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Using Data to Drive Change: A Basic Primer

Living Cities believes data is a critical driver of systems change.  From the beginning of the Integration 
Initiative, sites were asked to specify what data sources and indicators they would use to measure 
impact, describe how they would institutionalize data-driven decision-making, and plan how they would 
integrate their data partners into their work. As the initiative has progressed, it has become clear how 
essential (and difficult) working with data is. As a result, we developed a series of sessions on data to 
provide opportunities for us to learn from one another as well as experts in the field.  In preparation for 
our gathering, we have developed a brief overview of the ways in which we have been thinking about 
data at Living Cities, and how data can accelerate the Integration Initiative’s systems change work. 

What is Data?
Data is information from which knowledge is derived. Data comes not only in the form of numbers and 
spreadsheets, but in many forms—from anecdotes to maps. Having multiple forms of data helps 
develop a more complete picture of the phenomena under study. Generally, data breaks down into two 
categories: 

∑ Quantitative – numerical information such as population, percentage of families, etc. 
∑ Qualitative –information that is not numerical in nature such as the story of someone’s 

experience.

Although quantitative data can provide detailed and reliable evidence, qualitative data can promote 
understanding by illuminating how the numbers play out in real life. Qualitative data are also useful in 
exploring complex and sensitive issues, developing a narrative that explains what is happening or 
analyzing issues at an early stage of their development:1

Despite these benefits, qualitative data can be more complicated to work with as the information is 
more "raw" and requires processing in order to be interpreted.  It is critical to use both types of data to 
understand the issues you are interested in. Below are some common tools to collect both quantitative 
and qualitative data. 2

Quantitative tools Qualitative tools

• Databases 
• Structured questionnaires and 

surveys
• Measurements
• Existing research

• Open-ended interviews
• Observation
• Primary sources
• Case studies

1 Morrell, Dr. Kevin, Quantitative Data Basic Introduction
http://www.kevinmorrell.org.uk/quantitative%20methods%20basic%20introduction.pdf

2 Research Methods Knowledge Base “Qualitative Data” http://www.socialresearchmethods.net/kb/qualdata.php
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Why Does Data Matter?

In doing systems change work, data is a critical tool for navigating complex problems: 

∑ Deepens knowledge: Data creates a shared starting point and better understanding of the 
problems you are addressing and previously tested solutions.

∑ Data can surprise you: We may think we know how the world is working, but data can reveal a 
markedly different picture, and change any preconceived notions about the problem you are 
addressing or possible solutions.

∑ Surfaces difficult conversations: When addressing problems that involve sensitive and complex 
issues, data helps anchor the discussion in what is occurring and what can be done, rather than 
talking around the problem or focusing on blame. 

Common Challenges in Using Data

In order to use data most effectively, we must resist the tendency to: 

∑ Collect the data we want, not the data we need:
All data are constructed – even “hard” numbers – because our biases affect the type of data we 
seek out. As a result, we often look for data that reinforces the work we’re doing, rather than 
data that challenges us. This can be subconscious, or arise from fear that we’ll be forced to stop 
our work. It is important to seek out the data that challenges us, in order to course correct if 
need be.

∑ Get stuck in the past:
It is much easier to collect data on past performance than it is to organize and analyze these 
results to guide future work. As a result, organizations tend to collect a lot of information 
without making major adjustments to their ongoing work. Alternatively, organizations can be 
tempted to disregard data that does not justify the work they are already doing. Past data is an 
opportunity to shape future performance. 

∑ Focus solely on programs:
In doing systems change work, organizations tend to track programs, rather than how programs

are contributing to meeting systems change goals. . Although outputs (e.g. number of graduates 
from a training program) are important, if the goal is employment then measuring outcomes 
(e.g. number of placements that result in ongoing employment) is critical as well.  
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Functions of Data

The framework below outlines the major functions that data can serve and how data can be used. 

Generate a Fact Base

Collecting information enables organizations to foster a culture of curiosity, create 
opportunities for learning, raise important questions, and begin narrowing the focus of 
their work. Before you even begin working, going through the process of collecting data 

can help you better understand the community you are serving and how their biggest challenges have 
played out over the years. Collecting data on who lives there (demographics) and how they live (quality 
of services, affordable housing, unemployment, etc.) helps reveal what issues are most salient.  Key 
questions to consider include:

• Who lives in your city/region?
• What is the quality of life like for residents?
• What are the major challenges in your city/region?
• What needs to change in order to improve quality of life?
• What are the barriers to the population/community achieving these goals?
• What are the key indicators that will help you know whether you have achieved your goals?

HOPE SF (http://hope-sf.org/) is a cross-sector effort to transform eight severely distressed housing projects in several San 
Francisco communities into environmentally and economically sustainable mixed-income neighborhoods.  In 2011, the 
initiative convened three cross-sector task forces to review reports, data, and prior interventions to develop goals, 
priorities, and strategies around the core areas of health, education, and economic mobility. In order to better understand 
some of the challenges to economic mobility and to begin developing a strategy, the initiative gathered baseline data on 
employment levels, earnings, and barriers to employment, revealing that HOPE SF communities experience:
• Low rates of connection to the labor force;
• Low earnings from employment;
• Low educational attainment;
• Poor physical health, mental health issues, and substance use;
• Childcare needs; 
• Spatial mismatch (not enough good jobs nearby); and
• Lack of networks that create access to jobs.

http://hope-sf.org/
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Create Accountability

When you understand how you want to change a system, you can begin identifying the 
key factors that contribute to that problem, how those factors need to change to 
advance your goals and how that change can be measured. The leadership table can 

then set targets for improving those indicators, and make participants accountable for these changes.
Data can also reveal how different populations are affected by problems and proposed solutions; the 
table can then hold itself accountable for addressing disparities. Key questions to consider include:

• How must your indicators change in order to achieve your goals?
• Are you addressing the needs of your target population?
• Do stakeholder efforts align with the initiative as a whole?

Guide Action

Data can help organizations come up with ideas for how to improve the conditions they 
are seeing and accomplish their goals. As efforts progress, additional data shows how 
baseline information, or initial context, has or has not changed and what might need 

adjusting. Key questions to consider include:
• What interventions might change conditions in your community?
• What changes is your intervention producing? 
• How should you adjust your efforts as a result of what you are seeing?

The Strive Partnership (http://www.strivetogether.org/) is a cross-sector partnership working to drive better results in 
education, from cradle to career. The Partnership unites providers around shared issues, goals, measurements and results, 
and then actively supports and strengthens the strategies that work. When the partnership began its data work, it started off 
with a list of close to 100 potential indicators.  A Data Committee was formed, comprised of the data leads from each sector 
contributing data, and identified five overarching goals for students: Prepared, Supported, Succeeds, Enrolls, and Graduates. 
The committee identified 8 key indicators to help all partners stay accountable to the goals, and adjust efforts if need be:

1. Percent of children assessed as ready for school at kindergarten 5. ACT composite score
2. Fourth grade reading achievement 6. Percent of students enrolling in college
3. Eighth grade math achievement 7. Postsecondary Retention
4. High school graduation 8. Postsecondary Completion

As a result of population decline, Baltimore faced the challenge of dealing with 16,000 vacant buildings, roughly 25% of which 
are city owned. Baltimore Housing estimated that more than 5,700 of the vacant structures are in areas with existing or 
emerging development demand. In order to spur growth and reinvestment, the city set out to: 

• Streamline the sale of vacant city property;
• Strengthen code enforcement efforts in transitional blocks and emerging markets to promote rehabilitation; and
• Provide new, targeted incentives for homebuyers and developers who invest in vacant homes. 

The result was Vacants to Value (V2V), an initiative of the mayor and the Baltimore Department of Housing and Community 
Development that provides an online, searchable database of all the city-owned vacant properties in Baltimore with 
information on how to develop, buy, and rehabilitate vacant properties. 
(http://www.baltimorehousing.org/vacants_to_value.aspx)

http://www.strivetogether.org/
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Creating a Data Plan

Systems change work is driven by stakeholders who represent a variety of perspectives, interests, and 
constituencies.  Creating a specific data plan, where stakeholders agree on the desired outcomes, scope 
of work, key indicators, and performance measures can help to unify and accelerate the initiative’s 
work.  Key questions to consider in establishing a data plan include:

• What data sources are available?
• What additional data is needed, and how can it be collected?
• What resources are needed to collect this data on an ongoing basis?
• How is data shared in the effort? With the public?
• How do you capture and disseminate lessons about what does/doesn’t work?

Conclusion

Data is simply information. Its power lies in the knowledge and learning we gain from interpreting it, 
which can enhance our understanding of the problems we’re addressing and the possible solutions we 
can pursue. We hope this framework can serve as a foundation to help recognize the opportunities that 
data presents. Below are some additional resources to explore.

Resources

Bronstein, David, Coming Together to Give Schools a Boost, New York Times: March 7, 2011.
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/03/07/coming-together-to-give-schools-a-boost/

Friedman, Mark, Trying Hard Is Not Good Enough How to Produce Measurable Improvements for 
Customers and Communities, Trafford
Publishing: 2005.
http://books.google.com/books?id=onvrGcO353sC&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&c
ad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false

Manno, Bruno V., A Road to Results: Results-Based Accountability in the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s 
Education Program, Annie E. Casey Foundation: 2006.
http://www.aecf.org/upload/PublicationFiles/Road.to.Results.pdf

Sample Ward, Amy, Data for Promotion, Engagement, and Reporting, Stanford Social Innovation Review: 
January 25, 2012.
http://www.ssireview.org/blog/entry/data_for_promotion_engagement_and_reporting

http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/03/07/coming-together-to-give-schools-a-boost/
http://books.google.com/books?id=onvrGcO353sC&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=onvrGcO353sC&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://www.aecf.org/upload/PublicationFiles/Road.to.Results.pdf
http://www.ssireview.org/blog/entry/data_for_promotion_engagement_and_reporting

