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The Right Tools for the Job: A Practitioner’s Guide 
to Identifying the Right Data Systems to Support 

Performance Measurement and Evaluation 

If you are a program evaluator, you probably have experience in using a data system to make your job of 
collecting, tracking, and reporting on program data easier. Even if you are not an evaluator but you manage 
or are responsible for program data (e.g., program manager or coordinator), you should care about data 
systems and finding the right data system to meet your performance measurement and evaluation needs. 

Here’s why—the type of data system a program uses can influence the quality and accuracy of the data being 
collected, which can ultimately affect findings about the program’s success or progress towards the project’s 
goals and objectives. You want to find the right data system so that you collect the most accurate and valid 
data to tell the story of your program’s success, make informed decisions about what is working and not 
working, be compliant with regulations and data privacy laws, and allocate resources effectively. 

So, what is a data system? A data system is software that 
facilitates collection, storage, and/or analysis of program data.1 
Unless you operate entirely on paper records, you probably 
use some kind of data system already. This resource can help 
you determine whether your current data system meets your 
needs or if you may benefit from another data system to 
supplement or replace what you currently use. 

Before we talk about data systems and which ones may be 
right for your program, there are some key steps to identify the 
data system(s) that will best fit your needs.

Pro Tip 

Download the Logic Model Tip Sheet 
and Template (PDF) for more detailed 
definitions and examples of input, 
process, output, and outcome 
measures. The template can be used 
to create your own logic model for an 
existing project. 

Step 1: Identify Key Measures That Are Part of Your Data System 

As a first step, it is important to identify the key measures you need to track. There may be a lot of 
information you are interested in measuring, but as a starting point, try to identify the measures that directly 
align to your program’s goals and outcomes. A logic model is a useful tool for identifying these measures 
since it illustrates the relationships between a program’s inputs or resources, activities, and the desired results. 

 
1 IGI Global Scientific Publishing. (n.d.) What is a data system? igi-global.com/dictionary/data-system-within-the-context-
of-education/50503#google_vignette 

Pro Tip 

https://www.abtglobal.com/sites/default/files/files/Projects/PDFs/2025/abt_logic_model_template_and_tip_sheet_final-(2)-4.pdf
https://www.abtglobal.com/sites/default/files/files/Projects/PDFs/2025/abt_logic_model_template_and_tip_sheet_final-(2)-4.pdf
https://www.igi-global.com/dictionary/data-system-within-the-context-of-education/50503#google_vignette
https://www.igi-global.com/dictionary/data-system-within-the-context-of-education/50503#google_vignette
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Using the logic model as a guide, you can identify input measures, process measures, output measures, and 
outcome measures (Exhibit 1). Be sure to create measures for each of your program’s goals and objectives.2  

Exhibit 1. Types of Key Measures 

Input Resources needed to implement the program 

Process Activities taken to achieve the desired outputs or outcomes 

Output Direct product or services resulting from the activities 

Outcome Desired results of the program 

Once you have identified your key measures, you are ready for the next step, which is identifying the types of 
data you will need to collect and determining how you will collect data to inform each measure. 

Step 2: Check Which Data Elements You Already Collect and How You 
Can Use Them 

After you identify the key measures you need to include in your data system, it can be helpful to use a 
performance measurement worksheet to help map out exactly how to collect, store, and report out on the 
data associated with each key measure. Exhibit 2 shows the elements to include in a performance 
measurement worksheet such as the measure type, reporting frequency, data source, and how the program 
measure aligns with the program goals and objectives. When completing the data source row for each 
measure, indicate whether you already collect the information in an existing data system, and if so which one.

Exhibit 2. Performance Measurement Worksheet Components 

Required Information Definition/Guidance 

Name of Goal/Objective Full and complete name of the goal/objective  

Name of Measure Full and complete name of the measure   

Linkage to Goal/Objective Relationship of the measure to the goal/objective 

Measure Type Input, process, output, or outcome measure 

Reporting Frequency Frequency for reporting results (e.g., quarterly, semiannual, annual) 

 
2 Bureau of Justice Assistance Center for Research Partnerships and Program Evaluation. (2019). Performance Measures. 
https://bja.ojp.gov/program/crppe/performance-measures#performance-measures 

https://bja.ojp.gov/program/crppe/performance-measures#performance-measures
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Required Information Definition/Guidance 

Data Source 

Specific sources of data (e.g., administrative record data, surveys, focus 
groups) – data collection tools should be easy to use for both the 
participant and the person responsible for analyzing the data 

Data Limitations 

Major data limitations and stated plans on how to address them – 
including quality measurement issues such as validity, reliability, 
timeliness, precision, amount of missing data, integrity3 

The process of completing the performance 
measurement worksheet will help you figure out 
whether you are already collecting the data you 
want, and whether the data system where you 
collect that information will perform the functions 
you need (e.g., case management versus extensive 
analysis). Most organizations already have at least 
one data system in place, so explore and 
understand these data systems first. You may 
already have everything you need!

Tip Sheet 

Visit Selecting Outcome Measures to Evaluate 
Substance Misuse Prevention, Education, 
Treatment, and Recovery Support Programs (PDF) 
to learn more about selecting outcome measures. 

For example, many organizations already collect a variety of administrative data, so think about what your 
administrative record data includes and how you can use that information. Does administrative data tell you 
information such as: 

a. How many are referred to substance abuse treatment services, by whom, where participants live 

b. Information about the substance use treatment program – how many sessions, topics covered, if the 
program is implemented as intended  

c. What happens after the person leaves the program – stable housing, supportive social network, future 
contact with the criminal justice system  

If you have access to information like this, think about how you can use each piece of information when 
reporting about performance measures and associated outcomes. 

It is also critical to understand any limitations of the data you already collect (review Exhibit 2 for details). Is 
the data being collected using valid and reliable measures, how current/old is the data, how precise is the 
measure, and how much missing data is there for each measure? For example, if you wanted to do an analysis 
to understand differences in the experiences of young vs. older adults in your program, but age is “missing” 

 
3 United States Agency for International Development. (2021). Data Quality and Limitations. https://2017-
2020.usaid.gov/project-starter/program-cycle/pmp/performance-indicator-elements/data-quality-and-limitations  

Tip Sheet

https://www.abtglobal.com/sites/default/files/files/Projects/PDFs/2025/abt_selecting_outcome_measures_to_evaluate_programs-(1).pdf
https://www.abtglobal.com/sites/default/files/files/Projects/PDFs/2025/abt_selecting_outcome_measures_to_evaluate_programs-(1).pdf
https://www.abtglobal.com/sites/default/files/files/Projects/PDFs/2025/abt_selecting_outcome_measures_to_evaluate_programs-(1).pdf
https://2017-2020.usaid.gov/project-starter/program-cycle/pmp/performance-indicator-elements/data-quality-and-limitations
https://2017-2020.usaid.gov/project-starter/program-cycle/pmp/performance-indicator-elements/data-quality-and-limitations
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or not reported for 40% of participants, be careful about what you say about the findings. Different 
conclusions could be drawn from an analysis of data that included 100% of participants. 

If you realize that there are some key measures that you don’t track in any of your current systems, or if you 
collect key measures but can’t get them combined into one dataset for analysis and reporting, you may need 
to consider a new data system. 

The section below provides helpful tips that you can use to find the right data system(s) to best meet your 
needs. It may also be the case that an existing data system can still serve a required function (i.e., your 
existing data system can track and report case management data for performance monitoring), so a new data 
system may be needed just to store survey data and conduct advanced statistical analysis. 

Step 3: Considerations Before Selecting a Data System 

Exhibit 3 shows several criteria to consider when thinking about the right data system including: who will use 
the data system, what are the associated costs and available resources, confidentiality or sensitivity of data 
stored in the system, the system’s compatibility with your existing data systems, and timeframe for purchasing, 
setting up, and training staff on the system. It may be the case, for example, that a basic, relatively affordable 
data system will meet your program needs versus an advanced, more expensive system that captures case 
management data and can do sophisticated analysis to understand outcome measures. Consider the 
following criteria when assessing the best option for a data system or systems. 

Exhibit 3. Criteria and Considerations for Selecting a Data System 

Criteria Considerations 

Users 

Who will use the data system? 

• Does the system allow multiple users to edit simultaneously? 
• Does the system allow access to users within and outside 

the organization? 
• Is there a limit to the number of users who can access the software 

(sometimes called the number of organizational licenses)? 

Cost 

Do you have the resources to 
invest in a new or updated 
data system? 

• Is the software free/open access? 
• If it is not free, do you already have access to it through your 

organization? 
• If it is not free, and you do not have access already, is the cost a one-

time fee or monthly subscription? 
• Will this software be ready to use or will you need to hire a third party 

to tailor it to meet your needs? 
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Criteria Considerations 

Security 

Is the data system protected 
from unauthorized access? 

• Are you able to restrict access to sensitive data? 
• Does the system allow you to password protect data files? 
• Does the system allow you to encrypt data files? 
• Is the system secure enough to store personally identifiable information, 

health information, or otherwise meet any data security requirements in 
your existing data sharing agreements with your partners? 

Compatibility 

Is the data system compatible 
with existing data 
collection systems? 

• In what format are the data stored? 
• If you are unsure about the compatibility of a new system with your 

current systems, check whether the software supports exporting data 
into an Excel format like .csv or .xls. Most data systems allow you to 
import from these file types. 

Ease of Use 

How much of a barrier to 
entry is there for new users? 

• How easy is the software to use and navigate? 
• Does the system require programming knowledge, or can you point-

and-click through the functions? 
• What training/resources are publicly available for users? 
• How is the customer support for the software? 
• Do current team members have experience using the software? 

Comparing Different Data Systems by Capability 

After you have had a chance to consider the criteria above, you are ready to think about the type of data 
system you want! Data systems vary and have different strengths and weaknesses, so understanding the 
considerations in Exhibit 4 ahead of time will help you select the system that is right for you. 

Exhibit 4 presents some of the more common data systems by function. Please note: At the time this 
publication was drafted, the data systems highlighted herein were common among COSSUP grantees and are 
provided solely as illustrative examples. The Bureau of Justice Assistance (BJA) does not endorse or 
recommend any specific data system over another. 
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Exhibit 4. Capabilities for the Average User in Common Data Systems 

System 
Case 

Management 
Data 

Visualization 
Survey Data 
Collection 

Basic 
Summary 
Statistics 

Advanced 
Statistical 
Analysis 

Dashboards 

Google 
Sheets 

✓ - ✓ ✓ - - 

Google 
Forms 

- - ✓ - - - 

Microsoft 
Excel 

✓ ✓ - ✓ ✓ - 

Microsoft 
Power BI 

- ✓ - - - ✓

R/R Studio - ✓ - ✓ ✓ - 

REDCap - - ✓ - - - 

Qualtrics - - ✓ - - - 

Salesforce ✓ ✓ - ✓ - ✓
Tableau - ✓ - - - ✓

Selecting the Data System 

Once you have explored different data systems, narrow down your options to two or three choices. Then, 
reach out to people you know using these data systems to ask about their experiences with the data systems 
to help you gauge answers to the key categories in Exhibit 3: Users, Cost, Security, Computability, and Ease 
of Use. Also, talk to your own team and let them provide input on the different options. There may be a tool 
your team is already familiar with or prefers. 

Most of these data systems also have people that can help answer specific questions through setting up a 
call, virtual chat, or email. There isn’t one right data system for every organization or for every need, so we 
hope this guidance helps you make an informed decision about which data system(s) make sense for your 
organization’s performance management and evaluation needs. 

The COSSUP Data and Evaluation TTA providers can help you assess different data system options and even 
connect you with someone who is already using one of the systems you are considering.
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Resources 

The resources below provide more information on 
how to identify data systems. 

1. BJA. Data Collection for Bureau of Justice 
Assistance Programs. 
bja.ojp.gov/sites/g/files/xyckuh186/files/me
dia/document/data-collection-best-
practices.pdf 

2. U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services. Decide How to Collect & Store 
Your Data. 
registries.ncats.nih.gov/module/setting-up-
your-registry/decide-how-to-collect-and-
store-your-data/pick-a-data-collection-tool 

Need More Specialized Help? 

If you have questions or need TTA support related 
to any of the topics below, please submit a request 
to the COSSUP Data and Evaluation TTA Center. 

• Developing logic models for your 
program(s) 

• Developing or enhancing data collection 
and tracking systems 

• Finding and selecting an evaluator 

• Completing an evaluation planning matrix 

• Developing data sharing agreements 

• Reviewing data collection instruments and 
informed consent procedures 

• Connecting you with peers and subject 
matter experts 

COSSUP has seven TTA providers available to 
support grantees in meeting specific program 
needs and goals across a range of strategies 
including overdose prevention, cross-site 
coordination, strategic planning, prescription 

drug monitoring programs, increasing access to 
treatment, integrating peer recovery support 
specialists, and others. The COSSUP Data 
& Evaluation TTA Center provides TTA to 
help organizations. 

• Assess and adapt activities to ensure they 
are as effective as they can be, 

• Demonstrate a program’s success and the 
way to communicate impact to others, 

• Identify programmatic or policy changes 
that should be made based on information 
gathered, 

• Collect information that can be used when 
applying for future funding. 

This project was supported by Grant No. 15PBJA-
23-GK-02256-COAP awarded by the Bureau of 
Justice Assistance. The Bureau of Justice Assistance 
is a component of the Office of Justice Programs, 
which also includes the Bureau of Justice Statistics, 
the National Institute of Justice, the Office of 
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, the 
Office for Victims of Crime, and Office of Sex 
Offender Sentencing, Monitoring, Apprehending, 
Registering, and Tracking. Points of view or 
opinions in this document are those of the author 
and do not necessarily represent the official 
position or policies of the U.S. Department 
of Justice. 

https://bja.ojp.gov/sites/g/files/xyckuh186/files/media/document/data-collection-best-practices.pdf
https://bja.ojp.gov/sites/g/files/xyckuh186/files/media/document/data-collection-best-practices.pdf
https://bja.ojp.gov/sites/g/files/xyckuh186/files/media/document/data-collection-best-practices.pdf
https://registries.ncats.nih.gov/module/setting-up-your-registry/decide-how-to-collect-and-store-your-data/pick-a-data-collection-tool/
https://registries.ncats.nih.gov/module/setting-up-your-registry/decide-how-to-collect-and-store-your-data/pick-a-data-collection-tool/
https://registries.ncats.nih.gov/module/setting-up-your-registry/decide-how-to-collect-and-store-your-data/pick-a-data-collection-tool/
mailto:COSSUPdataevaluationTAcenter@abtglobal.com
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