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203.3.5 Data Quality
Effective Date: 01/31/2003 

There is always a trade-off between the cost and the quality of data. Operating Units should balance these two factors to ensure that the data used are of sufficiently high quality to support the appropriate level of management decisions. Performance data should be as complete and consistent as management needs and resources permit. 

203.3.5.1 Data Quality Standards 
Effective Date: 01/31/2003 

To be useful in managing for results and credible for reporting, Operating Units should ensure that the performance data in the PMP for each SO meet five data quality standards (abbreviated V-I-P-R-T). In some cases, performance data will not fully meet all five standards, and the known data limitations should be documented. Note that the same data quality standards cover quantitative and qualitative performance data. 

a. Validity. Data should clearly and adequately represent the intended result. While proxy data may be used, the Operating Unit must consider how well the data measure the intended result. Another key issue is whether data reflect a bias such as interviewer bias, unrepresentative sampling, or transcription bias. 

b. Integrity. Data that are collected, analyzed, and reported should have established mechanisms in place to reduce the possibility that they are intentionally manipulated for political or personal reasons. Data integrity is at greatest risk of being compromised during data collection and analysis. 

c. Precision. Data should be sufficiently precise to present a fair picture of performance and enable management decision-making at the appropriate levels. One key issue is whether data are at an appropriate level of detail to influence related management decisions. A second key issue is what margin of error (the amount of variation normally expected from a given data collection process) is acceptable given the management decisions likely to be affected. In all cases, the margin of error should be less than the intended change; if the margin of error is 10 percent and the data show a change of 5 percent, the Operating Unit will have difficulty determining whether the change was due to the USAID activity or due to variation in the data collection process. Operating Units should be aware that improving the precision of data usually increases the cost of collection and analysis. 

d. Reliability. Data should reflect stable and consistent data collection processes and analysis methods from over time. The key issue is whether analysts and managers would come to the same conclusions if the data collection and analysis process were repeated. Operating Units should be confident that progress toward performance targets reflects real changes rather than variations in data collection methods. When data collection and analysis methods change, the PMP should be updated. 
e. Timeliness. Data should be timely enough to influence management decision-making at the appropriate levels. One key issue is whether the data are available frequently enough to influence the appropriate level of management decisions. A second key issue is whether data are current enough when they become available. 

For further discussion, see USAID Information Quality Guidelines and related material on the Information Quality Act in ADS 578 and at www.usaid.gov/about/info_quality. 

203.3.5.2 Purpose of Data Quality Assessments 
Effective Date: 01/31/2003 

The purpose of a data quality assessment is to ensure that the Operating Unit and SO Team are aware of the strengths and weaknesses of the data as determined by applying the five data quality standards provided in 203.3.5.1; and are aware of the extent to which the data integrity can be trusted to influence management decisions. 

MANDATORY. Data reported to USAID/Washington for Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) reporting purposes or for reporting externally on Agency performance must have had a data quality assessment at some time within the three years before submission. For more information, see 203.3.8.3. Operating Units may choose to conduct data quality assessments more frequently if needed. Operating Units are not required to conduct data quality assessments for data that are not reported to USAID/Washington. Managers are not required to do data quality assessments on all performance indicators that they use. Prudence suggests, however, that managers should be aware of the strengths and weaknesses of all indicators. 

203.3.5.3 Conducting Data Quality Assessments 
Effective Date: 01/31/2003 

Operating Units collect data from a variety of sources, some of which are more reliable than others. The rigor of data quality assessments depends on the kind of source and the level of control that USAID has over the data. For all sources, the high-level process described in point a below should be followed. Additional considerations depending on the source of data are discussed in points b and c below. 

a. High-level guidance for Operating Unit data quality assessments. 
• Verify that data are of reasonable quality based on the five data quality standards provided in 203.3.5.1. Note that the same data quality standards cover quantitative and qualitative performance data. 

• Review data collection, maintenance, and processing procedures to ensure that the procedures are consistently applied and continue to be adequate. Identify areas for improvement if possible. 

• Retain documentation of the assessment in the Operating Unit’s performance management files and update the information within three years. Documentation may be as simple as memoranda of conversations with data sources and other informed officials. 

• As provided in 203.3.8.3 and the Annual Report guidance cable(s), Operating Units must disclose data limitations for data reported in certain sections of the Annual Report. 

Note: Consult the current Annual Report Guidance for reporting of data limitations as the relevant sections may vary from one year to the next. 

b. Conducting data quality assessments of data from implementing partners and secondary data sources. When Operating Units conduct data quality assessments of data from secondary sources (including implementing partners, government counterparts, and international agencies), the Operating Unit should focus the data quality assessment on the apparent accuracy and consistency of the data. In many cases, the data are not under USAID control and the Operating Unit, therefore, may not have the right to audit or investigate the quality of data in depth. Ways to conduct the assessment are described below. 

• In many cases, Operating Units can compare central office records and the records kept at field site(s). Operating Units should consider visiting a broad range of sites; the point is to assess whether reports accurately reflect what occurs in the field. Note that requests for proposals (RFPs) for contracts, cooperative agreements, and grants should usually include standards for data quality in the reporting requirements. 

• If the secondary data come from periodic reports or service statistics, the Operating Unit should review the data to ensure that what is being reported is accurate. The Operating Unit can conduct regular meetings with other development partners to gain an appreciation of how accurate the data are and how much credence can be placed in the figures cited. The Operating Unit can request a briefing on the data collection and analysis procedures, including procedures to reduce error. 

• If an Operating Unit provides technical assistance to a government ministry to improve data collection and analysis, the Operating Unit may be in a good position to assess the quality of the data. 

• The data quality assessment findings should be documented in a memo to the file. 

c. Additional considerations for conducting data quality assessments of data collected directly by USAID (primary data). When Operating Units collect primary data on their own or through independent entities contracted by USAID for this purpose, the data quality assessment should focus on the written procedures and training for crosschecking data. Operating Units should consult experts in data collection methodology to avoid some of the more common pitfalls. 

If an Operating Unit contracts a specific organization to collect data, the Operating Unit should ensure that the organization has the technical capacity to collect data of appropriate quality, as evidenced by the following 

• Written procedures are in place for data collection; 

• Data are collected from year to year using a consistent collection process; 

• Data are collected using methods to address and minimize sampling and non-sampling errors; 

• Data are collected by qualified personnel and personnel are properly supervised; 

• Duplicate data are detected; 

• Safeguards are in place to prevent unauthorized changes to the data; and 

• Source documents are maintained and readily available. 

The Operating Unit should include data quality requirements in any Statement of Work (SOW), Request for Proposal (RFP), or Request for Application (RFA). The Operating Unit should also maintain communication with the implementation team to spot check that quality assurance mechanisms are being used. (Note that if an Operating Unit procures these services from a centrally managed contract, the central office managing the contract should ensure that the contractor establishes and maintains quality control over its data collection and analysis.) 
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