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Having the Data Skills to Know the Difference 

Carol Melcher, MPH, BS, RN 

Did my efforts make a difference? 

Where did I start? Where did I end? 

We track our progress every day. 
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Most of your time will be spent preparing, 

designing and testing.  

Data is power.  

California is moving forward, because we 

can track our progress. 
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Goals 

 Help you set up basic data systems to 

track your progress. 

 Help you share your results. 

 Help you avoid common mistakes.  

 

 

Don’t worry, this will not be a statistics class! 

 

Your results are only as good as your data.  
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Let’s start with the hardest stuff…  

Preparing for this work: 

 If you are conducting patient or staff 

interviews, I strongly recommend taking a 1-

2 hour class on PROTECTING HUMAN 

SUBJECTS. 

 If you plan to publish, you need approval 

from an INTERNAL REVIEW BOARD (IRB) 

Why do you need “Human 

Subjects” training? 

 To ensure you don’t overstep a patient’s 

rights.  

 To protect vulnerable people and health 

information.  

 To protect you and your work. 
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Informing your participant  

This information could be done verbally if you are interviewing 

patients.   

Quality Improvement (QI)  

vs Research 
 QI- sharing internally 

only. 

 HIPPA training required 

 QI team approval 

recommended 

 Data storage security 

recommended 

 IRB not required 

 Protecting Human Subjects 

training not required 

 

 Research- sharing with 

external groups. 

 HIPPA training required 

 Annual IRB review required 

 Data storage security 

required 

 IRB is required 

 Protecting Human Subjects 

training is required. 



2/10/2016 

6 

Why? 

1. Vulnerable people (patients) may feel that 

participating could impact their care.  

2. You must clearly separate her care from her 

survey responses. Example: Did your nurse teach 

you about your baby’s cues? 

3. She must feel free to refuse to participate.  

4. Nurses should never interview their own 

patients.  

WHEW!! 

 That is the hardest part, now let’s talk 

about the fun stuff. 
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You will likely conduct surveys, chart reviews, 

and in-person interviews.  
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Types of data 

Quantitative Data   

 

Discrete-  

Whole numbers, in clear categories. 

Yes or no  

 

Continuous-  

 Characteristics that can be measured. Such as 

length, diameter, time 

Sample Survey Questions 

Try to design questions that do not imply a 

preferred response or a judgment.  

Yes            No 
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Sample Questions 
 Biased Question:  

 “How did the breastfeeding class improve 

your experience?” (if asked by the teacher, it could have a 

strong bias) 

 Unbiased question: 

  “Which of the following words best 

describes the  affect of the breastfeeding 

class on your breastfeeding experience?  

(Asked by someone other than the teacher) 

 
Very Helpful Somewhat 

Helpful 

Neither 

Helpful or 

Unhelpful 

Somewhat 

Unhelpful 

Very 

Unhelpful 
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The “Methods Sheet”  

1. Create a new sheet for each new data 
collection process.  

2. Include how, what, when, where and who will 
gather the data. 

3. Record your decisions about cleaning the 
data here.  

4. Keep it simple, clear and use it to train your 
team.  

Sample Survey “Methods Sheet” 
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Conducting a Survey 

Your “Methods Sheet” will tell you: 

1. How, when and to whom the survey will 

be given. 

2. How to enter the results 

3. What to do with things like “write-ins” or 
blanks? 

 

Conducting a Chart Review  

 
Your “Methods Sheet” will tell you: 

1. How to decide which charts you will review. 

2. Where the item is located in the chart.  

3. How to categorize and enter this item. 

4. What to do if the item is blank? You decide based on 

what you are looking for.  

○ Dig deeper? look for narrative entries? 

○ interview patient? 

○ leave it blank? 
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Conducting Interviews 

 

Your “Methods Sheet” will tell you: 

1. Exact questions. 

2. Allowable variations 
You would not want someone to ask: “You didn’t give any formula, did 
you?” 

3. Privacy requirements (closed door, special room)  

4. Who will be interviewed and how individuals 
are selected 
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 Sampling saves time and effort. 

 This decision should be made before you start. 

 If you have a large population, you almost always 
sample. 

 You may chose not to sample if your birth 
numbers are less than 50 per month.  

 If  your random  sample is large enough it will 
give you accurate results. 

 Your QI department can help you define your 
sample size.  

 

 

Knowing when and how to 

sample 

Types of Sampling 

Convenience sample  
Pro:  

 You sample those who 
are easy to access.  

 

Cons:  

 Your sample may be 
biased.  

 May not represent 
your population. 

Random sample 
Pro:  

 Is more likely to 
represent the 
population. 

 Gives everyone a 
chance to be selected. 

 

Cons:  

 Requires more effort 
and time.  
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Final thoughts about Sampling 

 Better to have a small, accurate, random 

sample, then a large, poorly 

collected/biased sample. 

 Electronic records may allow you to 

gather the entire population with little 

effort.  
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We wanted 40 surveys.   

We did not know the size of our 

“population”. 

 
 Population:  

 If 30 people show up, we will sample everyone. 

  Random: 
  If 80 people show up, we will flip a coin and sample every other 

person.  

 Convenience:  
 If 100 people show up and we sample the first 40 through the 

door.  

 We chose 40 because: 
 It likely to give us at least 30 completed surveys 

 30 is considered minimal for getting QI results  

 We thought we could enter 40 surveys in the allowed time. 
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Step 1:  

 Decide what to do with 

incomplete data. 

 Decide what to do with 

conflicting responses.  

 Decide what to do with 

“write-ins”. 

 

 This is why you should 

conduct a pilot.  

 

 These decisions go on 

the “Methods Sheet”. 

 Person marked “drove 

solo and with others”. 

 Example: hotel shuttle  

 Not including “Hotel Shuttle” 

as a choice was a flaw in our 

survey, since most people 

who flew, took a shuttle.  

Step 2:  

 Enter data into a spreadsheet.  

 Let’s take a quick look at building your Excel files.  

 How many of you routinely build Excel Files? 
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Step 3:  

 Create your visual presentation.  

 Keep it simple. Share one variable. 
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Your turn  
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Easiest method:  

Count your responses 

Percentages 
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Simplify categories by showing your 

“targeted responses” versus “other” 

Using percentages to track change 

over time 
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No column titles, % not converted, 5 questions on one graphs. 
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Combining # with % on same graph 

“Small numbers”  
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“Small numbers”  

Combining months 

 

Your turn  
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 What did you think of that sample? 

 Is the message clear? 

 Is it missing anything? 

 How could it be displayed as a trend?  
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Who traveled the farthest? 

FUN FACT 

 

??? % of the participants in this session were greeted 

when they arrived. 
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My biggest hint! 

Newborn Screening Data 

1. Quick way to plot change over time for 

one hospital 

2. Same or different from the county of 

origin 

3. Describe how it is the same or different 

from California 
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Using Newborn Screening 

 Locate the data: 

 

Hospital of Occurrence 2014 
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First page gives California  

Counties are listed alphabetically 
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Build your graph in Excel 

  

We can all track something. 

 As you track variables over time, you are looking 

for emerging trends.  

 Data can tell a powerful story.  
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