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Chapter 4              
How to Collect Research Data
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Data Collection
Once you have research ethics approval for your project, you can begin data collection. This is the most engaging aspect 
of research, where you interview participants and begin to collect answers to your research question. It can also be the 
most challenging and time-consuming aspect of research, with participants’ varying willingness to provide information. 
Regardless, it is a good learning experience. Keep detailed notes about the data collection process, i.e. what worked, what 
did not, what changes you had to make to your research plan. Data collection process can take at least three weeks or 
longer. Meet as a team to get all the materials ready for data collection and decide who is going to do what, when, and 
how.

As a team, prepare these materials before you begin data collection:

 Recruitment flyer/information: This is the flyer or the information that you will use to inform people about your 
research and to convince them to participate. 

 Email account for your project: Set up a different email account for the research project that only your team 
members can access. Do not give out your personal emails or home/cell numbers to potential participants. You may 
want to create an online file-sharing account (e.g. Dropbox) to securely store and share data online. 

 Screening list: Create an Excel document titled “Screening List”. This is the document you will use to record the 
names and notes about people who express interest in participating in your research, to determine whether they 
meet the inclusion criteria. Remember that the screening list is one of the most sensitive documents as it contains 
the identities of potential participants. Ensure that this document is password-protected and accessed by only your 
team members. If you are using printed copies of this document, make sure that only your team members view the 
content.   

 Copies of consent form for research participants: Make at least two copies of the consent form per participant. 
Keep one signed copy and give the other to the participant to retain.  

 Your research instruments: Final versions of your survey questionnaire, interview guide, focus group guide etc. 
If you ask people to complete the survey on paper, make enough copies of the survey. If your team is doing a survey 
online, set it up using software such as Survey Monkey and test it. Document the link to the online survey for poten-
tial participants. 

 Recording equipment: Digital recorders (for interviews and focus groups), digital cameras (for photovoice), and 
video cameras (for digital storytelling). 

 Location to securely store research data and equipment: Secure a cabinet or storage box that can be locked to 
store hard copies of research data, signed consent forms, and recording equipment (digital recorders, digital camer-
as, etc.). For electronic copies of your research data (e.g. screening list, data files, digital recordings of interviews or 
focus groups), create password protected files and folders in your computer or school computer to ensure that only 
the research team has access to the files. 

 Memory key: to store and/or transport data. Remember to password protect all files and encrypt the memory key 
for extra security. 

What do I Need for Data Collection?
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Follow the data collection steps listed below and adjust the steps based on the type of method or research instrument 
you are using.
 
Step 1: Recruitment. Post your recruitment flyers and distribute your recruitment information widely (by email, on-
line). Remember that talking to people face-to-face is often the most effective form of recruitment, since you can provide 
detailed information about the research and encourage people to participate. Share your excitement about the research 
and explain its importance. 

Ensure your safety when posting and distributing flyers or sending information by email/online. Do not visit unsafe 
locations and do not give out your personal email or other contact information. 

Step 2: Screening and selection of participants. Once your research project is underway and people express an interest 
in participating, ensure that they meet your inclusion criteria. Use the screening list to record the details that are specific 
to your research. For example, if you choose to interview only students who are 16 years old and older, and those who 
have single parents, remember to ask their age and parents’ marital status.  

Step 3: Explain ethical issues and obtain consent. Before people agree to participate in your research, make sure you 
explain to them clearly what is involved, their rights, confidentiality protocols, and the consent process. Give them (or 
their parents/guardians) a copy of the Consent Form to read and encourage them to ask any questions about the re-
search or the consent process. If they need consent from parents/guardians, give them a copy of the form to take home 
for review and signature. Students who are of age and can sign their own form may decide to review and sign on the 
spot. Keep one signed copy of the form and give one copy to the participant. See Chapter 3 for more information about 
ethical issues and informed consent. 

Step 4: Arrange logistics for data collection. If it is a face-to-face interview, determine the date, time and location. For 
focus groups, you will need to coordinate a date, time and location that are convenient for all participants. For surveys, 
the logistics vary based on the venue, e.g. online, self-administered written, or survey interview. If it is an online survey, 
provide the online link. If it is self-administered, arrange to provide a printed copy to be completed on the spot or later. 
If it is a survey interview, determine the date, time, and location. Remember to do the data collection (interview or focus 
group) in a location where participants feel safe and comfortable.

If your team is doing photovoice or digital storytelling based research, where research participants take their own photos 
or make their own films, arrange to provide digital or video cameras and clear instructions. Remind them to obtain 
written consent from anyone featured in the photos or film. 

Step 5: The interaction. When people agree to an interview, focus group or survey interview, follow the steps below, 
depending on your research method.

 Thank them for their time and participation in your research. 

 If they have not signed the consent form, ask them to do so. Keep one copy of the form and give one copy to the 
participant.  

 Explain the process, steps involved, duration, and other details. Ask them to seek clarification about the process. 
Remind them that they do not have to answer all questions. If it is a focus group, remind participants that although 
you ask for complete confidentiality, you cannot guarantee it. Participants should be cautious about what they share 
with the group. 

 When all participants are ready, begin the interview, focus group, or survey interview, using the guide and 
process that your team designed. If you are digitally recording, turn on the recorder and ensure that the machine is 

Steps for Data Collection
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recording. Announce that you are now recording. If you are conducting the interview or focus group in pairs, clarify 
who is posing the questions, who is taking notes, and whether they are sharing these tasks. This is one of the most 
engaging steps in research. See next section on how to ask probing questions for stimulating discussion on the topic. 
Give participants breaks, when needed and provide drinking water. 

If using an on-line or self-administered survey, follow the relevant Step 4 instructions above.  

 Once the data has been collected, thank the participants again for their time and contributions. Turn off the digi-
tal recorders and announce that you are doing so. Remind participants what you plan to do with the research results. 

 When participants have left, debrief quickly with your co-interviewer/co-facilitator on key points, what went 
well, and what could be improved. Record these reflections in your notes. 

 Collect all the signed consent forms in an envelope, seal and label it, and store it immediately in a locked cabinet. 
Do the same with handwritten surveys. Upload digital recordings to your computer, password protect the file, and 
delete the recording from the digital recorder. For photovoice projects and film, upload photos and film to comput-
er, password-protect, and delete from the camera. Store the material securely, for future analysis. 

Video: Hélène Grégoire talks about the the data collection 
process

Video: Students talk about getting other students to participate 

The Art of Asking Questions
The quality of the data/answers you collect depends on how you ask questions and how you probe further, particularly 
in interviews and focus groups. Sometimes in an interview, we do not receive the type of information we are seeking. 
Probing is a technique using follow-up questions to enhance the clarity, depth and richness of the responses.
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 Nudging probes: These questions encourage interviewees to keep talking, but do not suggest a particular direction. 
 
Examples:
Yes, tell us more about that…
Yes, go on…
Yes, I would like to hear more about that…

 Clearing house probes: These probes can be used to close an interview topic, while ensuring that you have elicited 
all the information an interviewee wants to provide.

Examples:
Is there anything else you would like to add? 
Are there any questions I should have asked, but did not? 
Was there anything more you wanted to cover?

 Probes to increase depth of content: These probes encourage interviewees to provide more information about a 
particular topic. 

Examples:
Can you tell me, in detail, all the steps you had to take to work with your principal?
Please elaborate on how you juggle so many school and extra-curricular responsibilities.

 Probes to increase clarity: These questions focus on clarifying particular words or phrases used by interviewees.   

Examples:
I’m not sure I understand what you mean by “incompetent”. Could you explain? 

 Probes to capture feelings, perspectives and opinions: These questions are designed to ask the interviewee to 
explore the feelings or thoughts underlying a particular statement. 

Examples:
How did that experience of discrimination make you feel?

 Probes to determine reasons, causes, and links: These questions prompt interviewees to make connections be-
tween their experiences and larger issues. They follow a statement made by an interviewee.

Examples:
What holds you back from being engaged in your learning?
In your opinion, what actions can students take to improve how education looks and feels?

 Probes to find more information on impacts. These questions ask participants to elaborate on a statement that is 
directly linked to the research question.  

Examples:
How did that negative experience impact you?
What are the impacts on the health of you and your family as a result of unemployment?

 Hypothetical probes: These questions pose a hypothetical situation and ask interviewees to respond. 

Types of probes
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Examples:
If the government introduced an affordable childcare program, how would that impact you?
Imagine that you could relive the past. Name one action that you would do differently.
If you were the Principal, what steps would you take to overcome the challenges that you have identified?

 Probes to get the interviewee back on track: Use these questions when the interviewee veers off topic or does not 
answer the question. 

Examples:
Let’s return to your first year of high school. Please tell us…
We were talking about how not having good grades impacts your sense of participation. Can you tell us more about 
that?  

 Case scenario or vignette-based probes: These probes pose a scenario and conclude with follow-up questions. This 
method is useful for generating discussion on sensitive topics, such as mental health.

Case scenario: Mohammad and his family are from Afghanistan and came to Canada last year, after living in refugee 
camps in Pakistan for many years. Mohammad is starting Grade 9 at a new school and does not know any other stu-
dents. He has been bullied because of his accent and has challenges relating to his peers. Mohammad has recurring 
nightmares and does not want to attend school. How do Mohammad’s experiences reflect those of other students? 
What kinds of services and supports would be helpful for Mohammad?

Tips on Note Taking 
Effective note taking is an important task in data collection that involves documenting observational data from focus 
groups and enhancing consistency, detail and comprehensiveness of the data. This task can be done by either the facilita-
tor or another team member. The note taker can also assist the facilitator by noting: any missed questions, side discus-
sions, or non-verbal signs of discomfort/tension among participants. Below are some tips on effective note taking for 
focus groups:

i. Observational notes: As well as documenting what participants are saying, note takers also keep track of how par-
ticipants are saying it. Note takers also document observations, e.g. how participants are reacting, the nature of the 
discussion. Note takers may also document: 

i. Non-verbal signs, cues and body language when participants are speaking
ii. Tone, voice level, emotions displayed about the discussion 
iii. Responses from other participants (non-verbal or verbal)
iv. Nature and levels of participation from each participant

ii. Capturing soft voices and crowded discussions: Note takers have the responsibility to capture soft voices, and 
crowded discussion, where many people are speaking at the same time. They may also document side discussions, 
not captured by voice recorders.  

iii. Taking notes on content: Note takers document the content of discussion in detail either verbatim (including every 
word), by summarizing key points, or a combination of the two. If combining, note-takers must enclose verbatim 
notes in quotation marks.  

iv. Identifying important/relevant discussion: While documenting the conversation, note takers identify discussion 
that is relevant to the study. Develop symbols to identify important discussion points, which can help researchers 
later during the transcription/translation and analysis process. 

v. Keeping track of flows and connections: Note takers help keep track of flow and connections during the focus 
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group discussion, by linking participants to their comments.  

 Processing of raw data. 
First level security processing – remove all names and personal identifiers.
Second level of security processing – review data again to remove any information that can identify an individual, agen-
cy or group of participants.

 Secure storage, access, and utilization of data. 
Store all consent forms, recruitment/screening forms in a sealed envelope, in a locked cabinet (accessible only to princi-
ple investigators and project coordinator).

Store all raw data in a secure, locked cabinet; Password-protect all electronic raw data and store in protected folders.

Ensure that research team members have access to different levels of security-processed data, according to their roles 
and responsibilities.

Track data requests, utilization, and transfer; share data in password-protected, secure media (e.g. password-encrypted 
memory key).

Remind all data users to practice confidentiality when storing password-protected raw data in their personal computers. 

Destroy securely raw data following project completion.

 Secure audit of results and reports.
Ensure that people reviewing the reports check for data confidentiality/sensitivity. 
Be prepared for potential distortion of results by stakeholders (e.g. media). 

How to Ensure Data Confidentiality




