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OVERVIEW
Using Data for Success is made up of five activities, each with
instructions for preparation and an outline/script that managers can
use to present information and facilitate discussion.

Activity 1: Telling the Story Two Ways
Helps frontline staff members see connections between their
work and major indicators of client and program success by
having them describe specific successful clients and identifying
how they assisted those clients.

Activity 2: Lighting Up the Dashboard
Presents the concept of “dashboard indicators” as a tool for
monitoring progress toward organizational goals and improving
services for clients.

Activity 3: Analyzing Everyday Data
Demystifies the act of analysis by connecting a review of everyday
data — such as a utility bill — to examining the organization’s
outcomes and posing questions about unexpected results.

Activity 4: Fishing for Factors (2 Parts)
Part 1: Encourages staff to use a diagnostic tool to identify factors
that could be contributing to unexpected outcomes. Part 2: Has staff
explore some of the factors identified in Part 1 and suggest
adaptations/changes/additions to program services.

AAccttiivviittyy  55:: Setting Out the Milestones
Offers a tool for setting short-term goals as staff members follow up 
on Activity 4 by taking action on factors they suspect are affecting 
program outcomes.
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ccompanying the activities are tools that managers can use during their preparation or, 
in other cases, distribute to staff. Tools are meant to be adapted using the organization’s 
specific goals, outcomes and data.

Tool: Manager’s Mini Worksheets
Helps managers prepare to explain four important concepts related to data.

Tool: Real Examples of Successfully Using Data
Demostrates how data analysis can lead to improved performance.

Tool: Successful Client Check-Off List
Illustrates how staff action results in client success.

Tool: Scary Utility Bill
Connects information common to everyday life with data analysis.

Tool: Fishbone Diagram
Records potential factors affecting program outcomes.

Tool: Milestone Achievement Plan
Organizes goals and interim measurements for improving outcomes.

In addition, Tips for Effective Presentation (on page 3) helps managers consider how to make the activities
meaningful and promote active staff participation.

A

Reasons to Use the Activities
Along with encouraging staff to use data routinely, the activities can:

• Strengthen staff focus on program outcomes. 

• Connect what staff members do to achieving the
organization’s goals. 

• Teach staff to “drill down” behind outcome data by posing 
questions to better understand the factors influencing 
outcomes and make real-time adjustments in services. 

• Help staff recognize the value of data and become more 
positive about collecting information and analyzing it. 

• Nurture inquisitiveness and active problem-solving.
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What Is Required of Managers
Recognizing that managers have limited time to take on yet another task, Using Data for Success
offers a straightforward, but flexible, process. However, effectively engaging staff does require 
commitment and planning. To use the activities effectively, managers need to:

• Explain their organization’s major goals — its “dashboard indicators” — in ways that resound 
with staff members who may be focused on individual or small groups of clients rather 
than the big picture. 

• Organize and present their organizations’ data in a focused way so staff can hone 
in on what’s important to them.

• Clearly define words and explain concepts, such as outcomes, organizational 
goals, “dashboard indicators” and milestones. 

• Model the use of data to improve performance so staff will know it is important, and 
be tenacious in following up as staff test their hunches about what affects outcomes.

• Keep learning alive by making data analysis a routine part of what frontline workers do.

Tips for Effective Presentation
Schedule activities in ways that make sense 
for you and your staff.
Although some activities necessarily precede others, they can be sliced into chunks, 
shortened, lengthened and/or strung together. You might incorporate bits of the 
activities during regularly scheduled staff meetings, use them in a series of sessions — each
lasting an hour or two — or facilitate all activities in a single workshop or a staff retreat. 

Some activities are introductory, others are core. If managers intend to use all activities, 
the flowchart below shows which introductory activities are most connected to core 
activities. For example, Activity 3: Analyzing Everyday Data “normalizes” data analysis and
prepares staff to analyze organizational data during Activity 4: Fishing for Factors. However,
if staff members are acquainted with the organization’s dashboard indicators and motivated
to improve outcomes, you could bypass the introductory activities altogether and offer the
three core activities.

Introductory Activities 1 and 3

Activity 1
Telling the Story Two Ways
Helps frontline staff see 

connections between their work
and major indicators of client 

and program success.

Activity 2
Lighting Up the Dashboard

Presents and examines the organization’s dashboard indicators.

Activity 4
Fishing for Factors

Part 1: Has staff offer their hunches about factors that could be contributing to 
unexpected program outcomes and suggest which should be explored further.

Part 2: Has staff explore factors identified in Part 1 and put forth possible 
adjustments in how services are delivered.

Core Activities 2, 4 and 5

Activity 3
Analizing Everyday Data
Introduces—and helps 

demystify—outcomes analysis 
by having staff analyze data 
common to everyday life.

Activity 5
Setting Out the Milestones

Sets short-term goals, or milestones, for improving a program outcome.
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Tips for Effective Presentation continued

Make the activities meaningful. 
When possible, use the organization’s current reports and allow staff to identify what information 
and which outcomes are meaningful to them. Information important to staff may be different from what’s
important to management or funders.

Get a handle on important concepts.
As a manager, you will need to consider how data-related concepts presented throughout the activities 
connect to your organization, especially the work frontline staff do. The four Manager’s Mini Worksheets
(on pages 22-25) will help you think about the concepts within the context of your own organization.

Provide easily understood data/reports.
Too much information is confusing. Use the organization’s dashboard indicators that are most closely
connected to frontline efforts. For instance, concentrate on recruitment numbers or employment 
retention outcomes as opposed to yearly fundraising goals. Provide information in an easily read format
highlighting unexpected outcomes that could require attention.

For example, provide information in a format similar to this:

Don’t give your staff something like this:

30-Day 90-Day Average
Placed Retention Retention Wage

Last Year 103 94% 81% $8.50 

YTD 64 82% 71% $8.05 

Dashboard Indicator: Job Retention and Average Wage

3rd Quarter Outcomes Report

yy ccs qua nah dij cdi %$ #== nvj

jdieltis 0 11 9 124 433 00 00 00 00

nvisoe 92 125 4313 94 95 95 96 96 94

xiw’tn mia mia 125 33 167 99 99 99 99

% sldu 4313 00 00 hhd na bbv doa sdd 63

ald en na na na na na na na na na

nijsig 7 0 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

asmcoe no ao vo po do oo so so lo

cbage fx 09 54 61 55 56 43 90+ 76 87

donuts 4941 55 646 48 er aut er er dob

swatdee 37% x x x 5% 8% 3% na na
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Tips for Effective Presentation continued

Explain simply and clearly 
without blaming.
Use familiar vocabulary when possible. 
Provide definitions of data-related words/terms. 
Be consistent about how you use words. 
Be prepared. Don’t get sidetracked.

Offer models and examples.
To demonstrate that staff members at other 
organizations successfully use data to improve 
services, offer relevant examples during the 
activities. See Real Examples of Successfully 
Using Data on (page 26). If possible, add to the 
descriptions examples from your own 
organization, local programs or programs similar 
in size and mission to yours

Encourage questions.
Questioning is central to learning. Ask open-ended questions and limit your own comments. 
For example: “After looking at the report, what do you think requires our attention? What questions do these
outcomes raise in your mind? Does anyone have a hunch about what’s going on here?”

Allow time for individuals to think about outcomes — or other data — and jot down their questions 
before presenting them to the group. If the group is large, form teams to brainstorm questions to ask.

Encourage staff to ask specific, probing questions: “Why did we have 80 percent retention at 30 days and 
only 56 percent at 90 days? What’s up with that?”

Perpetuate a continuing dialogue. Have staff members consider and discuss outcomes, issues and 
suggestions between meetings. Bring to the group the questions and ideas raised during 
casual conversation.

Encourage problem-solving.
Expect staff to be involved. For example, ask, “How can we go about finding out why our women clients 
don’t seem interested in biotech? Does anyone have a hunch about what’s causing our graduates to leave their
jobs? How can we test our hunches?”

Don’t squelch ideas, even if they seem obvious or outlandish. For example: Don’t say “Duh!” if staff 
members suggest making follow-up calls on new placements to help ensure retention. Or don’t scream 
“No way!” if the group suggests a Hawaiian vacation for staff members whose clients remain employed 
for 120 days. Encourage staff to be creative yet realistic about what they can do to bring about change,
and discuss all ideas thoroughly.

Avoid saying something like this:

“We’ve done pretty well up until this quarter. I mean we made our 
goals, that’s our dashboard indicators, sort of, anyway, for the first
half of the year. And then the recession hit and there was the layoff 
at our best employer, and we lost two of our veteran job developers.
And, oh yeah, we had our funding cut because the state directed
training money to the community colleges, instead of CBOs. I guess
that had something to do with it. So, anyway, here’s where we stand
this quarter, I think these figures are correct. Wait, wait, give me a
minute…. Yeah, these are our latest figures. And I’d suggest our 
retention specialists take a long, hard look.”

Instead say something like this:

“Here’s our third-quarter outcomes report. It lists our dashboard 
indicators — remember, those are measures of how well we are 
meeting our major goals. Okay, let’s all of us take a look and then
discuss where we are on target and what needs our attention.”
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Tips for Effective Presentation continued

Neutralize negative attitudes.
Not everyone finds numbers fascinating and data revelatory. Frontline staff may feel that their job is to
assist clients, not pore over outcome reports. Here are some common attitudes, possible responses and
specific activities and tools that might help you neutralize these attitudes and encourage staff to use data.

Attitude: These numbers don’t really reflect what I do.
Response: You’re right! But they do tell the story in a different way.
Resource: Activity 1: Telling the Story Two Ways

Attitude: I don’t have time for this.
Response: Using our data is a good way to spend our limited time. It can guide us in

solving those recurring time-sucking problems without going around and 
around in circles trying to figure out how to continue successes or 
make improvements.

Resource: Tool: Real Example of Using Data Successfully

Attitude: I’m not good at statistics.
Response: No statistics needed: It’s add, subtract, multiply and divide —  

and common sense.
Resource: Activity 2: Analyzing Everyday Data 

Attitude: These numbers make us look bad!
Response: Using our data is not about blaming, it’s about improving services, 

and the first step to improvements is to find out what’s influencing 
our outcomes.

Resource: Activity 4: Fishing for Factors 

Attitude: This stuff is for managers only.
Response: Frontline staff members are in the best position to make suggestions 

and take action that will improve services for our clients.
Resource: Activity 2: Lighting Up the Dashboard, 

Activity 4: Fishing for Factors and 
Activity 5: Setting Out the Milestones

Keep it alive.
Make team assignments to be done outside the sessions, such as using the Fishbone Diagram to explore 
factors possibly affecting outcomes. Work toward having staff take on data analysis and test their hunches
without giving specific assignments.

Demonstrate the importance of outcomes and making adjustments by checking with staff regularly about 
the milestones they set.

Provide recognition. 
Acknowledge staff for providing and testing suggestions for improving performance. Offer incentives for 
meeting personal or team milestones identified during Activity 5.
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What Happens
Both manager and staff members describe specific successful clients in 
storytelling form. Using the organization’s major performance indicators, 
staff identify their own part in assisting their clients. The group then 
discusses the similarities/differences/uses of stories and data.

Objectives
To help frontline staff recognize connections between their work and 
major indicators of client and program success.

Use
If your staff believe that data don’t really reflect what they do.

To Prepare
• Preview the Outline/Script on page 9.

• After typing in your program’s major (dashboard) indicators in the first column, print 
individual handouts of the Successful Client Check-Off List on page 27. Also reproduce a 
larger version of this Check-Off List on easel paper. Below is an example of how theCheck-Off 
List on the easel might look after the staff has completed it during Step 3 of this activity. The 
examples in the right hand column are connected to the example story on page 8. 

ACTIVITY 1

Telling the
Story Two

Ways

PREPARATION

Major indicators 
of our client success

(These are examples. 
You will have filled in 
your program’s indicators 
before photocopying the 
Check-Off List 
for distribution.)

Enrolled in program

Improved literacy

Completed internship

Entered employment

Retained employment 
for 30 days

Put a check next
to all indicators
related to your
specific client’s
success

(Staff will do this 
during the activity.)

�

�

�

�

�

Example of Completed Successful Client Check-Off List

Actions staff took to help this 
specific client achieve the success 
described in the indicators

(Staff will provide examples during the activity.)

Pete spoke to Jon’s parole officer to get Jon to
come to orientation. Terrance postponed the 
reading test in order not to discourage Jon.

Terrance talked to literacy program to get the 
right tutor.

Ann found an internship employer willing to train
an ex-prisoner. Terrance arranged for medical 
attention and checked with Jon throughout. At
one point, he provided laundromat coupons so 
Jon could keep his uniform clean.

Ann encouraged Jon to talk with the employer
about keeping him on after his internship.

Ann checked on Jon at the end of his first week
and explained his paycheck stub. She corroborated
Jon’s story that he needed a day off for his final
court appointment.
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• Prepare to describe in storytelling fashion a specific client who really 
profited from the program. Allow your own values for assisting people 
and your appreciation of your staff show through. (If you do not have 
detailed knowledge of a specific client, recruit a staff member who is 
passionate about his or her work to tell a client’s story.)

Example:

Do you remember Jon Michaels? He came to us about a month after he was 
released from prison. He was all buff from working out in the gym and he had
that attitude like he wasn’t going to trust anybody. Jon sat at the back of the
room during orientation and drew skulls and barbed wire on his application
form. He had tears dripping off the skulls and blood dripping off the barbed wire. Anyway, 
he didn’t ask any questions or make eye contact and seemed really disinterested.

Actually, I didn’t think he’d come back for his appointment with Terrance. But, he did —
about two hours early, and he drank about 10 cups of coffee before Terrance was ready to see him.
Remember that, Terrance? You came to talk to me later and said you didn’t think Jon knew how to
read and you didn’t think we should test him because it would just drive him away. That was a 
really good call, because we got that older man from the literacy program to tutor Jon. Remember
how they would fuss about this and that, but you could tell it was working out because Jon showed
up every time they had an appointment. Well, we knew we were going to have to get a TABE score
on Jon because he wanted to enroll in the Bake It Up program, so when we thought he was ready,
we had the literacy guy give him the test just like it was part of the tutoring. I remember that score:
8th grade, 2nd month, good enough for Bake Up. 

So anyway we thought it was a go — I mean, Jon was really interested in cook’s training 
from watching the Food Channel and doing the career exploration, and he’d already decided he
wanted be a pastry chef — and then he took the physical and tested positive for TB. I couldn’t 
believe it! Everything was going right and then this. And he just shut down and quit checking in here.
In fact, his parole officer called trying to find him, and finally it was you again, Terrance, who 
figured out how to get hold of him and get him in for a lung X-ray. To make a long story short, it 
was a false-positive on the skin test and he got the okay to go to training. 

About six months later, Jon came in after his internship. He had a box of pretty good 
brownies — maybe a little undercooked for my taste — passed them around and told us he’d been
hired at the same place that he’d done his internship. I can’t really recall how much he was making
an hour at that job, but when Ann checked on him a month or so ago, he’d changed jobs and was
working for a bigger commercial outfit making over $11. He said he didn’t mind the hours and
needed the money, but was going to try to find something in his neighborhood where he wasn’t just
adding water to a mix and throwing pans in the oven. We’re going to do some looking and refer 
him when we find someplace near where he lives so he can use his talents.

• Prepare to describe the same client using the Successful Client Check-Off List, including 
what staff members  —  and you  —  did to help the client achieve the indicators that 
reflect program success. See Example of a Completed Check-Off List on page 7.

• Think about the differences and similarities between the stories you and the 
staff tell about successful clients and how the clients are described through the 
indicators. Consider the questions in Step 5 of the Outline/Script. 

• Decide how you will connect this activity to other activities using the program’s indicators 
and outcomes. Decide the date and time for the next activity — most likely Lighting Up 
the Dashboard — so you can announce it at the end of the session. 

ACTIVITY 1

Telling the Story
Two Ways

PREPARATION
continued
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STEP 1 Preview check-off list, introduce activity
Preview the Successful Client Check-Off List on the easel board by 
briefly discussing the major indicators listed. Tell the staff they will 
use the list to see how their work contributes to their clients’ success. 

STEP 2 Tell your story about a successful client
Tell the group that you want to start by telling a story, the type of story 
that they are certain to recognize. Describe a specific successful client.

STEP 3 Group identifies staff contributions 
to the client’s success

Using the checklist on the easel board, have the group identify the 
indicators the client in your story achieved. Put a check in the middle 
column next to those indicators.

Now ask the group to describe the actions that you or staff members 
took to help the client achieve these indicators. Encourage detailed 
descriptions of what was done to assist the client. 

As group members describe actions taken on behalf of the client, 
record these in the right-hand column of the checklist.

STEP 4 Partners tell stories about their successful clients
Now distribute the individual Check-Off Lists. 

Have staff members choose partners and tell one another the story of their successful 
client. Using their Check-Off Lists, have them reconstruct how they — and other staff 
— assisted the client.

STEP 5 Discuss stories vs. data
Have the group reconvene and discuss the differences/similarities 
between their stories and how their clients are described through the 
indicators. Use the following questions to stimulate discussion: 

• What do our stories about clients include that are missing in a 
collection of numbers or in reports? What information appears 
in data but may not be highlighted or remembered in our stories?

ACTIVITY 1

Telling the
Story Two

Ways

OUTLINE/SCRIPT

For example:

Our stories are more personal than our outcome reports. They 
offer the small details or unscripted actions that encourage our 
clients and help them overcome obstacles. Stories can reveal 
humor and pathos and bravery — the human part of our work. 

On the other hand, our data are more objective. Data can keep 
us on track with our mission and unequivocally tell us whether 
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For example:

Stories can be used both in casual conversation and during presentations 
about our organization. They demonstrate our commitment to assisting
people and can help us recruit additional staff and volunteers. Stories can
be used in our reports to “put faces” to our “numbers.” We can tell 
success stories to ourselves to give us a lift when we most need it. 

Our data are useful to monitor our progress toward goals and assure 
funders that our organization is producing the results for which we are 
being paid.  Data give a picture larger than the story of a single client or 
two can offer — such as the number of clients we serve, members of 
certain populations we reach or the types of employers we assist.

a client got and kept a job — or not. Data help us remember 
facts we are likely to forget (and later need), such as dates of 
enrollment, literacy levels, wages and information about our 
clients’ work history and their employers. Data can be 
computerized and sorted in ways that allow us to compare 
outcomes and analyze successes and problems.

• What might we want to include in our reports that is important 
for us and not just for upper management or funders?

• When is it most effective to use our stories about our clients and 
services? When is it most effective to use our data to describe 
what we do?

• Ask staff members to summarize the discussion.

STEP 6 Transition to the next activity
Connect this storytelling activity to activities using dashboard indicators 
and program outcome reports. Move to or set time for next activity.

ACTIVITY 1

Telling the 
Story Two 

Ways

OUTLINE/SCRIPT
continued
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What Happens
Staff members are introduced to the organization’s dashboard 
indicators and the importance of context when considering data. 
Working in teams, they study the indicators and then describe 
them in more detail to the group.

Objective
To introduce the organization’s dashboard indicators. 

To Prepare
• Preview the Activity Outline/Script on page 12.

• Gather a vast, unruly mass of paperwork, outcome reports, 
participant progress reports, etc. Also choose a recent summary 
report about the organization’s dashboard indicators and select 
three or four random bits of information out of context to read to 
the group. (NOTE:  These would be some of the same indicators 
you would have briefly introduced on the Successful Client 
Check-Off List during Activity 1.) 

For example:

Number enrolled — six clients
Percent placed — 78%
Retention rate — 42%

• Prepare an explanation — and be ready to answer questions  —  
about what the organization’s dashboard indicators are and how 
they were selected. 

For example:

Explain by suggesting that staff and managers have no time to plow 
through reams — or computer screens — of information. Instead, 
routinely checking on the same major indicators — like a driver checks the 
gauges on the dashboard instead of opening the hood every time she starts to 
pull into traffic — can tell staff and management what is going well and 
what needs their attention. With this information, they can ask questions 
and make decisions about how to deliver their services to assist their clients. 
Those indicators are often related to outcomes required by funders, but 
should also reflect the staff’s needs and interests

• Make individual copies of the most recent dashboard indicator 
outcomes report. See Provide Easily Understood Data/Reports 
(Tips for Effective Presentation on page 3).

• Decide how you will connect this activity to upcoming activities that address 
the program’s outcomes and performance. You might want to offer Activity 3: 
Analyzing Everyday Data or go directly to Activity 4: Fishing for Factors. 

ACTIVITY 2

Lighting Up
the 

Dashboard

PREPARATION
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STEP 1 Demonstrate the amount of data available
Display the mass of reports. Tell the group that this represents only 
a small portion of the overwhelming amount of information 
available through the organization’s database.

STEP 2 Present data out of their context
Read the random bits of information you have chosen from the 
“dashboard indicator” report and ask the following questions: 

• Would these bits of information — just as they are — be helpful 
to you as you assist your clients? Why or why not?  

• What questions come to your mind upon hearing each example? 

For example:

When did this take place? What was the target number or percent? 
How do these numbers compare to what was planned or should 
have happened?

• Why is context important when discussing outcomes?

For example: 

Context allows us determine whether we are meeting our goals. It 
allows us to compare where we are this month or year to where we 
were during a similar time period. It indicates whether or not we are 
on target or need to make adjustments.

STEP 3 Distribute outcome report/explain dashboard 
indicator concept

Distribute your organization’s printout of its latest dashboard indicators.

Explain the dashboard indicator concept and preview the goals and 
current outcomes. Point out that the report puts outcomes in context, 
such as goals, comparisons and time frames. 

STEP 4 Form teams to examine dashboard indicators
Have staff form teams. Tell the teams that they will “light up” a 
dashboard indicator by explaining it to the rest of the group. Assign — or 
have teams choose — an indicator. Ask the teams to prepare to explain 
their indicator to the group by considering the following questions:

• Why is this indicator important to our program? How is it 
connected to what we want for our clients and program—our mission?

• Where does the information come from that is used to calculate 
the indicator? Which of us provides the information? How?

ACTIVITY 2

Lighting Up
the 

Dashboard

OUTLINE/SCRIPT
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• How are the numbers/outcomes connected with the indicator calculated? 

For example:

If percentages are involved, how does your organization calculate these? 
What is the numerator? The denominator? For instance, to calculate 
placements, do you divide the number of clients entering training into the 
number placed? Or the number completing training into number placed?

• What are ways we can use the outcome information? 

For example:

We can use outcomes to tell whether we are on track to meet our major 
goals and to see where we are successful or what needs our attention. 
Outcome data can be used to share information throughout the organization 
and to market our organization to potential clients, employers, volunteers 
and funders.

STEP 5 Teams explain their dashboard indicators
Have spokespeople take turns describing their teams’ indicator to the group. 
After each presentation, have the group offer additional ideas about the 
indicator’s importance and how outcomes might be used.

STEP 6 Describe the need for analysis
Ask the group members whether they have heard the saying “the numbers 
speak for themselves.” Suggest instead that numbers are mute — they don’t 
speak at all — until we question, analyze and draw conclusions from them, 
just as the group has begun to do in this session.

For example:

The outcome — offer an example from the program’s outcomes — 
is meaningless until we think about it compared to last year or last quarter 
or a goal we want to accomplish. 

Ask for the group’s response to this idea.

Explain that part of a manager’s job is to monitor the dashboard indicators 
and consider action when unwanted or unexpected results occur. Tell the 
group that they — the staff who work directly with clients — will know or 
have hunches about what can be done to improve results. 

STEP 7 Transition to the next activity
Preview what the group will do during the next activity.

ACTIVITY 2

Lighting Up 
the 

Dashboard

OUTLINE/SCRIPT
continued
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What Happens
Staff analyze data common to everyday life, such as a utility bill.

Objective 
To “normalize” and demystify data analysis.

Use
If staff members believe that data analysis requires higher numeracy 
skills and are reluctant to engage with data.

To Prepare
• Preview the Activity Outline/Script on page 15.

• Preview and make copies of the Scary Utility Bill (page 28) 
to distribute. Or — better yet — use a bill that reflects local 
utility use, altering it before copying to show an unexpected 
outcome, if necessary.

• Consider following up soon with Part 1 of Activity 4: Fishing 
for Factors.

ACTIVITY 3

Analyzing
Everyday

Data

PREPARATION
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STEP 1 Staff analyze a utility bill
Distribute the Scary Utility Bill to staff and instruct them to 
preview it briefly. Tell them to imagine they are getting ready 
to pay their bill. Ask the following questions:

• What would your reaction be to seeing this bill for the first 
time? What would be your first question about the bill? 

• What factors might have caused the unexpected result in the 
month of August? Record potentially influencing factors on 
a flip chart.

For example:

An increase in the bill could be caused by a rise in rates; the energy 
company making a mistake reading the meter or calculating the bill; 
extreme weather that required more use of heating or air-conditioning; 
extra visitors in the household; faulty or outdated appliances; careless 
use of energy; or a teenager who acquired a hair dryer.

• How could they test their ideas about the unwanted results? 

• Which factors are beyond their control? Which factors might 
they do something about? 

Ask for other examples of data they are likely to analyze in their personal lives.

For example: 

Other utility bills; health reports that might include weight, blood pressure, 
etc.; children’s report cards; household budgets; box scores or odds on racing 
forms, if they are sports fans.

STEP 2 Staff connect everyday data with organization’s outcomes
Ask for examples of how utility bills and other everyday data are similar 
to the organization’s data and outcome reports.

For example: 

People have expectations — such as how much their monthly utilities will cost, 
what grades their children should earn or what their blood pressure should be. The 
organization, too, has expectations about what it will accomplish. Information on 
bills or report cards measures how well energy usage or children are meeting 
expectations, just as our outcome reports measure how well we are accomplishing 
our organization’s goals for clients and the program.

Point out that in everyday life people often analyze data, though many 
people don’t think of it as analysis. 

STEP 3 Transition to the next activity
Tell the group that they will look at program outcomes and — using their 
experience with everyday data — examine factors that produced program 
outcomes needing attention. 

ACTIVITY 3

Analyzing
Everyday

Data

OUTLINE/SCRIPT
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What Happens
In Part 1, staff members suggest factors that could be contributing 
to an unexpected or unwanted program outcome and decide what 
analysis is necessary to test their hunches about the causes. In 
Part 2, they explore these factors and put forth possible 
adaptations/changes/additions to services.

Objective 
To prepare staff to routinely analyze data and take action to find 
factors that contribute to outcomes.

To Prepare
• Preview the Activity Outline/Script on page 17 and 19. Note that the activity 

has two parts.

• Make individual copies of your organization’s most recent outcomes report. 

• Think about the outcomes that need attention and consider factors that could 
be affecting the outcomes so you can assist the group as they chose an outcome to 
focus on and brainstorm factors that could be influencing it.

• Print individual copies of the Fishbone Diagram Tool on page 29 to distribute. 
Draw a large fishbone diagram easel paper. (If your group will work in teams, have 
a large fishbone on easel paper for each team.) Below is an example of how a 
completed ishbone might look.

(Note: The Fishbone Diagram is adapted from The Memory Jogger II — A Pocket Guide of Tools for 
Continuous Improvement and Effective Planning, by Michael Brassard and Diane Ritter, published in 1994.)

• Preview the categories of influencing factors listed in the Activity 
Outline/Script so you can explain these during Step 2.

Example of Completed Fishbone Diagram

Potential Factor

Example client characteristics:
No prior work experience; 
don’t understand what it takes 

day in and day out

Potential Factor

Example client characteristics:
Might not be good 
problem-solvers and 
self-advocates

DASHBOARD 
INDICATOR

needing our attention
Example: 90-day retention

OUR GOAL
Example: 85%

3rd Quarter Outcome: 
Example: 53%

THE ISSUE
Example: too many 

clients leaving during first
month on the job

Potential Factor

Example program policy: 
Placement follow-up done 
by staff whom clients 
don’t know well

Potential Factor

Example service procedure: 
Timing of follow-up calls not 
necessarily related to when
clients are likely to leave 

their job

Potential
Influencing
Factors

• Demographics

• Other client 
characteristics

• Service procedures

• Program policies

• Skill levels

• Documentation 

• Program 
environment

• Environmental 

• External events

ACTIVITY 4

Fishing for
Factors 
(2 Parts)

PREPARATION
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STEP 1 Group previews handout/selects 
indicator for attention

Review — or ask for a volunteer to review — the concept 
of dashboard indicators.

Tell staff that one or more of the dashboard indicators — like 
the fuel, battery or seatbelt light on a vehicle’s dashboard — 
needs their attention.

Distribute the organization’s outcome report and the 
Fishbone Diagram handout. 

Have the group examine the outcome report, agree on 
indicator/goal/issue on which to focus and record the indicator 
on the “fishhead.” Have them be as specific as possible. 

For example:

Indicator: Job Retention; Goal: 85% of our clients still working at 30 days. 
Issue: Retention is at 53%, too many people leaving their jobs within first month.

STEP 2 Individuals brainstorm possible factors 
affecting the outcome

Tell the group to first individually brainstorm and jot down factors 
on their diagrams that could be affecting this outcome. Suggest they 
might consider:

• Client characteristics — Do you think people with certain 
characteristics have different outcomes than others?  Do you 
think there may be changes in our population served that we 
weren’t aware of?

• Service delivery (process) characteristics — What services, length or
frequency of service, service quality, staff or service provider might 
be having an effect?

• Policy factors — Are actions taken according to the organization’s 
rules adversely affecting outcomes?

• Documentation factors — Are there factors that keep us from 
getting all the information about the outcome?

• Environmental factors — This could include factors in the 
economy or industry that are hard to control, but are there also 
things in our internal “environment” affecting the outcome? For 
example, do our training facilities reflect a work environment?

Tell the group that it’s important to concentrate on factors over which 
they have some degree of influence — outcomes that are connected 
with their own jobs.

ACTIVITY 4

Fishing for
Factors 

OUTLINE/SCRIPT
Part 1
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STEP 3 Staff discuss hunches about factors 
that influence the outcome

Have staff members offer the factor from their list they think is most 
important and explain their hunch or hypothesis regarding it. List 
the group’s factors and hypotheses on the easel board version of 
the Fishbone Diagram.

After staff members have suggested potential influencing factors, 
ask for any additional important factors and record them on 
the easel paper.

STEP 4 Group decides on factors to explore
Decide as a group which factors to “test” or learn more about. 
Ask the following questions:

• Which factors do people think are most likely to be affecting the outcome?

• Which factors could be easily explored because we already have the data?

• Which would take more work to look at, but our hunch
tells us it is important?

STEP 5 Group discusses how to test potential influencing factors
Have the group discuss the types of data — both quantitative and 
qualitative — that could be analyzed for a correlation between the 
potential influencing factor and the unwanted outcome.

For example:

To test a hunch that clients aren’t staying on the job because they 
have little work experience and aren’t prepared for the daily grind of 
working, we could run a report that correlates the amount of prior work 
experience to leaving employment within 30 days. 

We could see if our data indicate when during the first month our clients leave 
the job. After the first day? During the first week? After their first paycheck?

We could also test whether there is a correlation between having no 
prior job experience and the types of jobs clients are most likely to leave. 
For example, are inexperienced people staying in lower-skilled jobs and 
leaving those that require more skills? Or vice versa?

We could do more intensive follow-up with clients and employers 
and inquire more systematically about why clients left or were let go.

STEP 6 Form teams to further research factors
Have teams of staff members volunteer to gather and analyze 
the data that could support, clarify or eliminate individual factors. 
Set a time to report back to the group during Part 2 of Activity 4, 
making certain there is ample time to explore the data. 

ACTIVITY 4

Fishing for 
Factors 

OUTLINE/SCRIPT
Part 1

continued
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STEP 1 Teams report and discuss their research
Have teams report on their findings about factors that 
could be affecting the outcome. When all teams have reported, 
ask the following questions:

• What’s surprising about our findings?

• Because correlation doesn’t mean a potential factor is 
actually affecting our outcome, where do we need to gather 
more data or who else do we need to talk with to understand 
the connection?

For example:

Many participants in youth programs are going to work for the first 
time. That correlates with the fact that they aren’t staying on the job, 
but that may not be the actual cause of their quitting or being laid off.

• Which factors could we examine more closely to really 
make certain that they are affecting the outcome?

STEP 2 Select factors to focus on
Have the group agree on one or more factor on which to 
focus. Ask the following questions:

• Given what we’ve learned so far, what actions might we 
take to respond to these potential influencing factors?

• What might we track more carefully or pay more attention to?

STEP 3 Transition to next activity
Point out that it is unlikely that a single action on a factor will affect 
the outcome immediately. Instead it makes sense to set short-term 
goals or milestones to bring about change.

Introduce the Milestone Achievement Plan now or set a time 
when the group will begin setting milestones during Activity 5. 

ACTIVITY 4

Fishing for
Factors 

OUTLINE/SCRIPT: 
Part 2
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What Happens
Staff decide on actions to take and set milestones for 
improvement as they address factors they suspect are 
adversely affecting outcomes.

Objective 
To set short-term goals — or milestones — for improving 
a particular program outcome.

To Prepare
• Preview the Activity Outline/Script on page 21.

• Have on hand the easel version of the Fishbone Diagram from 
Activity 4 that records the dashboard indicator, original goal, 
outcome, issue and the factor on which the group decided to focus. 
Type in information from the diagram in the Milestone Achievement 
Plan on page 30 and make individual copies to distribute. (The 
examples on the sample chart below are meant only to illustrate to you, 
the manager, how the process works.) Be prepared to connect the factors 
staff believe are affecting the outcome to actions and setting milestones. 
Be ready to suggest both actions and milestones.

ACTIVITY 5

Setting Out the 
Milestones 

PREPARATION

Actions Involving Services Actions Involving Policy

Example: Milestone Achievement Plan

DASHBOARD INDICATOR OUTCOME
Job Retention

GOAL
85% graduates still employed at 90 days

MILESTONE

Measure

Example: 
Increased 
completion of 
training

MILESTONE

Measure

Example: 
Increased # on 
job after 
first week

MILESTONE

Measure

Example: 
Increased # on 
job at 6 
weeks

Action

Example: 
Implement
coping with
work 

activities into
training

Action

Example: 

Action

Example: 
Job developers
call all clients
at the end of
their first
workweek

Action

Example: 

Action

Example:
Offer a $50
incentive to
clients staying
6 weeks 
on the job

Action

Example:
Recruit 
current 

employers to
offer tryout
employment
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STEP 1 Review previous activities
Review the completed Fishbone Diagram and the 
influencing factors that the group explored and reported 
on during Part 2 of Activity 4.

STEP 2 Discuss and record actions on handout
Distribute and preview the Milestone Achievement Plan handout. 

Focusing on factors staff members identified and explored, have 
the group brainstorm the key steps or actions that could put the 
program back on track to achieve the indicator goal.

Have them agree on the actions that are both doable and likely 
to be effective, and record these in the action boxes on the 
Milestone Achievement Plan.

STEP 3 Discuss success and record milestones
Ask the group to describe what would constitute success in taking 
the actions. (What would change if the actions are successful?) 

Offer an example based on the actions they have identified. 
Suggest that they think of the ultimate success of achieving the 
indicator goal as happening through a series of milestones. 

Explain that milestones can be based on different criteria. 
Milestones could be based on:

Time: For example, having people stay on the job for a single 
week could be a milestone toward the goal of 30-day retention.

Steps in a process: Offering “tryout” employment could help 
clients decide whether they want to take the job in the first place.

Influencing factors: Offer an example based on the factors the 
group has identified.

Have the group — or teams — suggest measurable milestones for 
the action they will take, and record milestones on the Milestone 
Achievement Plan handout.

STEP 4 Form action teams
Have the group form teams to take the actions and set a time 
when teams report back on their progress toward their milestones.

ONGOING
To continue the learning and engagement begun during these 
activities, have staff routinely analyze dashboard indicators, propose 
and test factors affecting performance, and set and work toward 
milestones. This could take place during regular staff meetings and 
include recognition and celebration of their work.

ACTIVITY 5

Setting Out the 
Milestones 

OUTLINE/SCRIPT



Outcomes describe the organization’s results, the measurable 
changes in what clients did, reported or achieved. Outcomes 
reflect staff’s efforts to bring about change for clients. 

For example:

What clients did: 48 of the 60 youth referred (80%) 
attended wellness workshops during the first quarter. 

What clients reported: 36 of 48 employers (75%) during 
the first quarter reported that our trainees were “well-prepared.”

What clients achieved: 44 of the 48 clients (92%) taking the 
test during the first quarter received hazardous-
waste-handling certification.

What outcomes are most important to us?

How often are these outcomes reported? 
(Weekly? Monthly? Quarterly? Yearly?)

How do frontline staff provide information that connects to these outcomes?

TOOL

Manager’s
Mini 

Worksheets

Important 
Concept 1
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Organizational Goals describe in measurable terms what
the organization plans to achieve related to the outcomes.

For example:

400 youth will attend our wellness workshops this year.

95% of employers will report that our trainees are 
“well-prepared” this year.

150 participants will earn hazardous-waste-handling 
certification this year.

What are our organization’s measurable goals regarding our 
important outcomes?

Who sets our goals and how often are they revised?

How do frontline staff learn about the organization’s goals and the
progress toward achieving them? 

TOOL

Manager’s
Mini 

Worksheets

Important 
Concept 2
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Dashboard Indicators help gauge whether the organization 
is on track to meet its goals.  

For example:

Number of youth attending wellness workshops to date as 
compared to our goal.

Percentage of employers reporting that our trainees are 
“well-prepared” during each month.

Number of participants receiving hazardous-waste-handling 
certification each month.

What are our organization’s dashboard indicators?

Why do these particular indicators provide a gauge of whether
our organization is meeting its goals?

How do frontline staff learn about progress reflected in these indicators?

TOOL

Manager’s
Mini 

Worksheets

Important 
Concept 3

Using Data For Success 24



Using Data For Success 25

Milestones are interim goals and a way to focus on 
short-term results that lead to accomplishing the 
organization’s goals.

For example:

Identified six new agencies/organizations during the first 
week of October that will refer youth to our workshops. 

Contacted 95% of employers during the second 
quarter who reported that our participants were 
“not well-prepared” and discussed with each their expectations 
for entry-level employees.  

Piloted a “test-taking seminar” in September for participants 
taking the hazardous-waste-management certification examination.

What are milestones used in the past that have helped staff connect their
efforts to the organization’s goals?

TOOL

Manager’s
Mini 

Worksheets

Important 
Concept 4
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Example:
Staff at the HOPE Program in Brooklyn, NY, used their data to determine 
that their clients’ employment outcomes were related to the number of 
case-management services they received. Based on this finding, the program 
turned a part-time position into a full-time one to offer more services.

Example:
Jewish Vocational Service in San Francisco used its information about 
employers to determine who were most engaged with the organization as 
volunteers, financial backers or board members. The data helped staff 
members focus on particular employers and industry sectors that were 
favorably predisposed to the organization.

Example:
Staff at STRIVE/Chicago analyzed data and discovered their clients had 
lower-than-expected wage gains after two years on the job. They used this 
information to start a program that helps their graduates develop career plans 
to advance into higher-paying positions.

Example:
At Training, Inc., in Indianapolis, staff examined information from the database 
that tracked skill gains and feedback from employer internships. An analysis 
showed that clients did not gain sufficient keyboarding skills to meet job market 
demands. After exploring reasons why this skill was inadequate, they made 
changes in testing procedures to better simulate employer practice and increased 
the frequency of testing. As a result, clients raised their skill level significantly.

Another Example:

Another Example:

TOOL

Real 
Examples of
Successfully
Using Data
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TOOL

Successful Client 
Check-Off List

Major indicators 
of our client success

Put a check next
to all indicators 
related to your
specific client’s
success

Actions staff took to help this specific client
achieve the success described in the indicators 
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TOOL

Scary 
Utility Bill

THIS MONTH’S CHARGE: $2,876.13 DUE MAY 4

AV
ER
AG
E 
KW

H
/D
AY

2008 MONTHS 2009

A M J J A S O N D J F M A

56

52

48

44

40

36

32

28

24

20

16

12

8

4

0
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Potential Factor Potential Factor

DASHBOARD 
INDICATOR

OUR GOAL

THE ISSUE

Potential FactorPotential Factor

(The Fishbone Diagram is adapted from The Memory Jogger II — A Pocket Guide of Tools for Continuous
Improvement and Effective Planning, by Michael Brassard and Diane Ritter, published in 1994.)

• Demographics

• Other client characteristics

• Service procedures

• Program policies

• Skill levels

• Documentation 

• Program environment

• Environmental 

• External events

TOOL

Fishbone 
Diagram

Potential
Influencing

Factors
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TOOL
Milestone

Achievement
Plan

Actions Involving Services Actions Involving Policy

DASHBOARD INDICATOR
OUTCOME

GOAL

MILESTONE

Measure

MILESTONE

Measure

MILESTONE

Measure

Action Action Action Action Action Action
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Public/Private Ventures
2000 Market Street, Suite 600
Philadelphia, PA 19103
Tel: (215) 557-4400
Fax: (215) 557-4469

New York Office
The Chanin Building
122 East 42nd Street, 42nd Floor
New York, NY 10168
Tel: (212) 822-2400
Fax: (212) 949-0439

California Office
Lake Merritt Plaza, Suite 1550
1999 Harrison Street
Oakland, CA 94612
Tel: (510) 273-4600
Fax: (510) 273-4619

January 2009

Public/Private Ventures (P/PV) is a national leader in 
creating and strengthening programs that improve lives in
low-income communities. We do this in three ways:

• Innovation: We work with leaders in the field 
to identify promising existing programs or 
develop new ones. 

• Research: We rigorously evaluate these programs
to determine what is effective and what is not. 

• Action: We reproduce model programs in new 
locations, provide technical assistance where 
needed and inform policymakers and 
practitioners about what works. 

P/PV is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit, nonpartisan organization
with offices in Philadelphia, New York City and Oakland.
For more information, please visit www.ppv.org.

Working Ventures is a P/PV initiative that seeks to 
improve the performance of the workforce development
field by providing practitioners and policymakers with 
the knowledge and tools needed to operate effective 
employment programs. We support the field by 
documenting effective employment strategies and 
practices, convening practitioner workshops and 
providing resources to encourage program innovation.

http://

