefore, pilot testing of both the data collection approach and sampling strategy on 

the field prior to data collection is key to validate the overall research design and make required 

improvements in a timely manner.174   

The pilot should be aimed at reviewing the following key aspects: 

 Are respondents willing to answer questions? Are any questions particularly difficult or sensitive?  

– The pilot will reveal if the tool needs tweaking i.e. changes in wording or translation, 

deletion of specific sensitive questions 

 Do respondents misinterpret any questions? Are any words ambiguous or difficult to 

understand?175  

– The pilot will reveal if the tool needs tweaking i.e. changes in wording or translation 

 Do interviewers understand all questions? Are they conducting the interviews correctly? 

– The pilot will reveal if the tool needs tweaking or if further training is needed 

 Does the questionnaire flow smoothly? Can interviewers follow the instructions easily?  

– The pilot will show where the coding/ questionnaire structure needs to be improved  

 If paper form, is there adequate space on the form and are the answers clearly coded?  

– The pilot will show where the format needs to be improved  

 Do we need to create new codes for common answers that were not included in the 

questionnaire? 

– The pilot will show if additional response categories need to be added to avoid 

unnecessary ‘other’ answers 

 How long does an interview take?  

– The pilot will confirm feasibility of completing fieldwork within the planned time-frame 

 Is the sampling methodology feasible in the field?  
– The pilot will show if sampling strategy needs to be revised or additional training is needed  

 

After the pilot session, a detailed debriefing session with the field team should be held to jointly review 
the above aspects. It is also important that someone on the research coordination team (for e.g. the lead 
Assessment Officer) reviews the pilot data in detail and identifies where the specific issues with the data 
collection tools lie so that feedback to the field teams can be provided accordingly. 

 

 

 

  

                                                             
174 Creswell, John W.; ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ (Third Edition, 2009); p.150  
175 Piloting is the only way of ensuring that questions as written do communicate to respondents as intended / respondent will be able to answer 
them as expected. See also: Leeuw, E. (2008). ‘Self-administered questionnaires and standardized interviews’ in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE 
Handbook of Social Research Methods (p. 316) 
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16. ACAPS, Technical Brief: Secondary Data Review (2014) 
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Annex 2: Memo on cluster sampling 

Available on the IMPACT Online Document Repository > Toolkit > Research > Research design > Guidance: 

https://www.impact-repository.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Annex-4-Cluster_sampling-

memo_modif_20200514.docx  

Annex 3: User Guide for IMPACT’s online sampling tool 

1. Description  

1.1. Functionalities 

The probability-sampling tool can help with sampling for the most common strategies used in IMPACT 

research cycles. The tool is implemented in R and is hosted on a shiny server. Depending on the monthly 

usage, you may have to use one of the links below: 

- https://impact-initiatives.shinyapps.io/r_sampling_tool_v2/ 

- https://oliviercecchi.shinyapps.io/R_sampling_tool_v2/ 

You can also run the tool offline with the code available on GitHub: 

https://github.com/oliviercecchi/Probability-sampling-tool.  

The tool can generate sample based on fix number of survey or based on the sampling frame provided; 

the tool will calculate the sample size to reach the desired level of confidence and error margin on the 

findings and buffer as specified. 

Different type of sampling can be performed: 

- Random sampling from a list of households (can be stratified or not) – without replacement  

o See section 4 of the sampling guidance, under “simple random sampling” 

- Random sampling from a list of location and population by location – primary sampling unit (PSU) 

selected with replacement 

o See section 4 of the sampling guidance, under “2 stage random sampling” 

- Cluster sampling from a list of location and population by locations – PSU selected with 

replacement  

o See section 4 of the sampling guidance, under “2 stage cluster sampling” 

All the sampling types can be stratified by one factor (present in the sampling frame).  

Example: In this sampling frame, a combination of district and population, group is 

used for stratification.  

VDC name District VDC P_CODE Population group Stratification Total number of HH 

Bageswari Sindhupalchok C-BAG-26-001 Host Sindhupalchok - Host 1137 

Bageswari Sindhupalchok C-BAG-26-001 IDPs Sindhupalchok - IDPs 2488 

Balkot Sindhupalchok C-BAG-26-002 Host Sindhupalchok - Host 3999 

Balkot Sindhupalchok C-BAG-26-002 IDPs Sindhupalchok - IDPs 2878 

BhaktapurN.P. Sindhupalchok C-BAG-26-003 Host Sindhupalchok - Host 17639 

Changunarayan Sindhupalchok C-BAG-26-004 Host Sindhupalchok - Host 1374 

Chhaling Sindhupalchok C-BAG-26-005 Host Sindhupalchok - Host 1817 

Chitapol Sindhupalchok C-BAG-26-006 Host Sindhupalchok - Host 1274 

Dadhikot Sindhupalchok C-BAG-26-007 Host Sindhupalchok - Host 2688 

Duwakot Sindhupalchok C-BAG-26-008 Host Sindhupalchok - Host 2412 

Duwakot Sindhupalchok C-BAG-26-008 IDPs Sindhupalchok - IDPs 2411 

Gundu Sindhupalchok C-BAG-26-009 Host Sindhupalchok - Host 1257 

Gundu Sindhupalchok C-BAG-26-009 IDPs Sindhupalchok - IDPs 15314 

Jitpurphedi Kathmandu C-BAG-27-027 Host Kathmandu - Host 1631 

https://www.impact-repository.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Annex-4-Cluster_sampling-memo_modif_20200514.docx
https://www.impact-repository.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Annex-4-Cluster_sampling-memo_modif_20200514.docx
https://impact-initiatives.shinyapps.io/r_sampling_tool_v2/
https://oliviercecchi.shinyapps.io/R_sampling_tool_v2/
https://github.com/oliviercecchi/Probability-sampling-tool
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Daxinkali Kathmandu C-BAG-27-015 Host Kathmandu - Host 29126 

Dhapasi Kathmandu C-BAG-27-016 Host Kathmandu - Host 4692 

NaikapNayaBhanjyang Kathmandu C-BAG-27-042 Host Kathmandu - Host 3919 

Satungal Kathmandu C-BAG-27-049 Host Kathmandu - Host 20302 

Gonggabu Kathmandu C-BAG-27-022 Host Kathmandu - Host 5027 

Jitpurphedi Kathmandu C-BAG-27-027 IDPs Kathmandu - IDPs 973 

Daxinkali Kathmandu C-BAG-27-015 IDPs Kathmandu - IDPs 3731 

Dhapasi Kathmandu C-BAG-27-016 IDPs Kathmandu - IDPs 1225 

NaikapNayaBhanjyang Kathmandu C-BAG-27-042 IDPs Kathmandu - IDPs 26395 

Satungal Kathmandu C-BAG-27-049 IDPs Kathmandu - IDPs 2278 

Gonggabu Kathmandu C-BAG-27-022 IDPs Kathmandu - IDPs 7817 

TOTAL         163804 

 

1.2. Sample size calculation 

The formula used by IMPACT to calculate target sample sizes for probability sampling strategies within 

this tool was outlined by Krejcie and Morgan in 1970 and has been widely used in social research (3,313 

known citations).176 It is described as follows:  

𝑛 =  𝜒2 𝑁 𝑝(1 − 𝑝)/ 𝛽2 (𝑁 − 1) + (𝜒2 𝑝 (1 − 𝑝)) 

Where: 

𝑛 = Sample size 

𝜒2= Chi-square for the specified confidence level at 1 degree of freedom 

𝑁 = Population size 

𝑝 = Population proportion (assumed to be 0.5 to generate maximum sample size) 

𝛽 = desired Margin of Error (expressed as proportion) 

 

1.3. Calculation of design effect (cluster sampling) 

For cluster sampling, the resulting target sample size is adjusted for design effect, as outlined for example 

by Kish in 1965.177 The adjustment is conducted by applying the following formula;  

 

𝑛𝑒𝑓𝑓  =  𝑛 ( 1 + ( 𝑀 –  1 ) 𝐼𝐶𝐶 ) 

Where: 

𝑛𝑒𝑓𝑓  = effective sample size 

𝑛 = unadjusted sample size 

𝑀 = average sample size per cluster or PSU 

𝐼𝐶𝐶 = intra-cluster correlation 

 

2. Interface 

2.1 Sampling frame tab  

 Mode of sampling 

- Enter sample size: You can input the target sample size desired.  

- Sample size based on population: The sample size will be based on confidence level, error margin 

and proportion. 

 

                                                             
176 Krejcie and Morgan (1970) “Determining Sample Size for Research Activities” (Educational and Psychological Measurement, 30, pp. 607-610) 
177 Kish, Leslie (1965). "Survey Sampling". New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 



[IMPACT Research Design Guidelines, October 2020] 

98 | P a g e  

 Type of sampling 

- Random sampling from household list: Simple Random sampling, a random sample directly from 

the sampling frame, which consists of every unit in the population of interest, thus ensuring equal 

probability of each unit to be selected. See section 4 of the sampling guidance, under “simple 

random sampling” 

- Random sampling from location list: Primary Sampling Units (PSUs) are randomly selected with 

probabilities based on population size to ensure equal probability of each sub unit (e.g. 

households). This option produces the target sample by PSU; the sampling of each sub unit (e.g. 

households) will need to be randomized in the field.   

- Cluster sampling: Clusters, or Primary Sampling Units (PSUs), are randomly selected with 

probabilities based on population size to ensure equal probability of each sub unit (e.g. 

households). Each time a PSU is selected, a number of surveys defined by the “cluster size” set in 

the tool is attributed to the PSU. See section 4 of the sampling guidance, under “2 stage cluster 

sampling” 

- Stratified: If ticked, a variable characterizing the stratification of the sampling will be asking to 

stratify the sample. It is possible to enter only one. 

Figure 15: Screenshot of the sampling frame tab in the online tool 

 

 Parameters to be entered 

- Confidence level: The desired confidence level.  

- Error Margin: The desired error margin.  

- Proportion: The expected proportion in the sample.  

- Buffer: The desired percentage buffer.  

- Cluster size: The minimum number of interviews to conduct by cluster (only for cluster sampling) 

- ICC: Intra-cluster correlation: average value estimated in previous assessments = 0.06 (only for 

cluster sampling) 

 

 

 Loading files 

The app takes only files .csv; each row of the csv need to be the primary sampling unit. The headers of 

the dataset must NOT contain special characters. You can use some example data by ticking 'example 
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data'. The .csv files needs to be separated with comma. Csv files saved with a French version of Excel will 

use semicolon for separation and will have to be modified prior to uploading. 

When the files are loaded, depending of the type of sampling loaded before, some parameters will have to 

be specify: 

- Cluster: The variable including the name of each cluster, there should be no duplicates in this 

column.  

- Stratification: The variable in the data defining the stratification.  

- Population: The variable in the data defining the population number by PSU. Must be > 0 and > to 

cluster size  

 

 Sampling target 

When all the above parameters are defined, under the target section will be computed the target based on 

the confidence level and margin error defined previously. 

Click Apply to compute the target 

2.2 Sampling Tab  

When target appear in the tab, go to the 'Sampling tab' and click 'Sample!' to produce the sample. You can 

then download the list of units sampled and the sampling summary in Excel format (see example below) 

Figure 16: Screenshot of the sampling tab in the online tool 
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Annex 4: Example from REACH Jordan- A guide to GIS-based sampling for 

host community projects 

Background 

In the absence of a full, comprehensive GIS data set on household locations and population for Jordan, 

since 2016, REACH started utilizing a unique and detailed geographic method for developing randomized, 

weighted GPS sampling points for host community assessments in Jordan. The goal of this sampling 

approach is to ensure that every household has an equal chance of being selected for a household interview, 

while also recognizing that the baseline geographic data we have in-house is not comprehensive enough to 

allow for a simple selection method as we do in locations where we have household address, for example. 

As a result, we utilize a detailed methodology based on population density weighting and a randomized 

sampling loop to ensure that areas with higher population are weighted accurately against areas fewer 

people. This document outlines the process in detail, and can be replicated in other contexts with limited 

GIS data on population density and household locations. 

Technical approach & summary of steps 

The sampling approach requires various methods of geospatial analysis in GIS software, weighting and 

aggregation in MS Excel, and randomized sample generation using an R statistical package. Before 

beginning this process, you must very clearly understand the sampling requirements of the specific 

assessment, including, but not limited to: 

 The sample locations and boundaries (e.g. municipalities, districts, village boundaries, etc.); 

 Sample size per distinct sample site / location / cluster (i.e. geographic strata);  

 Sampling constraints and / or additional stratifications around demographics or gender. 

Once you have a clear definition of the above, you can begin preparing your framework and methodology 

around the available GIS data to conduct the population analysis and GPS point selection. You should 

proceed with the sampling process through the following steps, which are subsequently outlined in detail. 

i. Setup a workspace in ArcGIS to include baseline GIS data on the sample locations, 
villages, roads, and anything else you would need to make detailed maps of your areas 
of interest for the assessment; 

ii. Use the HexagonalPolygon101 toolbox in ArcGIS (must install—can be found on server 
in Jordan) to create a grid of hexagons over your area of interest, at a size defined as 
appropriate for enumerators to use as a radius for identifying households in the field; 

iii. Remove hexagons from the base layer that are clearly outside of populated areas or 
areas where there are roads or access constraints due to security and or permission to 
assess in a specific area; 

iv. Using either a spatial join or an Inverse Distance Weighted (IDW) interpolation technique 
in GIS, you will need to give each hexagon / point a value based on the value of population 
within or around the hexagon; 
 This is the critical step and will vary depending on the available data to utilize as a 

proxy for population at a detailed enough level for differentiating within urban and 
peri-urban areas. 

v. Import the attribute table of the weighted hexagon shape file into MS Excel and create a 
column for a probability index based off of the population “value” for each point; 

vi. Using R statistical and scripting software, use a pre-designed script to allow for selecting 
points based on a looping function and accounting for probability given in the MS Excel 
aggregation step above; 

vii. The output of the R script will provide a CSV of points selected by the ID from the hexagon 
attribute table. Create a summary pivot table with a column for ID and a column for 
number of times selected, and use this to join back to the shape file in ArcGIS and create 
a new shape file for only those hexagons selected in the sample; 
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viii. Create maps for each sample location and a separate table showing point ID, number of 
interviews per point, geographic location, and GPS coordinates for usage on smartphones 
in the field; 

ix. Create a GPX file that can be loaded to mobile phones and used directly in OsmAnd maps 
and navigation application. 

Step – by – step guide 

Using the numbering system from above, the following is a detailed instructional guide to create a 

randomized GIS sample using population density and spatial analysis to allow for a representative sample. 

i. Setup ArcGIS workspace 

Within ArcGIS, the workspace needs to be setup in a projected coordinate system to allow for 

distance measuring and calculations that will be used in a number of steps throughout this process. 

For Jordan, we use WGS 84 UTM Zone 36N or Palestine 1923 Palestine Grid, both of which are 

defined in meters. 

ii. Create hexagonal grid for sampling 

To create a grid and set of points that enumerators can use in the field to identify households, we 

utilize the HexagonalPolygon101 toolbox which is available to download online or on the Jordan 

server: Z:\REACH\JOR\Resources\Software\ArcGIS Toolboxes\Hexagon101. This tool creates a 

grid of hexagons in your area of interest and will be based upon pre-

defined size. 

a. Under the ArcToolbox, find the HexagonalPolygon101 
(you may need to add this to your workspace) and select 
“Create Hexagons”; 
 

b. In the dialog box, select the 
appropriate area of interest (i.e. your 
shape file for all of the geographic 
areas where you will conduct the 
assessment), define an output 
feature class, and specify the 
appropriate distance for each 
hexagon diameter (e.g. 250), a 
check the box to clip the output feature class to the area of interest. The output should 
look something like the below, and note that this process will take a very long time 
and might need to be left overnight; 
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iii. Filter points that are in uninhabited areas 

It is important to understand the full scope of this exercise and be aware of all tasks and final output 

throughout, in order to ensure that the process is as detailed as possible. This step is a good 

example of thinking towards the random sample step. Given that each hexagon in the shape file 

will potentially be used in the sample base, it is useful to attempt to remove the points that are 

clearly in uninhabited areas and remove them from the master sample file. This can be achieved 

in a number of ways: 

a. Use Landscan gridded population data to remove hexagons that are close to 
uninhabited zones by conducting a spatial join of the hexagons to the Landscan 
population point shape file 
("Z:\REACH\JOR\Country_GIS\Common_Datasets\Landscan\jor_landscan_point.s
hp"). Each point represents a specific population within 1 sq./km—you can remove a 
significant number of hexagons that are closest to points that have a value of less 
than 10 people per sq./km; 

b. Remove hexagons that are further than 100m from roads. Be sure to use the latest 
export from OSM and ensure that you’re not using tracks / trails / roads under 
construction (just actual roads); 

c. Remove hexagons that are within 1km from the border with Syria; 
d. Discuss specific locations with the field team that are known to be inaccessible such 

as universities, Palestinian refugee camps, military bases, factories, etc. 

 

Note: it is important to ensure that all of your spatial data is in the same and correct 

projection for these steps and those following, as you will be measuring distance and 

creating files based on distance, you should be in either of the two listed above. Later you 

will switch to WGS84 to create the coordinates that will be used for the field maps and 

the smartphones for navigation in the field. 

The outcome of these steps should give you something more filtered and naturally 

representative of populated areas, such as the below 

 

 

iv. Perform GIS analysis to assign hexagons with population values 

In this step, we will assign each hexagon a value based on population statistics. In Jordan, we 

have executed this on a number of times using two distinct methodologies based on data 
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availability. Both steps involve some form of interpolation or weighting based on GIS data on 

population; however, the methods differ due to the wide difference between the data sets we have 

in-house. In one case, we have detailed data on the Jordan water network and the locations of 

water customers, which can be used as a proxy for population density at the household level. 

However, this is only for the northern governorates and limits this approach to only those areas. 

When we have assessments outside of those governorates we instead use Landscan gridded 

population, which is only estimated at the 1 sq./km scale and therefore much less detailed. 

a. Water customer GIS data analysis 

In the Country GIS folder on the Jordan server, there are a number of infrastructure 

related files that can be used in this analysis: 

Z:\REACH\JOR\Country_GIS\Common_Datasets\infrastructure. The most important of 

these is the “customer.shp” data set which contains the point location of every customer 

of the water network, by number of people / households at that location. Using this data, 

you should conduct a spatial join calculating the total sum of customers that fall within 

each hexagon. This process will provide a population value column and be suitable for 

creating a weighting per sample site to use for drawing a randomized sample. 

b. Landscan population density interpolation 

Using the Landscan data is more nuanced 

and arbitrary than simply conducting a 

spatial join, but still achieves the goal of 

providing a realistic weight to each point on 

the grid to better represent human 

settlement across the country. The 

following steps are a general guide to this 

process 

1. As shown in the previous 
step to reduce the number 
of hexagons in the base 
file, prepare the Landscan 
shape file for analysis by 
creating a definition query 
that only keeps points that 
are more than 10 (# of 
people) in the 
GRID_CODE column, so it 
reduces the amount of data 
to be processed; 

2. In ArcToolbox navigate to Spatial analyst > Interpolation > IDW where we 
will use an Inverse Distance Weighted interpolation method to create a 
surface raster of the same size to the hexagon grid, weighted using the 
Landscan points shape file; 

3. In the dialog box for the tool, put the Landscan points shape file as the 
input points feature and specify the value field as “GRID_CODE”; 

4. Specify that the output cell size is 250 (meaning 250m across, and again 
it’s required that the Landscan points shape file be projected into one of 
the two projections listed above); 

5. Put 1.5 as the value in the power field as this is the middle value on the 
scale that determines how much weight to assign to each point used in 
the interpolation; 
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6. Put 5 as the number of points to use in the analysis, although this can 
surely be changed for later sampling exercises depending on the need 
and the data source; 

7. Convert the output raster to a point shape file and conduct a spatial join 
to the hexagons layer to assign each hexagon the value of the point that 
falls within it, which as a result gives each hexagon the value of the IDW 
analysis. The surface raster created in the IDW and the resulting point 
shape file should be the same scale as the hexagon grid, allowing for a 
seamless, one-to-one spatial join. 

 

v. Create a probability ranking for the grid points 

After you’ve created a finalized and cleaned shape file of population-weighted hexagons, it’s time 

to begin the analysis process and the final steps to prepare the data set for sample extraction. You 

will need to create a probability or weighting field, which is easiest using MS Excel. This will mean 

taking the attribute table from the hexagons shape file and directly importing to Excel to perform 

the analysis. This table will then be used in the R script to draw the sample points using probability 

and the hexagon ID from the shape file attributes (the later to ensure you can join back to the 

shape file once the sample has been drawn).  

a. Before doing any 
of the extraction 
and analysis, you 
should take the 
existing 
hexagons shape 
file (the one with 
the population 
analysis join) and 
re-project this to WGS84. Now that all of the distance calculations have been 
conducted, it’s no longer necessary to maintain this projection and switching back to 
WGS84 will ensure that the coordinates align better with the smartphone navigation 
applications and that the field maps are in Mercator which aligns with the 
smartphones; 

b. Create LAT & LON columns in the shape file and use the calculate geometry tool to 
generate coordinates for each hexagon in decimal degrees; 

c. Open the .dbf of the shape file in MX Excel and create a new column called 
“probability” (see the screenshot below). In this example, the “count_” field is the 
population value given to that point during the spatial join to the water network GIS 
data file, and this field is used to generate a weight for the point against the total 
population within the strata of interest (i.e. municipality, district, community, etc.); 

d. The “probability” column (column F) is based on a formula that divides the cell value 
in column E (e.g. E2) by the sum of column E for each unique location. This is done 
by using a SUMIF formula, demonstrated in cell F2 in the screenshot to the right. 

 

vi. Generate the random sample using an R script 

Now that the table has been created with a weight column, we can begin 

designing and customizing a script in R that will allow us to draw a random 

sample based on probability. This involves using a basic looping script that 

is based upon the sample function from the R statistical package. Please 

look carefully through this and the documentation available online to 

ensure that you can successfully tweak the script to fit your data and 

sampling needs. 
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a. Ensure that the sampling table has been saved as a CSV so it can be read into the 
R workspace as a text file and manipulated to perform the sampling; 

b. If you have different sample sizes for each site, you need to create a separate table 
that lists the sample sites and the number of samples per location (see screenshot 
to the right). You will see in the script outline that you can delete this step if the sample 
size is the same for each location; 

c. The script pasted below, and provided as an attachment to this document, outlines 
the process for drawing a random sample from the formatted CSVs. 

 

setwd ("C:\\Users\\user\\Desktop\\usaid sampling 

temp\\script") 

  

db <- 

read.csv("usaid_sampling_probability.csv",header=TRUE) 

 

sam_tab <- read.csv("usaid_sample_size.csv",header=TRUE) 

 

usaid_sample <- c("start_") 

 

for (i in 1:10) 

{ 

sam <- 

db[as.character(db[,4])==as.character(sam_tab[i,1]),] 

 

for (j in 1:sam_tab[i,2]) 

{ 

samp_final <- sample(as.character(sam$hex_ID), 1, 

replace=FALSE, prob=sam$probability) 

 

usaid_sample <- c(usaid_sample,samp_final) 

} 

} 

 

write.csv(usaid_sample,"usaid_sample_final_.csv") 

 

d. To understand the above script, you must understand some basics of coding in R (or 
other coding languages). However, it’s a very simple code about which you only need 
to grasp a few key concepts. Each section in the code is numbered above and 
explained below: 

1. Sets the working directory where you have your data saved and your 
output file will be saved. Follow this format when changing to be 
accurate to your workspace; 

2. Creates an object in the R workspace called “db” which reads in the 
CSV file titled “usaid_sampling_probability.csv” within the folder you 

designated as the workspace. header=TRUE is a component of 

the function read.csv where you indicate that your data set has 
a header (see online documentation for more detail); 

3. Creates an object in R called “sam_tab” that reads in the CSV for the 
sample size by location; 

4. Creates an object called “usaid_sample,” a vector object that begins 
with “start_” as the first item. This serves to create an object that will 
act as an anchor and be used to join the selections from the sample 
loop, further down in the script; 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 
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5. The beginning of a “for” loop in the R script, which is designed to 
repeat 10 times (10 being the number of sample locations in the 
assessment); 

6. Beginning at component 6 this will repeat itself 10 times per the loop 
design in the previous line of code. Each time this creates an object 
called “sam” which takes the “db” object (remember, this is the object 
created above to host your raw data) and subsets (technical R 
procedure) the data when column 4 of “db” is equal to column 1 of 
“sam_tab.” Think about this like a filter process that, within the loop, 
extracts the data only when the value of “usaid_comm” is equal to 
the relevant value in the “sam_tab” data set; 

7. This step creates a second loop within the larger loop, and is 
designed to repeat itself the number of times as specified in the 
second column of the “sam_tab” object (the table you created above 
for the number of samples per location). Simply, each time the larger 
loop runs (10 total) this step says repeat the number of times specific 
in column 2 of the “sam_tab” object (where the sample size values 
are hosted); 

Note: what you now have is a master loop that repeats itself the number of times 

needed to draw a sample for each location. The master loop identifies the appropriate 

table rows for each location based on a join to an external sheet that has location 

key (it literally filters the master data one by one according to the key). The second 

component of the loop tells it to repeat the number of times specified in the sample 

size table (column 2) rather than the same number of times per location. If you have 

a sampling framework with the same number of locations, the second loop code can 

simply mimic the first (e.g. for (j in 1:96)). With this, instead of being unique 

for each location, it will repeat this second portion of the loop 96 times, and 10 times 

overall. 

8. Within the second component of the loop, this portion creates an 
object called “samp_final” which utilizes the sample function within 
the R package. The sample function then reads in the data in the 
“sam” object from the first portion of the loop, draws from the column 
“hex_ID”, selects 1 record from the data, and 
accounts for the probability indicated in the 
column “probability” (you need to research the 
structure of this function to fully understand what 
it is doing, and the nature of subsetting or calling 
columns by using the $ and the object / data 
name). All of the values in this formula need to 
be accurate to the objects and data columns 
they are referencing, otherwise it will break; 

9. Within the same loop, this recreates an object 
called “usaid_sample” that is a join between the 
original “usaid_sample” object and the “samp_final” object generated 
in the above section of the loop. The result is that you have an object 
called “usaid_sample” that is continuously used by the loop to add a 
sampled record. In the R console you could test this by entering the 
“usaid_sample” object and see the resulting data set, which is the full 
sample; 

10. Takes the final object of “usaid_sample” and writes an output CSV 
into the workspace. 

 
vii. Create table of point IDs and sample size 
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Using the output CSV sample from the R script, you will have a table that lists the hexagon 

IDs in the order that they were selected in the script. It’s very important to understand that 

through this script and sampling approach one ID can be selected multiple times, so before 

re-linking this to the shape file we need to create a summary (pivot) table that indicates the 

number of times the ID was selected. The result should look like the example to the right, 

where the ID is listed as a row and the number of times it was selected in the next column, 

which you can then join back to the master shape file in ArcGIS. 

viii. Produce maps and tables of sample points for field teams 

After performing an attribute join of the sample table to the master hexagon file (remember to 

select the option in the join window to ‘keep only matching records,’ which will ensure that only 

the hexagons in the sample appear on the map), you now have a layer showing only hexagons 

that have been selected in the sample, with a column in the table indicating the number of 

interviews that should be conducted within the area of the hexagon (Reminder: at this point 

you should create a new MXD workspace in WGS 84 since you will now make maps for the 

field, and the master hexagon file at this point has now reverted back to WGS84 from being 

projected). 

 
a) You can visualize the hexagons on a colour scale indicating the number of 

assessments per location, for ease of coordination in the field (see screenshot 
below); 

b) Each point should have an ID that can be clearly seen on the map, which will 
also be used in the field for team leaders to look at the map and reference a 
formatted table showing the location IDs, geographic information (sample 
location, district, governorate, etc.), and GPS coordinates to use for navigation 
with smartphones; 

c) Put important base data on the maps like village names, admin boundaries, 
roads, and normally satellite imagery for ease of reference in the field. 

d) Create a separate table—using the attribute table of the final hexagon sample 
layer—which the teams will print and use in the field for reference during data 
collection. This table should include key information and cleanly organized so 
the teams can print the table and use in the field (see screenshot below). 
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ix. Create GPX file for smartphones and mapping applications 

Now that we have a fully generated sample with accompanying maps and tables for the field 

teams, we can go a further step and create a GPX file that can be loaded to the phones and 

visualized in any offline mapping application (allowing for easier navigation and identification 

of the point in the field)—in Jordan we use OsmAnd which relies upon OpenStreetMap data 

and is consistent with the field maps we produce. For this step, you can use the sample table 

you have already produced; however, to ensure that the points will display a label on the 

phone, you need to rename the ID field to “Name” so the mapping application can recognize 

this field and display the appropriate point ID. 

a. One you have a formatted table with a “Name” column, you can use QGIS to 
read-in the CSV and save the file as a GPX file format 
(http://gis.stackexchange.com/questions/157113/how-to-prepare-and-upload-
points-lines-to-gps-using-qgis-2-8); 

b. Next, plug-in the smartphone to your computer (make sure that the phone has 
OsmAnd installed) and find the osmand folder. You can simply copy/paste the 
GPX file into the folder named ‘tracks’, then you will be able to display the file by 
finding the file under “My Tracks” in the settings / preferences menu 
(http://osmand.net/help/faq.html#importing_gpx) – see screenshots below for 
this step and the final visualization in the OsmAnd application. 

 

       

Additional notes 

 It is highly recommended that, in addition to the process outlined in this document, you create a 
series of buffer, or top-up, sample points that can be used in the field in the event that the original 
locations are infeasible for household interviews. This is based on previous assessments and 
lessons-learned, due to the fact that this sampling method may, at times, send teams to locations 
where there are no households or locations that are not permissible for assessments; 

http://gis.stackexchange.com/questions/157113/how-to-prepare-and-upload-points-lines-to-gps-using-qgis-2-8
http://gis.stackexchange.com/questions/157113/how-to-prepare-and-upload-points-lines-to-gps-using-qgis-2-8
http://osmand.net/help/faq.html#importing_gpx
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o The most efficient way to create buffer points is to adjust the R script and create an 
appropriate amount of top-up points per sample location (e.g. change the loop repeat 
amount to something like 20 and create a separate output CSV with “_buffer” at the end 
of the name); 

o Once the buffer is generated, create a similar table as with the original sample, however 
with this you should clearly include the number showing the order that the point was 
selected in the sampling loop. The output from the R script will list the order in which each 
point was selected (and it will automatically be ordered by sample location) and this should 
be made clear in the buffer table since the teams need to select the buffer point in this 
order to maintain the randomness of the sample (otherwise it’s likely that they would just 
choose the point that is closest to where there are in the field at that point in time). 
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Annex 5: Note on Quota Sampling 

 Rationale for using quota sampling as an alternative when probability sampling for household 
surveys is not feasible 

In 2020, the situation with COVID-19 prevents the implementation of household probability sampling in a lot 
of contexts. The use of phone based data collection techniques as an alternative brings challenges in 
constructing a robust sampling frame to account for the stratifications (geographic and by population groups) 
needed for the exercise. The phone network penetration and coverage in some areas will also add a bias 
to the selection of respondents that is not compatible with the principles of probability sampling. 

 

However, for needs assessments, especially for those like Multi Sector Needs Assessments, in order to 
enable an analytical framework that will allow the construction of cross indicator analysis and composite 
indicators (e.g. % of HHs with WASH needs) and correlations (e.g. % of HHs that have WASH AND Food 
needs), household-level data is indispensable. KI data collected about households’ situation across a 
geographical area will produce individual indicators that cannot be linked together, i.e. % of HHs that KIs 
say have WASH needs, with the % of HHs that KIs say have food needs. In sum, while we know the 
individual percentages; we cannot know the overlaps between these percentages, when we get the info 
from KIs. In these circumstances, rather than shifting to remote KI methods due to COVID-19, we 
recommend the use of Quota sampling on households.  

 

Example: In this table of results at area level, one KI source has reported the percentage of people in need 
of improved water source and improved sanitation facility. The total % of household in need can estimated 
by with an uncertainty. The lowest estimate of percentage of people in need is 40% (all households that 
have no access to improved sanitation have no access to improved water either) and the higher 30%+40% 
= 70%, which means that none of the households that have need of improved sanitation have at the same 
time need of improved water. Let us imagine we assess the same population with household methods, 
because we ask each household their access to improved water and improved sanitation, it is possible to 
determine with precision the percentage of people in need (of improved water or improved sanitation).  

Table 26: Area-level results from household vs. KI methods 

 KI methods Household methods 

 
Reported 

by KI 
In 

need 
HH-1 HH-2 HH-3 HH-4 HH-5 HH-6 HH-7 HH-8 HH-9 HH-10 

Results 
HH 

In need  

HHs have 
access to 
an improved 
water 
source 

60% 40% yes yes no no yes no no yes yes yes 60% 40% 

HHs have 
access to a 
functional 
and 
improved 
sanitation 
facility 

70% 30% yes yes yes no yes no no yes yes yes 70% 60% 

               

HH in need?  Min 40% 
no no yes yes no yes yes no no no 60% 40% 

 Max 70% 
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 What is household-level quota sampling? 

Household Quota sampling is a non-probability version of stratified sampling where a target number of 
interviews - a quota - is determined for a specific set of homogenous units. The basic idea of quota sampling 
is to set a target number of completed interviews with specific subgroups of the population of interest178. The 
quotas should be set to reflect the known proportions within the population Although, household quota 
sampling is not a probabilistic method, it has shown to produce results that if not representative with known 
level of precision, can be considered somewhat representative of a population of interest. As such, 
household quota sampling is widely used in the research community (smart survey179, election polls180, etc.) 
especially when the sampling frame is inaccurate or absent. 

 
Advantages of household level  

quota sampling 
Disadvantages of household level  

quota sampling 

- Quota sampling can be implemented in 
the absence of sampling frame. 

- If selection of participants is accurately 
done, information collected can be 
considered somewhat representative of 
the population groups of interest, although 
not with a known level of statistical 
precision.  

- Can be a suitable non-probability 
alternative if stratified random sampling or 
stratified 2-staged cluster sampling is not 
logistically feasible. 

 

- Prone to researcher biases, which limits 
the ability to generalize to the population 
of interest.  

- Confidence level and error margin are 
unknown and cannot be calculated. 

 

 Implementation of quota sampling 

The quota is set base on the existing information about the population of interest in the targeted area. The 
number of factors included in the quota will reduce the bias in selection of the respondent181, however it will 
increase the number of categories that needs to be targeted (2^3=8 for 3 binary variables, 2^4=16 for 4, 
2^5=32 for 5). Since a high number of category will make difficult the quota fulfillment a balance between 
bias reduction and accuracy needs to be found.  

Table 27: Estimates of population distribution / demographic breakdown for household quota sampling 

based on secondary data in district A 

 

If the selection of participants is accurately done, information collected can be considered somewhat 
representative of the population groups of interest, although not with a known level of statistical precision. 
The factors usually describe some general characteristics of the population of interest, such as gender, age, 
population group, community size, income source and location. 

                                                             
178 Encyclopedia of Survey Research Methods, Quota Sampling, SAGE Publications, available on request: https://impact-
geneva.synology.me:5001/d/f/554021256595289279 
179 https://smartmethodology.org/about-smart/ 
180 https://www.math.upenn.edu/~deturck/m170/wk4/lecture/case1.html 
181 https://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Quota-sampling-guidance.pdf 

District A 

Gender Male 40% 

 Female 60% 

Age [18-60] 80% 

 [60-Inf]  20% 

Community size Small 80% 

 Big 20% 
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To create the quota for sampling, all the characteristics selected and their prevalence in the population of 
interest need to be combined, based on the characteristics in the table XX1 we would have:  

- Male, age 18:60, that lives in small community = 40% x 80% x 80% = 25.6% 
- Male, age 18:60, that lives in big community = 40% x 80% x 20% = 6.4% 
- Male, age 60:inf, that lives in small community = 40% x 20% x 80% = 6.4% 
- ….etc…. 
- Female, age 60-inf, that lives in big community  = 60% x 20% x 20% = 2.4% 
There are 8 (2^3) possible combinations (based on 2 groups each for Gender, Age and Community size, 
see table XX3). We can allocate the number based on the percentage for each combination of factor. The 
desired sample size need to be set. There are no rules, but you need to ensure that the numbers of survey 
is sufficient to disaggregate you results. In the example below, we choose 400 for refugees, 200 for IDPs as 
sample size.  

The target sample size for each group is determined by the % of each group in the population, for 
example: Male, age 18:60, that lives in small community = 40% x 80% x 80% = 25.6%. Sample size 
refugees = 400 * 25.6% =102 surveys. 

Table 28: Quota sampling: number of interview by group based on the information available in district A 

Community 
size 

% in 
population 

Gender of 
the 

respondent 

% in 
population 

Age of the 
respondent  

% in 
population 

Percentage 
combination 

 
District 

A - 
sample   

Big 20% Female 60% [18-60[ 80% 9.6% 38 

Big 20% Male 40% [18-60[ 80% 6.4% 26 

Big 20% Female 60% [60-Inf[ 20% 2.4% 10 

Big 20% Male 40% [60-Inf[ 20% 1.6% 6 

small 80% Female 60% [18-60[ 80% 38.4% 154 

small 80% Male 40% [18-60[ 80% 25.6% 102 

small 80% Female 60% [60-Inf[ 20% 9.6% 38 

small 80% Male 40% [60-Inf[ 20% 6.4% 26 

TOTAL      100% 400 
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Annex 6: Overview of remote data collection methods 

1. Overview of remote data collection 

a. What is it? 
Remote data collection is a means of gathering data without a physical presence in the data 
collection location and without in-person contact with the respondents.  It is thus a good way of 
acquiring the required information when face-to-face data collection is not possible.  
 

b. When is it useful?  
Remote data collection is useful whenever it is not possible to conduct in-person visits to the 
locations / populations of interest. For instance:  

 There are physical distancing measures due to disease outbreak (e.g. COVID-19)  
 There are time or resource constraints for data collection (e.g. not enough budget to hire 

enumerators to cover all areas for face to face interviews within the required timeframe) 
 There are access constraints which could be related to: security concerns; COVID-19 

travel restrictions; physical access barriers such as lack of infrastructure; severe weather 
conditions which limits travel possibilities; etc. 

 Severe weather conditions (e.g. winter) limits travel possibilities  
 

c. Pros and Cons of remote data collection 

 
Pros Cons 

Planning 
efficiency 

More time and resource 
efficient; if necessary logistics 
already in place, could be fairly 
straightforward to deploy 

Challenging and time consuming to set up 
correctly (e.g. identifying respondents, organizing 
necessary logistics, etc.), difficult to apply 
stratification in sampling; challenging to monitor 
progress 

Implementation 
efficiency 

Easier to implement even with 
limited time, access and 
resources (assuming planning 
and design is robust) 

Higher likelihood of low response rates; limited 
means of verifying responses/ data quality 
assurance; more challenging to build trust with the 
respondents; difficult to deploy long or complicated 
questionnaires182  

Coverage Ensures maximum possible 
coverage of areas and 
population of interest despite 
access/ security constraints  

Difficult to have the “full picture” as it could 
introduce potential sampling biases (e.g. based on 
phone network coverage) and results in 
exclusions/ oversight of certain population groups 
or areas 

 
 
 

 

  

                                                             
182 These cons are all related to one overarching limitation of remote data collection vis-à-vis in-person i.e. lack of direct contact with an interviewer 
who can structure the interview situation, properly engage the respondent and optimize communications with both verbal and non-verbal cues. At 
the same time, presence of an interviewer can also be a disadvantage sometimes due to the impact this can have on respondent behaviour, e.g. 
respondents may feel the need to provide more socially desirable or conventional answers or they may feel inhibited to answer more sensitive 

questions in the direct presence of an interviewer. The questions being asked in both remote as well as face-to-face data collection methods therefore 
need to be carefully though through keeping things like these in mind. See also: Leeuw, E. (2008). ‘Self-administered questionnaires and 
standardized interviews’ in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p. 317-318) 
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2. Some types and applicability of remote data collection methods183 

 Explanation Relevance and applicability Type of sampling 

Phone-based 
household or 
community-level 
data collection  

This is the most common type of remote data collection 
method that has been used by IMPACT till date, sometimes 
also referred to as Computer Assisted Telephone 
Interviewing (CATI).  In this method, questions are 
displayed through an app or software (e.g. KOBO) on an 
electronic device such as a mobile or computer screen, 
which the interviewer then reads to a respondent over a 
phone call, and enters the respondent’s answers directly 
into the electronic advice. This method typically involves 
setting up of “call centers” where enumerators make phone 
calls to respondents from. However, depending on risk 
levels in country, “call centers” may not be recommended 
given the current advisories on managing the spread of 
COVID-19. More details on the implementation of phone-
based data collection are provided in the following section. 

Depends on research objectives/ information needs; 
 
Most relevant for needs assessments (household 
surveys, individual perception surveys or community-
level KI interviews), humanitarian situation monitoring 
(community-level KI interviews), post distribution 
monitoring (household surveys or individual 
perception surveys).  

Both probability (random) or non-
probability (purposive and snowballing) 
sampling possible – See Annex 7 

Face-to-face data 
collection in an 
alternative location 
based on “Area of 
Knowledge (AoK)” 

In contexts where REACH Humanitarian Situation 
Monitoring (HSM) activities are implemented, a nuanced 
remote data collection methodology - internally referred to 
as “AoK” – is used to collect data from inaccessible, hard-
to-reach areas. In the AoK method, if it is not possible to 
contact key informants in the areas of interest via phone to 
gather the required information, this information is instead 
collected by interviewing key informants (in person or via 
phone) who may not be in the area at the time of data 
collection but have good reason to have the required 
knowledge of that area nonetheless. This method has been 
applied in several countries till date including Afghanistan, 
Central African Republic, Nigeria, Somalia, South Sudan 

Depends on research objectives/ information needs; 
 
Most relevant for community-level needs assessments 
and/ or humanitarian situation monitoring (KI 
interviews); 
 
Only applicable if it is possible to identify respondents 
who have the required knowledge of the area(s) of 
interest; this could include: an internally displaced 
person (IDP) who left the area of interest 1 month ago; 
an IDP who has regular contact at least once a day 
with family members or acquaintances in the area of 
interest; a person who resides somewhere else but 

Only non-probability (purposive or 
snowballing) sampling possible, as it 
requires identifying the respondent most 
likely to have the required knowledge, 
which is not possible to achieve through 
random sampling 

                                                             
183 Readers should note that this is not an exhaustive list of all possible remote data collection methods out there. Instead, what is listed here are some examples of methods that IMPACT has some prior experience with. There may be a lot of other 

innovative approaches out there which have not been covered in this table. For instance, see also: (1) World Bank; Data Collection in Fragile States: Innovations from Africa and Beyond (January 2020) (2) NVIVO; Conducting Qualitative Field Work 

during COVID-19 (March 2020) (3) Salmons, Janet; Webinar: When the Field is Online (March 2020) and (4) Salmons, Janet; Doing Qualitative Research Online (March 2020) 

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/32576/9783030251208.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-software/resources/on-demand-webinars/covid-19-and-virtual-fieldwork#data-fancybox
https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-software/resources/on-demand-webinars/covid-19-and-virtual-fieldwork#data-fancybox
https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-software/resources/on-demand-webinars/when-the-field-is-online-qualitative-data-collect#data-fancybox
https://www.qsrinternational.com/getattachment/nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-software/Resources/On-demand-Webinars/When-the-field-is-Online-Qualitative-Data-Collect/Tips-Choosing-Online-Data-Collection_Janet-Salmons.pdf.aspx
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and Syria. For more details, see terms of reference from 
the Afghanistan Hard to Reach Assessment (here) and 
South Sudan Monthly Situation Monitoring (here). 

regularly travels back and forth to the area of interest 
(such as a vendor to sell his goods or an internally 
displaced person going back to check on his 
agricultural lands; etc.). 

Internet-based data 
collection184 

This type of data collection involves the use of internet-
based communication platforms (e.g. online surveys, social 
media, WhatsApp or other instant messaging platforms, 
etc.) to collect the required data without necessarily 
speaking to the respondent.  
 
Some tools used for this type of data collection include: 
 Social media monitoring and analysis185 

 Dissemination (via email, social media, messaging, 
etc.) of online survey links using communication 
platforms like Mail chimp, Survey Monkey or similar 

 Online group discussion fora (e.g. on Facebook or 
other social media platforms)186 

 Chatbots i.e. “a computer programme that uses 
artificial intelligence to interact with users through a 
messaging service in a way that is designed to seem 
like a conversation”. As example of the use of chatbots 
in humanitarian context includes World Food 
Programme’s mobile Vulnerability Analysis and 
Mapping (mVAM), piloted in 2013. 

Depends on research objectives/ information needs; 
 
Most relevant for community-level needs assessments 
and/ or humanitarian situation monitoring (KI 
interviews); 
post distribution monitoring (individual perception 
surveys) – recommended as an alternative if phone-
based data collection or AoK method not feasible; 
 
Only applicable if population of interest has access to 
internet. Even so, there will be more risk of 
demographic biases compared to phone-based 
methods in most cases, specifically with groups such 
as elderly, lower educated levels, lower income levels, 
etc. less likely to be represented.187 
 
 
 

Both probability (random) or non-
probability (purposive and snowballing) 
sampling possible, but only if respondents 
have access to internet. 
 

Remote sensing  
 

It is the “process of detecting and monitoring the physical 
characteristics of an area by measuring its reflected and 

Depends on research objectives/ information needs; 
 

Depending on scope both probability 
sampling or census could be possible (e.g. 
if using shelter footprints to determine 

                                                             
184 See also: (1) Hine, Christine; “Ethnographic fieldwork across online spaces” (Webinar, April 2020) (2) Salmons, Janet; Doing Qualitative Research Online (March 2020) and Webinar: When the Field is Online (March 2020) and (3) Caliandro, 
Alessandro and Gandini, Alessandro; Qualitative Research in Digital Environments: A Research Toolkit (2017).  
185 See also: Anson et all; “Analysing social media data for disaster preparedness: Understanding the opportunities and barriers faced by humanitarian actors”; International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction Volume 21 (March 2017); pages 131-139 
186 While online FGDs have the added advantage of ensuring greater anonymity which then enables more open discussion around more sensitive topics, they also come with a few logistical disadvantages which should be kept in mind. For instance, 

synchronous online group discussions (i.e. moderated in real time with everyone logged on together) can generate an active discussion but also (1) misses one of the key advantages of using online methods which is for participants to join and 
contribute as per their convenience (2) can get difficult to follow if everyone typing at once, with a risk of the discussion going in multiple different directions wi th no clear focus and (3) some participants may resort to an “I agree/ I disagree” approach 
without engaging very actively in the discussion. Similarly, for asynchronous online group discussions (i.e. participants log in and contribute to questions posted in advance as per their convenience), while it allows for more flexibility of data collection 
and higher chances of getting more inputs, it might not generate a lot of insightful information as there is no active follow-up probing happening live as comments and responses are posted. For more on the advantages and disadvantages of online 

group discussions, see also: Smithson, Janet (2008) ‘Focus Groups’; in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p.367-368) 
187 Leeuw, E. (2008). ‘Self-administered questionnaires and standardized interviews’ in Alasuutari et al (Eds.) The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (p. 321) 

https://www.impact-repository.org/document/reach/2a77c001/REACH_AFG_ToR_Hard-to-Reach-District-Needs-Assessment_February2020.pdf
https://www.impact-repository.org/document/reach/de16db5a/reach_ssd_terms_of_references_assessment_of_hard_to_reach_areas_2_november_2018.pdf
http://mvam.org/2016/07/21/introducing-our-chatbot/
http://mvam.org/2016/07/21/introducing-our-chatbot/
https://www.qsrinternational.com/getattachment/nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-software/Resources/On-demand-Webinars/When-the-field-is-Online-Qualitative-Data-Collect/Tips-Choosing-Online-Data-Collection_Janet-Salmons.pdf.aspx
https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-software/resources/on-demand-webinars/when-the-field-is-online-qualitative-data-collect#data-fancybox
https://books.google.ch/books?hl=en&lr=&id=LUAlDwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=caliandro+digital+methods&ots=_z07EBQDn_&sig=9dI9mvoAMVdwynzgVjQOxBSyvtI#v=onepage&q=caliandro%20digital%20methods&f=false
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emitted radiation at a distance (typically from satellite or 
aircraft).”188  

Not relevant for in-depth needs assessments or 
humanitarian situation monitoring (household or 
community-level), but could be relevant if the aim is to 
gain an understanding based on specific physical 
characteristics of an area. Some examples of this 
include: Bangladesh Environmental Impact by NDVI 
Analysis (January 2018), Haiti Vegetation Health 
Analysis after Hurricane Matthew (May 2017), Syrian 
Cities Damage Atlas (March 2019), Yemen Flood 
Susceptibility Mapping (August 2019), and Yemen 
Winterisation Study (June 2019).  

shelter destruction of a random sample or 
census of an area) 

Secondary data 
review and “expert” 
consultations 

It is “a rigorous process of data collation, synthesis and 
analysis building on a desk study of all relevant information 
available from different sources such as the government, 
NGOs, UN agencies, media, social media, etc.”.189 

Depends on research objectives/ information needs; 
 
Most relevant for needs analysis or humanitarian 
situation monitoring, especially if phone-based data 
collection or AoK not possible. Could also be 
combined with some internet or phone-based “expert” 
KI interviews (thematic/ subject matter experts or 
context experts) as relevant.190 
 
Only applicable if there are at least a few reliable and 
timely data sources available for the topic(s) and 
area(s) of interest.  

N/A (although the sampling methodologies 
used for the secondary data sources 
should be reviewed and their implications 
well understood before using these data 
sources for analysis) 

Data collection 
through paper form 
submissions  

One of the older forms of remote data collection, paper form 
submissions through things like suggestion boxes or postal 
forms are sometimes used to collect data in some 
humanitarian contexts, especially for community feedback 
mechanism (CFM) purposes. However, given the logistical 
needs of using such a method, it is not the most time and 
resource efficient modality for remote data collection and 
has not been used widely within IMPACT till date. 

Depends on research objectives/ information needs; 
 
Most relevant for community-level needs assessments 
and/ or humanitarian situation monitoring (KI 
interviews); OR post distribution monitoring (individual 
perception surveys) – not strongly recommended 
given the logistical and time requirements; 
 

Non-probability (purposive or snowballing) 
sampling most feasible, as we have no 
way of ensuring equal probability of 
selection for each unit within the population 
of interest. 
 
Probability sampling could be feasible if 
there is an address database for the 
population of interest where forms are 
shared via post. However, this could be 

                                                             
188 See also: U.S. Geological Survey (USGS); “What is remote sensing and what is it used for?” 
189 See also: ACAPS; Secondary Data Review: A Technical Brief (May 2014) 
190 See also: ACAPS; Expert Judgement- The use of expert judgement in humanitarian analysis: Theory, methods and applications (August 2017) 

https://www.impact-repository.org/document/reach/682342ca/reach_bgd_map_coxsbazar_kutupalong_ndvi_jan2017-2018_a0.pdf
https://www.impact-repository.org/document/reach/682342ca/reach_bgd_map_coxsbazar_kutupalong_ndvi_jan2017-2018_a0.pdf
https://www.impact-repository.org/document/repository/0dc8b965/haiti_hurricanematthew_ndvi_difference2015-2016_20170516.pdf
https://www.impact-repository.org/document/repository/0dc8b965/haiti_hurricanematthew_ndvi_difference2015-2016_20170516.pdf
https://www.impact-repository.org/document/reach/34fdf72c/reach_thematic_assessment_syrian_cities_damage_atlas_march_2019_reduced_file_size_3.pdf
https://www.impact-repository.org/document/reach/34fdf72c/reach_thematic_assessment_syrian_cities_damage_atlas_march_2019_reduced_file_size_3.pdf
https://www.reachresourcecentre.info/country/yemen/cycle/1302/?toip-group=maps&toip=map#cycle-1302
https://www.reachresourcecentre.info/country/yemen/cycle/1302/?toip-group=maps&toip=map#cycle-1302
https://www.reachresourcecentre.info/country/yemen/cycle/1304/?toip-group=maps&toip=map#cycle-1304
https://www.reachresourcecentre.info/country/yemen/cycle/1304/?toip-group=maps&toip=map#cycle-1304
https://www.usgs.gov/faqs/what-remote-sensing-and-what-it-used?qt-news_science_products=0#qt-news_science_products
https://www.acaps.org/sites/acaps/files/resources/files/secondary_data_review-sudden_onset_natural_disasters_may_2014.pdf
https://www.acaps.org/sites/acaps/files/resources/files/acaps_expert_judgment_-_full_study_august_2017.pdf
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Only applicable if it respondents have no movement 
restrictions and are able to send paper forms through 
the required means. 

difficult to implement in a crisis context and 
there could be an inherent bias/ non-
response since people will not fill forms 
unless they have a specific complaint. 
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3. Steps to be taken to set up phone-based data collection 

a. Before data collection 
 Map out planned data collection activities and coordinate assessments with all relevant 

stakeholders to avoid respondent fatigue → even more important for phone-based data 
collection where interest and motivation already likely to be lower compared to in-person contact 

 Prepare a clear operational plan (how many interviews, where, by whom, etc.) based on 
accessibility mapping and sampling 

 Prepare the list of respondents with phone numbers per enumerator (limiting access to this 
list to only those who need it) based on the type of sampling strategy   

 Including a buffer in the sample (at least 30-40%) is recommended anticipating higher 
risk of non-responses  

 Ensure there is a clear protocol in place on what enumerators need to do if first attempt 
unsuccessful i.e. try again, seek another appointment, go to buffer in sample, etc.  

 For data protection reasons, contact lists given to respondents should ideally be in hard 
copy that can be returned after data collection and only limited to those they need 
personally; if sharing soft copies, share only the details each enumerator needs and 
ensure the list is destroyed after data collection is completed 

 Ensure questionnaire design is well-suited for phone-based interviews  
 Design questions based on a preliminary analysis plan → 3-5 research questions and 

only the key indicators needed to answer these research questions 
 Keep it short! No more than 20-30 minutes maximum 
 Simplify language and phrasing of questions as much as possible → keep technical 

terminology to the minimum   
 Ensure the questionnaire is well translated (test, test, test!) 
 Keep open ended questions to the minimum; try to have questions with clear choices 
 Avoid self-reported questions as this can create confusion (e.g. “Has anyone in your 

settlement faced safety or security issues in the past 30 days” instead of “How would 
you rate the safety levels in your settlement”?) 

 Keep recall periods as consistent as possible throughout 
 Carefully evaluate and take out questions which cannot be implemented remotely (e.g. 

questions about shelter conditions which may require visual verification OR sensitive 
questions which may require in-person trust-building first) 

 Add a meta question to capture information on call status (Not answered; Incorrect 
number; Call disconnected midway; etc.) 

 Add screening questions to ensure if the respondent is of the right profile and eligible 
for the survey (depends on what the sampling strategy is) 

 [For purposive/ snowball sampling] Add a question in the end seeking respondent’s 
willingness to share contact details for another key informant → information should be 
kept within the survey and raw database and not on paper for personal use of 
enumerator) 

 Ensure questionnaire reflects COVID-19 developments if relevant to your context e.g. 
if asking about ability to access education for children among household, should have 
a response option on “closures due to COVID-19” 

 Pilot and test the questionnaire prior to data collection through “mock” interviews  
 For particularly difficult questions (i.e. questions for which getting straightforward 

responses might be either too difficult or too sensitive over the phone), it is 
recommended to try a test- retest approach i.e. measure the same concept twice in 
slightly different ways for triangulation and ensure consistency of responses 

 [If semi-structured questionnaire] Add sufficient probes and ensure enumerators are 
well-trained in the required facilitation techniques  

 Ensure all the required logistical arrangements are in place 
 Arrangements in place to recruit enumerators remotely if needed 
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 Discuss how best to proceed with in-country ACTED HR team 
 Some tips on additional skills to look out for: experience with mobile data 

collection software like KOBO; belongs to or is familiar with area of interest; 
familiarity with local dialect; interviewing skills and ability to navigate 
unexpected questions; clarity of diction and voice; ability to build trust, rapport 

 Enumerators’ working arrangements are clear and well established i.e. call center or 
working from home (latter currently recommended due to COVID-19 situation) 

 If working from home, enumerators have the required setup to conduct phone-based 
interviews, including a quiet space to work from during the day 

 Enumerators have phones, SIM cards (with required balance), and functioning 
headphones to make the phone calls 

 Enumerators have phones/ tablets/ laptops to complete questionnaires using mobile 
data collection software (KOBO) 

 Arrangements for real-time translation made if language barriers exist (this should be 
avoided and ideally all enumerators should speak the relevant local dialects) 

 Ensure all the required arrangements are in place to train enumerators remotely  
 Skype, Zoom, WhatsApp or similar communication platforms can be used  
 Make the training as interactive as possible  

 Develop data cleaning SOPs in line with IMPACT’s Data Cleaning Minimum Standards 
Checklist where all the required checks are clear  keep in mind that data quality assurance is 
more challenging for phone-based data collection compared to in-person data collection 

 Ensure all required data protection measures are being taken to secure sensitive, personally 
identifiable data 

 Minimise collection/ consolidation of personal data to only what is absolutely necessary 
 Draft Data Sharing Agreement if requesting personal data (e.g. beneficiary lists) from 

partners for the purpose of data collection (template available from HQ upon request) 
 Interviews should not be recorded (and ensure respondent is aware of that) 
 Devices used for data collection should be password protected 
 Ensure all other key steps outlined in the IMPACT SOPs for Management of Personally 

Identifiable Information are duly followed 
 Set up communication structure for remote working i.e. tracking data collection progress and 

providing feedback to data collection staff on a biweekly basis at least 
 Skype, Zoom, WhatsApp or similar communication platforms can be used  

 Create tracking sheets to keep track of data collection progress 
 Log daily progress against intended sample 
 Log number of attempts made per phone number if first attempt unsuccessful 
 Track call success and non-response rates on a daily basis 
 Ensure workflow is clear for how and at what frequency follow-up on tracking logs will 

be needed between the data collection team and assessment officer/ project focal point 
 If incentives need to be provided to respondent to account for opportunity cost of time and 

wearing their phone down, discuss internally how to proceed (e.g. airtime/ balance incentives) 
 

b. During data collection 
 Develop a pre-call checklist i.e. things enumerators need to have/ know before starting the call 

 Data collection plan for the day (based on overall sample and operational plan) 
 The final and most updated version of the data collection tool (especially important to 

check in areas with poor internet connection) 
 Seek informed consent verbally; it is important the enumerator is given a clear script for the 

informed consent statement that he/ she reads out each time, and which clearly outlines: 
 Who the enumerator is and works for 
 Why he/ she is contacting the respondent and what the selection process was 
 What is the purpose and scope of the assessment (why, for whom, how will the 

information be used, overall relevance, etc.)? 
 Length of interview (and possibility to schedule an appointment if current time not good) 

https://www.reachresourcecentre.info/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/IMPACT_Memo_Data-Cleaning-Min-Standards-Checklist_28012020-1.pdf
https://www.reachresourcecentre.info/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/IMPACT_Memo_Data-Cleaning-Min-Standards-Checklist_28012020-1.pdf
https://www.reachresourcecentre.info/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/SOP_data_protection_PII1.pdf
https://www.reachresourcecentre.info/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/SOP_data_protection_PII1.pdf
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 Guarantee of anonymity 
 Guarantee of reversible consent if respondent is uncomfortable or seeks to stop the 

interview mid-way 
 Establish clear protocols on how respondents need to be identified 

 Who should be answering the survey (for e.g. a household could only have one phone 
and you’ll need to make sure you are talking to the right person) 

 What to do if person answering the phone is not your target respondent, especially in 
the case of probability sampling (e.g. seek alternative contact detail or appointment) 

 What to do when there is no answer or if the phone number is incorrect (e.g. how many 
attempts before moving to next phone number in the list) 

 What to do and how to determine the final answer if the respondent starts consulting 
others around him/ her when answering the question 

 Establish clear communication channels on how enumerators need to follow-up on issues 
encountered during data collection 

 Conduct daily tracking and data cleaning checks to monitor progress, identify issues and 
provide relevant feedback to data collection teams on a regular basis 

 Provide enumerators with tips on how to keep respondents engaged  
 Keep it short! 
 Inform respondents in advance about the length of the interview, give them the option 

to pause and reschedule for a later time if needed 
 Clarify the larger purpose of the survey and how the information will be used 
 Use a clear and friendly voice 
 Listen carefully and engage in the conversation (rather than flooding the respondent 

with questions one after another) 
 Practice! 

 Ensure all information from the respondent is kept confidential and only entered on the form 
directly not on paper or recorded 

 Develop a post-call checklist for enumerators e.g. to check that there were no pending forms 
(except for later appointments) or recordings from a particular day and all call attempts had been 
duly recorded by doing a quick check against their tracking sheets 

 
c. After data collection 

 Final check of tracking sheets against original sample and operational plan to ensure the 
intended sampling strategy was followed (and there is a clear reason if not) 

 Final data quality checks to ensure all the key issues have been identified and corrected 
 Ensure the list of phone numbers and other respondent details provided to enumerators for 

sampling purposes have been destroyed/ removed from storage 
 Ensure any sampling biases or data collection limitations (e.g. population in certain areas 

not covered due to limited phone network coverage) are clearly acknowledged during analysis 
and reporting of findings 
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4. Sampling for phone-based data collection 

a. Sampling prerequisites for phone-based data collection: Overall  
 Availability of phones (and specifically smartphones if using chatbot methods) among the 

population of interest  
 Decent phone network coverage for intended respondents in the areas of interest 

 Map out phone network availability as early as possible, with such mapping done at the 
unit that you will be considering “strata”  

 The GSMA publishes network coverage maps globally (available here) based on their 
members’ latest network coverage data.  

 Decent phone network coverage for enumerators (either at home or place of data collection) 
 Sufficient airtime on different networks to ensure you can reach respondents that use 

different mobile networks with wide coverage 
 Ability to set up the required data protection measures and take all the steps to ensure 

personal and sensitive data (e.g. names and contact details) are securely managed within the 
team (see IMPACT SOPs for Management of Personally Identifiable Information) 

 
b. Sampling prerequisites for phone-based data collection: Probability (random) sampling 

 Availability of reliable, anonymised and comprehensive lists reflecting the sampling 
frame to ensure equal probability of selection for all units within population of interest 

 What is it: Using existing lists (e.g. consolidated, anonymised beneficiary lists from 
humanitarian partners with phone numbers) to enable randomised list-based selection 

 Pros: If available and contains the required information, the most straightforward way 
to randomise respondent selection 

 Cons: Unavoidable sampling bias towards those with a functioning phone and in a 
phone network area; difficult to apply stratification if additional metadata (e.g. location, 
displacement status) unavailable 

 [If list is not available] Ability to apply random digit dialing (RDD) techniques or other 
approaches to construct the list and the required sampling frame 

 What is RDD: RDD is a technique used to draw a sample of households by using a 
randomly generated telephone number as a link to the respondent. In other words: the 
population of interest consists of all possible phone numbers in the area and all of these 
numbers have an equal probability of selection. For an example of how we have used 
a sampling approach like this in the past, please see pages 3-4 of this report. 

 Pros: Enables random sampling even if Option 1 above is not feasible 
 Cons: Non-existent/ unassigned numbers sampled; higher chance of non-response; for 

household surveys, potential duplication of households (although this should be 
possible to mitigate by checking at the start if the household has already been 
interviewed either by simply asking or verifying against a household unique identifier 
such as refugee registration ID); difficult to implement any type of stratification (more 
than ten calls could be made till you find the respondent profile you are looking for) 

 
c. Prerequisites for phone-based data collection: Non-probability sampling191 

 Availability of reliable key informant (KI) networks and contact details to gather the required 
type of information 

 Ability to diversify KI profiles as needed/ based on research objectives e.g. both males and 
females; different age groups; minorities or vulnerable demographic groups; etc. 

 Ability to ensure as wide a coverage of the population of interest as possible using existing 
KI networks (for e.g. snowballing to ensure most settlements within a district are covered)  

                                                             
191 In some cases, it might also be worth considering the feasibility of respondent driven sampling (RDS) which is essentially a variation of snowball sampling 
which uses social network theory to overcome the respondent bias limitations associated with snowball sampling. Specifically, RDS uses information about 
the social networks of participants recruited to determine the probability of each participant’s selection and mitigate the biases associated with under sampling 
or over sampling specific groups. For more on RDS, see also: WHO & UNAIDS; ‘Introduction to HIV/ AIDS and sexually transmitted infection surveillance 

Module 4 Unit 1: Introduction to respondent-driven sampling’ (2013), p.17-25 

https://www.gsma.com/coverage/
https://www.reachresourcecentre.info/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/SOP_data_protection_PII1.pdf
https://www2.unwomen.org/-/media/field%20office%20jordan/attachments/publications/jordanian%20and%20syrian%20refugee.pdf?la=en&vs=1300
http://applications.emro.who.int/dsaf/EMRPUB_2013_EN_1539.pdf
http://applications.emro.who.int/dsaf/EMRPUB_2013_EN_1539.pdf
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Annex 7: Troubleshooting issues encountered due to inaccurate information in 

sampling frame 

1. Problem statement 

MSNAs are usually based on household level interviews selected with probability sampling strategies.  

Given the lack of available household lists in the countries of intervention, the sampling strategies usually rely on 

a list of locations defined as polygon or a point with an estimated number of households sampled with two stage 

random sampling or cluster sampling strategies. The sampling is usually done with replacement in order to have a 

self-weighted survey at the stratification level.  The use of these methods tend to create some difficulties, when 

the sampling frame is not accurate especially in the following situations:  

1. New location or sampling unit to be added in the sampling frame after start of data collection. 

2. Population targeted not present in the location assessed, or change in access during data collection. 

 

2. Adding unit(s) to the sampling frame 

The need to add sampling frame units arises when a location that was not accessible during the research design 

becomes accessible in the course of data collection, or when a population group appears to be present in a location 

but it is not in the sampling frame. 

Examples: Some restrictions are lifted regarding movement of humanitarians in some the assessment areas, and 

the team wants to include the location in the sampling; A team is going to a location to interview host population – 

there should be only host according to the sampling frame – but the team finds some refugee population as well 

(also part of the population of interest);  

In that situation, the following questioning will help to take the right corrective action:  

- Could I get the refugee population size in the location from a reliable source?  

- Can I handle PSU level weighting during analysis?  

If NO to any of the previous questions: then we do not attempt to interview population that were not part of the 

initial sampling frame. The presence of refugees in this particular location is reported in the limitations of the 

methodology section.  

If YES, to all the questions follow the next steps; some adjustments are possible to include to the population in the 

sampling frame.  

2.1 Getting missing population number(s) from a trusted source 

Adjusting the sampling frame requires to have accurate (enough) numbers for the population. This is crucial to 

calculate the probability of inclusion of a household and to calculate the PSU weights. It is also needed to correct 

the change in the probability of inclusion initially calculated prior to the addition of this new unit. 

2.2 Calculate the number of surveys needed in this location 

A simple way to determine the number of surveys needed for the additional location, is to calculate the relative 

size of the unit, compare to the total population inside the stratum, and based on that to proportionally assign the 

number of surveys (see example). Although this method corrects partially the difference inclusion, there is still a 

need to apply PSUs weight at the analysis stage (See next section) 

Example: In table 1 below, Gundu VDC, became accessible. In order to include it into the sampling, we calculate 

its relative size to the district population, and multiply this by the number of survey in the district:  

(Population of Gundu / Total size in district) * Sample size = 1257 / 68557 * 451 = 8.3 -> 9 surveys needed 
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Table 29: Addition of PSU in the sample 

VDC name P Code 
Total number of 

HH 

Probability 
of 

inclusion 
Survey buffer Access 

Sirutar C-BAG-26-016 1033 0.015 12 OK 

Duwakot C-BAG-26-008 2412 0.035 24 OK 

Gundu C-BAG-26-009 1257 0.018 ? OK 

Kautunje C-BAG-26-011 4692 0.068 33 OK 

MadhyapurThimiN.P
. 

C-BAG-26-012 20302 
0.296 

136 OK 

Nankhel C-BAG-26-014 1225 0.018 10 OK 

Sipadol C-BAG-26-015 2278 0.033 16 Unsure 

Sudal C-BAG-26-017 1562 0.023 9 Unsure 

Tathali C-BAG-26-018 1264 0.018 7 OK 

Bageswari C-BAG-26-001 1137 0.017 5 OK 

Jhaukhel C-BAG-26-010 1631 0.024 9 Unsure 

Nagarkot C-BAG-26-013 973 0.014 11 Unsure 

Balkot C-BAG-26-002 3999 0.058 26 OK 

BhaktapurN.P. C-BAG-26-003 17639 0.257 108 OK 

Changunarayan C-BAG-26-004 1374 0.020 7 OK 

Chhaling C-BAG-26-005 1817 0.027 10 OK 

Chitapol C-BAG-26-006 1274 0.019 5 OK 

Dadhikot C-BAG-26-007 2688 0.039 23 Unsure 

TOTAL  68 557  451  

   

3. Population targeted not present in the location assessed, or change in access during data collection 

Inaccuracy in sampling frame, especially location that were planned cannot be accessed, can lead to the need of 

adding some surveys to the sample to reach the desired precision on the findings. In order to get a self-weighted 

survey, IMPACT usually uses sampling with replacement of the PSU. Adding survey after data collection, apply 

either to go back to the locations already assessed or to use PSU level weighting to account for the change in 

probabilities of inclusion. The next section describes some simple strategies to prevent the need for resampling on 

the go, and when these fail what to do to ensure that the bias created is corrected or properly accounted for.  

3.1 Sampling design- Buffer 

Plan a buffer that is big enough to ensure that the change in access to some location can be compensated by the 

additional surveys that are done in another location.  

Dimensioning the buffer: a way to think about it is the number of surveys and / or locations from you sampling 

frame than you can drop without having to resample. In case where access in some areas remains uncertain - the 

buffer should be bigger, calculated based on the size of area likely to lose access during data collection. The buffer 

size can be different for each stratum. 

Table 30: Example of sample with access assessment 

VDC name P_CODE 
Total number of 

HH 
Probability of 

inclusion 
Survey 
buffer 

Acces
s 

Sirutar 
C-BAG-26-

016 
1033 0.015 12 OK 

Duwakot 
C-BAG-26-

008 
2412 0.035 24 OK 
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Gundu 
C-BAG-26-

009 
1257 0.018 9 OK 

Kautunje 
C-BAG-26-

011 
4692 0.068 33 OK 

MadhyapurThimiN.P
. 

C-BAG-26-
012 

20302 0.296 136 OK 

Nankhel 
C-BAG-26-

014 
1225 0.018 10 OK 

Sipadol 
C-BAG-26-

015 
2278 0.033 16 Unsure 

Sudal 
C-BAG-26-

017 
1562 0.023 9 Unsure 

Tathali 
C-BAG-26-

018 
1264 0.018 7 OK 

Bageswari 
C-BAG-26-

001 
1137 0.017 5 OK 

Jhaukhel 
C-BAG-26-

010 
1631 0.024 9 Unsure 

Nagarkot 
C-BAG-26-

013 
973 0.014 11 Unsure 

Balkot 
C-BAG-26-

002 
3999 0.058 26 OK 

BhaktapurN.P. 
C-BAG-26-

003 
17639 0.257 108 OK 

Changunarayan 
C-BAG-26-

004 
1374 0.020 7 OK 

Chhaling 
C-BAG-26-

005 
1817 0.027 10 OK 

Chitapol 
C-BAG-26-

006 
1274 0.019 5 OK 

Dadhikot 
C-BAG-26-

007 
2688 0.039 23 Unsure 

TOTAL   68 557   460   

 

Example: the teams takes a 20% buffer. Target sample size is 383 (95% confidence and 5% error margin) and we 

have a sample size of 385 and 20% buffer, 460 surveys.  

In the table above the access has be characterized based on the likelihood of access. % locations were 

characterized with an unsure access – which is 16 + 9 + 9 + 11 + 23 = 68 surveys. With the buffer planned we can, 

if the access changes, drop the totality of the 5 locations: 460 – 68 = 392 and still have a representative sample 

with 95/5 precision level. 

3.2 During data collection planning 

If access due to security situation is likely to change in some areas, if the security permits, consider starting with 

the area where the access might change during data collection time.  

Example: If the security is likely to change in Dadhikot and Nagarkot district (see table 1), preventing the team to 

physically access these areas for data collection, assuming it is currently safe for them, the field team could start 

by this area in order to minimize the risk of having to drop this location entirely due to access restrictions. 

3.3 During data collection  
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Although the previous precautions were taken to ensure that the sample size target is reached, it is possible that 

an unforeseen change of access led to underachieving against the planned sample.  

 Top-up with replacement  

The country team has the capacity to go back to the site already assessed: In this case, additional PSUs will be 

redrawn from the original sampling frame (without the inaccessible areas). Because the sampling is done on all 

the units of the stratum, it is very likely that location already selected in the first sample will be redrawn again. In 

that situation the sampling strategy is kept (sampling with replacement) and there is no impact on the analysis.  

Example: A team wants to compensate the deficit of 25 surveys due the inaccessibility of a location. It is possible 

to resample using IMPACT sampling tool192:  

- Load the sampling frame with inaccessible area removed, for a single stratum. 

- Mode of sampling = “enter sample size” 

- enter the number of survey that need to be added, 25 in this example.  

- If cluster sampling – the cluster size needs to be similar than the initial sampling.  

Figure 17: Screenshot of IMPACT’s online sampling tool 

 

 Top-up without replacement  

The country team does NOT have the capacity to go back to the site already assessed. In that case, it is possible 

to draw additional locations from the sampling frame. However, the top-up sample will have an impact on the PSUs’ 

probability of selection and by consequence will impede the self-weighting characteristic of the survey.  

 Add location into the sample 

To identify a new location to replace the one that was not accessible, you can use the sampling tool to recreate a 

sample with the same characteristics. Compare the new sample produced with the original one, and randomly 

select locations that were not accessed until you select enough survey to replace the location that was dropped.  

 

 

3.4 During analysis  

                                                             
192 Available at https://impact-initiatives.shinyapps.io/r_sampling_tool_v2/ 
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 Applying PSU level weighting 

When the survey is self-weighted for a given stratum, all units (e.g. households) in the stratum have the same 

probability of inclusion; there is no need to include weights to correct inclusion. In this situation, the use of weight 

is only needed to aggregate the data at a higher level than the stratum, for example at crisis level for a population 

group.  

In the situations described in the previous section, the inclusion in the sample, after the sampling, of new units has 

compromised the self-weighted characteristics of the survey design. There is thus a need to adjust the probability 

of inclusions between the household in a same stratum based on the size of the PSU they are from. During the 

analysis, the survey will carry a PSU weight that will allow aggregation at stratum level based on their relative size. 

Example: In the table below, the inclusion of a new VDC, Gundu.  

VDC name P_CODE 
Total 

number of 
HH 

Probability 
of 

inclusion 

Survey 
buffer 

Access 
PSU 

weights 

Sirutar C-BAG-26-016 1033 0.015 12 OK 0.5776 

Duwakot C-BAG-26-008 2412 0.035 24 OK 0.6743 

Gundu C-BAG-26-009 1257 0.018 9 OK 0.9371 

Kautunje C-BAG-26-011 4692 0.068 33 OK 0.9540 

MadhyapurThimiN.P. C-BAG-26-012 20302 0.296 136 OK 1.0016 

Nankhel C-BAG-26-014 1225 0.018 10 OK 0.8219 

Sipadol C-BAG-26-015 2278 0.033 16 Unsure 0.9553 

Sudal C-BAG-26-017 1562 0.023 9 Unsure 1.1645 

Tathali C-BAG-26-018 1264 0.018 7 OK 1.2116 

Bageswari C-BAG-26-001 1137 0.017 5 OK 1.5258 

Jhaukhel C-BAG-26-010 1631 0.024 9 Unsure 1.2160 

Nagarkot C-BAG-26-013 973 0.014 11 Unsure 0.5935 

Balkot C-BAG-26-002 3999 0.058 26 OK 1.0320 

BhaktapurN.P. C-BAG-26-003 17639 0.257 108 OK 1.0959 

Changunarayan C-BAG-26-004 1374 0.020 7 OK 1.3170 

Chhaling C-BAG-26-005 1817 0.027 10 OK 1.2192 

Chitapol C-BAG-26-006 1274 0.019 5 OK 1.7096 

Dadhikot C-BAG-26-007 2688 0.039 23 Unsure 0.7842 

TOTAL   68 557   460     
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Figure 18: Decision tree in case of uncertain access 
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Annex 8: Example of child protection protocol developed for a 2018 REACH-UNICEF 

Assessment on Unaccompanied and Separated Minors 

1. Purpose of the Protocol 
 
Child abuse, violence, neglect and exploitation is considered worldwide a violation of the fundamental rights of the 
child. Violence against children is unacceptable and requires comprehensive action, IMPACT is committed to 
safeguarding and protecting children's rights in the overall performance of its activities.   
This protocol outlines key principles and actions that will be taken by IMPACT staff and contractors to safeguard 
the rights of children, adolescents, young people, their families and communities directly addressed, in the 
implementation of its activities.  
This protocol aims at ensuring that urgent issues that can put the life and/or well-being of a child in immediate 
danger detected during the implementation of the activities are timely and efficiently referred to child protection 
personnel for their due follow-up in full respect of the International Convention of the Rights of the Child and 
following Protocols.  
This protocol outlines compulsory procedures to be undertaken by IMPACT staff and contractors.  
The protocol will be validated by UNICEF and its external ethics review consultant. No data collection will be carried 
out before the validation of this instrument.  
 
2. Guiding Principles 

 
1. The Best Interest of the Child lies at the heart of the assessment, its design and implementation. 
2. Respect: all evidence-generating activities should ensure respect for all persons. Respect demands that 

individuals be treated as autonomous agents. An autonomous agent is an individual capable of 
deliberation about personal goals and of acting under the direction of such deliberation. To respect 
autonomy is to give weight to autonomous persons' values, preferences, and beliefs and to recognize 
their capability for self-legislation, their ability to make judgments, to state their opinions and to make 
choices.  

3. Informed consent: For any primary data collection, informed consent is obtained by the respondent; if 
the respondent is a child, this entails assent by the child and informed consent by their caretaker. Once 
identified the individual participants, REACH staff will contact respective guardians and explain the 
research activities in its purpose and methodology. Once obtained guardians verbal consent, REACH 
staff will provide the informed consent form, outlining all the procedures to be taken to ensure child 
protection and privacy, and request the guardians' signature.  

4. Confidentiality and Professionalism: IMPACT personnel will devote equal attention to all urgent cases 
identified in the course of the activities. It will ensure no dispersion of confidential information. The 
communication will be set up in such a way to reduce communication leaks or any violation of the privacy 
of the child and other respondents. The data management plan specifically outlines appropriate 
procedures for the collection, treatment and disclosure of confidential information.  

International best practices and instruments: IMPACT personnel will receive a specific training on how to refer 
child protection urgent cases. They will be provided with tailored training materials as well as with reporting 
instruments such as: (1) the Referral Form, (2) the Assent/Consent Form, (3) the Urgent Action Form, (4) the 
Confidentiality Agreement as well as (5) the Enumerator Debriefing Form. 
 
3. Legal Framework 
In Italy 
Mandatory reporting 
Public officials, health and social workers performing functions of public interest are required to report to the 
relevant judicial authorities if they acknowledge a situation which is damaging or putting at risk a ch ild’s physical 
or mental health (according to the L.D. 184/83). Moreover, any situation that can be compromising the child’s 
development should be reported by health or social workers to the local social services or to the Juvenile Court.  
 
 
Data protection 
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In Italy, the legislative decree 196/2003 protects persons and other subjects with regard to the processing of 
personal data. According to this law, personal data shall be processed correctly, lawfully and transparently and 
shall protect people’s privacy and rights. For this and in accordance with article 13 of the law, researchers shall 
provide the participants with information concerning the research project and how their personal data will be used 
– before engaging in data collection. 
In Greece 
The Implementation Law 2472/1997 on the Protection of Individuals with regard to the Processing of Personal 
Data protects the fundamental rights and freedoms of natural persons with regard to the processing of personal 
data. According to this law, personal data will be processed correctly, lawfully and transparently and shall protect 
your privacy and rights. For this and in accordance with the right to information as of article 11 of the law, 
researchers shall inform the participants concerning the research project’s objectives and how personal data will 
be processed and analysed. 
In addition, in order for children to take part in a data collection exercise, the law requires the informed assent from 
the child as well as the consent of the legal representative of the child.  
 
4. Procedures 
Informed assent/consent 

 No child below the age of 15 will be interviewed in the study.  

 After the selection of the potential participant, the Enumerator engages with his/her legal representative to 
seek his/her consent for the child to participate in the data collection exercise using the Consent Form. 

 Upon consent from the child’s legal representative, the Enumerator engages with the child to seek his/her 
assent to participate in the data collection exercise using the Assent form. 

 The Consent and Assent forms outline important elements of which the potential participant and her/his legal 
representatives should be informed, including the purpose of the research, the selection of the participants, 
the voluntary nature of the participation, the procedures of relevant data collection methods, the confidentiality 
of the research, the data management policy, the risks involved in taking part in the research, the no-
compensation/no-benefit policy as well as the way findings will be shared (for more details refer to the 
Consent/Assent forms). 

 Enumerators shall inform the participants that even if he/she is not asking about abuse, in light of legislation, 
if there is evidence of abuse occurring, it will have to be reported in accordance with the law to the judicial 
authorities, according to REACH Child abuse reporting procedures.  

 No data collection exercise may be carried out without the formal consent of the legal representative AND the 
assent from the child. 

 For direct observation components of the study, the assent and consent will be received in the forms for 
participation in the interview.  

 See the Informed Consent/Assent form. 
 
Data collection time 

 Enumerators shall make sure both with the facility representatives and the children that the time of data 
collection does not interfere with the daily schedule of the children (schooling, recreational activities, meals, 
rest, praying, etc.). 

 Interview and focus group exercises should take strictly the time needed to collect relevant information to 
minimize their impact on the children’s daily schedule. 

 
Data collection space and privacy 

 The interview and focus group should take place in a room that guarantees the security and privacy of the 
respondents. Therefore, enumerators shall ask the reception centre management for a place where they and 
the respondents will not be heard by non-participants.  

 If non-participants are present in the data collection room, enumerators explain them that in order to protect 
the participants’ privacy, non-participants should leave the room.  

 If privacy cannot be guaranteed the interview is rescheduled and Enumerators refer to the Field Coordinator.  

 If third parties are interfering with an interview or focus group, the Enumerators will interrupt the data collection 
exercise.  
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Confidentiality and anonymization 

 Before starting data collection, enumerators will be asked to sign a Confidentiality Agreement with REACH 
whereby they commit not to disclose any information they collect as part of their Enumerator role to other 
actors.  

 Data collection forms are anonymous, and the Enumerators shall not record the names of the participants.  

 To protect confidentiality during Focus Groups the Enumerators shall demand participants to refrain referring 
to individual cases presented during the discussion outside the group with non-participants.  

 However, the Enumerators shall inform the participants about the risk of other participants reporting topics 
discussed during the session.   

 At the end of individual interviews, participants will be granted the possibility to check the script to make sure 
that answers were recorded correctly.  

 
Addressing discomfort from a child during data collection 

 Enumerators shall remind the children that they have the right to interrupt the interview at any point and are 
free not to answer specific questions if they wish so. 

 Enumerators shall ensure that concerns and distress are timely detected and addressed during the data 
collection phase, including interrupting momentarily, or definitively the interview to protect the Best Interest of 
the Child. 

 
Ensuring cultural sensitiveness 

 The Enumerator team accounts for potential political and cultural sensitivities of participants. Each sub-team 
will include a female and male component. Enumerators are trained to ensure full respect of participants 
political or cultural sensitivities.   

 Enumerators will not provide any information regarding their religious or political affiliations. 
 
Collecting complaining about data collection 

 Enumerators shall address children’s concerns in the first instance and provide response during the data 
collection phase, by interrupting the interview and investigate and reply to children's individual concerns.  

 In addition, Enumerators shall systematically provide the contact reference for complains to all participants at 
the end of the interview. 

 The Assessment Officer is the focal point for complaints. As such, she/he collects potential concerns and 
complaints and suggests an appropriate approach to be undertaken by the Field Coordinator as line manager, 
including disciplinary measures – from formal warning to dismissal of the Enumerator involved. 

 
Urgent action cases 

 While Enumerators are not asking about abuse, in light of legislation, if there is evidence of abuse occurring, 
it will have to be reported in accordance with the law to the judicial authorities.  

 In that case, the Enumerator will fill an Urgent Action form and forward this to the Field Coordinator 

 By the end of the day, the Field Coordinator will debrief with the Enumerator having recorded the abuse using 
the Urgent Action form 

 If requested and relevant, the Field Coordinator will contact Child Protection services on behalf of the victim/s 
in the site (pre-identified by UNCIEF), upon greenlight from the line manager, within 24 hours of receiving the 
report.  

 If requested and relevant, Field Coordinator will contact the Child Protection services upon greenlight from the 
line manager, within 24 hours of receiving the report. 

 
 
 
 
Reporting and referral 
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 Enumerators shall inform the participants that the outcome of the research process will be a public report, 
where all information will be de-identified, and sensitive information omitted in order to ensure protection of 
participants.  

 Participants who wish to be referred to specific social assistance services may provide their name in the 
Referral Form but this will not be shared beyond the identified focal point nor be part of the data available for 
the research. This information will only be available to the Field Coordinator and will be shared with the 
reference organization indicated in the Referral guide.  

 The Assessment Officer shall make sure that the research outputs will present information that in no way could 
be traced back to individual participants. 

 Draft reports are reviewed by the REACH Assessment Officer as well as by REACH Geneva HQ to ensure 
that information cannot be traced back to individual participants. 

 An additional double-check is provided by UNICEF Child Protection specialists that will make sure that 
assessment outputs do not entail risks for the direct participants and/or to the target group 

 
5. Protection risk matrix 
 

Risk Risk Mitigation Responsibility 

Children do not want to 
participate in the 
interview/focus group 

 No data collection exercise will be carried out without 
obtaining the formal consent of the legal representative 
AND the assent from the child.  

 Enumerators remind the participant that he/she has the 
right to interrupt temporarily or definitively the 
interview/focus group at any time. 

 Field 
Coordinator 

 Enumerators  

Focus group facilitators, 
interviewers and field 
researchers cause distress 
to participants 

 Interviews procedure are designed in order to ensure 
that: (1) participants can take an informed decision 
upon participation; (2) participants can interrupt the 
interview at any time; (3) complaints are timely received 
and addressed during data collection; (4) Possibility to 
be referred to special social assistance services.  

 Interview tools have been designed in order to ensure 
an escalation of the question sensitiveness. Time 
breaks have been introduced to allow Enumerators to 
monitor participants' response to the questionnaire and 
ensure to pre-empt distress.  

 

 Enumerators 

 Field 
Coordinator 

Participants express 
concerns or complaints 
about the interview / FGD 
process 

 Enumerators systematically provide the contact 
reference of the Field Coordinator to all participants at 
the end of the interview and stress the Field 
Coordinator’s role as focal point.  

 

 Field 
Coordinator 

Enumerators  

Limited / no privacy   Interviews shall be held in public spaces where 
overhearing is not allowed.   

 If privacy cannot be guaranteed the interview is 
rescheduled and Enumerators refer to the Field 
Coordinator.  

 If third parties are interfering with an interview or focus 
group, the Enumerators will interrupt the data collection 
exercise.  

 

 Field 
Coordinator 

 Enumerators 

Confidentiality of data is 
compromised  

 The Assessment Officer designed a comprehensive 
Data Management Plan establishing procedures to 
ensure that data collection, transmission and storage is 
secure and to protect the privacy of the participants (for 
more details, refer to the Data Management Plan). 

 Assessment 
Officer 

 UNICEF 
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 The Assessment Officer ensures REACH staff comply 
with the Data Management Plan. 

 The Data Management Plan has been approved by 
UNICEF during the Inception phase and any 
modification to the plan will need to be validated by 
UNICEF before entering into force. 

Dissemination of findings 
potentially identify 
participants 

 Draft reports are reviewed by the REACH Assessment 
Officer as well as by REACH Geneva HQ to ensure that 
information cannot be traced back to individual 
participants. 

 An addition double-check is provided by UNICEF 
Protection specialists that will make sure that 
assessment outputs do not entail risks for the 
participants and/or to the target group. 

 Assessment 
Officer 

 Field 
Coordinator 

 IMPACT HQ 

 UNICEF 

Evidence or disclosure of  
urgent cases that can put 
the life and/or well-being of 
a child in immediate danger 

 Procedures to address evidence or disclosure are 
established before starting data collection. 

 Standard reporting forms are drafted to collect 
information in a comprehensive and timely manner 

 Enumerators are trained by UNICEF Protection 
Specialists in order to be ready to identify and refer all 
urgent cases. 

 

 Field 
Coordinator 

 Enumerators 

 Assessment 
Officer 

 UNICEF 
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Annex 9: Collecting disability data in a household-level needs assessment  

1. Why collect data about people with disabilities (PWDs)?  

“Disability” is an umbrella term that indicates negative aspects of functioning.193 While it is important to collect 
information on all aspects of disabilities, it is not always possible to do so in all assessments. However, relevant 
questions could be added as much as possible to capture, at minimum, information about limitations in basic 
activity functioning within the population of interest, such as walking, remembering, seeing and hearing (while 
acknowledging that this does not seek to replace disability statistics as we may not be able to identify every person 
with any disability within every community).194 Additionally, this will enable the needs analysis to identify 
households or communities where one or more members are unable to function independently and have special 
caregiving needs as a result of which these households or communities may be more vulnerable and/ or have 
more aggravated wellbeing considerations, which should be factored in to overall severity of needs analysis. 

2. Key considerations to keep in mind if collecting information about PWDs 

In some instances and depending on the type of information being sought, the purpose of the research could be 

met by speaking with caregivers195 of PWDs rather than interviewing PWDs directly; this is especially 

recommended from a ‘do no harm’ perspective if the target sample includes people with cognitive disabilities who 

may become distressed while being interviewed by an unfamiliar person (i.e. the enumerator) not professionally 

trained to interact with such cases.  

However, if PWDs themselves need to be directly included in the sample for a research cycle, additional 

training needs to be provided to data collection teams on the sensitivities of collecting data from this 

particular group by experts in the field such as Humanity & Inclusion or the Health Cluster. A free online training 

on the use of Washington Group Questions to collect data on and identify persons with disabilities in humanitarian 

action is also available here. 

Meanwhile, to ensure relevant data on PWDs can be provided as part of a needs or vulnerability analysis where 

relevant, it is important to: 

 Ensure key indicators are covered to analyse needs and vulnerabilities effectively for PWDs. As noted in 

the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) Draft Guidelines on Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities in 

Humanitarian Action (August 2019), in order to address barriers for PWDs, aid actors need to: 

 Identify locations of individuals with disabilities and households that include PWDs 

 Identify the total caseload i.e. total number/ proportion of PWDs in the affected population 

 Understand the different types of disabilities prevalent among the affected population  

 Understand how the crisis affects PWDs’ households, specifically in terms of: 

 Their ability to meet basic day-to-day needs 

 Their ability to access assistance, services, and facilities 

 Their ability to access and maintain livelihoods 

 Their overall physical and mental well-being  

 Understand barriers faced by PWDs in accessing services and/ or assistance: 

 Environmental barriers, for e.g. when service facilities or distribution points are located 

far away, across difficult terrain or inaccessible by transport 

 Institutional barriers, for e.g. government policies and legal frameworks relevant to 

humanitarian action do not promote or ensure the inclusion of PWDs 

                                                             
193 See also: Center for Disease Control and Prevention; Washington Group on Disability Statistics: Rationale for the short-set 
194 Ibid.  
195 A carer or caregiver is commonly defined as a person (a family member or paid helper) who regularly looks after a child, a sick person, an older person, 
or a person with a disability. Rights-based actors tend to prefer the term ‘support’, rather than ‘care’, when speaking of adults with disabilities (for example, 
personal assistance, peer support, support person). See also: Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) DRAFT Guidelines on Inclusion of Persons with 

Disabilities in Humanitarian Action (August 2019). 

https://kayaconnect.org/course/info.php?id=1221
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/washington_group/wg_rationale.htm
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 Attitudinal barriers,196 for e.g. widespread social stigma  

 Communication barriers 

 Understand the needs and priorities of PWDs, disaggregated by type of disability, sex, age 

where possible 

 Understand specific protection concerns for PWDs in the area(s) of interest and the extent to 

which this is compounded by sex, age, culture and/ or socio-economic status 

 Understand the capacity and resources of organisations in the area to respond to PWDs 

 Ensure data collection tools are adequately designed, and where possible, based on existing standards 

and practices. For further guidance specifically on incorporating this within household-level needs 

assessments, see table below. 

3. Some examples for how to collect disability data in a household (HH)-level needs assessment?197  

The table below summarises some examples based specifically on approaches taken within IMPACT to collect 
disability data as part of a wider household level needs assessment. For wider guidance on how to strengthen the 
quality and availability of data on disability in humanitarian action, see also resources available on the website of 
Humanity & Inclusion here. 
 

 Questionnaire options Pros Cons 

1 Washington Group Short Set of 
Questions (this link) – asked 
individually to EACH HH member 
(training toolkit available here) 

- Globally recommended best 
practice 

- Useful to capture reliable data 
on the level of difficulties 
faced (or not) by EACH HH 
member vis-à-vis vision, 
hearing, mobility, cognitive 
functioning, self-care and 
communication 

- Time consuming to implement 
(not all household level data 
collection tools can be adapted 
to collect individual level 
information) 

- Does not provide the desired 
indication of what the 
prevalence of disabilities 
means for the overall 
dependency and caregiving 
ratio within HH 

2 Washington Group Short Set of 
Questions (this link) – asked only to 
the head of HH who answers for 
himself/ herself as well as the rest of 
the household198 

Same as above but less time 
consuming in comparison 

- Individual level details may be 
biased depending on 
perspective of head of HH 

- Does not provide the desired 
indication of what the 
prevalence of disabilities 
means for the overall 
dependency and caregiving 
ratio within HH 

3 1. Ask the head of HH if ANY 
member has X, Y, Z difficulty 
(using same list as Washington 
Group Short Set) 

2. [If yes] Probe for # of HH 
members by age and sex in 
EACH category  

Same as above but less time 
consuming in comparison 

Same as above 

4 Washington Group Short Set of 
Questions (this link) – asked only to 
the head of HH about his/ her 
difficulties199 

Saves time and still provides 
reliable data on the level of 
difficulties faced (or not) by the 
head of HH vis-à-vis vision, 
hearing, mobility, cognitive 

- Does not provide information 
on other HH members who 
might also have the same 
difficulties 

                                                             
196 Such barriers are typically a result of social misconceptions or prejudices against PWDs which generate incorrect assumptions among members of the 
wide community. 
197 See also: World Health Organisation; Disability Assessment Schedule 2.0 (2018) 
198 See also: Humanity & Inclusion; Collecting Data in Humanitarian Action Using Washington Group Questions at Household Level  
199 See also: Humanity & Inclusion; Collecting Data in Humanitarian Action Using Washington Group Questions at Household Level  

https://humanity-inclusion.org.uk/en/projects/disability-data-in-humanitarian-action
http://www.washingtongroup-disability.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/WG-Document-4-The-Washington-Group-Short-Set-on-Functioning-Question-Specifications.pdf
https://humanity-inclusion.org.uk/en/projects/disability-data-in-humanitarian-action#8
http://www.washingtongroup-disability.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/WG-Document-4-The-Washington-Group-Short-Set-on-Functioning-Question-Specifications.pdf
http://www.washingtongroup-disability.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/WG-Document-4-The-Washington-Group-Short-Set-on-Functioning-Question-Specifications.pdf
http://www.washingtongroup-disability.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/WG-Document-4-The-Washington-Group-Short-Set-on-Functioning-Question-Specifications.pdf
http://www.washingtongroup-disability.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/WG-Document-4-The-Washington-Group-Short-Set-on-Functioning-Question-Specifications.pdf
https://www.who.int/classifications/icf/whodasii/en/
https://humanity-inclusion.org.uk/sn_uploads/document/2019-01-Factsheet-2-Collecting-data-using-the-WGQs-at-household-level.pdf
https://humanity-inclusion.org.uk/sn_uploads/document/2019-01-Factsheet-2-Collecting-data-using-the-WGQs-at-household-level.pdf
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functioning, self-care and 
communication 

5 1. In your household, are there 
ANY members that have 
physical or cognitive difficulties 
(for example, mobility, hearing, 
sight, communicating, etc.) 
which impacts their ability to 
carry out day to day activities 
such as working, studying, 
walking, getting dressed, 
remembering things? (helps to 
identify # of HH members facing 
difficulties in functioning due to a 
disability) 

2. [If yes] How many household 
members fall in each of the 
following categories: 1) no 
difficulty carrying out daily 
activities 2) minor difficulties 
carrying daily activities but does 
not need assistance or attention 
3) some difficulties carrying daily 
activities and needs some 
assistance and attention (for e.g. 
1-2 hours per day) 4) a lot of 
difficulty carrying daily activities 
and needs quite a bit of 
assistance and attention (for e.g. 
3-6 per day) and (5) cannot 
carry daily activities 
independently and needs 
permanent assistance and 
attention (helps to identify level 
of difficulties affecting these HH 
members) 

3. You mentioned that 2 members 
of your household had a lot of 
difficulties or cannot carry out 
daily activities at all. For each of 
these members, could you 
specify (1) sex (2) age (3) type 
of disability- physical or 
cognitive (helps identify # of HH 
members by age, sex and broad 
type of disability and important 
to ensure ‘disability’ is not 
conflated with general functional 
difficulties and caregiving needs 
for infants and younger children) 

- Useful to determine the # of 
HH members facing 
difficulties in functioning due 
to a physical or cognitive 
disability as well as what this 
means for caregiving needs 
within the HH 

- Less time consuming to 
implement than the 
Washington Group Short Set 
of Questions 

 

- Individual level details may be 
biased depending on 
perspective of head of HH 

- Unable to provide the same 
level of granularity as 
Washington Group Short Set 
of Questions in terms of the 
type of disability for each HH 
member 

 
  



[IMPACT Research Design Guidelines, October 2020] 

136 | P a g e  

Annex 10: Example debriefing form for a Focus Group Discussion  

Examples in both Word and Excel formats are available on the online Repository Toolkit here (Toolkit > Research 

> 2 Data Collection & Processing > Templates / Tools).  

https://www.impact-repository.org/toolkit/data-collection-processing/
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