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Objectives

• Identify primary sources of anxiety, hesitation and 
fear in the analysis and use of performance data

• Articulate basic principles to transforming these 
fears into an appreciation of and enthusiasm for 
data

• Share real-world examples of the application of 
these principles in the non-profit, municipal and 
state agency, and community collaborative setting



Anxiety 
Related to 

Capacity

• Basic Fear of Math or Statistics
• Fear that math skills aren’t strong enough
• Fear of not being able to understand programs, 

formulas

• Fear of being “found out” as being less than 
“data savvy”
• “I can’t do math – that is why I became a social 

worker”

• Fear that data and measures you have been 
using are flawed or inappropriate, and you 
did not have the wit to see it
• Fear that “what we have always done” will be 

judged as useless



Anxiety 
Related To Use

• Fear that having good data will require undue 
data collection or reporting burden
• Fear that focusing on data collection and analysis will 

”take away” from direct service provision
• Fear that data/performance reports will “just sit on the 

shelf”

• Fear that activities and programs will reveal 
performance issues
• Fear that data will be used as ammunition to reduce 

program budgets, downsize staff or make other 
organizational changes

• Fear that having good data will make a program a 
”target” while other programs that do not have data can 
“sneak by

• Fear that data will be misinterpreted, not put 
in context



Dealing with 
Fear of 
“math”

• Demonstrate to staff that most performance 
analysis does not require advanced math 
skills…make it more about “problem solving” or 
”forensic investigation”

• Empower staff and community partners to embrace 
their “Enlightened Ignorance” by asking for 
clarification of data and clear language, and 
challenging use of jargon

• Explain that other participants will silently thank 
them because they don’t get it either

• Use common sense, non-buzz wordy terms when 
talking about data…some performance frameworks, 
such as Results-Based Accountability, emphasize this 
(see Mark Friedman’s Language Trap)



THE LANGUAGE TRAP
Too many terms. Too few definitions. Too little discipline

Benchmark

Target

Indicator Goal

Result

Objective

Outcome

Measure

Modifiers
Measurable      Core

Urgent              Qualitative

Priority             Programmatic

Targeted           Performance

Incremental     Strategic

Systemic

Lewis Carroll Center for Language Disorders Ex: Measurable urgent systemic indicators

From: Trying Hard Is Not Good Enough,
Mark Friedman 



Dealing with 
Fear of Data 

Collection 
Burden

• Leverage data that are already collected

• If additional data collection is necessary, connect the 
dots between the data collected and ultimate use of 
the data [staff often are never told in detail why 
certain data are necessary]

• Avoid duplicate data entry whenever possible

• Have staff and partners identify data elements that 
aren’t being used, and they can stop reporting

• Actually USE the data…have staff participate in 
regular performance discussions where the data are 
actively used, and TAKE ACTION based on those data 
that flow from these participatory discussions (don’t 
bring a data driven solution to staff as a done 
deal…have them participate in the decision process)







Dealing with the fear 
that data will reveal 
performance issues, 

or will be used as 
ammunition for 

downsizing or other 
undesired 

programmatic or 
organizational 

changes 

• Distinction between population and 
performance accountability

• Regular, open review of performance data

• Rather than using a “black box” approach to 
performance management (where staff are 
asked to meet one or more performance goals 
without discussion or context), ask staff to work 
together to continually improve performance

• Distal and proximate outcomes

• If created and used correctly, data WILL reveal 
performance issues – that is why we collect and 
use it. Identifying performance issues allows us 
to address issues and improve performance –
ensuring strong performance is the best way to 
preserve funding and protect programs



Dealing with 
the fear that 

data could be 
misinterpreted

• Use of story behind the baselines

• Use of easy to interpret data displays

• Don’t look at single measures in isolation

• Look at trend data over time instead of point-in-
time data



Solnit Center Treatment Teams 



Performance 
Dashboard



Standardization of Data:  Analysis of Shooting Data in Hartford, 
Bridgeport and New Haven



Use of Small 
Multiples



Conclusion

• We should always be cognizant that anxiety and 
fear related to data can slow performance 
improvement efforts

• This anxiety can be pervasive and multi-
dimensional; we ignore it at our peril

• We need to address this anxiety by both helping 
staff to be more comfortable with their own 
ability to work with data, and allaying their fears 
of HOW data will be used by fostering open, 
transparent, and participatory use of data

• The data we use in our improvement efforts 
should be reported in easy to use formats that 
also allow adequate contextualization



Conclusion

We should always be cognizant that 
anxiety and fear related to data can slow 
performance improvement efforts

• This anxiety can be pervasive and multi-
dimensional; 

• we ignore it at our peril

• Two common categories of data anxiety:

• Anxiety regarding one’s own capacity

• Anxiety about how data will be used 



Conclusion

We need to address this anxiety

• Build staff skills and confidence to 
work with data

• Use accessible, jargon-free language

• Be available to provide support and 
assistance



Conclusion

We need to be smart about data collection 
and use

• Include staff and partners in using the data

• The data we use in our improvement 
efforts should:

• Be reported in easy to use formats

• Be relevant (stop collecting unnecessary 
data)

• Already collected where possible

• Allow adequate contextualization
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