Job Aid 350-70-4.5

Summarizing Qualitative Data

(Written Comments)

1.  Sort the completed instruments by type of instrument (questionnaire, interview guide, observation checklist, etc).  Put each type in a separate stack.

2.  Number the completed data collection instruments sequentially to keep track of them, and for easy reference, if a particular comments needs to be looked at again later.  They may also be coded in some way to indicate who completed the instrument, where and when the instrument was completed, etc.

3.  Open each instrument to the first open-ended item where comments (qualitative data) are recorded.  Read through the response recorded on the first item.  Go back and read the response again.  This time, using a colored pen, underline, circle or highlight the key statement(s) in the response.

4.  After highlighting the key statements, type or rewrite each key statement on a separate piece of paper.  Condense the statement if required.  If one respondent provides more than one key statement in the response, list each statement separately.  Some respondents may provide many separate comments in response to a single open-ended question.  As each key statement is rewritten, put a check beside it on the instrument to make sure all statements are recorded, and to ensure the same statement is not recorded more than once.

5.  After recording the response to the first question on the first instrument, go to the same question on the next instrument, and so on.  Summarize all responses received from all respondents one question at a time.  Stay with the same question until all responses are summarized.  This keeps your train of thought on one subject and makes it easier to summarize the responses.

6.  As the responses are reviewed, make up categories for grouping responses.  For example, if someone said, “Make the course longer”; the category entry might be “Make course longer,” followed by a tick mark (I).  Each time a different respondent answered with something similar, add another tick mark (II), and so on.  Tally up the number of responses in each category.

7.  Comments that do not fit into any category should be labeled “Other comments” or “Miscellaneous” category.  When the responses are summarized, categories may need to be changed.  

8.  Make a note of any comments that are not understood, with a reference to the instrument number.  Later, get with the data collector or the respondent that recorded the comment for clarification.  Clarify technical comments that are not understood with a SME. 

9.  After all responses received on the first question (item) are summarized, go back to the beginning of the stack and follow the same procedures for summarizing responses received on the next item, and so on.

10.  Rather than rewriting or typing each comment on a piece of paper, consider entering them into a computer database so they can be sorted more easily. 
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